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      Arrogant. Sexy. Reminiscent.

      I felt all three about my newest client.

      The moment I met the sexy club owner in need of a party planner, I soon realized why.

      He was the one responsible for the most mortifying night of my life just one year earlier.

      The faceless Dominant who had me thrown out when I was at my most vulnerable.

      

      Beautiful. Innocent. Submissive

      I knew the gorgeous blonde was off limits.

      The moment I realized our connection, I was determined to hold her at arm’s length.

      She’d gotten under my skin once, but never again.

      That was much easier said than done once passion erupts between us at the masquerade party.

      

      Addictive. Obsessive. Dangerous

      As I deny my growing attraction for Charlotte, someone much more sinister develops his own deadly obsession with her.

      Will I be able to conquer my own demons before my potential future is taken away from me?
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      READER ADVISORY - This book contains scenes of BDSM along with other dark subject matter including flashbacks of self-harm and child sexual abuse. It also contains graphic violence and sex.
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      Although this book was previously published in 2019, "Hawke" has been updated with a new POV and some expanded scenes.
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DENVER, COLORADO

        

      

    

    
      Despite the falling snow, the ground beneath my heavy boots was nothing but dirty slush. In the winter, Denver was a lot like my former home in Northern Virginia. The frigid, mountain air and heavy precipitation only succeeded in souring my already bad mood. I had been asleep when I received a call from the local authorities about an arrest outside what would soon be the front door to Syn. Having my club in the headlines before it even opened wasn’t something I wanted or needed.

      Frustrated, I’d gotten out of bed and now was standing outside with my hands tucked inside the deep pockets of my coat. My face burned from the sharp wind whipping across my cheeks. There were a hundred other places I would rather be, especially at this time of night.

      Yellow police tape blocked off the front of the building as one of the officers apprehended the perp inside. Evidently, there’d been two separate crimes committed, but I had only found out about the break-in when I’d arrived on the scene. Even more irritated at this point, I demanded to speak to the one in charge.

      “I’ll be right back, Mr. Hawkins.”

      Now, I was stuck here waiting. Having the place barricaded off was the last thing I needed when a construction crew would be there first thing in the morning. It was the third week of January, and if I ever hoped to have the inside done before Valentine’s Day, I knew I needed to get started on it. My plan had been to open Syn with a masquerade party, so I was determined to make sure these random events didn’t cause any insurmountable setbacks.

      Fuck. I had forgotten all about having booked an appointment in the morning with the company that would plan the grand opening.

      If the scene was going to take any length of time to be swept and cleared, it’d be best to cancel the booking and reschedule for a later date. That was all but impossible now since I’d set up an 8:00 a.m. meeting. It was now after midnight and I didn’t even remember the name of the planner or her company. I had gotten a few recommendations, then picked the one that had availability. All I could recall was the assistant’s name, Sherry.

      That’ll do me a hell of a lot of good now.

      So far, this investment had been one issue after another. From the holdup with the building permits to getting the utilities checked and turned on. I’d thought when those two problems had finally been solved, that things would get back on track. Little did I know abandoned buildings like the one I’d purchased attracted drug dealers, prostitutes, and worse to the area. I should’ve never purchased this property, but hindsight was twenty-twenty. Growing more impatient, I dug my phone out of my pocket, then checked the time on the home screen.

      For fuck’s sake. What are they doing in there?

      My question seemed to be answered when I heard voices, then saw a police officer emerge from the interior with some juvenile delinquent in handcuffs. I was initially struck by the sight. The kid couldn’t have been any older than thirteen or fourteen. Dark, shaggy hair hung underneath his left eye. More saddened now than annoyed, I watched the child as he was led to, then stuffed into the back seat of the cruiser.

      Our eyes met. The hollowness in them reminded me of my youth, back when I was a different person in a much different life. Somewhat haunted to this very day by the things I’d seen and done during that time, I could only shake my head.

      Hopefully, the guy walking toward me was the one in charge. Just as I was about to speak, the man beat me to it. “Are you Mr. Hawkins?”

      “Yeah,” came my gruff response. “What the hell happened in there?”

      “Stay here for a few minutes, please,” he instructed and walked over to the car with the kid inside.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!”

      I watched the two officers as they talked to one another. Time was money, and if I couldn’t get everything cleared, I’d rapidly waste both. In addition to my dwindling patience, the weather was getting even more dreadful. Even though Washington, D.C., got its share of cold and snow, I’d yet to acclimate to what I’d been told was normal in Denver this time of year.

      Deciding to turn my focus away from the officers, I looked at the building. There were no chalk outlines, so that’d been a plus. Without any sign of serious injury, hopefully the only crime committed was something that could be wrapped up fairly soon so I could get back to my hotel and some semblance of warmth.

      As the officers continued to talk, I looked at the backseat of the car. The kid had his face pressed against the window as he stared at me with dead eyes. What was his story? I shook my head wryly, knowing it could be any number of things.

      I’d once been in a similar state. Having been in and out of foster homes since I was eleven, I had gotten into my fair share of trouble. Some of it had been minor infractions, but others had been more serious. If it hadn’t been for Caine Stephens, there was no telling where I’d be today. The options pretty much came down to jail or death. Like the kid, the two of us had once been, the boy currently watching me seemed to be on the same path.

      “Sorry for the delay,” an officer said, interrupting my thoughts. I turned and saw the man’s outstretched hand. “My name’s Jack.”

      By habit, I shook his hand. “What the hell happened in there?”

      Jack looked between me and the car before responding. “Whiteside and I had been patrolling the area when we noticed what appeared to be a drug deal in process. We caught this kid on the corner trying to sell pills to a few others.”

      “At this time of night?” I asked the question, but didn’t wait for an answer. Remembering the busy day ahead of me, I looked over my shoulder at my property. “Are you going to remove that tape any time soon?”

      The officer chuckled, then called to the detective I had seen earlier. He was currently exiting the property. “Are we all wrapped up in there, Santiago?”

      The man gave a curt nod, but didn’t say anything as he began removing the police tape. Relieved that it’d be gone, I turned back to Jack. “Does this type of thing happen a lot in the area?”

      “It’s a hit or miss, really,” he responded, then reached into his pocket for a card, which he presented to me. “There’s been great strides made in Lo-Do over the last few years, and while we do patrol the area regularly, I’d suggest you get a camera or two for the place. I saw tools and other machinery inside. A lot of these kids come from impoverished homes and will steal anything that could score them money at a local pawn shop.”

      “I’ll get a system installed,” I responded, mentally adding that to my already large to-do list.

      “Very good. You’ve got my card. If you see anything out of the ordinary, give me a call,” he told me before helping gather up the rest of the tape.

      I took the removal of the barricade as permission to enter and stepped inside my club. The officer was right about all the tools and equipment that were lying around. There was everything from drills and chainsaws to coils of copper wiring I’d heard was in large demand. Over the summer and fall, several construction sites in the DMV had been robbed for the same metal.

      I scrubbed my hands down my face. A lot of progress had been made inside, but I knew Syn still had some ways to go before I’d be ready to open the door to the members-only establishment. That reminded me of another pressing task. I’d already sent off for all the necessary background checks on potential applicants. I just needed to set some time aside to go over the remainder of the paperwork.

      For now, however, I wanted to get back to my hotel for some sleep. I knew I’d have to be back in a few hours. In addition to overseeing the construction work, I had another early morning appointment. The recommendation I received touted the owner of the company as being one of “Denver’s up-and-coming” gems in the party planning world.

      Whatever the hell that meant. Shaking my head, I took a quick walk through the space, and after seeing nothing else out of place, I exited the building, locked up, and returned to my car.
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      Almost two inches of snow had fallen overnight, making it more difficult for me to walk in my favorite black, Stuart Weitzman boots. Because of the unwelcome but usual precipitation, I was left to choose between three less flattering pairs that were better suited for the weather. After finally opting for the basic suede, I left my office.

      I ran a party planning company that catered to one of my favorite activities. Often the belle of the ball, my vast experience in Denver’s high fashion social scene helped convince me to pursue something in the same career path. It was why upon graduating from the University of Colorado with a degree in business administration, I’d opened Platinum Dreams. I’d instantly gained clients due to my family’s name, but ultimately it was the quality of my work that made me successful.

      Most of my clientele had come courtesy of word of mouth, and the one I was on my way to meet had happened the same way, too. I honestly had no idea what type of event it was for. All Sherry could glean was the man’s name, and the address of the venue. As I slid behind the wheel of my Maserati, I immediately turned on the seat warmers and let the engine idle for a few minutes. It was cold as hell outside, and when I glanced down at my sweater, I could see the hardness of my nipples through the layers of clothing.

      “Okay, so let’s see where we’re headed,” I said aloud as I input the address into the navigation system. The 15th Street location seemed familiar, and when the GPS detected a match, I recognized the area. I, along with my best friend, Emery, spent a good amount of time at the nightclubs there.

      After putting my car in gear, it didn’t take long to reach my destination. Street parking was limited, so I turned into a nearby parking garage. I’d have to do some walking, so my choice of boots turned out to be perfect.

      I exited my car, grabbing my phone and small briefcase, then hurried to the side door exit which would take me onto the cross street. When completely out in the elements, I felt the wind burn as it swept across my cheeks. It was a shame the full arsenal of gear needed to ward off frostbite always made me look so unattractive. Having already braved the winter weather for the last few months, I kept my head down while I walked briskly down the sidewalk.

      Finally, I reached my destination and my brow furrowed at the word scribbled across a piece of paper taped to the door. “Syn?”

      It didn’t sound as grand as its counterparts, but I’d worry about that later. Depending on what the place was going to be used for, I could work with the name. I opened the door and stepped inside, relieved to finally be out of the frigid temperatures. Although the place was still heavily under construction, it had at least some semblance of warm, so I wouldn’t complain. Much!

      Not sure where I was supposed to go, I followed the sounds of voices, and soon found myself in a large open space. It had a stage, but that was it. My gaze traveled around the room, and I saw what appeared to be a bar being constructed off to the right side of me. Looking around for someone that wasn’t decked out in a hard hat, I soon laid eyes on a man in the corner.

      I could only see the side of him, but it was a very impressive view nonetheless. He stood tall, at least six feet in height, and wore a dark-colored T-shirt that fit him tightly. I walked closer, having to dodge a man with a two-by-four, before finally reaching him. He was wearing a very distinctive brand of cologne, and I found myself inhaling the scented air, trying to figure out what kind it was. The man was completely oblivious to my presence, typing furiously on the keypad of his phone. I debated momentarily on whether or not to disturb him before realizing his time was no more important than mine. After plastering on a professional smile, I cleared my throat.

      “Excuse me. I’m looking for Nathaniel Hawkins,” I said, watching the man slowly turn around.

      I nearly swallowed my tongue at the frontal view of the fine specimen, saying a small prayer that this man was the one who’d summoned me there. If so, I could certainly picture myself working very closely with him. He must have thought the same thing if his intense scrutiny was anything to go by. I stood there while he started at the top of my head and worked his gaze downward in appraisal until I placed my hands on my hips. I was about to mumble something sarcastic, but I remembered this could be a potential client.

      “And you would be?” came the curt response. His voice seemed to match his new expression, evidently annoyed that I’d cut short his wandering eye.

      “M-my name’s Charlotte Maxwell,” I stammered, wondering why this man had such an unnerving effect on me. There was something peculiar about his voice, but I chalked it up to my own growing impatience. “I’m with Platinum Dreams.”

      I wasn’t quite sure whether I’d expected him to smile, or even apologize, but he did neither, instead turning away from me, then simply motioning with his hand for me to follow. I shook my head, but did so anyway only because he wanted my services. If this was some sort of nightclub, the type of venue wasn’t something I normally arranged parties for, but it would certainly look impressive when listed on my portfolio. Despite my inexperience, I could hold my own with Denver’s elite, most of which frequented events at places like this.

      The man said nothing else to me as he led me down a dusty hallway. There were doors, all numbered, which seemed weird, but I didn’t express those thoughts out loud. We eventually reached the one at the farthest end of the hall, and I stepped through the doorway as he held it open for me.

      “I appreciate you taking time out of your busy schedule to meet with me,” he began, and I felt my earlier irritation start to diminish, at least until he continued to speak. “If I may offer one suggestion, Miss Maxwell. Dress more appropriately for the occasion in the future.”

      My mouth almost dropped open, but I managed to clamp it together before it did. Aiming a pointed stare in his direction, I looked down at what I was wearing. There was nothing wrong with a thick sweater over a pair of tight leggings. I wanted to give him a verbal lashing, and I might have until something strange made me pause.

      There was something very familiar about his voice, but I couldn’t place where I’d heard it before. I looked back at him, offering no response to his out of line suggestion, studying the man for a few seconds. Surely, I’d remember his rigid jawline, or those piercing emerald eyes, had we met before.

      Realizing he’d caught me staring, I mumbled softly, “What can I do for you, Mr. Hawkins?”

      This time, he was the one staring, and I felt his gaze as it once again traveled down the length of my body before pausing at my breasts. I couldn’t help but feel those traitorous peaks harden beneath his scrutiny.

      For fuck’s sake. Get a grip, Char.

      “I’m going to be hosting a grand opening party for Syn, and I’ve requested your assistance in accomplishing that feat.” His voice, while still somewhat clipped, had a hypnotizing quality in its cadence.

      “I’d be happy to help you with that,” I said before watching his lips quirk into a smirk. I had no idea what he found so amusing, so I continued, “All I need are the details, and what sort of time frame I have to work with.”

      I was about to start listing the services my company offered when he walked to the door and locked it. I ignored the feeling of impending doom I suddenly felt, and nervously chewed on my bottom lip. Feeling his gaze on me once more, I opened my mouth to speak, but he cut me off.

      “Do you have any idea what type of place Syn is, Miss Maxwell?”

      I shook my head slightly, growing more confused by the second. “A nightclub?”

      He chuckled, and the throaty sound had my core clenching.

      What the hell?

      I couldn’t understand my body’s response to the simplest of things like a fleeting glance or even his laugh.

      “Syn is a BDSM club,” he said in a low tone, watching me for any reaction.

      If he thought I’d simply turn tail and run, he was mistaken. Raising my chin to the man, I tried to ignore the heat rising in my cheeks. “Oh!”

      My heart rate began to accelerate, so when Nathaniel stepped closer, invading my personal space, I couldn’t help but remember the last time I’d been at one. Those memories were not ones I liked to focus on, and knowing there was a possibility I could be thrust back into that world, it should’ve had me running in the opposite direction.

      “I assume you’re somewhat aware of what happens inside of one?” he asked, and when I nodded, he continued, “Then you should know that confidentiality is paramount.”

      “I’ve read about those types of clubs before.”

      “You must be referring to erotic romance,” he replied. “While most of those authors are talented spinners of words, one is delusional to think that true love actually exists.”

      I could’ve argued with him, but I refused to open that Pandora’s box. Instead, I decided to go the more politically correct route with my response.

      “And you, Mr. Hawkins, are jaded to think otherwise. Whether we agree on love’s existence or not, it doesn’t affect any services you receive from Platinum Dreams, assuming you choose us to handle the planning of your event.”

      Nathaniel studied me with curiosity, and something that looked akin to desire. While I once fancied myself a submissive, I no longer did. That all changed one mortifying night in Washington, D.C.

      Finally, he grinned. “That’s very true, Miss Maxwell. I’ve compiled a list of requirements, and I have them all in this folder.”

      I watched as he retrieved a manila file off his desk, then handed it to me. I accepted it from him, and I was about to open it until he placed his hand on mine.

      “Take this with you and review it overnight. If your company is prepared to follow my every instruction down to the letter, then you’ll find a contract for services on the last page. Once it’s signed, you can fax it back to me.”

      I smiled. “You sound very sure of yourself, Mr. Hawkins. If I’m not amenable to all your demands, is there room for any possible negotiation?”

      “No!” The word was final and absolute. “If I don’t hear back from you by noon tomorrow, I’ll move on to your competitor. Now, I need to get back out front to oversee construction.”

      “I’m sure I’ll be back in touch,” I told him as I walked to the door.

      “Maybe you will, or maybe you won’t, Miss Maxwell. It makes no difference to me either way,” he stated matter-of-factly, then added, “You’re dismissed.”

      Dismissed!

      I did my best to keep the spark of anger from igniting. This asshole was so smug and rude, yet still, I could almost see myself bent over a spanking table, letting him have his way with me. Shaking off those thoughts, I then exited the office. I didn’t dare to look at anything else on my way out, holding my breath until the cold, mountain air hit my flushed cheeks.

      I clutched the file and stuffed it into my briefcase before hurrying back to my car. I was very interested to see what his demands were, but I would wait until I got back to my office to read them. As long as he didn’t want anything illegal, I couldn’t imagine not being able to accommodate him otherwise.
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      Parking my car in the same garage I had the day before, I opened my briefcase and grabbed the contract from inside. I felt like tearing the damn thing in half, and just allowing him to pick one of my competitors like he’d already threatened to do. But, I just couldn’t simply let things end like that.

      As I’d skimmed through the pages and thought about Nathaniel Hawkins, I realized why he’d seemed so familiar. He was the one who had left me bound and vulnerable at that club in Washington, D.C.

      “Unfuckingbelievable!”

      My hands shook as I tried to retain my composure. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t connected the dots earlier. Maybe it had to do with the fact Nathaniel looked nothing like I’d imagined he would.

      It wasn’t that the man wasn’t gorgeous, he just didn’t strike me as the sadistic bastard type, not that I’d know what one should look like. After realizing the tormentor from my dreams was none other than Mr. Hawkins, a myriad of emotions consumed me.

      I closed my eyes for a moment as I thought back to the night before. I’d retrieved the manila folder and had begun looking at the stack of papers inside.

      On the first page, there’d been an illustration of a Venetian mask. My interest was immediately piqued, so I flipped to the second page. Just as I’d thought when I had looked at the drawing, Nathaniel wanted to throw a grand opening for his club, with a masquerade theme.

      I’d heard about those type of parties, and had always thought there was something erotic about two people, possibly strangers, dancing around each other and their desires while hiding their true identities behind a mask. I had never been to one of those before unless one counted the night at that club in Washington, D.C.

      I had chalked it up to the nightmare I’d had the night before. I’d continued to look through the next few pages, rolling my eyes at the fact he’d bullet-pointed everything he wanted, and there were a lot of items listed.

      Most were small things like certain décor colors he thought would enhance the overall theme. It was only when I’d gotten to the contract portion and realized it was like the one I’d been forced to sign at The Box. At that point, I’d gone back through the conversation with him in his office. I’d suspected something about him sounded familiar but I couldn’t pinpoint what.

      “Now I can, you fucking bastard,” I ground out through gritted teeth.

      Grabbing the contract, I exited my car and walked straight toward Syn. When I entered the building, the place seemed to be in the same state of disarray as the day before, and I peeked into the bar area, hoping to catch a glimpse of him.

      “Miss, you can’t be in here,” came a stern, male voice from behind me.

      I turned and smiled sweetly at the construction worker. “I’m here to see Mr. Hawkins.”

      “He’s in his office. I’ll go get—” he started to say before I waved the stack of papers in front of him.

      “No need. I’ll deliver these myself.” I then walked down the hallway.

      The heels of my favorite boots clicked loudly on the concrete, but I didn’t care. I remembered exactly where his office was located, and when I reached the door, I didn’t even bother knocking.

      He was on the telephone, only looking up when I let myself in. He said something to the caller, but I couldn’t hear what. It wasn’t as if it mattered anyway. When he set the receiver down, irritation filled those emerald depths.

      “I told you to fax the paperwork to me, Miss Maxwell,” he said in an annoyed voice that echoed his current expression.

      I shut the door, then walked straight over to him. I no sooner set the papers down when my self-restraint finally got the best of me. Reaching over, I slapped him, only realizing what I had done when he rose to his feet, and I felt the stinging in my palm.

      “It was you,” I stated aloud.

      Nathaniel rubbed the bottom of his jaw while staring right at me. “What was me?”

      My temper escalated rapidly with every passing second. It was possible he hadn’t recognized me, but I was sure that’d change once I elaborated further.

      “That night in Washington, D.C. You left me in that room before having me thrown out.”

      Oh God. Tears welled up in my eyes. I didn’t want to cry. In fact, I wanted to hit him again. My hands balled up into tiny fists, and I readied myself for the next strike.

      “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking—” he began to say before he stopped mid-sentence.

      I watched the shock register on his face, then felt the searing heat from his gaze as it slid from my face down my body. He stepped toward me, and I instinctively took two steps backward. Because I’d closed the door, there was nowhere to escape from him as he advanced closer. When my back hit the hard oak behind me, the first tear fell from my eye.

      What’s he going to do to me now?

      That question evoked several different scenarios, which all turned out to be wrong.

      Nathaniel brushed the pad of his thumb over my cheek, collecting the moisture. “It can’t be you.”

      I was taken aback by the incredulous tone of his voice, and nodded before responding. “Well, it is.”

      I squared my shoulders, forcing myself to look at him through watery eyes. His earlier anger began to fade as fascination replaced it. Mine, however, only continued to grow, especially when he brought his thumb to his mouth. I felt the pull of something deep in my core. It was as if the last year hadn’t happened at all, at least where my body was concerned. Thankfully, my brain was in control.

      Mustering up as much willpower as I could, I brought my hands to his chest, then pushed forward, but trying to move this man was like trying to move a brick wall. “I’m leaving,” I said, attempting to put some space between us.

      It only made him move closer, and now my breasts were smashed against his iron-hard chest. For a fleeting moment, I almost wanted to see how spectacular his physique truly was.

      No, you don’t.

      I mentally tried convincing myself, but even I couldn’t deny that something about this man mesmerized me.

      Still.

      “No, you’re not,” he told me, his voice breaking up my inner thoughts.

      “I don’t want to stay,” I murmured. It sounded like I was pouting, but my next words, however, wouldn’t. “Unless you plan to throw me out again. If so, I’ll do us both a favor and leave on my own. Now, let me go.”

      I pushed him again, this time with all the force I could garner from my current position, and even it did no good. Nathaniel Hawkins was an impenetrable force. As I raised my gaze from the spot where my hands were, to his face, I realized it was true in multiple ways.

      He said nothing, instead looking down at me with an intensity that made me shiver. He wasn’t just staring at me, but rather studying me as if he was trying to save every inch of my face to memory.

      I had no idea why he’d even bother. It wasn’t as if he’d wanted to see it before. I’d been blindfolded the moment I’d been led into his chambers, and stayed that way until a club employee released me from those cuffs.

      Even now, my cheeks turned a crimson shade as mortification filled me once again. Last time, he’d not stuck around to see my embarrassment, but now that the memory of that night had returned, I couldn’t hide my reaction, even if I tried.

      I raised my hands, intending to see if I’d fare better by pushing at his shoulders, but I no sooner lifted them both when his hands wrapped around my wrists, then pinned them against the wall on each side of me “Let me leave!”

      Nathaniel smirked at me in the same arrogant way he had the day before, and I almost closed my eyes. I might’ve tried, but as additional memories from that night returned, my eyes were glued to his mouth. I couldn’t help but think about what his lips would’ve felt like when pressed against mine.

      Would you have kissed me softly, and with a leisure that would’ve frustrated and aroused me? Or would you have kissed me with a savageness that would’ve sent me hurtling to the edge?

      “I don’t think you mean that, Miss Maxwell,” he said aloud, jolting me back to the present.

      “You don’t know anything about me. So why don’t you—” I was cut off mid-sentence when his head lowered and his lips brushed against mine.

      My body tingled, and before I could even think of countering his attack with some action of my own, he slanted his lips more fully over mine, this time using his tongue to part them.

      My body betrayed me completely as I allowed him to thrust his tongue into my mouth. When the last thread of restraint snapped, I returned his kiss wholeheartedly.

      A low groan was felt against my lips, the slight vibration almost enough to cause me to sway. And I might have had Nathaniel not pinned my body against the wall with his own. Despite the faintness I felt, I closed my eyes, allowing the small amount of fight I still possessed to dissipate under the sinfulness of his mouth.

      Suddenly, the kiss ended and I was left standing there bereft. He turned and walked back to his desk while I gaped at him in disbelief. Feeling the earlier mortification return, I straightened to full height and squared my shoulders.

      “I don’t know what kind of fucking head games you’re playing, Mr. Hawkins, but I—”

      “Hawke,” he interjected.

      “Hawke. I—”

      He cleared his throat before interrupting me. “You’re hired.”

      The room began to spin, and when his words sunk in, I glared incredulously at him. “W-what?”

      “You heard me, Miss Maxwell,” he said in a low voice. “I’ve hired you, and now you’re dismissed.”

      He’s throwing me out again.

      I could hardly believe I’d once more put myself in this position. My cheeks burned with heat while he sat smugly behind his desk. Hawke knew the effect he had on me, and I despised him for exploiting it. I also hated that instead of leaving with my dignity intact, I just stood there, allowing my eyes to fill with tears.

      There was no way in hell I’d let him see exactly how affected I was by him. After taking a deep breath, I forced my voice to remain calm. “I don’t want the job any longer.”

      This time, Hawke chuckled. I almost asked him what the fuck he found so amusing. “You and I both know that’s a lie. Unless you want me to bend you over this desk and spank your ass, I suggest you thank me, then leave as asked.”

      The audacity of this man had my head spinning, and my panties growing damp, especially when I thought about him spanking me. Refusing to give him the satisfaction of seeing how aroused that simple suggestion alone made me, I huffed and walked to the door.

      I grabbed the handle with shaky hands and opened it. Before leaving, however, I turned and looked straight at him. “I’ll take the assignment, but if you ever dare to lay your hands, or anything else of yours, on me again, I’ll make you regret it.”

      Finally satisfied that I’d stood up for myself, I quickly exited his office and shut the door behind me. Then, I hurried to the entrance of the club and fled from the building.
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      The door shut with a snick. Of all the women I’d ever expected to run into again, and in Denver of all places, she wasn’t the one. Over the years, I’d made it a rule to maintain complete anonymity with every submissive at the club. Don’t ask, don’t tell. That’d been the constant since my earlier days in the lifestyle. I didn’t just want things that way; I needed them to be.

      Raking my hands through my hair, I thought back to that night. It hadn’t been that long ago, perhaps around a year. I’d gotten ready for a scene the same way I had any other before it. I’d been sitting at my desk, much like I was right now when there’d been a knock.

      “Come in,” I’d told the dungeon monitor on duty that evening.

      The younger guy had entered. “There’s a submissive waiting for you.”

      I had given a curt nod. “Is the contract signed and all hard limits listed?”

      The younger man, known around the club as Brim, had nodded. “Shall I get her prepared?”

      “Yes,” I had told him as I grabbed the paperwork the man held out to me. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      Brim had exited the office, leaving me to examine the paperwork, including the form that listed any and all hard limits. One thing that had stuck out to me was that there were hardly any items marked off on the list. It appeared tonight’s submissive was adventurous. She’d even baited me in the comment section by hastily scribbling three words.

      
        
        Do your worst!

      

      

      My grin had broadened, my lips curling into a sadistic smile. I scanned the rest of the document where she’d mentioned previous experience in the lifestyle. She could be any of the women I’d often seen leaving the club as I watched the streets below from my office. As co-owner of The Box, I’d spent many of my days and nights at the club. Other than the dungeon monitors on staff, most of the other members had no idea who I was, which was the way I preferred for it to be.

      There was no intimacy in what I did. I rejected such a preposterous idea. The lifestyle itself was an anchor in the sea for me. I needed to maintain my center, so I didn’t succumb to the darkness inside me. When in a scene with a submissive, the power fueled me like nothing else in my life ever would. The moment was one between me and some faceless woman. Two people using one another to find sexual gratification. I’d never known the female, at least not until now.

      “This is just fucking great,” I said out loud, stating the obvious.

      I had no idea how to handle this situation. When I’d kissed her full lips and she melted against me, I’d wanted to strip her out of her clothes, then take her right there against the heavy doorframe.

      But I couldn’t, and after seeing her face and those sky-blue eyes, I’d never be able to even entertain the idea of it now. I knew that, but it didn’t stop the thought from crossing my mind. Unfortunately, my past had dictated my future many years ago.

      I scowled as a different set of memories came rushing back. These, however, were ones better left buried. There was no way in hell I’d relive that again. So many years had passed since then, and as I sat alone in my office, I was reminded once again that time didn’t heal all wounds.

      Mine remained the same with every day that passed. No matter how hard and often I pushed those memories aside, they always seemed to come back with a vengeance, and at the most inopportune times. Even now, I could hear those voices, some low, but others shrill and high-pitched, calling out to me.

      I balled my fists before raising and slamming one of those down on the mahogany desk top. My breathing hitched as a crushing pressure built in my chest. My heart rate sped up and those voices… they kept on calling my name.

      “Hawke.” Keeping my eyes closed, I shook my head rapidly from side to side, trying to silence them. “Hawke.” Once again, my focus remained on ridding my brain of the noise when the voice changed from the nasally ones that haunted my nightmares to a more familiar one. “Hawke!”

      My eyes flew open and I saw Ayden Santiago standing in the doorway of my office. The detective was obviously concerned, but before he could ask me what was wrong, I spoke. “May I help you?”

      The dark-haired officer moved inside my office, and that’s when I noticed the paperwork in his hand. “I’ve brought over a few things for you to sign. Is now a bad time?”

      I shook my head, then motioned to the chair in front of him. When the detective took his seat, I grabbed the papers, skimming over the details before grabbing a pen. “Where is Garrett now?”

      Ayden didn’t immediately respond until I looked up from the paperwork, arching my brow. “Once this is filed and the trespassing charges are dropped, we’ll call his family to pick him up from the station.”

      “Very well,” I replied before crossing the last T on the page. “And has his home been checked out by Children’s Protective Services?”

      I knew all too well what would happen to the kid once released. Whatever trials and tribulations led the kid to the desperate behavior he’d exhibited a few nights ago, they would send him back on the same path. Ignoring a problem wasn’t the solution to solve it, and I’d learned that the hard way back in my own youth.

      “Yes, we’ll be sending someone out there to check things out.” The detective paused, and I heard him take a deep breath before asking, “If you don’t mind me asking, why are you so invested in this kid?”

      I shrugged my shoulders at the question. “Let’s just say I recognize a lot of myself in him. I want to help the kid instead of pushing him deeper into the juvenile court system.”

      I knew I might be wrong, but that was a risk I was willing to take. Having been in and out of the Virginia foster care system myself, I knew how easy it was for someone to turn a blind eye to what was going on around them. It wasn’t that most people didn’t care, I’d just learned over the years that they thought ignoring the problem would make it somehow go away.

      There were things I’d experienced in my life that no one should ever have to go through, but luckily for me, I’d gotten through them and persevered despite my circumstances. Being in that world, I only needed to turn on any news station in the country to know that so many others did not.

      Would Garrett Heath be one of the success stories? Or would he be one of the late-breaking news headlines instead?

      If I had anything to say about it, he’d make sure it wasn’t the latter option. After I finished signing everything, I slid the papers over to Ayden. “Will you keep me informed on any developments in his case?”

      I knew there was nothing he could do about the pending drug charges, but I hoped Garrett wouldn’t face too harsh a penalty.

      Ayden stood up, then extended his hand out to me. As I shook it, he said, “It’s a nice thing that you’re doing for the kid. Hopefully, he’ll take this second chance and make the most of it.”

      I nodded, then watched as Ayden left. I scrubbed my hands down my face, then moved over to the door. There was still so much work to be done. Time was ticking away, and I needed to get what would be the main area finished by the end of the week. There was a separate construction crew busy working on the individual rooms, and if there were no further delays, the club would be completed within the next two weeks.

      Not wanting to be disturbed any more this morning, I locked the door. It was then I noticed something on the carpeted floor. Bending down, I retrieved the solitary earring. It must have fallen from Charlotte’s ear while we we kissing.

      A slow grin crept across my face as I recalled the way she’d responded to me. She might protest that she didn’t want me, but I could sense that she did. And I’d be lying to myself if I didn’t admit that a part of me wanted to get her naked, too.

      My cock was hard, but no matter what I now wanted, I’d never be able to be with her. I couldn’t allow myself to for my sanity and self-preservation, and maybe even her own. Charlotte Maxwell was the quintessential society belle. After our initial meeting the day before, I’d had a background check done on her. The daughter of a prominent physician and retired supermodel, she was the third of four kids, and the only female. There was no way she could handle the demons inside of me, and that was for the best. I’d just need to keep reminding myself of that until my desire for her waned.

      I returned to my desk and tried looking back over the plans I was initially reviewing before I’d been interrupted. Syn needed to be ready for opening night. Outside of Halloween, Valentine’s Day had always been one of my favorite holidays, but not for the reasons many thought. I knew the history behind the holiday and appreciated its pagan rituals.

      No one could pinpoint the exact origin, but as the morbid and dark story had been told and retold, the Romans celebrated what they called the “Feast of Lupercalia” every year between the thirteenth and fifteenth of February. The men sacrificed animals and used the hides of the slain beasts to whip the women. Granted, I never went as far as harming animals, but I never turned down the opportunity to spank a submissive’s ass, either. I was sure the females at Syn would be lined up in a few weeks much like they’d been centuries ago.
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ONE YEAR EARLIER

        

      

    

    
      Perspiration glistened over every inch of her toned body, each beaded drop reminding me of glitter scattered across a naked canvas. My dick swelled painfully against the zipper of my leather pants.

      Fuck! The blond goddess currently bound to my St. Andrew’s Cross was truly exquisite in every way. Long platinum locks, dampened with sweat, flowed from beneath the long swath of red silk currently wrapped around her head.

      As tempted as I was to remove the offending fabric to see her eyes, I couldn’t bring myself to do so. It wasn’t that I lacked the desire, but rather, I possessed the iron-clad willpower to ignore the temptation no matter how great it may be. After having stared into the eyes of more monsters than I cared to remember, I’d made a vow of which I had no intentions on breaking.

      My youth had been littered with different sexual encounters, and each one had started out the exact same way. During those early days, I hadn’t been in control of the scene, but that all changed one dark night, and I hadn’t looked back since. My past had shaped me into the man I’d become, and two things were now a certainty in my dungeon. I’d never look a woman in the eyes as she came apart for me, nor would I hear their voices as pleasure consumed them. Different sounds still haunted my mind to this very day, which explained why I required the dungeon staff to blindfold and prepare a female for me ahead of time.

      Normally, I’d start each scene by using a ball-gag of some sort on the submissive, but I’d not done so tonight with this one. Why, I couldn’t quite pinpoint, which left me a bit unsettled. Returning my focus to the woman tied up, I studied her briefly.

      Her full lips were pursed, coated in a candy apple red shade of lipstick. I didn’t even need to look down at my cock because picturing what her mouth would look like wrapped around it had me hard as fuck. I watched her tongue dart out to trace her bottom lip. She was incredibly nervous, yet aroused enough that I could not only smell her scent in the air, but also see the trembling in her long, slender frame.

      I stepped back, making sure she’d hear my boots on the concrete floor. My eyes never left her body, and when I moved again, her small hands balled up into tiny fists. Anticipation, while quite the bitch, would only enhance her pleasure once I decided to inflict it upon her. For now, I was enjoying the nameless beauty and her natural responses to my brand of torment.

      “P-please,” she finally stammered, speaking without permission.

      I growled at her defiance. “Silence!”

      Every submissive to pass through the doors of my dungeon was always given the infractions, or sins, as I liked to call them, up front when they signed the contract. Regardless of which club I was in, not seeking permission to speak, touch, climax, or anything in between was a cardinal one.

      Her insolence, alone, was enough to make me want to call this entire scene off. I stepped closer, intending to tear the blindfold from her eyes and banish her from my club for the night. When I was standing toe to toe with the brat, my hands reached for the silk, then I froze.

      Falling from beneath the same material I now sought to destroy was a solitary tear. I’d barely even touched her, and yet she gifted me with the one thing I desired to wring from her the most. My thumb caught the bead of moisture, and I brought it to my mouth, allowing the salty flavor to linger on my tongue for a few seconds.

      “You’ve earned yourself a punishment now, sub,” I informed her before lowering my head so I could drag my tongue across the trail of dampness on her cheek. I should’ve been allowing my own temper to be used as motivation to rid myself of her presence. Instead, here I was teasing her, and becoming more addicted with each taste.

      She nodded. I stepped back once more, this time looking over at the wall of items, each one capable of inflicting unbearable pain and such excruciating pleasure. A few were even multi-dimensional in their ability to do both. Mentally assessing the pros and cons of each implement, I glanced back at her bronzed form, deciding I wanted to paint her body red.

      Slowly smirking, I retrieved a single pair of leather gloves. These weren’t your ordinary all-purpose ones, but instead, a toy that could be used to derive screams, moans, or any other sound I wished to hear. The only noises I was interested in, though, were the muffled ones that would slip out from behind a gag. Surprisingly, I still didn’t grab one before I slid my hands inside. Like everything else in my dungeon, they were a perfect fit.

      The scent of this woman’s arousal was like a pheromone, enticing the beast inside of me. That was certainly an unspoken wish I could oblige. When standing toe to toe with her once more, I leaned in to lick, then bite at her bottom lip. By the time I was finished with her, they’d be swollen.

      “Since you seem to have forgotten the rules, sub, I’ll repeat the two most pertinent ones to you a final time.” I watched as she swallowed hard. “If you’re to break another while in my presence, you’ll regret it immensely. Am I understood?”

      The blonde nodded in agreement.

      “You’re never to speak unless spoken to, and asked to verbally respond. The only exception will be the word ‘red.’ If anything I do to you at any time becomes too much to handle, I expect you to use your safe word.” I watched her nod again. With any luck, we were hopefully starting to get somewhere. “Your only two options while in my dungeon are to take whatever I deem necessary to give you, or to safe word out. Lastly, you’re never allowed to come without my permission. Your orgasms are no longer yours. They’re mine to give or withhold, however I see fit. Any sins on your part will certainly guarantee you the latter.”

      She chewed nervously on her lip as she non-verbally expressed understanding of my rules. I was pleased enough to have that unpleasantness over and done with. This submissive had no idea how lucky she was to have been given a second chance with me. I’d never given another to anyone in all the years I’d been in the lifestyle. Hopefully, she wouldn’t make me regret making an exception.

      Wishing to proceed, I brought my hands to her perfect breasts, and I cupped them softly. A sharp exhale left her lips, and I paused to make sure it would be the only sound to do so. They were an adequate size, and each firm globe fit the palm of my hand perfectly. They were high on her chest with very little bounce.

      I moved my thumb, brushing the small spikes over the tips of her nipples. The hardened buds would be even more perfect if pierced. Just the thought of a weighted barbell between the center had me growing painfully harder.

      I ignored my own rising need, however, and continued with the sensual torment. I made sure to simply graze her skin so she’d feel my touch, but not enough to actually draw blood. Yet. Back and forth…back and forth. I couldn’t get enough of those ripe peaks.

      Lowering my head, I captured one of them between my teeth and gave it a hard tug. I could sense the restraint it took for her to remain silent. My tongue swirled around her elongated flesh, all the while continuing to massage the fleshier parts of her breasts with the spiked gloves.

      Only when I’d tasted my fill did I move away from her again. By this time, her breathing had accelerated more. When my head had been close to her chest moments earlier, I’d heard the erratic beating of her heart. It was the beginning stage of fear, which was the one thing that fueled me like nothing else. Pain and terror were aphrodisiacs to me.

      “We’ve reached the punishment stage of tonight’s scene. Remember, not a sound,” I warned, then swatted the side of her left breast. The indentations from the spikes could be seen, but that wasn’t what I desired. I repeated the action on the right one, getting the same result. Finally, I slapped her breasts again, this time with enough force to cause drops of blood to rise to the surface of her skin.

      She was paralyzed at that point, frozen in place, as I slapped her tits repeatedly. The coppery scent of her blood mingled perfectly with that of her arousal. For a fleeting moment, I had wanted to see her face, more specifically her eyes, as they glazed over in ecstasy. It was something I’d never wanted to do with any submissive, and I had no idea why I even considered it now.

      Pushing that thought out of my mind, I swatted each breast a couple more times before taking a few steps back to admire my handiwork. The sides of her breasts were dotted with pinprick-sized drops of blood. It wasn’t enough. Wanting to see more of my marks on her body, I dragged my gloved palms down the taut flesh of her abdomen, finally stopping when I’d reached the top of her thighs.

      It drew attention to her long, slender limbs, ones I wanted to wrap around my shoulders as I feasted on her wetness. The urge to hold back became too strong, and I quickly shed both the leather from my hands and my waist.

      My cock throbbed with the need to be buried inside of her, but she hadn’t earned that privilege yet. I fisted my flesh, giving it a few rough strokes before bending down to remove the metal cuffs from her ankles. First one, and then the other, until I’d finally freed her legs from their prison, and placed them atop my shoulders. When I rose back to full height, her drenched pussy was glistening. Moving close enough to run my tongue over her clit, I teased her for a few seconds before dragging it lower, finally spearing her core.

      Her legs shook with each lick. Just like her tears, other parts of her were equally addictive. I ate at her pussy like a man possessed, getting even harder at the sound of the metal jangling of her cuffed wrists. There was no escape from the sexual torment I planned to deliver, and whoever this woman was, knew that. It didn’t stop her from trying, though, because she squirmed until I started to nip at her lips and clit.

      “Oh God,” she cried, the sound giving the equivalent effect of being doused with ice water.

      The female gasped as soon as she realized what she’d done. It was too late for her to take it back. I removed my head from between her thighs, then placed her feet back onto the raised platform.

      “Someone will be in shortly to help you down from the cross. At which point, I want you to leave, and you’re never to darken the doorstep of my dungeon again.”

      I put my pants back on, then tucked my hard cock back into them. I now had two alternatives in which to rectify my current state, but none would involve the woman who dared to defy me for a second time. I exited the room and almost immediately came across one of the dungeon staff members. “There’s a woman in room twelve. Please help her down from the cross, then show her the door.”
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PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      I remained in my office, reliving that night. Having never gotten her name, I had no idea who she was when I’d first seen her. Now that I knew, there’d be no way to pick up where we had left off. My reputation was etched in stone, events from my past shaping me into the man I became. She couldn’t handle me twelve months earlier, and she wouldn’t be able to now. It was a shame because I knew the gorgeous body hidden beneath her layer of winter clothing. I also knew how soft her lips were when pressed against mine.

      There were many nights when I would remember someone’s name, or their face, as I jacked myself raw. So much of that had been a result of pure hate and shame, but neither of those were things Charlotte Maxwell inspired inside of me. Refusing to allow my hand to move, I realized it had been a few weeks since I had last been with a woman.

      Opening a new club in a place away from the one I had once co-owned sucked during this phase, but it wouldn’t be permanent. I’d find other submissives once Syn opened. I had no plans to change anything with the way I practiced my craft, though. It’d worked for me ever since I was seventeen, and ten years later, it’d do the same. There was no use in trying to fix something that wasn’t broken. I knew that, yet I still couldn’t get the taste of her out of my mouth.

      “Get a grip,” I chided myself as I got up in hopes that a change of scenery would rid her from my head. I paced back and forth before stepping into the en-suite bathroom. I ran some cold water, and even it did little to help. Closing my eyes, I kept them that way before slowly reopening them to stare at my reflection in the mirror.

      It’d taken me a while to be able to look at myself and not be overcome with rage. So much anger and hatred had filled me for so many years. I’d been slowly dying over so many of them that when I was finally released from the hell I was raised in, I was more upset to have survived it. Life, and mine, at that time would’ve been enough to make anyone want to throw in the towel. I almost did.

      Staring at my reflection, I could still see the scars of a past better left forgotten. While my arms were sleeves of ink, my chest and neck covered in similar art, the large one on the left side was the most meaningful one to me. I had the heart of a lion, so having it covering mine was a daily reminder that I might’ve gone through hell, but I’d come out on top.

      No one else knew the demons I carried with me, and because of the tattoos, no one would ever see them either. No one except for Caine. If it hadn’t been for him, I wouldn’t be standing where I was today. Our friendship had been forged by pain and tragedy. We’d been by each other’s side for so long now, it almost felt strange not having him here in Denver.

      I finally turned away and returned to my office to find a few new emails in my inbox. Most of them were from either contractors or suppliers. Just the remaining checklist of outstanding items was enough to make my head throb. There was still so much to get done.

      I skimmed through them until seeing one from Platinum Dreams. My mind immediately turned back to Charlotte Maxwell. I could easily recall the way she’d responded to my touch so perfectly. Damn, I wanted to see her naked and bound in front of me once again.

      I could still remember the crimson drops sliding down her sweat dampened body. The incoherent sounds she made with each touch I’d delivered were pained, but that only seemed to turn her on even more. She was a masochist and the glove I’d used that night would’ve only been the beginning. I could’ve, and would’ve, made her hurt so badly.

