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   This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
   Frozen on the street corner, paralyzing fear snakes through my body, effectively seizing all the air from my lungs. I’m in the middle of the Concrete Jungle, but I may as well be a deer in the woods. Hunted. 
 
   It’s the same feeling I always get when I see a woman who resembles my tormentor. Cars are rushing by, horns blaring, people pushing past me. But it’s all drowned out while I try to steady my breath and focus on the figure across the street. 
 
   My heart feels like a jackhammer in my chest as I try to make out the woman’s facial features. She’s wearing a hat and sunglasses, but she’s looking right at me. At least I think she is. But why? 
 
   We’re at a standoff. I know I should run, but my body refuses to move. I’m so tired of running. So tired of this scenario. Could it really be her? Has she managed to find me in a city amongst millions of other people? I don’t know, but I can’t take that chance. 
 
   I begin making a mental list to gather up my belongings, find Alanna, and leave the city within the hour. But just as I turn to run, a man approaches the mystery woman and kisses her on the cheek. 
 
   I’m transfixed by this turn of events and can’t force myself to look away. The woman removes her sunglasses, and an overwhelming sense of relief floods over me. It isn’t her. I sprint off in the other direction, relieved and embarrassed at the same time. It looks like I will live to see another day after all. 
 
   My real name is Victoria Colletti although I go by the alias Victoria Kelly now. I’m not a spy, or a CIA agent, or anything that exciting, although I often wish that were the case. I’m just your run of the mill twenty-four-year old, except I happen to be on the run in New York City. Before that, it was a long list of other big cities, and the occasional small secluded town where I thought I could hide. 
 
   But everywhere I go, there’s always the same scenario. The same almost daily battle of seeing someone who resembles her, the woman I can never escape. Fear controls my life if you could even call it that. I’ve been on the run for so many years now I don’t think I’ll ever have any semblance of a normal life. Whenever I’ve tried to settle down in one place and finally get comfortable, the close calls become real. The woman standing on the other side of the street has turned out to be real in some cities. And I’ve learned my lesson from those close encounters, never settling in one place longer than three months now. 
 
   This is what my life has become. I used to run because I was afraid for myself. But somewhere along the line, my feelings evolved, and I stopped caring about my fate. I run now, simply because I don’t want her to hurt any more of the people that I love. Anyone who is just an innocent bystander in all of this. It’s happened once before, and I swore to myself I will never let it happen again. 
 
   My time on the run has been full of hard lessons and bitter pills. I feel like a coward for letting her win, but I don’t know any other way. I’m weak and filled with self-hatred. I’m not ashamed to admit that because it’s painfully obvious. 
 
   I always feel like I’m split in half. There is the shy, timid me who craves love and acceptance. And then there is the reckless part of me, like a willful teenager crying out for attention- the one who will do almost anything to get it. These days, more often than not, my shy and timid side is making an appearance, and it feels good to finally leave reckless me behind. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
    
 
   “Fuck!” 
 
   My eyes sweep the streets while I check my watch for the fifth time in under a minute. 
 
   I’m already late for this meeting with my father, and Paul is stuck in traffic somewhere. But Richard Maddox doesn’t give a shit about afternoon traffic reports. No, my tardiness will have no viable excuse. Yet, on some deep level, it will please him. Because it will only serve to prove that he’s right about me. 
 
   While my mother is pushing her agenda for me to take over the company, I think Richard Maddox would love to see me fail. And though I have my own suspicions about it, it’s not something I ever plan on addressing. Because that’s what we do in the Maddox family. We get together and drink and eat, and talk about the finer things in life, but never our real problems. Because that would be beneath us. 
 
   And though I have no desire to take over this company, it still bothers me to know that Richard sees me as a threat. I think I’ve been more than accommodating in giving into the unspoken terms of this deal. He wants me to be the bad guy, so I am. I take that role, and I wear it well. The whole world thinks I’m one giant fucking asshole. 
 
   It’s what’s expected of me. To show up whenever I feel like it. Not to take anything seriously. Because I’m heir to the Maddox throne. The one that all of New York has their eye on. 
 
   But today, this meeting…. it’s actually important to me, though I’d never admit that out loud. Because there will be investors in that room. Investors I have every intention of impressing later on. But I’m not off to a good start this morning. And when I arrive late, only to be greeted by one of Richard’s disapproving looks, it isn’t going to bode well for me. He won’t hesitate to give me the same stale lecture about getting my life together. My father and I seem to have wildly conflicting ideas of what that actually means. 
 
   I have my own plans, plans that nobody approves of. It seems like the whole world can only ever see me as one thing. The haughty rich bastard of the Maddox family. Everybody seems to have their own ideas about me, but almost all of them are far from the truth. I don’t want the Maddox name or the throne that comes with it. And I refuse to accept that it’s my only choice in life. I’ve earned my own money through investments and the military, and I live a somewhat modest lifestyle. I still work for my father to appease him, but I’m working on building my own company. And Mrs. Caroline Maddox is none too pleased about it.
 
   For a brief moment, I think that maybe they are all right about me. Maybe it’s a joke to think I could ever do anything else with my life. Maybe I shouldn’t bother showing up at all. I could just take the rest of the day off, get a nice bottle of whiskey and call Anya. Yes, Anya… always so eager to please. I could fuck her senseless for the rest of the day as long as I don’t have to listen to her talk. Maybe if I duct taped her mouth…. I wonder if she would go for that? Of course she would. Because she’s trying to get her claws into me. She will do anything I ask. 
 
   I really need to find someone new to fuck. Someone not so… boring. I need a challenge. Like that model from the gallery last week. What was her name? Brittany or Bethany… something like that.
 
   As I lift my head to check the traffic once more, I’m hit by a flurry of dark hair, ripped jeans and a red jacket. I stumble back a step, momentarily knocked off balance, and all the paperwork in my hands flutters down around me. 
 
   “God dammit!” I growl. This is just what I need right now.
 
   I cast an irritated glance at the petite figure on the ground in front of me. She’s scurrying to collect her own belongings, with no apparent concern for my own. She hasn’t even bothered to acknowledge me, or offer up an apology. I can barely see her face under the unruly tangles of long dark hair, and that only irritates me further. She’s panting hard, her fingers trembling from what seems like fear. For a moment, an unwelcome pang of sympathy hits me in the gut, but I don’t let it show. I’m already late, and I don’t have time for this bullshit. 
 
   I step closer, brushing out my now rumpled suit. Still, she refuses to look up or acknowledge me. So I clear my throat and tap my foot impatiently. That ought to get her fucking attention.
 
   Nope, still nothing. I try to reign in the anger brewing inside of me as I stare at the haphazard figure on the ground. She is petite and short, in other words not my type at all. Still, my dick jumps to attention as I scan the curves of her slim figure. My dick doesn’t seem to be particularly picky today. 
 
   And yet, she seems content to just keep ignoring me. Does she even realize who I am? I can’t remember the last time someone was this rude to me. Even if people don’t like me, they always pretend to my face. It comes with the name. But not this chick. 
 
   I fight the unwelcome image of taking her over my knee right here in the street for pissing me off. Slapping the shit out of that sweet little ass of hers. I wonder what this rude girl would think of that….
 
   I shake my head and try to shrug off the errant thought. The last thing I need is another Chandra Freestone on my hands. 
 
   Fuck. That. Shit. 
 
   “Would you mind giving me back my documents?” I bark. 
 
   Finally, my voice seems to elicit a response from her as her gaze meets mine for the first time. And she has the audacity to look angry at me. She’s actually scowling at me. 
 
   Normally, that kind of insolence would have sent me over the edge, especially after this morning’s events. But I’m distracted by the pair of eyes staring back at me. They are a dark amber color with flecks of light honey all around them. I’ve never seen anything like them before, and it’s unexpected. Her creamy white skin is flawless, contrasting starkly to her dark mahogany hair. Her cheeks are flushed, and she’s clenching her jaw in annoyance. 
 
   But, oh those lips. They are tinted with a bright cherry red lipstick that matches her ankle length red leather boots. My eyes travel down her body greedily, taking in the soft curves under the fishnets and ripped jean shorts. She looks both sweet and wild at the same time. My cock hardens painfully and I fight the urge to adjust myself. 
 
   In a moment of extraordinary bravery, the girl shoves the papers into my chest as she glares up at me. “Here asshole, now get lost!” 
 
   I stumble back a moment, disbelief washing over me. And I have no idea why but I’m grinning back at her. This temperamental, wild creature in front of me who has the nerve to put me in my place. She’s staring back at me, just as bewildered as I am about the stupid grin on my face. As I reach down to retrieve the papers pressed against my chest, I purposely brush my hand against hers. Her skin is soft, just like I expected, and I can only imagine how well it would do beneath my flogger. 
 
   But I can see that she’s getting ready to leave, and I have to engage her somehow. I have to know more about her. 
 
   “Excuse me,” I say. “But how am I the asshole here? What have I done to warrant that response?” 
 
   My mocking laughter only makes her more determined. “Well, let’s see…” She cocks her hand on her hip as she rises to her feet. “You’re standing there like you think you own the damn place, tapping your foot at me while you treat me like I’m an idiot. A gentleman might have offered to actually help instead of worrying about getting his expensive suit dirty.”
 
   My jaw clenches at her response. Of course, that’s how she would see me. 
 
   “Well, technically speaking,” I say coolly, “this is my building you almost took me out in front of. So forgive me for not feeling obliged to help when I, in fact, did nothing wrong.”
 
    “Oh, please.” She rolls her eyes dramatically. “Spare me the bullshit. I know exactly who you are and I’m not impressed. You can forget about me pandering to your ego if that’s what you expect. I don’t give a shit what your last name is, your manners suck. And on that note, I have already taken up too much of your precious time, so you can leave now.” 
 
   I laugh because it can’t be helped. There is something about this woman’s hostility that turns me on. 
 
   Nobody- especially women- ever talk to me that way. And I find it oddly refreshing. She’s intriguing and exciting in a way I haven’t felt in a long time. In an attempt to save face with her, I bend down and help her retrieve the rest of her parcels. Her mouth almost falls open in astonishment.
 
   Paul the driver emerges from the black sedan at the curb, surprising me. I didn’t even see him pull up. He clears his throat nervously before speaking.
 
   “I apologize, sir, for running late. I can take you now.” 
 
    I wave him off without speaking, much to his relief. I was probably a complete dick to him on the phone earlier whether I meant it or not. Maybe my manners really do suck. 
 
    “You were right before,” I say. “I forgot my manners. I should have helped you. It’s New York, and it’s not often you meet people who aren’t inherently rude. But I can see now you obviously aren’t from here, and I apologize for being an asshole… in your terms.” 
 
   She tries to hide the small smile from her mouth. “Well, that’s a roundabout way of making an apology, but I’ll take it. Anyway, I should have been paying better attention, so I guess I should apologize as well.  I’m sorry I ran into you, and that now I’ve apparently made you late as well. Um, so anyway… have a good day.”
 
   She turns to leave, and I can’t help myself. I need to get her name. I reach for her elbow, effectively stopping her as she turns back to face me.  
 
    “I said I was sorry that I was an asshole.” My eyes travel her body once more. “Not that you ran into me.” 
 
   She doesn’t respond. She just stands there looking nervous as if she might run at any moment. 
 
   “So where are you from anyway?” I ask. “I can’t place your dialect.”
 
   Panic sweeps across her face and she shakes her head. “Uh, trust me it’s not anywhere you would know. Look I’m really sorry for interrupting your day and I’m running late myself, so I really have to go. Have a nice day, Mr. Maddox.” She pulls back and turns to walk away. But when she reaches the end of the block, she glances back over her shoulder and smiles at me. 
 
   I feel even more frustrated as I climb into the back of the waiting sedan. I lost all track of time talking to her, and I didn’t even manage to get a name. I must be really off my game today because I can’t recall that ever happening before. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   By noon, I’m back to the confines of my office. As expected, my father was a huge dick to me. I don’t know why I even bothered showing up at all. 
 
   To top it all off, I can’t get the woman from earlier out of my head. After this morning, my sexual frustrations are at an all-time high. I need a good fuck. I scroll absent mindedly through my contacts, contemplating my options. But after a few minutes I set the phone back on the desk in frustration. There are plenty of women I could call, but none of them sound appealing. I’ve grown bored with all the high society princess types, and even worse are the up and coming gold diggers. Yes, they are all eager to please, but it always comes at a cost. 
 
   I take a sip of coffee, staring out the window at the busy streets below. My mind wanders back to her, the woman who practically crash landed at my feet. The woman who royally fucked any chance I had of salvaging my meeting. But for some reason, it doesn’t bother me. 
 
   There was something about her that sent all of the blood straight to my cock. Maybe it was that sweet voice of hers swearing at me. Yes, that had definitely done it alright. Or perhaps it was the fact that I couldn’t quite picture her reaction to me taking her roughly. Would she like it? I have no fucking clue… and more importantly, why do I give a shit?
 
   But that damned red lipstick. When I saw those plush red lips for the first time, I had an overwhelming urge to fuck that mouth of hers. To punish her harsh words with my cock. Yes, I think I would like that very much. I just have to wonder what this woman’s price would be. Because everyone has a price. It’s something I’ve learned the hard way. 
 
   I’m known for my scandalous affairs, the gossip columns always painting me as a cold hearted bastard. But it never stops the women from falling all over themselves trying to get my attention. When women look at me, they either see one of two things, a cushy life as a trophy wife or a publicity boost for their career. 
 
   I realized a long time ago that a determined woman will do just about anything to get what she wants. I may have been naive for a little while, but that phase didn’t last long. I was thinking with my heart then, and not my dick. But now, my dick always gets what it wants. And if a woman isn’t willing to provide that, then she is of no use to me. Pure and simple. I always have the upper hand and I’m always in control. 
 
   The women I date may not like it, but they sure as hell never say otherwise. They let me whip them and spank them and fuck them brutally all while moaning my name like I’m a God. It’s all fake of course… their eagerness to submit to me. But the amount of fucks I give are exactly zero. I get off on seeing them kneel before me, doing whatever I ask. It’s the one place in my life I have control, and I won’t be relinquishing that any time soon. 
 
   It’s not that I hate women because I don’t. There’s nothing better than the feeling of a beautiful woman in your hands and in your bed. I just despise the fact that over the years I’ve come to find out they are all the same.  I find their groveling attempts to please me annoying, even though it’s exactly what I want. Call me fucked up if you will, but that’s me in a nutshell. 
 
   Years of being fed to the vultures made me this way. And I can’t help it if I enjoy the monster I’ve become. In fact, I don’t just enjoy it. I revel in it. I want to be the monster that terrifies them. The sex is better when they hate me because there’s no hiding that in the moment. And once I’ve established that parameter- made them bare their souls to me under the weight of my cock inside them- then I can be done with their bullshit. 
 
   Because I tolerate bullshit from no one these days. And that’s why I was so surprised this morning by little miss attitude. She knew who I was and genuinely didn’t seem to give a fuck. She spoke to me with disdain. It usually took at least a brutal hour of fucking before it ever got to that stage. And I have to admit, she has my attention. 
 
   Although I despise my weakness for what I’m about to do, I can’t stop myself. I reach for the desk phone and hit the intercom. “Margie can you put me through to Allan Ricketts, I need a background check.”
 
   “Sure thing, Mr. Maddox.”
 
   A moment later the phone rings through. 
 
   “Allan Rickets speaking, what can I do for you?” 
 
   The voice on the other end of the line sounds especially annoying right now. I hate using this detective, but he’s the best, so I keep my personal opinions out of it. 
 
   “Allan, it’s Gabriel Maddox. I need you to run a background check for me, but this one might take a little more work than usual.”
 
   I often use Allan’s services to dig up dirt on someone when I need it, namely women who are trying to blackmail me in some way. I don’t like doing it, but it’s the dirty business of the world I live in. And Allan being the sleazy man that he is, does not disappoint. 
 
   “Okay,” Allan replies curiously. “Lay it on me. What do we have?”
 
   “I ran into a woman on the street this morning. I don’t know her name. But she works for the On The Run Courier Company. Her physical description reads as short, approximately 5’3”, brown hair, Caucasian. She was wearing ripped jean shorts and a red jacket. I need you to track down all of her info for me, anything you can get, and send it to me ASAP.”
 
   Allan mumbles to himself as he takes down the notes, repeating everything at a snail’s fucking pace. “Okay, I think I got it.”
 
   “One more thing,” I remember suddenly. “She seemed to be running from something, or someone maybe. She came from the Deli on the corner heading West and ran into me in front of Maddox Corp. Can you try pulling some of the security footage around that area? I’d like to know if we can find out what she was running from.”
 
   “Sure thing,” Allan replies cheerfully. Too cheerfully. He knows he can expect a big commission on this one, and I’m sure that’s why his day just got a whole lot brighter.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   Four days have passed since I met Gabriel Maddox, and I still can’t believe it. Of all the men I could have crashed into in this city, it had to be him. The twenty-seven-year old heir to the Maddox Hotel Chain. For some reason, his face is always plastered in magazines and people consider him a big celebrity. I suspect it has more to do with his good looks than anything else. I don’t actually read the articles about him because they’ve never particularly interested me. People like the Maddox family might as well live on another planet because we’ve got nothing in common. 
 
    Work has been slow this week with only a few deliveries from the courier company, and nothing from the temp pool I’m signed up with. I try to keep myself busy by taking photos around the city, but I can’t seem to focus on anything. Since Gabriel touched my hand, I’ve pathetically found myself day dreaming about him. They are harmless fantasies, of course, but I can’t understand why I’m having them. I find the man completely appalling. He is arrogant and rude and exactly the kind of guy reckless me would go for. And I’m trying to keep her under wraps. Shows how pathetic I am, a little male attention and I want to throw myself at the guy. So much for not reverting back to my old ways.
 
   I would be lying if I said I didn’t think he was attractive. The man is sexy as hell, but the fact that he knows it definitely detracts from that. He looks at everyone as if they are a bug to be squashed beneath his polished shoe. Then again, it could have just been my angle from the ground. 
 
   He looked intimidating all the way up there although I suppose that’s what he was going for. He stood before me like the perfect male specimen. Tall and virile with a lean muscular build, filling out his impeccably tailored suit with ease. His dark brown hair had been gelled into a style that leaned just on the edge of wild. But when he started running his hand through it, things really started to get crazy. It only made me think of what his hair would look like after sex, which wasn’t a good thought to have in that moment of weakness. 
 
    But what really got me were those eyes of his. I’m such a sucker for a bad boy with nice eyes. And he had them in spades. They seemed to change before me from icy blue to stormy gray. And I couldn’t help but think that his photographs in the magazines hadn’t done him justice. Or maybe I just never really paid that much attention before. I guess I can see why all the women go gaga for him.
 
   Still, all the good looks in the world can’t make up for his shitty attitude. I giggle as I recall the way I talked to him that day. I don’t know what came over me. Maybe it was the adrenaline, or maybe he just really pissed me off, but either way I think he was as surprised by my outburst as I was. He just stood there, towering over me like he was King of New York. Looking at me like he wanted to rip my clothes off right there in the street. Or maybe that was just my imagination because the thought is ridiculous.
 
    I am so not his type. From the little I’ve seen in the pictures, I’ve gathered as much. But still, I can’t dismiss the fact that he had that look in his eyes. It’s something I learned a long time ago, how to tell when a man wanted you. It might not sound like rocket science, but there are a lot less obvious clues than people might realize. And when you base your entire self-worth off a man’s affections, those things become important. Of course, that was reckless me. 
 
   I’m proud to say I’ve come a long way from my self-destructive ways.  It helps that my best friend Alanna is always here to guide me too. She doesn’t tolerate any of my bullshit and has no problem telling me when I’m doing something stupid. With her help, I’ve gone two years without dating anyone. 
 
   I used it as time to try to sort my own problems out, and figure out what it is I really like. And I’ve grown much stronger for it. I’m done being the desperate girl I was before. But now, my self-imposed man detox is getting a little old. Especially as I watch Alanna go on yet another date while I sit home with a tub of Ben and Jerrys.  
 
    I wish I could be more carefree and unemotional with men like Alanna is. She knows how to have fun without getting attached. She’s like one of those gypsy free spirited types who can go on a couple of dates with a guy, have a good time and leave without regret or feelings getting in her way. Of course, that’s the way she has to live because of our lifestyle, but Alanna doesn’t seem to mind. 
 