      “Fuck,” I cursed out loud.

      Just thinking about her in that state made my dick hard again. Thoughts of rectifying my own aroused state as I had that night briefly entered my mind, but I dismissed that urge immediately.

      Why stroke myself to an orgasm when I know where you live and work?

      The solution was simple enough for anyone but me. I knew I would soon end up doing what I had that night. I’d put rules in place before, and while some were meant to be broken, I hadn’t a single one in all these years, so I wouldn’t start now. I’d never be able to fuck her after seeing her eyes. Her face was one thing, but I’d never be able to forget those cerulean orbs, even if I tried.

      I raked my hand through my hair and decided to focus back on work. The sooner I got everything done, the sooner I would be able to open Syn. If all went according to plan, I could even scout out locations for a second club. There were so many options, but that too could be decided another day.

      I started to mark off the permits received and approved before turning to the ones I still needed to check on. Making small notes beside various items on the list, I finally leaned back. It was then I noticed the earring. Charlotte had left it this morning, and I’d been holding onto it ever since.

      The sharpness of the metal... I closed my eyes, and I pressed it between two fingers, going deep enough to feel the small bite of pain. I had used a glove on her that night which would have made her feel dozens upon dozens of sharp pricks, and all at once. Charlotte had loved it, her body revealing things I wouldn’t let her mouth or eyes do for her.

      For fuck’s sake. I need to pull myself together.

      Forcing myself to focus on the tasks at hand, I pulled up the invoices for the various furniture pieces I would need for both the main area and the private rooms. I started trying to picture where I’d place them, but with every spanking table, bench, or horse, all I could picture was Charlotte bent over one with her ass in the air.

      I smirked as I once more remembered the way her eyes widened when I’d tossed out that promise to her earlier. While shocked, the beautiful blonde couldn’t deny the fact that she was turned on, too. I’d learned a long time ago how to read women, and Charlotte was as transparent as they came. That might bode well for me, but not for her, unless she was as masochistic as I assumed her to be back in Washington, D.C.

      After I’d kissed and spoken to her the way I had, any other party planner would’ve told me to fuck off. “You tried, little sub, but you and I both know you didn’t mean it.”

      The fact she’d agreed to work with me all but confirmed that. Damn, there were so many ways I could toy with her. Doing so, however, would be the definition of insanity. It was obvious from our three face-to-face encounters that Charlotte already had some sort of hold on me. I would do best to break free from it now before I couldn’t later.

      It was much easier said than done. I looked back down at the earring, turning the jewelry over in my palm this time. It looked old in an expensive way. Surely, she would notice it was missing, and she would want it back. In fact, she could be looking for it right now. It’d be best to return it to her. I could call and have her pick up here. Maybe I would leave it with the foreman and do that once I left for the night.

      I exhaled sharply, then returned to work. When moving the various paperwork to the completed file, I noticed the documents I had given her lacked the proper signatures. If I paid her a visit, it would kill two birds with the same stone. I pulled up another browser, retrieving her company address from the Platinum Dreams website. After grabbing a pen and paper, I quickly scribbling down the street name and number before rising from my desk.

      Once I got this over with, I would come back and work into the night as I did so often. Making sure I had both the file and piece of jewelry, I grabbed my keys and headed toward the exit of the club.

      “Are you leaving for the night, Mr. Hawkins?”

      “No, I’ll be back soon.”

      With that, I exited the club, immediately seeing the fog from my breath in front of me. Colorado was a completely different beast from Washington, D.C., and at times like this, I actually had to wonder why I hadn’t chosen to open a club somewhere warm like Southern California, the deserts of Arizona, or even Florida or Texas.

      The mountains had been the biggest draw for me, followed by the need for a place like Syn. There was a huge active group in the lifestyle, but the number of establishments catering to it were few and far between. This club was my first solo venture, and I had sunk my entire life savings into it. Everything had to work out. There was no option for failure.

      My car was in the nearby garage, so I briskly walked toward it, trying to ignore  the wind now whipping around my face. Winter sucked, and I would be so glad when spring finally arrived. As I slid behind the wheel of the Acura NSX, I input her address into the navigation system. Since she was only a few miles away, I would be there in a matter of minutes.
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      I chewed nervously on the cap of my pen as I waited for the caterer on the other end of the line to return. I hated waiting on anyone or anything, but that wasn’t truly the cause of my extreme displeasure now. As my growing irritation built, I realized I had not fully gotten over the earlier encounter with Nathaniel Hawkins.

      The man was so maddening, yet I continued to allow him to infuriate me every chance he could. I came from a very privileged upbringing, especially since I was the only girl out of four kids. To say I was spoiled would be an understatement, so it was ridiculous that he acted even more entitled than I did.

      As the elevator music continued to play, I wondered if he’d grown up in a similar type of family. It wasn’t hard to imagine him in some lavish mansion harassing the staff. Convincing myself that his arrogance had to have been something bred, I was about to roll my eyes when a presence at the doorway caught my attention.

      Speak of the devil.

      Arching my brow, I simply stared at him until he walked inside the office and shut the door as if he owned it. A lump formed in my throat when I opened my mouth to speak, and almost immediately, I clamped it shut.

      Hawke said nothing as he stood there watching me. It was probably for the best because without words to distract me, I could fully appraise the sexy, yet also impossible, male. Broad-shouldered and tall, he was dressed very casually. The jeans were loose on his hips, and the long-sleeved shirt tight was enough to emphasize the muscular physique it covered. His hard body had been pressed against me earlier that morning in his office, and I had thought of little else since.

      Remembering what happened afterward, I narrowed my eyes further, then finally found my voice. “What can I do for you, Nathaniel?”

      “Hawke,” he reminded me.

      I didn’t correct myself, even when Hawke arched his brow in warning. I had never been good at heeding those. Having usually gotten whatever I wanted… whenever I wanted… there never seemed to be consequences for my behavior. Despite his earlier bluster, I doubted there would be now, either.

      “Well?” I asked, letting my annoyance with his presence seep into my voice. “Are you going to tell me why you are here, or just stand there all day? If it’s the—”

      “For starters, I asked you to call me Hawke. Secondly, you need to watch your tone, Miss Maxwell,” he replied as he crossed the length of my office in a few steps. Before I could anticipate his next move, he reached over, grabbed the phone from my hand, then set it back on its receiver.

      “What did you do that for?” I asked, this time irritated that he’d hung up on the caterer. If he only knew how difficult it was to get a hold of the man in the first place.

      “It didn’t appear to be an important call, so I—” he started to say before I interrupted him for a change.

      “For your information, it was, but I’m sure someone like you doesn’t care.” I watched his lips quirk into a grin, causing me to roll my eyes. “I’ll repeat my earlier question. What do you want?”

      Hawke didn’t immediately answer as he reached into his pocket. I had no clue what he had until I saw the flash of metal. “My earring!”

      I had no idea how he ended up with one of my grandmother’s diamond earrings until I remembered my visit that morning. Heat flooded my cheeks from arousal as I also recalled his threat.

      Did you come over here to return a piece of jewelry, or to deliver on the spanking?

      Rising quickly from my chair, I reached across my desk and grabbed the earring from his hand. If he intended to do the latter, I certainly wouldn’t make it easy on him. “Thank you. If that’s all…”

      My voice trailed off, and I held back the look of disappointment when he pulled a familiar-looking file out from inside of his jacket. I should’ve known this trip of his had to be about business.

      “You never signed these, Miss Maxwell,” he said in a low tone.

      I sighed. “Was it really necessary to do that seeing as I… uh… agreed to your terms while in your office this morning?”

      His facial expressions changed, and he looked at me with a deadpan one as if he couldn’t believe I’d asked what I had. “Of course it was. There are papers in here regarding confidentiality that must have your signature on them.”

      His voice, and now his body language, were all business as he opened the folder and laid a few papers across the top of my glass desk. He then pulled out a pen.

      I ignored the writing utensil he held out, instead choosing a pink one from the nearby cup on my desk. I didn’t bother re-reading the pages because I’d practically saved them to memory after reviewing them multiple times the night before. When the last “T” was crossed and “I” dotted, I looked up at him.

      “Does that make you feel better?”

      “No, but this will,” Hawke responded, and in the blink of an eye, he pulled me from my chair, then bent me over my desk. My hands were now pinned behind my back as he held me in that strong death grip of his.

      I should’ve fought him off because he had no right to touch me, and in fact, I’d warned him earlier against doing so, even though I knew deep inside that there wasn’t much I’d do in retaliation. While my threat had been empty for the most part, his evidently wasn’t.

      Thud!

      “Ouch.” I had not been prepared for the whack from whatever he used. Hawke delivered another two blows in rapid succession, and pain spread across my backside. I knew he wasn’t using his hand or even a belt. Whatever it was, however, hurt like hell. He struck twice more, and I had to squeeze my eyes closed to hold back the tears.

      Metal collided with my desk, causing my eyes to fly open. It was then that I realized what he’d used on me. Surely the hole puncher would leave a bruise. “Damn you,” I managed to get out before he released his hold on me.

      When he stepped back, I quickly stood, but couldn’t help rubbing my ass. The thin leggings I had on provided no cushion between my flesh and the office accessory, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing that. Returning my hands to my front side, I glared at him.

      “I warned you to watch your tone, Miss Maxwell. I trust that instruction won’t be too difficult for you the next time.”

      I wanted to curse, or at least rant, at him. After all, any of my assistants could’ve walked in and seen him. None of them knew about the type of places I frequented when in Washington, D.C., last year, nor did I care to explain anything about it to them, either. Not sure what else he’d do to her if I gave in to my Norwegian temper and unleashed it, I opted to remain more subdued in my response.

      “Don’t touch me again, Nath—I mean, Hawke. You’re not my Dominant. You lost that right the night you kicked me out of your dungeon.”

      He scowled, and I was satisfied his smirk was finally gone.

      That feeling was quickly erased when he spoke. “You’re right. No submissive of mine would dare to behave in the disrespectful manner you have.”

      “Is a submissive of yours even allowed to speak, Mr. Hawkins?” I asked, almost immediately regretting it.

      “When given permission,” he said before adding, “then yes. As you’ve pointed out and I’ve confirmed, you’re no submissive of mine, nor will you ever be. What you are, however, is an employee, and since we’re working together, you’ll be civil to me and I will do the same in return. Is that understood?”

      I almost shrugged, but settled with a curt nod, unsure why the finality of his words had such a depressing tone to them. I should’ve been happy there’d be no repeat of that night in Washington, D.C., or even of our kiss earlier that morning. I looked over at him, and my gaze locked in on his full mouth.

      Hawke’s lips started to move, so I shook my thoughts away. “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear what you said.”

      He cleared his throat, then spoke a little louder than he had before. “I’d like to discuss the food menu in more detail with you. Since I’m not from this area, I’m sure you can give me the names of a few places.”

      I nodded, especially since I already had several caterers I worked with on a regular basis, and I was sure I could arrange a meeting with all of him. “I can email you a list. Is there a specific type of cuisine you’d like at the grand opening?”

      I sat back down, and immediately felt pain radiate from my sore ass cheeks, and I grimaced slightly. If Hawke noticed my discomfort, he didn’t let on. In fact, he stood there stoically as he thought about an answer to my question.

      “Get me a sample menu from a few different places. I’ll look them over and get back to you.”

      “Will do. Is there—” I started to say before he abruptly cut her off.

      “That will be all for now, Miss Maxwell.” Hawke grabbed the signed documents, then stuffed them back into his briefcase. “I’ll let you know when I require any more of your other services.”

      I just bet you will.

      I almost rolled my eyes, but I resisted the urge as I forced myself to smile brightly at him. “Very well.”

      Hawke looked at me once more before turning around and exiting my office. With him out of sight, I was now able to exhale. Taking a deep breath, I placed my hand on the phone. I still had a caterer to get in touch with. Before I could hit redial, however, it rang. Smiling at the name on the caller ID, I quickly answered it. “Hey, Chase. Same place, same time tonight?”

      “See you at six,” my older brother answered.

      “Okay.” I hung up the phone, then decided to start that list for Hawke before leaving to meet my brother. Every week without fail, the two of us would go out for dinner. It was a ritual I had grown to treasure. I was very close to all of my brothers, but especially this one. Pulling up my catering folder, I attached a few different menus to an email for Hawke. After hitting send, I wrapped up a few more details for another client before shutting my computer down for the day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8 – HAWKE

          

        

      

    

    
      For the next week, I had done my best to keep my interactions with Charlotte Maxwell to a minimum, and I was glad as fuck that I had. Something about the blonde was starting to get under my skin, and I was clueless as to what it was. I’d been with dozens of women, some by choice and others… Shaking my head to rid it of those thoughts, I turned off my computer and decided to head back to the hotel.

      Maybe it had to do with my not fucking her that night in Washington, D.C., or maybe I was just that horny. In the many weeks I’d been in Denver, I’d not been with a submissive. That was something I hoped to rectify once Syn opened. It’d not be long until the doors finally opened. I, for one, could hardly wait.

      Leaving my office, I walked down the hallway which had been transformed from a nondescript warehouse to something straight out of medieval times. Smooth concrete was underfoot, large wrought iron doors lined the narrow corridor, and the stone walls were being prepped for many different types of restraints.

      “Where are you going, Hawke?” Benny, the construction manager, asked.

      “I’m going to sample a tasting menu at that steakhouse near Union Station.”

      I had been checking out a lot of the businesses that would soon become my neighbors. The Lo-Do area had once been considered a skid row until revitalization occurred. Now, the once impoverished area boasted some of the city’s best clubs, restaurants, art galleries, boutiques, bars, and more. It was one of the reasons I had chosen this location for Syn.

      “I’ll be back to check on things later this evening,” I said, readying myself for the blast of cold I’d experience once I stepped outside.

      The foreman gave a nod, then headed back to the main area of the club where I hoped the last of the bar would be finished. I opened the door and stepped outside, rubbing my hands together. After blowing my warm breath on them, I looked down at my watch. Vivian Price, my interior designer, had raved the past few days about the place where I was headed. She’d been so convincing in her sales pitch, that I’d booked a table the same day. Now, as my stomach growled, I just hoped it was worth the hype.

      Snow was falling once more and intending to drive, I headed toward the parking garage. Halfway there, I changed my mind. The restaurant was only a block away and considering the traffic, it’d be better to just go on foot.

      Ten minutes later, I arrived at my destination. The building itself was interesting. The modern façade with rustic stone features was something one would expect to find somewhere like Aspen. That was something else I loved about this particular neighborhood. After having undergone its renaissance, the architecture of the buildings was as unique as the spaces that filled them. Removing my gloves, I slipped them into my coat pockets and stepped inside.

      The petite brunette at the hostess station smiled at me as she looked up from the desk. “Do you have a reservation?”

      “Yes,” I answered. “Hawkins.”

      She tapped the screen with her hand, and I watched her manicured finger as she scrolled through the names. “I’ve found it.” She reached to her left, grabbing one menu, then looked up at me. “Right this way, Sir.”

      I followed her as she weaved through the first dining room, relieved when she stopped in front of a small table in the far corner. She motioned with her hand for me to sit, and when I did, she set the menu down.

      “Allison will be your server tonight,” the woman said. “She’ll be with you in a few minutes.”

      “Thank you,” I replied, then dismissed her with a curt nod.

      The women left and I picked up the menu, going straight toward the drink section. The place boasted of unique cocktails, and while normally content with something simple like a tumbler of scotch, I decided to try one of the advertised specials instead.

      “Hello, Sir. My name’s Allison, and I’ll be taking care of you this evening. What can I bring you to drink?”

      I looked up from the menu at her sultry voice, giving the cute redhead a once-over before answering. “I’ll take a Peliroja Ardiente.” The drink made with strawberry tequila, hell-fire bitters, and lime was also known as a ‘fiery redhead.’

      “Very well,” Allison replied. “Is there an appetizer you’d like for me to have the cooks get started for you?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve spoken to the manager ahead of time, and he was to set up a tasting menu for me.”

      “Yes, of course.” Allison scribbled something down, then disappeared toward the bar.

      She then quickly returned with my drink before leaving once more. With hopefully no other interruptions, I glanced around the dining area. It was very contemporary, yet elegant, in its style. Those luxurious elements added a splash of color to the rustic furniture, adding a much-needed vibrancy to the space.

      I couldn’t wait for Syn to be finished. Because the warehouse hadn’t required any major structural changes, so most of the construction was merely cosmetic. That lent well to keeping to a specific time frame, and even with the last-minute suggestions the architect had emailed me earlier in the afternoon, everything was still on schedule for a Valentine’s Day grand opening. I only needed to stay on top of Vivian and Charlotte.

      I turned my focus to my drink, then heard a recognizable laugh. When I looked in the direction from which it’d come, a familiar face came into view. It was as if the mere thought of Charlotte had conjured up her presence. She had no idea I was there, so I knew it was purely coincidental. Still, I couldn’t help but watch her.

      “Is there something wrong?” Allison asked, evidently hearing my growl of displeasure.

      I turned around. I’d been so preoccupied with the blonde that I hadn’t even realized my waitress had returned. “No.”

      My answer was brief, and maybe even a little brisk. Allison peered at me before looking at the drink I hadn’t even touched yet. “Are you sure the cocktail is to your liking? If not, I can bring you something else from the bar.”

      I shook my head. “No, everything’s fine. Do you have an estimate on when the sampler plate will be done?”

      I wasn’t in a hurry, but I knew the question would send the woman scurrying off to the kitchen which would allow me to look at Charlotte again. She’d just found her table, and my eyes narrowed when she embraced another man.

      I didn’t know why the gesture bothered me, but for some reason, it did. My lips tightened into a scowl as I watched the familiarity between the two. It was hard to tell exactly how intimate they were from a simple hug, but it appeared very natural from my vantage point.

      “It’ll be ready soon,” Allison told me when she returned to my table.

      Once again, she cut off my view, and I almost snapped at her, but caught myself in time. “Very well. Thank you.”

      And with that, the redhead moved down the aisle to another table, leaving me to my previous view. I now wished I was seated closer to at least make out what the two were talking about. It was probably for the best that I wasn’t. Shaking my head, I finished my drink in a few large swallows.

      Why am I sitting here spying on a woman who for all intents and purposes wanted very little to do with me? And why the hell do I even care?It wasn’t as if I planned to take her to my dungeon once the club opened. I’d been there and done that already, having given her more chances in that one encounter than I had anyone else. Ever!

      The blonde rose from her seat, and I tried following her with my eyes until the waitress stepped into my peripheral once again.

      “Here you go, Sir,” Allison said.

      Her timing left something to be desired, and not giving a damn whether my next words sounded rude or not, I looked up at her. “Can you have all of this placed into a carryout container?”

      “Is there a problem?” she asked.

      “No, nothing like that,” I replied, hopefully in assurance. The last thing I wanted to do was draw attention to my table by having her return with a manager. “Something’s come up and I need to leave.”

      “O-okay,” she stammered, then left with the tray. When she was in the back, I rose from my seat and followed the same path Charlotte had just taken.

      I soon saw the sign for the restrooms and knew she had to have gone to powder her nose, or whatever it was women did. The bathrooms were down a long hallway, so I stood on the opposite wall between the men and women’s room, waiting on her to emerge.

      She didn’t make me wait long. When the door opened, Charlotte stepped out into the hallway, looking directly at me. She gasped softly, the sound going straight to my cock.

      “Hawke?” she asked, obviously confused that I was standing outside of the bathroom like a stalker.

      My eyes roamed over her body, but I didn’t see the tight-fitting leggings that covered her toned legs, or the loose sweater hiding everything else. All I could see was this submissive cuffed to a St. Andrew’s Cross, naked and trembling in anticipation. Just the thought of some other man touching, tasting, and marking her had me somewhat crazed.

      “Who is he?” I asked in a clipped tone.

      Charlotte looked taken aback, shaking her head as if she actually had to think about who it was I was referring to. “Who?”

      “The man you’re dining with. Who in the fuck is he?” I asked once more, this time making sure there was no question as to whom I was talking about.

      Charlotte smirked, and when she didn’t answer, my temper escalated further. The blonde seemed amused I had even asked.

      “Answer me,” I repeated. When she remained silent, I closed the remaining distance between us, pinning her against the wall. Now nose to nose with her, I tried to maintain some semblance of control. It proved to be a much more difficult task as it had been that one day in my office. “Who. Is. He?”

      Charlotte’s lips remained closed as she used silence to toy with me. It would figure the one time I wanted a submissive to speak, she’d defy me instead.

      I knew she’d have to be able to see how jealous I was, and even now, I had no idea why the woman being with anyone bothered me. It wasn’t as if I wanted her for myself.

      Or at least I shouldn’t.

      My nostrils flared, and I growled low in my throat before speaking.

      “Is he your husband? Your boyfriend? Your lover?”

      Staying tight-lipped, she raised her hand, but before she could strike me, I grabbed it along with her other, then pinned them both above her head. My eyes met hers, and I saw arousal flare in those cerulean depths. A sharp exhale from her had my gaze moving lower to her lips. When her tongue darted out to moisten them, I couldn’t think of anything else but tasting her again.

      Using the weight of my body to press her into the wall, I lowered my mouth to hers. Other than a small smile on her part, she stood there, mocking me with her stiffness. My tongue traced her lips, prompting them to part. Her control was stronger than mine in that moment because she didn’t comply.

      I sank my teeth into her bottom lip, tugging on it until she moaned. That response allowed me to thrust my tongue into the warm depths of her mouth. Charlotte’s body softened against mine. I couldn’t get enough of her. In a battle for supremacy, teeth and tongues dueled until I finally conquered her resistance. Then, I pulled away, leaving her gasping for air.

      Repeating my earlier question, I didn’t even try to hide my irritation. “Who the fuck is the man you’re dining with?”

      Eventually, she opened her mouth, but I had to read her lips because she spoke too softly for me to hear her over the thunderous sound of my pulse in my ears. “He’s my brother.”

      Relief swept over me until I fully realized what the hell I’d just done.

      What is it about this woman? And why does she have this strange pull over me?

      Slightly panicked over what I had just done, I quickly stepped back. I didn’t dare to look at her, instead turning and disappearing down the hallway.

      When I arrived back at my table, I swiftly settled the check and took the large carryout bag with him. As good as the food on the menu sounded, I knew it wouldn’t compare to the addictive taste of the female I had just accosted near the bathroom.
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      Shaking my head as I watched Hawke leave, I brought my shaky fingers to my lips. They still tingled from his kiss, and I exhaled sharply while leaning back against the wall. I closed my eyes for a moment before reopening them. Feeling the heat rise in my cheeks, I then turned and re-entered the bathroom.

      Just as I had suspected, my lips were swollen and my cheeks a bright shade of red. Turning the tap to cold, I let the water run for a few seconds before splashing some of the cool liquid on my inflamed cheeks.

      What was it about Hawke that allowed him to affect me the way he did?

      The man was both hot and cold, but he had the uncanny ability to switch between the two moods so effortlessly. Trying to figure him out would certainly make me dizzy, not that his kiss hadn’t done so already.

      I raked my hands through my hair, then patted my face dry before leaving to rejoin my brother. Hopefully, he wouldn’t be able to tell what had just happened. Talking about one’s love life with a sibling wasn’t high on the list of things I wanted to do tonight of all nights.

      I breathed slowly, and deeply, as I walked back to my table. I didn’t dare look around the dining room for any sign of him, instead concentrating on keeping my recently regained composure intact. When I arrived at my table, Chase was typing something into the keypad of his phone.

      “An important message?” I asked as I slipped back into my seat.

      My brother looked up, and his eyes narrowed momentarily before he shrugged. “Unofficial police business.”

      I pursed my lips together and studied the man in front of me. Chase Maxwell was four years older than me, and he was the eldest of my three male siblings. At thirty-one, the man worked entirely too hard. I’d often teased him, questioning when he’d settle down with a woman so he could give me a niece or nephew to spoil. The horror that’d appeared was reason enough to mess with him.

      Chase worked with the FBI as a profiler. He enjoyed his job immensely and Cortland, my other older brother, worked for the Hostage Negotiation Team. The two siblings had always been close, and they often worked on some of the same cases together.

      I used to feel so superficial when people would mention Chase’s and Cort’s careers before asking me what I did. While extremely proud of Platinum Dreams, being an event planner was nowhere near as important or exciting as what my older brothers did. Luckily for me, our younger brother Cooper, who was twenty-three, had been in college for four years and still had no idea what he wanted to do with his life. He loved the campus lifestyle, and sometimes I’d wonder whether it was part of his indecision on choosing and sticking with a major.

      “Well, it looked important,” I replied before grabbing a garlic breadstick from the small basket on the table. “How’s Ayden doing? I haven’t seen him in a while.”

      Ayden Santiago was sex on a stick. The Latino heartthrob had often filled my fantasies as well as those of Emery’s over the years. In fact, I was fairly certain he was single once again. He’d overcome a lot in his lifetime, and he was as close to me as any of my siblings were.

      Central West Denver was definitely the other side of the tracks from the Golden Triangle neighborhood where I grew up. Ayden’s father had abandoned him and his siblings when he was very young. His mother worked three jobs to make ends meet, and had it not been for the scholarship he received to go to my private school, he would’ve never been able to go.

      Unlike most of the snobbish kids at the Buckingham School, Chase had become friends with him right away, and years later, they’d remained close. It wasn’t until college, however, when the scrawny kid who spent all that time at our family dinner table had turned into the looker he was today. In fact, when he’d gotten a scholarship to the University of Colorado to play football, we naturally thought he’d eventually move into the National Football League, but an injury ended his career, causing him to return home where he started working with the Denver Police Department instead.

      “He’s doing fine,” Chase answered, interrupting my thoughts. “He’s concerned with some recent homicides in the city.”

      I rarely watched the news or kept up with things like that. Anything going on in the city was usually relayed around the table when my family hosted their monthly dinner parties. I should stay more in the loop, but with over-protective siblings and a might-as-well-be brother, I would hear about anything of concern anyway.

      I ignored the look of concern on Chase’s face, then tore another piece of bread from the loaf and popped it into my mouth. “We’re not even out of January yet.”

      “I know,” he said before picking up his phone once again. He read the message, cursed, and then looked at me. I already knew what he was about to say. “Maybe it is more important than I first thought. I need to call a raincheck on dinner tonight if that’s okay.”

      “Of course,” I replied, then reached over to grab his arm in reassurance. “I actually need to check in on Emery anyway because she’s been quiet lately. We both know how unusual that is for her.”

      That wasn’t the complete truth, but I didn’t want Chase to worry, which was exactly what he’d do if I told him about Nathaniel Hawkins. Hawke! My thoughts turned to my client and what had just transpired between us in the hallway. I had no idea what to do about him, but I hoped my friend would be able to give me some objective advice.

      I nearly snickered at the idea of Emery being logical. My best friend was very impulsive whereas I played the role of the responsible one. I already knew what needed to be done. I had to find a way to ‘go big or go home’ when it came to Hawke, and I knew which friend would help me do exactly that.

      “How is she doing?” Chase asked. All of my friends knew my brothers, and those siblings of mine genuinely appeared to care about them.

      “She’s doing well, or was the last time I spoke to her.” I finished off the breadstick, then grabbed my phone from my purse. I sent a short text telling Emery to stay at her place before placing the iPhone back down onto the table. “Go ahead and hang out with Ayden. I’ll be with Em.”

      “Okay. Promise me you’ll be very careful out there.”

      I stood up and put my jacket on. After grabbing my purse, phone, and keys, I rolled my eyes at my brother. “I will, Chase. See you later.”

      Before Chase could change his mind about dinner, I hurried out of the restaurant, not realizing how flushed my cheeks still were until the frigid wind hit them. I shivered, then pulled my coat tighter. Clutching my items, I hurried across the street to the parking garage.

      When I’d gotten into my car, I took a quick glance at my reflection in the rearview mirror, then groaned. My bottom lip was swollen, and after closer inspection, I realized he’d bitten it hard enough to cut it. Also, as suspected, my cheeks were still a bright pink.

      “Gah,” I said before starting my car.

      The Maserati roared to life, and I checked my mirrors before backing out of the parking space. Emery lived just a few miles away in a swanky high-rise, so with the steady traffic still out on the streets, it would take about fifteen or twenty minutes to get there. That’d allow me enough time to figure out how much I was going to tell my friend before asking for advice.

      I turned on the satellite radio and listened to a few angst-ridden songs from Disturbed and Parkway Drive before I made it near my destination. After driving around the block a few times, I finally located an on-street parking space. I wasn’t the best at parallel parking, but satisfied that the rear end of my sports car wouldn’t be damaged, I turned off the ignition and grabbed my things.

      When I stepped out of the car, I remembered my brother’s warning. He was always on my case to be more aware of my surroundings. It wasn’t as if I lived, worked, and hung around in the wrong neighborhoods. Still, I looked around and finally shrugged my shoulders.

      Everything looks fine.

      And with that, I crossed the street to the condominium where my best friend lived. The doorman had the door open before I even made it to the entrance, and I smiled. “Thank you, Giles.”
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      The door was opened as soon as I knocked, and I immediately found myself in one of my dark-haired friend’s tight embraces. “I’m so glad you’re here, Char. I was on the verge of getting dressed so I could hit up Sub Zero. Since you’re here, though, I’ll nix that idea.”

      At the mention of our favorite nightclub, I almost wished I would’ve thought about changing clothes before meeting Chase for dinner. The only reason I hadn’t was because I’d been running late after leaving Platinum Dreams.

      Shaking my head, I remembered my reason for this visit. “That sounds like a lot of fun, but I need your advice on something.”

      “Ooh, do tell,” Emery said, stepping aside so I could enter the penthouse.

      I walked into the great room, pulling my jacket off, then walking toward the leather sofa. After laying my coat over it, I turned to my best friend. “It’s about a man.”

      Emery stuck her tongue out before disappearing into the kitchen, returning with a bottle of wine in one hand, and the long stems of two glasses in her other.

      “Of course it’s about a man. Sit down, and pour us a glass of wine. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      I took the glasses from her, then set them onto the glass center table. The bottle had already been uncorked, so I removed the top with ease, and poured equal amounts of wine into each glass.

      I heard a rustling noise coming from the other room where Emery had disappeared to, but I let my friend be. Instead, I looked around the open space. This penthouse was even nicer than my downtown condo. Both units were situated in affluential Denver locations. The only difference between the place I lived in versus this one was that I worked hard to pay the mortgage on mine while Emery’s father fronted the cost, and all the bills associated with his daughter’s.

      Emery had never had to work a day in her life, always depending on her father for her every need. I would never fault my friend for that. It was only after I accompanied her back to Washington, D.C., that I understood why Travis Wilder did what he did.

      It’d been obvious how much he missed Emery. The politician doted on his daughter and truly treated her like a princess. He worked in the Senate and lived so far away. It suddenly didn’t seem too odd that he’d make sure she didn’t want or need for anything while living in Denver.

      Emery returned and flopped down on the couch beside me before grabbing the nearest glass. “So,” she said, pausing to take a sip of her wine. “What kind of man problems are you having? And more importantly, do I know who he is?”

      I smiled wryly before shaking my head. “No, I don’t think you know him because he’d only recently come to town.”

      I took a sip of my wine, knowing fully well that my friend would want more details. Sure enough, Emery arched a perfectly manicured brow in my direction. “And…”

      “His name’s Hawke, and he’s a new client of mine,” I answered.

      “Naughty girl. When did you start crushing over your clients?” Emery asked.

      I had already expected this line of questioning, so I wasn’t surprised by a single question asked so far. “I’m not crushing over him, per se.”

      And I wasn’t. Hawke infuriated me unlike anyone else I’d ever met. A crush was certainly not what I would use to describe him. I didn’t even like the man, yet I wanted him to hatefuck me in the worst way, which was what brought me here tonight.

      “Then, what would you call it?” Emery questioned.

      “Have you ever met someone who could push all of your buttons? If so, that would be Hawke,” I replied. “He’s so damn arrogant. I just want to knock the smirk right off his face. The problem is that he has an uncanny ability to neutralize me with a single kiss.”

      Emery gasped. “You’re kissing your clients now? Wow.”

      I knew this would come as a shock because there was one thing I always told my friends I would never do and mixing business with pleasure was at the top of that list. “Hawke’s not just a client.”

      I cringed as soon as the words left my lips because those pesky confidentiality agreements came to mind once I did. Not only did I sign one back in Washington, D.C., before what was supposed to be a scene with him, but I had also signed another a week or so ago.

      “What do you mean?” Emery asked, now obviously confused. My friend finished her glass of wine, then poured another as she waited on a response from me.

      “I’ve met him before, but didn’t initially realize it when I took him on as a client. Now that I have, it’s complicating things.”

      I reached for my own glass and slowly sipped from it while peering over the rim at my friend. Emery was staring at me as if I’d sprouted two heads. Emery and I always told each other everything, so I knew my friend was trying to place Hawke’s name.

      She’d never be able to because I hadn’t even known his name myself until a week ago. I’d also never told my friend about what had really happened at The Box that night either, so there’d be nothing for her to reference.

      Finally, Emery threw her hands up. “I have no idea who you’re talking about. Have you ever mentioned him before?”

      I shook my head. “No, I haven’t. Or at least I don’t think I have.” Emery appeared even more confused, so I tried to be very generic when I added, “I met him at that club we went to in Washington, D.C.”

      “The Box?” Emery’s face lit up at the revelation, and I watched her clap her hands together joyously. “So, he’s a Dominant?”

      I didn’t think his title would break any confidentiality agreements, so I nodded, earning a squeal from Emery. “It’s not something he advertises though, so let’s keep that between the two of us.”

      “So, what’s the issue with him?”

      “He’s hired me to plan a party.” Emery didn’t look too intrigued with that, so I continued, “And he’s already kissed me twice.”

      That got Emery’s full attention, and she smirked. “When are the two of you going to hook up?”

      I shook my head. “At this rate, probably never.”

      “Why do you say that? I mean, you said he’s already—”

      I sighed. “Because I can’t manage to spend any quantifiable time with the man. He’s too busy either throwing me out of his office, or walking away from me. I was pretty sure he hated me, but tonight…”

      I paused, having decided mid response that maybe talking to her about Hawke wasn’t the greatest idea after all. Picking up my wine, I finished it off , then bought some time as I refilled my glass.

      “What happened tonight?” Emery asked.

      “I’d met Chase like I do every Friday night, and he was there. I didn’t know it at first, though. I’d gone to the bathroom, and when I was finished, I opened the door and there he was.”

      “He’s starting to sound like a creeper, Char,” my friend told me honestly, and I couldn’t really argue with that. “So, did he pretend the two of you running into each other was a coincidence? You’d be surprised at how many times a month I hear that line.”

      “No, he demanded to know who I was there with,” I answered before bringing my glass back to my lips. “At first, I wasn’t going to tell him anything, but when he kissed me, all my resistance disappeared.”

      I sighed. Hawke certainly knew how to kiss, and I was sure that skill came from experience. For all I knew, he could be somewhere right now with his tongue in someone else’s mouth.

      “Sounds like he’s jealous. I think the two of you should just fuck and get it over with.” My friend shrugged before finishing off her second glass of wine.

      “Like I told you earlier, it’s hard to work up to anything when he keeps pushing me away.” I now had the opening I needed to ask for the advice I sought, and figured I better do so before losing my nerve. “I’ve only been able to elicit a reaction from him twice. Every other time, he’s so rigid.”

      “Rigid is good if in the right spots,” my friend retorted, and I covered my face with my palms. “I know, I know. That’s not what you need. I’ll tell you what you do, though…”

      Emery paused, and I waited to see what kind of advice she was thinking up. Using the silence, I took another sip of my wine. “So, how do I get him to notice me more?”

      Emery tapped her chin with her long, manicured nails, then finally grinned broadly. “I think you need to make him jealous, and with someone who’s most definitely not one of your brothers, even though those three are hot as fuck.”

      “I don’t want to hear that about them,” I said, then laughed. “And I don’t think making him jealous is the answer. I’m so confused.”

      I groaned, then held onto a glimmer of hope that Emery would have another suggestion. When my friend finally spoke, I sighed in relief.

      “Then make sure you’re around him a lot. Since you’re planning an event with him, it would make sense to be in close proximity,” she told me, and it actually didn’t sound like a terrible idea.

      “That might just work. I have two weeks until Valentine’s Night when he’s hosting his event.” I already started to run through ideas in my head. Normally, I would do most of the planning from my office because it was easier, but after one of my client’s anniversary party this Sunday, I would have a lot more time. I could easily commute between Syn and Platinum Dreams since they were only within a few miles of each other.

      “Then it’s settled. You’re going to tease the hell out of that man until he’s the one ready to drop to his knees for you, Char.”

      I giggled, knowing full well that Hawke would never drop to his knees for me. He was much too arrogant for something like that. “I’ll have to let you know how that goes.”

      Emery jumped up from her seat. “Awesome, and all this talk about sexy men. I say we hit up Sub Zero after all.”

      “Okay,” I said, then glanced down at my clothing. “I’ll need to borrow something from your closet.”

      Standing up, I followed Emery into her massive bedroom, and started the arduous task of finding something to wear for a night of dancing and fun.
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      “Carmine, Vivian?” I asked, only half understanding what she was talking about with the color.

      My interior designer started to launch into a tutorial about color wheels, but my attention was diverted to the blonde across the room. Charlotte Maxwell. Over the last few weeks, she’d spent a lot of time at Syn doing a number of things I thought she could do from her office.

      For the most part, I kept my distance from her, but despite my best attempts, she still managed to invade my space, and more importantly, my mind. I had never had this sort of reaction to a woman in my entire life, and it was unsettling, to say the least.

      “Hawke?” Vivian’s nasally voice got my attention once again.

      I looked to see where she was pointing, and I nearly rolled my eyes. If it’s red, just fucking say it. “Carmine will be fine,” I told her.

      I’d never heard of that shade before. Thankfully, getting the silk bedding was one of the last things my designer had to do before her job was finished. I’d be glad to have all of it done with, not that she had been that bad to be around. The opening of the club was stressful, and a huge undertaking. I had to basically convert it from a dingy warehouse to a place where one felt comfortable enough to unleash their wildest inhibitions. It was a feat enough on its own, but because I only had a limited amount of time to work with, it’d been that much more stressful.

      “Perfect!” she exclaimed. “My team should be able to finish this within a few hours. I’ll let you know when the rooms are ready for their final walkthrough.”

      “Thanks,” I replied curtly.

      Once she’d walked away, I moved to the corner. Even when I used to frequent The Box, I’d stay out of sight, but I was always watching, fully aware of everything and everyone around me. It’d been something I did for survival because life hadn’t been easy for me for as far back as I could remember.

      I certainly didn’t want to think about the past, so I looked back over at Charlotte. She was so fucking beautiful. Her light blonde hair fell in waves, framing her face in an ethereal glow. She emanated purity, innocence, and everything else that should’ve had me running in the opposite direction, but I couldn’t force my feet to move.

      While she resembled an angel, I knew she had to be anything but if she dared to kneel before me. Well, technically, she was tied up, but any act of submission on her part blew that charade to pieces. There’d been rules given, and followed, when I was a Dominant at The Box. She’d been aware of them, yet chose to bare herself to me, anyway.

      No, looks could be deceiving, which was another thing I had learned from a very young age. The more angelic someone appeared, usually the more demonic they were. Nothing was ever what it seemed, and nothing would ever bring me peace. Those two truths I’d accepted and always kept in my head.

      There were so many other things inside my mind, too. So many secrets, dark urges, nightmares. Pleasure had always involved pain for me, which was another reason I worked with submissives the way I did. It was for their safety, and my sanity.

      “There you are, Hawke.” The familiar voice had me turning around.

      Ryder Nelson was one of my friends from Washington. He’d flown to Denver to not only celebrate what would be the grand opening of Syn, but for professional reasons as well. He was a security genius. In fact, he’d been the one to install a state-of-the-art system throughout the entire club. I’d listened to the officers after the last break-in, especially Ayden, and had immediately flown my friend out to put one in place.

      “I didn’t know you were looking for me,” I replied honestly. “What’s up?”

      Besides having to deal with Vivian, and the signing off on last-minute color choices, my attention had been split between memories from my past and the woman I couldn’t seem to stay away from. Everything else was an afterthought.

      “I was about to tell you everything’s wired and ready to go…” Ryder started to say, his voice seeming to drift off for whatever reason. “I saw you with Vivian, but if you need to go talk to Char too, then I can wait.”

      It was only when he’d returned to speaking that I realized I’d been caught. Something else that struck me was that Ryder had called Charlotte by her nickname. A few days ago, she had indicated that it would be okay for me to do the same, but I preferred to keep things more formal. Ryder was obviously not of the same mindset.

      When had they gotten that close?

      An unfamiliar sensation festered inside me. It was jealousy, and I didn’t even understand why I even cared who she’d been getting close to. It wasn’t as if I planned to rekindle what we’d started in Washington, D.C., and a few times since. Every time had been a fucking mistake, and reminding myself of that, I turned back to my friend.

      “No, I don’t have anything to discuss with her.” My response had sounded as irritated as my current mood, drawing a strange look from Ryder. Not wanting to set off his suspicion further, I forced my voice to calm as I continued. “Let’s go take a look at this system.”

      “If you’re sure,” he hedged, and I simply shrugged.

      My friend didn’t say anything else as the two of us made our way toward the hallway. There was still so much going on, but I at least had an idea of what the finished product would be. With my mind now where it needed to be, I felt pride replace the jealousy. This had been a huge undertaking for me, and despite the delays and mishaps such as the break-in, everything stayed on schedule. It looked like I’d finally be opening the doors, and on Valentine’s Day, as planned.

      Before we left the main room, I couldn’t help myself, so I looked over my shoulder. When I did, I saw Charlotte watching us. Our eyes met and even across the large, expansive space, I could almost see the vibrancy in them. I quickly tore my gaze away, then fully exited the area with Ryder.

      We walked down the hallway to my office. I was thankful that Ryder either hadn’t seen me take one last look, or he was just not going to say anything about it. Charlotte Maxwell was a distraction I couldn’t afford in my life. I knew it, yet I couldn’t forget the way she tasted, or how soft her skin felt beneath my hands. I’d seen her naked from the neck down, and I had glanced into her eyes more than once since. I couldn’t put the two together.

      I’m not going there. No way.

      When back in my office, I used the few minutes it took for Ryder to get everything pulled up to think about the actual party. I already knew most of my time would be spent inside this room watching everyone. I’d mingle with the members for a short while, then I would disappear back into the shadows I felt comfortable in. After all, it was basically what I had done at the last club I co-owned. In fact, the other owner was rarely ever there because I always was.

      A flash from one of the dozen screens grabbed my attention, bring me back to the present. My eyes were now focused, and I watched as one after another powered on. When Ryder had all twelve activated, he stepped out from behind the desk, motioning for me to sit.

      “As you can see, the system defaults to showing all twelve at once,” he told me, pointing to what I had already seen. “You can also zoom in on a specific area by simply pressing the expand button in the left-hand corner. Go ahead and try it.”

      I didn’t know which one to press, so I chose the bar. It was the perfect choice. Or was it? Charlotte was no longer standing near it, and neither was anyone else. Maybe I’d known that, which was why I chose that particular frame. Or maybe I’d been hoping she had still been there. Either way, she was gone, which was for the best.

      “If you click on the corresponding button in the right-hand corner, you minimize that screen and it goes back to the twelve again. I’m going to grab something I left in the main area. Go ahead and play with the system. I’ll be right back.”

      Ryder left me alone in the office, and I looked back over at the screen. I started to randomly select different frames. At first, I started with one of the two storage areas. One would house all the additional toys and supplies for the private rooms, while the other was where all the alcohol and other bar stuff would be stored. I moved from it back to the actual main area. It was then when I saw where the blonde had disappeared.

      Charlotte was now with a group of women. Her arms were flailing around as she swept them back and forth in front of her. Whatever she was telling them was being done so in an animated manner, and her expression was one of annoyance. Still, she commanded them the same way she did me. That much I’d have to admit. Their attention was glued to her every word and motion, much like I was even this far away.

      Never had I been this obsessed with anyone. Honestly, it was the very first time for me, and it was quite frankly, terrifying. Charlotte was even more dangerous to my sanity because of that, yet when she turned and bent partially over the table to point to something on the design map, I couldn’t think of anything else but tearing those thin leggings off her so I could bare her ass to me. That night, I had seen her front view, but the scene hadn’t lasted long enough for me to turn her delectable body around.

      Fuck! The things I would do to you. The ways I would mark you.

      So many visions filled my head that it was hard to focus on just one of them. With her luscious backside high up in the air like it was now, I could already imagine taking a cane to it. Or, even better. I would kiss those firm globes with the tip of a single-tail whip.

      Visibly affected, I now shifted uncomfortably in my seat as visions of large, red welts crisscrossing her ass, entered my head. The vision was not the only thing. Because I would have actually gagged her this time, I would hear the muffled screams from around the rubber ball, and the incoherent sounds would have me striking her once more.

      God! Despite the gag, I would still manage to hear her cries of pleasure. Although I had stifled some, it would never completely erase them. Somewhere deep inside of my sick mind, I wanted to hear them, and I would strike her over and over. Eventually though, her voice would change, and it would be like back when… I scowled as something beautiful turned so ugly in a matter of seconds.

      I raked one hand through my short, spiked hair, then let out a deep breath. The doorknob turned and before I could minimize the particular frame I’d been staring at since my friend left, Ryder saw it and chuckled.

      “I tell her all the time she should be a model. Oddly enough, she told me her mother used to be one.” Ryder stopped there and I couldn’t disagree even though I shot my friend a look in an attempt to. “Is she not beautiful?”

      This time, I did growl out in warning. Charlotte Maxwell was off-limits in more ways than one. She was not only off-limits to touch, but also to talk about with anyone.

      “Of course she is. Miss Maxwell is also a pain in the ass, and I’m looking forward to this party so I can be finished with her services completely. I can’t wait for the day to arrive when I won’t have to lay eyes on her ever again.” Ryder didn’t seem to buy what I was selling, but I gave no fucks about that. Looking back at the system, I rose from my seat. “So what else does this expensive-ass system do?”

      Thankfully, the next hour was spent looking over the various features. By the time Ryder was done with the entire demonstration, Charlotte had gone and most of the workers had too. The only one still there was Vivian, and remembering the final walkthroughs, I scowled, but showed my friend out of the office while I went to meet the designer to get this last task finished.
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      I stood in front of my mirror with nothing more than a towel wrapped around my body. Behind me on the bed, three dresses, all in different shades, lay. I hadn’t been able to decide which one to go with for the grand opening of Syn. The dresses were exactly the same, the only differences being that one was red, one was white, and the other was black.

      My jeweled masquerade mask lay atop my pillows. It was red, black, and white so that it would match either of the dresses. I hated feeling so indecisive, but my attempts to get Hawke’s hands on me again had all but failed over the last several weeks. Since this might be the last opportunity I had, I knew I needed to make it count. Tonight, I would find him, and I would make sure I was so alluring he wouldn’t be able to resist me.

      I smiled at the imagined reaction of his. He would be so awe-struck with my appearance that I’d have him on his knees begging for what he kept tossing aside. I knew it would probably be the exact opposite considering my recent luck. He’d likely see me, then throw me out one more final time for shits and giggles. A frown now marred my face. I had to stop thinking about all the what-ifs or else I’d drive myself crazy.

      “Tonight’s got to be perfect,” I reminded myself.

      After the conclusion of the party, there’d be no reason to hang around Syn, especially since I hadn’t even applied for a membership yet. That’d simply been an oversight on my part, and I’d rectify it as soon as I could. This evening, there was a far more important task at hand.

      The doorbell chimed and I knew exactly who it was. I had asked Emery to stop by so we could get ready together. I glanced at the three selections I had, nervously biting my bottom lip.

      Yeah, Em’ll be able to help me.

      The door chimed again, so I hurried out of my bedroom. As expected, my best friend was on the other side of the door with her arms full of bags. I shook my head, helped Emery inside, then gave her a tight squeeze.

      “It looks like you’ve brought the entire store with you, Em.”

      My dark-haired friend grinned. “This is the grand opening of a sex club, and a masquerade ball, at that. I’ve brought my own dress and stuff over, but also a few selections for you.”

      I should’ve known Emery would think of everything. While she often laughed at my conservative wardrobe, I had truly taken this event and what I hoped would happen into account when I had been dress shopping. Grinning at my friend, I was sure that I might actually surprise her with the ones I had chosen. Excited to show her them, I tugged at her hand, pulling her toward the bedroom. Once inside, I made a sweeping motion toward the bed.

      “Ta-da!”

      Emery paled before frowning. “You’ve got to be kidding me, Char.”

      I looked stricken. Narrowing my eyes, I picked up the red one I’d been favoring. “What’s wrong with this?”

      The deadpan expression I received in response might’ve been comical if I hadn’t been so worried about it. I knew this was my final chance to make any impression on Hawke. Knowing how critical this night was for us both, I had truly put a lot of effort into my selections. Now, my friend’s voice told me exactly how she felt about them. Ignoring the tears threatening to spill from my eyes, I tried to remain positive. Whether it was one of these dresses, or something Em brought over, I would not fail this time. Nathaniel “Hawke” Hawkins would finally see me tonight.

      If I couldn’t manage to get his attention tonight, I stood no chance of seeing how much further things could go between us. I shouldn’t have even wanted his attention. In fact, I should’ve declined helping him at all, but I hadn’t.

      Every single time he touched me, something stirred within me even though I had no idea what it was. I had read all the hottest books about BDSM, and even watched a few movies. Hawke didn’t act like the romantic heroes in them. Still, I wanted him with every fiber of my being.

      “You’re never going to attract him, or anyone else in one of these, Char,” my friend interjected. “This is a masquerade ball, which means you cover your face, not your entire body.”

      Emery then mumbled a few things under her breath, which had me shaking my head. “I don’t think they’re that terrible, but desperate times call for desperate measures. What have you brought that’s any better?”

      Emery smirked before reaching for the first bag. “For one, something that’ll highlight those killer legs of yours. You’re going to work them so well, he’ll be able to picture nothing but them wrapped around his neck.”

      I sighed. Memories of that one night came flooding back. I had been in that very pose, and since our reunion, I constantly wondered what would have happened if I had kept my big mouth shut that night. I had known to do so, but when his mouth was on me like it had been, all I could do was react. Even now, I could feel his head moving between my legs when I had been bound to his St. Andrew’s cross.

      I’d been at the mercy of a man I’d never met in a place so unfamiliar to me. I had frequented that club for an entire two weeks, but I’d been there, mainly experimenting with different toys and partners. There’d been no intercourse with any of them, but I knew by the end of that particular night that I wouldn’t be able to say the same again.

      Or so I thought.

      Everyone there had heard the whispers of a Dominant so elusive that he had never been called by name, and only discussed via hushed whispers. Everyone wanted a chance with him, and I had been no different. As others talked, I would close my eyes and picture this faceless, nameless beast of a man, even fantasizing about him during my spankings with others.

      Women naturally talked, and the more they did, the less I started to believe in his existence. Although I had searched the club far and wide, I hadn’t been able to find anyone who had ever seen him in the flesh. I started to wonder if he hadn’t just been a myth. By the time I had convinced myself of that, fate stepped in. Everything had happened in a blur and to this day, I couldn’t even remember how I had managed to get invited to his lair.

      That’s exactly what it was like. I’d been nervous when filling out the paperwork, half afraid I’d put the wrong thing down. I obviously answered correctly because I was then led into a room so unlike all the others I had been in previously. I should’ve tucked tail and run, but my curiosity won out my fear because I’d disrobed and allowed the dungeon monitor to cuff me to the large cross in the center of the room.

      The blindfold had come next, then silence. It was that way for a while, several minutes, at least. Anticipation had eaten away at me. With my sight cut off, my other senses were in overdrive. It was almost surreal, and not anything I’d ever experienced before, even in the few weeks prior to that night.

      Touch. The first that I had experienced outside of the obvious coolness of the cross, and unyielding metal of the cuffs, was the frigid air that blew across my skin from the air conditioner right overhead. It caressed me softly, unlike the lover I awaited. From the tales I’d heard, he was anything but gentle. Perhaps that was the reason I was there.

      Sound. It was simple enough, but I had been so nervous when first entering the room that by the time the blindfold was wrapped around my face, I couldn’t recall anything else around me. A shiver had wracked my frame. The silence in the room was deafening. The seconds ticked away, one by one.

      Helplessness had filled me the longer I stood there. My breathing grew erratic, and between the deep heaves of each breath, multiple thoughts filled my head. Nervousness… anticipation… fear… They all heeded the same result. My pulse quickened, the pounding in my ear now beating like a drum.

      Sound. I was back to it once again as the door creaked open. I wanted to call out to whoever was there, but I wasn’t sure I even wanted to know. My skin was now coated in a thin sheen of perspiration, the dampness allowing the cuffs to move ever so slightly as my wrists jangled. My breath hitched in my throat, but I remained quiet.

      Rubber boots had scraped across the concrete floor below my feet as the heavy footsteps grew nearer. The room was small and compact. I could still remember seeing the pieces of furniture scattered throughout. That visual had come back to me in that moment, too. The walls of the room were lined with shelves which housed a number of different items. I’d not gotten a close enough look as to what they were, but I could probably guess correctly. I’d been so thrown off by the instructions from the dungeon monitor that I had quickly stripped and positioned myself the way he’d asked.

      Touch. I had nearly jumped out of my skin when my mystery Dom placed his hand below my neck. One second… two seconds… three seconds… four. A shiver of apprehension bloomed within me as he drew his hand back, then slid two fingers down my chest. I had moistened my bottom lip with my tongue before everything fell apart.

      “P-please,” I had stammered. Everything went silent, so much so that I could’ve heard a pin drop. Before he could speak, I heard my name.

      “Char! Earth to Charlotte.” My eyes flew open.

      Emery waved her hands in front of me, and it took a few seconds for the haze to disappear. “I’m here. I was just thinking about something.”

      I didn’t dare elaborate on where my mind had traveled back to. It was bad enough that the memories hadn’t left me in over a year, but it would’ve been a lot worse to share that mortification for that long with someone else.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Emery asked. Her concern was warranted, but I forced myself to smile as I nodded. “Alright, then look at this red number I’ve brought for you.”

      I looked at the lacy, red dress that resembled lingerie more than a gown. I couldn’t wear that, not tonight. Shaking my head, I looked over Emery’s shoulder and didn’t hate the second selection from what I could see of it.

      “Let me try that one on,” I told her, then hurried into my bathroom with it. With any luck, I would find something suitable that would meet my best friend’s approval so we could finish getting ready. Tonight was a very important night, and I didn’t intend to mess it up as I had my last anticipated one with Hawke.
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      Standing in the corner just feet from the entrance, I observed the partygoers as they entered Syn. They were all dressed in their black-tie formal wear, donning some of the most exquisite masks I had ever seen before. Masquerade balls had been around since the fifteenth century, never losing their popularity throughout the years.

      They evolved over the course of that time, and I was glad I’d chosen it as the theme for the grand opening of my club. Doing what countless others had done before me, I made sure to add my own twist to this style of party. The gala was invitation only, and every invitee had been properly vetted beforehand. This was the first visible club of its kind in the area, so everything needed to be done with a member’s privacy in mind.

      I had been to other BDSM clubs across the country, most taking places in random locations under a veil of secrecy. The Box had been slightly different from those parties. You also needed a membership to gain admittance to it, but they also offered guest packages and other options for those just passing through or exploring their own curiosities. The club area itself was beneath a warehouse. Unless you were in the know, most never knew what existed in the basement of that building. It’d been there that I felt most at home.

      Syn would one day feel like one to me, too. I had my personal dungeon already set up where and how I wanted it, and I also managed to pull a few of the dungeon monitors from The Box, convincing them to relocate to Colorado with me. It was easier to pay moving expenses than to train others on what I preferred for myself.

      “Damn, Hawke, I’m not used to seeing you out front. Is this something new?” Ryder asked me.

      “Not usually, man,” I answered truthfully. Back in Washington, D.C., I hardly ever ventured out with the general public. I hadn’t wanted to risk my voice being recognized, or theirs.

      The majority of the time, I’d gag a submissive when in a scene with one. I had never been interested in hearing their voices, not that I’d truly be able to even if I tried. The ones from my past were so persistent, and they echoed in my head pretty frequently. There wasn’t a day gone by when I wasn’t reminded of that time.

      Shame filled me every time that I did. I supposed it was another reason I normally kept a submissive gagged. Pleasure and pain. One was separated from the other by the thinnest of lines. It’d taken me years to differentiate between the two, and the only way I could was to…

      “The place turned out great,” Ryder stated. I pushed those thoughts away, then nodded in agreement. “Who knew there were so many kinky people in Denver?”

      I chuckled in response. It wasn’t that far-fetched to believe, especially since I had done my due diligence when choosing a location for Syn. Most of the major metropolitan hubs were too far away, and an established brick and mortar club would garner a lot of business as opposed to those in town having to go to various parties whose locations changed with the weather.

      I’d been able to advertise under the radar, and the membership turnout had been amazing so far. There were at least a hundred people in the club already, and several more filing in. Each man was dressed to the nines in their custom suits. Their dates were equally as decked out. Many of the women wore long gowns and had different types of masks.

      I had been watching each person that walked through the doors, my mind fixated on a blonde I still had yet to erase from my head. Charlotte Maxwell. Simply the thought of her fucked with my iron-clad control. I had erected so many walls around myself since a young age, and she continuously managed to crack them. It wouldn’t be long before they came crashing down altogether.

      I won’t allow it. I just can’t.

      “Can’t allow what, Hawke?” Ryder questioned. It was then I’d realized I must’ve spoken my thoughts aloud.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, hoping to throw my friend off.

      Ryder removed his mask, looked strangely at me, then placed it back on his face. His blond hair flowed out from beneath the strap of it. He was imposing enough when dressed casually in the jeans and T-shirts that were staples of his wardrobe, but my friend looked even more menacing dressed as he now was in a full suit. The layers of material covered most of his tattoos, but like me, there were some that couldn’t be hidden even if we tried.

      Ryder had at least a good two-inch height difference on me standing tall at six-foot-four. With his Icelandic roots, he resembled every bit the Viking his ancestors had been. His mother had been from Norway, and ended up leaving the country for America when she had fallen in love with a soldier stationed there. He also had a cousin who lived locally in Washington, D.C., and although I had extended an invitation to Lucien, he had been unable to attend due to work. I secretly suspected the decline had been because this was a party.

      The two men were a lot like me in that regard. We all hated large crowds, so Ryder looked as completely out of place at this fancy gala as I did. Charlotte had done an admirable job pulling this sort of soiree together, and in such a short period of time.

      It dawned on me then that I still hadn’t yet seen her. At all, not before the party even. I was certain she’d show up if for no other reason than to see how it’d all come together. I’d never fully admit it, but I had been watching for her. Maybe I missed her, though I would never admit to it even after my thoughts had drifted earlier. After all, Ryder had been able to approach me without me even realizing it. I needed to see her. Why, I didn’t know, but I did.

      Ryder was growing restless standing there beside me. “Why don’t you go let loose inside. I’ll find you in a little while.”

      It was sufficient enough for my friend because he gave a curt nod, then disappeared into the throng of partygoers. I spun around, intending to seek out the woman on my mind. When I did, however, I nearly knocked someone off their feet.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, after bending down to pick up the mask that had fallen onto the train of another’s dress.

      “I’m fine,” the female responded, the voice familiar. She turned around and grabbed the intricate jeweled mask from my hands. “Thanks.”

      When she looked up, our eyes met. Something flared in hers, causing mine to darken with lust. Charlotte never failed to ignite something primal within me. Every voice in my head told me to banish her from my mind and my sight, but instead, I stood there, staring at her like a nervous teen. This was no prom and I had no corsage to slip onto her wrist. I had metal cuffs, but I couldn’t even trust myself to use them on her.

      She was with another woman, one who was eyeing us curiously. “He’s sort of hot, Char. Do you know him?”

      “He’s nobody,” she answered, grabbing the dark-haired woman’s arm. “Let’s go dance.”

      I had to tamp down the urge to growl. She was challenging me. I could see it in the cerulean depths of her eyes, and in the hint of her smile. Those full lips were inviting, but it’d be an invitation I would decline for no other reason than preserving my sanity. Still, the need for retribution burned through my bloodstream.

      Charlotte didn’t stick around to bait me more. She pulled her friend toward the center of the club, and I was left there standing alone. It wasn’t a bad thing, though. Her backside was one I hadn’t seen much of. Since our reunion weeks ago, I had not gotten the image  out of my head of her glistening body when she’d been cuffed to my St. Andrew’s cross back at The Box.

      I had wanted her then, and God help me, I wanted her still. Never one to stand around waiting for things to happen, my feet might as well be stuck in cement because I couldn’t move either one of them. Rendered immobile, I caught a final glimpse of her ass in the tight dress, this time letting out the low growl I had withheld moments ago.

      I’d tasted her blood, sweat, and tears that night in my dungeon back in Washington, D.C., but I hadn’t gotten the chance to mark her backside. My hands itched to squeeze her ass. No, not just that. I wanted to touch it… mark it… and above all other things, I wanted to fuck it. I also wanted to hear her scream upon penetration, especially since I would never be able to take her there gently.

      That, in itself, was enough reason to put as much distance between us as I could. Fifteen fucking years of self-preservation, and I sensed it disintegrating with every second that passed. Ever since that day in my office, my life was slowly starting to unravel. My control was slipping away, and I felt powerless to regain it. This wasn’t supposed to happen to men like me. I felt nothing, ever, until now, and it was honestly very nauseating.

      “What the hell is happening to me?” I voiced out loud, ignoring whoever it was that asked me if I was okay.

      I had to get out of there, and knowing the direction she went, I headed in the opposite one. I finally reached a dark, enclosed space which was empty at the moment and closed off to the club members. It’d one day be a theme room, but all the pieces hadn’t yet arrived, so it was unfinished.

      Hello, darkness...

      The famous opening chords to the Simon and Garfunkel song started to play in my head except it wasn’t by the men who wrote it. A familiar voice, that of my former self, was humming it instead. I’d been young, and for some reason, I’d hum it under my breath. Maybe it’d been because my mother had liked it so much. Or maybe, just maybe, it was the only one I knew and as I grew older, the lyrics would repeat over and over in my head.

      As a boy, I had needed something to center me. In the darkest moments, I’d shut down mentally. Music saved me, and with this being the only song I really knew every word to, it had become my shield. It did little to stop the pain on the outside, but it made me focus on anything but the kind I ached with inside.

      I’d become numb to everything happening around me during that time, but as I stood in the dark, a sense of unease filled me. For the first time in as many years, I was slowly starting to lose that iron-clad control I’d always possessed, and I knew why.

      It was Charlotte. She was under my skin, and I had yet to find a way to get her out from beneath it. I pulled my mask off, then scrubbed my hands down my face. I’d broken out into a sweat, my skin now damp and clammy.

      “I’m fucking losing it.”

      And that I was. Practically suffocating at this point, I pulled my tie loose. It wasn’t enough. Sweat beaded on my skin, and it was slowly starting to seep through my shirt. Yanking off the jacket to my tuxedo, I was hoping it would help, but it didn’t. Nothing seemed to as my past and present began to spin like a cycle on a washing machine.

      My breathing grew deeper and heavier, and it literally felt like a large boulder was sitting on my chest. I was paralyzed, and it was nothing new to me. I needed to pull myself together, so despite trembling hands, I managed to undo the top two buttons on my dress shirt. My heart was beating so hard, its erratic rhythm causing each beat to roar like a drum in my ear. I hadn’t had a panic attack in years, and I was desperately trying to ward one off now.

      I closed my eyes and took a series of deep breaths until finally, I experienced a small bit of relief. Raking my hand through my hair, I knew I needed to get out of that room. I should rejoin the party, and I would. Work would distract my racing thoughts. It had to. First, however, I needed to freshen up. I exited the room, then headed straight to my office. Just before I reached the door, I noticed someone near it, and I knew exactly who it was.

      Inwardly cursing, I stopped just behind her. “Nobody to dance with, Miss Maxwell?”
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      I had been surprised when Hawke disappeared from his stoop at the door. A glimmer of hope filled me in thinking he’d ventured into the crowd to find me, so I had waited, but he was nowhere to be found. I had scanned the entire damn room, and while being surprised at a few familiar faces in the crowd, none of those people had been the one I was searching for.

      “Go find him,” Emery had told me when she’d caught me moping.

      At first, I went to argue against it, but then I decided to just take my best friend’s advice. I did another search of the main space. There were hundreds of people, and even though most were in disguise, hiding behind elaborate masks, I knew that none of them were him. He was of equal height and build to many of those men, but only he could make my heart skip a beat.

      I then wondered if he had ditched the whole thing. He had been quite nauseated when I had gone through all the final plans with him, and I knew this type of event wasn’t his scene. It was why I was actually surprised he wanted to throw a party. I didn’t question him then, but maybe he had realized what I had already known.

      Once that thought entered my mind, I dismissed it. I doubted he’d left since it was his party, so I thought I would take a stab in the dark and see if he was in his office. I’d gotten halfway down the hall when his voice sliced through the silence like a whip. My body froze, and every cell came alive. I jumped on reflex, then smiled as I turned.

      “Nobody wasn’t there,” I murmured, remembering my description of him to Emery.

      In my defense, I’d told my friend he was none other than the Dominant I was hung up on. It really hadn’t taken much for me to confess some of the more sordid parts to Em. While our history was short, it was poignant, especially when I kept reminding myself that tonight could be the last time I ever laid eyes on him. My bestie didn’t give me slack, or try to talk me out of anything. In fact, she encouraged me.

      I glanced up at him, and Hawke didn’t seem amused with my response seconds earlier. Something was wrong. His eyes were dark as coal, but there was a wildness to them. He couldn’t hold my gaze, and while it’d normally be because he was busy looking at other parts of me, I saw where his eyes were fixed, and it was the damn wall.

      “Trying to figure you out is as futile as me trying to run through one,” I remarked, finally drawing his attention back to me.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” His voice was laced with irritation and bespoke more than his current stormy expression did.

      “The wall. Running through one. “ His lips flattened even more. “At the door earlier, I… ahh… I called you…” I stopped, unsure if he’d even been paying me attention then.

      A sharp ache in my chest formed as his indifference twisted my heart into knots. I kept doing this to myself. I didn’t know how many mortifying attempts it’d take before I caught a clue. There was no telling what he thought. A tear sprang to my eye at the realization he likely felt for me what I was just now starting to envision.

      I needed to have some self-respect, so clearing my throat, I tried to keep my voice even to hide the pain quickly filling me. “Everything was a blur when I first walked into Syn tonight. I wasn’t thinking clearly, and I didn’t want to have to explain who you were to Emery.”

      His gaze flitted over to me, and I held my breath for a few seconds. “What is there to explain, Miss Maxwell? I hired you for a service, which is just about complete.”

      Of course, I was simply a party planner. I felt the knot growing tighter in my chest. Hawke was fine trying to pretend there was nothing between us, but I knew better, and the way his eyes couldn’t stay focused on me, I suspected he knew it, too.

      “Is that all I am to you, Hawke?” I moved toward him. With each step closer, he shifted on his feet nervously. “Just a party planner?”

      His chest heaved once or twice before he exhaled in what I assumed to be frustration. I knew he wanted me to get upset and leave so he could deny the flames currently crackling between us. I was tired of this dance we seemed to perfect over the last several weeks. Ever since that night at the restaurant when he’d followed me to the bathroom and let his jealousy show between the cracks, he’d kept his distance from me.

      I wanted to know once and for all what I’d been denied back in Washington, D.C., I suspected he felt something between us at the time, too. When we’d finally remembered one another, he’d been flashing from hot to cold more than a faucet.

      With time running out for me to confirm my suspicions, I advanced closer. Hawke took a step back, but I closed the distance off that he’d hoped to gain. From everything I knew about the lifestyle and proper submissive behavior, I chose to disregard it all, and reached out for him.

      Maybe he just wanted to see how far I would take it, or else he’d been that shocked by my action, but I’d take it either way. I ran one hand up his chest. His shirt was slightly damp, but my hand moved higher. When I placed my palm over his heart, Hawke’s hand covered mine.

      “I don’t know what you’re hoping to accomplish here tonight, Miss Maxwell, but—”

      I finally seized the moment, rising on to my toes so I could stand face-to-face with him. Before he could finish warning me away, I fused my lips to his. Hawke had one of my hands pressed to his chest, so I used the other to wrap around his neck.

      Hawke didn’t immediately break off the kiss, which I took as a promising sign. While I had been the aggressor in the beginning, I was content to concede control to him, which I did. His tongue delved inside, pushing against the roof of my mouth before drawing mine into his mouth.

      My own pulse sky-rocketed as the kiss deepened more. Somewhere deep in my subconscious, I was sighing out in relief, but I made sure to keep that inward. I didn’t dare do anything more than silently respond to him.

      His raspy groan broke through the haze, and I almost whimpered when his hands dropped to my hips. Half expecting him to push me away as he’d been doing, I was surprised when he spun me around, then pinned me against the brick wall instead.

      I was almost thankful he did because my head was still spinning, especially as he kept me depleted of oxygen when he continued to kiss me hard. My knees wobbled, practically knocking together, but I stayed in the moment. It was hard to believe I was so close to getting what I had dreamed about for an entire year. Hawke perfected the Jekyll and Hyde act, however, so I feared doing anything that would make him stop.

      I arched my chest against his and didn’t even notice he’d raised one of my arms. It wasn’t until the cold metal clamped down around my wrist that I even realized what he’d done. He stepped back, but before I could even form the words, he had my other hand in the other cuff. Restrained once again in front of him, my breathing grew jagged.

      “W-what are you going to do to me?” I asked, stammering slightly as I did.

      For the first time in weeks, Hawke smirked, but didn’t immediately answer me. Damn, he was so hot when actually smiling even though I had no idea what he was thinking. Perhaps it’d been the unknown, but I pleaded to him using nothing more than my eyes. A frisson of aroused fear shot through me. His intense ones were still dark as night, and the lazy way they moved down my body had me shivering.

      I wasn’t scared of what he’d do to me, but rather what he wouldn’t. Even though I doubted he would literally leave me hanging again, the very memory of him doing it before refused to fully leave my mind. To tamp down those worries, I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came out. When Hawke saw my lips move, his mouth was back on mine within seconds. Feeling as if my concern was definitely unwarranted, I returned my full focus to him.

      As his lips moved furiously over mine, one of his hands slipped down my thigh. I hated that my dress was knee-length because I wanted to feel as much of his skin on mine as I could. Hawke must’ve felt the same because a rush of cool air hit me when he raised the side of it.

      His fingers kept creeping even closer to the spot I ached at the most. When he encountered the lace barrier keeping us both from what we wanted, he tugged on my panties. He rendered them practically useless as he tore them from me. This time when he stepped back, I wasn’t the only one breathing heavily.

      “My rules, little sub.”

      I nodded enthusiastically, but made sure that was the only reaction I gave him. He had some fucked up rule against making noise during sex, and knowing that was what had ended our scene a year ago, I wouldn’t test his patience by disobeying again.

      It was easier said than done when his hand slipped between my thighs. I was already so wet, so his fingers slid easily through my slit. Hawke toyed with my clit, much like he had before, and it was just as hard to stay quiet now as it had back then.

      But I did. It was a feat of pure will, but I bit down on my bottom lip to keep any noise at bay. He inserted three fingers into my pussy, and my walls clamped down greedily as I tried keeping them inside. My head lolled from one side to the other, but then he stopped.

      I’d nearly been ready to come, and Hawke must’ve known it because he stepped back, sporting the same grin he had earlier. As he dangled the panties in front of my face, my eyes widened when he brought them to my mouth.

      “Open.” The word was so sudden, and my lips immediately parted for him on command. He thrust the tattered fabric into my mouth. “Keep them inside or else. I don’t want to hear a single sound from you.”
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      We were back to this again, it seemed, but if Hawke thought I’d make it easy on him by speaking this time, he was mistaken. I had dreamed about this moment since the two of us met back up. I needed to see what it was I had missed out on over a year ago, so every ploy I’d used over the last few weeks wouldn’t be for nothing.

      I kept my teeth clamped down on my panties. While I often tasted myself during masturbation, I’d never had anyone actually stick lingerie into my mouth before. I briefly wondered what someone would think if they happened upon the two of us in this hallway. It was then when I realized it was a real possibility. Not only did it house a number of the private rooms, but it also had many manacles and other devices on the brick wall, making it easier to be watched. Being caught in the act only aroused me further, and my cream started to trickle down the inside of my thighs.

      The tearing of the foil wrapper snapped my attention back to the man in front of me. Other than the two buttons he’d loosened earlier, every part of his suit was still intact while my dress was hiked up over my hips. My gaze fluttered from the crisp white of his shirt to the varied colors of ink hiding behind it. I’d noticed the various tattoos he had on his arms, neck, and now upper chest area, but I knew he had to have more. The thought of one day tracing each and every one with my tongue nearly caused me to whimper out in need. I didn’t, however, and my eyes moved from his chest back to his face. When our eyes met, I saw his disapproval immediately.

      “Eyes downward, little sub,” he barked out.

      His voice was like the crack of a whip, and my head fell instantly as soon as the last syllable left his mouth. I then realized the view only got better. Watching as he slowly rolled the latex over his long, thick, and heavily veined shaft, I was now left wondering whether I’d actually be able to take his entire length inside of me.

      My core ached with need as I grew even wetter. Moments later, his large hands lifted my legs, spreading them wide as he also pinned them against the wall. The brick was rough, and the very thought that I would have bruises from both his fingers and the stone did creep into my head, but I would wear them proudly.

      Putting all discomfort out of my mind, I focused on the here and now. Hawke wouldn’t let me look at his face, so I stared instead at the cock I had only dreamed about. His fingers dug deeper into my legs, and he moved closer. I knew what was coming, so I closed my eyes, hoping to prepare myself for the moment of penetration.

      Will you fill me slowly? Or will you slam into me instead?

      That question was answered with the first thrust. Hawke entered me with such force I’d almost forgotten about the panties wedged between my lips. If they slipped from my mouth, this encounter would be over as quickly as the one in Washington, D.C., had been, which was something I couldn’t endure again. Besides, I knew I would never get this opportunity with him again.

      Keeping my teeth clamped onto the lace as tightly as I could, I closed my eyes as he started to move. From my current position, I felt every single inch of him. I wanted to touch him too, but since he’d cuffed my hands to the wall, I couldn’t. His upper body pressed into mine, rendering me immobile. Other than his cock moving inside me, there was only one other thing I could feel. His fingers dug deep into my flesh as he gripped my hips. I would have bruises there tomorrow, too, but I knew it’d be worth every one of them.

      There was no intimacy in this act, and the rough way he was taking me all but confirmed I was nothing more than a fuck toy for him at the moment. This was exactly what I had pictured when imagining him hatefucking me. Only, I never imagined it would feel this fucking good. I was used to being treated like a princess with boyfriends in the past, but not with him. Not with Hawke. He was basically fucking me like some harlot, and I let him. It should’ve been enough to have me demand that he release me, yet I didn’t. I wanted any and everything he was willing to give me.

      Focusing less on what I should, and more on what I shouldn’t, I also knew I’d wear additional marks from the abrasive bricks behind me, especially all the flesh bared by my backless dress. I didn’t care, however, knowing fully well I’d be reminded of this evening for the next few days to come. Just as I had done that first night after he’d worn those sharp gloves, I’d traced every wound left behind until they’d eventually healed.

      Another hard thrust had me inwardly groaning. My hands balled into fists, pain surging from my palms as my manicured nails dug unmercifully into them. Mercy. It was something Hawke knew nothing about, judging by the brutal way he was fucking me. Long, deep strokes delivered with so much force, I wouldn’t be surprised if I left an imprint in the wall by the time he was finished with me. Or, maybe even a few cracks in the stone.

      “What in the hell are you doing to me?” he rasped against my throat as his warm breath swept over my sensitive skin.

      The same thing you’re doing to me.

      It would’ve been my answer had I have been allowed to speak. Even though I knew he didn’t expect, nor want, an answer, I was sure my body was telling him everything he needed to know, anyway. It was not my own. It was his, and since the first night we had met, it always had been. It would explain my lack of a romantic love life since returning from Washington, D.C., and it would be why no other man stood a chance with me. I didn’t want gentle... boring... predictable... I wanted Hawke, and I wanted this. The excitement... pain... degradation...

      There was no time to dwell on that realization because Hawke pulled my thighs closer as he nuzzled the inside of my neck. Fuck! Neck kissing was an instant turn on, and if I hadn’t already felt the overwhelming need to climax, his current ministrations would’ve made sure that I did.

      Tension coiled in both my womb and limbs, the different position allowing him deeper penetration, if that was even possible. Every cell in my body was aflame. I was perilously close to the edge of no return. Weeks of dreaming about him had led to this. It was even better than I could’ve ever imagined. A few more thrusts were all I needed before the last thread of my control would surely snap in its entirety.

      As I rushed toward the promise of release, he kept fucking me with the brutal savageness that made him a legend back at The Box. And I was not the only one feeling the sparks between us. Incoherent words flew from his mouth.

      I was affecting him in some way, after all. I’d thought that once or twice in the past, but then he’d distance himself from me which caused me to question my own intuition. Right now, he was pulling me even closer. I was slowly losing the battle of keeping my orgasm at bay. Just before it pulled me under, a single word pierced through the haze.

      “Come,” he commanded, and I did.

      Keeping the panties firmly in place, my body bucked violently as the explosive orgasm detonated inside me. Tremor after tremor wracked my body until he’d wrung everything out of me.

      At least I thought he had.

      When Hawke buried his face deeper into my neck, his tongue lapped at my throbbing pulse just before he bit down. He then started to drive into me again. As he slammed into me repeatedly, another, albeit smaller, orgasm tore through me.

      This time, I whimpered through the lace panties, especially when he groaned loudly against my skin, causing me to shudder. His movements slowed considerably before he thrust back into me a final time. His cock swelled against my inner walls, drawing me into another orgasm, this time one I shared with him.

      The next few seconds passed by in a blur. I went from being cuffed to the wall to lying atop of a bed in one of the dungeons. Staring at him from beneath drowsy lashes, I was spent. Hawke seemed to be the complete opposite as stood there stoically in front of me. I finally stopped watching him because he only made the dizzying effects of my climax that much worse.

      Eventually, I did turn back to him. Through the dim lighting in the room, I could make out his silhouette, so I watched him intently. Hawke remained the epitome of control. Deflated but not destroyed by that revelation, I tried to look on the bright side. Still feeling the effects of the post-orgasmic haze, I forced myself to focus on the present. When he came to bed, I would fall asleep in his arms, then try to rationalize everything later.

      That hope was dashed, however, when he went into the small side bathroom, then returned with a cloth. His clothing had been righted, and there were no apparent signs on him that anything had gone down between the two of us. I was practically boneless, immobile now due to physical exhaustion, while he looked ready to return to the party. Surely, he wouldn’t leave me again.

      “Here,” he said, thrusting a bottle of water in front of me. “Drink this.”

      I took the bottle and twisted the cap off as he ran a damp washcloth between my sticky thighs. I couldn’t help but moan when he’d touch a sensitive spot, not that there weren’t many. Every inch ached from his earlier treatment.

      I hadn’t had sex with anyone since that first night with him, and I had definitely never had it the rough way he took me. “Thanks,” I mumbled before taking a sip of water. I hadn’t even realized how thirsty I was until I’d drunk half the bottle.

      He finished cleaning me, then moved to the small bathroom connected to the room. Each stride was controlled and precise, but after what we’d just done, I had expected some sign that’d let me know he’d felt something during it, too. Crushingly, it was as if we had done nothing at all. He had completely shaken me to the core, and I had barely made him sweat.

      I closed my eyes , remembering the question he’d asked while fucking me. His currently composed state was a direct contradiction to that moment in time. Re-opening my eyes, I hoped for a glimmer of something, and instead narrowed my brows as I watched him open the door. “W-where are you going?”

      Hawke turned, leveling me with his gaze. “I need to get back to the party. Are you in any discomfort?”

      “No, but I—”

      “Very well, then,” he interrupted, before adding, “Goodbye, Miss Maxwell.”

      Goodbye? I wanted to beg him not to leave, but knew it’d do nothing more than add to my current humiliation when he left anyway. “G-good night, Sir.”

      He paused for a moment, remaining silent as he looked at me one last time. I shivered under the scrutiny of his gaze, and I didn’t even realize until he spoke again why it’d felt like he’d been memorizing every detail about me.

      “No, it’s goodbye.” And with those words, he quickly turned and exited the room, leaving me open-mouthed and stunned atop the bed.

      I threw my water bottle at the door, hearing the splash of what was left of the liquid on the stone floor. There was no mistaking whether he’d intended to have a repeat romp with me. There was a finality in his voice, which would be the reason for the tears currently pricking my eyelids.

      I had never had anyone walk out on me, especially during or right after sex, and now Nathaniel Hawkins had twice. Just as I had the first time he did, I allowed the tears to fall, ignoring the burn as they scorched a trail down my cheeks. I had given him the chance to humiliate me for a second time, and I realized it was more painful now than it’d been in Washington, D.C.

      Back then, I’d only been left with burning questions after our initial encounter. The what-ifs had driven me crazy, but nothing had more than wondering what it was I’d missed out on. Now I knew, and having to accept I’d never again feel the way I just had with him, hurt. It did more than that. My heart was literally shattering, and I could feel each jagged piece of it prick my skin.

      I had followed his ridiculous rules, and I had given him everything inside of me, but he callously tossed it, and me, aside. The realization that nothing I did would ever be good enough for him sank in, and anything not yet in pieces, crumbled that way too as a long drawn out cry escaped my lips.

      “I don’t understand,” I whispered aloud to no one but myself. “What did I do wrong?”

      Had he not liked it? Liked me? Usually, I would know, but it was different this time. Even though I hadn’t been able to touch him the way I’d wanted, I did enjoy what had taken place between us, and I knew he had, too. It didn’t make sense. Maybe I’d just been too new to the lifestyle, and inadvertently had done something wrong. While that might be true, the truth was that he was a world-class bastard. Knowing there was a real possibility it was a combination of both did little to ease my mortification.

      Hawke might have broken my spirit and brutalized my body, but he wouldn’t take what little pride I still possessed. I should return to the party and act like everything was fine, but even I wasn’t that good of an actress. No, I would leave, but not in the same state I did when leaving The Box that first night.

      Determined to walk out with my head held high, I got up and willed my shaky limbs to work as I freshened up in the bathroom. He’d taken me like some whore against the wall, but at least  I didn’t have to worry about finding my dress and hoping it was still in one piece. I only needed to adjust it a bit, and after, I splashed some water on my flushed cheeks, then took a deep breath.

      Emery would probably be waiting for me, but since I wasn’t in the mood to talk to her, or anyone else for that matter, I grabbed my things, then headed toward the door. If nothing else came from the wasted weeks I’d spent on Hawke, I at least knew the layout of the club, including every possible way out of the building. Choosing the one least likely to be surrounded by people, I slipped out of the room and down the hallway. Other than the doorman, I didn’t encounter anyone else, and I was glad about that once I was outside.
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      Taking a long drag on the cigarette, I inhaled deeply, sucking the smoke into my lungs before exhaling. The white chemical cloud mingled with that of my breath, briefly creating a halo effect around my head. There was nothing angelic about where I was, or what I was there for, though. In fact, it was the complete opposite.

      The pureness of the city was at risk, and despite the already present stains on Denver’s moral fabric, a new place had opened which would only make everything worse. This was a disaster in the making, and not one I could clearly ignore any longer.

      It was the reason that despite the cold, my eyes remained glued to the building across the street from me, the name Syn in red neon drawing me to it like a moth to a flame. Some sinners actually had enough sense to try to hide their indiscretions, but not those inside of this place.

      “Syn,” I muttered in disgust.

      The flashing sign was an invitation that too many people had already accepted. The magnetic pull to the depravities I knew went on inside had simply been too strong to resist. This was no ordinary club. It was one of those sex clubs, and it made me sick.

      The name was apropos, as it was filled with immoral people gathered within those walls, and they were more than eager to sin in a place that not only welcomed it, but expected it. I had watched the guests at the private party practically tripping over themselves to get inside so they could act on the primal needs driven by their lust.

      The thought of that lust sickened me… angered me… and I knew I would have to do something about it. The ‘what’ was already known, but the ‘when’ was still to be determined. All I did know as far as timing was that I couldn’t wait too long. There was too much at stake.

      I took a last inhale from my cigarette, then I dropped the stub to the ground, crushing it with my boots. Glancing downward, I watched it disappear under the dirty sludge that had once been fresh snow. Purity was fleeting like fresh snow, and the sinners currently celebrating inside that establishment were the dirty stain on morality left behind..

      It’s up to me to rid the city of these morally bankrupt sinners.

      A sound caused me to stiffen, and realizing it was a door, I quickly disappeared behind a pillar. My eyes fixated on the side exit where a woman I had seen earlier came rushing through it. The blonde was disheveled and upset. I didn’t even need to see her eyes to know the truth of what had happened to her. It was written all over her guilty face.

      I normally got hard off the smell of sex, but the look of a thoroughly fucked sinner seemed to have the different effect on me. It didn’t excite me, but rather disgusted me. This woman... this sinner... this whore... This was a picture I wanted to remember, one to remind me of my holy purpose.

      My hand slid slowly into my pocket as I retrieved my cell phone. A quick flash was the only indicator that I had captured her image. Now, I had her face. Soon, I’d have her identity. I would find her. I always found them.

      Returning my phone back to its resting place in my pocket, I then blew out another harsh breath. I had stayed outside long enough. Walking back across the street, I flashed my membership card, then re-entered Syn and disappeared into the crowd.
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      I returned to the main area, but I was even less composed than I’d been when I left it the first time. Most men would be back in the dungeon preparing to go a second round with a submissive, but not me. My cock was still hard as iron, so it was a matter of choice and not biology. It had never been about that.

      I wasn’t like most men. In fact, I hadn’t even been like most boys. That had all been a hard lesson I had learned at such a young age, and the ramifications of it all still lingered to this day. Every action had an equal and sinister reaction, and allowing myself to give in to Charlotte Maxwell’s siren call had been the biggest mistake I could’ve ever made.

      When it came to me, nothing about sex was casual. The act itself was one of necessity, and it was always planned and calculated ahead of time. Tonight, being with Charlotte had been spontaneous, and not something I could keep allowing to happen. For a few moments when we had been together earlier, something foreign filled me. It didn’t last, as nothing great ever did, but it had been there nonetheless.

      Sex often felt great to most, but it never could to me. There were always brief moments when I could forget who I was and where I came from, but they always disappeared in the blink of an eye. Hell, if I was being honest with myself, the loathing I felt afterward diminished any enjoyment I ever experienced during it. And I always had, even when I forced myself not to.

      “Your words say one thing, but those eyes and dirty dick of yours tell me something very different.”

      I slipped my mask back on. I didn’t want to think of any of those voices from my nightmares, especially on a night like this one. Unfortunately, they were always in my mind, taunting and tormenting me until…

      Shaking my head, I wouldn’t go there. A place like Syn was supposed to be the cure for those dark urges, and maybe it would’ve been if I could get Charlotte out of my head. Her hot, tight pussy was heaven, even though I was perpetually trapped in some chamber of hell. Even with her…especially with her… it’d gutted me to walk away so much more. But I had out of necessity, and it was all officially over. It had to be, and I would make sure that it was.

      So many years I had spent closed off enough to everything, and everyone, around me. Words, insults, emotions… nothing fazed me. I had been so resolute in my will, accepting the monsters around, and inside, me, that they eventually became a part of me.

      Remnants of my past erected the wall I used as a shield, and it had always been successful until I had met her. Charlotte Maxwell was my kryptonite, and a weakness I could ill afford. Leaving her behind in the room would hopefully convince her once and for all that there could never be anything between us.

      I couldn’t let there to be. She was weakening me, which was something I couldn’t allow. It was better for Charlotte to see me for what I had become… what I had to be. If she was smart, she’d run in the opposite direction, and never look back.

      Have you already done that?

      It was a fleeting thought that crossed my mind. I had no idea if she was still there in bed, foolishly waiting on me to return. Or if she had rejoined her gorgeous friend. Maybe she had finally left this place, and would never darken its doorsteps again. If it sounded too good to be true, it usually was, so I doubted the last one.

      I’m such a bastard.

      Despite what I wanted her to do, the truth remained. I hadn’t even taken her dress off while I had fucked her. There was no intimacy in the act, just as I preferred, yet it still felt so damn wrong. It also felt so damn right at the same time.

      For weeks, I had jacked my dick raw imagining how good she would feel. And I hadn’t been wrong in anything that I had envisioned. Being inside of her was absolutely perfect, and it was another reason I had to let her go. She wasn’t mine to keep. Not now, or ever.