   I’m the total opposite. I’m usually shy and awkward around men and have a tendency to be too passive. Alanna says I’m a classic people pleaser. Unless I’m provoked, and then I’m a force to be reckoned with. My father always used to tell me I inherited a fiery Italian temper from my mother, and I suppose it’s true. 
 
   For as long as I can remember, my relationships have been emotional train wrecks. I had a somewhat unsettling fascination for bad boys. I suppose it has something to do with my past, but I don’t really want to analyze why. I always let myself get emotionally invested too fast, even when I know it’s a recipe for disaster. Alanna often jokes that I’m a masochist, but I wonder to an extent if that might be true. 
 
   I set my ice cream container on the coffee table and ease back onto the couch, wanting to rest my eyes for just a few moments. I’m surprised how tired I am. 
 
   The last thing I remember is drifting off into a blissful dream of Gabriel touching my hand softly like he did the other day. 
 
   And then I’m awoken by soft laughter above me. I half open my eyes to see Alanna hovering over me, grinning like the Cheshire cat. Her long brown hair is casually braided over her shoulder, her green eyes bright with amusement. 
 
   She looks happier than I’ve seen her in a long time, and I wonder if it’s New York, or something else. She may look like your average twenty-six-year old, but she is far from it. Behind the relaxed and happy face she shows the world, Alanna’s scars run deep. Though she’s come a long way, it’s always refreshing to see her looking so… alive. A vast difference from the first time I ever met her. 
 
   “What’s so funny?” I cover my eyes to block out the light.
 
   She just giggles and shakes her head. “I think the better question is what exactly were you dreaming about?”
 
   I sit up on the couch to make room for Alanna, my face flushing with embarrassment. “Oh God, what was I saying?”
 
   “Well, I only caught the last few bits and pieces, but something along the lines of how beautiful you think he is. So tell me…” She flutters her eyelashes dramatically. “Is this another dream about Gabriel, the sex God extraordinaire?”
 
   “Oh, geez.” I curl my knees into my chest. “I was dreaming about him again. What the hell is wrong with me? It’s been way too long.”
 
   Alanna smiles playfully. “I find it rather amusing actually, and so much better than watching you have your usual nightmares. This is nice for a change. I think it’s a sign… there’s only one way for you to get it out of your system.”
 
   “And what exactly is that?”
 
   “You should go straight to that big fancy building of his, storm into his office, and fuck him relentlessly right on his desk.”
 
   “Jesus, Alanna, you can be so crude sometimes.” I laugh. “What happened to you looking out for me huh?” 
 
   “I am looking out for you.” She winks. “You’ve come a long way. And I think this is a good time to ease yourself back into it. Just remember to keep it casual.”
 
    “I’m not even his type,” I protest. “And I don’t want to think about it anymore. I just need to get out of this apartment because I’m going crazy with boredom. I was hoping tomorrow night my super popular BFF might be able to actually book me into her schedule for some girl time.”  
 
   “Of course my darling, anything for you.” Alanna grins. “So what part of town shall we tear up tomorrow?” 
 
    “I’ll leave that up to you, you always know where all the hot guys hang out.” I stand up and stretch my tired muscles. “But for now I’m dragging my ass back to bed, so I can get to the courier office first thing tomorrow.”
 
   “Always so motivated.” Alanna chuckles. “Go to bed and get some rest because you’re going to need it for tomorrow night.” 
 
   I plod down the hall to my room, collapsing onto the single mattress on the floor and curling into the blankets around me. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next morning I’m woken by the annoying sound of my cell phone. I reach to the nightstand beside me, knocking some of the contents to the floor as I fumble for it in the dark. I check the screen and frown when I realize it’s only six-thirty. 
 
   “Hello?” I whisper groggily. 
 
   “Victoria!” Marvin’s voice booms through the speaker. “Where the hell have you been? I tried calling you five times last night, you never got back to me.”
 
   I roll my eyes at my overly dramatic boss from the courier service. “Jesus, Marvin do you even know what time it is? You never call me this early. I fell asleep early last night and I must not have heard you call.”
 
   “Well, I don’t care what you were doing last night, all I care about is that you’re here at 7:30 sharp. I have an important delivery I need you to make this morning.”
 
   “Alright fine, 7:30 got it. See you then.” 
 
   I shut the phone and crawl out of bed. It’s unusual for Marvin to call so early, and even stranger that he demand I make a delivery. We have about ten couriers fighting for work, so I don’t really get it. I wonder what could possibly be so important. 
 
   I make my way to the bathroom and go through the motions of having a shower and brushing my teeth while still half asleep. I apply a few dabs of mascara and my usual Red lipstick- the small amount of makeup I do wear on a daily basis. By the time I’ve dried my long hair and run my fingers through it to tame my wild curls, I realize I have five minutes before I have to leave. 
 
   I dart back to my room, throwing on a pair of skillfully shredded leggings, my Cherry Red Doc Marten boots, and matching red leather jacket. This is one of my usual work outfits because my boss doesn’t care what I wear, so long as I get the parcel there on time. I developed my own sort of style when I finally got away from Eleanore, and its one thing I refuse to bend on. 
 
   Even though I used to worry that my clothing would make me stand out, I came to realize that people actually look at me less. Nobody wants to make eye contact with the weird grunge style girl, and that suits me just fine. 
 
   My clothing is a mix of comfortable yet practical at the same time. I like to have lightweight clothing while I do deliveries since I’m usually running all over the city. I grab my keys, my iPod, and my messenger bag and rush out the door. 
 
   When I arrive at the courier office exactly one minute ahead of schedule, my boss still manages to shoot me an exasperated look. He reaches under the desk and pulls out a parcel before handing it over to me. “Here’s the address, now you need to get going right away to make sure you get there on time.”
 
   I take a look at the address and a sudden spark of familiarity shoots through me. When I glance at the name on the top, I shove the parcel back towards my boss like its poison. “Nuh- uh, I’m not doing it, you’ll need to find someone else.” I cross my arms stubbornly and wait for the blowback. 
 
   Marvin’s face twists pleadingly. “You have to do it, Victoria, there is no one else. This client paid a large sum of money for this service, and you get seventy percent of the cut. He was very specific about that. And besides he asked for you personally. It has to be you or else the deal is off.”
 
   “Oh, you have got to be kidding me!” 
 
   Why the hell would he ask for me? The part of me that wants to be flattered is largely overshadowed by my annoyance. I planned on keeping him a part of my fantasy world, not the real one. 
 
   “I’m not a prostitute Marvin, he can’t order me specifically. This is a courier service, how could you even agree to that?”
 
   Marvin shakes his head seriously at my insinuation. “Look, Victoria, it’s not all that unusual with high profile clients to ask for someone specific. They only trust certain people to get the job done and I guess you were it. Trust me I tried to get him to let me send someone else because you haven’t even been here long enough to do a job like this one. With this kind of commission, it’s ludicrous really, but he insisted. And I had no choice but to accept. If you don’t do this job it could ruin my business reputation. You have no idea how powerful that family’s word is.”
 
   I roll my eyes and snatch back the parcel. “Fine Marvin, I’ll do it. Only because I need this job and I don’t want this prick ruining your business over me. But you owe me big time!” I turn on my heel and stomp out the door. As it closes I hear Marvin yell a thank you behind me in his New Jersey accent.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   I linger in front of the impressive Maddox Corp building with exactly five minutes to spare. I want to spite this infuriating man and bring his documents two minutes late just to waste his time. But against my better judgment, and out of desperation for one of the only jobs I’ve got here, I step inside. 
 
   The inside of the building is all glass and marble, furnished with modern designs. People are milling about in expensive business attire, and I feel totally out of place. I’m coming to regret my decision to feel uninhibited in my clothing choices this morning, especially now that I have to face Gabriel. He’s probably going to think I dressed like this to lure him in. The thought never even occurred to me before, but now it’s consuming me.  
 
   Maybe it’s the fact I have no idea what his reasons for doing this are. There is no way he could be interested in me. And how the hell did he know where I worked? That’s a little freaky. But it’s too late to turn back now, so with a deep breath I make my way to the front desk to check in. The woman sitting behind it is dressed to perfection with a flawless black skirt suit and not a hair out of place in her tidy bun. I roll my eyes as I walk away from the desk with my visitor’s pass in hand, making my way to the elevators. 
 
   After a long two minute wait, I crowd into one of the lifts with eight others. It looks like I’m going to be late after all. After stopping at several floors, and more people coming and going, I finally make it to the top of the building. I am precisely five minutes late when I step out the doors and am confronted by one Gabriel Maddox with a scowl on his face. 
 
   “You’re late,” he growls, crossing his arms across his broad chest. When I look up into his eyes it’s as if I’m staring into a stormy ocean of blue. I wasn’t able to discern their exact coloring the other day, but today they are unmistakable. He definitely has that angry tough guy thing going for him. 
 
   “Oops, sorry,” I smirk unapologetically. This man is way too easy to rile up, and if anyone should be pissy here, it should definitely be me. 
 
   Gabriel grabs my arm and leads me past his secretary, who makes sure to give my clothing ensemble a disapproving glance. He stomps down a short hallway and flings open the door to his office. I yank my arm free of him as he motions for me to sit down in the chair opposite his desk. I do as I’m asked, because quite frankly the look on his face tells me he is not to be trifled with right now. I try to look unimpressed at the sight of the massive office around me and the view of the city beneath, but I’m not sure if I’m succeeding. Because it is impressive.
 
   I expect him to walk around the desk and sit in his office chair, but he surprises me by positioning himself in front of me and sitting on the edge of the desk. He leans forward until his face is a mere few inches from mine. His jaw is clenched tight and I can’t help but stare at the light stubble along the edges, wondering if it’s as soft as it looks. 
 
   “I don’t like being made to wait,” he snaps, his minty breath skating over my skin.  
 
    “That’s funny,” I retort. “Because I don’t like being woken up at 6:30 am to do your personal bidding.” 
 
   At this point, I’m too fired up to care about my damn job. I refuse to bend on this just to please this man. His ego is infuriating. I don’t care how hot he is, I’m not taking this bullshit from anyone. Once again, he appears to be stunned into silence by my response. And I’m certain by the look on his face that it’s something he’s not accustomed to.
 
   His eyes travel the length of my body, a feral gleam taking over them. And that’s when I realize he is blatantly checking me out. I feel the muscles deep within my belly clenching at the thought. This glorious, angry man in front of me actually wants me. He looks animalistic, wild with desire. I briefly entertain the thought of what he would be like in bed. I imagine he’d like the rough angry kind of sex since I can’t see him being the sensitive type. 
 
   Arrogant or not, the man is too fucking beautiful for words. His dark brown hair is clean cut and perfectly styled to make his features stand out. Like his eyes. The ones that swing from gray to blue in an instant. Today, and at this moment, they are crystal blue. He’s wearing black suit pants, a black vest, and a crisp white shirt underneath. His sleeves are rolled up and as he leans in closer, I can see the muscles flexing across his arms. Yeah, he definitely works out. 
 
   I know I should pull back, but I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of backing down. The sexual tension between us is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before, and I’m not sure why. This is so not my type of guy. Angry, stomping around all the time, arrogant… okay, maybe he is sort of my type I guess. I mean my track record with men isn’t the best. 
 
   His face relaxes as he leans closer, hovering an inch from my lips. I freeze and inhale slow, shallow breaths as I try to get a grip. A small part of me is begging for him to kiss me. I don’t know why since not even a moment ago I was so angry with him and wanted nothing more than to leave. He closes his eyes and draws in a long breath. 
 
   “God you smell amazing,” he murmurs, grabbing my hand and bringing it to his lips as he kisses it. My pulse goes frantic at the slight touch. Oh, he’s good alright. I have to give him that. I’m sure he’s probably done this a thousand times. “What perfume is that?”
 
   “Um,” I squeak. “It’s actually sunscreen. Coconut.”
 
   “Sunscreen?” he asks incredulously. 
 
   “Yeah, you know… gotta’ protect the skin and all that jazz.” God, what am I even talking about? 
 
   “Hmm…” 
 
   He reaches his hand down to trail a finger along the flesh that peeks through my ripped leggings. Everything inside of me twists with desire. 
 
   “You look so fucking sexy in these,” he rasps. “So wild and rebellious. And don’t even get me started on those red boots. What I would do to you with those on.” 
 
   Did he really just say that, or am I imagining things? I can’t move, or speak. I’m paralyzed by what he’s doing to me with just his words.
 
   He leans forward to whisper into the shell of my ear. “I want you, Victoria. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since you ran into me on the street the other day.” 
 
   I pull back a little, daring to look into his eyes. They are full of hunger, and I can only hope my own eyes aren’t betraying my desire too. He places both of his large hands on my knees, gripping them possessively as he takes back the space between us.
 
    “Tell me you want me too.”
 
   I want to, oh God do I want to. Every fiber of my being is screaming out for him. I want to tell him to take me right here, right now. But in the back of my mind, my logical self is reminding me he does this all the time. This is what he’s famous for. He probably has some strange preoccupation with slumming it with the average gals every once in a while. 
 
   And I know that if I’m having this hard of a time refusing him now, I would never be able to refuse him in the future. I’ve come too far from allowing myself to be used by my last boyfriend, if you could even call him that, and I won’t go back now. I don’t know much about Gabriel Maddox, but from what I do know he’s a serial womanizer. And I need another heart break like I need a bullet to the head. 
 
   Somehow I manage to compose myself enough to pull away from him as I look into his eyes. 
 
    “I um… I can’t do this,” I whisper. “I’m sorry, but you don’t even know me.” 
 
   I have no idea why I’m apologizing, but it just slips out. I’m always apologizing when I shouldn’t. That’s the people pleaser in me. 
 
   He pulls back abruptly as I rise on legs that feel like Jello. His face is suddenly impassive, and I can’t tell what he’s thinking. Just like that he’s able to hide his emotions, and in that moment I know I’ve made the right choice. He runs his hand back through his hair and exhales an exasperated sigh. 
 
   “So let me get to know you then, Victoria,” he states simply, as though that should be the solution to my argument.
 
   “I’m sorry, but that’s not possible.” I turn to go. I don’t even sound convincing to myself, so I don’t know how I expect him to accept my response. I feel like he knows too much already, information I haven’t even given him… my name, my work, who knows what else. Then realization sinks in. I whip around, trying to hide the panic in my voice. “How did you find me?”
 
   He smiles at my sudden change of tack and then looks at me quizzically for a moment before answering. “It wasn’t that difficult, Victoria. The name of the company you work for was on the parcels you dropped the other day. I called them and gave your physical description, requesting you personally. Your boss freely gave me your first name. I see no harm in that, do you?”
 
   I furrow my brows, not quite believing how stupid I had been. I make a mental note to be more careful with my information from now on. I take a deep breath, steeling myself as I turn on my heel and continue for the door. Just as I reach for the handle he speaks again, stopping me in my tracks.
 
   “Tell me, Victoria, who is it that you’re running from?”
 
   I can’t bear to face him, because I’m not sure where this is going, and I don’t have a very good poker face. “Excuse me?” 
 
   “Please don’t insult my intelligence by feigning ignorance,” he growls. 
 
   Suddenly he’s behind me, whipping me around to face him. He keeps hold of my shoulders as he searches the depths of my eyes for answers. And for some reason, I feel like he can see right through me. I squeeze my eyes shut, taking a deep breath. His cologne wafts up as I do, and I go a little weaker in the knees. He smells exotic. Delicious. Hints of Bergamot and Sandalwood. Earthy. Woody. Spicy. I savor the smell, allowing it to linger on me before I speak again. This is how I will remember him.
 
   I shake my head, trying to hold onto my wavering resolution. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I whisper. How the hell does this man know so much about me? 
 
   He reaches down and pulls a loose strand of hair from my face, searching my eyes once more. “The other day, when I met you, you were clearly running from someone or something. You looked panicked. I should have asked you about it then, and I apologize that I didn’t.”
 
   I pause, fantasizing for a moment that I could actually tell him. Unload all of my secrets to someone other than Alanna. That he would take me in his arms and comfort me and tell me everything is going to be okay. That’s what I want more than anything, but I know it’s unrealistic and foolish and not even remotely a possibility. So I muster all the conviction I can find to speak. “I was running late. That’s all, Gabriel. All of these parcels have deadlines, and I was in a hurry to get them delivered on time. Now I’m sorry, but I really have to go.” 
 
   He releases me regretfully as I turn to leave. “This conversation isn’t over,” he calls after me. “Not by a long shot.” 
 
   And I roll my eyes because somehow I know it’s true. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
    
 
   Sitting in my home office, I muddle through the little information Allan Ricketts gave me on Victoria for the thousandth time. After going through the background check on this mystery woman, my curiosity still hasn’t been satisfied. Allan wasn’t able to find much since she’s apparently using a fake name and only works cash in hand jobs. She has no social media accounts, no internet references, nothing. 
 
   After this morning’s rejection, I’m all out of ideas, and I feel like I’m going crazy. I need to be inside of her… at least once. 
 
   I’ve never had to throw myself at a woman before. Hell, they practically line up, begging me to take them to bed. So why does it have to be her? There is just something off about her and I can’t figure out what it is. Allan showed me the surveillance video and it doesn’t make any sense. She was looking across the street at another woman as if she had seen a ghost. And then she ran. But the other woman didn’t seem to recognize her or even care. The mystery surrounding her only intensifies my desire to see her again. For some strange reason, I find myself worrying about her. It’s not an emotion I particularly like because it reminds me of Parker.
 
   I know I should just cut my losses and run. There’s always someone willing to do what I want. But…. they won’t be her. I want to see her bound and trembling before me while I fuck her senseless. Covering her in my come, marking her as mine… mine? Where the fuck did that come from? No, not mine. I will fuck her, but only once. And then I can put this shit behind me. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
   It’s Wednesday morning, and after yesterday’s delivery, I’m relieved to see the Temp office calling me finally. Hopefully, they’ll have a project to keep me distracted for a couple days and keep my mind off Gabriel. That man has bad idea written all over him. And yet I can’t stop thinking about him anyways. I roll my eyes at my naivety as I pick up the phone. 
 
   “Victoria, hi it’s Julie from the temp pool. Hey listen, I don’t know what your plans are for the rest of the week, but we just got a high priority request for an administration assistant. Can you do it?”
 
    “Definitely!” I reply a little too enthusiastically. 
 
   “Okay, great. I will email you the details. They need someone to start this morning at nine. Is that going to be alright?”
 
   “No problem.” 
 
   I hang up the phone and hug myself. This is exactly what I need. I’ve been signed up with the temp pool since I moved here but hardly ever get assignments. It’s a smaller business, and luckily they let me work as an independent contractor so I’m able to keep my tracks covered. 
 
   As I open my closet, I pull out the only business like clothes I have, and the only clothing I actually took the time to hang up. I lay them on the bed and sort through them carefully. I end up choosing a black sleeveless blouse with cherries on it, along with a red pencil skirt. 
 
   Then I scramble to my lingerie selection to find what I like to call my secret weapon. I don’t know why but I’ve always had an affinity for racy lingerie. If it’s black and lacy, chances are I own it. There’s something about wearing these things beneath my normal clothing that makes me feel confident like I can take on the world. I end up choosing a garter belt and sheer black nylons along with my thong and demi-bra. 
 
   I pull my hair up into a neat bun which is by no means an easy feat. After putting on my makeup, I rustle through my nightstand for my sleek black reading glasses. I hate wearing them because it makes me feel like a librarian, but clear vision is a necessity for a job like this. I complete my outfit with some black Mary Jane pumps and a black cardigan before heading out the door.
 
   As I emerge from the subway, studying the address intently, I get a strange feeling in the pit of my stomach. I realize this building is eerily close to Maddox Corp. My first instinct is that Gabriel had something to do with this, but then I shake it off as ridiculous. It’s not the same address, it’s just nearby. As I draw closer, my heart begins to beat a little faster in my chest. And then I freeze. The building isn’t just close. It’s directly across from Maddox Corp. 
 
   Why is this happening? What could the universe possibly be trying to tell me by running into him repeatedly? Something is just not right about this. It’s too weird. But, I’ve already accepted the job, and if I back out now the temp pool will never call me again. I take a deep breath and somehow persuade my feet into action once more. 
 
   Once inside, I approach the front desk nervously, giving the secretary my details. She types my name into the computer and then gives me a strange look. I fidget with my hair, checking for strays. Why is she looking at me like that? 
 
   “Okay, Miss Kelly,” she says. “You need to go to the nineteenth floor. They are doing some construction up there right now, so I’m afraid it’s a bit of a mess. But just walk down the hallway and you’ll see the door labeled Phillip Berger. You can go right in. Mr. Berger isn’t here this week, so it will just be you. Feel free to make use of his office to suit your needs. There will be instructions awaiting you on his desk.”
 
   “Okay, thank you,” I mumble as I step away, feeling relieved to be away from her intense scrutiny. I walk across the shiny black floor to join the throngs of people waiting for elevators. When I’m able to squeeze into one of the lifts, I wait nervously as it climbs to the nineteenth floor.
 
   When I step out, there are tarps and dust and tools everywhere. And it’s loud… really loud. The secretary wasn’t kidding when she said this place was under construction. Some of the laborers stop to give me appreciative glances, and I scurry down the hall quickly. I feel like a piece of meat being dangled in front of a lion’s den. 
 
   I open the large wooden door with Phillip Berger’s name imprinted on it. It’s a nice office, much nicer than I’ve ever worked in before. It’s large with an open floor, tall glass windows overlooking the city, and a grand oak desk in the center. Off to the side is a black leather couch, and I can’t help but feel a small glimmer of excitement when I see the collection of books next to it. I walk to the wall and pull out a leather bound copy of Catcher in the Rye. It smells deliciously old and intoxicating as I open it. One day, I hope to own some books like this. 
 
   My happiness continues at seeing that the office has its own private restroom. That means not having to venture through the sea of over appreciative construction workers outside to use the bathroom. 
 
   I walk behind the desk and set down my purse, sinking into the plush leather chair. I could totally get used to this. I scoop up the typed instructions from the desk, reading them carefully. It seems pretty straightforward. Responding to mail, booking meetings for Mr. Berger’s return, and answering the phone. I idly wonder how much time this will actually take up because it doesn’t seem like much. 
 
   I boot up the computer in front of me, carefully typing in the password the secretary gave me. After I log into Mr. Berger’s email account, I go to work responding to the awaiting emails. By the time I glance up at the clock, it’s almost noon. I’ve already managed to respond to all the emails, book the requested meetings, and the phone hasn’t rang once. I sink at the thought of how mind-numbingly boring the rest of this day is going to be. 
 
   A knock at the door startles me. Ugh, I really hope that isn’t one of the guys from outside. Putting on my best professional tone, I smile. 
 
   “Come in, please.”
 
   I sit up straight in the chair, not knowing what to expect. Then the door swings open, and all the color drains from my face. Gabriel Maddox is strolling into the office. Of course, it’s Gabriel. Why wouldn’t it be?
 
   He has a heart-stopping smile on his face, no doubt in response to my gaping mouth. He’s wearing a perfectly tailored gray suit, one that somehow manages to make him look larger than I thought. He looks good. Better than I remember, but somehow I know I was trying to suppress that little detail. He moves lithely across the room, sitting down gracefully on the black leather sofa. Even the way he moves is sexy. A vision of him moving like that in bed flashes through my mind quickly before I make it disappear. I stand up and walk around the desk, clearing my throat in a desperate attempt to show my annoyance.
 
   “I should have known this had your name written all over it,” I say dryly. 
 
   His eyes flit appreciatively over my body. He has that look again. The one that could literally melt me with its intensity. 
 
   “You look positively sinful in that dress, Victoria,” he murmurs huskily. “And don’t even get me started on what those glasses are doing to me.”
 
   I feel my face flush. How can he talk to me like this? He is so blunt. Obviously, he’s a man who is used to getting what he wants. Well, not this time.
 
    I cross my arms and give him a disinterested glance. “What do you want, Gabriel? Are you just going to keep hiring me for pointless projects to satisfy your bizarre infatuation with me?” I choke on the words as they come out of my mouth. I did not mean for them to sound so…. arrogant. 
 
   He laughs at my candor. “Why do you find it odd that I should be infatuated with you, Victoria?”
 
   “Because…” I place my hands firmly on my hips. “I’m sure you have all sorts of women falling at your feet. It’s quite obvious to me that you’ve never heard the word no in your life. So why me? Is it the thrill of the chase? Because I can tell you that no matter what, it’s still only going to end one way.”
 
   “And what way is that, Victoria?” he replies salaciously. “With me inside you?”  
 
   “Um,” I gulp. Yes, please. I shake my head. What the hell am I doing? Why does his talking to me that way turn me on? I need to get him out of here, quick. 
 
   “You know, for such a beautiful woman, you seem to have no idea of your effect on men.”
 
   I ignore his last comment, trying to hold my ground.  “I could just quit.” 
 
   “And disappoint Mr. Berger?” he asks playfully. “How do you even know that I had anything to do with this job? Perhaps it was just sheer coincidence that you were hired to work here, directly across from my building. And perhaps it was just a coincidence that my office happens to be one floor up from this one, and I just happened to notice you.”
 
   I gasp as I spin around and look up. Oh my God. I can see his office from here. Why didn’t I see it before? That means he could see me this morning… in all of my book sniffing glory and everything. 
 
   “That is so…” 
 
   “Convenient?” he lifts his brow. 
 
   “I was thinking more along the lines of creepy.” I laugh jokingly.  
 
   His mouth draws into a hard line as he stands up and stalks across the room. He stops within an inch of my body, the heat radiating from him nearly melting my core. Good God this man can be intimidating. But I refuse to back down. I can do this. I can totally do this.
 
   “I want you, Victoria,” he says brusquely. “Against my own will. So just tell me what I have to do to make it happen, then we can stop all these games.” 
 
   Against his own will? What the hell is that supposed to mean? 
 
   I feel a shiver run down my spine as he leans in closer, his hot breath caressing my skin. I want him too. But I can’t. This is a bad idea, all around. I have to stay strong. I close my eyes and catch the intoxicating scent of his cologne. Sweet and spicy. God the man smells even better than I remember.
 
   “I… I.. Gabriel, it’s just,” I try to formulate a sentence. But the heady scent of his cologne and his close proximity are making it impossible to think.
 
   And then abruptly he steps back, much to my disappointment. I was kind of enjoying our little standoff.
 
    He runs an exasperated hand through his hair and sighs. His face is unreadable, but it appears as though he has changed his mind.
 
   “Perhaps you are right, Victoria,” he says. “You should really stay away from me, I wouldn’t be good for you.”
 
   He turns and leaves, slamming the door behind him. My shoulders slump and I don’t know why, but I feel a sharp stab of pain at his words. Isn’t this what I wanted? Exactly what I said I wanted? So why does it feel as though all my dreams have been ripped away?
 
   I shake my head and sit back down at my desk. For the rest of the afternoon, I stare blankly at the computer screen, willing the email to register something, anything to distract me for a moment. But it never does. Every once in a while I glance back over my shoulder and peek into Gabriel’s office across the street. It’s empty and remains that way even when I leave at five. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning, I ponder as to whether I should even go back to this job. It isn’t as if I need the money that badly. I have a lot saved up so far, so what’s one job? Still, I can’t shake yesterday’s events, and a small part of me wants to see Gabriel again. Even if it is from the safe confines of my office window. 
 
   I’m not feeling nearly as confident today, so I throw on a simple Navy blue skirt, Nautical striped shirt, and yellow cardigan. I pair it with some brown leather flats and a matching belt. I tame my hair into a bun, though not nearly as neat as the day before, and put on some makeup. I’m out the door by eight sharp. 
 
   After stepping out of the elevator, I’m greeted once again by the sea of construction workers. Even they don’t find me nearly as appealing today it seems. I walk down the hall, opening up Mr. Berger’s lonely office once more. As I walk towards the desk, my heart skips a beat as I glance out the window and see Gabriel sitting in his office. He’s on the phone, apparently engrossed in conversation. I want him to look up, to notice me, but he doesn’t. 
 
   Throughout the afternoon, I steal glances at him, but he never looks my way. And then at noon, a tall beautiful blonde woman appears in his office. She sits on his desk, laughing flirtatiously and touching his arm at every opportunity. She is practically throwing herself at him, and my heart sinks. Now that is probably more his type. 
 
   Well, this is what you wanted, I chide myself. 
 
   This should be a blessing in disguise. I am so not even close to being in his league. He was only in it for the sex, anyway. As soon as he fucked me, it would have been all over. But why should it matter? It’s not like I’m looking for a relationship anyway. And I will never look like tall, blonde legs Mcgee over there.
 
   That evening on the way home, I stop at the supermarket and grab a tub of Ben and Jerry’s Half Baked. All I want to do is sit on the couch, eat junk food, and watch Gilmore Girls with Alanna. But as per usual, she’s already on her way to another date when I get home.
 
   After I eat my ice cream and drink half a bottle of wine, which incidentally turns out to be a horrid combination, I take a long hot shower. I think of Gabriel, and it makes me angry. Why can’t I get him out of my head? I want him to want me again. But why? It can’t lead anywhere. I try to convince myself for a moment that I can just do casual with him. It’s been two years, surely I’ve learned my lesson by now. I know it’s a big fat lie, but it’s a nice thought while it lasts. 
 
   I climb into bed a little after eight, feeling even more pathetic that I’m going to sleep so early. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next morning I wake even angrier. I dreamt of him all night. Damn this man for getting under my skin. At the risk of looking like a complete idiot, I need to prove a point. I’m pretty sure this is the reckless side of me coming out again, but I don’t give a damn. I spend extra time tousling my hair into perfect curls before pinning it up loosely. I do my eyes up in a smoky shadow and put on extra red lipstick. And then I slither into a silky black lace pencil dress that borders on just inappropriate enough to possibly get fired. 
 
   I slip into my pink leopard print stilettos and glance at myself satisfactorily in the mirror. Hell, what does it matter what I wear anyway? I’m alone on my floor with the exception of the construction workers. 
 
   I go to work with renewed determination. As I walk down the long hall of the nineteenth floor, the men stop to stare at me, unlike yesterday. It gives me a bit of my confidence back. When I enter the office, I see Gabriel across the way, sitting at his desk. 
 
   He seems engrossed in some paperwork and I’m not sure if he’s seen me until his head shoots up. A small smile of satisfaction creeps across my face. I make a show of walking around the desk, pulling the loose pins from my hair and allowing it to cascade down my back. I sit down in the plush leather chair and kick my leopard print stilettos up onto the polished wood as I lean back. I pick up a book and begin to read. 
 
   A few moments later, the desk phone rings, startling me. I assumed that since I hadn’t gotten a phone call in the last two days that everyone was aware of Mr. Bergers absence. I pick it up nervously. 
 
   “Phillip Berger’s office. This is Victoria speaking, how may…” I’m cut off by the brusque voice on the other end. 
 
   “Are you trying to get my attention?” 
 
   Holy shit. 
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I reply nonchalantly. 
 
   “Victoria,” he snarls, “this isn’t funny. There are construction workers there. I don’t want them seeing you like that.”
 
   “What does it matter to you?” I reply bitterly. “If you can have lanky blonde women swooning over you all day, then I don’t see the harm in me setting a little fire under a few construction workers.”
 
   He laughs softly, his tone relaxing. “Victoria, are you actually jealous?”
 
   “What? No!” I try my best to hide my pathetic denial. Of course, I’m jealous.
 
   “The lanky blonde was in my office for no more than twenty minutes, not all day. And yes she is after me, but I’m not interested in her.”
 
   “Oh,” I mutter. “It doesn’t matter, none of my business. You can fuck who you like.”
 
   “Well, in that case…” His voice grows husky. “I’d like to fuck you.”
 
   “Um…” What can I possibly say?
 
   And then I hear the click of the phone. I whirl around in my chair to see Gabriel storming out of his office. What is he doing?
 
   Ten minutes later, he strolls through my door, locking it behind him. I stand up, shocked and immobile as he stalks towards me. He stops a few inches short of me, his eyes roving over every inch of my skin. 
 
   My own eyes do a slow perusal of his body, of his black suit with the crisp white dress shirt. I never thought I would find a man in a suit attractive, but there is just something about Gabriel Maddox that appeals to my animalistic nature. I want to tear those fancy clothes off of him. I want to see his powerful body naked beneath my tremulous hands. 
 
   He steps closer to me so that his chest is at my eye level, and I still can’t look up at him. I’m afraid that one more glance in his direction and he will own me. 
 
   He grips my chin in his hands, forcing my gaze to his. He looks ravenous, but I can tell he’s holding back. Because underneath that hunger is a hint of confusion. 
 
   “Why won’t you look at me, Victoria?” he demands. 
 
   “I am looking at you,” I rasp. 
 
    “Tell me…” He trails a thumb absently over my bottom lip. “What is it about me that you are so afraid of?”
 
   “I’m not afraid of you,” I whisper.
 
   “Is it my cock?” he grabs my hand, moving it to the rock hard bulge in his pants. “Are you afraid you might actually like it?”
 
   His voice is mocking and confusing, and I can do nothing but stare at my palm that is now stroking that rock hard bulge in his pants. I don’t even seem to have control of my own limbs anymore. And the next time I look up at him, his eyes are half closed, his fists clenching at his sides. And I realize just how much I’m affecting him in this moment. It makes me feel powerful. Reckless me is in full swing as I grip him harder through the soft material, rubbing him against my palm. 
 
   And then his strong thick hands are on my body, crushing me to his chest as his lips crash down on mine possessively. He tastes like mint and possession and fire, and I can do nothing but melt into his touch. I part my lips, giving him full access to my mouth. He groans in approval, his tongue exploring mine. 
 
   Then he pulls away, staring down at me in confusion again. But it only lasts a moment. The room is a blur of motion as he pulls me down onto the couch. Before I can even recover my equilibrium, he flips me over so that I’m splayed across his lap like a naughty child. 
 
   I feel so exposed, and I have no idea what to expect next. My stomach clenches with a sudden ache for something I can’t quite comprehend. His hand inches the material of my dress up over my hips, and I hear him groan as he fingers the black lace thong against my skin. He slides the material down slowly, stopping once it’s just below my butt cheeks. He caresses my ass, grabbing handfuls of my flesh with his strong warm hands.
 
   “That is a mighty fine ass you have, Miss Kelly.” His voice is thick, raspy, and sexy as hell. And it’s because of me. I still can’t seem to wrap my head around that part. 
 
   He pulls my legs apart, stroking over my arousal with the gentlest of touches. If he’s waiting for a protest from me, he isn’t going to get it. I’m too far gone at this point. Swallowed up by the sexual tornado that is Gabriel Maddox. 
 
   He pushes two fingers inside of me, igniting a fire inside my belly.  
 
   “Fuck,” he grunts. “You’re so wet for me, Victoria. And I haven’t even gotten started yet.”
 
   I can’t even feel embarrassed because it’s true. I’m needy, panting, writhing at his touch. I have never experienced anything like it before, and I’m afraid I might combust if he takes it away now. 
 
   “You have been very frustrating,” he says, his voice lowering an octave. “Leading me on, toying with me. I don’t like it, Victoria. That’s not how this works.”
 
   His fingers continue to slide in and out of my sensitive flesh, teasing me with promises of pleasure I’ll never have. 
 
    “Do you want to know how this works, Victoria?”
 
   “Yes,” I pant against his thigh. 
 
   I can almost hear him smiling as he leans down to whisper in my ear. “You do what I want, when I want, how I want. Understand?”
 
   Holy Fuck. Why does that sound so… erotic? I know it shouldn’t. Feminists everywhere would be completely disgusted with me. But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy the dominant tone in his voice.  He isn’t holding me down, so I could run right now if I wanted to. But I don’t. I really, really don’t. 
 
   “I asked you a question, Victoria.” His hand caresses my ass, a little rougher now. And then he pulls away. I arch up instinctively, craving his touch once more. 
 
   His hand collides with my ass unexpectedly, and I jump a little at the shock of it. Did he just spank me?
 
   “That’s for leading me on,” he growls. 
 
   What the fuck? I really should do something at this point. Probably get up and slap him, but I just can’t will my body to move. Something about this is turning me on in the strangest way.
 
   Another hard slap collides on my other cheek. It stings, but I don’t jump this time. I won’t give him the satisfaction. What the hell is he doing to me? 
 
   “That is for your smart fucking mouth,” he growls again. 
 
   And another slap. “That’s for teasing me.”
 
   And two more hard slaps. I lose track of whatever my indiscretions are, lost in the rhythm of his hands on me. 
 
   It doesn’t really hurt at this point. In fact, I still can’t comprehend what I’m doing here, allowing this to continue. But some sick, depraved part of me is enjoying this. It feels… hot. And I am hot... burning for his touch. 
 
   “Are you going to answer me, Miss Kelly?” he grunts. “Or shall I keep going?”
 
   “Yes,” I pant. 
 
   “Yes, what?” 
 
   “I understand.” 
 
   Holy shit. What did I just agree to? I don’t even know. All I know is that my aching core won’t be satisfied until he’s filled me with his cock. 
 
   “Good girl.” He strokes my thigh with his free hand. “So very obedient. I have to admit, I thought it would take more on my part.”
 
   His fingers are still sliding in and out of me, his thumb toying with my clit. I feel like there are a zillion little fireflies buzzing around inside of me. I want to beg him to keep going… to keep making me feel this way, even if I can’t get my release. He’s brought me closer than any man before him. 
 
   He picks me up, carrying me to the desk with my legs wrapped around him. When he sets me down, my butt is on the edge of the desk, my legs splayed open for his attention. And suddenly, my insecurity threatens to take me hostage. He just stands there, staring at me as his hands move over my body. For a moment, his face is blank, and I bite my lip nervously. 
 
   He runs his fingers over the thin lace thong once more, sending tremors through my entire body. And then with one swift movement, he rips it away. His face is savage as he yanks down the top of my dress, my breasts springing free. 
 
   “Fuck,” he hisses, feeling the weight of both breasts in his hands. “I knew you’d be all natural.”
 
   I don’t even know what to say to that. I don’t have time to give it much thought before his hot mouth engulfs one of my nipples. 
 
   “So soft,” he murmurs between nips.  
 
   Oh. My. God. 
 
   Then he does something really unexpected. He lifts me again and carries me around the back of the desk. He stands me up, half-naked with my palms up against the glass windows overlooking the city. I’m about to protest when his hands find my breasts, his hips jutting his erection against my ass. I glance nervously at the building across the way. Can anyone see us? As the sensations of his hot mouth kissing my neck take over, I stop caring. Maybe I secretly like the idea of all of New York watching while Gabriel Maddox fucks me. 
 
   I hear him unzipping his pants behind me with one hand, and then the rip of foil from a condom. A moment later, his thick cock is pulsing between the cheeks of my ass, slowly descending to my aching center. I watch his reflection in the glass, his eyes scorching as he slides over the wetness that greets him. His touch becomes rougher as he spreads my legs further apart, arching my ass into him. He grips my shoulder tight as he begins to tease the head of his cock against my folds.  
 
   “I have thought about fucking you in every possible way,” he grunts. “And now I want all of New York to see it.”
 
   I moan at his words, desperately wanting him inside of me. I arch back against him and in one swift movement, he pushes into me, stretching me. I gasp from the shock of pain that sears through me and he stills, letting my body adjust to his size.
 
   “Shhh,” he whispers as he kisses the back of my neck. “It’s okay. Just give it a minute. You’re really fucking tight.”
 
   I nod and let my body relax around him. It doesn’t take long before I’m urging him to move. His hands are everywhere, stroking up and down my spine, my neck, my breasts… my wetness pooling around his hard cock. He starts to move inside of me, gripping my hip forcefully to hold me in place. The combination of pleasure and pain is exquisite. His lips caress my shoulder as he pulls back and slams into me. I can’t help the feral moan that escapes my chest. It’s been so long since I was touched by a man and never did it feel like this.
 
   “You like that?” he grunts, thrusting his hips harder. 
 
   “Yes,” I gasp, my breath fogging up the window in front of me. 
 
   His fingers move between my thighs, and he stills inside of me for a moment as he feels how drenched I am for him. And then his eyes are boring into the back of my head. I can’t tell what he’s thinking as I watch his reflection in the window, but soon enough it doesn’t matter.
 
   He starts pounding into me with unrelenting thrusts, heaving my body forward with every slap of his flesh against mine. My insides quiver around him as he continues to palm my breasts in his hands. I have never felt anything like the combination of his rough fucking and gentle caresses. The pressure is building deep within me and I can’t hold back my moans. 
 