      After fucking her like a whore in the hallway, I just dropped her onto the bed. I then cleaned the cum from her thighs and walked away, knowing it was the last thing I wanted to do. When our eyes had met for the briefest of seconds, I had wanted to throw all caution to the wind and fuck her the way someone like she deserved.

      After, I had wanted to crawl under those covers with her and fuck her some more. If I had, everything I had worked this hard for would be over, and for what? I could cheapen the act, but I couldn’t deny the way she actually pierced the armor of my shield. I literally felt it all with her. Every. Fucking. Second. Every. Fucking. Inch.

      It had been truly amazing, and equally as terrifying. Thankfully, my common sense had returned, and I had avoided a colossal mistake.

      Charlotte was dangerous to me. I had suspected she was a masochist even before she kept trying to seek me out. That first night at The Box, her pain had been palpable, but as her body wept, using its blood like tears, I had heard her pleasure. The anguished cries falling from her lips only caused an intense desire inside me to hurt her some more. I would destroy her… physically… mentally… completely.

      “For fuck’s sake, just let it go,” I mumbled.

      Odds were good that she’d already left the building, and was busy railing against me as I stood and breathed. At least I fucking hoped she was. It was for her own good that I toss her aside because my heart was as black as my soul, and even she couldn’t revive what had died long ago.

      I ventured further into the room and found another corner in which to people watch. I recognized a few of the men such as Ayden Santiago, and even another officer from the night of the break-in. The number of actual friends I had could be counted with my fingers, and I certainly wouldn’t consider any of the law enforcement as one of them. Very few people knew anything about me, and I could honestly say that the only person in Denver that did was Ryder Nelson who I also spotted.

      Ryder, like friends Caine and Lucien, all knew where I had come from, even if they had no idea of the extent that upbringing had on me. I knew them all, too. As an introvert and perpetual loner, I often studied others without them even knowing. I also made it a point to get to know those that I trusted. The few men I could honestly call friends had earned every bit of it. We were like brothers.

      Charlotte also had someone close to her as well. She mentioned a woman named Emery, and as my eyes scanned the room, I finally located the female who had accompanied Charlotte into Syn earlier this evening. Something akin to disappointment filled me when there was no sight of the blonde, although that wasn’t surprising to me. Charlotte must’ve left, and while it should have made me feel better, it didn’t. But it would. I would make sure of it. Pushing off the wall, I reversed course and headed back to my office, this time thankful that no one was there looking for me.

      I locked the door behind me as soon as I entered the room. It didn’t take long to power on my computer, then pull up the security cameras. From my desk, I could see into any room in the club, but I already knew which one I wanted to see first before my fingers even started to move across the keyboard. Focusing in on the room I had just left Charlotte in, I could see it was now empty. She had left, after all.

      “Good girl!”

      Relief didn’t always evoke the same feelings as happiness, and I closed my eyes. As my mind drifted, I could still see her sprawled across the bed. Charlotte was likely the most gorgeous woman I had ever laid eyes upon, especially in my most recent memory of her.

      After I had told her I was leaving, she had just laid there with her dress in disarray as she stared up at me with such a look of bewilderment. Even though she still wore the crimson and ebony mask across her eyes, she was the poster child for transparency. Pain was etched across her features, and though I valiantly tried not to pretend as if they didn’t exist, I saw the tears welling up in her eyes from across the room.

      I had once again hurt her which only caused the eventual shame from sex to fill me even quicker. The dark toxin had raced through my bloodstream like a drug, and I ignored her tear-streaked face even though it was likely the only antidote to what ailed me.

      I hated myself, but even more, I hated her. I despised the way she had so effortlessly gotten under my skin, and how impossible it was to get her out from beneath it. Normally, it was so easy to walk away after a scene, but that had been the farthest thing from the truth tonight.

      For the briefest of moments, I had wanted to abandon everything that I was for another sample of her. I would have covered her body with mine, then tasted each and every tear before I removed every piece of fabric between us. We would be skin to skin as we practically were in Washington, D.C., that one time.

      I’d feel her sweat, the trembling of her slight frame as I hiked one of her legs up to her waist. From there, I’d reenter heaven and fuck Charlotte until I had wrung everything from her. In the end, though, nothing would change. The aftermath would be the same. I would be the sadistic bastard I had always been, hurting her with my goodbye as I’d already done twice.

      I exited out of that frame, then pulled up the main room where I could see the mood of the partygoers shifting. As I’d expected, many were moving from one type of celebration to another. Clothing was strewn about as new exhibits were being set up. Grabbing a bottle of tequila, I leaned back and did what I used to do at The Box. I watched others live the kind of life that had been ripped from me at twelve years old, and maybe even sooner than that.
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      Nursing my wounded pride with a pint of Haagen-Dazs, I stabbed the barely eaten block of ice cream with my spoon. I would rather be poking Hawke with something long and metal, but alas, I only had this pint. It had been over two weeks since Valentine’s Day, and I’d yet to hear from him. It shouldn’t have surprised me that he hadn’t called. In his mind, he probably said all he needed to say when he bid me goodbye.

      Bid sounded much better than what he’d actually done. He fucked me like a whore, then disposed of me before the post orgasmic haze had even lifted. The humiliation had stayed with me longer than anything else, especially as I imagined how I had to have looked to him. I was trussed up and cuffed to the wall with a pair of panties stuck in my mouth. While those damned romance novels made it sound sexy as hell, it was actually quite mortifying, yet I would do it again, over and over if needed, for another night with my nemesis.

      What the fuck is wrong with me?

      He was so damn infuriating. It’d taken me a while after Washington, D.C., to deal with the aftermath of that night at The Box. Back then, I didn’t have a name, or a face, to curse. There were ideas in my head which were all shot to hell the moment I was finally able to put both to my nightmare.

      That night, I had also not opened myself as fully to him. Of course, most of that was because he left before I could. He was always leaving. If it hadn’t been for the physical marks left behind then, and most recently, I might’ve thought my warped mind had conjured him up completely. He had been real, and the days and nights of pain that followed only reconfirmed that. The physical soon left, but the mental scars still remained as fresh and raw as they had that very night.

      I finally set the mint chocolate chip aside, then picked up my cell phone. I had been tempted once or twice to call and give Hawke a piece of my mind, but he would likely decline my call altogether. While I doubted he’d give a damn, maybe he’d be at least a little annoyed and pick up the call anyway. Then, the two of us could be miserable together. Misery did love company. That sounded like the best idea yet, but before I could actually go through with it, my cell phone started to ring.

      I could tell from the ringtone who it was without even having to glance at the caller ID. Swiping to answer, I sighed. “What’s up, Em?”

      “Where have you been?” she asked.

      “I’ve been busy,” I replied, having already rehearsed an answer days ago. The last thing I wanted to do was unleash her ire on Hawke. I had done a good enough job humiliating myself, so I didn’t need her to add to it.

      “You’re full of it because I’ve been by Platinum Dreams.” Leave it to Emery to call me out on my bullshit. “What’s wrong with you?”

      I sighed. “I just—”

      “Forget it. You can tell me when I get there,” Emery replied as she cut me off. “You’re at least ready, right?”

      Ready? For what?

      I couldn’t recall the two of us having any plans. I knew that because I’d barely spoken to anyone outside of Chase since…

      “Fuck,” I cursed aloud, completely forgetting all about my plans with my brother. I could call and cancel, but since they weren’t with just the two of us, I knew I would inconvenience the others, too. “I’d forgotten all about that.”

      Chase was having a small get-together at his place, and he had invited a few people to join us. Emery was one, and I knew she’d be crushed if we didn’t go. With everyone’s busy schedules, it wasn’t often that the gang could all hang out, even though Em was there for one person only.

      My best friend had the hugest crush on Ayden Santiago. And I supposed, who wouldn’t? Those hazel eyes with his dark skin. The man was hotter than Hades. And his stare. I’d seen many women succumb to it over the years. After being ridiculed and bullied his entire childhood, he grew into his looks, and had women dropping to their knees at his feet. I suppose that was the reason I hadn’t been so shocked to see him at Syn. He was a police detective so he could’ve been there on assignment, but I doubted it. The man oozed dominance.

      Unfortunately for Emery, who fancied herself as submissive, Ayden considered her nothing more than a kid sister, so she’d never stand a chance with him. I knew deep down inside that my best friend knew that, but it didn’t stop her from trying, anyway. She used every ploy over the years to get his attention. Sometimes he humored her, but never in a non-platonic way. It wasn’t a deterrent. It only made her step her efforts up.

      I wished I were as bold as her sometimes. If our places had been swapped, and it’d been Emery with Hawke, I knew my friend would force him to accept their chemistry. She would have also given him a verbal tongue-lashing for even daring to try to leave her like he had left me. And when he would then go radio-silent, she would make herself be seen and heard, no matter how she had to do it. She’d not give up like I did, then pine away in her bedroom like some love-sick fool.

      “Are you still there, Char?” Em asked.

      I exhaled softly. “Yes. I was just looking for something to wear.”

      It sounded plausible, and as much as I wanted to just tell Emery to go ahead without me, I knew it would ruin my best friend’s night. I didn’t want to be responsible for that, and since this was just dinner and cards with guys that were either brothers, or very much like one, I didn’t have to actually get all dolled up.

      “Perfect. See you in a bit,” Em said, blowing a kiss through the line.

      I shook my head, then rolled out of bed. I put the ice cream away and hurried back to my bedroom. Thankfully, I didn’t look nearly as bad as I felt, which was a blessing in itself. It’d still take me a few minutes to touch up my makeup and hair. First, however, I needed to get out of my pajamas before my best friend got there.

      Opting for something comfortable, I stripped out of my shorts, but left my tank on. I quickly wriggled into a pair of yoga pants, then tossed a University of Colorado hoodie on over my tank. I completed my ensemble with a pair of sneakers, then headed back to the bathroom to finish getting ready.

      I managed to get the dark circles under my eyes covered up, and was in the process of pulling my long platinum locks into a ponytail when I heard the doorbell. I knew it was Emery, so I finished getting my hair up as I walked before I opened the door.

      “Damn, you look like hell,” were my best friend’s first words as soon as she breezed past me.

      And here I thought I looked fine.

      I frowned, but followed Emery into the kitchen where she was helping herself to a glass of wine. “What’s wrong with my outfit?”

      I looked at Emery, who was wearing a designer blouse which barely covered her breasts; the look accentuated even more with use of a push-up bra. I shook my head. I knew who the reveal of skin was for, but I hated to burst it to her that Ayden wasn’t interested in anything romantic with her. Hell, just thinking about it, he hadn’t had a steady girlfriend in years. There had been women in his life, but no one that stayed there for any length of time.

      After seeing him at the opening night at Syn, a lot of things started to make sense now. I didn’t know how I had missed the signs before. The Latino heartthrob was a Dominant and if Emery had known that, prior to Valentine’s Day,  she would’ve been on her knees at his feet faster than I could blink. She knew it now, and it was likely the reason she was dressed the way she was. Usually, she wore something similar to my attire tonight.

      Emery arched her brow when I grabbed her keys, and she almost asked why but then remembered her crack about my outfit. Setting my purse back down, I returned to my bedroom where I replaced the exercise pants with a pair of jeans, and my over-sized hoodie with something more form-fitting. I still looked very casual, but at least presentable. Although, I still had no idea what was so wrong with my earlier choice.

      I didn’t want to argue with Emery, so I had humored her and changed. Once dressed, I returned to the kitchen where Emery was rinsing out her wine glass. I wasn’t going to drink seeing that I would be driving. I did, however, grab a bottle of water before getting my coat on.

      Soon, the two of us were in my Maserati on our way to my brother’s condo. He lived about six blocks away from me. It was close enough, but still allowed me to have some semblance of privacy. My parents had been thrilled when I’d announced how close I would be living to Chase. The last thing I had wanted was a lecture from them. God knows I had gotten enough of one when mentioning wanting to move to a dorm. My father was overly protective of me because I was his only daughter. If he had his way, he would have kept me home under lock and key forever.

      I loved my parents, but I had left home to stay on campus as soon as I’d graduated from high school. Between doting parents and even more overly protective siblings, I needed some freedom, and grabbed it the first chance I had gotten. I had been on my own ever since.

      Emery had naturally followed me, and our parents had sprung for a luxury apartment right off campus. Cortland had told them about how unsafe the dorm areas could be at night, and because I had several evening classes, they wanted me to go right from campus to our apartment which had twenty-four-hour guards and a well-lit parking lot.

      Em’s dad had split the cost with them, so neither of us had to work. We only needed to focus on our studies. It ended up being like a constant, never-ending slumber party, and I truly believed it cemented our sisterhood. There was nothing I wouldn’t do for her, and I knew she felt the same when it came to me.

      As I drove down the busy street, I glanced at my best friend from time to time. Emery Wilder was stunningly gorgeous with her long, dark locks and flawless skin. She was animated... spontaneous... unpredictable... and fiercely loyal which was why I wanted to tell her more about Hawke, but eventually stopped myself.

      She was also spoiled rotten, even more so than I had ever been growing up. Her father had been a local politician here for many years, but once Em graduated from high school, he advanced in his career and moved to Washington, D.C.

      It’d actually been his home where we had stayed last year during the fateful time when I had first met Hawke. He’d asked his daughter to come for a visit because he’d missed her. Emery was torn over going because she didn’t get along well with the woman her father had married after his first wife was diagnosed with stage four cancer, then died months later.

      It had been a terrible time for Emery. We were in college, and it was one of the few times I had ever seen a chink of metal break from my bestie’s armor. She would cry at night for the mother she lost, but never let any of it stop her from being herself. She looked unfazed to the world, even though she was completely different behind closed doors.

      My heart had gone out to her, and my admiration only grew. I was in awe of how strong my best friend was then, and even now. We might like a lot of the same stuff, and do a lot of the same things, but nothing seemed to ever affect my friend. If only I could have possessed that trait because then I wouldn’t be as heartbroken over a man who promised me nothing, and gave me less in return.

      “You’re pretty quiet tonight, Char,” Emery said, stating the obvious.

      “I just have a lot on my mind.”

      “Wanna talk about it?”

      Emery’s concern was greatly appreciated, but I shook my head in response. The pain was still too raw, and I had yet to fully process it myself. It’d been one thing to live it, but another to talk about it. I wasn’t ready to share that humiliation of mine. Not even with my best friend in the whole world.

      We both grew silent again, and I took another quick glance at Emery, who was busy texting someone on her diamond encrusted cell phone. The case alone cost more than the actual phone, but as a true daddy’s girl, Em never needed for anything. Whatever she wanted was just a phone call away. I remembered asking her once why she always made him spend so much money on things, especially on stuff she didn’t really need or even want.

      “Daddy enjoys buying me things. He only does it because he misses me. Since it makes him feel better, I might as well enjoy it,” had been her response to the question.

      My parents would do anything for me, too, but I didn’t want to just stand by and have them support my every whim. Emery didn’t care. She wasn’t employed, really had no marketable skills even. When in college, she’d do just enough schoolwork to skate by, and when it wasn’t enough, her father would donate a lump sum to the university and all was forgiven.

      Even now, her father paid for the swanky penthouse she lived in, and transferred a set amount of money into her bank account each week. Emery had never had to work a day in her life, and if things continued par the course, she’d likely never need to, either.

      That kind of life was fine for Emery, but I liked to be independent. It was great to have a support system nearby which made said independence easier, but I tried to lean on my family as little as possible. My older brothers were so successful that I almost felt the need to keep up with them. I wanted my parents to be proud of me, and not constantly wringing their hands like they did when it came to Cooper.

      My parents were proud of me, and the more I thought about it, that was the one thing that couldn’t be bought for Emery. My best friend needn’t worry, however, because I’d be there for her always, and I was proud of her. We had made a pact with one another way back in middle school, and I intended to stand by her forever as I knew she would for me. We were the sister neither ever had, and that was for life.

      My brother’s building came into view, so I veered to the left, entering the parking garage across the street and going beneath it. The snow was falling again, which in the winter was a common occurrence for Denver, and the farther underground we parked, the less of the white stuff we would see. Eventually, I found a parking space, then we got out of the car. After locking up my vehicle, we walked to the elevator which would take us to the ground level.

      “These garages always freak me out, Char,” Emery told me as we walked.

      I wasn’t a big fan of them either, so we picked up our paces on the way to the elevator. These kinds seemed to be ripped out of a horror movie, even though I knew this was a very safe neighborhood. Still, it did make my skin crawl slightly. Thankfully, a few minutes later, we were on the other side of the street entering the development where my eldest brother lived.

      I waved at the doorman, Roberto, as we made our way to yet another elevator. Unlike the creepy parking garage, this one was much more luxurious and more befitting the lives we led. It had mirrors on three sides, and Emery began to touch up her lipstick while mentioning something about Ayden Santiago. I wanted to burst her bubble, but she seemed so happy that I let her have it.

      When it came to a stop, we walked across the hallway. Even though I had a key to the place, I still knocked out of common courtesy. A few seconds later, the door opened and I smiled brightly.

      “Chase!” It was the first time the gesture had been real since Valentine’s Day.
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      As expected, the usual suspects were all there for the small gathering. All three of my brothers, Ayden, a couple detectives from his precinct, and a mutual friend of ours had all shown up. I had brought Emery, so everyone was now there. These intimate parties used to happen with more frequency, but with everyone’s busy schedules, they now occurred every other month or two. I treasured them nonetheless, and I was now happy that I had come after all. It sure as hell beat pining away for someone who didn’t want me, now or ever.

      These gatherings reminded me a lot of the dorm parties at school, and like most of those, I seemed to lose track of time. The minutes turned to hours, and everyone went from playing cards to watching a movie on Chase’s home theater system. Ten different pizzas had been delivered, most eaten by now, and the group was all seated together. Many were drinking beer except those taking on the role of designated drivers.

      I was unfortunately amongst those tonight. It wasn’t as if I drank a lot as is, but with my recent romantic troubles, there didn’t seem to be a more appropriate time to drown my sorrows with alcohol than now. It would have to wait until I got home. At least the drinking part would. My thoughts stayed on Hawke and our last encounter. It’d been exactly what I had been working hard for weeks to accomplish, but the way it ended left me hollow inside. The pleasure he gave me turned sour, and now I was left moping around, a mere shell of myself.

      I had actually smiled a lot tonight, and even genuinely laughed. It felt good to be surrounded by family and friends, even if they had no idea of the inner turmoil wreaking havoc inside of me. I thought I had done a great job of masking it, but I was wrong. My current mood didn’t go unnoticed by all. Chase eyed me suspiciously a few times, but I had made sure to smile at him in hopeful reassurance that he’d stop worrying and enjoy the company of his friends. Eventually, that seemed for naught.

      “You look sort of down, Charlotte.”

      Chase stated the obvious, but I tried to play it off. “Just tired, I guess.”

      Emery had stopped batting her eyes at Ayden long enough to catch the start of my conversation with my brother. She looked between us, then cut in. “Char’s having man troubles. Nothing that a few pints of ice cream and a bottle of wine can’t fix later.”

      “She has not mentioned a man to me,” he replied.

      I shot my best friend a “knock it off” look, then turned toward my brother. Forcing myself to smile, I hoped to minimize things. If I went into detail about what had gone down between me and Hawke, Chase was likely to go ballistic, which was something I hoped to avoid.

      “It’s not really trouble, per se. I liked a guy, but it didn’t work out.” It wasn’t a lie entirely, but I added more. “It was nothing serious. Just a short fling, I guess.”

      Emery narrowed her eyes at me, and I pleaded silently for her to drop it. If I started to talk about Hawke, I would have to tell him that he was a Dominant, and my participation in that sort of lifestyle wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have around everyone else there. Even if I did manage to convince Em, it didn’t seem as if Chase was ready to do the same.

      “Who was he?”

      I hoped I could deflect, but it didn’t appear likely, especially when more tongues had stopped wagging, making me the center of attention. Chase arched his brow as he waited for an answer. I looked over at Emery, who was ready to spill the beans at any second. “His name is Nathaniel,” I relented, glad to have remembered his actual first name, and not the one he preferred to go by.

      Ayden’s attention seemed piqued at this point. “Nathaniel Hawkins?”

      No one seemed to know who he was, but obviously Ayden did. Emery smirked, and I made a mental note to talk to my best friend about keeping her mouth shut. Ayden repeated the name, and I let out a sigh. “Yes. Do you know him?”

      I knew Ayden had been at the grand opening, so my question seemed dumb in hindsight. I could also recall one of the detectives seated beside him there as well. I had never seen him before, but when I’d first arrived, he had introduced himself as Austin Whiteside. Hawke’s name didn’t seem to draw interest from him because his attention stayed glued to whatever he was doing on his phone.

      My other brothers, Cooper and Cortland, also didn’t seem to care about my love life. Turning back to Chase, I wished he could be more like them right now. Ayden was like a brother to me, but like my oldest one, he was very much interested.

      “When were you and…” Ayden paused as if he was trying to think of how to word his question. Finally, he just shifted gears, it seemed. “I didn’t know you were seeing him.”

      “Char saw him all right. She also—” Before Emery could finish, I smacked her in the arm with a throw pillow.

      “We weren’t dating or anything like that.” Embarrassed to even be discussing this with Chase and Ayden, my cheeks became flushed with heat. “He was a client of mine. I was hired to plan the grand opening party for his club.”

      There. It wasn’t a lie. Platinum Dreams did set up the masquerade party for Syn. Once again, my cheeks burned even more crimson when I remembered the first day I’d met him face-to-face. Hawke had been such an asshole from criticizing my outfit to throwing me out of his office.

      Our second encounter didn’t go much better. I’d walked in thinking I was in control, and maybe I had been until he pinned me against the wall and kissed me. His lips. I ached to feel them moving against mine again. He’d taken control that morning, leaving no question as to who ran things between us.

      How’d I go from that to this?

      I tried to act like he hadn’t gotten rid of me that day, too. He had. It seemed to be a growing trend between us. He’d fired me up, seduce me into submission, then walk away as if nothing had ever happened. It was a twisted game I was all too happy to play right into.

      “I thought I’d noticed you there,” Ayden remarked. “So you were at Syn for work?”

      This time, Ayden was the recipient of my pleading glare. Chase was watching the two of us closely and the last thing I wanted was for him to start investigating this guy like he had my last boyfriend. The poor kid had never had anything more than a parking ticket, but Chase exhausted all background checks and bureau resources to make sure. I couldn’t allow that to happen to Hawke, even if I was curious to know what might be lurking in his past.

      I was about to answer when Emery beat me to it. “Char was very hands-on that night.”

      It was official. I was going to kill Emery once we left Chase’s. Needing to put an end to this conversation, I remained calm. “I’m hands-on at every party I plan. It’s my name on the line, after all.” I looked at Em, who smirked, then shook my head. “And I was never dating Hawke. I just thought he was hot, but that’s about as far as it goes.”

      This time, it was my brother whose face turned red. I knew Chase wouldn’t want to hear about how cute some other guy was. Ayden, however, didn’t buy my story at all. That much was obvious by the way his eyes narrowed sharply. I thought he might leave it alone, but he eventually started to speak again.

      “I hope you’re right because he isn’t any good for you, Charlotte.” Ayden’s words were like a dagger to the chest. I didn’t need him to point out what I had been too oblivious to see.

      “You’re right,” I lied. I knew the two were very different, but there’d been enough moments between us to make me think he felt something, too. What it was, I didn’t know.

      And the way it looks, I’ll never find out, either.

      “Good, because he has some issues. That much is for sure,” Ayden responded, then proceeded to tell Chase about some break-in that had happened during Syn’s construction phase.

      I was more intrigued now about what those issues were, not that I couldn’t deduce a number of them from how he had treated me. It was obvious that Ayden didn’t intend to elaborate, causing me to sigh.

      They continued to talk about the break-in, but I had known nothing about that. Austin even chimed in, mentioning some kid that had gotten arrested. Before they could all get into police talk, I abruptly stood up.

      “I have an early morning appointment with a caterer, so Em and I are going to leave.”

      My friend wasn’t happy about that, but after I grabbed her hand tightly, she stood anyway. We started to make our way around the room to say our goodbyes, and the second to last one was Ayden. He pulled me close, then dropped his mouth to my ear. “I want you to promise you’ll forget about Hawke. Something about him isn’t right, and I don’t want to see you hurt.”

      I stepped back, then kissed his cheek. “I’ll probably never see him again now that my job is done. You have nothing to worry about,” I whispered in response.

      Finally, I hugged my oldest brother. He also seemed to also have an opinion on the matter. “I agree with Ayden. You need to leave Birdman alone.”

      I giggled at that nickname before nodding. I then grabbed my coat and practically dragged Emery out of the condo. As we walked to the elevator, my friend snickered. The doors opened, and we stepped inside. My best friend was still amused, and when the double doors closed, Em turned to me.

      “Forget what those two just told you. If you still want to fuck Hawke, this is what you need to do…”
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      The woman clawed uselessly at the wire around her neck, frantic to free herself from what she knew to be impending death. My heavy, booted foot pressed down even more firmly on her back as I kept her pinned to the ground. Her mouth opened, a slight wheeze breaking through before I jerked roughly on my end of her noose. Her head, which had been just inches off the ground, slumped lifelessly to the earth below her. Twilight was turning to darkness as she took her last ragged breath. And it was not one too soon.

      “Goodbye, you vile, disgusting whore,” I spat out, not even attempting to hide the disdain in my voice any longer.

      And while I knew she was already dead, I wanted to be certain, so I loosely wrapped the excess wire around my wrist, then gave it a final tug, watching as her half naked body offered no resistance. I had succeeded yet again in sending another immoral sinner straight to hell where she belonged. Reaching inside the sheath tucked into my pants, I produced a knife and cut the excess wire from the female’s body. She was the fifth sinner I’d put down in recent weeks and months, but she certainly wouldn’t be the last.

      In the beginning, I hadn’t derived nearly the same amount of pleasure from taking a life. As I now did. In fact, the first time had actually been an accident. I had only planned to scare her, but when the disgusting female climbed into my car, quickly removing the miniscule amount of clothing she wore, bile had risen in my throat. She’d then slipped her hand between her naked thighs.

      “What are you doing?” I had asked her.

      “I’m making this pussy wet for you,” she’d replied.

      I had known then and there that she needed to be stopped. And she wasn’t the only one. The city was overrun by prostitutes and others who I deemed sexually immoral. There were clubs and parties, and overall just filthy debauchery that had to be stopped. Clarity had filled me in that moment as my calling in life had become clear. I was put here to dispose of these demons. The corner of my lip had risen in a smirk, and thus my mission had begun.

      While she had rambled on about pleasing me, her nasty fingers reached for my cock in the enclosed space of the vehicle. When she’d first touched me, it had had the same effect as acid on my skin. I’d pulled over as my rage had finally gotten the best of me. She wanted me to touch her, so I did. Everyone always remembered their first in life, whether it was a first kiss... first love... first job... first car... first home... or even their first murder.

      I certainly did. Even now, I could remember her fearful eyes locked to mine while I had watched the life drain from them as I strangled her with the strap from her own purse. It’d been unlike anything I had ever experienced in my life. In the battle of good and evil, I had emerged the victor, feeling nothing but pride in having just vanquished a sinner from this earth.

      Tonight reminded me a lot of that first time. The same type of sinner, this one on her knees salivating for a taste of my cock when she’d likely not even washed the taste of the last john out of her mouth. I produced the wire, and before she even known what hit her, I had it wrapped around her throat. She struggled. They always did which was the only thing to make my dick hard. Despite her attempts, she was no match for me and my strength.

      Slowly stepping away from her now lifeless form, my steps were careful on the solid ice below. There had been a winter storm a few nights ago that gave way to a day or two of slight warming. It all changed this morning as a bitter cold set in, causing the nearly melted snow and slush to refreeze. There’d been very little sun out for days, but I knew tomorrow would be different. As a reward for my vigilance, the bright orb would reappear once more.

      Before I could leave to celebrate my kill, there was still one more thing I needed to do. I looked down at the whore, then knelt beside her corpse. Using the tip of the knife, I raised her shirt up enough for me to finish the job.

      As an executioner, there was one final act to bestow upon her before she could be thrust into the fiery depths of hell for all eternity. I used the same tip of my blade, then punctured a soft spot on her lower back. My hand seemed to move of its own accord as I took the time to painstakingly mark her with the universal sign of evil. After I had completed the carving of a small pentagram, I snapped a few photographs of my accomplishment, then left the woman to rot as I walked casually back to my car.

      These pictures would join my collection, and they would serve as a reminder of the immoral sinners walking these streets. Although I would now have one less on my to-do list, there were still so many remaining people to execute. Their time was coming. I would make sure of it.
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      Ever since Valentine’s night, I had been plagued with visions of Charlotte Maxwell, and ones so vivid that I had gotten off to the very memory of them. I was spiraling out of control, the voices getting louder in my head. It wasn’t just a voice or two, either. There were multiple, each one drawing me closer to a past I would prefer to keep buried. It was becoming a lot easier said than done.

      “We’re learning today that the latest victim, also a female, has been identified as Tina Brown.” The news anchor rattled on as I stood up from my chair. “And just two months before her violent death, she’d been arrested on prostitution charges. It was her fourth such arrest in the last year. It’s a grisly end for a woman whose family claims was just starting to turn her life around.”

      I watched the story out the corner of my eye as I stretched to full height. Pain shot down my back, and I realized I had been much too tense lately. I had an inkling as to why, yet I had done nothing to try to fix it. That would have to change soon.

      “Denver authorities are warning the public to stay vigilant, and to report anything suspicious by calling nine-one-one.”

      Fox 31 went from that breaking news to the weather. It looked like more snow was in the forecast, and that soured my mood even more. Besides the bitterness of the cold temperatures, it also evoked memories inside of me that I would rather not think about.

      It seemed as if everything did lately, and I hated it. I barely ventured out in it for anything more than work, and that might even be half of my problems. Back in Washington, D.C., I was very active. Between long hours in my home gym, and use of the one down the block from The Box, I had more than enough ways to burn off excess energy, and to keep myself in shape. At the moment, I had use of the small gym at my hotel, or Syn. I really hadn’t utilized either much since arriving.

      A commercial for a local car dealership interrupted my thoughts, and I looked around for the remote. Once I found it, I turned off the television.

      It’s not like I’m getting much done tonight, anyway.

      And I wasn’t. I had been sitting here for hours, and instead of working, I spent all that time feeling sorry for myself. I didn’t like pity from anyone, and that included myself. Since I wasn’t getting anything done in my hotel suite, I figured I might as well go to Syn. Now that the club was operational, I would have to relocate from this hotel. I needed to find a more permanent place to live, so that was something else I’d add to my growing list of things to do.

      After throwing on my jacket, I grabbed my wallet and keys, then left for my club. It wasn’t too far from my hotel, and it looked like the snow had finally stopped for the night, so I decided to walk instead of drive. The cold air would hopefully clear my head, and if it didn’t, I had one other option available. I stepped outside of the hotel, then exhaled sharply.

      Greeted immediately by the arctic blast, I stuck my hands in my pockets, put my head down, and walked the few blocks to my club. Syn was one of the few bright spots in my life right now. Everything else seemed to be off-kilter. It was the perfect thing to focus on right now. And who knows? Maybe I would even be able to put Charlotte out of my mind for longer than five minutes.

      When I arrived at Syn, the newest doorman I had hired was manning the front. “It’s a full house tonight, boss,” he told me.

      “That’s great,” I replied. It was amazing how good business had been already in just a few short weeks. The masquerade party had been a hit, and the membership applications continued to roll in at record pace. Tonight, I’d lose myself in that administrative hell, and hopefully it would tire me out enough so I could finally rest.

      For days, I had been running on pure adrenaline. Every time I tried to go to sleep, I would be so restless that even the smallest  of noises would awaken me. It’d gotten so bad that I had even turned the heat off at night for fear of the unit clicking on and off.

      I stepped past Gage and walked inside. I checked out the main area first, peeking in to see the entire club in full swing. For a few minutes, I stood in the doorway with my arms crossed, watching throngs of people dancing close. Beyond that section of the club, I could see a few of the exhibits set up, and could already hear the various types of cries coming from the submissives. That was my cue to step away, which I did, almost knocking Ryder over in the process.

      “Sorry, man. I didn’t see you,” I mumbled to my friend.

      “It’s fine,” he responded. I could see the narrowing of Ryder’s eyes, and I knew my friend was concerned, although it was unnecessary. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, of course.” I didn’t want to say more than that because I honestly just needed to get the hell out of here. A piercing wail came from behind me, and I shifted impatiently on my feet. “I’ve got a lot of work to do so I will be in my office.”

      Ryder didn’t seem to buy my explanation, but he quickly shrugged. I had known the blond for years, so I knew the sudden change in temperament wasn’t because he didn’t care, but because he knew me, and how moody I tended to become at times.

      I side-stepped past him, and I’d managed to get a few steps away when Ryder finally said something else. “She’s been here a few times.”

      Even before I asked, I knew the answer, but I still threw the question out there, anyway. “Who?”

      I turned around, then glared as I saw my friend smirking. “Charlotte. And she’s even asked about you once or twice.”

      That was the last thing I wanted to hear because I’d been so sure she had finally come to her senses and moved on with her life. After the way I had treated her not once, but twice, one would’ve thought she would take a hint. It was one thing for me to obsess over her, but that was when I thought it was one-sided. This revelation proved that it was anything but that.

      Clearing my throat, I had to know, even though I would regret even asking. “What has she said?”

      Ryder’s grin grew wider as he pushed off the wall. “Not a whole lot. She’s asked me how you were doing a few times. Haven’t you—”

      “What did you tell her?” The last fucking thing I needed was for Ryder, or anyone else, to give her any sense of false hope. If she thought I was pining away for her, she might never move on with her damned life.

      “Only that you’ve been busy with the club.” Ryder stepped closer, and when the two of us were standing face-to-face, the blond chuckled. “Don’t worry. I didn’t tell her that you’ve been moping around this place like someone stole your favorite whip. Nor did I tell her that you’ve been too busy trying to convince yourself you don’t want her when in reality, you’re probably stroking yourself off at the thought of her still cuffed to the wall with her panties in her mouth.”

      It was then when I realized someone had seen us the night of the masquerade party. It changed nothing, and I still scowled slightly, but otherwise forced myself to appear unaffected. “We’ve fucked once, but that’s it.”

      Ryder didn’t seem convinced. “I’ve never seen you that out in the open, Hawke. Turning a new leaf in a new city?”

      “No. It was a mistake, and not one that’ll be repeated, especially with her.”

      I regretted adding the last part almost immediately, and a quick glance at Ryder confirmed he’d heard it. “So, the two of you are truly done?”

      “For fuck’s sake. We never started anything to finish. I shouldn’t have had sex with her, and I don’t plan to again. Now, if there’s nothing else…” My voice drifted off, and I hoped my friend just dropped the topic completely.

      “I haven’t seen you scene with anyone else, and Syn has been open for weeks. If you—”

      “I’ve been busy, but if it’ll get you off my nuts, you know what to do. Find one and have her ready in an hour,” I told him.

      It looked like I was going to go with the optional plan, after all. Hopefully, a scene would be all I needed to put away the memories threatening to come back to the surface. I would once again find myself in control, and I would feel centered. Maybe then, I’d also be able to put Charlotte Maxwell out of my mind.

      Ryder nodded, then walked away. I shook my head and went straight to my office. Once inside, I noticed the shakiness of my hands. I would need to get myself under control soon before I put my dungeon to use.

      Back in Washington, D.C., I’d had a tried and true method, and if I ever expected to regain control of my emotions, I needed to return to being the man I had been. The man I would always be. After all, nothing had changed with me outside of geography. I was the same fucked-up sadist I had always been. Soon, it would be time to remind myself, and others, of that.

      As I tried to settle my nerves, I sat down, then pulled up the database which housed potential applicants. There had to be at least fifty or more applications to sift through. Knowing this would definitely keep me busy until I heard back from my friend, I spent the next hour skimming over various questions and answers on the first part of the application. I had always been able to glean a lot of information from that portion alone, and by the time I had a folder of Dominants and Submissives moving to the second phase of the approval process, my phone rang.

      Absently picking it up, I answered, “Yeah.”

      “She’s ready,” was all Ryder said before hanging up.
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      I walked into Syn much like I had for the last few days. While I didn’t expect to find Hawke waiting on me, I at least thought I would see him out on the floor somewhere, but had once again been proven wrong. I was close to admitting that for the fourth night in the row until someone touched my shoulder.

      Hopeful that it was him, I spun around trying to hide my disappointment over realizing it was only the security guy I had met when planning the party. Out of all the people I had met during that time, he seemed to be the only one ever around anymore.

      “Hi, Ryder!”

      The blond looked over my shoulder, causing me to turn around to do the same. When I didn’t see anything, I turned back to him with a look of confusion on my face. It was then I realized that maybe he had seen Hawke. I was about to ask him if something was wrong, but he started to speak instead.

      “Are you here alone?” he asked. I nodded in response. “Have you talked to Hawke lately?”

      I let out a sigh, then ruefully shook my head. “No, and I was actually hoping to see him tonight. D-do you know when he might be available?”

      For all I knew, Hawke might have told his friends and staff to get rid of me.

      I shouldn’t have appeared so eager to see him. Maybe, I could backtrack some.

      “Actually, I do.” He looked around again, but this time, I kept my gaze pinned on him. When he either saw, or perhaps didn’t see, what he wanted, Ryder touched my arm. I might’ve yanked it away, but he motioned with his head toward a quiet spot in the corner.

      I followed him over there. “What is it?” Another thought occurred to me, and regret instantly consumed me. I didn’t even need for him to tell me. I now suspected he’d left town, and likely for good. “Has he left Denver?”

      Ryder smirked, and it was then I realized how handsome he was. He was at least six-foot-two. That I knew simply because my brother was six-foot-one, and Ryder was at least Chase’s height. He also had the most piercing blue eyes I had ever seen. Unlike my own lighter ones, his were a deeper shade. I could also make out the hint of ink creeping out from behind his dark T-shirt.

      Hawke also had a lot of tattoos, but even I couldn’t be sure exactly how many since I had only seen him dressed. He’d had the benefit of seeing every inch of me, but I wasn’t given the same in return. And now, I wondered if I ever would. Clearing my throat, I tried to keep the inevitable sadness from my voice as I repeated my earlier question.

      “No, it’s not why I asked,” he answered, which did set my mind at a small bit of ease.

      “Then, why did you?” I shifted nervously on my feet. I had worn six-inch heels to the club this evening, and I wobbled slightly on them.

      “Have you ever heard about how Hawke likes his submissives?”

      Oh, have I ever.

      I wasn’t sure how much Hawke had told him about me if anything, so I decided to be very vague in my response. “I’ve heard the rumors.”

      There! It isn’t a complete lie. I did hear about him in Washington, D.C., last year.

      “He has some weird hang-ups,” he offered, but I wanted to know more.

      “Such as?” I knew what was coming, but waited for him to explain.

      “He doesn’t like to hear or see them.” Again, it was something I was well aware of at this point, but I let him continue. “Hawke likes his submissives to be bound and gagged before he ever walks into the room.”

      It was exactly what I’d been told at The Box. “Okay.”

      I wasn’t sure if he meant for me to do that or not. For all I knew, he could be trying to scare me away from his friend. That’d be a very Hawke thing to do, so I wouldn’t put that past him. Anger still rose within me. “Did he send you over here to tell me that, hoping I’d go away?”

      Ryder chuckled.

      “What’s so damn funny?”

      His face became serious once more. “Your leaving is the last thing he wants. I’m only telling you this because he’s sent me out here to find him a submissive for the night.”

      Can he not find his own piece of ass?

      The sarcastic question almost slipped from my lips, but I managed to keep it inside. “And the two of you think I might cause a scene if I see him with her?”

      Now that I’d said it aloud, it was exactly what I would do. The green-eyed monster inside of me was roaring to life at the very thought of him touching another woman. My eyes welled up with tears, but I refused to let Ryder see me cry over Hawke. About to assure him I didn’t care in the slightest, his next words stopped me cold in my tracks.

      “I’d like to prepare you for him.” It was said so casually as if he didn’t just insinuate he wanted to leave me vulnerable in the lion’s lair. This had to be some sort of game. That anger remained and quickly became laced with suspicion.

      “Did Hawke put you up to this?” I had to ask. If he did, I didn’t understand why he wouldn’t have just asked me himself. As he had seen before, I couldn’t resist him.

      “No!” he replied, simply and solemnly. “He’d actually toss me out of here so quickly if he even knew I was asking you.”

      I furrowed my brows. I didn’t understand why Ryder seemed to be beating around the bush. “Is this some sort of game? I know Hawke might not want me, but—”

      “He doesn’t.”

      I tried not to let those two words hurt me, but it was like a sledgehammer to the chest anyway. I could barely breathe as those two words echoed in my head, but despite what these men might think, I had some pride even though it always seemed to miraculously disappear whenever I was near Hawke.

      “Great. Then I’ll just go and let you find someone he does.”

      I tried to step past Ryder, but he grabbed my arm, this time with enough force to make me pause.

      “Damn it all to hell. He doesn’t want you, but he sure as fuck needs you.” My blue eyes rose to his in confusion. “I’ve seen the effect you have on him, Charlotte.”

      I laughed at that sentiment. “So you’ve enjoyed watching him dismiss me as if I’m nothing? Or have you enjoyed watching him pretend I’m invisible even more?”

      “Both, Charlotte. Whether you believe it or not, you have Hawke tied up in so many knots. I’ve known him for several years and nobody, I mean no one, has ever affected him the way you do. I see it, and anyone with even one good eye can see it, too.”

      I stared incredulously at him, then shook my head. “He treats me as if I’m a nuisance, so surely you’re mistaken.”

      “You’re under his skin, and I’ve never seen anyone do that to him before.”

      “I’m under his skin so deep he’d rather fuck some random girl here at the club?” I was starting to wonder if Ryder wasn’t toying with me after all. It was starting to piss me off.

      “It’s because of you that he does.” I rolled my eyes as he continued to talk. “Just the mention of you had him wanting to do someone else just to shut me up. He can’t accept the truth, and I suspect it’s because he hasn’t been confronted with it. That’s where you come in.”

      It did sound a lot like the Hawke I had come to know. “He’ll leave me alone,” I finally murmured as I remembered that night at The Box. “Again.”

      “Then you need to give him a reason to stay,” Ryder replied, still unfazed.

      “If being tied to one of those cross things naked wasn’t incentive enough, then I don’t know what I can do now to make any difference.”

      “When did that happen?”

      I realized then that Ryder probably didn’t know I had met Hawke well before he’d ever hired me to plan the masquerade party.

      “I met him a year earlier at a Washington, D.C., club. Someone extended me an invitation much like you’re doing now. I agreed, and after I’d gotten naked, I was tied up and blindfolded.” I stopped, needing a moment to ward off the tears that this recollection was bound to create. “I wasn’t gagged, so I ended up talking when he’d told me not to.” The memories were becoming too raw, so I just stopped even trying. After swiping angrily at my eyes, I continued. “He walked out on me right before he had me thrown out onto the streets.”

      “Damn,” Ryder said. I had probably stunned him so much he’d just find someone else for Hawke. Not wanting to stand around to see that, I made another attempt to move past him. “I’d heard about an incident, but I didn’t know who the female was.”

      “Well, now that you do, you can see why Hawke would rather fuck anyone else in this damned place other than me, so I’ll just be going.”

      “No,” he said once more, and a bit more emphatically. “You’re fucking perfect. You’d gotten under his skin even then. Now I know exactly why he’d rather sit in his office and whack off to memories of you instead of being in his dungeon with someone else.”

      “Wait! What?” I asked. He had to be mistaken about Hawke.

      “He’s an asshole. We both know that. Something you don’t, however, is that he’s obsessed with you, and has been for an entire fucking year.” Ryder’s voice sounded genuine, but what he was saying made absolutely no sense to me.

      “Obsessed? Okay!” Maybe Ryder was drunk or on something. Hawke never struck me as the type to gather around his male friends and sing “Kumbaya,” or in this case, share his feelings about anyone, least of all me.

      “You’re the reason he wouldn’t scene with another blonde again. In fact, he had made that a prerequisite when sending any of us to find him a submissive. No blondes!”

      I was sure he was pulling my leg, and a smile curved my lips. My eyes darted around us as I waited for Hawke to jump out of the shadows and tell me this had all been a joke, leaving me to cry as they laughed. The very idea that he was nearby and watching, however, did set my body aflame. It was for that reason that I even had to ask.

      “And tonight would be different how?”

      “Because you’re not any blonde. You are the blonde, Charlotte. Hawke needs you more than you’ll ever know.” Ryder then looked behind him before turning back to me. “So you’ll do it, right?”