   It’s the first time I’ve had a cock inside of me that I can actually feel that edge. The one I so willingly want to dive off of. And I think I might scream if I don’t get this release. I want him to be the first person other than myself to make me come, and somehow I’m certain he won’t disappoint me. His lips move to my neck, sucking the delicate skin as his thumb finds my clit. 
 
    
 
   “Give it to me, Victoria.”
 
   And I do. I give him everything as I let out a guttural scream, clenching around his engorged cock. The tremors seem to go on forever as he continues to thrust inside of me, milking his own release with a long deep growl. 
 
   And then we both collapse forward, pressed against the glass for all of New York to see in our just fucked glory. Both our breaths are ragged and neither of us speaks as we come down from the high. And then like a gust of cold air he pulls out of me, leaving me feeling empty at the loss. 
 
   I push against the glass to steady myself as I watch his reflection walk into the bathroom without a word. And this is the only thing that can dampen my high. I just came my brains out on his cock, a huge hurdle for me, and suddenly I feel like a whore. Because just like that, it’s over. Like a business transaction. 
 
   I sit down on the couch and try to smooth out and reassemble my clothing, using that to distract me. I’m still smoothing out imaginary wrinkles in my skirt when I hear him walk back out. I can feel his eyes on me, his presence sucking all the air from the room as he hovers over me. 
 
    “Victoria,” he says gruffly. “Look at me.”
 
   I do. I don’t know why, but I can’t resist that commanding voice, even though I suddenly feel like yesterday’s garbage. He looks just as put together as when he arrived, his face calm and impassive. 
 
   I roll my eyes. I knew this was coming…. stupid… stupid… stupid! 
 
   He reaches down almost hesitantly, stroking my cheek with his thumb. “You really are quite beautiful.”
 
   I close my eyes, soaking up his affection if only for a moment. Inside, I know it isn’t real. He probably says this to all the women after he fucks them, making it easier on his own conscious when he strolls out the door, never to be seen again. 
 
   I want to change the subject, to save myself from this embarrassment. “I can’t believe you spanked me,” I say, trying my best to sound affronted.
 
   The corners of his mouth curve into a slow smile. “Well, you didn’t stop me. Did you not enjoy it?”
 
   I look away. There is no way I’m answering that. 
 
   “I’m afraid I have a business trip today,” he says quickly. “I’m leaving in an hour and won’t be back until Saturday. But I’d like to see you again.”
 
   I laugh sarcastically. “You don’t have to do this, Gabriel. Pretend like we’re going to see each other again. I know what this was.”
 
   “And what exactly is that, Victoria?” he bites out. 
 
    “Um, well I just assumed… I mean men like you don’t usually…”
 
   “Don’t make assumptions about me,” he snaps. “Because you’d be wrong. Regardless of what you might hear, I don’t just use women. It’s usually the other way around. And when I say I want to see you again, I mean it.”
 
   “Okay,” I whisper. Geez, what crawled up his ass? Women using him? I don’t understand how that’s even possible. 
 
    “I will be in touch,” he says, his tone softening. And, just like that, he’s out the door. 
 
   I sit back, reveling in the aftermath of Gabriel Maddox. This man is so confusing. As much as I want to, I refuse to hold my breath on seeing him again. I figure he probably got whatever it was that attracted him to me out of his system now.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   Saturday night finally rolls around, and as expected, I haven’t heard anything from Gabriel. I’m trying hard not to care. I stare at my reflection in the mirror, doing my best to coax my hair into behaving. All I want to do is go out with Alanna, get drunk, and find some semblance of my shattered self-esteem. 
 
   “Ugh,” I mumble in frustration as I give up on my wild curls. I pucker up my lips and coat them with some fresh Crimson lipstick, deciding that will have to do. 
 
   Outfitted in one of my favorite mini dresses with a simple black bodice and a tutu skirt, I look like a punk ballerina.  I’ve paired the dress with some fishnets and my favorite combat boots. One last spritz of perfume and I’m ready to join Alanna in the living room.
 
   She lets out her loudest wolf whistle. “Get it girl! Look at you! Hot damn, you really are on the prowl tonight.”
 
   “You have no idea,” I mumble. 
 
   I’ve already filled Alanna in on the Gabriel incident earlier this week, and Alanna was hell bent on cheering me up tonight. 
 
   “So are we ready?” I ask.
 
   “Hell yes! We are going to have so much fun tonight, just you wait and see.”
 
   As we walk to dinner, Alanna fills me in on the evening’s agenda. We are meeting up with her friend Trevor from work for a bite, then hitting up some club he managed to get us into. 
 
   When we arrive at the restaurant- an upscale locale aptly named Posh- Trevor is already waiting outside. He kisses both of us on the cheeks and showers us with compliments as we walk inside. He made reservations earlier, so we don’t have to wait long to be seated. By the time I finish my meal of seared chicken and asparagus, I’ve washed it down with three Vodka Cranberry Spritzers, and I’m feeling pretty good. Trevor is flirting with me and Alanna shamelessly, which he always does. 
 
   When we finally arrive at Club HQ, I feel a little uncomfortable with the line out the door. When I shoot Alanna a look of uncertainty, Trevor reassures me with a kiss on the cheek. 
 
   “Don’t worry baby, I’ve got the golden tickets!” he waves them in the air as the bouncer pulls back the velvet ropes, allowing us to walk right through. 
 
   Trevor escorts us to a white table in the back with a reserved sign. Within a minute of sitting down, a waitress appears in a form fitting white mini dress to take our drink order. I decide to stay with the Vodka and Cranberry Spritzers, even though I know I’m going to pay for it tomorrow morning.
 
   When the waitress returns with our drinks several minutes later, her demeanor is noticeably chillier. She sets the drinks down on the table and pauses for a moment to give me the once over. 
 
   “Drinks are on the house,” she snaps, flipping her hair over her shoulder as she sashays back across the room. 
 
   “What the hell crawled up her ass?” Alanna laughs.
 
   Trevor leans in and pinches my cheek. “Don’t worry baby, she’s just jealous of this face. I mean God who wouldn’t be?” 
 
   We all bust up laughing and pick up our drinks for a toast.  
 
   Thirty minutes and three drinks later, I’m feeling relaxed and carefree as I agree to dance with Trevor and Alanna. I hate dancing because I’m not very good at it, but I’m also just drunk enough not to care. Trevor pulls both of us to the floor, dancing in time to the pulsing rhythm. I’m a little nervous at first, but after a few minutes my body is finding its own movements in response to the music. 
 
   Soon Alanna finds another male dance partner to grind on and it’s just me and Trevor. I feel completely uninhibited by the fact I don’t have to worry if he’s attracted to me or if I’m doing it right. My hands travel up and down my body as I dip and grind into Trevor behind me. My eyes are closed and all I can hear are the lyrics of Scream by Usher. I like this song. It makes me feel sexy and as though I have some semblance of knowledge to what I’m doing. Then I feel a warm hand grasp my shoulder from behind, and a deep familiar pull of a voice that stops me in my tracks.
 
   “May I cut in?” his tone is stiff, and I get the impression he isn’t really asking so much as demanding.
 
   I glance at Trevor in panic, but he just winks conspiratorially and sashays over to another single girl on the dance floor. I feel a lump in my throat as I gather the courage to turn and face my new dance partner. I don’t need to look to know who it is. I could pick that rich, sultry voice anywhere. But before I can turn around he leans closer, his breath hot in my ear.
 
    “Victoria.”
 
   “Gabriel.” I turn into him, peering up into his stormy blue eyes. How did he even find me here? Probably the same way he figured out where I worked. I don’t even want to know. 
 
   I’m surprised to see him in a black tee shirt and blue jeans, looking hot as hell.
 
   “That dress…” His eyes rake me from head to toe. “My little gothic princess. I’d like to bend you over and fuck you in that dress.” 
 
   “Stalking me again?” I try to sound casual, but my voice comes out shaky.
 
    “My father owns this club, Victoria. I came in to resolve an issue with the management, and low and behold, there you were.” He gestures in Trevor’s direction with annoyance.  “Dancing with some other guy.” 
 
   I can’t help but laugh emphatically at his ridiculous statement. “Trevor is gay, Gabriel.”
 
   He looks momentarily confused and then lets out a relieved sigh as he strokes my cheek with his thumb. I savor the warmth and gentleness of his touch, craving more. 
 
   “Well, that’s a relief.” His tone is harsh and accusatory. “Because I didn’t like it. At all.” 
 
   I open my eyes and pull his hand from my face. “You don’t own me, Gabriel. You barely know me. I can dance with whomever I feel like.”
 
   He smiles down at me and places his hand on my neck, stroking the sensitive flesh. Desire pools deep within my belly, and it takes everything I have not to throw myself at him right now. 
 
   “You’re right,” he smirks at my willing response to his touch. “I don’t own you, but I would like to.”
 
   I pull back again, this time filled with real anger. “What the hell does that even mean? I’m not a possession. Nobody will ever own me.” 
 
   This time Gabriel grabs my hips and pulls me closer to him as he moves against me in an overtly sexual way. He brushes my hair back over my shoulders, his lips moving against my ear as he kisses me softly. 
 
   “Oh, I think I would have to disagree,” he whispers. “I think you would like to be owned by me. Knowing that you are mine to do with as I please. I have a feeling, that if you gave me the chance, you would like it very much.”
 
   Holy crap. How does he make that sound so hot? He just told me he wants to own me, and I can barely contain my giddy enthusiasm. I can’t find the words to reply, so I do the only thing I can and keep dancing. 
 
   I swivel my hips, pressing my back into his broad chest, snaking my arms up and around his neck. He growls into my ear with satisfaction as his hands travel over my hips and pull my ass into his groin. His erection digs into me, making me ache between my legs. 
 
   When I glance over, Alanna and Trevor are gaping with their mouths open. Reckless me just doesn’t care. She keeps on dancing, reveling in the feel of his body against mine. And then without warning, he whips me back around to face him, plunging his lips to mine. I part my lips in invitation and he accepts greedily. The kiss is brutal and possessive, leaving my lips swollen and wet when he pulls away.  
 
   He stops dancing and holds me at a distance with a pained expression on his face. “Victoria, I have to stop now, or I’m going to fuck you right here on the dance floor and I don’t care who’s watching.”
 
   I don’t know if it’s the alcohol, but I want this and don’t give a damn about the consequences right now. I playfully pull him back to me. I’m enjoying the fact that he can’t have me but wants me so desperately. 
 
   “So, fuck me then,” I challenge. He wraps his arms around me and groans into my ear before nipping at my neck. “I will. But not tonight, and not like this.” 
 
   He pulls away again, leaving my sexual frustration at an all-time high. He kisses me on the cheek before leaning into my ear. “You already belong to me, you just don’t know it yet.” And with that he turns and walks away, disappearing into the crowd behind me.
 
   It’s only now that I see the horror on the faces of women all around me. And worst of all is the waitress from earlier. If looks could kill… 
 
   Is this why? Because she wants Gabriel to herself? Of course. It all makes sense now. He’s a hot commodity, and apparently I’m in the way. I can’t help but shoot her a little smirk. But in all honesty, I don’t get it either. Why, when he has his choice of women, does he want me? 
 
   Within a minute Alanna and Trevor descend upon me, their excitement palpable.
 
   “Oh my God, was that Gabriel?” she asks.
 
   “Yes, Alanna.” 
 
   “The entire club was staring at the two of you. It was so weird!”
 
   “I know.” I roll my eyes.
 
    “And look at you smiling like the cat that got the cream!” Alanna continues, “He is so fucking hot. You have to tell us everything on the ride home.”
 
   I nod in agreement and then turn my attention to a woman who is approaching me. She has her cell phone in her hand, and it looks like she’s trying to take a picture. I quickly cover my face and grab Alanna’s hand, darting for the door in a panic.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
    
 
   Sitting at my desk, I rummage through the news alerts that popped up online overnight. Speculation is rife about who this new mystery woman is. Article after article with pictures of me in the club, dancing with Victoria, and one shot of her with her face in her hands, presumably after I left. My anger is about to boil over. I can’t believe I was so stupid, losing myself in her like that. Out in public, no less. It makes me look weak… an easy target. Because if one woman can make me lose it, then that means others can too.
 
   But that isn’t what bothers me the most. I keep worrying about what Victoria will think of all this. She doesn’t look happy in those photos, running away from the vultures. She was already skittish before, and now this. The only saving grace is that none of the photos show her face. 
 
   I knew when I saw her in that club I should have just turned around and walked back out. I’d already told myself I was only going to indulge in her once, promises be damned. I don’t even know what I was thinking telling her I’d like to see her again. I don’t ‘see’ women, I fuck them. Pure and simple. But when she walked into that club, everything changed. 
 
   The way she was dancing, and that fucking dress…. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. It was a pull too strong to resist. I needed to feel my hands on her again, to let every man who might even think about fucking her know who she belonged to. And she ate it up.  
 
   I had never, in all of the women I’ve been with, seen a woman respond that way to my touch. Sure they tried faking it with their shitty acting skills thinking I would be none the wiser. But they didn’t like my rough hands or my harsh words. They were high society princesses, wanting to be treated as such. 
 
   But not her. She was different. She soaked up everything I had to give her, and there was no fucking way she was faking that. It made me wonder why. For the first time in a long time, I felt a twinge of guilt for what I was doing. For what I liked. Because I didn’t want to take advantage of someone who was vulnerable. And it was clear, this girl wanted to be vulnerable to me. But I’d had a taste of her, and it wasn’t nearly enough.
 
   I tried to get her off my mind, even resorting to calling up Anya. But when she came over and started on her mind numbing tangent about how hard she was working to lose five pounds, all hope was lost. I politely tried to get rid of her, but even she knew something was up. She told me she’d never seen me so high strung before and offered to help me relax. When I rejected her, she left in a fit of rage.
 
   Even as I jacked off in the shower tonight, my thoughts went back to Victoria. It’s getting fucking ridiculous. And I know what needs to be done. I’m sure once I show her what I want to do to her, she won’t have me anyway. So I need to get it over with. 
 
   I reach for my phone and hit the speed-dial. It’s now or never. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   The sound of someone banging on the front door wakes me with a jolt. 
 
   I roll over and groan, tangled up in my dress from last night with a throbbing head. I can hear Alanna talking with someone for a moment, and then the door shutting. A moment later she appears in my bedroom door with a gold box in her hands and a big smile on her face.
 
   “Delivery for Miss Kelly,” she belts out her best English accent. “Courtesy of Mr. Maddox.” 
 
   “It’s way too early for this,” I mutter, flopping back onto my pillow. 
 
   Alanna sits down beside me and nudges me with the box until I give in. I open it carefully, removing a white card with a note written on it. 
 
   Victoria,
 
   I hope you slept well and dreamt only of me. 
 
   I want to see you today. 
 
   Call me. 
 
   Gabriel 
 
   His phone number is written on the back of the card in the same perfect penmanship. I set the card down and proceed to look beneath the tissue paper. Inside is an arrangement of the most beautiful chocolate covered strawberries I’ve ever seen, no doubt from some fancy confectionary company. Alanna grins as she helps herself to a strawberry and brings it to her mouth seductively.
 
   “Ooh, Victoria this is food porn.” 
 
   I shut the box and set it down beside me, picking up the card to read it again. This situation is getting out of control, but I can’t help myself. I want to see him again too. I want to feel his hands on my body again. I can’t stop thinking about him. I know this is probably the same way he always lures women in, with these cliché notes and boxes of chocolates designed to make them feel special. But I don’t care, I want him anyway. 
 
    “You have to see him again, Toto.” Alanna interrupts my far away thoughts. “I have to live vicariously through you because I’m dying to know how this plays out.”
 
   I chuckle at the dreamy look on her face and grab a strawberry for myself. “I don’t know. I want to, but I don’t know if I should. He seems like bad news.”
 
   Alanna just shrugs and continues munching on the chocolate covered fruit. “So what if he’s a major player, you’re only in it for some casual fun, remember? And I think he would be good for you. I’ve never seen you so wild and free like you were last night.”
 
   I have to admit, she has a point. I just got done telling myself the other night that I needed something like this. 
 
   “Maybe you’re right, it could be kind of perfect. Since I know there’s no possibility of wanting more with him because he won’t want more, it will help me keep my emotions in check. We can just hook up a couple times.”
 
    “Yes!” Alanna nods enthusiastically. “That’s exactly right. I’m so glad we got that settled, because I have something to tell you, and you can’t freak out.”
 
   “Oh God,” I mutter. “What now?”
 
   “Well, don’t forget what you just said, you’re still going to see him, even after I tell you this, and I’m not letting you back out. There was no harm done, and we just need to be a little more careful…”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I snap. Alanna has a knack for dragging out the inevitable and I hate it when she doesn’t just come right out with it. 
 
   “Don’t get angry, and don’t panic,” she says reassuringly. “I’ve been up early checking the internet, and there are some photos…”
 
   Oh no. This can’t be happening.
 
   “No, it’s okay,” she says quickly. “None of them show your face, I promise. I looked through every single article. They are dark and blurry and trust me it could be anybody in those photos. There is no way she’ll ever know it’s you.”
 
   My relief is swallowed by my guilt as I think about how close I came to revealing us. “God, I can’t believe how stupid I was. You’re right, I need to be more careful.”
 
   “So you’ll still go see him?” she asks with a hopeful expression. God love her, the woman is like an infectious ray of sunshine. 
 
   “Yes, Alanna.” I grin. “I’ll go see him. I’ll wear a hat and glasses or something.”
 
   “Good plan,” she says, reaching into the box for another strawberry. 
 
    
 
   An hour later, I’m freshly showered and feeling slightly better as I prepare to see Gabriel again. True to his domineering nature, he demanded that I be picked up by his personal driver. I argued with him about it at first, but ultimately I ended up relenting. I have a feeling that might be a common occurrence with us. 
 
   Now I have thirty minutes to get ready, and I have no idea what to wear. I sort through my lingerie, trying not to pick anything too racy. I don’t want Gabriel to think I’m handing myself to him on a silver platter. Because I’m using him just as much as he is using me. Or at least that’s what I tell myself. 
 
   I end up settling on a black bra and thong set with little pink bows. Simple, cute, and straightforward. That’s the easy part because now I have to pick out actual clothing. At first I feel like nothing in my closet is good enough for the likes of Gabriel Maddox. But then I remind myself that I don’t really care what he thinks, this is just sex. I throw on a black slashed tank top with lace underneath and a jean mini skirt, paired with some short studded boots.  
 
   For once my hair cooperates, and I actually like what I see. By the time I finish applying my signature lipstick and mascara, I have exactly two minutes to get downstairs in time to be picked up. 
 
   When I walk into the living room, Alanna is busy munching away at the chocolate covered strawberries again. “Oh great,” she says. “You’re going to go get laid, and I’m just sitting here getting fat courtesy of your hot new man.”
 
   “Finally, a reversal of roles!” I grin and self-consciously smooth my skirt down. “So do I look alright?”
 
   “Like sex on legs, baby. You’re a knockout, as always. He’s going to be eating out of the palm of your hand.”
 
   I smile gratefully because Alanna would never tell me I looked good if I really didn’t. “Okay, well I better get going then, wouldn’t want to be late and upset Mr. Testy again.”
 
   “Have fun!” Alanna calls after me as I step out the door.
 
    
 
   Downstairs, the driver is waiting in front of the black sedan. He’s wearing a black suit and hat, holding my door open for me. He introduces himself as Paul, and I recognize him from the first day I crashed into Gabriel.
 
   The ride to Gabriel’s Apartment is surprisingly quick for the city, only about twenty minutes. I guess it’s probably practical to live so close to his workplace. His apartment is, as I imagined, in another high rise building. Paul the driver escorts me to the elevator and punches in the code for me before gracefully exiting the lift and leaving me to ascend on my own. 
 
   A couple minutes later, the doors open into a hallway and I walk to his door. I take a deep breath, knocking quietly. A moment later Gabriel appears, looking sexy as hell. He seems relaxed with a white V-neck tee and loose black pants. Part of my dirty imagination wonders how quickly those clothes could come off.
 
   Once I’m inside, he pulls me into his arms without hesitation, smashing my lips to his. His hands clasp my cheeks as he gives me a hungry and passionate kiss, leaving me gasping for air by the time he pulls away. He takes a step back with a bewildered look on his face as if even he is surprised by his overly warm greeting towards me. 
 
   He holds me at arm’s length, examining my body from head to toe. 
 