      Against my better judgment, I found myself slowly nodding. “But what happens if you’re wrong, and he tells me to leave?”

      That was more than a certainty. From what I knew about Hawke, that’d be a guarantee. I wasn’t sure I could put myself through that kind of rejection again.

      “Fight for him. I doubt anyone in his life ever has.”

      What the hell does that mean?

      I almost asked, but Ryder pulled at the arm he was still holding, and I pitched slightly forward. After, I clumsily followed him down the long hallway that would bring me either pleasure or pain. In a matter of minutes, I’d know which one for sure.
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      Calm down, Charlotte. You’ve done this before.

      Even though I knew that, I still felt the need to give myself a mental pep talk. As I’d done at The Box, I removed my clothes, and allowed a stranger, or in this instance, a partial stranger, to tie me up and blindfold me. A year earlier, I had been nervous as hell while waiting on my Dominant to arrive. This time, I was truly terrified.

      I had this one final chance to make him see there was something between us. I wasn’t sure what I’d call it, but obsession seemed to fit right. Ryder had told me that I was one to Hawke, but as I stood there in the empty room wearing nothing but a pair of cuffs and a piece of silk across my face, I had to admit I seemed to suffer from the same affliction.

      What else can explain my doing this to myself, again?

      Trying to get out of my own head for a change, I focused on the things I could control. For now, that was the remainder of my senses. I took a few deep breaths, listening to the slight hum and whistling coming from the air conditioning unit. I had to be fucking crazy. The temperatures were well below freezing outside, and here I was naked in front of the artificial air. I’d certainly catch a cold, if not something worse.

      The anticipation was building, especially when I thought back to the night of the grand opening. I had finally gotten what I had wanted, but still managed to lose it all afterward. It was fast… rough… but heartbreaking in the end.

      Be careful what you ask for!

      I had heard that piece of advice more than once growing up. It had never deterred me then, just as it hadn’t now when it came to this impossible man. And even after knowing now how it always ended between us, I’d still reach for him time and time again.

      My putting myself out there once more was proof of it. And I didn’t even know why. He not only challenged and infuriated me, but I was a glutton for punishment because I’d allow a hundred men to bind me in a room like this just for another night with Hawke. He might only want my body, but I would give him so much more. Ryder’s words then repeated themselves in my head.

      “Hawke needs you more than you’ll ever know.”

      “I just hope you’re right,” I said aloud just as the door opened. If it was Hawke, he didn’t immediately say anything, but I knew he was getting closer. His footsteps seemed even louder tonight than they had the last time, not that I could focus much on them. My heart rate was accelerating at such a rapid pace that I wouldn’t be surprised if it beat right out of my chest.

      “Little sub…” he started to say before letting out a string of expletives. “Goddammit! What the fuck are you doing here, Charlotte?”

      So much for hoping I could get through most of the scene without him knowing who I was. Just like before, I’d only been blindfolded and not gagged, so I tried to think of how to proceed. I could try to alter my voice, or remain quiet altogether. Choosing the latter option, I stood there resolutely.

      Darkness quickly turned to light when the silk wrap was ripped from my face. I turned my guilty eyes toward him and almost flinched at the murderous reflection in his.

      “Answer me!”

      I took a small breath, then tried to smile innocently. “It looks like the same thing you are, Hawke.”

      “I’m going to kill Ryder for this,” he said, immediately storming toward the door.

      “Hey, where are you going?” I asked. I wanted to run after him, but being cuffed to this wooden X made that feat impossible unless I could drag the entire thing with me. While not usually crazy enough to think I could, I tried anyway. The metal dug into my wrists, but I ignored the pain. “Don’t you fucking leave me again.”

      I was becoming pissed off. Hawke did nothing but walk away from me every chance he got, and I would be damned if I made it so easy this time. Ryder wanted me to fight for Hawke, and I intended to, but for us.

      He didn’t stop until he reached the door. “I’ll have someone get you down from there.”

      I huffed at that. “If you want me to leave, then you’re going to have to do it yourself.” Hawke turned around this time, and leveled me with a glare. I shot one right back in his direction. “And don’t you even dare have someone else do it because I will safe word on every one of them until you do it yourself.”

      I had no idea what the protocol was regarding everything BDSM, but I knew first and foremost, that a safe word was my protection as a sub in any scene. If it came from my lips, any Dominant would have to honor it.

      His dark eyes swirled with anger, but I sensed something else in them. I remembered asking Ryder what to do in this situation, and he told me to simply fight for him. I could do that, and I would. There was no other option.

      “If you want me to leave, then come over here and uncuff me yourself.” I had no intention of doing that once he did, but with the use of my hands, I’d have a fighting chance of getting him to stay.

      Back in the hallway on Valentine’s Night, I had been the one to touch him first. I knew I could do it again if only he’d let me down from this contraption. I tried tugging my wrists again, this time crying out in pain when the metal cut even deeper into my skin.

      “Calm down before you fucking hurt yourself,” he told me, and I watched the battle waging in his head.

      I could see his gears turning. He was apprehensive, but why, I didn’t know. He even looked a tad bit fearful. That really surprised me, but I pushed it all aside when he walked over to me.

      I held his gaze even once we were nose to nose, shivering when he leaned in, his warm breath tickling my chin. Remaining silent, I pleaded for him to kiss me, but he didn’t. Hawke tore his eyes from my face, but he didn’t immediately grab my wrist. He started at my elbow, trailing two long fingers down my arm.

      The smallest touch from him ignited a fire within that slowly licked at my body like flames. I didn’t dare speak. Hawke leaned in, his chest covering most of mine. I wanted him to kiss me so badly, and I thought he might when his head lowered to my neck. But he didn’t. He stood there for a few seconds, then stepped away from me.

      “I need to get the key.”

      I closed my eyes in an attempt to stop the unwanted tears from falling. Ryder had either duped me, lied to get me to agree to this, or Hawke was in denial. Hoping it was the latter, I patiently waited for him to retrieve the keys, then return to me.

      Seconds after he did, my first wrist was freed. It didn’t take long for the second, and while I rubbed at them hoping to restore circulation, Hawke dropped the keys onto a nearby table, then walked back toward the door.

      Springing into action, I raced across the room, just getting to him before he could open it. I quickly inserted myself between him and the door. He cursed, and I nearly reveled in the sound, knowing I was getting to him.

      “You said you’d leave once I uncuffed you.” His voice was stoic, and the disapproval on his face was evident in the tone.

      “I never said when, just that I would,” I replied coyly.

      Oh God. I sound like Emery when she’s flirting.

      It would’ve been enough to make me giggle, but the situation didn’t call for that. Hawke stood there as if he was trying to determine how best to get rid of me while I wracked my head for some way to convince him to stay.

      “You must lie in bed thinking about me at night,” I finally said.

      “What?” he responded, obviously confused. At any other time, the expression on his face might have even been comical.

      I draped one hand over his shoulder as I looked into his eyes. With my other hand, I slowly dragged it down his chest. “Do you lie there thinking about all the different ways you can hurt me? Thinking about all the ways you can say goodbye? The different ways to toss me aside?”

      His eyes closed for the briefest of moments to hide whatever he was thinking. When they reopened, there was something softer inside them, although there was still a turbulent force controlling them.

      “It’s not like that at all.”

      Feeling as if I was actually getting somewhere, I moved closer, crushing my breasts against his chest. “Then why do you keep doing it?”

      I felt his sigh more than I heard it. “All I do now is hurt you, and I’m not even trying. Just imagine what I’ll do to you when I am.”

      I had read a lot about BDSM, and the different types of Dominants. In Washington, D.C., all the subs I had talked to had described Hawke as a Sadist. While I hadn’t really understood what that meant at the time, since he’d reappeared in my life, I had done my due diligence. It was why when he talked about actually intending to hurt me, I knew he meant it.

      I shivered, but remained steadfast in my determination to make him see there was something between us. “I want you to hurt me,” I said, quickly adding, “like that.”

      He chuckled, the sound even more ominous. If he thought he could scare me, he had better rethink that. My mind drifted back to the items he had used on me before. The welts he’d left behind had been vicious, but I had taken them just fine. My eyes darted to the sides of him and I couldn’t help but swallow hard at the sight of a few of those things. Some I knew their purpose, but others...

      “You’re foolish, so you have no idea what you’re asking,” he stated before removing my hand from his body.

      He took a few steps back and walked across his dungeon. I watched him stop in front of a wall containing a number of different size whips and canes.

      I gulped, but was already mentally prepared for whatever he dished out. “I’m ready to please you. I know I can—”

      “You think you are, but you’re not. I’m sure there are other Dominants at Syn you can—”

      This time I cut him off. “I don’t want them. I want you!”

      Why can’t you see that?

      “Don’t you understand I’ll break you? Physically… mentally… I will use, abuse, and then dismiss you as if you’re nothing.” His voice was now raised, and his eyes darkened even more.

      I could tell in that moment that he truly believed what he was telling me. Hawke thought I was too soft for what he desired. While I didn’t have enough experience in the lifestyle to truly know what to say to convince him otherwise, I could lie to him and tell him that I had experienced it all. The only reason I decided against it was because I didn’t want this night to be built on a foundation of dishonesty.

      “I’m a lot stronger than you’re giving me credit for,” I retorted, slowly making my way over to him. “I can be the submissive you want and need. Let me show you, Hawke.”

      I swallowed down the dread after getting that out, then ventured even closer. Hawke was pissed off that I was still challenging him, his anger radiating off him in waves, but I could do this. I was now a hairsbreadth away and had to force myself not to touch him. It proved to be too difficult because without thinking, I grabbed his arm.

      He jerked it away, this time angering me. Hawke was probably hoping he pissed me off enough to walk away on my own so he wouldn’t have to do it himself, but there was no way I would make it that easy on him. I wanted to challenge him. To fight him.

      “No, Charlotte. This isn’t happening.”

      “Why?” The realization that any card I had would fail was beginning to set in, so I didn’t even try to hide the despair in my tone.

      “I know you’re not used to hearing that word but too fucking bad.” He leveled me with a look that warned of retribution if I dared to defy him further.

      Squaring my shoulders, I smirked. “I won’t accept it.”

      “I know all about you,” he told me. “I know how you grew up in a lap of luxury. As the only female child, you’re used to getting whatever it is that you want. It might work when you’re with your family and friends, but it won’t work with me.”

      “So, you won’t have sex with me because I’m rich?” That was the first time I had ever heard that excuse before. Because of my family’s wealth, my older brothers and father had to practically beat the boys off with a stick when I’d been growing up. “That’s pretty lame, even for you.”

      “Lame?” he repeated. “No, it’s called self-preservation. Your father has a high-dollar attorney on retainer, and he would send him after me in a nanosecond if he found out the things I would do to his little princess.”

      “I’m not a princess. I’m a grown damn woman capable of making her own decisions.” More than annoyed now at his generalizations about me, I continued, intending to give him a piece of my mind. “I know it’s a novel concept, but rich girls can also choose who they sleep with. It’s not like you would know, though. Huh?”

      I closed the remaining distance between us and poked at his chest. My knees were practically knocking together, but I couldn’t let up. Something akin to pain flashed in his eyes, and I briefly considered doing exactly that, but Ryder’s advice about fighting for him re-entered my mind.

      “I’m not doing this with you,” he finally said.

      “Am I not pretty enough?” I asked, not even caring about the tear dropping from my eye. A few more followed, but ran unchecked. Hawke stayed silent, so I finally shoved at his chest. “Answer me!”

      He growled in warning, but I didn’t budge. I was about to shake him, but he opened that infuriating mouth of his right before I could. “You’re fucking beautiful, but too damn innocent.”

      “I don’t see the problem. We’re consenting adults.” I didn’t know why he was being so damn difficult. If the few sexual encounters I’d had in the past had been anything like this, I would’ve still been a virgin, and only then would I be innocent like he considered me to be.

      Hawke grabbed my arms, giving my body a hard shake. When my eyes rose to his, a frisson of fear coursed through me. Thankfully, the pure adrenaline was more plentiful. “Don’t you understand I’ll fucking destroy you?”

      He let me go, then turned to leave. I had one more chance before he walked not only out the door, but out of my life. I knew I would never have this chance again if he did, so throwing all pride to the side, I quickly stepped in front of him.

      I dropped to my knees, placing my hands on them, palm sides up, and lowered my head. I had read something about that sort of presentation, and even if it wasn’t the one he preferred, he would have to see the significance of it. Right?

      Glancing up, I saw him shake his head before continuing toward the door. “You’re already destroying me,” I told him. Hawke stopped, but didn’t immediately turn around. “If you walk out on me again, it’ll be worse than anything you could ever do to me in here.” He did turn this time, opening his mouth to speak, so I hurriedly started talking to stave off his warning. “Use me… abuse me… Do whatever the hell you want with me. Just make me feel something other than the helplessness I feel in this moment.”

      When I finally paused for air, he started to speak. “You don’t know what you’re asking for.”

      “B-but I do,” I stammered.

      “You don’t know what you’re asking of me,” he clarified, and it was in that moment I realized this had never been about me. It was, and had always been, about him.

      I scrambled to my feet and over to him. “Whatever it is, I can help you.”

      He chuckled sarcastically. “You trying to save me now, little sub?”

      “I’m trying to save us both,” I responded honestly.

      “I doubt you’ve ever needed to be saved from anything in your—"

      “Yes, I might’ve lived a privileged life, but it doesn’t mean it was perfect. I have demons of my own.”

      “Not like mine,” he quipped.

      I ignored that as more tears rolled down my cheeks. “You don’t even know me, Hawke. If you did, you would know how tired I am of everyone expecting me to act a certain way because of where I’m from. Do you know how exhausting it is to be constantly compared to your mother who was a supermodel? Am I pretty enough... elegant enough... classy enough... And then, what’s even worse is how you’re left questioning the motives of everyone around you, never knowing if they like you for you, or if they are just there to see what they can get from you? And don’t even get me started on my brothers. My God, other than Emery, I don’t know if I ever really had another true friend in my entire life. And honestly speaking, there are those rare times when I’m left wondering about her, too.”

      And that was the truth. My entire life I had watched girl after girl befriend me in hopes of getting close to one of my brothers. Hell, even when I was at my lowest after my last interaction with Hawke, even Emery cared more about trying to get close to Ayden than being there for me. Yes, I knew she loved me, but it still hurt me nonetheless.

      Hawke looked sympathetically at me before responding. “I know how that feels, and then some. I’m just not seeing the correlation in our lives. We hail from drastically different backgrounds. All I have to give you is more pain, and I can’t see how it’ll help you at all.”

      “But you never let me finish, Hawke.” And he hadn’t. The tears were flowing harder now. “I’ve always felt as if I was on the outside looking in at my own life. I know the script, especially seeing as I’ve been practically programmed since birth to be the perfect daughter… sister… friend...debutante. It’s honestly fucking exhausting. I feel as if my life is not even my own most of the time. It’s like I was in some sort of bubble until you came along. I’ve lived my entire life feeling numb until you.”

      “All I’ve done is hurt you since our very first encounter, and I continue to do so now.”

      He didn’t seem to understand what I was getting at, so I walked back over to him so I could look him in the eyes. Only then would he see the truth. “Yes, you have. You’re an asshole, Hawke. We can both agree to that.” His lips quirked into a half smirk, which had the rest of my spiel spilling forth from my lips. “And that’s why I need you. When I’m with you, I actually feel something. For once in my life, I feel alive. I’ve never felt that before with anyone else. I need you to hurt me because I’d rather feel pain than nothing at all.”
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      She was persistent. I would give her that. She was also dangerous to me. If I’d been thinking with my brain, I would apologize, then walk out of her life like I knew I should, but as I watched another tear fall from her eye and down her chin, it was too much to resist.

      Framing her face with my palms, I tilted her face upward and gazed into her tear-stricken eyes. They were so fucking beautiful, yet haunting. I closed mine as I pressed my forehead to hers. A slight hiccup came from her as she swallowed back a sob.

      I didn’t want to destroy her, but I knew if I kept touching her, it was exactly what I would do. She was so precious, deserving of so much better than I could ever give her. She needed someone that’d be there for her before, during, and after the scene. I wasn’t even sure at this point if I could even handle the “during” portion with her as I had with others.

      She was different. Charlotte had mentioned feeling alive when with me, and I had to admit, for once, it sounded like the two of us were actually alike. But I knew deep down, we were not. She thought she could handle my demons in a controlled environment like my dungeon, but I knew she couldn’t keep my darkness out of it. While I had always been able to separate the two, using the lifestyle as a tool to keep my past away, but she blew my restraint, and everything else to hell, without even trying.

      “The things you do to me, Charlotte,” I finally said, cutting through the silent tension between us. “I don’t want to break you.”

      Her small hands covered mine. “I’m not a piece of glass,” she reminded me.

      “Your offer, while foolishly misplaced, is valiant, but I just—”

      Charlotte moved her head, angling it to where her mouth was just inches from mine before she murmured, “Then give me a safe word. I doubt I’ll have to use it, but I promise I will if things get to be too much.” That was a given, as far as one of those were concerned, but she still didn’t understand the type of evil that flowed through my veins. “It’s not like you’re the boogeyman, and even if you are, I’m not scared,” she added before her tongue darted out to touch my lips.

      “When with me in here, the monsters under your bed should be the least of your worries. You should be far more worried about the one that’d be cuffing your wrists to the headboard.” I was trying to warn her, and hoped it didn’t fall on deaf ears.

      But it was because Charlotte’s tongue was still on my lips. It’d be so easy to kiss her, but I knew I’d be a goner once I did. Grasping onto the last bit of control I still possessed, I tried to push her away.

      “Then it’s a good thing I don’t believe in monsters,” she replied.

      I almost countered with something, but realized she hadn’t lived the life I had lived. To her, monsters were mythical creatures, but to me, they were real. They’d been in my life, and although thousands of miles separated me from them, they existed and were ever present in my head.

      Charlotte would never be able to handle the truth about me. If she knew what I had done… I couldn’t go there, especially when she was naked in my arms. I glanced at her face, her beautiful eyes snagging mine right away. If I was to do this, I couldn’t look at her like that again.

      I walked back over to one of the cabinets, but before I pulled open the drawer, I spoke a single word. “Eleanor.”

      “W-what,” she’d stammered in question.

      “Your safe word is Eleanor.” I opened the drawer, pulling out a new piece of silk, this one blue to match the eyes I couldn’t lose myself in again.

      “Who is she?” Charlotte asked.

      I growled low in my throat. “It’s just a word. Repeat it to me.”

      I then walked back over to her, dangling the blindfold in her face. My mind was still at war with my heart. Nothing I had done thus far had convinced Charlotte she was better off without me, and unless I showed her the monster I truly was, nothing else ever would.

      “E-Eleanor,” she responded softly as she turned her questioning gaze to me.

      There’d been a lot of firsts between me and Charlotte. I’d given her so many things I’d never given another, and likely never would, but there were limits. I had self-imposed them so long ago, and for good reason. I was there with her so I could find my own center, not to flay myself open as I fell under her spell.

      “Have your limits changed?” I asked her, still remembering her application in vivid detail. She shook her head.

      The anonymous process I had developed several years earlier had finally backfired on me. If I’d known her name, I would’ve never hired her, and I wouldn’t be standing here trying to silence the doubts creeping into my head.

      I supposed they were better than the voices. Shaking my head to dispel any from re-entering my mind, I focused on the female in front of me. With the safe word and limits out of the way, I covered her eyes with the blue silk, pulling it taut then tying it into a knot behind her head.

      She hadn’t said anything although I could smell the beginning stirrings of her arousal. I opened my mouth to speak, but quickly closed it. Cupping her cheek instead, my fingers brushed over her soft skin still damp from her earlier tears. The gentle touch would be the last one she’d receive from me tonight. My hand lingered, and I’d even closed my eyes. We’d been like this before, and as her face came into view, I tried channeling my energy from it.

      I’d no sooner seen her face when it morphed into that of another. Eleanor. Suddenly, I drew my hand away and reopened my eyes. It was time to begin. I reached out to Charlotte, this time pushing her roughly to her knees. She glanced up at me from her position on the floor. Her eyes might’ve been concealed, but those luscious lips of hers were not.

      “Open your mouth, little sub,” I commanded and watched those bee-stung lips part for me.

      I had imagined her many times on her knees just like this. Each time, I would fuck that sweet mouth of hers. Once I got my leathers unzipped, it would no longer be just a dream. My hands moved to the waistband, and within seconds, I unbuttoned and unzipped my pants before pulling them down.

      Most of her hair was tucked beneath the silk tie, but I managed to free enough long, blond strands to wrap around my wrist. I tugged her head back, those lips opening even more. Back… forward… back… and finally forward again. Her lips were wide-open and unable to resist the temptation any longer, I slid my cock into her mouth. I pushed her head down, feeding her inch after inch until she’d taken most of me inside.

      “Fuck, little sub. Take it all,” I told her.

      Charlotte wanted hard. She wanted rough. She’d get all that and more. I stood there for a few additional seconds before slowly pulling out. After readjusting my grip on her hair, I used my wound up fist to position her the way I wanted. When those lips were lined up perfectly with my cock, I thrust back inside, slamming against her tonsils with force.

      Damn, she felt so good and looked even better. “You were right, little sub. I have laid in bed and dreamed of you. So many nights I’ve pictured this,” I told her. “You, on your knees, choking on my cock.”

      Using the same speed and precision I’d perfected over the years, I fucked her mouth hard. She’d cough on occasion, or I would feel her attempt to gag, but I never let up. I’d warned her about this up front. She’d wanted to be used, which was the only real thing I could give her.

      I threw my head back on my shoulders and fucked her just until I was on the verge of an orgasm before finally releasing her hair and pulling out. Charlotte made a few gasping noises, and I watched her frantically try to regain her breath. Her lips were swollen and wet. It almost made me want to sink back inside the warmth where it’d just been, but I had other plans for her.

      “Up on your feet,” I ordered, then watched her scramble onto them. She seemed unsteady, but this was just the beginning. I began to guide her toward the center of the room. “Stop, right here.”

      I was very pleased that other than sucking me off, she’d kept her mouth closed. Memories of our first encounter were still fresh in my mind and I didn’t want any repeats of that evening. While she stayed where I told her to, I moved across the room, gathering a number of items I needed.

      When satisfied that I had gotten them all, I set them down onto the nearby table. Right beside it was the spanking horse. She’d soon be taking her place on it but first, I needed to attach a few things to her. I grabbed a vicious looking clamp, rubbing the metal over the tip of one nipple. Her sharp intake of breath was the only sound made.

      Charlotte likely suspected what was next and when I lowered my mouth to the hardened bud, her head fell backward. Her breasts weren’t large but ample sized. As I squeezed the heavy globe in my palm, my tongue and teeth tormented the tip. I tugged and nibbled on it until it was elongated enough to attach the clamp. A slight sound emerged as she valiantly tried to stop herself from crying out. I moved straight from one nipple to the other, attaching it in a similar fashion.

      That left one other clamp. Kneeling down, I fingered her clit but didn’t put my mouth on her this time. Charlotte’s body trembled, but she stayed silent even when I opened the metal and attached that clamp.

      When I rose back to my feet, my eyes roamed down the entire length of her body from her still swollen lips to her dark crimson nipples. Her chest heaved and I didn’t give a damn whether it was due to fear or anticipation. Hell, it could’ve been both or something else altogether, and I wouldn’t have cared.

      I dragged my gaze even lower, down her toned stomach and past her bare mound, to the bottom of her long legs. Curvy in just the right spots. I couldn’t wait to mark all of her. I circled around Charlotte, drinking my fill of her before grabbing the long chain off the table. I attached two of them to the jewelry adorning her nipples, then led her to the spanking horse.

      “Follow my lead, little sub,” I said, helping get her onto the piece of furniture and into position.

      I slid her wrists into the cuffs attached to the sides then enclosed them in the metal. Charlotte was now face down on the leather contraption restrained by her wrists. Next came her ankles and when she was fully bound in front of me, I ran one of my hands down her spine.

      “Remember the rules, little sub. No talking! No coming! Nothing! Nod if you understand.” Her head was hanging off the table, but I saw it move up and down.

      My hand continued lower, this time caressing each cheek before smacking the left one hard. It then disappeared between her thighs where I felt the other two ends of the chain. The particular clamp she was donning on her clit had enough space to fasten both ends, but first, I slid the long piece of jewelry through one of the metal hooks before attaching to the clamp. Now, any move she made would send pain shooting from her nipples to her clit.

      I grinned, already anticipating the moment she realized exactly how much. I wouldn’t have to wait long. Grabbing the small flogger off the table, I ran the tasseled fronds down her back. She squirmed once, her body immediately tensing. I teased her for a little while longer before drawing my hand back and smacking her right cheek.

      Both cheeks now bore my handprint, but it wouldn’t be all. Replacing the flogger with a rattan cane, I started to pepper strikes across her ass. Charlotte moved once or twice and when reminded of the clamps, she’d drop her head forward. Her small hands were balled into fists and I could sense the restraint it took to stay still. As long as she followed my rules, I would reward her for the effort later.

      Once I delivered about eight perfect stripes to her ass, I picked back up the flogger. I took a step or two back, then started to strike her in random spots around, but not directly on, the same areas I had just finished caning. Her tanned flesh was turning a deep pink from my ministrations. I then dug my nail into one of the welts, causing blood to rise to the surface of it.

      I dropped the flogger back onto the table and returned both hands to her ass. I squeezed each cheek before I started to deliver blow after blow to the welted flesh. It turned from dark rose to a crimson color. “You’ve been asking for a spanking since we’ve reconnected here in Denver. With that out of the way, we can finally begin.”

      Her head shot up some, then dropped back down when she felt the inevitable pulling on the three clamps. I loved to watch a submissive languish in their pain. This particular one practically begged for some, and I was in a position to oblige.

      I glanced back over at the other items on the table. I had gathered some of just about everything because in that moment, I hadn’t realized exactly what I wanted to do to her. That wasn’t a problem any longer. Grabbing the small, spiked plug, I slipped it between her thighs, dragging it back and forth through her slit. I could tell each time I nudged the clamp because her entire body would shudder.

      Beautiful… submissive… masochistic… but she could never be mine. Tonight was all we both had with each other. Before long, she’d forget about me, but not before I marked her so completely on the inside and outside, that she’d be reminded of me for days, weeks, and maybe even forever.

      I brought the plug to her ass and slowly started to insert it inside. She was extremely tight, so much so that I could think of little else other than taking her right there. I would fuck her so hard until she’d wrung everything from me. For now, however, I’d make do with this plug.

      I kept slowly pushing it inside before it was fully inserted. The blue jewel on the tip reminded me a lot of her eyes and, needing to forget about them, I returned to the table. This time, I retrieved a small metal egg, which was easily slipped inside her pussy. When it was in place, I set the remote on automatic so I wouldn’t have to be bothered with adjusting the speed of the small device.

      Every hole was now filled except for one. Picking up the glass sphere and an open mouth gag, I circled around her. She flinched when the heavy leather was put in place.

      “We’re about to pick up where we left off a few minutes ago,” I warned. “Since I’m about to fuck that sweet mouth of yours again, you’ll need a way to safe word.” I took the small glass sphere and brought it to one of her hands. “If you need to use it, just drop this and it’ll roll onto the floor where it’ll break. I just caution you to be careful with it because this scene will end the second the glass shatters.”

      I watched Charlotte hold it in a death grip. I suspected she wanted to prove to herself, maybe even more than to me, that she could take whatever I threw at her. Maybe she could. It’d change nothing between us, however, because I couldn’t allow this to happen ever again.
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      I had no idea what was stretched more, my ass with the plug or my jaw with the gag. It was the least of my worries, though. My entire body ached and somewhere in my head, I was questioning my sanity for asking him to hurt me. Well, it might’ve been more like begging, but whatever one called it, I’d gotten my wish. Now, I willed it to be over.

      Despite the fact my ass felt like it’d been rubbed with sandpaper, and every move I made sent pain radiating from one clamp to another, I needed to see this through. And I had been honest when I’d told him I’d rather feel pain than nothing at all. It looked like he planned to test that theory, and when I proved him wrong, maybe he’d listen to me about other things, too.

      “Remember to breathe,” I heard him say seconds before he thrust through the open hole in the gag straight into my throat. He began to withdraw, allowing me a few gasps of air before he drove his cock back into my mouth.

      The first few thrusts were very controlled. Everything about this entire scene seemed to be. I ached for the man in the hallway that night, or even the one kissing me that one time when he’d been overcome with jealousy. This between us now was more clinical than anything, still I allowed him to use me as I had begged him to do so earlier.

      I’ll take whatever you have to give me, Hawke.

      He gripped my face with his hands, holding my head exactly where he wanted it. He’d done that earlier, too. I would take whatever I could get, however, savoring the feel of any physical contact between us.

      Hawke started to fuck my mouth with more urgency, the roughness of the act causing the sides of my throbbing breasts to rub against the leather I was currently lying on. It was all too much. So close to climaxing, I squeezed my inner walls and ass, causing both the plug and vibrating egg to push me that much closer to the edge.

      “No coming!” he’d told me earlier as I seriously wondered whether I could hold on. It seemed a lot easier when thinking about not climaxing than it actually was. Who knew the promise of pleasure could hurt so damn badly?

      Another hard thrust had me nearly choking. I gagged on his cock and instead of pulling out so I could breathe, he held my forehead to his groin. Everything started to spin. I was encased in darkness from the blindfold, but this was a different sort of black. I rolled the glass sphere around in my hand, but I didn’t release it.

      Hawke mercifully withdrew completely, and I sucked as much oxygen into my lungs as possible. Nearly hyperventilating, I couldn’t seem to get enough air. I wasn’t sure whether he saw my struggle because if he did, he let me suffer.

      Only when I’d finally gotten my breathing under control did he remove the gag. That helped exponentially as did the removal of the egg and plug. My head fell forward as emptiness settled in. Tears welled in my eyes.

      Is this it? Are you about to walk away from me now?

      The very thought of him leaving me like this for Ryder, or someone else, to find was almost too much. A few tears broke the surface, burning a fiery trail down my cheeks. I was so overcome with emotion I lost track of everything going on around me.

      I’d been so sure he was about to leave me, if he hadn’t already, that I nearly broke the promise of silence. It was then when I felt him behind me. It took no more than a second or two to remove the egg and the plug, then line his cock up at my core.

      He groaned as he entered me with as much gentleness as a bull in a China shop. I took it all because it was part of him. Hawke started to move, tentatively at first, but eventually ramping up to a speed that had me nearly losing my breath again.

      His hands squeezed my welted ass before moving higher. I shivered when his hands slid along my sides. They toyed with my breasts, causing my vision to blur slightly. When he gripped the clamps and tugged them off, I nearly screamed. With the exquisite bite of pain came a pleasure unlike any I’d ever known before.

      “Come for me, little sub,” he ordered, and not a second too late, I felt the initial explosion as my orgasm tore through me.

      Over and over, mini detonations continued to go off as the pain and pleasure combined, sending heat racing through my veins. It was the most intense orgasm I’d ever had in my life, and the harder he fucked me, the more I came.

      I slid against the leather as sweat coated my body. Still, Hawke drove into me repeatedly. There were no physical touches from him other than the shuttling of his cock inside of me. His hands, body heat, and everything else was absent, causing the pleasure I’d just been consumed in to wane.

      More tears spilled from my eyes, especially when he gripped my hips and drove into me a final time. I had expected to feel him as he climaxed, but there was nothing before he withdrew from me completely. It was over, and not just the scene. Everything between us was. I didn’t just know it, but I felt it deep inside my aching bones.

      A door opened and closed in the background and I tugged at the metal cuffs holding me in place. If he even dared to have some stranger untie me, I would go back into that club and find him. Then I would kill him with my bare hands. A couple different ways to make him suffer entered my mind, but soon, I felt him return. The glass sphere was taken from my hand before the blindfold was removed.

      I blinked a few times as I tried to readjust my eyes to the light in the room. While I tried to get my bearings, Hawke finished removing all the restraints from me, then swept me into his arms. He carried me over to the bed and laid me face down on the satin comforter.

      “Stay like that,” he told me when I tried rolling over.

      I needed to see him… to touch him… but he had other ideas. Something cold was dribbled onto my ass. Hawke’s hands came next, and I whimpered as he worked the liquid into my welts. While my ass still ached, it no longer felt raw. What did, however, were my emotions.

      Nearly overcome by them, I couldn’t hold back my sobs any longer. Hawke didn’t do anything at first, then he spoke. “This cream should numb them soon.”

      There was no emotion whatsoever in his voice. He might as well have been reading the back of the bottle. As much as it pained me, I reached around myself and pushed his hand out of the way before I rolled over onto my back.

      Hawke was sitting on the edge of the bed watching me. I studied him, from his face to his body language. Something was off. He was so tense, his discomfort evident even from my vantage point. Something occurred to me in that moment.

      “Was I not good enough?” I asked meekly.

      His eyes narrowed. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      He was so strained, and it reminded me of what my brothers would look like when forced to attend my recitals and other girly things. For someone who’d just had sex, he seemed completely devoid of any emotion.

      “You look so unhappy. I—”

      “I’m fine,” Hawke told me as he advanced closer to my breast. “You need to let me put some cream on these, too.”

      I slapped his hand away from my nipple. “I don’t want any cream. I want you to tell me what’s wrong.”

      There was obviously something, and I had a feeling it had to do with me. I had failed to reach any part of him. More tears sprang to my eyes, but I wiped them away.

      “Nothing’s wrong,” he told me before reaching for me again.

      “Liar!” I spat out. “Even after fucking me the way you did, Hawke, you still look annoyed. Why?”

      He expelled a deep breath. “The only thing annoying me is your unwillingness to let me provide aftercare to you.”

      “Forget aftercare.” He sounded even more detached than before. “What the hell’s your deal? And don’t bullshit me, either.”

      “Nothing’s wrong with me, but obviously, there is with you.” Hawke was furious at this point, the tick in his jaw all the confirmation I needed to know I hit a nerve. “If you have something to ask, just fucking do it.”

      I glared at him. I had no idea how to phrase what I wanted to know other than to just throw it out there. Despite not really wanting the answer, I asked anyway. “D-did you enjoy sex with me at all?”

      “No.”

      The room started spinning and I blinked a few times to try to center myself. A sob formed deep in my chest, then it was torn from my throat.

      “No?” I asked in disbelief.

      Sadness filled his dark eyes, and I knew he was being truthful. He must’ve sensed the shift within me because he tried to crawl across the bed to me, but I kept backing up until I hit the headboard. I started swinging my arms, doing everything I could to push him away.

      I’d failed, and the reality was too harsh to deal with. Hawke actually seemed sympathetic to the plight, but his presence made the pain that much worse. “G-go away.”

      “I’m sor—” he started to apologize, which only made things worse.

      Cutting him off mid-sentence, I screamed, “Get out!” When he didn’t immediately move, I yelled again, “Go!”

      Hawke finally threw his arms up in surrender before backing away. I watched as he grabbed his shirt off the chair and put it on before heading to the door. When his hand was on the knob, he turned back around.

      “I never meant to hurt you like this, Charlotte.”

      He seemed to lie about everything where I was concerned except the one time I needed him to. The pain was too great. His words were hollow, much like his eyes had been when I’d looked into them earlier.

      “Please, just go.”

      “If I do, you’ll stay in here and rest?” he asked.

      I gave him a nod, then watched him disappear through the door. He was gone and the one thing I hoped to be able to dangle in front of him was useless. If he’d ever wanted me before, he certainly didn’t now.

      No! His word repeated over and over in my head as I rolled over onto my side. I clutched at the extra pillow, burying my face against it. The agony of defeat consumed me, and some time between the sobs, I finally drifted off to sleep.
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      It’d been another humid Northern Virginia evening, and just like the previous one, there was no real relief in sight from the sweltering temperatures. There never seemed to be this time of the year. As I had so many other nights before, I was lying outside with nothing but a thin sheet between my naked body and the still warm, wooden porch slats. I was stuck there, rendered immobile due to a combination of pills and alcohol that had been forced down my throat. I’d tried to fight against the numbness many times, but I  normally suffered mightily for each and every attempt I made.

      It was hell. Fuck, it’d always been hell.

      It was supposed to be the age of innocence, but not for me. I was twelve years old, and I was no match for the chemicals that slowly worked their way through my system, or the physical strength of the buyers, many of whom were two to three times larger than I was. It was my life, and something I’d learned to accept. There was no use praying, or anything else. I had stopped looking for a savior back when I’d realized the one person who was supposed to protect me was the same person thrusting me into this hell to begin with.

      “It’s okay, buddy,” my mother had told me that first night. I’d been scared until she knelt down beside me. She was going to help me. Or so I had thought. She didn’t stop the drugs from taking over my body, or the two men standing nearby.

      I hadn’t understood what was about to happen until she’d grabbed my hand, squeezing it tight as the first of those men stepped onto the porch. The pain was unbearable, unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. My screams only resulted in getting my mouth covered with duct tape.

      Barely able to breathe, and with my limbs chemically paralyzed, I could do nothing more than stare off into the night sky as my mind desperately tried to shield me from the abuse my body had to endure. Often time, I would black out, feeling the sweet peace of what I’d hoped would be death.

      Months later, I was still there, lying in the same damned spot. The night’s festivities hadn’t yet started, but I knew it was close. The sound of loud country music and raucous laughter floated toward me. To some in the trailer park, it might’ve just looked like a typical summer night party because they weren’t privy to what was going on behind the trailer. My mother’s place, one she shared with George, the abusive boyfriend, backed up to woods. It was the farthest one and the most remote, so no one could see past the raggedy carport held up by its last leg.

      A chorus of chirps could be heard off in the distance as the frogs sang their nightly tune. I’d become desensitized to the abuse forced upon me, but I wasn’t nearly as numb as I’d like to have been. My mind still raced in moments like this when I was alone, the thoughts almost enough to do me in. If only I was stronger, I could save myself because no one else would. The drugs were too much for my system, though.

      The amphibious symphony grew louder, the songs signaling rain. I had no idea how far away the storm was, but I looked forward to one, for it was another form of distraction. I was beginning to feel the familiar sensation of pins and needles in my extremities, a sure sign that I was losing feeling in certain spots. Would the weather hold up long enough for the drugs and alcohol to kick in? Or would it send tonight’s buyers to me even sooner?

      Various parts of my body began to feel pinched as I waited to find out my fate that night. The mosquitoes were getting their fill of me first, and there was nothing I could do about them, either. Perspiration covered me, and my hair clung to the sides of my face. The wind swept over me like a feather, picking up specks of dirt and grass clippings, most of which stuck to my sweat-soaked body.

      “Looks like one hell of a storm approaching,” I heard one of the voices say as the party drew closer.

      “These damn summer nights,” another chimed in.

      I knew what was coming, but I wasn’t fearful. If there was a way to be hurt, it’d basically happened over the last several months. They could break my body, but never my spirit. The first had proven to be true. The last time I’d tried to escape, I had been left with two broken ribs. The pain had been so great it might’ve been one of the only times I had actually wished for a dose of drugs.

      “And here he is,” my mother announced loudly. Her voice was happy and eager, showing no remorse for what her son was about to be subjected to.

      Still able to turn my head, I did and my eyes met those of someone I had never seen before. The middle-aged man started to shake his head profusely. “No fucking way, he’s still awake!” He’d turned toward Eleanor Hawkins then, his voice becoming accusatory. “You told me that he’d be knocked out. You lied. I’m out of here.”

      My mother, the coke whore that she was, showed more fear in the moment than I had in the last several months combined. The very idea of a buyer walking away and possibly denying her of her own fix for the night was more terrifying to her than the abuse these strangers afflicted on her only child. She rushed over to the stranger, and I could do nothing but stare at the two in disbelief.

      “I can fix this. He just needs some more alcohol.” She looked around at the others standing there, one of which had a bottle of bourbon. I recognized Pat. He’d spent countless days and nights at the trailer. Even when the guy wasn’t there for me, I still sensed the thoughts going through his head when he would look at me. The evil in his eyes had always been frightening. Tonight, he could do his worst. “Hold his mouth open, and I’ll give him some of this.”

      They moved onto the porch, and though I tried to keep my mouth clamped shut, Pat was much stronger, only needing to grab me by the chin to force my lips apart. Alcohol was then poured into my mouth, the quantity and type making me gag as it burned its way down my throat. I tried to fight it off, nearly choking on my own vomit.

      “Drink it, you little brat!” my mother screeched. “If you don’t, you’re going in the hole for two days.” It was what she’d called the ramshackle shed on the edge of the property. I’d lost count of the number of times I had been tied up and left there as punishment. In the winter, I’d pray for frostbite to consume me, and in the summer, heat stroke. Unfortunately, neither ever claimed me. The only things that ever did were the buyers who arrived party after party.

      “For fuck’s sake,” was the last thing I heard before pain exploded across my cheek. That blow was followed by another before everything went dark around me as I slipped under the veil of unconsciousness.

      Hello, darkness. Hello, indeed.

      Bolting upright in the chair, my chest nearly exploded from my rapidly pounding heart beat. I took a few deep breaths as my lungs struggled to draw air into them. Finally, I forced my eyes open. I wasn’t a kid stuck in that life of hell in a damned trailer park with Eleanor and her boyfriend.

      I was at Syn, the one place I felt safe. At least until I glanced over and realized I was in the same room with Charlotte Maxwell while she slept. It took me a minute to remember how I’d ended up here, but it soon rushed to the forefront of my thoughts.

      We had scened together, which I’d known was a mistake from the start. Charlotte had done everything asked of her, but had gotten defensive when I’d been administering aftercare. I didn’t know what set her off, but something obviously had.

      “You’re a monster, Nathaniel. No decent girl will ever want you after she finds out what you do with us.” Florence. Just the memory of her voice was usually enough to send me into a rage.

      Charlotte had been hurt enough already tonight, so the last thing I wanted to do was make things worse by frightening her. I had left her alone as she requested, but when I’d gotten back to my office, I had pulled up the room’s camera feed to check in on her. She was still visibly upset, and I watched as she had cried herself to sleep.

      I’d decided then that I would go and sit with her. It wasn’t anything I’d ever done with another sub before, but I felt compelled to do it for her. When she awakened, I needed to tell her why I had said the hurtful things I had to her. I tried answering truthfully, but in hindsight, I probably should’ve thought out a better answer. I’d have to make her understand before she left the club.

      Charlotte’s submission was a thing of beauty. She had so much potential, and the very idea that she might give up that side of herself because of one scene with me didn’t sit right. I had succeeded in breaking her just as I always knew that I would. I’d warned her, but still, she’d begged me to use her. She had wanted to feel pain, but the anguish in her voice as she clung to the pillow and sobbed into it had nearly undid me.

      She’d been out for a while now. I intended to stay as long as it took to make sure she was okay. I’d sit there all fucking night if I had to. Charlotte was still sleeping peacefully, so I knew she’d not wake up anytime soon. I leaned back, then closed my eyes again. Forever in my dreams, it’d be the only time I would see the nightmares.

      Depleted of all energy, a now fourteen-year-old me stared mindlessly at the ceiling as Florence crawled onto the bed I was in. My cock was painfully hard, a side effect of the Viagra often forced down my throat. It was different from the other drugs Eleanor would give me, but the results were always the same.

      My mother had finally overdosed on cocaine not quite a year earlier, leaving me to be raised by her loser boyfriend, George. He’d met Florence just a few weeks later. Now, the nightmare I’d thought would finally come to an end had simply become one of another kind. The tormentor who’d taken Eleanor’s place was even more evil than my own mother had been. She didn’t want to keep me weak so others could prey upon me, she’d wanted to have her own sadistic fun with me, instead.

      When I wasn’t being used as a fuck toy for her circle of girlfriends, I was locked in the basement of her house, devoid of all human interaction, and at times, even food and water. Other than the sliver of light that’d come in from the narrow windows overhead, I spent my days and nights in the dark. The only companion I had was silence, but even it couldn’t shut out the images that flashed through my mind like a slide show, repeating itself over and over.

      The dark would never rid me of those memories, nor could it provide any escape. The nightmares stayed with me, day after day and night after night. One hell had been replaced with another. Florence, like Eleanor, would threaten me with that very place, and the longer this went on, the better an eternity there sounded.

      Thwack!

      “Eyes on me, you dirty, little toy,” Florence would tell me as she smacked me across the face.

      When I wouldn’t immediately comply, another blow would be delivered. I barely felt anything anymore at that point, though. She would continue to slap me until finally, I would turn my eyes to her. What I wouldn’t give to be able to wipe the maniacal smirk off her face. On this particular night, it’d been just over three hours since I’d been given the boner drug, and I knew I’d peak when it hit the fourth one.

      One hundred ninety-eight. One hundred ninety-nine. Two hundred.

      I would count the seconds in my head as I tuned out everything else going on around me. It was the only coping mechanism that ever worked for me. If I didn’t see or hear them, I would be okay. I just had to lie there and let the drugs do their worse, and once the physical acts were over, I could crawl back inside of my head, and stay there until the monsters reappeared. And they always did. Whether in spirit or person, they were always there just beneath my skin.
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      Pain, then pleasure, then back to pain. My entire body was stretched taut as the dueling sensations took over me and kept me prisoner. His scent... his voice... his hands...and a guttural moan slipped from my cracked lips as Hawke covered my body with his. I wanted to hold on to that moment, but a noise caused the entire image to disappear.

      Had I dreamed it all up?

      My eyes drifted open and confusion assaulted me when I realized I wasn’t in my own bed, or even one that I recognized such as the guest rooms at Chase’s or Emery’s. When I went to stretch, my body protested by sending pain shooting from one set of limbs to the other. I then realized exactly where I was. Everything haunting me for the last however long was not a dream. I had truly been here with Hawke, yet I was now alone.

      Pushing the pillow away, I was about to get up when I saw a solitary figure sitting on the chair in the corner. Even though the room was very dimly lit, I could tell from his silhouette that it was Hawke. I almost called out to him, if for no reason other than to ask him why he was all the way over there, but another vision flashed before me.

      Closing my eyes, our last few minutes of the scene replayed in excruciating clarity. I swallowed back my sob. The last thing I remembered before falling asleep was his hurtful words. I’d then asked him to go, and I could remember him doing so, but he had evidently returned.

      Was it to hurt me more?

      After all, I had dropped to my knees and begged the sadistic bastard to hurt me, but I had expected the physical variety. What he had said to me afterward.... Those words cut me deep when he had first said them, and even now, I could still feel the knife twist that he’d lodged in my chest.

      I didn’t want to argue with him. I just wanted to leave, hopefully with my dignity intact. Trying not to make too much noise, I slid toward the edge of the bed and sat up. In that position, everything ached. I already knew I would be in bed for the rest of the day once I got home.

      After stealing a glance behind me, I could see that Hawke was still sleeping, although his body would twitch from time to time. It was obvious he was dreaming, and not about anything good if looks were any indication.

      “Asshole,” I mumbled, almost hoping he was having a damn nightmare.

      I grimaced in pain once finally on my feet. My clothes were on the table beside the bed, but it was a feat of monumental proportion to actually get dressed. With every sharp movement, pain would assault me as a welt or other wound would reopen. No matter how hard I had tried to be quiet, it wasn’t enough because when I started to dress, I realized I was wrong.

      “Charlotte.” My name on his lips caused me to nearly jump out of my skin.

      I winced before responding, “Don’t worry, I’m leaving. You’ve won.”

      While I had still been in some form of subspace earlier, I wasn’t any longer. I was angry, and not in the mood to humiliate myself further. I reached for my dress, but Hawke was quicker.

      “I need to treat your welts, little sub.” I didn’t even realize he’d gotten up, much less made it over to me until his scent enveloped me. A small part of me wanted to lean back, and into him, but my pride was stronger, so I didn’t.

      “I’ll be fine,” I told him, then narrowed my eyes at him.

      “It’s non-negotiable,” he told me. Hawke flipped on the light and made a couple of noises as he inspected my backside.

      I could’ve continued arguing with him, but it’d only upset me more. I never wanted to let him see me cry again. Ryder had been wrong, and I planned to tell him so if, and when, I saw him. At this point, I doubted I would ever darken the doorstep of Syn again.

      “Oww,” I cried out when he pressed against a particularly sensitive welt. The pain distracted me momentarily, and I gritted my teeth while he finished. When I heard him put the cap back on the bottle, I nearly sighed in relief.

      “About what was said after…” he said, pausing mid-sentence.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I replied, grabbing my dress. Despite the pain, I managed to wriggle into it. “You were right before when you said this was a mistake. I understand that now and just want to go home.”

      Hawke didn’t want to let me go, which was evident when he grabbed my arm. I could already feel the waterworks, but I refused to let him see me cry. Doing the only thing I knew to do, I looked him square in the eye. “Eleanor.”

      His face contorted into one of disbelief at the word, but he recovered beautifully. I only wished I could go from hot to cold as easily as he did. Since it was the safe word, this conversation was over. I was about to tell him as much, but he released my arm and stepped back.

      I grabbed my shoes and dropped the heels to the floor. After I slid my feet into them and gathered the rest of my stuff, I didn’t dare look at Hawke. When I was finished, I hurried to the door and disappeared out of it as quickly as my feet would take me.

      It was still dark outside. I glanced at my phone, which barely had a charge and I realized it was because of the time. Four thirty in the morning. I couldn’t believe I slept for that long. My scene with Hawke had taken a lot out of me. I’d never experienced anything like it before and if things would’ve ended differently, I might’ve stopped in some other night after these initial wounds had healed for a repeat.

      He hadn’t enjoyed sex with me. Never had I been so embarrassed in all my life. And he knew it. I wouldn’t put his lying as a way to hurt me, past him. After all, he was a sadist which was why I was still fuming when I left the club.

      The frigid cold seemed to zap me out of my head and back to the present. The parking garage was nearby, so I walked swiftly over to it. While Lo-Do had come up a lot in recent years, it still wasn’t the safest place for a woman to be walking alone in. But then again, was any neighborhood really?

      “Keep your head down and walk,” I reminded myself on the trip across the street. Once I made it back to my Maserati, I got inside and locked all the doors. It took a few minutes for the vehicle to warm enough so the steering wheel wouldn’t feel like a rod of ice.

      Once it did, I left, driving the short distance back to my condo. My car had essentially gone from one parking garage to another, but thankfully mine wasn’t as creepy as the one near Syn. I grabbed my things and hurried into the building. A few minutes later, I was back inside my own place.

      By now, the sheer adrenaline was starting to wear off and I felt every one of my battle scars. And that was what they were. Instead of feeling sorry for myself whenever reminded of them, I’d simply think of them as the scars I had gotten when trying to fight a losing battle for Hawke’s heart. At least I knew for sure everything that I was missing, and I wouldn’t have any other curiosities to explore.

      I wanted to soak in my Jacuzzi tub, but I decided my spa shower would have to suffice for now. After, I’d go to sleep before heading into work. Once in my bedroom, I removed my dress, then angled myself so I could see the marks he’d put on me. I groaned at the sight of the ones crisscrossing my ass.

      “Didn’t enjoy it.” I laughed sarcastically. “Maybe not the sex, but he sure as hell looked like he had fun with my backside.”

      I let out a huff, then moved into my master bathroom. When I opened the door, a sound caught my attention. I paused, waiting to see if maybe Hawke had disregarded the safe word and followed me home. All I heard was silence though, so I figured it’d just been a figment of my imagination. Stepping inside the glass enclosure, I turned on the steam feature, then played with the temperature until it was a bearable heat.
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      Slinking down the dark alleyway, I noticed the blonde as soon as she exited Syn. It wasn’t just any of the despicable whores who frequented the place, dropping their clothing, inhibitions, and morals to kneel at the shrine of those pervasive sinners. It was Charlotte Leigh Maxwell. Since the night I had first laid eyes on her, I’d been determined to find out everything I could about her. And I had.

      The twenty-four-year-old had crossed paths with me more than once since that night. Her complete disregard for my very presence might’ve upset me had I planned on letting her live. Since I had no intentions of doing that, I was already planning her demise down to the smallest of details. She would be lucky number seven, and her death would be the greatest one yet. She was someone whose death would gain true notice, and maybe then these females would appreciate the danger they put themselves in.

      It’d be so easy to complete my task now, but the obsessive-compulsiveness that fed me wouldn’t allow me to deter from my plan. In the beginning, I chose my victims at random, but I had honestly become sloppy.

      After the fourth, I had chosen more wisely. The ones charged, tried, and sentenced in my mind were the epitome of evil. Sinners like Charlotte paraded their loose morals around enticing men to sin at their altar. She flaunted an appearance of purity and innocence, but she was anything but.

      Lucky number seven, she’d be.

      “Run, run, little whore,” I whispered into the darkness of night.

      I returned to my car so I could follow the blonde. I knew where she was going as soon as I saw her car emerge from the parking garage. This time of night lent itself to secrecy, so I stayed back just far enough from her to not draw any suspicion. I had seen the local media clamoring over themselves for any leads on Denver’s very own serial killer. I despised that moniker because those evil beings were possibly more morally corrupt than the very victims I ceased to eliminate. What I was doing was righteous.

      Despite what they thought, I didn’t just kill for the thrill of it. I was answering a higher calling, and in doing so, Jesus had granted me the power to give life and take it away. The divine mission had led me to Denver where so many impure sinners ran rampart. Every time I took one out, two or three more popped up in their place like roaches.

      And as I thought, Charlotte Maxwell went straight home to shower. A few minutes later, I was standing in her bedroom which was a shrine to all things unholy. Lingerie was draped over the chair, and when I picked up a lacy thong, it nearly singed my fingers. I dropped it and moved closer to the bathroom where I could still hear the water running.

      “You can wash the filth off of you, but your sin is more than skin-deep. Wash, rinse, and repeat, little whore. Your time is near.”

      The water suddenly ceased, and I made a beeline for the door. Hovering just outside of her bedroom, I listened for any other sounds from her. She hadn’t yet left the bathroom, so I slowly made my way back to the exit. On the way, I saw a belt. The urge to wrap it around the sinner’s neck until the last pathetic breath left her lungs was strong, but unlike these immoral beings, my will to resist was much stronger.

      Charlotte’s time was near, but there was one sinner whose crimes were much worse. By the time my sixth victim was sent on a one-way trip to Hell, the city would be up in arms. The seventh would then rock the entire community as a local princess met her demise. As I slipped unseen from her place, I knew I’d return soon to finish this job. For now, however, there was one name that came before hers. Gigi! She’d hear it come off the lips of the disgusting fools that worshipped at her feet, but it would soon be for the very last time.

      Yes, tonight I’d strike again.
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      “I’m on my way now,” I told Chase as I pulled into an area parking garage. “I’ll be inside in just a few minutes.”

      After I parked my Maserati, I pulled the visor in the front down and began to touch up my makeup. I had just finished reapplying my mascara and was now blotting my lipstick when something flashed across my mirror. It happened so quickly.

      Cautiously, I glanced out both side mirrors, but saw nothing out of the way. Ever since I had gotten home the other day from work and noticed a few things out of place in my condo, I had been freaked out. Since nothing appeared to be missing, and I wasn’t a hundred percent convinced that I hadn’t moved the stuff myself and just not remembered, I hadn’t told my brother or even Ayden.

      I had mentioned it to Emery though, but my best friend made it sound like it was nothing more than my overactive imagination. I had walked through the events leading up to it, making sure to only give a high level overview of what had transpired between me and Hawke. It was possible that I had knocked a few things off the table. I had still been in a considerable amount of pain that morning and was tired.

      It wasn’t the only thing to freak me out, either. More than a few times, I felt as if I was being watched. I couldn’t really put my finger on why I felt that way, only that I did. I’d also mentioned that to Emery, who suggested it could even be Hawke.

      “You said he was watching you sleep. Can it get any creepier than that?”

      I had brushed that concern off. I was almost certain he’d only been there because he couldn’t find anyone else to get rid of me. The fact that he’d fallen asleep himself didn’t mean Hawke had been there for a while. He was probably as bored with the aftercare routine as he’d been during the sex.

      My eyes watered, but thankfully the tears seemed to be staying at bay. I’d just applied my mascara, and I didn’t want my stupid infatuation with the jerk to ruin my makeup. My worry that someone was watching me was likely as true as the foolish idea I’d once harbored about there being something between me and Hawke.

      I took a final glance at myself in the mirror, then tossed my lipstick back into my purse. My brother had perfected his big brother routine quite easily over the years but lately, he seemed more spooked than the usual himself. Hell, Ayden had even started checking in on me and Emery more, too.

      Emery swore it was because the sexy cop wanted her in his bed. I hated to break it to my best friend, but the concern seemed strictly professional. There was no convincing her otherwise, however, so I let her harbor those fantasies about him.

      I got out of the car and did the customary look around. Ever since that day at my condo, I tried to exercise more caution. As I’d figured, there was no one around or anything out of place. Shaking my head, I walked across the darkened concrete toward the road.

      Once on the sidewalk, the entire city seemed to come to life. Heavy traffic packed the streets while others took to the city via foot. The warm spring sunshine had pedestrians lining the streets. I joined in with them until reaching the front of the restaurant.

      Because Charlotte and Chase were regulars there, the hostess already knew who I was and where my party was sitting. “Follow me,” the petite brunette told me.

      I did and once we rounded the corner, I could see not only my oldest brother, but Ayden and his partner, too. “Hey, guys,” I said in greeting, taking the empty seat beside Chase. “Are you joining us for dinner, too?”

      “No,” Austin replied before either of the others did. “We’re just here to ask a favor of your brother.”

      I knew with Chase being in the FBI, there were a number of times he’d help the police with things. Cortland did much of the same. Thinking about my other older brother, I would need to check on him when he returned from a training trip at Quantico. I smiled at Ayden and Austin.

      “You’re both welcome to stay and join us.”

      “We’d love to, but unfortunately we have work to do,” Ayden replied.

      “That sucks. It must be one hell of a case, especially if you need his help,” I said as I pointed at my brother.

      “It is,” Austin piped in before Ayden leveled him with a look.

      Okay, that’s strange.

      I wasn’t going to worry about it, though. I didn’t expect them to give me classified information about ongoing investigations, but I was slightly concerned about Ayden’s demeanor right now. I made a mental note to mention it to Chase later.

      Our waiter arrived, and I smiled at the man. “I’ll take a club soda with lime.”

      I was not only driving home tonight, but I had to go back to the office for a bit when finished with dinner. One of my clients was throwing a debutante ball and I needed to be there at the dress rehearsal. I remembered my own quite vividly. My mother had thought it important for me to have an appropriate introduction to society. Emery’s father had decided the same and between the two families, they decided to throw one hell of a bash. To this day, our combined party was legendary on the social scene.

      Chase, Ayden, and Austin were finishing up their discussion while I occupied my time scrolling through emails. Most were from work, stores I frequented, and even a few items I ended up dropping into my spam folder. Only one email now sat unopened and my finger hovered over the delete key.

      It was from Syn. Members received emails about all the theme nights and promotions the club would run. I hadn’t been back since my scene with Hawke, although I’d been tempted to more than once. I’d been worried about running into him.

      Or am I more worried that I won’t?

      I shook my head. When I had let my emotions settle, I realized being with Hawke was everything I’d hoped it would be and more. Every ache I experienced had morphed into indescribable pleasure. When I had come for him, I never felt so connected to someone in my life, but on the other hand, I also felt a disconnection.

      His brutally honest responses later filled in that blank for me. I had put myself out there, giving him everything inside me, but it hadn’t been enough. I nearly stabbed the delete button as I rid myself of all reminders of that place. When I looked up, Ayden and Austin were already on their feet.

      “Let me know what you find out, and remember, Ay, this is all off the book,” Chase told them.

      “Of course,” Ayden responded, then looked over at me. “Enjoy your meal, belleza.”

      “It was nice seeing you again, Charlotte,” Austin added before turning to Ayden. “Let’s go, man.”

      When the men left, I turned to Chase. “It sounds important. Do you need a raincheck? We could meet tomorrow instead.”

      My brother smiled. “No, they just wanted my opinion on a couple things in their investigation.”

      “It sounds so exciting,” I offered , and as I swirled the straw around my glass, I saw my brother’s concerned expression and backtracked. “Or not.”

      Chase was quiet for a few seconds, then leaned in toward me. “This stays between us, okay?”

      I quickly nodded. “All right.”

      He still seemed torn on what to tell me, which had my stomach sinking. Whatever this case was, it was affecting all those I knew such as my brother, Ayden, and Austin.

      Finally, he exhaled. “I’m sure you’ve seen the news lately and are aware there’s a serial killer on the loose.”

      “I-I have.” I had seen bits and pieces on the different news channels. Granted, I hadn’t paid as much attention to it as I now thought I should’ve.

      “He hasn’t made a move in almost two weeks,” Chase offered.

      “That’s good, though. Right?” I questioned.

      “Yes, of course. We’re in a waiting pattern, which isn’t good for the public who’s understandably freaked out over the perp still being on the loose.” Chase raked his hand through his hair.

      I understood that and reached across the table to put my hand on my brother’s. “Ayden and Austin are awesome at their jobs. And with your help, I’m sure the killer will be caught soon.”

      “I hope so,” he hedged, but then sat back in his chair when the waiter returned.

      We decided to go with a pizza tonight. I often liked to drown my sorrows in either wine, ice cream, or carbs. With the first two options being unavailable to me at the moment, I opted for the third.

      Our conversation flowed seamlessly. While Emery was my best female friend, no one held a candle to Chase. My oldest brother was the strongest and most compassionate male I had ever known. He was honorable, cute, funny, intelligent. He was also lonely. I’d suspected that more than once. His life consisted of work and so many other familial obligations that I actually felt bad for him.

      Everyone deserved someone in their life. I just hoped his next attempt went better than my last one had. I frowned at the thought of Hawke again. I couldn’t get him out of my head. Ever since we reconnected, he’d been a permanent fixture in mine. Not even his cruel words, of the mortification I still felt did anything to remove him from my thoughts.

      “You okay, Char?” Chase asked.

      “Yeah, I was just thinking of the Brook’s party tomorrow night.” It wasn’t a complete lie because the local district attorney did hire me to throw the debutante ball for his only daughter the following evening.

      “I still can’t believe Laura is sixteen already.”

      The Brooks and Maxwell families had always been fairly close. They owned sprawling estates in the same gated neighborhood, and their children all attended the same private schools. Adam Brooks had even been a dorm mate with my father when they both attended the University of Colorado many years earlier.

      My father had gone into medicine while Adam went to law school, eventually earning his law degree. He worked his way up from prosecutor to assistant DA, and just last year, finally became District Attorney.

      “She’s grown up fast, I do agree,” I said, smiling at the waiter as he returned Chase’s credit card. “And speaking of Laura, I need to head back to my office to grab a few things before the dress rehearsal.”

      Me and my brother stood up. Chase insisted on walking me to the car, which I appreciated. I had almost told him about some of the strange things I’d noticed lately but I knew he’d go into overprotective savior mode. If there was truly a threat, I would tell him, but as Emery had told me, it was likely just some paranoia on my part.

      When we got to my car, I leaned up on my tiptoes and kissed my brother’s cheek. “I love you, Chase.”

      His arms wrapped around me. “I love you too, kid. Promise me one thing,” he said.

      “Anything,” I replied as I pulled away from him.

      “Be very careful. With this sicko on the loose, I don’t want to have to worry about you, too.”

      “I will,” I promised.

      Chase was very concerned about this serial killer, and as I got inside my car, I tried to remember what I’d heard about him. All I could recall was that his victims were less than virtuous women. Prostitutes, I believed. And if those were his targets, I definitely didn’t have much to worry about.

      To appease Chase, however, I locked my car doors before backing out of the parking space. I also would make sure to carry mace with me. Now, though, I had a party to get to, but I needed to grab two documents from work. I merged into traffic and headed to Platinum Dreams.
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      I had gotten through Laura Brooks’ debutante ball. It’d been a very stressful night because anything that could go wrong, had. I had been wound so tightly that even a good night’s sleep and few hours at the spa with Emery hadn’t relaxed me any.

      “Why are you so antsy, Char?” Emery asked as she finished her makeup.

      I looked over at my best friend. Everyone thought Emery was self-centered and while they were partially right, there was a lot more to my bestie than anyone ever cared to notice. We had been close since childhood, and if anyone could see through my front, it would be Em.

      “I don’t like the way things ended with Hawke before.” That much was true. I’d been mortified when I realized he hadn’t actually enjoyed sex with me. I’d given him every part of me during our scene and to still feel as if I was lacking in some way had been a bitter pill to swallow. I liked him, though. A lot.

      “Where does he get off being such a jerk to you?”

      “It seems to come natural to him,” I replied.

      Hawke had been that way for as far back as I could remember. While I hadn’t initially known it was him in Washington, D.C., it came as no real surprise afterward that he turned out to be the mystery sadist from The Box.

      At first, I  had intended to keep the events from that night to myself, but after running into Hawke in Denver, I needed to confide in someone, so I had in my bestie. Since then, Emery had been absolutely amazing. She’d listened to me cry and rant, and she never complained once. We had gone through so many pints of ice cream and bottles of wine that Em had even suggested we buy stock in those companies.

      “Well, just remember that tonight he’ll have more than just you to contend with.” Emery then disappeared back into my bedroom for what I assumed would be her fifth outfit change. Ever indecisive, it usually took about a half dozen different looks before she’d settle with one.

      I shook my head and took a seat in the living room. The television was still on and I had been about to turn it off when I saw the breaking news banner flash across the screen. Since I didn’t have anything else to do, I turned my attention to the story and smiled when I saw Ayden on camera. I grabbed the remote, turned up the volume, and looked at my friend.

      “Em, you’re missing Ayden,” I yelled, only getting a muffled response in return.

      My best friend’s closet was massive and since I knew that’s where Emery was, I figured it would be a while before she emerged. I turned my attention back to the television and furrowed my brow. The mayor was also at the press conference and standing beside my friend.

      “Six people have been murdered this year alone on our city streets. We’re going to find this son of a bitch and prosecute him to the fullest extent of the law,” the mayor promised, earning a cheer in response. “He’s out there watching this news conference as we speak, so let me say a few things to him.” He stopped to take a breath and allow the press to snap a few pictures before the camera zoomed in on him. “You’re not going to win. You think you control these streets, but you don’t. These brave men and women standing behind me are going to hunt you down and when they do, you’ll pay for the terror you’ve inflicted upon the citizens of Denver.”

      Emery returned at that moment in something that looked more like a nightgown than a dress. I felt completely overdressed in my sweater, tight jeans, and heels. Since the weather was still bi-polar, though, I had erred on the side of caution with my attire. Hawke had me feeling bad enough already, I didn’t need to add being sick on top of it all.

      “Whatcha watching?” my friend asked, sitting on the arm of the sectional so she could wind the silk ribbon from her heels up her legs.

      “The serial killer has struck for a sixth time,” I responded.

      “Damn, was it another hooker?”

      I shook my head. Most of the women had been, but this was an exotic dancer from a strip club located just blocks away from Syn. “Nope, a dancer. Are you—”

      “Ayden!” Emery exclaimed, having just noticed the detective. “You didn’t tell me he was on television.”

      “Actually I did, but he didn’t actually do much talking, so you didn’t miss anything.” I wasn’t lying. The mayor had monopolized the entire press conference and I knew it was because he wanted to be front and center since he was up for re-election later that year. I didn’t pay much attention to politics. My older brothers and parents did, though.

      “Well, damn,” was all Em could say. “I wonder if he does private bodyguard services.”

      I laughed. “If he did, I’m not sure it’s not your body he’d be guarding. Now, if you’re ready, let’s go before I change my mind.”

      I had almost turned down the invitation to go to Syn, but Emery had convinced me otherwise. It wasn’t that I was afraid I would run into Hawke, I was actually more worried about not running into him.

      What would I do then?

      I didn’t picture myself submitting to anyone else there, but if Hawke was MIA, then maybe Ryder would be there. I had gleaned some interesting tidbits about his friend the last time I’d seen him. It was also what led to me doing a scene with Hawke.

      Emery offered to drive tonight, which was for the best. If Hawke either wasn’t there or things went south with him, I had a feeling I would need to make use of the large bar. I followed my bestie out of the penthouse and to Em’s BMW I8. The two-seater was fully loaded and had all custom features. I’d come to expect nothing less when it came to her, though.

      Once inside the car, I started to regret not changing into something sexier. There was no time to go back to my place and pitter through my closet for something, so this would have to do. I couldn’t change outfits, but I could make sure my makeup was on point. I lowered the visor and glanced at my reflection in the mirror.

      I used almost every second of the drive from Emery’s place to Syn to touch up my makeup, finally smoothing out my foundation as we pulled into the nearby parking garage. We then made our way across the street to the club.

      When we’d reached the front, Manny, one of the security guards, was outside checking identification. Pulling my wallet out of my purse, I flashed my license to him, surprised when he stopped me from entering. I had no idea what was going on especially since he motioned for Emery to go ahead inside.

      “I’m not going anywhere without Charlotte,” she told Manny.

      “She’s not on the membership list,” he stated.

      “There has to be a mistake,” I told him.

      Had Hawke removed me from the list, or had it simply been an oversight?

      “I can give a call to member services,” he offered, and thankful for that, I nodded and smiled.

      “Thank you.”

      Emery was mouthing for me to not worry, but something stunk about this entire situation. The longer he talked to whoever was on the other end of the line, the more certain I was that this had been no mistake. Finally, Manny put his phone back into his pocket.

      “You were a member, but your membership has been revoked. You should be receiving a letter explaining it all in the mail,” he told me, his help and sympathy ending there. Looking over my shoulder, he summoned the next small group and began inspecting their identifications for entry.

      Emery slipped back outside and I could tell how upset I was. This had Hawke written all over it. My eyes watered with angry tears, making it hard for me to see through them. All the man did was embarrass me, but this time he’d gone too far. I had jumped through his every hoop and played all the games, but I was growing tired of it.

      “Do you want to go somewhere else?” Emery asked.

      “I don’t know,” I replied. When my bestie looked at me in question, I let out a huff. “Hawke did this and he’s not getting away with it.” I stepped past my friend and walked back over to Manny. “I need to see Hawke right now.”

      “He’s not in tonight, ma’am,” he replied.

      Glaring, I then shook my head. “Of course he’s not.” I walked back over to Emery. “Go inside. I’m going to find this asshole and make him pay for this. I’ll be back soon.”

      Emery hadn’t wanted to leave me and I understood why. I also knew I’d been a downer lately around everyone, especially my bestie, who deserved to have some fun of her own. After convincing her to do that, I stepped over to a secluded area and arranged for an Uber. I would go see Hawke at his hotel and if he wasn’t there, I’d turn Denver upside down until I found him. I would make him choose between these silly games or me, and if he chose to play, I wouldn’t let him be until he reinstated my membership.

      I glanced down at my app and saw my driver was in the area. I managed to tamp down my anger and frustration because I didn’t want to subject my poor cab driver to it. When I found Hawke, however, all bets were off. I would give him a piece of my mind, then return back to Syn where I could have a good time alongside my bestie.

      I saw the driver was less than a minute away, so I dropped my cellphone into the jewel encased clutch , then stepped out onto the sidewalk so he’d see me. Less than two minutes later, I was in the backseat rattling off the name of the hotel where Hawke was staying.
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      I was far too restless for my own good and had been that way for days. I needed to calm myself down but so far I hadn’t been able to find a way to do so. The center I desperately sought was close enough to see, but too far away to grab. It reminded me of death. How many years had I spent wishing for the blissful peace that’d accompany it only to be doused with the bitter reality that I was meant to endure this life and all the pain it included?

      Even after George and Florence had been arrested and thrown into jail, I had been too fucked up to live a normal life. The years of abuse had taken their toll on me. That much had been evident long before I ever arrived at the first foster home. Having made myself numb to everything around me during the time with Eleanor and my other tormentors, I had gone through each day in some sort of haze. Darkness provided the only comfort in my bleak life, my nightmares only beginning during the times I was thrust into the light.

      By the time I had been placed into the Johnsons’ care, I had been so fucked up, mentally and physically, that I would often sit in the dark, devoid of any contact or companionship. Different voices would invade my catatonic state, mostly those of the foster parents, but even they couldn’t reach me. They’d leave me alone with my thoughts, those so black it was still a miracle I hadn’t done myself in.

      And that wasn’t for lack of trying. To this day, I still sometimes struggled with it. While I had blacked out during those times of abuse, my body hadn’t been in sync with my mind, or at least what was left of it at that point. Urges struck me, and I’d sit there with my cock in my hands, stroking it until it was nearly raw. I would feel absolutely nothing. There’d be no pleasure, satisfaction, and especially not the one thing I wanted more, relief.

      “What the hell are you doing there, boy?” I’d been asked by Frank Johnson.

      “I…” I’d tried to respond but honestly didn’t know what to say. My hand had dropped from my limp cock, and the same shame I’d feel each time I’d awaken from a drug induced stupor, filled me.

      I had been hauled into a sex therapist’s office but even they couldn’t help me. Three years of torture couldn’t be erased through medicine or conversation. In fact, it’d only made things worse for me. The Johnsons were so concerned they’d done everything from taking doors off their hinges, switching rooms with me altogether, to finally admitting I was far too damaged for them to care for.

      “He’s a danger to everyone else here,” Jennifer Johnson had told the CFS worker.

      “I’m sure you understand that we have young children,” Frank had added.

      I still remembered standing just outside the doorway listening to the three talk about me. Words such as “sexual deviant,” “liability,” “trouble,” all being thrown out in their conversation. It’d reminded me of the nights when I would lie on that godforsaken porch and listen to the buyers discuss how defective I was as if I wasn’t even lying there.

      Their words, unlike their actions, had been harder to ignore. They’d repeat over and over in my head even when I had been alone in the hole, or as safe as someone like me could ever be. They’d fuck with my psyche and it was obvious now, they still did.

      I let out a growl as my eyes traveled around my hotel suite. My life had changed, but those same demons still haunted me. It hadn’t mattered where I had gone in life since the day Florence’s place was raided, my past still followed me around, destroying any chance of a normal future for me.

      “Normal,” I scoffed. What exactly did that mean?

      Is it normal to be so emotionally detached from everyone and everything a dozen years later? Is it normal to still dream of a death that’s as unattainable as peace has always been?

      For me, it was. I had accepted my lot, many years earlier. It started during those times of abuse, continuing when I fled from that doorway and tried swallowing a bottle of pills, and even much later.

      Walking to the mirror, I looked at my chest. The ink that covered so much of me hid a terrible secret. Beneath those tattoos lay scars that proved to be much easier to cover up than the ones inside me. But it’d been the way I’d gotten them that still stayed with me all this time.

      I ran my hand over one of the raised bumps. Like the overdose, my next attempt at death had also been thwarted, this time by a kid in the second foster home I’d been thrown into. When the Johnsons had let me go, CFS had placed me in another. The Grants had other problem children as the system had labeled me.

      I’d closed myself off even more. I no longer even had the desire for a normal life. There was only one thing I wanted. Well, maybe two. I wanted to rid myself of the agony eating away inside me like a disease. Death, it’d take care of the first, and provide the escape I desperately sought. The Grants left nothing lying around that could aid me in that endeavor, but I eventually found something that would.

      Crossing the room, I grabbed the sharp blade from atop the table and walked to the mirror. The first time I had cut myself, I had done it as punishment. No matter how hard I tried, I still couldn’t escape the dark sexual urges pulling me under. The first slice of the knife against my skin provided something I hadn’t felt in a long time, if ever. From such a young age, I’d lost all control over everything. With each nick from the blade, I had started taking mine back.

      And I had become quite good at hiding it, too. I started to cut myself in places no one would notice. From my feet, upper thighs, and chest, it’d become addicting. And I knew how far to go, cutting myself just enough to feel the pain ooze from each wound, but not enough to end myself. I’d prayed for the latter, but as I started taking back control of my life, the foolish idea of actually having some sort of future had entered my mind.

      Eventually, however, that hope seemed to dissipate. As I spiraled even more out of control, I realized I held all the power in my hand. The self-held tool that’d initially just helped me deal with the pain had quickly become the one that’d help me accomplish my ultimate goal.

      “You’re worthless, good for nothing but this.”

      Florence’s voice cut into my thoughts. As she’d often done, her equally evil friends had complete access to me during those times when I’d been drugged and bound. Unlike with BDSM, there’d been no safe words or anything that gave me the power to stop the pain. My shame only amped them up more, so I’d learned to keep it inside. In a way, I still did.

      “You were wrong,” I said aloud. But was she? Florence was in jail and would be there for the rest of her life. George, too. They may be the ones in a cage, yet I was the one still stuck in a prison of my own making.

      I turned my hand over, looking down at my wrist. Placing the dull edge of the blade over it, I closed my eyes, already imagining the pinch I’d feel when the tip penetrated my skin. Blood would pool at the site, and a quick slice would be all I’d need to feel something other than the numbness which consumed me. The sense of relief I’d feel with every drop released was only temporary. It’d slowly ooze from me until it stopped, breaking me from the trance-like state I’d be in.

      Regret… shame… pain. All the things I’d felt since I was twelve would return with a vengeance.

      The control that’d comfort me would end and I’d be back to the state of helplessness that gripped me. I dropped the knife onto the counter and scrubbed my hands down my face. While I’d come so far in my life, my past had always been, and I suspected would always be, right there with me.

      I’d managed to keep it at bay for the last few years, however, until she came into my life. Charlotte Maxwell. Even though she’d been a stranger, she’d drawn me into her web in Washington, D.C., a year earlier. Perhaps it’d been fate, or simply my fucked up luck, but she was back in my life now. Her very presence brought back so many of the memories from my past that had taken me years to repress. She reminded me of those monsters, but not for the reasons one might think.

      Shaking my head, I removed my pants and headed to the shower. Once inside, I set the water to its highest temperature, not even giving a damn if it scalded my skin. I leaned back against the tiled wall, grabbing my cock in my hand. My eyes closed as I started to run my hand from base to tip.

      “Charlotte,” I groaned as I started off slow, imagining it was her sweet mouth wrapped around my shaft instead of my calloused hand.

      Everything about her was heaven. As my thoughts drifted from that sinful mouth to her pussy, I’d never felt with anyone what I did with her. Imagining her tight, wet sheath pulsing around me had my hand moving with more urgency. My grip tightened much as she would around me, but I still couldn’t find that moment of release.

      I kept on stroking myself as I thought of her in other ways. During the construction phase of Syn, I would stand to the side watching her interact with everyone around. Her smile and the way her eyes would light up when they’d cross with mine.

      “Fuck,” I groaned even louder. My hand continued moving, even faster now than before.

      Her fucking smile lit up the entire room. When I’d focus on nothing but her, she’d penetrate the darkness that surrounded me. My entire life had been one turbulent wave after another, but she was the metaphorical lighthouse, her purity leading me home.

      But, she isn’t that for me. This is me… my life… my present… my future.

      Charlotte, she was the high of those drugs that’d been pumped into me… the calmness I’d feel as my blood trickled down my chest… the foolish dream I’d once harbored. She could be anything to me except what I most wanted her to be.

      Letting out a growl, I finally found the release my body demanded, but not the one I’d craved more than air. My orgasm was hollow. They’d always been and I suspected, they always would be. I found no pleasure in a climax. She’d known it. She’d felt it. And I was enough of a bastard to confirm those suspicions.

      I hurt her and for what? That sort of pain did little to make me feel better. In fact, it made me feel even less deserving of her. She needed someone who could touch her in the gentle ways I couldn’t… make love to her in the ways I was unable to… but most of all, protect and cherish her in the ways I wanted but didn’t know how to.

      My hand dropped to my side and I stood under the scalding spray for a few minutes longer. My eyes were still closed and I remembered the taste of her tears that night in Washington, D.C. The water continued pouring down upon me like the very tears she’d cried the last time I had touched her.

      “I’ll break you, little sub.” And that was if I hadn’t already. I didn’t trust myself around her enough to let her go, so earlier I had done what he needed to in order to protect her from me.

      I’d banished her from my club… my life… and now, I needed to find a way to banish her from my thoughts. I turned off the water, grabbed a towel, and minutes later was back in front of the sink. The knife I’d dropped earlier was still lying there. I struggled with the internal tug-of-war going on in my head.

      Do I stay strong? Or do I give in?

      I’d been mentally debating the pros and cons of each when I finally heard the loud banging on my hotel room door. Tightening the towel around my waist, I walked over to it and then flung it open.

      “Charlotte?” I asked just moments before pain exploded across my cheek. She’d slapped me, and the way she drew her hand back, I knew she was about to try for a second.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32 – CHARLOTTE

          

        

      

    

    
      I hadn’t actually intended to attack him, but once Hawke opened the door, I smacked him. Despite the stinging in my palm, I brought my hand back to hit him again, but this time, he countered my strike, catching my hand mid-air. I yanked it away, even more fired up now than I had been on the way over to his hotel. He’d canceled or terminated my membership, essentially cutting me off from any further contact with him.

      “Why’d you do it?” I asked, inwardly cursing the shakiness of my voice.

      “Do what?” Hawke either didn’t know that I knew, or else he was a damn good actor. Whatever it was, I intended to give him a piece of my mind. He stood there silently until he finally added. “What the hell are you talking about, Charlotte?”

      “What am I…” I started to ask, the rage inside reaching its boiling point. “You know good and damn well what you did. How could you have my membership at Syn revoked?”

      He almost seemed relieved at my question and that notorious smirk of his reappeared.

      Had he done this on purpose so I’d come running to him? Was this another level in this sick game he liked to play?

      He might with others, but he won’t with me.

      I narrowed my eyes. “I want you to fix this.”

      “No!” The word sounded final and absolute.

      “Why not?” I asked. I deserved to know, and I didn’t plan on leaving until I did. “I’m waiting, and I will all night.”

      Patience was definitely not a virtue of mine, so I hoped it didn’t come to that. What I said was no bluff, though. I was sick and tired of these head games. They ended tonight. Thankfully, I didn’t think it would come to me taking residence in the doorway because another quick glance confirmed he was just as annoyed as I was.

      Good. I had let him control things between us long enough.

      “Your membership was only a temporary one,” he told me before adding, “And, it’s since expired.”

      “What?” I hadn’t seen that in any of the papers I had signed. I surely would’ve noticed it had something like that had been there. Granted, there had been a lot of stuff from contracts, confidentiality agreements, and more but… “You’re lying.”

      I had no idea if he was telling me the truth or not. It didn’t really matter to me. For all I knew, he likely stuck it in the fine print. In fact, I was convinced that if it existed, then it was exactly what he had done.

      “I suggest you reread all parts of the application, Miss Maxwell.”

      Miss Maxwell. I hated when he used that tone of voice with me, and he damn well knew it, too. I’d been around him long enough to know he spoke to contractors, strangers, and others differently. For fuck’s sake, the two of us had been intimate. Had it not counted for anything?

      “What did you do, Hawke? Did you hide it amidst a bunch of mumbo jumbo?” I was growing more irritated and definitely more upset with every passing second. It was then I realized he said it’d been a temporary application. “I want to reapply.”

      My bottom lip jutted out and I didn’t care how childish I looked to him right now. He was being extremely vague and almost looked uncomfortable. I huffed in frustration, especially when tears sprang to the surface. I didn’t want to cry in front of him. Again. It seemed to be a common occurrence because Hawke was so damned infuriating. No matter what my intentions ever were in the beginning, he always found a way to screw with them in the end.

      “No,” he told me once more. “Now, I think it’s time for you to leave.”

      His voice cracked slightly, startling me. Was this a potential chink in his armor? “No. I’m not leaving until you give me one good reason why.”

      I stepped back enough to gain some much needed distance from him, but not enough that he’d be able to slam the door in my face. I placed my hands on my hips and it was only when I glanced back over at him that I realized his state of undress.

      I swallowed hard, trying not to notice the fact he was wearing nothing more than a towel. It was almost a monumental task to drag my eyes away from his ripped chest and torso. I was normally blindfolded, so seeing him so openly on display was fucking with my head more than it should. Yet, I could not easily tear my eyes away. I had to stop ogling him, so my eyes lingered for a few more seconds until eventually my gaze moved upward encountering his muscular, inked arms which were now crossed.

      His stance echoed the annoyance I felt, so finally I returned my gaze to his, then watched the guilt creep into the darkened orbs. He was hiding something, and I then realized what. Standing on my tiptoes, I tried to see over his, but he blocked my way. I casually tried to look to both sides, but my view was also thwarted then, too.

      Does Hawke have another woman in there with him?

      The pain I felt in that moment was instantaneous and real. Hawke didn’t want me at his club, or his room, because he was here with someone else. I supposed I couldn’t blame him. After all, he had told me he hadn’t experienced any pleasure when we’d had sex. My chest tightened as I was once again reminded of my inadequacies where he was concerned. Still, my pride knew no limits, and it crumbled beneath his scrutiny.

      “Who is she?” I didn’t really want to know the answer, but the need to find some closure won out.

      “She?” he asked, playing the clueless card once more.

      “The one in your room… the one you are trying to get rid of me for.”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but there’s no one in my room.” He sounded so confident, and maybe he was actually being honest about something for a change.

      “Fine,” I muttered. “It still doesn’t change the reason I’m here.”

      “Which would be?” Another card was overturned, causing me to glare at him again.

      “I want to reapply for another membership at Syn.” Everything was like pulling teeth when it came to him.

      “I’ve already told you I won’t approve it.”

      “Why?” I stepped closer, having to resist the urge to strangle him where we stood.

      This time, there was no beating around the bush from him. “Because I don’t want you there.”

      The truth ignited a spark inside me, but this time when I swung at him, he not only caught my arm but quickly had me pinned against him with my back to his chest. I tried to wriggle free, but his grasp was too strong. I was now captive, and angry tears began streaming down my cheeks.

      “Why are you being so difficult? Just because you don’t want me doesn’t mean—”

      “But I do.” Those three words were spoken so softly that had his mouth not been so close to my ear, I would’ve sworn my frazzled mind conjured them up.

      “T-then, what’s the problem?” I stammered in confusion.

      He lowered his mouth, causing me to shiver as his warm breath tickled my ear. “Because of this.” I had no idea what this he meant. I waited with bated breath for him to elaborate. “Because of you.”

      “W-what about me?”

      His head lowered even more, this time enough so he could bury it in my neck as his free hand moved teasingly down my torso. Hawke had the uncanny ability to both infuriate and arouse me at the same time. While I should’ve been railing against him for continuing to speak in riddles, I didn’t dare move for fear of him stopping. Yet, I still wanted him to answer me.

      Finally, he raised his head. “I can’t stop thinking about you… touching you…” As he paused, one of his hands slid between my legs. “And for those reasons, you need to go, and I have to let you.”

      What the hell?

      I mouthed the question, not quite understanding what the problem was. Since he sounded genuine enough, I’d be truthful with him, too. “I want you to touch me.”

      “I don’t want to,” he replied. His voice sounded so defeated.

      “But you just said…” I realized he was once again toying with me. I waited a few seconds, caught him off guard, then managed to break free of him. After, I whirled around to face him. “You want me, then you don’t. What the hell kind of head games are you playing?”

      I was trembling at this point. I smacked his hand away when he went to reach out to me. Trying to figure Hawke out was a feat of futility. He’d say one thing, then either show or do something that meant something else altogether. He kept me off balance, and I realized in that moment, he had since the first time we’d met back in Washington, D.C.

      Our time in Denver together had only thrown me even more off-kilter. I tried thinking about what Ryder had told me. Hawke had stopped doing scenes with blondes, but had that really been because of me? I couldn’t be sure. I also very much doubted that fighting for him would change the outcome. He’d implored me to do so, however, and when I looked up at Hawke, his own eyes glistened with tears.

      What the hell’s going on?

      “I don’t want you, Charlotte. I never did, but it doesn’t change anything. You’re ingrained so deep under my skin that no matter what I do to you, I can’t get you out from beneath it.” He stopped, and I watched as he turned then began to pace back and forth.

      Ryder had also told me that Hawke was obsessed with me.

      Is this what he was talking about?

      I shook my head. No, it couldn’t be. Another few tears fell. This time, I did wipe them away. He was so cryptic in his responses, yet none of them made any sense. Confused didn’t even begin to describe what I was experiencing in this moment. It was then I realized that I was disoriented. In fact, he seemed to keep me in that constant state, although tonight more than ever before.

      I actually suspected that he was genuine. God help me, but I believed him. What should have been the start of something between us, it felt more like an ending, instead. The urge to fight took over once more, and I knew what I needed to do. Touching his arm, I waited until he turned to face me.

      “So what that you feel something for me. Why is that so terrible?”

      His expression turned incredulous. “Because I don’t want you.”

      I let out another huff. “You’re just dancing around the truth. In one breath, you claim that you don’t want me, while telling me in the next that you can’t let me go. You’re so fucking twisted.”

      Something akin to terror flashed in his eyes before they went devoid of any emotion whatsoever. He was so Jekyll and Hyde right now. I shifted on my feet, not knowing whether I wanted to take a step closer to him or take two away. Finally, I raked a hand through my hair.

      “I’ll break you,” he finally muttered, causing me to laugh sarcastically.

      “Oh my God. I can’t believe we’re back to this. Again. I’m not some porcelain doll you can keep on a shelf, away from everyone and everything, until you decide that you want to take me down to play with me. I’m not made of glass. I won’t break simply because you touched me.”