   “God, Victoria,” he groans. “You and these outfits, they are so fucking sexy.”
 
   I break eye contact, feeling shy under his appraisal. I can’t tell if he’s being genuine or just trying to lay it on thick, but either way I’m definitely not used to men talking to me like that. He must sense my withdrawal, because he gently cups my chin, pulling my gaze back toward him. Today, in the bright light of the apartment, his eyes are a gentle shade of pale blue. It amazes me how someone so menacing can have the most beautiful eyes.
 
   Gabriel grabs my hand and leads me to the kitchen, motioning for me to sit at the breakfast bar. He goes to the fridge, giving me the first chance to take in his apartment. It’s moderately sized, and much less grand than I imagined it would be. I half expected to see a butler walking around a mansion this morning when I envisioned it. 
 
   Everything is black. Black leather couches, black walls, and shiny black floors. In the living room, I notice all the furnishings seem to have sharp edges. I can’t really see how any of it could be comfortable. There are no family photos, and the only artwork that hangs is a few large printed photos of cityscapes. 
 
   On the opposite wall, there is floor to ceiling glass which showcases an outdoor balcony with a private spa overlooking the city below. It’s the only detail of the apartment I really like. The space just seems so sterile and cold, like an office building rather than a home. I wonder idly if this reflects Gabriel’s personality as well. On the outside, he does seem somewhat cold, but I know on at least a couple of occasions I’ve seen a glimpse of another side to him. 
 
   But I, better than anyone, should know not to judge a book by its cover. There are probably a whole lot of reasons Gabriel is the way he is, and it isn’t my place to make assumptions. Still, a small part of me hopes that I will see more of his real personality… the one he hides away from the world. 
 
    Gabriel interrupts my thoughts when he reappears with two Mimosas, setting one on the breakfast bar in front of me. “A little hair of the dog.” 
 
   I take a small sip first, unsure if more alcohol is what I really want after this morning. But the taste is light and surprisingly refreshing, and I find it to be exactly what I need. He watches me approvingly as I drink, leaving his own drink untouched. 
 
   “You want me, Victoria,” he states in a matter of fact tone, getting straight down to business.
 
   “Excuse me?” I shoot him a look of annoyance. What a cocky bastard. 
 
   “Well, it’s true, you wouldn’t be here if you didn’t. There’s no need for either of us to play coy. I want you too, very much, and I will make no show of hiding it.”
 
   “Glad to see your ego is still in check,” I retort sarcastically. 
 
   I take another long pull of my cool drink, feeling like I’m going to need it for this conversation. I really shouldn’t be surprised by his attitude anymore. Yep, this apartment is definitely a reflection of his personality. 
 
   “The thing is,” he continues. “I want to be clear what this is between us. I fuck, and that’s it. You said the other day that I could have my pick of women, and it’s true. If you want sweet words and pillow talk after, then you’ve come to the wrong place.”
 
   I can’t believe he just said that. Is this his pathetic attempt to win me over? By telling me he could get any woman he wanted? I’m already stewing up something venomous in reply, but he interrupts me before I can even open my mouth. 
 
   “I’ve never had to have this conversation with anyone before.” He runs an anxious hand through his hair. “The women I date, they are usually well aware of what I expect beforehand. But I just feel it’s important that I’m honest with you upfront, giving you the chance to run now if you want.” His voice becomes strained, and he actually looks nervous. “But, I really don’t want you to run.” 
 
   I still can’t get over his earlier comment, and although it may be childish, I decide to have a jab at him anyway. Consequences be damned. 
 
   “Well,” I snap, “if you have your pick of women, then why don’t you just fuck them and save yourself the trouble.” 
 
   “Victoria, please, just hear me out. I want you. I can’t tell you in any other way than I already have. It’s that simple. But after you hear what I have to say, you may not want me.”
 
   I swallow the lump in my throat. Okay, I need to focus. What exactly is he trying to tell me? 
 
   “Well, just lay it all out for me then,” I reply as calmly as my voice allows me to. “I’m not a damn child, Gabriel. Just tell me whatever it is. I’m sure I can handle it.”
 
   “You’ve had a small taste of me. But I want there to be more.” His voice is filled with longing, and somewhere deep inside of me my own muscles seem to respond.
 
   “First, I want to be clear,” he says distantly. “When you’re with me, I’m in control Victoria, not you. I need you to understand that. There is no other way. I will be rough with you, and I will do what I please until you tell me to stop. And once you tell me to stop, this thing between us ends… for good. Understand?”
 
   I can’t help it. The sick, twisted part of me is enthralled by what he’s telling me. He wants to control me. To dominate me. And all I can think about is him standing over me naked, bossing me around. I can feel my face flushing at the very idea of it, my panties soaking with sudden arousal. The demons that live deep inside of me are rearing their ugly heads, screaming let’s totally do this! Meanwhile, logical me is shaking her head, asking how I always manage to get myself into these messes. 
 
   “Okay, I get it… the whole Dom-sub thing.” I shrug casually. “But just so you know, I won’t tell you to stop if you piss me off. I’ll just punch you.”
 
   His eyes light up as he chuckles softly at my outburst. “You are so fiery, Victoria, I love that.”
 
   I can’t keep my lips from tipping up again, hard as try. This man makes me smile even when I’m trying to be serious.  
 
   “Well, we’ll see won’t we?” he grins playfully. “Now back to my point before. We are both in understanding this isn’t a romantic relationship. But in the interest of keeping things safe, it would be a mutually exclusive sexual relationship. Would you agree to that?”
 
   “This is so weird,” I mutter under my breath. “Why can’t you just talk normal to me? Say you don’t want me to fuck anyone else. Yeah, I get it. I don’t just throw myself at anything that moves if that’s what you’re thinking.”
 
   He furrows his brow and clenches his jaw. “I never said or implied that, Victoria. I just wanted to be in agreement on this. It works both ways.”
 
   I cross my arms and nod petulantly. I’ve never had sex before that took so much work beforehand. Granted, no other man ever made me feel the way Gabriel has, and perhaps that’s why I’m tolerating this bullshit. 
 
   “Yeah alright, got it.” 
 
   He stops for a moment, running his large fingers over his chin while he ponders something. 
 
   “The other day when I spanked you, did you enjoy it?”
 
    “I’m not…. why are you asking me that?” God, I sound so flustered. I shouldn’t be embarrassed about this, clearly he likes it too.
 
   He smiles one of those big, heart-stopping smiles of his. At the moment, I have half a mind to scrap this conversation and just throw myself across the breakfast bar at him. But he speaks before I have the chance. 
 
    “I know it’s a lot to take in,” he whispers. “But this is what I enjoy, Victoria. And I want to do this with you. I know it might be a little strange to someone like you…” 
 
   “To someone like me?” I stare at him in disbelief. “You’re telling me this isn’t strange to anyone else?”
 
    “I don’t know. If it is, they’ve never said so.”
 
   “So women always just let you do whatever you want to them?” I scoff. 
 
    “Of course they do.” He laughs bitterly. “Because they have their eye on the prize. It’s amazing what one will do when the determination is there.”  
 
    Is he actually insinuating that I’m a gold digger? That’s it. “Well, I’m sorry, but I’m not that kind of woman. And I don’t have my eye on anything. I don’t even know why I came here, this is ridiculous!” 
 
   I jump off the bar stool and head for the front door. Before I even reach the end of the living area, he grabs my elbow, gently halting me. When I look up into his eyes, they are full of anguish. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Victoria. I shouldn’t have said that. I wasn’t referring to you in any way. Please don’t go… I don’t want you to.”
 
   Something about the wounded puppy dog look on his face melts me a little. I don’t want to go either. I want to stay. I want him. God, what is wrong with me? He just told me he wants to dominate me, and even though it sounds hot to me, his definition could be something else entirely. 
 
   “I… I’m not sure,” I say quietly. “I don’t know if this is a good idea.”
 
   He leans in a little closer, grabbing my hips. “I think it’s a very good idea. Just give me a chance, I have a feeling that you might actually like it.”
 
   I glance down at my hands, feeling as though I’m walking on a tightrope. I know that if I leave now, there will be no more Gabriel Maddox. And something inside of me hates that thought. But then there’s my self-preservation, telling me that’s probably for the best. 
 
    “I could fuck you right now,” he whispers. “To show you just how much I want you, in case you’ve forgotten.”
 
   I melt into him as he pulls me into his arms and runs his fingers along the bare skin of my shoulder. My breath grows shorter with each stroke. His engorged cock is pressing against my belly, and all I can think of is how much I want to feel his skin on mine, his scent all over me. 
 
   He leans closer, sweeping his scorching hot lips against my ear as he whispers, “Do you want me?”
 
   “Yes,” I breathe.  
 
   His hand cups my breast, rubbing it gently for a moment before he pulls it free from my tank top. He dips his head and brings my nipple to his mouth, sucking slowly, deliciously. I groan as I wrap my hand around the nape of his neck, fully prepared to let him take me. And then he pulls away, studying me intently. 
 
   “So, then beg me,” he says impassively.
 
   What the hell? I stare up at him in shock. 
 
   His fingers move nimbly to my other breast, yanking it free as he twists my nipple between his thumb and forefinger. His other hand snakes up beneath my skirt, heading straight for my soaking wet center. 
 
   “Well?” he asks. “Shall I just torture you all day like this? Or do you want me?”
 
   I try my best to scowl at him. “I do but…”
 
   “So then beg me,” he says simply, not nearly as affected as I am right now. “Tell me how much you want me.” 
 
   He pulls my skirt up around my hips, pushing his palm between my legs. His fingers move languidly inside my panties before dipping two of them inside of me. He moves them around in a torturous rhythm, eliciting a deep moan from within me. And then he brings them to his mouth and sucks on them, tasting me on his lips. 
 
   “So delicious.” 
 
   I can’t take anymore. 
 
   “Please,” I whimper. 
 
   A slow smile of satisfaction creeps across his face. “Please, what?” 
 
   “Please fuck me!” I groan. “I want you inside of me, please, Gabriel.”
 
   His lips crash into mine… hard. He sucks and kisses me violently as his passion overtakes him. When he pulls away, my lips are swollen and bruised, but content.  
 
   “Now was that so hard?” he smirks. “Two minutes of me touching you and I had you yielding already. You submitted to me then, did exactly as I requested. Do you think it would really be so difficult to see yourself doing the same thing over and over again?” 
 
   My body goes limp in his arms. He’s right. But I don’t care. All I care about right now is that he isn’t touching me. His skilled fingers doing things to me I’ve only ever dreamed about. His engorged cock filling me, stretching me, owning me. 
 
   “I thought we were going to…” I whisper.
 
   His thumb reaches down to caress my cheek. 
 
   “Does that mean you’re willing to try this?” he coaxes.
 
   “Yes.” My shoulders sag. “For now.” 
 
   I can’t believe this. He’s right. I’m eating out of the palm of his hand already. 
 
   He flashes me a victorious smile, and I roll my eyes. He grabs my hand and leads me through the living area and down the hall, stopping in front of one of the doors. 
 
   “Just so you know,” he says. “You don’t have to stay if you don’t like any of this. If you tell me to stop, I will stop.”
 
   I glance over at the door, thinking about what he isn’t saying. That if I stop him, we are done. 
 
   He takes my hand and leads me through the door in silence. I try hard to steel my nerves. Do I really want this? He looks back at me with those beautiful blue eyes as though he wants to make sure I’m still here. Yes, I want this. I can just try it once. If I don’t like it, I can go. Then at least my curiosity will have been satisfied and this ridiculous thing between us will be over. But then again, what if I do actually like it?
 
   Some feral part deep inside of me has always liked rough sex. Rough men. Men that treated me like crap. How is this going to be any different? 
 
   I glance around the room. It’s a bedroom, but I get the feeling it definitely isn’t his. It has a large bed, a couple odd sized chairs and tables, and one apothecary style cabinet in the corner. No clothing, no personal items. Everything is black. There are no blankets on the bed, only a set of crisp black sheets. If I thought the apartment was cold, I was sorely mistaken. This room is colder than any I’ve ever been in. Completely devoid of any emotion or comfort. 
 
    “Take off your clothes.” 
 
   Gabriel’s tone is commanding, startling me out of my line of thought. I move on autopilot, watching him nervously as I start to undress. My hands are shaking as I drop my skirt and tank top on the floor, leaving me in nothing but the bra and thong. I can’t make eye contact as I shimmy out of the rest, feeling overly exposed here in this stark room. I know I’m slim, but I’m also short and curvy, something he’s not used to. 
 
   Before I even get a chance to see his expression he pulls me into a chaste kiss. His lips suck on mine, reigniting my desire with gusto. His expert hands fondle my breast, and I can’t help the noises that escape me. 
 
   When he pulls away, his expression is hard.
 
   “Now kneel on the floor and spread your legs. I want to see that beautiful pussy.”
 
   Holy shit. Is he fucking serious? He just wants me to lay down and spread it all out for him? 
 
   I shake my head before I can even think about what I’m doing, my arms instinctively wrapping around my body.
 
   “I don’t believe that was a request,” he barks. “Now one more time, Victoria. Do as I say, or I will spank you. Do you understand?”
 
   Oh my God. He looks absolutely primal as he gazes down at me, fire blazing behind those blue eyes. And what he just said ignited something else deeper inside of me. Why does him threatening to spank me make me feel so savage? I like it, and even worse, I think I actually want it. 
 
   “So, then spank me,” I challenge him. 
 
   For the briefest of moments, I think he looks surprised by my candor. But before I can get a good read on him, he flings me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, carrying me across the room. He splays me out across a small bench, lying me face down on top of it. I can hear him undoing his belt buckle, and I’m momentarily confused. Then he climbs on top of me, straddling my back as he strokes my ass. Ok, so now he’s got me trapped. This is a little different to last time.
 
   “I’m going to teach you how to obey me, and then you can choose. But either way is fine with me because I promise you I enjoy it more when you misbehave.” 
 
   His voice is deeper now, his tone a little bit chillier. And even though I’m trembling inside, I refuse to let him see it. His hands caress each curve of my butt softly for a few moments as his breathing grows deeper. He withdraws, and all I can feel is the cold air of the room on my naked flesh. 
 
   And then it hits me. Thwack! His belt collides with my ass, lighting me on fire. I grunt at the burning pain, but before I have time to decide if it’s too much, he smacks me again. And again. And again. 
 
   I refuse to give him the satisfaction of letting him feel my trepidation. I lay perfectly still, waiting for each blow. And when they come, I do not cry out. And then eventually, the pain simply turns to warmth, followed by a rush of endorphins inside my body. I squeeze my legs together tightly, embarrassed at how wet I am for this man that is belting me. And then I feel his soft warm hands stroking my tender backside. 
 
   “Good girl,” he coos softly in my ear. “Now let’s try this again.”
 
   He picks me up and carries me to a small soft rug on the floor, allowing me to stand. His lips find their way to my breast, his hand sliding between my legs with zero resistance. He dips his finger inside of me and I groan. I’m totally at his mercy as he slides his finger back and forth while he caresses my nipple with his tongue. My hips start pulsing towards him, silently begging for more.
 
   “You are so responsive,” he grunts. “I can’t believe how wet you are for me already.”
 
   He stops his sensual assault on my body to take a step back and look at me. And I mean really look at me. His eyes seem to be burning my naked body into his brain, but he’s giving nothing away. I can’t tell if he likes what he sees, and I’ve never felt so exposed. My natural inclination is to cover my breasts with my hands and to cross my legs. Because I haven’t even seen him naked yet.
 
   He shakes his head and uncrosses my arms. “No, Victoria. I want to see all of you.” He draws lazy strokes down my waist and over my hip. “I love these beautiful curves, so soft and feminine. Don’t ever cover yourself up in front of me, do you understand?”
 
   I nod sheepishly, and his hand slithers up into my hair, grabbing a handful before giving it a tug.
 
   “I asked you a question,” he says. “And I expect an answer. Do you understand, Victoria?”
 
   “Yes, Gabriel,” I whisper.
 
   He actually groans when I say his name. He presses his hard erection against my belly, letting me feel how turned on he is. The fact that I’ve given him that much pleasure simply by saying his name makes my insides twist with desire. 
 
   “Good girl,” he says gruffly. “Now do as I asked and lay yourself out for me.”
 
   I don’t hesitate this time. I sink to the floor, not lost on the irony that it’s the same position he found me in on the sidewalk. I told myself then that I refused to kneel before him, and now here I am… kneeling before him. Still as I glance up at his beautiful features, I don’t care. I think that face could be very hazardous to my health because I have every suspicion I will do whatever he asks. Completely his for the taking.
 
   “Don’t look at me,” he scolds softly. “That’s something else you will have to learn.” 
 
   I glance down at the floor as he ambles around me slowly, examining me, like a shark circling its prey. And then he stops behind me where I can no longer see him. I feel him kneel down behind me and he grabs both of my arms, gently pulling my wrists behind me. He wraps something around them, which feels like his belt. Glad to know it has multiple uses. I probably should feel more panic than I do, but I’m excited. I have no idea what he’s going to do with me. 
 
   “Remember,” he says softly, seeming to sense my hesitation, “you can always say stop. But only if you mean it.”
 
   I gulp. “Okay.”
 
   “Okay, what?” he scolds me again. 
 
   Oh, for fucks sake. Just fuck me already. “Okay, Gabriel,” I emphasize the word to appease him. 
 
   “Very good,” he says. And then a soft black cloth emerges in front of my eyes as he knots it around the back of my head. 
 
   “This will teach you not to look at me for now,” he says. “Now lean forward so that your face is against the floor, but keep your ass in the air and spread your legs.”
 
   Oh my God, he has got to be joking. I don’t want to be in such a vulnerable position in front of him, so exposed. He can see everything if I do that. I hesitate for a few moments, and then feel his hand tugging my hair, easing my head to the floor. 
 
   “Don’t make me wait,” he growls. 
 
   I reluctantly push my ass into the air and spread my legs. Thank God I waxed everything. The air is cool against my sensitive flesh as I lay there, waiting. 
 
   “Good, Victoria. You look lovely like that.” He dips one of his fingers inside me. “You have nothing to be ashamed of.”
 
   I clench my eyes shut even though I’m blindfolded. This is embarrassing. I’m not used to this kind of intimacy, and I have no idea why I’m giving it to him. 
 
   And then I feel it. His palm, tapping me down there. It isn’t inside me, but rather right above my entrance. Right over my swollen, sensitive flesh. It’s soft at first, a light teasing tap, and then he increases the pressure gradually. It feels strange, like a slight bite of pain mixed with pleasure, and the feelings it evokes are intense. I moan as he increases again, harder and faster. I can’t move my hands, and my hips seem to be rocking of their own accord.
 
   “Don’t move,” he says firmly. “I want you still. I’m going to make you come, and I want you to feel all of it.” 
 
   Oh, sweet mother of all. He sounds so sure of himself. But I’m not. I can’t tell if I’m going to explode or cry from the intensity. I try to remain still as the taps turn into slaps. Hard, fast slaps that send pulsing sensations throughout my entire body. My stomach is beginning to ache, everything in my body tense as the feelings take over me. And then, all at once, a scream tears from deep inside of me as he releases waves of pleasure throughout my body. 
 
   I collapse onto the ground, breathless and unable to hold myself up a second longer. There’s moisture running down my legs, but I don’t care. I’m too shocked by what just happened to be uncomfortable. I’m flying high on Gabriel, and the things this man can do to me. He’s brought pleasure to a place that had once only known pain. He made me feel unashamed for something which I had only ever felt embarrassed about. 
 
   I lay there for several moments in complete silence, trying to catch my breath. The next thing I feel is Gabriel scooping me up into his arms and carrying me across the room. He stops at the foot of the bed, laying the top half of my body across it, leaving my legs dangling over the end. His hand caresses the tender flesh between my legs again, and I jerk at the contact.
 
   “God, Victoria, you are so fucking wet.” His voice is husky and feral, ripe with need.  
 
   “Mmmm…” is all I can manage. I’m still dizzy and seeing stars from the intense orgasm. 
 
   I hear the sound of foil right before his erection presses against me. He nudges inside of me slowly, pressing his hand into my lower back as he fills me. Every inch that he pushes deeper sends my nerves into overdrive, my body begging for more. 
 
   He moves in and out in soft teasing strokes at first, savoring the feel of me around him. But then his instincts take over, and he loses himself in the need for his pleasure. He starts pumping hard and fast, keeping his hand on my back to hold me in place. He’s taking no prisoners, and as he promised he’s fucking me roughly. 
 