      Had I not proven that to him that last night at Syn? He’d done so much to me, but I had taken everything he had to give me and would’ve taken more. I was scared now that he’d never give me the chance to prove it to him. I also knew he believed what he was saying to be true.

      He interrupted my thoughts when I felt him give me a slight nudge toward the door. He was trying to uncomplicate things by pushing me away. He did feel something for me, and instead of fighting for what it could become, he was busy throwing it all away.

      If he managed to succeed in sending me away now, I would never get the chance to convince him otherwise. I had never seen Hawke this vulnerable, or this open. I couldn’t squander the opportunity that presented itself.

      “You have no idea how foolish you sound right now, Charlotte.” He started to pace again, mumbling something incoherent under his breath. Then he stopped. “The things I’ve seen…the things I’ve done… They’ll destroy you like they’ve almost done me. For fuck’s sake, listen for once and just trust me when I tell you it’s for the best that you leave right now and never come back.”

      His voice was pained, and I was sure there was a story behind his words, especially since they seemed to be ripped from him. Something had hurt him. I was as sure of that now as I was of my feelings for him. Ryder might’ve thought Hawke was obsessed with me, but I truly believed it was the other way around. Nothing else could explain these damn missions of futility I kept putting myself in for this very man. I realized in that moment how deeply I had fallen in love with him.

      I’d also swallowed my pride for him long enough. Hawke wanted relationships that were easy, but I had news for him. Nothing in this world ever was. I wouldn’t simply tuck tail and run away because he told me so. I had to fight for Hawke, not to save him, but to save myself.

      Squaring my shoulders, I called out to him, “Hawke.” When his eyes met mine, a flood of emotions rose up within me. His were hollow, almost empty as if he’d pushed everything away. It was so frustrating, especially when he broke off our connection and walked away.

      I followed him further inside, going step for step with him. He walked to the mirror, using the counter to brace himself up. His back was to me, and I didn’t think I would get him to turn around. I looked behind me, and around the room, before a flash of metal caught my attention. It was a knife.

      I reached around him and quickly grabbed it. “Why do you hate me so much?”

      He’d turned as soon as I picked up the knife. His eyes were still dead, for a better word, and the angry tick in his jaw was the only sign he was in any way affected. “I don’t hate you. I just want you to leave.”

      “I need you,” I replied, placing the knife to my wrist.

      “You don’t,” he answered quickly, his eyes never leaving the dagger.

      “But I do.” The hand holding the weapon shook. “Do I need to cut a vein open and bleed to show you just how much?”
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      A sudden vision of her body marked with the crisscrossed cuts that mine once did sent fear racing through me. I didn’t want to break her like this. I realized that I didn’t want to break her at all. All of this had been for her… for me… for the truth that’d destroy her in the end.

      But, if I didn’t think and act quickly, it’d be that time well before it should. Tears streamed down Charlotte’s face, and while her pain should’ve been my motivation, I realized it was my destruction instead.

      All these years, I had gone through the motions when in a scene because I’d been programmed at such a young age to do them. A year earlier, something was different. Maybe it’d been my mindset, or the woman standing in front of me. She’d ensnared me the second I laid eyes on her and now… I couldn’t allow her to hurt worse because of me. Doing what no one had for me, I had to protect Charlotte. Protect her from me.

      “Charlotte,” I rasped, my tone so much different than it’d been before. As soon as her eyes rose to mine, I reached out and knocked the knife out of her hands, hearing the clanging sound it made as it fell onto the tiled floor.

      I didn’t give her time to try to pick it up, either. Doing what I wanted to do, even though it was the very last thing I actually needed to do, I drew her into my arms. Charlotte seemed as shocked by the action as I was. Not wanting to overthink things or make them even worse than I already had, I decided to focus on instinct rather than anything else.

      I swept her into my arms, then walked back over to the door that was still open, to kick it shut. It closed with a bang just as I sat her on top of the desk. When I lowered my mouth to hers, a small sob escaped from between us as my tongue coaxed hers to part. She’d always been so beautifully submissive, so when they did, I claimed her the way I had always wanted to.

      Want… need… both consumed me as I deepened the kiss. Her small hands slid up my chest before she wrapped them around my neck, holding me in place. I still controlled the kiss, but in an out of control sort of way. It didn’t make sense, but then it also made perfect sense. Nothing was ever what it seemed when it came to her. I finally realized that. The more I fought to keep her at arm’s length, the less likely that became. My plan for self-preservation had backfired so completely, because Charlotte was under my skin too deeply.

      Somehow, I was able to eventually rip my lips from hers, leaving us both gasping for air. I had to touch her more, though. I trailed a line of kisses from her jawline down to her neck. Charlotte arched toward me momentarily before pulling back.

      “The rules,” she murmured, moaning as I sank my teeth into her throat. “What are they?”

      Her question gave me pause, and I stepped back. Her stricken eyes flew to mine, and I could see two things inside of them. One, she thought what I was doing with her was a game. I supposed I’d been playing one with her since we’d reconnected, but tonight, this was anything but that to me.

      “The only rules, little sub, is that there aren’t any,” I answered. Tonight would be a huge step for me because I wouldn’t try to drown her out as I’d done all the women previously. I needed to hear every sound I wrung from her, and maybe they’d actually drown out the ones that had taken permanent residence in my head since I was twelve.

      The second thing I noticed was how fearful she was that I would still throw her out. God, I wanted to because I knew Charlotte was way too good for me. I would destroy the innocence within that made her so unattainable, leaving her broken inside. Although I knew and believed it to be true, I selfishly needed to possess her in a way I never had anyone else, and never would either.

      “There are no rules…no safe words…no games,” I told her as I tipped her chin up, caressing it with my thumb. A rustling of fabric diverted my attention and I looked down. Her hands were slowly sliding her sweater up her body. I helped her remove it, along with the tank top and bra she wore underneath, baring all that bronzed skin to my hungry gaze. “Understood?”

      Charlotte nodded before flashing me a watery smile. I could still see her tears and as I’d done that first night, I lapped at them with my tongue before kissing my way back down to her mouth. This time when I seized her lips, there was no resistance on her part. My tongue delved into her mouth, dueling with hers as I tasted every part of her.

      She was addictive enough to taste, but even more so to touch. I cupped one of her breasts in my hand, grazing her nipple, which stiffened to a hardened peak. I rubbed my thumb back and forth until she pulled away from me.

      “Hawke?” My name slipped from her swollen lips like a sensual plea. “Touch me.”

      I hadn’t been able to keep my hands off her, but I knew what Charlotte meant. Bringing my other hand to the other breast, I now cupped both in my palms, squeezing them roughly until finally I lowered my head to one, drawing her nipple into my mouth.

      I remembered how beautiful they’d looked pinched between the metal teeth of those clamps I’d used on her. They’d been ripe like a berry, red and swollen. I almost wished I had a pair lying around my room, but I didn’t. Charlotte didn’t seem to mind, though. As I held it captive between my teeth and tugged, she whimpered.

      I moved from one to the other, giving it the exact same treatment before kissing my way down her torso. Charlotte still had some clothing on, which I quickly helped her shed. Once she was completely naked, I placed her back on the table. I used my foot to push the chair to the desk, then I took my seat in front of her.

      I brought my fingers to her pussy, spreading her lips apart. I needed to taste her. Leaning in, I pressed my mouth to her glistening flesh. Charlotte grabbed my head with her trembling hands. The action itself was different than anything I’d ever experienced. Never had I taken a woman and not bound her in some way. The urge to stop and do exactly that did enter my mind, but I didn’t act on the impulse.

      She was so wet, her arousal dripping from her like honey. I couldn’t get enough of her. I lapped at her pussy before moving to her clit. My tongue traced slow circles around it before I drew it into my mouth, drawing a ragged cry from her.

      “Oh, yes.” She even tried to angle her hips to where she wanted them.

      I had told her there would be no rules tonight, but it didn’t mean I was relinquishing complete control to her. That was something I just couldn’t do. I pinched the outside of her thigh, causing her to stop squirming. Another whimper escaped her lips as I returned to my earlier actions, then speared her.

      Charlotte’s taste exploded on my tongue as I fucked her with it. I had only intended to sample her, but now I was eating at her like a starving man. While I had rarely had sex in recent months, it wasn’t because of that. Deep down inside, I knew what this really was. What it had to be. This was more like a last meal, and that realization made me pause.

      “So close,” she told me, trying once again to take from me what she wanted.

      The others had also taken what they had wanted before, over and over again. I fought against the urge to pull away from her, and what I knew would be our final time together. The only thing stopping my flight response from winning out was the reminder that Charlotte wasn’t like those evil monsters from my past. She was my light, not my darkness.

      Still, I seemed paralyzed. My own hands shook slightly as I reached for her legs, intending to push her away. The sweet essence of her arousal, however, was like a pheromone, drawing me closer to her once more.

      “Come for me, Charlotte,” I told her as I lowered my mouth to her pussy and resumed ravenously eating at her wet flesh.

      She dug her nails into my scalp while riding my mouth. The sounds coming from her as she tried to let her climax build were ones I hoped to never erase. As my mouth captured her clit, I inserted two fingers inside her.

      “Yesss,” she cried out, her body bucking against my face. I felt the rush of fluids on my fingers, finally releasing the small bud from her mouth so I could taste her cum.

      I kept driving my fingers toward the one spot that’d send her hurtling over the edge again. When I found it, her entire body froze for a few seconds before she called out my name. I ignored it, attacking the small bundle of nerves with my fingers until she finally came again, this time coating my chin as well with her release.

      I then set her feet onto the edge of the desk as I rolled the chair back. When I stood up, my eyes immediately were drawn back to her. Charlotte was lying on her back,  a thin sheen of perspiration coating nearly every inch of her body.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful.”

      I hadn’t meant to share that with her, but did anyway. Charlotte’s eyes opened and I saw a hint of a smile playing on her soft lips. She raised her hand to brush a few damp strands out of her eyes, but I beat her to it. Grabbing her arm, I pinned it to the desk beside her.

      Her breathing became deeper, especially when I covered her body and pressed my mouth to hers. I teased her bottom lip with my tongue. Her lips parted, her own tongue coming out to tangle with mine. I drew hers into my mouth as my hands slid beneath her body. I lifted her up into a seated position, never breaking the intimate contact.

      I brushed her hair off to one side, tracing her skin. Before tonight was over, I planned to trace every inch of her body so she’d be forever ingrained into my memory. I didn’t want to remember her any other way than how we were now. My fingertips danced over her skin as I used them to memorize the softness of it. Slowly, I dragged them down her neck, across her shoulder, and down her arm.

      My hands weren’t the only ones moving. She dragged hers up and down my chest before she finally dipped her fingers into my towel. The cloth fell apart, then slipped down my legs. Charlotte didn’t stop there, though. Her tiny hands wrapped around my cock, drawing a groan from me.

      I pulled back to allow her better access. Her hands were so soft, and my head fell back onto my shoulders as Charlotte slowly stroked me. At first, I was in the moment, but then something shifted. I no longer felt the gentleness of her touch.

      Instead, it was Florence’s hand wrapped around my shaft. A sense of panic welled up inside me. She must not have sensed my change in mood, or if she did, she didn’t let on. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t ignore the visions or pretend as if my world wasn’t crashing down around me.

      I tried to focus on the memories from a few minutes earlier when Charlotte had been lying on her back, an expression of satiation on her gorgeous face. I tried picturing eyes as blue and deep as the sea, ones I could lose myself in, yet just like that, it was over. Her hand was gone, and I felt bereft but not sickened.

      “My turn,” she told me, her voice echoing in the enclosed space, which was getting smaller and tighter by the moment. I watched as she slid down the length of my body, then knelt on the towel which had once covered me.

      “Charlotte.” I was about to stop her, but she already had her lips wrapped around my cock. Warm... Soft... Wet... She was touching me the way I had always dreamed she would, but felt a hundred times better than I had ever imagined which I never would have thought could be possible.

      Maybe if I focus on this, everything else will fade away.

      I closed my eyes and drifted back to our last scene. She’d taken every inch of my cock as I fucked her beautiful mouth. It was different now, however, because she was acting as more than a warm receptacle. She was a woman, and one determined to bring me pleasure I told her didn’t exist. No matter how many times I tried telling myself that, I never truly allowed myself to believe it.

      As long as I kept reminding myself that this was Charlotte, I might be able to make it through this. She wasn’t Florence, Eleanor, Pat, George, or any of the other buyers. She was my only hope at salvation, but even that started to slip away as the walls closed in around me, the weight of them threatening to crush me entirely.

      The air in the room swept over my skin, which was rapidly dampening with sweat. This was one hell of a time to have a panic attack, but I felt it coming on, anyway. Desperate to calm myself in any way that I could, I tried to focus on the woman on her knees in front of me. It shouldn’t have been so damn difficult because Charlotte’s mouth was heaven. It was warm, wet, and the way her tongue ran down the length of the vein on the underside of my shaft, it nearly made me groan out loud.

      And then I did, or at least it sounded like I had. It was then I realized that I wasn’t responding to her, but one of the women Florence would bring by. Fuck! I was losing it completely, and my rage toward the events that had shaped me into the monster I became would potentially cause me to harm the only goodness to have ever touched me. I no longer saw her, only them.

      Doing what I had to do, I placed my hands in Charlotte’s hair, then pulled her mouth off my cock. At this point, my breathing was heavy, erratic, and my chest ached with the constraint it took to hold her head so close to me, but not let her continue. She exhaled, her warm breath tickling my shaft. My gaze dropped to her, and she was looking up at me with a look that was part sadness and part confusion.

      I brushed my hand over her cheek. Charlotte turned her head into it, but otherwise said or did nothing else. My breathing started to regulate as I returned to the moment and was able to stay there with her.

      “Are you okay?” she finally asked me.

      Her concern was evident, and I realized it was the first time anyone had ever asked me that in a moment like this. During my childhood, obviously, none of my abusers had cared enough to ask me. My mother hadn’t even given a damn. Once I’d broken free of that hell, I’d been so fucked up, that this seemed to be the norm for me.

      Forcing myself to push all that aside, I looked down at Charlotte. “Are you?”

      “Yes, of course. I—”

      “Come here,” I told her, extending my hand. Once I helped her onto her feet, I pulled her back into my arms.

      “D-did I do something wrong?” she asked, her voice sounding as down as my mood had become.

      I was the one who fucked up, the one stuck in that perpetual state. I pressed my forehead to hers. “No...” I paused, unable to tell her what had spooked me earlier. Some things were better left unexplained, my past being at the top of that list. “I just didn’t want to come in your mouth.”

      It wasn’t a complete lie. I would much rather be buried inside her when I did. I suppose it was the partial truth in my statement that brokered no argument from her. Sweeping her back up into my arms, I carried her over to my bed. I dropped her in the center, then I was back on top of her as I’d been a short while ago.
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      I shivered as his warm breath moved across my cheek to my ear. He traced the shell of it with his tongue while his nimble fingers worked their way back inside of me. Hawke began to kiss his way back to my mouth, swallowing my cries when he stroked the spot guaranteed to make me detonate. He had told me earlier there were no rules, so I allowed myself to orgasm.

      It was somewhat bittersweet because I knew he hadn’t come yet. I hadn’t been a submissive for that long but even as simply a woman, I had the ingrained desire to please my partner. Remembering the last debacle, fear began to creep in that I was failing Hawke yet again. Still fresh in my mind were the words he’d told me after that scene.

      Is that what this is?

      I couldn’t ignore the nagging thought in my head, but I did try to stay with him. It wasn’t hard to not be affected by his hands and mouth seemingly everywhere on me. Every touch lit something inside I knew would eventually explode in some fiery crescendo. That wasn’t even a question. Only how and when were.

      “Do you want pleasure or pain, little sub?” Hawke seemed to read my mind because his question was right on cue with my thoughts.

      “How do I choose between pleasure or pain?” I answered his question with one of my own before continuing. “It’s like asking me to choose between air and water. They’re both essential to my being. I can’t and I won’t choose. I want it all, but above all else, I just want you.”

      Hawke paused for a moment before he reached above my head. I didn’t know what he was doing until I heard the tearing of a foil wrapper. He’d told me he hadn’t wanted to come in my mouth, so maybe I hadn’t failed him completely, yet.

      Hope bloomed within me, and when he crawled back down my body, Hawke nipped at my bottom lip, giving it a slight tug before moving between my legs. His large hands ran up and down my thighs until he raised one of my legs for better positioning. When he had positioned exactly how he wanted me, I watched his face as he slowly began to push inside me.

      There was an undeniable amount of tension from the rigidity of his jaw to the overall hardness of his features. He seemed to be present in the moment, but he wasn’t. My heart twisted in my chest the longer I stared at him. There was something wrong here. I could not only see it, but I could feel it as well. He was holding back on me, and I didn’t understand why.

      “Was it my answer?” I thought out loud.

      His eyes had been partially closed, but at my spoken thought, they flew open. “What?”

      I’d never experienced this level of insecurity ever in my entire existence, but it seemed like it was the norm for me whenever I was with Hawke. I was usually left with more questions than answers, never really understanding where we were. Whenever I’d think he hated or was annoyed by me, he’d do something unexpected like stalk me outside of public bathrooms. He’d gone from a kiss to ignoring me completely.

      When I finally got him alone again, we’d had sex, then he left me directly after. It’d been followed by another bout of silence, then our infamous scene. That was when he’d told me that I hadn’t pleased him. After I’d begged for him to leave me alone, only to wake up to find him watching me sleep. And even now, he went from telling me he didn’t want to have sex with me, yet he was taking me to bed. It was here, however, where those wicked insecurities made my head spin the most.

      “Why am I not good enough?” I asked. I knew the answer carried the potential to shatter me completely, but it was a risk I had to take. It seemed everything with Hawke was.

      Hawke withdrew, and while my body felt the loss immediately, I had felt it long before he carried me to the bed. Even now, he seemed uncomfortable. I didn’t get him at all. I now feared I never would, either.

      “I’m trying not to hurt you,” he countered.

      “Liar! Can’t you see that’s exactly what you’re doing?” I didn’t know how much clearer I needed to be. As he’d been after our last scene together, he was completely detached from what was going on. “Just be truthful for once and tell me that I don’t do anything for you.”

      The hardened lines of his face softened some at my words. Hawke had been brutally honest with me since the day we had met. I didn’t understand why he struggled now to just tell me the truth. The longer he played this charade, the more hurt he would cause me.

      “I wish that I could.” Hawke stopped there, and I nearly scoffed at him.

      “Wish you could do what? Tell me I can’t please you in bed? If so, you’ve already told me that before.” The earlier tears returned, and with a vengeance.

      He looked torn on how to answer. He was thinking too long and hard on what to say, which to me just confirmed anything he said would be a lie. After scrambling into an upright position, I pushed his hands away when he tried to touch me.

      “Just don’t.” I hurried out of bed and looked frantically for my clothes. I saw them by the door, and I had just managed to pick up my panties when Hawke grabbed them from my hand. “Give those back!”

      “No,” he told me. “You have no idea what the fuck I feel when it comes to you.”

      “Then tell me,” I implored.

      “I wish I could, little sub.” I watched as he ran his hand over his head, mussing up his hair. He seemed as frustrated as I felt, yet it was all his fault, and he was too blind to see it.

      I was a fool to ever come over here. I could see that now. Surely Syn wasn’t the only BDSM club in the city. Since I couldn’t make up my mind and decide what he did and didn’t feel for me, I’d have to move on.

      “I can’t do this anymore with you.” There was a finality in my words that echoed the sentiment in my heart. Mine had been cracked one too many times, and I realized if I stayed with him any longer, he’d actually do the one thing I told him he couldn’t do. He’d break me. He already was piece by fucking piece.

      Hawke seemed resigned to my decision, which caused the shards to dig in a little deeper. Finally, he let out a breath before speaking. “I never wanted this.”

      I laughed sarcastically. “Thanks, Einstein. I never would’ve figured that out on my own.”

      I was now being bitchy, but it helped cover up some of the pain gripping my chest. I knelt down to pick up my pants, cursing the shakiness in my arms. I was holding on to the last of my restraint by the thinnest of threads. If I didn’t get the hell out of here, I would only embarrass myself more.

      I was suddenly yanked to my feet, then pinned against the wall. I tried to push him off, but he was too quick, easily restraining both hands above my head. I heaved deeply a few times before the tears started to roll down my cheeks. Dammit!

      “I’m sorry I keep hurting you with my words, Charlotte. Just listen to me.”

      I glared at him, unsure of how the hell he was going to spin this. Curiosity won out over pride, so I stopped trying to fight him. “You have one minute.”

      He narrowed his eyes at me, but I arched my brow.

      “I don’t want or need this with anyone, but the things you do to me, I can’t explain. It’s been there from the start. You’re like a fucking drug. I know you’re bad for me, yet I can’t wait to get another fix.”

      I remembered back to the night of the masquerade party, and I remembered him asking me something very strange. I hadn’t given it much thought after because he’d dismissed me once again, but that time from his life. Was it possible he’d been fighting his attraction for me since then?

      “Feel this,” he told me, letting one of my hands loose. He held it to his chest where the deepest scar lay. “I want to want you so fucking badly, but I can’t allow myself to claim you. You’re a weakness I can’t afford right now. And if you don’t believe me, focus on what you feel beneath your palm.”

      I was so confused and still trying to make heads and tails out of what he was saying. When he mentioned something about what was on his chest, I tried to block out the noise in my head. “What is it?”

      “It’s a self-inflicted scar, and it isn’t the only one on me, either. You’re my fucking addiction. Since you need to know why I can’t want you, now you do.” I went to respond, but he quickly demanded, “Feel this!”

      Another few tears fell, burning a trail down my cheek. “Y-you’ve hurt yourself because of me?”

      “These happened a decade ago, but I swore back then I’d never allow anyone to make me this weak again. I used to cut myself with anything I could find. Knives… razors…glass… wire… it didn’t fucking matter what it was. If it could make me bleed, I wanted it. And this scar is why I can’t allow myself to want you.”

      My heart was breaking more with every word from him. The pain I’d often witnessed now started to make sense, but then again, it didn’t at all.

      “I can help you, Hawke.”

      “You once told me you’d rather feel pain than nothing at all.” He released my other hand, then stepped away from me. I watched him walk toward the bathroom to pick something up. When he stood again, I already knew what he had in his hand. “I’m the complete opposite. Before you arrived here tonight, I was holding this to my wrist, trying to decide whether or not to cut myself.”

      “But why?” I asked even as my earlier words repeated themselves over in my head. I had mentioned slicing open a vein, never in a million years imagining that Hawke was about to actually do that himself.

      “Because of you,” he answered.

      “Me? I can help you if you’ll let me,” I told him as I slowly made my way over to where he was standing. The knife was still in his hand and I was terrified, not that he’d hurt me, but that he’d hurt himself. “Is this why you think you’ll hurt me? You’re already broken inside, so you think the same thing will happen to me?”

      The truth was reflected in his dark eyes. “I’ve already hurt you, little sub. How long will it be before I completely destroy you?”

      I didn’t know how to answer that because if I were being truthful, the last few minutes had practically gutted me already. I searched my brain for words that would help him, but I couldn’t come up with any. There was only one thing I could think of, so I took the knife from his hand, tossed it back onto the floor, then lowered myself to my knees.

      “Use me!”
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      She was as brave as she was foolish. When she pulled away from me, I hoped her sense had returned, but I was proven wrong when Charlotte dropped to her knees. It didn’t matter how badly I treated her, she kept coming back for more. I honestly didn’t know why she cared about me so much. I’d given her every reason to walk away, yet she wouldn’t do so.

      I pulled her up onto her feet. I needed to send her away, but God, I wanted to lose myself in her heaven for the last time before I was confined to my normal life of hell. Her eyes brimmed with tears, but she was resolute in her decision to offer herself to me. The longer I stared into those cerulean depths, the deeper I fell. Another few moments in her presence and I’d be lost for good.

      Against what I knew was much better judgment, I lifted Charlotte easily into my arms, pinning her to the wall again. My cock swelled even more until just the sensation of being pressed to her body was painful. This time, there were no words and no hesitation. Wrapping her legs around my waist, I thrust hard into her sweet heat, growling as her inner walls enveloped me. She fit me like a glove.

      “If there was ever a heaven on Earth, little sub, being buried balls deep inside you would fucking be it.”

      I grabbed her hands when she tried to touch me, pinning them back above her head. She wanted to be used  which I could certainly do. The fact it’d be the very last time didn’t matter right now, and I pushed the thought out of my head completely. Nothing mattered in this moment other than fucking Charlotte.

      With her now restrained, I began to move. At first, I started off slow while I experimented with different angles. When I found the one I liked best, I started to drive into her with long, forceful strokes. 

      “Make it hurt so good,” she pleaded, drawing a small smirk from me. I leaned in and captured one of her hardened nipples between my teeth. I wasn’t gentle with her. Neither of us needed that right now. Our bodies slapped against the wall as I bit at her breasts, shoulders, and neck. “Yesss!”

      Charlotte’s pussy grew tighter, her walls convulsing around my shuddering cock. I felt an exchange of energy, almost like a bolt of electricity. She moaned then, as if she felt it, too. I continued to fuck her, ignoring the stirring of my own orgasm. I would get there, but not before she had hers.

      I dropped one of my hands, reaching between our bodies, while able to keep hers still pinned above her head with the other one. I started to rub circles around her clit, pressing inward until she gasped and her hips bucked. Each jerk of her body sent us both hurtling faster toward the edge.

      “Fuck!” I cursed, feeling the rush of heat up my shaft. “Come for me, little sub.”

      “Hawke,” she cried as our orgasms exploded, simultaneously pulling us both under. Charlotte’s entire body shook from the tremors while I simply leaned against her until the throbbing in my cock subsided.

      For the first time in my life, I had truly felt every intense second of my climax. I wasn’t simply going through the motions where my body searched for that moment of completion and relief. I had felt immense pleasure for the first, and most likely last, time.

      Normally, I couldn’t pull out of a woman fast enough, but as I kept her pressed into the wall, I allowed my cock to linger inside, focusing on the changing sensations as her pussy relaxed and my dick softened.

      When she started to slide down the wall, I released her hands, cradling her ass in my grip. Our bodies were sticky with sweat and other fluids. Regretfully, I pulled out, carrying her into the bathroom. I disposed of my condom, starting a shower before whisking her inside.

      Charlotte was drowsy and compliant at this point, which worked to my advantage. I didn’t want to talk about what had just happened between us. I was honestly still trying to reconcile it in my head. I’d gotten a taste of what sex could truly be between two people, and it sucked knowing I’d never feel it again. Quickly washing both myself and her, I then carried her back to my bed to tuck her in.

      She was out before her head even hit the pillow, so I threw on some sweatpants and started to clean up the room. It didn’t take me long because the suite was fairly small, so when I was finished, I brought a chair close to the bed.

      As I sat down, I couldn’t help but be struck at how beautiful she really was. It was more than skin-deep. Charlotte didn’t harbor the shame and evilness inside her that I did. At times, I wished I could shed my skin and remove all those memories, but they went so far back, I’d peel away layer after layer and never completely rid myself of them all.

      Charlotte Maxwell was kindness, beauty, and light all wrapped into one submissive package. If my nightmares had been dreams, she was much more than I could’ve ever fantasized about. There was a certain innocence to her that life hadn’t ruined yet. I knew the longer I stayed with her though, the sooner I’d snuff out the spark she possessed.

      My demons would slowly overtake her, leaving her broken and miserable afterward. She’d just proven she could vanquish my sexual demons, but could she do the same for the others? I didn’t want to hurt her enough to find out. She was everything I never wanted, and I knew I couldn’t have her.

      I reached out to stroke her cheek before brushing the hair out of her face. My hand lingered there as she slept. “If I had the capacity to love, little sub, I’d give it all to you.” 

      The admission came out of nowhere, surprising even me, and at the realization that I had spoken it out loud, I pulled my hand away before standing up quickly. I walked over to the floor-to-ceiling windows and gazed out at the view of the city. How many nights had I done this very thing from this very spot? Even back in Washington, D.C., I’d spend countless hours staring out at a world I didn’t belong in, imagining the type of life I could’ve had if things had been different for me.

      “I love you.”

      At the sound of her voice, I spun around. “What?”

      Charlotte was already out of the bed, the sheet wrapped around her body. She smiled at me,  then ran a hand through her sleep-tousled hair. She slowly walked to me, reaching out to put her hand on my shoulder before pulling it back at the last minute.

      “I said that I love you,” she repeated.

      I thought perhaps I had imagined her confession until I saw her eyes. Had she heard what I’d said aloud? I wasn’t entirely sure, but what I was sure of was that I would now need to hurt her differently than before. I’d already been struggling with how to let her go, but now I wouldn’t have to. She would be the one to walk away from me, and if she was smart, she’d never look back.

      “No, you don’t. You just think you do,” I said gruffly, turning away from the window. I walked over to the small mini fridge and grabbed a beer out from inside.

      “Don’t tell me what I feel,” she responded.

      I detected a small amount of hurt in her voice, but it wasn’t enough for my liking. She was as stubborn as she was beautiful, so she’d darken my doorstep night after night trying to prove me wrong if I didn’t do this right. 

      I shrugged nonchalantly. “If you do, then you’re a damned fool.”

      From her facial expression, I saw that my words stung just a bit. She chewed nervously on her bottom lip for a few seconds, either to hold back her retort or to choose her next words more carefully.

      “You’re right. I’m a damned fool, as you so eloquently put it. Admitting that doesn’t make my feelings for you any less real, though.” Her head was now lifted, her chin sticking out in an act of defiance. “You can keep pretending you don’t feel anything for me, but eventually, you’ll reach a point where even you can’t fight it any longer. There’s something between us, and I know you feel it, too.”

      Maybe, but I have to keep fighting it and you, little sub.

      “There’s something all right. It’s called sex, and we both know how I feel about it when with you.”

      I knew her fears about not pleasing me would come to the forefront. I was right when her head jerked back as though I had physically struck her. I kept reminding myself that I had to be brutal in order to finally convince her once and for all that we had no future. “Future” didn’t exist in my world because I was still stuck in the hell of my past.

      “I don’t believe you,” she finally said, challenging me.

      Charlotte flinched when I growled, but otherwise, continued to stand there. “I honestly don’t care what you believe. There can never be anything between us but sex, and I feel even that is lacking.”

      But only because of me, little sub.

      The pain I was inflicting upon her pride was evident, but it was out of my control to help her. I could never tell Charlotte I’d give almost anything to be able to return the words she needed to hear, or at the very least, a promise that I might be able to one day. 

      “I know you think that now, but we can work on—”

      “All the time in the world wouldn’t help me fall in love with you,” I interrupted.

      And it’s because I already have.

      It was then I realized how true it was. Like all the other secrets I kept inside, this would be the hardest one yet.

      “How do you know that?” she asked quietly.

      “I’ll never fall in love with you, Charlotte.”

      I don’t need to fall. I’m already in love with you.

      She let my words sink in, and where I expected her to start crying, Charlotte surprised me when she just shook her head instead. “Of course not. You have a brooding asshole reputation to maintain. Don’t let me get in the way of it.”

      Charlotte dropped the sheet, hurrying over to where her clothing was. It was agonizing to watch her dress. I wanted to not only commit every inch of her to memory, but to also to spend these last few seconds with her.

      It didn’t take her long to put on her clothing, and after she slipped her dainty feet back into her heels, she turned to level me with a glare. I tried to ignore the tears welling up in her eyes. I really was the world’s biggest asshole, and she’d be a hundred times better off without me.

      I cleared my throat. “You’ll realize one day that whatever you think you feel for me now isn’t real.”

      Meanwhile, I’ll spend the rest of my life knowing exactly how real it is.

      She let out a sarcastic laugh. “Or maybe you’ll realize I was right.”

      “I won’t, Miss Maxwell,” I responded, knowing how much she hated the formality. Doing as I did the night of the masquerade party, I stared emotionlessly at her for a final time. “Goodbye.”

      Please don’t go!

      But she did. Charlotte grabbed her purse and walked out. Out of my room… out of my life… and out of the darkness that would destroy everything within her. She slammed the door behind her, leaving me unwilling and unable to do anything more but stare numbly at it.

      Goodbye, little sub!

      I mentally flipped off my inner voice before returning my attention back to the city below.
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      There’d been something different about this fight of ours. The realization that this was final was enough to bring me to my knees, and it did when I bypassed the elevator, opting to take the stairwell instead. I had barely gotten through the door before dropping to them. My pain was indescribable, and despite my best attempts to pull myself together, it consumed me so completely I could do nothing more than wrap my arms around my knees as I rocked back and forth. My tears flowed more freely down the sides of my face, but I didn’t even attempt to wipe them away.

      What’s the use? It’s not like it’s going to make them stop.

      In this moment, I wondered if anything ever would. I continued to cry, hoping the tears would cleanse my heartache. I didn’t even know how long I’d been in the stairwell, but eventually, I scrambled back onto my feet.

      Faced with the prospect of having to take the stairs in my heels, I almost returned to the entryway but remembered I would need to walk by Hawke’s room again. I had no idea what he was doing, or if he was even still there, but if I had to make a guess, I’d say he was probably kicked back in the chair with his feet up toasting to his complete and utter freedom. He’d never have to be bothered with me again.

      “Your life will be so damned perfect while mine’s in shambles.”

      No, I couldn’t allow Hawke to see that I hadn’t even left the hotel yet. While the likelihood of him seeing me was low, I decided not to even test my luck since lately it had been shit, for a better word. Resigned to having to walk down about twelve flights of stairs, I took the first one. With each one I took thereafter, my heart ached for what could’ve been if Hawke hadn’t been so damned stubborn.

      I’ll stay away from you.

      That vow was one I intended to keep. I cleared the next step, and then the few after, each one becoming a little easier to take. Hawke wouldn’t have to concern himself with me, nor would he need to keep subjecting himself to sex with me. I knew there was a spark, but he was unwilling to even acknowledge the possibility, so I would give him what he wanted. If he changed his mind and wanted to know where I was, he’d only have to follow the broken pieces of my heart that’d lead him to me.

      I finally made it out of the hotel and stood near the building for a minute as I debated whether or not to call another Uber. I really only wanted to get the hell away from Hawke and since my place wasn’t too far down the road, I decided I would just walk home. Determined to do exactly that, I cursed with the next few steps. My heels were getting quite the workout tonight. Maybe it’d have its advantage, though. My feet would be throbbing so much by the time I made it there that I might be able to forget, or at least ignore, the heaviness in my chest.

      There was a definite chill in the air and I shivered. Night was settling in and it was only getting darker. Since I’d decided to walk instead of waiting for an Uber, I took a final glance up at the hotel before I headed home. The first step was always the hardest one, I’d heard, and with that in mind, I kept walking, hoping the next few would get easier. But they didn’t.

      I felt an undeniable pull back to Hawke, but I ignored it the same way he had ignored me when I’d told him that I loved him. He wanted to say there was nothing but bad sex between us, but I knew differently. I’d heard his words as he caressed my face. He had the capacity to love, but I was evidently not worth the effort.

      “Asshole,” I swore under my breath. The wind gusted a few more times, causing me to pick up the speed of my steps.

      I should’ve waited for an Uber after all, but I had been in too big of a hurry to get away from Hawke. Just the thought of his name made me want to swear more. When I got home, I would run a bath, drink a half bottle of wine, and spend the rest of the night cursing his name. It sounded like as good of a plan as any, especially the part that involved drowning my sorrows with alcohol.

      With the promise of some sort of relief from my emotional state, I started to walk faster. Click, clack. Click, clack. At first all I heard was the sound of my high heels on the pavement until something else caught my attention. The noise was footsteps, but I knew from the dull, yet heavy, sound that they weren’t mine. I spun around quickly but saw nothing.

      Am I fucking paranoid or what?

      Shaking my head, I focused on the task at hand and started to walk again. The streets were getting darker by the second, which didn’t help my spooked mood. One foot in front of the other, I kept mentally reminding myself. I was less than five minutes away from my place, already seeing the illuminated outline of the building off in the distance.

      As I continued to walk, however, I couldn’t shake the sense of dread building up inside me. Something was wrong. I could feel it. My pulse accelerated as fear began to take over. I took another step and nearly pitched forward. Looking to see what caused my almost fall, I could only shake my head.

      “Seriously?” I asked no one in particular. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      The heels to one of my shoes had snapped. Besides realizing I had just broken one of my favorite pairs, I would now have to finish the rest of the walk barefoot. I scowled before taking them off. The concrete below the soles of my feet was cold, so I started to pick up my pace. I wasn’t the only one, though.

      The sound of footsteps returned, growing louder as whoever it was came closer. I was then reminded of what I saw on the news. I might’ve just been paranoid at this point. There was a better chance of turning to see Hawke behind me than some crazed lunatic who got his rocks off hurting women. I might’ve laughed until I realized how much that sounded a lot like the man whose room I had just left. I ignored that, and the fear kept me moving.

      I didn’t bother turning around. I kept my legs moving despite the pain slowly building in them. One more block. I didn’t even look, racing across the intersection. Thankfully it was so dark outside or else I probably would’ve been hit by a passing car. These doomsday scenarios kept popping into my head, making it hard to focus on the simple things like breathing. For one who ran half marathons just a few years earlier, I was nearly out of breath by the time I crossed the final street. All that separated me from safety was the creepy alley on the side of my building.

      I intended to make a sprint across it, especially when someone’s shadow combined with mine. About to scream, the sound was muffled by the gloved hand now pressed to my mouth. I tried fighting off whoever it was, but then I noticed something familiar about the aftershave worn by whoever this was.

      I stopped struggling, and once I did, the hand moved away. Spinning around, I sighed deeply in relief. “You nearly scared the hell out of me, Austin.”

      “You shouldn’t be out here alone at this time of night, Charlotte,” he told me.

      I nodded. “Yes. You’re right. I just…” My voice drifted off as I thought about how much to say.

      I definitely didn’t plan to go into any details about Hawke and what transpired between us. Ayden had already told me to steer clear of him once before. It’d been easier said than done because like a moth, I was constantly drawn to his flame over and over again. This time, however, I was determined to make sure it was the last time. There were only so many times that someone could get burned. Tonight had been that tipping point.

      “Then why are you?” he asked, something in his voice not sounding right.

      I tried to think about the few times I had seen him before. They were all with my brother and Ayden. In fact, he was the latter’s partner. I should’ve felt safe with him, but something was definitely wrong. The hairs on my arms were standing on end.

      “I was visiting a friend who doesn’t live that far away. I should’ve just taken an Uber.”

      “Your friend lives in a hotel?” he asked.

      How in the hell do you know where I’ve been?

      I wet my bottom lip and realized he must’ve seen me leave Hawke’s place. If this information got back to my brothers or family friends, they’d be so disappointed. Inwardly, I groaned as I anticipated the third degree lectures I would get from them. I was about to respond until his next words made my blood go cold.

      “You do know there’s a killer on the loose targeting women like you?”

      At first, I wondered why he’d lumped me into the same category as prostitutes and strippers, then I realized he knew I’d been having sex while at the hotel, likely thinking I was a whore as well. About to give him a piece of my mind, an odd thought struck me.

      I glanced over his shoulder and tried to see if I could see his police cruiser. It was nowhere in view. In fact, there were no cars in sight. Someone had been following me, and it’d been him. I took a step or two back, not even realizing where I was leading myself until my back hit the brick wall.

      “Well, do you?” he asked again as he advanced even closer, this time his voice showing irritation.

      “I do, and I’m sorry. I should’ve thought about that.” I hoped to slip out of my current predicament by slowly sliding away from him. “I w-won’t do it again.”

      Austin’s eyes had changed drastically. He was scaring me, and I didn’t know why but I intended to tell Ayden about it, possibly as soon as I got to my condo. Trying not show how terrified I was, I flashed him a smile I hoped would disguise it. My eyes darted every which way for some other sign of escape or help. I kept coming up with nothing. It was well after two a.m., so I knew there wouldn’t be many people just roaming the streets.

      Why in the hell did I decide to walk?

      I had no option but to distract him enough so that I could make a run for it. My feet were like blocks of ice, frozen from my having stood barefoot on the cold ground as long as I had. Tonight had been one momentous mistake after another. I should’ve gone home instead of going to Syn, or at least have gone right home afterward. I just had to confront Hawke, fall into his trap, and now, I couldn’t think straight.

      But I couldn’t blame him for this because even after everything else that had gone down, no one told me to walk instead of waiting a few minutes for a damn cab. There was an overnight café right around the corner from the hotel. If I had been that worried about Hawke catching me as I waited, I could’ve always gone down to it. A cup of hot cocoa sounded nice right about now. I wished I had two—one to drink and another to pour on Austin’s crotch.

      “Respectable women don’t enter hotels, then leave a few hours later, Charlotte,” he chided, his voice becoming even creepier. “Whores do that. Is that what you are?”

      I shook my head before responding. “N-no. I had a fight with my friend.” That was an understatement when it came to what had actually gone down between me and Hawke. It was in that moment I thought about how to use this to my advantage. Austin was nowhere near the size of the Sadist. “He’s going to come looking for me. He always does.”

      Well, that lie slipped out easy enough. Hawke wouldn’t come looking for me. He’d gotten what he wanted with our final goodbye. Memories from earlier returned, but I wouldn’t allow Austin to see me cry. It’d give away my dishonesty.

      “Then he’s not going to like what he finds.” Austin sneered.

      “What are you going to do to me?” I asked. Did he plan to rape me? Murder me? My blood ran cold at the idea of the latter. The killer Ayden and Chase had been looking for had been right under their noses the entire time. The killer knew how to avoid being caught by the police because he was one, and not just any officer, either. He’d been assigned to the very case where the suspect was him. Who’d know better how to throw off an investigation more than one of the ones investigating it?

      Austin pulled something out of his pocket in a flash, but it’d been so quick I couldn’t see what he had. In the small sliver of moonlight, it didn’t appear to be a gun or knife so maybe I was wrong. He then smirked at me before speaking in a menacing tone.

      “I’m going to free you from a life of sin.”

      A life of what?

      I knew what that meant, but it was rich coming from someone who murdered helpless women for fun. I needed to get out of here and since I no longer had heels to slow me down, I suddenly tried to bolt away from him. That plan backfired because I had not even gotten more than a couple steps when he grabbed my hair, yanking me backward.

      “Please, don’t do this,” I tried to plead, only to have him pull my hair harder.

      I tried squirming, but it was of no use. His arm wrapped around my neck as he led me further into the alley.

      No, not tonight, asshole.

      Raising one leg, I brought my foot down hard. It likely hurt me worse than him because I was barefoot. His maniacal laugh confirmed that. I wouldn’t go down without a fight, though. “Hel—”

      “Shut up, you dirty, little whore,” he warned as he covered my mouth to stifle my scream. I tried to bite him, but he’d anticipated it, so he was able to counter it.

      I had only my arms to defend myself with, but they did little good, especially when he slammed my face hard against the brick. The pain was excruciating. My vision blurred and white spots that resembled specks of static on a television screen danced in front of me. Everything was spinning. I tried to hold on, but knew I was fading fast. I was about to give a last ditch attempt to free myself, but he pulled my head back, then slammed it right into the wall again. Night faded to darkness, and everything went dark.

      I wasn’t sure how long I was out but when my eyes fluttered open, I realized I was smack dab in the center of hell. His gloved hand encircled my neck, leaving something behind in its wake. Whatever it was, he’d wrapped it around my neck and I knew exactly what he intended to do. Survival instincts kicked in, and I quickly brought my hands to it, trying to slide my fingers between my throat and the plastic.

      “Die, you despicable whore,” he cursed as he started to tug. I gasped, choking as I tried to suck some air into my lungs. I had no idea how long I could hold my breath, but I wasn’t going down without a fight.

      My head throbbed as something warm and thick trickled down my face from a gash on my forehead. The coppery scent brought me back to that night at The Box with Hawke when I’d been scared like I was now. He’d cut off one of my senses, forcing me to use my others. Tonight, I could see, but I couldn’t speak.

      Another sharp tug had my head spinning once again. The plastic was so tightly wound around my neck and the addition of my fingers did little to ease the pressure on my windpipe. I tried to cough, but when my mouth opened, nothing came out. Or did it? The last thing I heard was him calling me a ‘whore’ again before he struck me across the cheek.

      I staggered but managed to stay on my feet. The second strike proved to be too much because I fell as soon as the pain exploded. He was right behind me and this time, I couldn’t even fight him as he yanked my hands out from beneath the plastic before giving it a final tug. My head fell limply back to the ground as I conceded defeat.
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      I had been pacing back and forth in my suite for nearly the last half hour. Restless, I hadn’t been able to even sit since Charlotte had left. My little sub. She’d been so angry and hurt when she’d left my room. I hated myself for treating her the way I always did. Tonight had been the worse, though. I’d never forget the sight of her face as we made eye contact for the final time. She’d known it was over and walked away.