   His pace quickens again and I can feel his balls slapping against me as he thrusts, the tightness building inside me. I’m exhausted and sore, but my body craves this. My stomach is clenching, tightening, aching in anticipation. He slides one of his hands up into my hair, grabbing a handful as he pumps into me furiously. The pleasure mingled with the slight pain is enough to send me over the edge, and I come violently around his hard cock. 
 
   Before the tremors inside of me have even subsided, Gabriel grunts loudly behind me, both his hands digging into my hips. His cock pulses inside of me as he releases, an animalistic sound wrenching from his chest. And then he collapses on top of me. 
 
   I can hardly breathe, but I don’t care. I love the feeling of his warm, naked body on top of mine. After a few more blissful moments, Gabriel pulls out of me and drags me up onto the bed completely. I lay there panting and dazed as he undoes the belt and the blindfold. I can’t speak or move, and I’m glad when he lays down next to me in silence. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   Two hours later, I roll over and groggily realize my mistake. I fell asleep. Gabriel looks uncomfortable with the whole situation as he sits in a chair next to the bed, typing on his computer. As I rub my sleepy eyes, the awkwardness threatens to swallow me whole. This was just supposed to be sex, and I fell asleep in his apartment. 
 
   “I didn’t want you to wake up and not know where you were,” he says gently.
 
   “Right… sorry.” 
 
   “It’s okay.” He shrugs. “I’m sure I exhausted you.”
 
   I sit up and belatedly come to the conclusion that I’m still naked. Embarrassment washes over me as Gabriel watches me, his expression indecipherable. I still can’t believe I was sleeping in front of him completely naked, no doubt drooling too. 
 
   “You did exhaust me,” I say, unable to think of anything else.
 
   “Did you enjoy it?” he asks tentatively.
 
   “I did.” 
 
   My cheeks burn as he continues to scrutinize me, like he’s watching me for some sort of false reaction or something. 
 
   “So does that mean you’ll do it again?” he asks.
 
   “Yes.” I give him a soft smile. “I’d like that.”
 
   He pushes his computer aside and stands, approaching me slowly. He’s dressed again, and part of me saddens at the thought. I still haven’t actually had a chance to look at him naked, and I wonder if I ever will. 
 
   He pauses at the side of the bed, the longing in his eyes now clear, but he doesn’t make any moves. Is he waiting for me to tell him it’s okay? Because I thought I just had. 
 
   I don’t wait or try to overanalyze it anymore. I climb towards the edge of the bed, sitting up on my knees in front of him and pulling him into a kiss. It’s a moment of bravery, and I’m not entirely sure he will like it, but he groans with pleasure as soon as my lips touch his. I fist my hands into his hair and pull him down onto me, his erection pressing against me.
 
   “Aren’t you sore?” he asks hesitantly.
 
   “I’m very sore.” I nod. “But I still want you.”
 
   He closes his eyes and presses his forehead to mine, savoring my words. “Are you sure?” 
 
   “Yes, please, Gabriel. I want this.”
 
   He contemplates it for another moment before tugging his shirt over his head and leaving me in stunned silence. The sight that greets me is so unexpected, I can do nothing but stare at him like a loon. His upper arms and chest are covered in beautiful pieces of ink that I had no idea were lurking beneath his clothing. Intricately woven black roses surround a pair of wings and a patch of script with the name Parker. The artist did an amazing job of bringing the emotion of the piece to life, and I realize immediately it’s a memorial. 
 
   I want to ask him about it, but Gabriel stiffens as I inspect it, and I tear my gaze away to his abs instead. Hard and muscular with that perfect sexy V-shape, he has a small trail of hair leading down to his waistband. My fingers trail over it absently, and he seems to relax beneath my touch. 
 
   He mounts the bed and lowers himself onto me, his lips meeting mine in a feverish kiss. I reach down and tug at his waist band, letting his erection spring free as I gather it into my palm. My hand moves up and down his thick shaft, testing my limits. I know I’m pushing my luck, but he hasn’t outright stopped me, and his entire body has slackened with my touch. But all too soon, he gains back what little control he may have lost in the moment. 
 
    “Victoria,” he whispers. “Lay on your back.” 
 
   I pout and do as he says, watching him roll on a condom. 
 
   “I’m going to fuck you now,” he smirks. 
 
   It’s an offer too good to refuse. 
 
   He fucks me, as promised, but not quite as rough as before, and this time with no bondage. By the time it’s all over, I really am exhausted. I can hardly move, and I’m surprised when he takes me into his arms, holding me against his chest. He smells so good, and now I smell like him too… just like I wanted. His skin is warm and comforting against my cheek, and before I know it, my eyes are growing heavy again. I force myself to sit up.
 
   “I should probably go.” 
 
   He looks up at me, his face soft and relaxed. “Are you sure?” he pauses for a moment before adding, “you don’t have to. You could sleep in here for a while if you’re tired.”
 
   Without him, I assume. “No, it’s okay. My roommate’s probably waiting for me anyway. And I don’t want to keep you from anything.” 
 
   He doesn’t respond, so I think I’m right in my assumption. I stand up and quickly reassemble myself, picking up my clothes and dressing. 
 
   Gabriel ambles over to me, surprising me by taking me in his arms and kissing me again. The kiss is soft and surprisingly gentle. 
 
    “I could find something to eat if you’re hungry,” he offers. 
 
   “That’s alright.” I smile. “Alanna is probably waiting for me to eat dinner.”
 
   He frowns, looking almost disappointed. But he recovers quickly as he walks me to the door. 
 
   “Alanna is your roommate.” 
 
   I’m not sure if he’s asking or stating. By now, I have no idea what kind of information he has on me, and quite frankly it’s a bit worrying. Because if he can get his hands on that kind of information, then surely almost anyone can.
 
   “Yes, she is. Roommate, slash pain in the ass, slash best friend,” I reply jokingly.
 
   Gabriel doesn’t smile at my joke. He seems to be distant again.
 
   “So, do you know how long you want to keep this thing going between us?” he asks in a business-like tone. 
 
   “Um, I’m not sure.”
 
   “Well, I don’t want it to get complicated,” he says. “So what do you say, maybe three months and then we can go from there?”
 
   Geez, his mood shifted so suddenly. Is he pissed at me? Or is this just how he treats his fuck buddies? Does he think I’m going to get too overly emotional, and that’s why he’s asking? If that’s the case, I know how to stop that thought process right here.
 
   “I’m leaving in two months, Gabriel. So I guess it will be either before or until then.” 
 
   My words actually seem to shock him, and the muscle in his jaw starts ticking. 
 
    “When were you planning on telling me that?” 
 
   “Um, I just did?” 
 
   He runs a hand through his hair and sighs. “We’ll talk about this later then.” He kisses me chastely on the lips before sending me out the door.
 
   I can’t help feeling a little wounded myself at the manner in which I’m being dismissed. I know he offered for me to stay, and then offered me food, but then he just switched off like he didn’t mean any of it. Mere formalities. I hate that he’s so hot and cold all the time. And he didn’t even tell me when we’d see each other again. I shiver as I step out into the cool evening air of New York City, knowing I’ve really stepped in it this time. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   I arrive back at my apartment, courtesy of a taxi. Paul was waiting downstairs at Gabriel’s apartment by the time I got to the bottom which only added to my annoyance. The thought of him being on standby for me, waiting to leave, was more than a little strange. I told him I would get my own way home, and he looked none too happy about it. Presumably due to the prospect of facing Gabriel’s irritation. 
 
   I have some serious thinking to do about this whole situation. I feel deflated as I climb the steps to my door, hoping Alanna can help make some sense of all of this. She always knows just what to do in these types of situations, and that’s one of the reasons why I love her so much. But as I suspect after walking into an empty apartment, I find a note stating she’s on another date. I don’t bother making anything to eat and opt for a hot shower and bed instead. 
 
   The next day I sleep in late and don’t bother checking with the courier company for work. As I pad down the hallway, I find Alanna hunkered down on the couch watching tv. She smiles when I walk in and then frowns when she reads the expression on my face. 
 
   “What happened, babe? You were asleep so early last night. Did everything go alright?”
 
   I pour myself some coffee and make my way to the couch, kicking my fuzzy slippers onto the rickety coffee table. “Well, it didn’t exactly go to plan, I’ll put it that way. And I definitely need your advice on this one. But first I want to order some food, I’m starving.”
 
   “Okay doll, anything you want, I’m yours for the day.” She walks to the fridge and grabs some takeout menus. “What do you feel like? Indian, Chinese, Pizza?”
 
   Nothing really sounds that appetizing, even though I’m starving. “I don’t know, surprise me.” 
 
   Alanna sets out to find her cell phone and order the food. She comes back ten minutes later to find me sprawled out on the couch, staring up at the ceiling blankly.
 
   “Okay, food’s on its way. Now tell me what the hell happened because I can’t take the suspense of knowing why you look…” She motions at my lifeless body with her hand. “Like that. It isn’t like you, and I’m worried.”
 
   I pull myself together and sit up. “Well, you don’t need to be worried, I’m fine I swear. I’m just confused and probably being dramatic. God, I don’t even know where to begin, Alanna. Nothing like this has ever happened to me before.”
 
   She furrows her eyebrows with concern and takes a seat beside me. “What happened? Did he hurt you?”
 
   I smile at her protective instincts and shake my head. “No, it was nothing like that.” 
 
   I purposely leave out the little detail of him spanking me, because even though it did hurt a little, I enjoyed it, and it would just be embarrassing if I told her about it.
 
   “Oh, well then color me confused. What happened then?”
 
   I can’t look her in the eye. We talk about sex all the time, but it’s mainly Alanna’s sex life since I don’t have one. But this is different, and it feels more than a little awkward. “I uh… I don’t know exactly how to say this.”
 
   “Oh c’mon!” she urges. “Don’t be embarrassed around me. You can tell me anything. We have no secrets, remember?”
 
   I sigh, knowing that she’s right. She’s the one person I trust with my life. And given our background, there’s good reason for that.
 
   When I met Alanna, it was during my first year of being on the run. I was crashing in a homeless shelter in Texas when she came in bloodied and bruised. She had been beaten to a pulp by her husband, who just so happened to be a cop. She was scared and had nowhere to go and was afraid she would have to return to her husband or die trying to get away.
 
   We became fast friends, deciding to go on the run together. We learned through trial and error how to stay under the radar. We would only stay in places that took cash and fake names and only worked under the table type jobs. After a while, we realized that the big cities were easier to hide in, with lots of crappy places to stay that didn’t mind turning a blind eye for a bit of cash. 
 
   But it didn’t take long for me to realize that Alanna had more problems than just an abusive husband after her. She was addicted to pain-killers as well. I found her in our motel room one night passed out with the empty bottles surrounding her. She was unresponsive, and I had to take a big risk by taking her to the hospital. I gave the hospital a fake name and paid in cash for the visit. Luckily Alanna pulled through, but everything changed after that night. 
 
   I had to give her an ultimatum. If she wanted to stick together, she had to give up the drugs, and we could have no secrets between us. She pleaded with me to stay with her, and I did. For the next month, we stayed locked up in a cheap motel room while she detoxed. I was there for her every step of the way. And during that time, our friendship changed. From that day on, we became more like sisters. 
 
   I glance at the woman sitting across from me now and smile. I would have never believed that the vibrant, beautiful, bubbly creature that she is would have ever been depressed in her life. Or taken any kind of shit from a man. She’s a changed woman now, and I couldn’t be prouder of how far she’s come. 
 
   She clears her throat and smirks at me. “What are you smiling about over there in la-la land? You’ve been out of it for like five minutes!”
 
   I grin, and grab her hand, squeezing it reassuringly.
 
    “Just something you said. I was thinking about the early days of us on the run together. How did I ever get so lucky to meet you?” 
 
   She leans in and hugs me tight. “Are you kidding me, Toto? I’m the lucky one. You are the best thing that ever happened to me. Literally a blessing from heaven above. You saved my life, and I can’t imagine being without you either.”
 
    “Remember how stupid we were back then?” I laugh. “Trying to hide in small towns and trying to come up with fake names all the time. It was so much harder when we had no idea what we were doing. We are like pros now.”
 
   She bursts out laughing right along with me. “Yeah, we were pretty dumb back then.”
 
   We sit back on the couch and relax for a minute before she changes the subject back. I knew it was only a matter of time. 
 
   “Seriously Toto, you and I have been through so much together. You can tell me anything, and I will never ever judge you or make you feel bad for it. I am so not that person, you should know that.”
 
   I nod and clasp my hands nervously in my lap. “I know.”
 
    “So, please will you tell me what happened with you and Gabriel today?” she asks. 
 
   “Yes, Alanna.” I sigh. “But you should know this is really awkward for me. You know how I get when I try to talk about sex.”
 
   “Okay.” She scrunches her face, trying her best to suppress her smile.
 
   “So Gabriel has a little bit of a kinky side.” 
 
   Her eyes widen with sudden interest. “Well, honestly, I’d be kind of surprised if he didn’t. He’s rich, and those people are notorious for being kinky bastards. So what exactly is he into?”
 
   “Um….” I shift nervously in my seat. “Well, he likes to… uh… dominate, I guess.” I whisper as if that will somehow compensate for the embarrassment. 
 
   Alanna shakes violently with laughter and slaps her hand on her thigh for good measure. I scowl at her. After her minute-long fit of uproarious laughter, she breathes a huge sigh of relief. “Is that all? So he told you he wants to dominate you?”
 
   “Yes!” I state firmly, panic flashing across my face. “And I actually let him.”
 
   “You had me thinking the worst. So you actually tried it? Did you like it?” As soon as the words are out of her mouth, her brow furrows with new realization. “Oh…. geez I am such an idiot. I didn’t even think. Of course, it would be scary for you, babe. I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”
 
   “No, no, it’s okay. I’m okay. He didn’t hurt me, and I wasn’t scared at all. To my surprise, I actually… um, kind of liked it.” 
 
    “Well, I am so relieved.” She smiles softly. “But did you kind of like it, or did you really like it? Because right now your face is bright red.”
 
   “Okay, maybe I liked it a lot,” I say sheepishly. “But I don’t know if I want to keep doing this. He is so weird. One minute he’s all hot and sweet, and the next he’s ice cold. I felt weird just leaving afterwards.”
 
   “Well, I hate to point out the obvious, but that’s how casual sex goes. You don’t really stick around.”
 
   “I know,” I groan. “I just… I don’t know.” 
 
   “Well, has he treated you badly?” Alanna asks, concern etching her face.
 
   “No, nothing like that,” I reassure her. “He was good, really good. But I just don’t know how to keep my distance, from getting too attached I mean. I don’t want to feel rejected every time I have to leave his apartment.”
 
   “Ah, Victoria, I know it’s hard. I can’t make up your mind for you, sweetie,” she says gently. “All I can do is tell you what I think. You have to decide if it’s something you want to try. I don’t know this guy, he could be great, but I just want you to be careful. I don’t want you going back down the same path as before with men. Letting them treat you like shit. It’s one thing to dominate you in the bedroom, but he better treat you like a princess everywhere else.”
 
   I sink back into the couch, trying to digest her words. 
 
   “As for the emotional stuff,” Alanna continues, “sometimes you can’t shut it off. You are just such a caring person. But you also need to make sure that whatever guy you give your love to is actually worthy of it. I don’t want you to put yourself in another situation that could be traumatic for you in any way. After that whole ordeal with that fucker Chris, I don’t ever want to see you with someone like that again.”
 
   I glance up at her, noticing her open disdain as she mentions my ex-boyfriend. Well, I don’t know if I could even call him that. He was the guy I was madly in love with for years. He was more or less the man who used me for sex whenever one of us was passing through. He definitely didn’t love me, and it took me a lot of heartbreak to finally accept it.
 
   “Chris wasn’t a bad guy, he just had problems. Anyway, I’ve moved on from that. Why do you think Gabriel would be like him?” I ask nervously. 
 
   Alanna gives me a sympathetic smile and reaches for my hand. “I don’t. Honestly, I don’t even know the guy. I’m just trying to look out for you. So are you sure you liked what you tried today and weren’t just doing it to appease him?” 
 
   “No, it definitely wasn’t like that.” I shake my head. “I mean, it’s kind of weird, but I like the way he talks to me. So blunt and open about what he wants. Even though he infuriates me sometimes, it’s kind of hot when he talks to me that way. But at the same time it kind of feels wrong. I mean, I don’t know I just feel torn.”
 
   “Toto, being dominated isn’t wrong if you enjoy it. It’s nothing like what you went through, I promise you that. It took me a long time to realize that too. As long as it’s with the right person, and they know what they’re doing. But you have to be able to trust that person, and to relinquish control. Some women really like it, and some couldn’t wrap their heads around it if they tried. I personally love it when I find a man who takes control… in the bedroom, I mean.”
 
   “I’m so lucky to have such a sexually adventurous friend.” I tease. “I mean who else would I turn to with these kinds of questions?”
 
   Alanna laughs in response. “I know right?”
 
   “Well, I guess I have a lot of thinking to do tonight. But I don’t think you have to worry about Gabriel. He doesn’t seem like the typical assholes I attract, just a kinky one.”
 
   “And mega rich,” she adds. “And hot to boot.” 
 
   I roll my eyes, and Alanna takes it in stride.  
 
   “Listen, Toto, if you want to try it with him, just remember you don’t ever have to do anything you don’t want to.”
 
    “I know. But I’m still in shock that I’m just now finding out that you like to be dominated.” I smirk. “I have all sorts of crazy images running through my head now, images I never wanted to see.”
 
    “You would say that.” She giggles. “Maybe I’m a little fucked up in the head too, but I enjoy it.”
 
   I relax back into the couch for a moment, lost in thought when the doorbell rings. Alanna pays the delivery man and then lays out an impressive carb-laden spread of Chinese comfort food. I spend the day in my pajamas watching Gilmore Girls and then watch as Alanna happily skips off to another date later that evening.
 
    I haven’t heard anything from Gabriel, and I know I shouldn’t be, but I’m disappointed. I try to remind myself over and over this is supposed to be casual. But at this point, I honestly don’t know if I can do that. Not with him anyway. 
 
   I have an important decision to make, and I decide that I need to do some research of my own. I need a better understanding of what kind of man Gabriel is. I sit down on my bed and fire up my laptop, taking a nervous breath as I type his name into Google. For the next forty-five minutes, I mill through gossip blogs, photos, and news articles. By the end, I’m exhausted, both physically and emotionally. Looking at the women he’s dated in the past- famous models and actresses- I feel even worse than before. 
 
   In my heart, I know I can’t do this. I’m already feeling too emotionally invested. It shouldn’t be this complicated just to have sex. And I know if I go through with it, somehow I’ll end up getting hurt.
 
   While my mind is clear and focused, I grab my phone and punch in his number. I fumble with the keys as I type out the message.
 
   I’m sorry, but I can’t meet you again.
 
   Victoria x
 
   Before I lose my nerve, I hit send. Then I shut off my phone and take a hot shower. I climb into bed, not even caring that it’s only 7:00 pm. I want sleep and comfort, and to wake up and put all of this behind me tomorrow. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   I wake to the sound of my door creaking open and the light shining in my face. I rub my eyes wearily as I try to make out the figure looming over me. 
 
   “Victoria, it’s me.”
 
   There’s no mistaking the sound of that voice. Deep and rich and sexy as hell. Gabriel. At first I think I might be dreaming, so I smile. But then panic sets in. I sit up in bed anxiously, not sure what I should do. He’s in my apartment, in my fucking bedroom. And here I am half naked and no makeup on. 
 
   He proceeds slowly to the mattress on the floor and sits down as gracefully as he can. He looks different. As my eyes adjust, I realize he’s wearing a leather motorcycle jacket and his hair is all windswept and wild. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” I ask nervously.
 
   “Alanna let me in,” he replies shortly, glancing around the dimly lit room.
 
   “Jesus, this can’t be where you really live.” He looks down at my mattress with disapproval. “You don’t even have a fucking bed! And don’t get me started on how scary this apartment is.”
 
   His words are enough to bring my inner bitch out of hiding. “Did you just come here to judge my interior decorating skills?” 
 
   “This isn’t funny, Victoria.” He stares at me with concern. “This place isn’t safe. It’s very seedy, and I don’t like that two women are living here alone, namely you.”
 
   “Look, I can take care of myself okay. And so can Alanna, we take care of each other. And I do have a bed, you’re sitting on it.”
 
   “A mattress doesn’t make a bed. Tell me why you’re living here. Surely there are better places than this around. Is it an issue of money?”
 
   “No, don’t be ridiculous.” I can’t help but sound offended. “I have money, plenty of money. I just choose not to spend it on flash apartments or furnishing a place that is only temporary.”
 
   He leans closer to me, tucking a loose hair behind my ear, and sending shivers down my spine. I need to get a grip. How can one little touch affect me so much? 
 
   I smell the leather of his coat mixed with mint on his breath and I sigh at the pure delight of it. I just assumed he wore suits most of the time, like in all of his photos and at work. But he comes here dressed like this and it just screams bad boy. For some twisted reason, it only makes me want him even more.
 
   “Why did you send me that text?” he asks.
 
   Crap. Here it is. The reason for his being here in the middle of the night.
 
   I look down at my clasped hands in my lap. It was so much easier to be strong when he was safely out of my bubble. But here he is all hot and delicious, expecting me to explain logic to him. “I… I just can’t. It’s too complicated.”
 
   He cups my chin and brings my attention back to his face. “Explain it to me then.”
 
   His voice is soft and gentle as he makes a request that to him seems so simple. But how can I possibly tell him I’m afraid of getting attached? I barely know him. It would sound ridiculous. 
 
   “I don’t know.” I shrug. “You are just so all over the place. I don’t know if I’m right for you, I mean for what you want. I’m not anything like the women you usually...”
 
   A small smile creeps across his lips as he stops me. “No, you aren’t,” he says simply. “That’s why I like you.”
 
   I’m glad in the moment for the dim light in the room because I’m blushing like crazy. 
 
   “As for yesterday,” he continues, “I’m sorry if I seemed crass when you were leaving. You took me by surprise. And then you told me you were leaving the city soon. But why?”
 
   His tone is gentle, and if I didn’t know any better he seems genuinely disappointed at the news that I’m leaving. I feel a small pain in my own chest at the thought. I like it here. I like him. 
 
   “I have to leave, and I can’t tell you why. It’s just, it’s complicated. I’m sorry.”
 
   His brow furrows, and he remains silent for a few moments as he traces his fingers along his chin, deep in thought. “Alright, then I’ve changed my mind,” he says softly.
 
   He leans in and kisses my cheek, taking me by surprise. Then he pulls me closer, caressing my neck with his lips. He inhales as he presses his nose into my skin, a low growl escaping him. “I want you. I know you want me too, Victoria. Let me stay with you tonight. No agreements, no control. Just remember what it’s like with me before you say no.”
 
   I drink in his words, and the fire his touch leaves behind burns me intensely. I want him  that much is true. But I still can’t understand why he wants me. 
 
   “Why me, Gabriel? I’m sure you have beautiful women who aren’t nearly as much trouble on speed dial, willing to give themselves over to you at a moment’s notice.”
 
   His hands thread through my hair, stroking it softly. “Victoria, you are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. And that is not a line. There is just something about you… I have to have you. But only if you want this too. If you let me stay with you tonight, and you still haven’t changed your mind by the morning, I will never bother you again.”
 
   I can’t help but smile shyly at his words. It could be bullshit, but he seems genuine. And he’s right. I feel the electricity between us, and I want it just as badly as he does. I might regret my decision in the morning, but in the moment my mind is made up. 
 
   I glance up at him and run my fingers through his hair as I bring his lips to mine. A moan rumbles from his chest as he kisses me deeply, passionately. His arms wrap around me and he caresses my back, teasing me with his touch. His hands slide the soft fabric of my tank top up, moving to rub my bare breasts beneath his palms. 
 
   The fire spreads through my body and I let out a moan induced by his rapturous touch. With my encouragement, his hot mouth unleashes upon my nipple, sucking and licking eagerly. I arch back to give him full access as desire pools hot and wet between my legs. 
 
    “You are so beautiful,” he murmurs against me. 
 
   I sit up on my knees in front of him, reaching through his leather jacket to pull it off his shoulders. I want nothing more than to undress him. To feel his skin against mine. He helps me pull off his jacket, revealing the tight black shirt beneath it. I reach for his waist, sliding my hands gingerly up beneath the shirt as I pull it from his head. My lips move to the warm expanse of his chest, showering him with little kisses. His smell is intoxicating. Totally fucking erotic. He strokes my hair as I inhale him greedily, reaching for the button of his pants.  
 
   He grasps my hand and stops me. “Not yet, angel.”
 
   His fingers move to my hips, trailing along the waistband of my shorts and sending currents straight between my legs. And then he tugs them down in one swift movement. I’m completely naked and at his mercy, again. He lays me down on the bed while he leans over me, trailing kisses all over my body. And then he’s there. I try not to squirm as he pulls my legs apart and situates himself between them. I’m open and exposed in front of him as he rubs his hand along my opening, grumbling in delight.
 
   “Do you feel this, Victoria? How wet you are? You’re so responsive to me.”
 
   Before I can respond, his mouth is on me. He licks and sucks and groans as he buries his face deep inside of me. I stroke his head appreciatively with my hand as I jerk against him. The tension in my body skyrockets, desperate to explode. 
 
   “Come for me, Victoria,” he commands.
 
   His words are my undoing. Tides of pleasure course through my body, making me thrash violently until all of the sensations pass over me. My head is dizzy, and my body lifeless as I lay there trying to recover from the erotic storm that is Gabriel. From the corner of my eye, I can see him unzipping his pants, and the sound of foil ripping as he rolls a condom over his wide girth. 
 
   And then he’s upon me, between my legs. He kisses me gently on the lips as he spreads me further apart to accommodate his large body. I can taste myself on him and it’s strangely enticing. 
 
   He positions himself at my entrance, gently stroking up and down, teasing my sensitive flesh. He pulls my hand to his erection, closing my fingers around him.
 
   “I want you to put me inside of you,” he rasps. “I need to know this is what you want.”
 
   I stroke his hard cock in my hand and the words leave my mouth before I can think about them. “I’ve never wanted anything more in my life.” 
 
   I nudge his cock against my wet center, inching him slowly inside. He relaxes his body against me, sinking into me as he devours my mouth. 
 
    “God you’re so fucking tight,” he growls. “Always so tight. So perfect.”
 
   I’m barely coherent as his thrusts become quicker, harder. His flesh is slapping against me as my insides tighten for the second time. And without warning I let out a long cry as I tremble around him. He arches back and slams into me twice more before collapsing, growling like a wild bear as he empties himself.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
    
 
   My hands itch to touch Victoria as I watch her sleep in the early light of day. She looks at peace as the morning sun kisses her skin, surrounding her with an ethereal glow. It only serves to remind me how pure she is, and how fucked up I am to want her. 
 
   The whole situation is out of character for me, and for a moment, panic rears its head like an ugly little beast. I don’t get attached and I’m not about to start now. A small part of me is tempted to be a complete dick and just get up and leave, making her hate me,  and effectively ending this uncomfortable situation for good. 
 
   But even for me that is low. Especially when I came here last night to stop her from doing exactly that. As much as I don’t want to admit it, I don’t want her to hate me. She isn’t like the others, and I actually care what she thinks of me. Dangerous ground to be on. 
 
   I glance around the sparse bedroom and shake my head in disapproval. I still can’t believe she’s living in this shit hole. There’s definitely something she isn’t telling me. I watched the surveillance videos the detective sent me and was glad to see she hadn’t been in any real danger before she crashed into me on the street that day. But whoever she was staring at had definitely spooked her. And I want to know why. 
 
   She doesn’t even have a dresser. Only one large suitcase filled with clothes. It isn’t even unpacked, which is even more bizarre. She already told me she didn’t intend on staying here more than a couple months, but why hasn’t she unpacked? 
 
   On the dresser beside me is a stack of classic novels. But what stands out is the well-worn copy of Pride and Prejudice. Typical. Women seem to love that crap, and I never understood why.
 
   Her walls are mostly bare except for a few small prints. Upon closer inspection, I realize they are candid shots of cityscapes, animals, and small children playing in a park. I find them quite fascinating. The photography seems to capture pure and simple emotions in the subjects, and I wonder if she took them.
 
    Victoria stirs beside me, mumbling incoherently in her sleep. As she rolls, I catch a glimpse of the soft curve of her bare shoulder. I stare at the small tattoo I first noticed the other day. It’s some sort of script I don’t recognize. Hebrew, maybe. 
 
   There is something about that black ink on her creamy white skin I find incredibly sexy. I run my fingers over it, tracing each gentle swoop and curve. And I decide that I need to know what it translates to. I grab my phone and snap a picture of it, sending it off in a quick text.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
   The rising sun creeps through the curtain, spilling across my face. Before I can open my eyes, I feel his warm body surrounding me. His hand gently caressing my shoulder, his scent everywhere on my sheets. 
 
   I turn my head and look up into a sea of blue. In the early light of morning, he looks different. His hair is tousled and wild, reminding me of his alter ego. I trail my fingers across his arm, over his tattoos. They are in the perfect location so that they can be hidden away by his daily business suits, or even the black tee shirt he wore last night. I can’t help but wonder at his vastly different personality types. Businessman by day, bad boy at night. I like them both, but it makes me wonder which side he leans towards more. Which is his true nature? 
 
   My thoughts wander to the night before, how sensual and caring he was with me. I wonder idly if he will be that same way again, or if it was a once off. Either way, I know there’s no ending it now. I will just have to tread carefully. 
 
   He shifts beneath me, pulling me against him. I nuzzle into his chest, inhaling his scent unashamedly.  
 
   “Good morning.” His voice is sleepy and sexy, wrapping around me like a warm blanket. 
 
   I smile up at him shyly. “Good morning.”
 
   He picks up the copy of Pride and Prejudice from my nightstand, and my face flushes with embarrassment. 
 
   “I should have known you were a romantic at heart,” he murmurs softly. “Sonnets and emotional conversations, that sort of thing. Is that why you won’t give me a chance?”
 
   I seize the book from his hands, shoving it down between the mattress and the wall. “I’m not a romantic, it’s just a classic which I happen to enjoy. That is all. I’m a realist, and I’m perfectly in control of my emotions. My decision last night was based on logic, nothing else.” My voice is just a little too high pitched for my own liking. Even I don’t believe me. 
 
   “You are too generous to trifle with me,” he begins in a mimicked English accent. “If your feelings are still what they were, tell me so at once. My affections and wishes are unchanged, but one word from you will silence me on this subject forever.”
 
   Holy crap. My mouth drops open, and I can’t seem to shut it again. 
 
   “How did you… I mean, but…” I’m stuttering. Completely dumbfounded. 
 
   He rolls his eyes and laughs. “Angelina loved it.”
 
   My face drops at his words. Who the hell is Angelina?
 
    “My sister,” he clarifies. “I used to read it to her at night. I thought I made an exceptional Mr. Darcy.”
 
   “Oh,” I mumble. “Well, you do actually. I’m quite impressed.”
 
   He smiles down at me questioningly. “But you didn’t answer the question, Elizabeth. Have you given any more thought to our arrangement since last night?”
 
   Oh. Two can play at this game…
 
   “Mr. Darcy,” I begin my attempt at a proper ladylike English accent. “I am a very selfish creature; and, for the sake of giving relief to my own feelings, care not how much I may be wounding yours.”
 
   I smile in satisfaction at my own joke, but its short lived. His mouth is drawn into a hard line, and he doesn’t seem amused at all. 
 
   “Sorry,” I mutter. “It was a joke.”
 
   “One that I didn’t find particularly funny,” he says dryly. “Victoria, I want you. How can I make it any more clear? I want you to agree to seeing me.”
 
   “Seeing you?” I scoff. “I wouldn’t call you fucking me whenever you feel like it, seeing you. Shouldn’t we just call a spade a spade?”
 
   His brows knit together as he frowns at me. “Victoria, it’s not like that. I’m here aren’t I? Talking to you now. Yes, it will be a mostly sexual relationship, but I thought you said you weren’t looking for anything else, anyway?”
 
   Well, he does have me there. Except, it isn’t exactly true. I would love to have more. But I can’t. This is the life I’m forced to accept. Short term glories. It doesn’t matter if I know there can never be more, my heart will still inevitably get crushed by this beautiful man. I don’t know if the thrill in the short term will outweigh the consequences in the end. But I know that while he’s here in my bed, I can’t deny that I still want him. 
 
    “Yes,” I say resolutely before I can change my mind again. “I want to fuck… with you.”
 
   He chuckles and squeezes me in his arms, kissing the crown of my hair softly. “You have no idea how happy that makes me.”
 
   Without warning, he rolls me beneath him and moves on top of me. His mouth kisses soft trails from my neck down to my breast. And the same familiar sensations I felt before are pulling inside of me, longing pooling between my legs. 
 
   His rigid erection digs into my hip as he assaults my breasts with his tongue. I arch into him, begging for more as my hand grips his cock. I caress his velvet skin hungrily with my palm and he lets out a deep satisfying groan. 
 
   He pulls away long enough to roll a fresh condom down the length of his cock. And then he’s on me, inside of me, thrusting wildly. I moan in my lust induced ecstasy, and it spurs him on, harder, faster. I shatter around him in record time and he follows, growling into my ear as he trembles inside of me. 
 
   After a few moments to catch our breath he rolls off of me, bringing the palm of my hand to his lips in a gentle kiss.
 
   He strokes my hair, and we lay in silence for what seems like an eternity. There is something off in his voice when he speaks again. 
 
   “This isn’t my usual thing, but I like it with you.” 
 
   I look up at his eyes thoughtfully, noticing the storm has returned. His facial features aren’t as relaxed now, and I can feel him distancing himself from me already. It’s a feeling I know all too well. 
 
   “It won’t always be like this you know,” he says. “I feel it’s only fair to warn you of that. I’m not a romantic type of guy. Don’t get me wrong, I thoroughly enjoyed having you this way. But I still have needs, and I won’t deny that, for anyone.”
 
   I ignore the harshness of his tone. “So what will it be like, Gabriel? You tell me how our arrangement will work. Don’t hold back any of the gory details on my account.”
 
    He shrugs. “I will tell you when to come to me, what to wear, and I expect you to do it with no questions asked. So long as it doesn’t interfere with your work hours, of course.”
 
   He eyes me wearily, almost like he’s expecting me to say no. Like he wants me to say no. And I don’t know what to make of that, but for a moment, I think he might be trying to push me away. 
 
   “I’m not a pizza,” I counter, deciding to give him an out if he wants one. “I don’t just come when you order me to, Gabriel. You can have me when it’s mutually agreed on, or not at all.”
 
   For some reason, he seems relieved by my words. “Well, we’ll see about that, Victoria.”
 
   I roll my eyes at his assumption that I’m so predictable. Even if I am, he doesn’t have to be so damn cocky about it. 
 
   “I want to discuss some boundaries,” he states gruffly. 
 
    “Okaaaaaaay.” I groan, hating that business-like tone of his. 
 
   “Is there anything, sexually, that you refuse to do?”
 
   “Um…” I pause. I hadn’t even thought about these things. Last night I thought I would never see him again. “I don’t know.”
 
   He reaches down and caresses my cheek, his gentle side returning. “It’s okay, we’ll get there. We can try things together, and if you don’t like it, all you have to do is say stop.”
 
   And then we’re over my subconscious supplies. I glance at my twisted fingers in my lap. I like both sides of Gabriel, but a part of me wants to tell him to stop being gentle with me… to only fuck me roughly and use me for his pleasure. But it has nothing to do with the sex and everything to do with my heart. 
 
   “I want you to stop coddling me,” I say. “Whatever you want to dish out… whatever you normally do, just do that to me. Don’t worry whether or not I can handle it. Just don’t be nice to me.”
 
   He stares at me in disbelief, and if I didn’t know any better, he actually looks hurt. 
 
   “Well which is it, Victoria?” he snaps. “You just got done telling me you aren’t a pizza. But now it sounds like you want to be my fuck toy. Is that it? You come when I want, do what I want, and we just ignore the niceties?”
 
   “Yes,” I grate. Because that’s what I am. 
 
    “Fine.” His eyes are eyes cold and deadly calm. “Now just a couple more things. I’ve made an appointment for you today. I need you on birth control. This is non-negotiable.”
 
    “Um, you cannot be serious.” 
 
   “I’m totally serious,” he replies coolly. “I want to be able to fuck you any time or anywhere I want. That is the whole point of having a plaything, is it not?” 
 
   I know he’s trying to piss me off, but it isn’t working. Because he doesn’t realize how fucked up I am or how sexy it is when he calls me his fucktoy or his plaything. 
 
   “Fine,” I relent. “Just leave me the details.”
 
   Gabriel grins like he can’t help himself, and I grin back too. And that’s when I know, this man is going to be the destruction of me. 
 
    
 
   To be continued….
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   Ready for more of Gabriel and Victoria’s story? 
 
   Here’s a special teaser for Falling into Exposure
 
    
 
    
 
   ********* “Very good Victoria. You have pleased me immensely.” He strokes the naked flesh along my collarbone and lifts my chin to meet his gaze. And then my eyes dart to the large bulge inside of his gray sweatpants. Every muscle inside of me clenches with desire. He seems to be able to read my thoughts as he moves his hip forward, rubbing his erection against my cheek through the material of his pants. 
 
   “Do you see this?” he grips his thickness through the fabric. “This is what you do to me.”
 
   I melt at his words. Maybe he does find me sexy. I can’t remember ever feeling so pleased with myself. But then his voice shifts again, growing colder. 
 
   “Now that you know how this works, I expect you to come straight to this room. Do not wait for me. You will kneel here like you are right now and await my instructions. Do you understand?”
 
   I start to nod and then think better of it. “Yes, I understand.” 
 
   “Yes, what?” he growls.
 
   I flinch at his bitter tone. “Yes, Gabriel.” 
 
   He soothes the sting of his coldness by slipping his hand between my legs and stroking my wet folds. He plays with me casually in light teasing strokes, pushing in and out like he has all day. It doesn’t matter how he touches me, it always gets me there. Every single time. It’s only Gabriel that can do this to me. No one else. 
 
   I feel the pressure building within me, higher and higher. I’m ready to burst when he stops and pulls away suddenly.
 
   “Tsk tsk.” 
 
   What? No don’t go…. He swiftly removes the metal bar from between my ankles. I can hear the soft padding of his feet as he walks in front of me and then unclasps my wrists. 
 
   “Let me make one thing clear.” He leans down to whisper in my ear. “You are here, to please me.”
 
   I want to punch him. I’m sure he’s getting a real kick out of this. Seeing me lapping up his attention, bringing me to the brink of pleasure and then stopping. 
 
   “Sit up, on your knees.” 
 
   I do as he asks, even though I’m silently cursing him inside.
 
   He bends down and reaches for my hand, bringing it up to his hard cock.
 
   “Stroke me,” he murmurs.  
 
   I move my palm up and down his soft, velvety flesh, growing needier with every stroke. It feels enormous in my small hand, and it’s deliciously erotic. He groans with pleasure, and I desperately wish I could see his face. To see what I do to him. I want to give him more, give him everything. And without thinking, I bring his cock to my lips, needing to taste him. 
 
   He freezes as I take him inside of me, sucking him hungrily. I know this might result in a punishment, but I don’t care. I need this. I want to show him how much I want to please him. He says nothing for a few moments and I think I can feel him relaxing beneath me. But I’m wrong. 
 
   He wraps his hand around the black pearl necklace at my throat, using it to pull my mouth into him.
 
   “You want to suck my cock?” he growls. “Then you will, Victoria.” *******
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   Chapter One
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   Slipping out the front door, I scroll through my iPod and pop in some earphones. I have exactly fifteen minutes to get to the courier’s office, and I need some hustle music. 
 
   I’m running late because Alanna insisted I give her all the gory details of my night with Gabriel. I gave her as brief a rundown as I could manage without giving too much away. Like the part where I told Gabriel to use me as he pleases, for example. 
 
   The morning goes by quickly with only a couple of deliveries to be made. After work, I walk around the city snapping some photos, and I’m reminded how much I wish that I could stay. I like New York. This place makes me feel alive. With the exception of my paranoia on the street that fateful day, I feel safe here. There are always people milling about, and it really is the city that never sleeps. 
 