      I wanted her to walk away, or at least my head had. My heart, however, was a different beast altogether. It’d honestly surprised me that I actually possessed one considering all the baggage underneath. I finally felt something other than hate and loathing for someone, and now my heart was as broken as I knew hers was.

      “This is what the fuck you wanted, man,” I tried to tell myself.

      But was it?

      I shook my head. I wanted Charlotte Maxwell. I couldn’t deny that. What I could deny myself, however, was the woman I loved because I needed to protect her. There could never be a future for us when I was enslaved to my past. The nightmares were so real, the voices still haunting my every waking moment.

      When I was with Charlotte, I would try to silence my demons, but I couldn’t. So many times I’d been with her and they’d been right there with the two of us. I was fucked up in the head and would continuously endanger the sub without even trying. She was better off alone than with me. I knew that, and once she realized it too, my worst fear but also greatest relief, would be imagined.

      The restlessness inside me continued to grow, though. I was like a lion in a cage trying to claw my way out. It should’ve been nothing new to me, and it wasn’t unless you looked at the reason. I needed to put her out of my head. Going back over to the chair, I sat down and stared at the cold, empty bed. Just an hour before, Charlotte had been sprawled across it, her long ribbons of blond silk flowing around the pillow. I picked it up from the bed and brought it to my face, inhaling what I could smell of her on the pillowcase.

      Staying back in that moment, I remembered staring at her while she slept, having to resist the urge to tie her arms and legs to the bed posts with a few of my suit ties. I’d wanted to touch her again… to mark her… to claim her as I’d done before that.

      My mind then drifted to what I’d done to Charlotte to tire her out. I fucked her, or had it been something else? Whatever one called it, I’d never experienced the sort of orgasm I’d had with her. It’d completely blown my mind. Never in my entire life had I been able to let go enough to truly enjoy the moment, and my reward had been the first true orgasm I’d ever had.

      What one hand giveth, the other taketh away!

      And that’d been true all my life. I’d come so far, but then would fall back into the same old doubts and pain again much like I was doing now. Back then, my moods swung back and forth like a pendulum from numbness to pain.

      “It doesn’t have to be this way, Nathaniel.” Caine Stephens had been the only friend I’d had for the longest time.

      “I can’t silence the voices,” I’d replied while staring at the sharp edge of a knife.

      “You can take back control of your life,” he’d said. “Let me help you.”

      “No one can save me,” I’d blindly answered.

      “You’re right about everyone else, but you don’t need them. You can save yourself.”

      I would run my hand down the dull side as my friend’s words seemed to drift into one ear and out the other. The conversations between us were much the same until that one night. Right before I could cut myself, Caine had grabbed the knife and tossed it over the railroad tracks.

      “You’re giving them the power to destroy you. Stop!” Caine had told me. “Channel the pain into something positive. You’re going to be dead at the rate you’re going. I know something that can help you because it has helped me. Let me show you this place I’ve been to a couple of times.”

      “Isn’t this for members only?” I’d asked once we arrived there.

      “I know the owner, so I can get you in.” I had no doubt about that. “Are you ready to take back your life?”

      Caine had left no room for me to protest, and that turned into a pivotal moment in my life. For a kid who hadn’t felt any sense of hope since I was twelve years old, it gave me delusions that I could have a normal life after all. It was crazy how four years of my life could completely wipe out three times as many years of dreams. Instead of wanting to be an astronaut or superhero, my biggest dream was now simply to be normal, something I’d come to realize was very overrated.

      And Caine had been partially right. I had gone on to lead a semi-normal life over the course of a decade, but that broken child inside still resided. Tonight when my dick had been buried inside of Charlotte and I actually came, I damn near felt like I could take on the world.

      And what the fuck did you do? You let your world walk out the door.

      I could imagine hearing Caine say that to me. And he would be right. I growled, then tossed the pillow back onto the bed. Did it really matter now? Some things were meant to be, while others not so much.

      What was done was done.

      I stood back up and returned to the window. From my vantage point, I could see almost a half mile down the street in either direction. It was late night, or early morning, depending on who you asked, so there were hardly any cars or people in sight. Maybe that’d been what allowed me to see someone that resembled Charlotte on foot headed away from the hotel. Any woman with sense would know better than to walk the Denver streets at this time, alone. Of course, that only confirmed it was Charlotte because my little sub was irrational even on her best days. She was even more beautiful on her worst.

      I knew she didn’t live too far from my hotel, but it was still a good enough distance away to concern me. Cursing, I finished getting dressed and decided to go make sure she at least got home safely. She had to have gotten a good head start, but in those monster fucking heels, I would easily be able to catch up to her.

      Pulling my coat tighter as the wind gusted heavily around me, I started to walk, my long strides eating up the pavement as I went. I couldn’t see her, and the entire walk to her place, I just hoped she’d made it inside. Once I saw that she was okay, I’d let her go. I had to. Whenever she was around me, she’d act way too careless. I had that effect on her and as good as she was for me, I was equally as bad for her.

      Charlotte’s building came into view, but a sound in the alley stopped me in my tracks. I tried to lighten my footsteps, but when I turned the corner, a man was hunched over a woman checking for vital signs. I stepped closer and my heart thudded in my chest. On the concrete was a familiar pillow of blond silk.

      “Charlotte,” I called, panicked as I hurried over to her.

      The man had been forgotten for a few seconds as I knelt beside my sub. She was out cold, and I was paralyzed in fear when I noticed the plastic around her neck. I jumped to my feet, then quickly had the man pinned to the wall.

      “What the fuck did you do?” I asked, my tone lethally calm. It was one thing for the buyers to rob me of a future when I’d been drugged and bound, but another for this asshole to do the same, only to Charlotte. “Answer me!”

      “I-I’m a police officer. My badge is in my pocket,” the man answered. “I heard a scream, saw a man running, and when I got here, she was on the ground passed out.”

      I hadn’t seen anyone running, so I kept him pressed to the wall. “Keep talking.”

      “I’m with the Denver PD. Ayden Santiago is my partner.”

      At the mention of the detective, I remembered back to the night of the break-in. There were a number of officers crawling all over Syn. I looked closely at the man, and I did remember seeing him there that night. I let him go before rushing back over to Charlotte.

      “Call nine-one-one,” I ordered the officer as I knelt back down with my sub. Her body was so limp, but there was a trace of a pulse. I held her hand, brushing my thumb over her wrist, hoping to infuse enough warmth to wake her up as the detective used his pocket knife to free the plastic from her neck.

      The officer then stepped aside, calling someone else I assumed was the police by the conversation he was having with whoever was on the line. I didn’t care about that. The only one I cared about, and had ever cared about, was dying in my arms.

      “No, little sub. This isn’t the way it’s supposed to be,” I told Charlotte, practically rocking her in my arms. “You stay with me, goddammit.”

      “Ayden and the EMTs are on their way,” the detective interrupted before he started to look around. “I’m going to start securing the scene.”

      I gave a nod before raising Charlotte’s lifeless body up. “You can’t leave me, little sub. Just hold on a little while longer.”

      The wails of sirens could be heard in the distance, screaming as they got closer. Within a few minutes, the paramedics were loading her onto an ambulance. I attempted to follow them onto it until one of the EMTs put his hand out to stop me from advancing any further.

      “You can’t ride with her.”

      I growled and was going to argue, but the police officers were watching me carefully. I didn’t want to delay her getting much needed care, so I would control my temper for now, even though it was taking a Herculean effort on my part to do so.

      “I need to tell her something, then you can go.” The EMT stepped back as I hurried over to her. I cupped her face in my hand and kissed her cheek. “I love you, little sub. You were right. Now wake the hell up and give me one of your ‘I told you so’s.’”

      I was about to say something more when the gurney was pulled away from me. Charlotte was then loaded onto the ambulance and the last thing I heard before it raced off into the night were the words ‘Saint Joseph’s Hospital.’
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      After the ambulance left, I had tried to leave too but got detained for questioning by Ayden Santiago. I told him all I knew, which was a hell of a lot less than what Austin Whiteside knew. Eventually, I was released and allowed to go back to my hotel where I got my car and took off for the hospital. I’d probably never driven faster than I did on the drive there.

      Once at the hospital, I lied to get information on her whereabouts. I had to see her… to tell her I would make everything okay.

      Would she even listen to me?

      That damned inner voice of mine actually made sense this time. I had broken her heart and with my cruel words, might’ve done more than just push her out of my life. I might have led her straight into the arms of a madman who might’ve just extinguished that beautiful light of hers forever, one I’d been so afraid I’d destroy myself.

      I reached the floor where she was getting care and noticed a familiar sight in the waiting room. It was the man I had seen her with at the restaurant, the one she’d told me was her older brother. It was safe to assume the other two blond males were her other siblings. Joining them were her parents, their pictures recognized from the file I’d had drawn up on her. I didn’t want to intrude, so I made sure to stay out of sight.

      A doctor rushed past me, and joined the group waiting. Hoping it was an update on her condition, I moved a little closer, too. I’d heard the six of them talking, the physician throwing around terms like “concussion,” “stable,” and “observation.” A profound sense of relief filled me. I wasn’t sure whether she could have visitors and it was the first thing one of her brothers had asked. They were advised to wait but I wouldn’t and couldn’t.

      I slowly eased away from the doorframe, and followed the numbers down until I reached the room the doctor had just referenced. I peeked inside and when I didn’t see anyone lingering about, I slipped into the room. Charlotte was lying there, a jumble of wires protruding out from beneath her hospital gown. Her head was swollen and bruised, the dark purple coloring enough to make me ball up my fists. I stepped closer, seeing the large red mark that circled her neck.

      “I’m going to find out who did this to you, little sub,” I vowed as I stood beside her bed.

      I knew I wasn’t supposed to be in there, but I had to check on her condition myself. I didn’t want to impede her medical care, so I forced myself to resist the urge to touch her. She looked so broken, her fragility even more apparent now to me than ever before. While I wasn’t the one to attack her, my sending her out into the cold, dark night had led to it, so I was partially, if not almost as responsible for what had happened to her as the sicko who did this.

      “I was so afraid my love would break you, and it did, just not in the way I’d imagined it would.” I continued to look between her and the machines. I didn’t know what most of them were for, or what purposed they served. “I foolishly thought by rejecting your innocence and pushing you away, I’d save your spirit from getting crushed. I didn’t think about your body.”

      My own eyes watered as I imagined the horror she’d suffered. I found myself wracked with guilt, the knowledge that I could’ve prevented this from happening to her eating away at me. Charlotte was lying in that bed because of me. As the Dominant inside me roared to life, I was left with even more regret because now, I realized I’d failed her as both.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you, little sub.”

      And I was, maybe even more so than she would ever know. My hands ached to touch her, but I knew I couldn’t. I never should’ve because if I hadn’t, none of this would’ve ever happened. I didn’t know whether she blamed me or not, but it didn’t matter. I knew the fault laid with me, and the weight of that guilt was nearly crushing me beneath it.

      Finally, I committed her current state to memory. As I made whoever did this pay, they would look a hundred times worse than her when I was finished with them. Rage was the only thing fueling me at this point, so I turned and walked to the door.

      “H-Hawke,” came a soft voice from behind me.

      I thought for a moment that I had imagined the entire thing, but when I turned, her beautiful eyes were open. Moving back over to her, I didn’t resist touching her this time. Picking her hand up with mine, I held it.

      “How are you feeling?”

      I knew it was a stupid question the second I’d asked it. I looked down into her wide eyes, a myriad of emotions flashing inside them. Charlotte was disoriented, and I watched her wince as she tried to speak.

      “Shh,” I told her softly. “You don’t have to talk right now. Just calm down and I’ll get the doctor in here.”

      She was in considerable pain, and judging by the deep bruises and swelling, I wasn’t surprised. Charlotte was growing more agitated, however, and would only end up hurting herself worse if she didn’t stop moving. I went to reach for the call button when she reached up and grabbed my arm.

      “H-how,” she managed to croak, then winced some more.

      Not entirely sure what she was asking, I made the assumption that she’d want to know how she ended up there. Or maybe, she just wanted to know why the hell I was there. Clearing my throat, I decided to start with what I knew, hoping I would answer any questions she’d have so she could relax and not hurt herself more.

      “I needed to find you after the way things ended,” I began before pausing. I wouldn’t get into why, so I continued. “When I saw you leave on foot, I had to make sure you got home safely. I quickly got dressed, then followed behind you. When I reached your building…”

      Again, I paused, this time to swallow down the frog-sized lump in my throat. I thought back to that moment, feeling the terror I’d felt then rise back up inside me. Charlotte had seemed to calm down a little, so I forced myself to continue.

      “I heard something, then I saw you in the alley with a man. I thought for a second he’d been responsible. You were lying on the ground with a plastic cable tie around your neck. You weren’t moving, and I feared you were dead.”

      It’d been the singularly worst moment in all of my life, even going way back to my childhood. The pain I’d endured then had nothing on the kind I’d felt a short while ago.

      Charlotte was listening, and I could tell she was trying to remember what had happened to her. Since she was following along, I decided to continue. The machines and everything else were forgotten as I forced my mind back to the alley.

      “The police were already there. The officer had seen someone take off on foot, but he had wanted to check on your condition. I didn’t see…” Again, I paused because something was wrong. The machines monitoring her vitals began to beep and make other noises. I watched almost in horror as different numbers started to rise.

      “W-Who?” she asked, her voice cutting through the fear I felt.

      “Detective Whiteside was there. He—”

      Her entire body went limp at that point, and the machines began going off like crazy. The doors burst open and I was pushed out of the way. Everything happened so quickly. A team of medical personnel rushed to her side, one of the nurses yelling for a crash cart.

      I stood there paralyzed, unable to say or do anything but watch the scene unfolding. Defibrillator paddles were placed on her chest, and I flinched as they pressed them to her chest. Something was yelled, and her entire body jerked.

      “You can’t be in here,” a nurse told me when she noticed me in the corner.

      “Is she going to be okay?” I asked, but the woman didn’t answer me.

      Instead, she started to fuss and push at my chest until I stepped outside the room. Other medical staff came rushing down the hallway while mentioning the words “code blue.”

      Please don’t die on me, little sub.

      I was worried, and when the same nurse reappeared, I already knew she wanted me gone. It was hard to walk away, but the last thing I wanted was to be locked up when she did awaken. I knew she would. There was no way fate had thrown us together in so many ways, only to steal her from me now.

      I left the area and found myself wandering aimlessly around the hospital. I didn’t know how long I had been walking, but eventually I found myself in front of the chapel. I’d never been in one before, or had any desire to be. I’d realized at a young age that prayer was useless. It’d done me little good. I’d alternate between praying for the abuse to stop, or the pain. It’d just gotten worse from that point, and I’d eventually learned to live with it. There was another profound ache in my chest, only  this time for what I might lose now.

      The room was empty, and that was for the best. I wasn’t sure what the hell I was actually doing in there, so I needed the privacy. I walked down to the altar area, and after lighting a candle, I sat down on the first pew. “I don’t know what to say. Please just let Charlotte pull through this.”

      My skin was starting to crawl in a place like this. The gesture was the right one, but I couldn’t sit there and pray to a God I knew didn’t exist. If he had, he wouldn’t have let me suffer the way I had. He also wouldn’t have made Charlotte fight so hard for her life, especially when hers was one worth living compared to mine.

      I quickly exited the chapel and was left with two options. I could go back and wait with her family for some word on her condition, or I could go home. The latter wasn’t happening, so I chose the first one. It wasn’t long before I reached the area where her entire family was still congregated. I tried blending in with them all, but I stuck out like a sore thumb when seated next to any of them.

      Chase looked at me, and his disdain was evident. I had never met the eldest Maxwell kid, so I didn’t know why he was shooting daggers in my direction. Charlotte had to have said something about me before and there was no telling what. I’d hurt her more times than I could count, and it could’ve been after any number of those times.

      Ayden Santiago entered the waiting room, then looked between the two of us. He mouthed something to Chase before sitting down beside me.

      “I don’t really think this is the best time to be here, Hawke—” he began before getting cut off.

      “Have you caught the one responsible for this attack yet?” I asked, irritated that the detective was here instead of overturning every rock.

      If Charlotte didn’t make it—no, I couldn’t and wouldn’t accept that as an option.

      “I have men out on the streets now. Charlotte’s been stabilized, so I’m waiting here to take her statement.” Ayden then looked over at the Maxwells before turning a sympathetic eye back to me. “It’s been a long night for everyone, and the family needs time to process this. Why don’t you go back home or to your club?”

      “I would rather be here. I need to talk with her.”

      “She experienced a terrifying trauma, and she needs her family right now more than she needs you. When she wakes up, she is going to be agitated. That distress might cause her to crash again, and if she does, they might not be able to revive her this time. They almost didn’t a little while ago. If you care anything for her, just let her be with her family right now.”

      I knew he was right. The last thing Charlotte or her family needed was me complicating anything. I was still scared for her, but more optimistic now than I’d been a half hour ago because Ayden had told me that she was stable again. I let out a harsh breath, then threw my hands up.

      “Okay. I’ll leave, but if anything changes with her condition, will you please let me know?”

      Ayden nodded, and almost seemed relieved that I wasn’t going to cause a scene.

      “I do care about her despite what anyone thinks, and I know she feels the same way about me.”

      Ayden didn’t say anything until Detective Whiteside appeared in the doorway. “I need to step outside, so please do everyone a favor and leave as you promised.”

      I nodded this time, then walked out of the room. I still didn’t feel right going straight home, so I headed toward the rooftop instead. Once I’d made it to the top, I pulled out my phone and saw another message from Caine Stephens. This one sounded cryptic, and with nothing else to do, I called my friend.
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      I slowly blinked at the sound of the machines beeping and whirring around me. As I tried opening my eyes, I closed them again, having to squint to keep the blinding light out. In the few seconds I’d had them open, it was enough for me to know I was in a hospital. It’d been that way for days, and I was starting to lose hope that I would ever get to leave this place. Home. It’s where I planned on going as soon as I was sprung.

      “How are you feeling, Charlotte?” Ayden asked me as he ruffled my hair.

      I grimaced slightly as I rolled over into a sideways position. “Better. Has he been caught?”

      I was terrified of my assailant finding me again so he could try and finish the job. The serial killer had killed six other women before me, but I had been lucky number seven, the luck coming in that I actually survived where the others before me hadn’t. The identity of my attacker was shocking to not only myself, but everyone else around me, including the man sitting beside me.

      Ayden Santiago was like a brother to me, and I knew once I told him who it was that he’d naturally blame himself since the two worked side by side for so long. When I’d been revived for the second time in the hospital and was allowed to answer questions, I had told Ayden everything I could remember.

      Well, maybe not everything.

      The stuff with Hawke had been left out, but not the way Austin had attacked and tried to kill me. At first, Ayden didn’t seem to believe me. If I was being honest, Chase and Cortland seemed just as skeptical. After all, Austin had been working as tirelessly as them on trying to crack the case. I now knew why they’d never caught the bastard before now.

      Maybe it’d been that Hawke also seemed to corroborate parts of what I had told them, but something I’d said had convinced them to look into my story. Cooper then told me Austin was on the run, though, and I knew I would never be able to move on with my life until he was caught and locked away forever.

      “We booked him last night, but there’s something I need to tell you—” he began to say, and I shook her head vehemently, not wanting to hear that he’d been released.

      “Please tell me you didn’t let him go.” The heart rate monitor beside my bed started to beep incessantly. I needed to stay calm, and I knew that, but fear was one hell of an escalator, and I was currently gripped with it.

      As if he could sense how upset I was getting, Ayden laid his hand on my arm, then rubbed it in a comforting motion. “No, we didn’t let him go. It’s nothing like that.”

      “T-then what?” I stammered in question. I was getting all worked up, and I needed to know it all.

      Ayden took a small breath. “He won’t be able to hurt you or anyone else again. Austin hung himself in his cell last night.”

      I shouldn’t have been celebrating the fact that anyone had taken their own life, but there was a huge weight lifted off of me at the news. I had been so fearful of getting released from the hospital only to have Austin come back to finish the job. That terror had been a constant noose around my neck, keeping me imprisoned worse than the plastic cable tie I later learned he’d tried to kill me with had.

      If it hadn’t been for Hawke finding the two of us in the alley, I knew I would’ve been dead. I still had no idea what the hell he was doing there, or how he even knew where I was. The way things had been left between us was bad, so having Hawke chase after me had been the last thing I would’ve ever expected.

      He’d saved my life in the alley, but then later I remembered seeing him at the hospital. Even now, that brief time period was still a blur. I’d almost thought I had conjured him up until Chase told me that Hawke had indeed been here in my room. I couldn’t remember a whole lot from our interaction, but I could clearly recall the events at his hotel, including his obvious denial of what was between us.

      I also remembered the determination I had to finally move on from our toxic and dysfunctional relationship. It’d hurt me enough to walk away from him that night, but later at the hospital… Hawke had returned again, but thankfully, the guard placed outside wouldn’t let anyone but immediate family in to see me.

      “Don’t cry over him,” Ayden said, wiping the solitary drop of moisture from my cheek.

      It took me a moment to realize he thought I was saddened by Austin’s death. It was actually quite the opposite, but I kept that part to myself. He’d never be able to hurt any other woman again, especially not me. Only one person had the power to hurt me, which was Hawke, and I suspected he always would. He had the means and motive to do so, but I had made sure I cut off the opportunity once and for all.

      When he’d returned the last time, I had Chase and Ayden let him know in no uncertain terms that I didn’t want to see him now, or ever. I doubted if it would be enough to convince him to stay away, so I’d given Ayden a single word to give to him if he returned. It was the one Hawke had once gave to me.

      Eleanor!

      I still had no idea who she was to him, or the significance behind it, but since it was given to him, Hawke hadn’t returned to the hospital. I’d used the safe word on him for the second time. When I had first used it, he’d let me go, and it appeared that he had once again.

      “Are you okay?” Ayden asked me as I rolled over onto my back.

      “I am now,” I responded, and while only partially true, I knew I would get where I needed to be eventually. “With this nightmare over, I can finally move on.”

      Ayden nodded before rising to his feet. He leaned over to kiss me on the forehead just as the door swung open. He stepped back, and Emery eyed the two of us suspiciously. “It’s over now. Just focus on getting better so you can be released. Okay?”

      “I will,” I replied, and as he walked away, I called out to him, “Ayden, thank you for everything.”

      I watched him leave, then smiled at my best friend as she took her spot in Ayden’s chair. “I’m so glad to see you, Em. This place is making me crazy.”

      “I hate hospitals,” Emery said in agreement. “They are so drab and depressing. Sterile, even.” She shuddered in mock horror then grew serious. “Did Ayden tell you about Austin?”

      “Yes, he did. I can’t say I’m torn up about it, either.”

      And I wouldn’t because I wasn’t.

      “I heard about it on the news, so I had to come down here to tell you, but I should’ve known Ayden would break it to you first.” Emery seemed disappointed about that, but then grew quiet for a few seconds before a wide smile broke out on her face. “Ooh, but what I bet he didn’t tell you was that he’s been to Syn in a personal capacity.”

      “Ayden?”

      “Yes, girl. He can wield a whip pretty handily, too.” Emery then started to describe what she’d seen the last time he was with a sub, and at the mention of great hand-eye coordination, I giggled.

      We spent the better part of high school following behind some of the older guys. Talking about sex with Emery was so familiar. It was commonplace between us. It was in that moment I realized things were getting back to some semblance of normalcy. My body would be healed soon, which gave me hope for my mental state, too.

      It was simply the emotional wounds I feared would take a lot longer. I pushed Hawke from my mind and began listening to my best friend ramble on again. I had always been a fighter… a survivor… and now I had my entire life ahead of me. I merely needed to pick up the pieces of my broken heart, which I would.

    

  







            EPILOGUE – HAWKE

          

          

      

    

    






FOUR WEEKS LATER

        

      

    

    
      I really needed to get out of this hotel and into my own place soon. After what had gone down with Charlotte, I hadn’t been entirely sure that I would even stay in Denver. To this day, I still blamed myself for her being attacked, and maybe that was the reason why I forced myself to stay in Colorado. I basically forced her out of my room, and life, that night, sending her straight into the crosshairs of a maniac with a God complex. She could’ve been killed. Every time I thought about her, the guilt from that night would nearly crush me beneath its weight.

      Leaving town to try to return to some semblance of the Hawke I once had been would change nothing. Because of my callous actions, I had hurt the only woman I had ever loved, and maybe even worse than that mad man had. For that reason, I didn’t deserve to get a clean break or a fresh start somewhere else. Staying in Denver was my punishment, and one I’d gladly endure over and over as long as she was okay.

      When out in town, I had seen Chase a few times, but the man was very tight-lipped about his sister. Ayden Santiago had been the one to tell me when Charlotte had been released. He had even told me that she had returned to work a couple of weeks later. At the time, I wasn’t sure why he felt the need to share that with me, but I was honestly happy to get anything I could from him about her.

      I had wanted to do something with that information, even if it was just stopping by Platinum Dreams to catch even a glimpse of her, but so far I had restrained. Upsetting her was the last thing I wanted to do anymore.

      Charlotte’s attacker had been caught, and I had to admit to being floored when I found out the identity of the culprit. A frisson of fear, this time for someone other than myself, had filled me, especially realizing how close I had come to losing her. It blew my mind that it’d been Detective Austin Whiteside all along. I hadn’t just happened upon the officer trying to save her. He was trying to finish the job, instead.

      Thankfully, Charlotte had pulled through after the cardiac incident I had witnessed in her room, and she had been able to point a finger at the dirty cop. He was promptly arrested, and during the search of his apartment, they’d found enough evidence to connect him to the other six murders that had gripped the city for months.

      Austin would never be brought to justice for his crimes, however, because less than twenty-four hours after being charged with a litany of felonies, including multiple counts of first-degree murder and then for Charlotte’s attempted murder, the coward had hung himself in his cell.

      Before that happened, the possibility of the death penalty was even being floated out by those such as the mayor. While none of that came to fruition, at least in the way intended, Charlotte, and all other women, no longer needed to worry about him. This scare had made everyone more vigilant, and I had even upped the security at Syn. It would do little to fix the harm that had been done already, but it might help someone else have a future.

      I sighed at that word having lived the majority of my life with the acceptance that there’d never be one of those for me. I’d met Charlotte, and that changed. I tried to resist her… to push her away… but in the end, she’d been the one to do so to me. I had meant it when I said I would respect her wishes, but a month later, it still hurt like hell. The task also proved harder than I ever thought it would be. She wasn’t at the club, or darkening the doorway of my hotel room. She also wasn’t smiling at me from across the room, or doing things to land herself beside me. Charlotte was gone, which was what I had wanted, or perhaps it had simply been what I had tried to want, but valiantly failed to do.

      Be careful what you wish for.

      That inner voice of mine had me scowling, and needing to forget about her, I started toward the window when I was interrupted by a knock on the door. I hadn’t ordered room service, and I rarely had visitors, so I had almost ignored it until the knocking grew louder. Walking over to it, I finally flung it open, and my breath hitched in my throat.

      Charlotte was standing there, and she looked nervous, but before I could even greet her, she smiled wearily at me. “You know you really suck at this love thing, right?”

      I stood rooted in place for a few brief seconds until her words set in. They repeated in my head until finally, she stepped forward. That was the only sign I needed. Pulling her into my arms, I kicked the door shut behind her.

      “Charlotte,” I rasped a moment before lowering my head.

      When my lips touched hers, it was electric. I’d missed her so badly, and I thought I would never get a chance to speak to, much less touch her, but now she was in my arms, sliding her tongue into my mouth. Charlotte’s arms came up around me as I walked her back to the door. Pinning her against it, I began to kiss her with all the emotion I’d withheld from her in the past.

      I was no longer controlled by the voices from the past. All I wanted and needed was currently molding herself against me. My tongue slid alongside hers, tangling in an intimate tug-of-war I knew I would win. Her body surrendered to me so beautifully, just as it always had, but for once, I wanted and needed more. Despite knowing that, I found it incredibly difficult to pull away from her, so the kiss went on until she eventually pushed at my chest with her small hands.

      We were breathing heavily when I did step back, never taking my eyes off her. Charlotte was the epitome of beauty. Although the bruising had disappeared, I knew the scars would likely always be there because mental ones were always the hardest to get rid of. It was something I was living proof of. Despite what I suspected she felt though, the innocence I had always been so drawn to was still there.

      “What took you so long?” she asked me, and I knew exactly what she meant.

      “I wanted to give you some time,” I told her, leaving off the indefinite part. “You told your brothers you didn’t want to see me anymore, so I tried giving you space.”

      “I did, at the time. You never came back for me, though.”

      Her voice echoed her hurt, and there had even been a hint of an accusation in there. I knew what she meant, and why she felt that way. If I had known she had actually wanted to see me, nothing would have stood in the way of getting to her. It had taken me seeing her on the ground with her life slipping away to finally stop fighting what I felt for her. If I had only done that sooner...

      “The longer I’ve gone without you, the more I had to accept whatever this was between us was over,” I continued, and I had, but it was the hardest fucking thing I had ever done. While I had set her free, I hated every damn second of it. She was here now, though, and I had no intentions of letting her leave. Finally, I added, “I’ve never experienced anything like this before, so I followed the golden rule of—”

      She laughed, the sound cutting me off. “Since when do men like you follow the rules? I thought you made them and could break them.”

      I smirked, then pulled her into my arms again, this time answering with my actions instead of words. I fused my mouth back to hers, picking back up where we had just left off. Charlotte melded her luscious body against me once more, and I felt my cock swell in response. My hands began to explore those curves I’d only been able to dream about for the last month, and they felt so much better than my memory.

      The urge to strip her naked so I could bury myself so deep inside her was strong, but I didn’t want her to think I only missed her for the sex. It was then that I remembered the hurtful things I had said to her once before about her inability to please me. There was no way I could take her to bed again, and let her even suspect any of that bullshit was true. That meant I would need to tell her about the rest of my past, hoping she wouldn’t view me any differently.

      Once again pulling away, this time I took her hand and led her over to the bed. Charlotte looked at me in question, especially when I didn’t even make an attempt to take either of our clothing off. I sat on the edge, then motioned for her to sit in the chair across from me.

      “Before we go any further, little sub, I need to tell you the truth about myself. You already know who and what I am, now I need to explain the why.”

      She nodded, then clutched the hand I extended out to her. My mouth was suddenly dry as if I’d just swallowed cotton, but I forced myself to speak. It wasn’t something I was used to sharing with anyone, so I didn’t even know where to start, eventually deciding on the beginning.

      As I gave her a very high overview of what I’d endured as a child, I could see her growing more emotional. It almost made me stop because I’d promised myself that I would never hurt her again, and my words were evidently doing that. That’d be taking the easy way out though, so I continued on about the buyers, then the other women who used me, too. I also briefly touched upon the foster homes I’d been placed in, and the subsequent cutting before getting to the part that’d affected her the most. I’d done so, though, making sure she knew the reasons why I would never want to look at, or hear, the women I’d fucked. Finally, I pulled my hand away from hers.

      “And that’s basically been my fucked up life. I’m sorry if I led you to believe something differently before. It was just easier to push you away than to allow myself to open up to you. For what it’s worth, these last four weeks, I’ve regretted every second of it.”

      I finally stopped talking when I realized she’d barely said anything during my entire spiel. When I had detailed the abuse, I knew she’d been trying to comprehend it all. Her expressions were so transparent, but the more I carried on, the less certain I was about what she felt. Emotions were things I’d never even tried to understand because it was something I never showed. From a young age, I had learned to hide my weaknesses because the vultures of the world liked to prey upon them.

      Charlotte then stood up, and I thought she had meant to leave until she moved from the chair to me, crawling into my lap. My arms wrapped around her as I held her tightly against my chest.

      “I’m so sorry you had to live that life. Those monsters… can’t even… I mean…”

      She seemed to be at a loss for words. I clung to her like a buoy at sea. It was in that moment I realized she was my lifeline. Charlotte had been put into my life in Washington, D.C., for a reason. I thought karma was trying to complicate my life, but it had been destiny, instead. Fate had put her in my path because I had lost my soul over the years. Charlotte was the key to everything, and I still couldn’t believe that my earlier behavior hadn’t fucked things up beyond repair.

      When I had walked into the dungeon at The Box, I hadn’t known it at the time, but that moment changed everything I knew. I’d been too blind to see why at the time, but we now had a second chance although I had nearly pissed that one away as well. This third time would be the charm. I would make sure of it.

      I brushed Charlotte’s hair out of her face before burying my face against her neck. I nuzzled her soft, fragrant skin, then started to kiss my way up her throat and along her jaw. I couldn’t get enough of her. For an entire month, I’d only been able to dream about this moment, so there was so much I wanted to do. With my mouth, I trailed kisses across her cheeks and chin before finally capturing her lips in a gentle kiss.

      Charlotte surrendered to me completely. Her soft moans filling the room like a beautiful melody as she let me take my fill. I could kiss her all night, but the way she was rubbing herself against me, I knew she wanted more. Hell, I did, too. We not only wanted it, but I knew that we needed it. This reconciliation wouldn’t be complete until we both could wash the memories of our past away so our future could start.

      My hands slid under her ass, and in one fluid motion, I was on my feet with her in my arms. I dropped her onto the bed and removed my shirt. She’d been wearing a thin sundress which came off just as easily. When she was sprawled across the mattress, clad in nothing but a lacy bra and panties, I rid myself of my pants and grabbed a condom.

      “Take them off,” I instructed, nearly groaning as her bra joined her dress on the floor. Her dainty fingers slid beneath the waistband of her panties, but she didn’t try to lower them. Instead, she smiled innocently at me. With a growl, I grabbed the lace, then tore it from her.

      I was on her in a flash, spreading her legs apart. I needed to bury myself balls deep inside of her scorching heat, so I could savor every second. That proved to be a task in itself. I tried, if for no other reason than to make thing better for her. Slowly, I entered her. Charlotte arched her hips toward me, and I grabbed them, before pinning them to the bed. Finally, I hit her back wall and paused.

      “I’ve never felt with anyone what I feel when I’m with you, little sub,” I told her as I slowly withdrew. Plunging back inside Charlotte, I kept my eyes on hers. “The things you do to me…”

      I started to move now, thrusting in and out of her with long, steady strokes. From this position, I was able to lower my head to her breasts, capturing one of her nipples between my teeth. I remembered how she liked pain, so I made sure to keep the small bud imprisoned until she cried out my name.

      “Hawke.”

      My name slipped from her mouth over and over as my thrusts became more urgent. For the first time, all I could hear was her. It was such a beautiful sound, and more than enough to drown out those voices from my nightmares. She actually silenced them, or maybe I had actually found a way to do it myself.

      For years, I had deprived myself of basic pleasure because I hadn’t been able to forgive myself. In this moment, I realized it was what I had needed to do, and Charlotte forgiving me allowed me to reexamine my own life, and I truly no longer blamed myself for those events which were out of my control.

      It was like being able to breathe fully for the very first time. All this time, I had been on life support, but now, I was truly free. I could not only find love, but I deserved it as well. Charlotte was all that I needed. She was my lifeline, and I’d never let her go again. My strokes became even harder and quicker, and I rose up on my hands so that I could see her face. Charlotte had her eyes closed and her mouth open in bliss.

      “Look at me, little sub.” Her lashes fluttered open, and I found myself mesmerized by them.

      I was so close and I knew that she was, too. Charlotte’s pussy pulsed around my shaft, her channel getting tighter with each stroke. The pleading look in her eyes was too difficult to ignore. I gave her a nod, then threw my head back as she came around my cock. Her body was greedy, sucking every inch of me as she convulsed beneath me. I kept on thrusting inside, though, until I couldn’t any longer.

      “Take it all, Charlotte,” I told her as I started to come. “My cock… my seed… my heart… Take everything, but most of all, take my love.”

      She’d wrung the last drop from me, and I collapsed atop her just long enough to roll over onto my side, bringing her with me. We were still intimately joined together, but it went beyond the physical. As I leaned in for a kiss, I finally said the three words I’d been waiting forever to say to her. “I love you.”

      She started to tremble, so I pulled back, searching her eyes for what was wrong. “I love you, too,” she said back to me, and all was right with my world.

      “You’re mine,” I told her. “All of you. Mine!”

      “Yours,” she told me, then laughed. “And just so you know, I told you so.”

      And she had. Grinning, I slapped her outer thigh, then reluctantly pulled out of her. After disposing of the condom, I got up to go run us a shower. A few minutes later, I had her pinned against the shower wall as my dick slid back into her. I was no longer in hell. Charlotte had shown me heaven, and I never planned to leave.

      Later that night, we were lying in bed, both completely satiated from the various rounds we had gone with each other. I had tried to remember her fragile state, but we both needed this time together, so I had tried my best to go easy on her. Her contented sighs as we now lay so intimately with one another had me smiling.

      So, this is what happiness feels like.

      It had been something I had never known, and something I had never even wanted. It felt right, though. It was real. It was true. It was love.

      Charlotte yawned, and I looked down at her. Room service had already been ordered, and we were awaiting its delivery. Some sustenance was needed before I took her again, which was a first time thing for me, and another first for us. While we both knew there would be more nights like tonight, every one of them was precious, and I didn’t intend to waste any more than I had already wasted over the last several months.

      We were meant to be. There wasn’t any other explanation for how two very different people from opposite walks of life ended up together in something like this.

      I couldn’t ask for anything more.

      I smiled. As soon as the thought entered my mind, I heard a knock on the door. Untangling her body from mine, I slipped on a pair of sweats, then went to get the room service. When I returned to bed, she had my phone in her hand.

      “Who’s Caine?” she asked.

      “He,” I told her as I took my phone and set it onto the nightstand, “is my oldest friend. He’s encountered a bit of trouble in Washington, D.C., so he is on his way to Denver. I’ve told him all about you, and he’s very anxious to meet you, little sub.”

      “What’s he like?” she asked me.

      “You’ll see. Soon!” I promised before rejoining her in bed. The room service was then forgotten as I covered her body with mine once more. My insatiable hunger had returned for something, and it was her. As soon as I sheathed my cock in another condom, I slammed back into her, this time making her forget both the food delivery and the text message. We only needed each other, and I spent the rest of the night proving that to her.

    

  


  
    
      And now here’s a sneak peek from Caine - The second book in this Men of Syn series.

      

      The day’s events repeated themselves, awakening me from my slumber. As I rolled over to sigh blissfully at the fact everything had truly been just a bad dream, something felt wrong. The mattress on which I slept was much harder than my luxurious one at home. Even the linens were different. It was somewhat scratchy when compared to the high thread count sheets and comforters I was accustomed to. The current one felt like something cheaply bought at a local department store.

      My eyes flew open as I realized the nightmare was real. Scared when I didn’t recognize the place, I scrambled upright in bed. This wasn’t a random hotel room because there were personal belongings lying around, none of which belonged to me. I closed my eyes, trying to remember what had happened once I’d left Syn. Finally, I remembered Caine and fell back against the pillows.

      I had to be at his place. Tears formed once more, but I swiped them away before any could fall. There was no way I’d allow him to see me cry again. Wondering where he was, I scanned the room, finally locating him as he exited what I assumed to be the bathroom with nothing but a towel wrapped around his lean hips.

      Although the room was dimly illuminated, combined with the light coming from the bathroom, I could see him in much clearer detail. And damn if he wasn’t a sight for sore eyes. The ink I’d noticed earlier on his arms and neck covered nearly every inch of his taut frame. He was definitely not the type of man I’d ever been attracted to before, but the longer I foolishly stared at him, the more tempting he became.

      I didn’t know men that were as rough around the edges as Caine, but there was something about him that intrigued me. Maybe it was the James Dean-meets-rocker vibe he possessed, or the fact he was a Dominant. Whatever it was, I needed to stop salivating before he caught me.

      “You’re awake, darlin’,” he said, walking toward the bed.

      His voice was lower than it’d been at the club, but it still had the same sensual drawl to it. Inwardly, my womb tightened as my fascination built. He moved closer, and I not only saw his numerous tattoos, but his pierced nipples as well.

      My arousal seemed to skyrocket at the discovery. Inked and pierced was a sexy combination that would’ve never interested me in the past. I preferred the preppy jock types. He was changing that whole philosophy.

      I turned my eyes from the male to the room. The room actually symbolized the opposite. So, of course, I would find myself attracted to him on a very physical level. I’d been making the wrong decisions at every turn so far, so what was one more.

      Glancing back at him, I forced myself to smile, albeit weakly. “I am.”

      I then pulled the sheet up to my chin and hid my hands behind it. When nervous, I liked to fidget, so I twisted my hands together while holding his gaze.

      Caine eyed me briefly before grinning. His smirk only made me wetter. He had an uncanny effect on me that was equal parts exciting, but also troubling.

      He stayed silent for a minute before finally speaking. “How does your ass feel?” he asked before he broke off eye contact and walked over to the nearby dresser.

      When I remembered back to the spanking and subsequent minutes afterward, my face turned red, most likely the same shade my ass had after the paddling. “It’s fine,” I replied a bit abruptly.

      Caine turned around, the move loosening the towel. My eyes widened as the cloth material slid to the floor. He was now standing before me naked and completely unfazed by it. I couldn’t help but stare at him. Not only was his large cock rock hard, but there was also a glint of light reflecting off the surfaces of the numerous metal accessories adorning his erection. So his body piercings were not limited to merely his ears, lip, tongue, nose, and nipples.

      Dear God!

      I tried looking away, but I couldn’t bring myself to do so even though I was fully aware I was practically drooling. My gaping didn’t seem to bother Caine. In fact, his smirk grew wider.

      Still unabashed, Caine walked across the room, re-entering the bathroom. When he was finally out of view, I took a few deep breaths, needing to pull myself together. He’d offered to let me stay in his room overnight. He never mentioned anything more.

      That in itself was the most mortifying part of the evening. I’d thrown myself at him when we were at Syn, yet he’d appeared disinterested. Evidently, he’d removed my wet clothes and had put a T-shirt on me because I knew I hadn’t done it myself. Now, I was in his bed, and he still hadn’t made a single move toward me.

      For fuck’s sake. Do I need to hold up a sign in advertisement?

      I had no idea what kind of women he fancied, but I couldn’t be that far off the mark. Pride seemed to be the only thing I still possessed, yet when he stepped back into the room wearing a pair of boxers, I blurted out the one burning question currently on my mind.

      “Why don’t you find me attractive?” When I’d actually heard the question out loud, I prayed for the floor beneath me to open and swallow me whole.

      He arched a brow as he stared intently at me. “On the contrary, darlin’, I find you very attractive.”

      “But...” I started before pausing. My next question wasn’t even one I was sure I wanted an answer to, but decided to just spit it out there anyway. “Aside from the punishment, you haven’t touched me at all, here or at the club. Am I not fuckable to you?”

      The corners of his lips tipped upward as he slowly grinned at me. I mentally cursed myself for asking something so ludicrous. In my defense, today had been one of those days where my insecurities ran amuck. This vulnerable, and definitely needy, feeling wasn’t one I relished at all. It was foreign, and something I didn’t want to repeat.

      Caine moved over to the bed, the mattress sinking beneath his weight. He touched my cheek, turning my head so I’d have nowhere to look but at him. “I’ve thought of little else but fucking you since the night you fell into my arms.”

      I gasped at his words and was about to ask why he hadn’t made a move yet when he suddenly did. Cupping the other side of my face with his hand, Caine pulled me closer so he could kiss me.

      At first, it started off slow. His lips moved tentatively, forcing me to hold back on a response. Control wasn’t something I possessed a lot of, and in my current mind frame, I was now afraid of disappointing him more. Clutching the last thread of restraint I had, I dropped the cover and brought my hands to his chest.

      While I pushed softly at him in order to put some distance between us, Caine deepened the kiss, this time sucking teasingly on my tongue until my own tangled with his. Of their own accord, my hands moved from the hardness of his torso up to his shoulders. I clung helplessly to him as his hands began their own sensual torment.

      After pulling the blanket down, he cupped and massaged both breasts of mine, and when my nipples hardened, I prayed his mouth would soon ease the rapidly building ache. His thumbs flicked back and forth over the hard buds, eliciting a series of moans from me. Then in a flash, he tore his T-shirt off of me.

      “Fucking you,” he rasped against my lips, “is just for starters.” Pausing, he nipped at my bottom one, giving it a sharp pull before continuing. “I want to own you, princess. And in the bedroom, I always get what I want.”
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