   Maybe it’s wishful thinking on my part, but it gives me a sense of security to know that there are always people around me. I know that Alanna likes it here too. She’s going on her third date with the financier tonight, and that’s a record for her. She actually seems happy. We have friends here, and somewhat decent jobs. It just feels right. 
 
   But at the end of the day, it’s just a dream, and that’s all it will ever be. I know we can’t stay on the run forever, but I also know we can’t stop now. It’s too dangerous. We have a plan, long term. We’ll save up enough cash to leave the country for good. We haven’t really decided on a place yet, we’re still trying to work all of that out. But even as I think about it, the idea doesn’t sound nearly as appealing as staying right where I am. I squash down the anger that threatens to ruin my bubble of happiness and change the lens on my camera. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I make it to Doctor Sherry’s office at exactly four. The receptionist has me fill out an entire questionnaire of my life’s history before I go in. 
 
   Dr. Sherry is a nice woman in her mid-forties with red hair and glasses. She sits me down and goes over my medical history with a fine-toothed comb before turning her gaze to me. And I have to admit, she looks a little surprised for some odd reason. She starts yattering off some standard run of the mill questions about my history first. But when she asks how long Gabriel and I have been together, I’m a little taken aback. 
 
   “Do you know him?” I ask. 
 
   She cringes as though she’s been busted, and I realize what I probably look like to her. 
 
   “Oh God,” I mutter. “This is so embarrassing. He probably has a whole train of women come through this office, doesn’t he? Sends them all to you for the same thing.”
 
   I feel sick, and I’m sure I look it too. Dr. Sherry gives me a sympathetic glance before releasing a long sigh.
 
   “Well, if that were the case,” she says softly, “I wouldn’t be able to tell you due to doctor-patient confidentiality. But that isn’t the case, so that rule doesn’t apply.”
 
   I stare at her in confusion, trying to figure out what she’s saying. 
 
   “So you mean I’m the first he’s sent to you?”
 
   She gives a stiff nod as though she’s given away too much already before sliding some paperwork across the desk. 
 
   “Here are Mr. Maddox’s test results. He wanted me to provide them to you so you can rest assured he’s clean. I’ll send yours off today and they’ll be expedited, so you should hear back soon.”
 
   I stare at the paper which is just a jumble of words to me, noting that everything says negative. Dr. Sherry snaps on some gloves and sits me up on the table to give me the shot. She’s fast and efficient, I’ll give her that much. 
 
   When I leave the office, I stick my ear buds in and walk around the city for another hour trying to figure out what all of this means. I guess I can’t really read too deeply into it. I mean, for all I know he could have sent all of the other women to any old doctor who was available. But Dr. Sherry seemed to know him personally, which I find strange. I make a mental note to ask him about it the next time I see him. 
 
   That evening as I lay in bed, I can’t help but think of Gabriel. His gorgeous smile, that deep sexy voice, and the unique scent of him that I wish I could bottle. I curl into my pillow, inhaling the lingering notes of his cologne. As I drift off to sleep, I do so with a smile on my face.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Eleanor invited my friends over again. They came, of course because they think she’s so much fun. She talks to them about grown up things and acts like a kid around them. They all think I’m crazy for not liking her. But they can’t see what I see. 
 
   She tells them that we should play a game, and they all agree. Then she whispers something to them, something I can’t hear. They giggle and stare at me nervously before shrugging their shoulders. And then they pounce. Hands on me everywhere. I kick and scream and panic as they pick me up and drag me down the hall. 
 
   The bathtub is full of water and I’m confused. Why are they doing this to me? I beg them to stop, but it just seems to encourage them. I’m wearing my brand new shoes, the shoes that I begged my father to have. The water is ice cold as they throw me inside, laughing as if it’s all so funny. My muscles seize up and my lungs burn for air. Eleanor is standing over them, watching in amusement as I struggle against their hands. Finally, they pull me from the water, exhausted and freezing.  
 
   The back door. They push me out onto the porch and lock it, leaving me there in the dead of winter. I can hear them laughing from inside, but it isn’t funny. The tears freeze on my cheeks as I pound on the door. They don’t come. I can vaguely hear Eleanore saying something about making them lunch. And then the laughter drifts down the hall, away from me. 
 
   Ten minutes pass. Then twenty. My eyelashes are frozen together. I’m a human icicle, and I can’t find it in me to cry anymore. I walk to my dad’s workshop and grab his hidden key. It freezes to my palm and I have to peel it from the skin as I put it inside the lock. I go to my room and shut myself in, sinking to the floor as I mourn the loss of my new shoes. Somehow I know Eleanor will tell him this is my fault. 
 
   Just as I suspect, Dad comes home angry. Eleanore told him I ruined the shoes and that I’m a spoiled brat who doesn’t appreciate anything. He doesn’t understand why I can’t just be good. What happened to me? What have I become, he asks. He shakes me for an answer. An answer I don’t have.
 
   The shaking grows harder, and then a voice. An angel’s voice. 
 
   “Victoria, wake up!” 
 
   “Mom?”
 
   I feel the heaviness lift off of me, and the cold is back. I wiggle my toes. Bed. I’m in bed. I open my eyes slowly, staring up at a frightened Alanna.
 
   “Toto!” she crushes me in a tight hug. “Are you alright? I couldn’t get you to wake up! I had to take off the covers.”
 
   I rub my eyes sleepily, taking in my surroundings. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Alanna. I didn’t mean to wake you.”
 
   “Victoria, that’s the last thing I care about right now. I just want to know you’re okay. You haven’t had a nightmare in a long time. What happened?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I say honestly. “I was happy when I drifted off to sleep, so I don’t know why I had it.”  
 
   “Does this have anything to do with Gabriel? Was he rough with you last night? Because I swear to God…”
 
   “No Alanna,” I reassure her. “He wasn’t rough at all. I just had a bad dream, it has nothing to do with him I promise.”
 
   ***
 
   The following morning I wake with a headache. When I roll over to check my phone, it’s already 8:30 am, and I’ve missed the morning deliveries. I grumble to myself as I walk to the kitchen to make some coffee.
 
   Ten minutes later, Alanna bursts through the door excitedly. She’s carrying a large gold box in her hand.
 
   “Good morning,” she sings out, doing a little spin around the room. 
 
   “Ugh,” I mutter. “You are way too energetic for this time of day.”
 
   Alanna hands me the box as I plunk down on the couch. “This was sitting outside the door for you, sleepyhead. You’re lucky it didn’t get stolen in this neighborhood.” 
 
   I look over the box curiously before taking the note card from the top. Inside is more of Gabriel’s impeccable handwriting.
 
   My place. 7:00 pm. 
 
   Paul will pick you up.
 
   Wear this 
 
   Gabriel 
 
    
 
   Short and to the point. Just like I asked for. Still, I can’t hold back the grin on my face. I’m dying to know what’s inside, but there’s no way I’m opening it in front of Alanna. Somehow I just know she doesn’t need that visual.
 
   “What is it?” she asks impatiently. 
 
    “It’s just a gift from Gabriel. Some lingerie, probably. I’ll open it later.”
 
   She scrunches up her face and laughs. “Okay, that’s probably for the best. I love you, but I don’t need to picture you wearing whatever that is while he ravages you.”
 
   I roll my eyes. “You always put things so eloquently, don’t you? Enough about me anyways, I want to hear all about your date last night.”
 
   For the next thirty minutes, she regales me with tales of her sexual adventures with Nathan the financier. Apparently it isn’t just Gabriel who’s a kinky bastard. But Alanna isn’t nearly as embarrassed as I am to talk about her kinks. I envy her that. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   When I arrive at Gabriel’s apartment, he’s sitting at the breakfast bar working on his computer. He doesn’t even bother to look up when I step inside the cracked door, and the atmosphere feels a little icy. 
 
   It’s a far cry from the last time I was here when he surprised me by pulling me into his arms and kissing me until I was gasping for air. I stand uncertainly, shifting from foot to foot while I wait for him to acknowledge me. Finally, he glances at me with mild disinterest before gesturing down the hall. 
 
   “Wait for me in the room,” he orders.  
 
   I have half a mind to tell him to get stuffed, but this is what I asked for. So I walk down the hall, trying not to let my insecurities get the best of me. He’s acting like he doesn’t even want me here, and it’s hard not to let it get under my skin. 
 
   I do a couple laps of the room, taking in Gabriel’s rather impressive collection of sex apparatuses. Then, naturally, my mind begins to wonder how many other women have been in this room before me. 
 
   Before I can come up with an imaginary number, Gabriel’s in the doorway. He looks none too pleased with my prying eyes. 
 
   “Get on the floor,” he says in a low voice. “As I instructed you to do the last time. Bare yourself to me.”
 
   I resist the urge to roll my eyes and sink down to my knees. I already hung my coat up, and I’m wearing nothing but the black sheer chemise that Gabriel sent me. It doesn’t leave much to the imagination as it is, but when I bend forward and lay my head on the floor, I know he can see everything. 
 
   “Very good, Victoria. This is how I want you waiting for me from now on. Now you may kneel.” 
 
   I sit back up on my knees as he strokes the naked flesh along my shoulder, lifting my chin to meet his gaze. My eyes dart to the large bulge inside of his gray sweatpants, every muscle inside of me clenching with desire. He watches me with amused eyes as he moves his hip forward, rubbing his erection against my cheek. 
 
   “Do you see this?” he grips his thickness through the fabric. “This is what you do to me.”
 
   I moan at his words, and I can’t remember ever feeling so pleased with myself. But then his voice shifts again, growing colder. 
 
   “Now that you know how this works, I expect you to come straight to this room. Don’t wait for me, don’t even look at me. Just come in here and get on the floor like I told you. Do you understand?”
 
   I start to nod and then think better of it. “Yes, I understand.” 
 
   “Yes, what?” he demands. 
 
   I flinch at his bitter tone. “Yes, Gabriel.” 
 
   He soothes the sting of his coldness by slipping his hand between my legs and stroking my wet folds. He plays with me casually in light teasing strokes, pushing in and out like he has all day. It doesn’t matter how he touches me, it always gets me there. Every. Single. Time. It’s only Gabriel that can do this to me. No one else. 
 
   I feel the pressure building, so high I could free fall into oblivion right now. But just as I’m about to, he pulls away. I let out a whimper as he leans forward to whisper in my ear.
 
   “Let me make one thing clear,” he says. “You are here to please me.”
 
   I want to punch him. I’m sure he’s getting a real kick out of this. Seeing me lapping up his attention, bringing me to the brink of pleasure and then stopping. He pulls out a blindfold and wraps it around my eyes, effectively plunging me into total darkness. 
 
   I don’t know what’s going to come next, and it’s both scary and exhilarating. I can hear him moving around, undressing I think, but I can’t be sure. 
 
   He reaches for my hand and wraps it around his hard cock. 
 
    “Stroke me,” he murmurs.  
 
   I move my palm up and down his soft velvety flesh, growing needier with every stroke. It feels enormous in my small hand, and I like that. I like seeing how much bigger he is, knowing he could hurt me, but trusting him not to. 
 
   He groans out his pleasure and I desperately wish I could see his face. To see what I do to him too. I want to give him more, give him everything. Without thinking, I bring his cock to my lips, needing to taste him. 
 
   He freezes as I take him inside of me, sucking him hungrily. I know this might result in punishment, but I don’t care. I need this. I want to show him how much I want to please him. He says nothing for a few moments and I think I can feel him relaxing beneath me. But I’m wrong. 
 
   He wraps his hand around the black pearl necklace at my throat, using it to pull my mouth into him.
 
   “You want to suck my cock?” he says harshly. “Then you will, Victoria.”
 
   He rolls his hips into my face, shoving his cock deep into my throat. I gasp for a second, trying to get my bearings, but there isn’t time. He grips the pearls tighter, his hips moving in a punishing rhythm as he fucks my mouth relentlessly. 
 
   I can hear him grunting and panting above me, his hand cupping my head to hold me in place. His balls slap against my chin and spit dribbles out the sides of my mouth. He is being extraordinarily rough, and still I’m throbbing for him. For this. 
 
   “You like that?” he rasps. “My little fuck toy. You like it when I fuck your face?”
 
   A small moan escapes my throat, vibrating against his cock. He pauses, just for a moment, but long enough to let me know he didn’t expect it. And somehow, it only seems to piss him off more that I’m enjoying this.
 
   He fucks me harder, gripping my hair painfully as he brutalizes my mouth. And that’s when I realize, he’s trying to prove a point. I said the words. I told him to treat me like his fuck toy, and that’s exactly what’s he’s doing. But I won’t let him win. 
 
    I suck long and deep, stroking his balls with my hand. I grab his hips and pull him further into my mouth. He groans as I suck harder, taking him all the way to the back of my throat. He strokes my hair appreciatively for a moment, forgetting himself. And then he tenses inside of me.  
 
   I caress the tip of his shaft with my tongue before sucking him all the way back in. He explodes inside my mouth, grunting as his heat floods my throat. I swallow everything he has to give me like the greedy little fiend I am, lapping it all up while I moan against him. 
 
   And then he just stands there, his cock still stuffed in my mouth, panting hard. He isn’t touching me. Or saying anything. And I can’t see his face. But I feel his absence when he pulls away from me. 
 
   “Stand up.”
 
   I rise on shaky legs and he guides me across the room with a hand on my shoulder. He folds me in half, my belly resting against the bed while my legs remain standing and upright. 
 
   The familiar tearing of foil is the only sound he makes before rubbing his cock against me. He’s ready for round two, and I’m aching for my release. There is no soft gentle entrance this time. He pushes into me like a man possessed, taking what’s his. 
 
   His thrusts are hard and forceful as he grabs my hips to hold me in place. It’s exquisitely brutal, his flesh slapping against mine, and I love every minute of it. The pressure builds inside of me again, growing each time he ravages me with his cock. 
 
   But just as I’m on the edge again, he grabs me by the hair and thrusts one more time, his cock jerking inside of me. He collapses against me and I’m nearly in tears. I need so badly for him to make me come, but I know he won’t. He’s doing this on purpose and I can’t understand why. I thought he wanted to be rough with me, and I gave him that. I gave him permission to treat me however he wanted, and now it feels like he’s punishing me for it. 
 
   He pulls away from me slowly, redressing himself. The room is eerily silent, and it all feels wrong. So wrong. 
 
   “You can go now,” he says finally. 
 
   His voice is cold and distant, and that’s it. My breaking point. 
 
   “Fuck you,” I snarl, tearing the blindfold from my eyes. 
 
   I can’t even look at him. I don’t want him to see these pathetic tears on my cheeks, and I try not to sniffle as I gather my coat. I only make it as far as the hallway before a sob erupts from my chest and I start to cry in earnest. I don’t even know why. I did this to myself. 
 
   Just as I reach the door, he stops me, pulling me against his chest. 
 
   “Let me go, Gabriel.” My voice is weak, and I hate it. 
 
   “No.”
 
   He holds me tight, letting me cry against him as he strokes my hair. It only makes me feel even worse for allowing myself to break down in front of him. 
 
   “You said that’s what you wanted, Victoria,” he whispers into my ear. 
 
   “I don’t care what I said,” I snap. “This is over. Finished. I’m so fucking…”
 
   He crushes his lips to mine, making me gasp. And then he gathers me up in his arms and carries me back down the hall. As much as I try to resist, I can’t fight him. His lips are like my kryptonite, and I need them. 
 
   He showers my face with kisses, taking my salty tears away. Then he splays me out on the bed and starts to undress me. His movements are slow and gentle, precise. He strips me of everything until I’m completely naked in front of him, and I don’t care. The way he’s looking at me tells me I don’t need to be embarrassed. 
 
   And then his lips are everywhere. Trailing kisses all over my neck, my chest, and my nipples. His hand finds the throbbing bundle of nerves inside of me and goes to work. It’s all over before it even begins. I’m so swollen, so needy, I explode around his fingers within a minute of his touch. 
 
   “Fuck baby,” he growls. “That was unexpected.”
 
   “Maybe for you,” I murmur, my eyelids growing heavy. 
 
   “Don’t go to sleep on me yet.” He kisses his way down my navel. “I’m just getting started.”
 
   He isn’t joking either. By the time his mouth and fingers are done with me, I’ve come four times. And when he starts up again, I have to beg him to stop, but he does so with a satisfactory smile on his face. He climbs up beside me, lifting my head to nuzzle against his shoulder. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Victoria,” he says softly. 
 
   “You’re forgiven.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   Victoria’s asleep. In my arms. And I’m holding her, stroking her, silently hating myself for what she’s turning me into. I don’t want to leave her. I don’t want her to leave me. I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing anymore. 
 
   I had every intention of granting her wish today. Showing her what a fuck toy really is. I knew I would lose her because of it, but that was the point. But then she turned it around on me when I was fucking her mouth like a mad man and she actually moaned. 
 
   She was enjoying it. She was enjoying my control over her. And fuck me if it didn’t bring me straight to my knees. I wanted to stop right there and give in, but I knew I couldn’t. I had to make a point. I had to figure out what she wanted from me. Because there had to be something. 
 
   But then she started crying. It wasn’t unusual, I mean, let’s face it… I’m a dick. I’ve made plenty of women cry in order to get to the bottom of their motives. It’s part of the package. But Victoria was crying because I’d denied her pleasure and made her feel unworthy, not because I fucked her roughly. And I don’t even know what to begin to do with that information.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   I wake to Gabriel’s kisses, soft and sweet along my neck. His erection is pressed against my thigh, letting me know he’s ready to go again. The man is a freaking machine, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
   I stretch out my legs and curl my toes, feeling blissfully sore. I slept amazingly well for being in someone else’s apartment. And as I glance at the clock next to the bed, I realize I stayed the entire night. He didn’t ask me to leave, and he slept with me too. What does that mean?
 
   My eyes flutter down to watch him as he continues to worship my body. He looks beautiful and content. So content. I wonder if he could possibly feel how I do right now. 
 
   “I like waking up to you,” he murmurs.
 
    I roll into him and bring my mouth to his. 
 
   He makes love to me twice. I call it making love because there is no domination. No orders. Just pure, gentle, sweet sex. And I love it. I love it both ways, hell any way really, so long as it’s with him. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   This week has flown by. I’ve already spent three nights at Gabriel’s, with another three boxes of lingerie delivered to my door. Each time I come here, he dominates me for hours. And when we wake up together in the morning, it’s always slow and gentle. 
 
   I wonder if this is what he normally does with all the women, and I secretly hope that it isn’t. The thought of Gabriel with another woman makes my skin crawl. It shouldn’t, given our circumstances, but I still can’t help it. 
 
   He’s already left for work this morning, so I’m left to show myself out. I pad down the hall to his guest bathroom to have a shower, pushing down any temptation to explore his apartment further. 
 
   As the hot water sluices over my sore muscles, I’m reminded of the night before. He was deliciously brutal with me, binding my arms together over my head and teasing me relentlessly. I had the most powerful orgasm yet. Or should I say, orgasms. Gabriel can never leave it at just one. 
 
   I step out of the shower and dry myself, opting not to bother with the half-torn lingerie I came here in. There is something about being naked under my trench coat that makes me feel uninhibited. But at the same time I make a mental note to start bringing a change of clothes. Or would that be too presumptuous? I don’t want to freak Gabriel out, but then again, why should it? A girl needs to have something to wear home, no matter what time she’s leaving.
 
   As I exit the building, I’m stopped on the street by a tall wisp of a woman with long blonde hair. She is dressed to the nines in a skin tight black dress and Christian Louboutins. My heart skips a beat when I recognize her as Anya Petrovski, the model from Top Design. What I can’t comprehend is why she’s approaching me and waving to get my attention, or what she could possibly want to talk about. 
 
   “Well, look at you,” she purrs in a thick Russian accent. “You must be his pet project of the week.”
 
    “Excuse me?” I snap. “Are you talking to me?” 
 
   “Of course, darling.” She laughs wickedly. “Poor, pitiful woman trying to sink her claws into Gabriel Maddox. Although I must admit, you definitely don’t look like his type. I’ve never seen you in any films, and I can certainly say you aren’t a model. He must be really scraping the bottom of the barrel with you.” 
 
   Anger surges inside of me, but it has nowhere to go. As usual, when faced with a woman like this, I seem to have lost all ability to think or speak clearly. 
 
   She eyes my trench coat suspiciously, shaking her head in disgust.  “I can just imagine what you have on underneath that hideous coat. Doesn’t it make you feel like trash, leaving his apartment like that?” 
 
   Flames of embarrassment burn my face, and I clutch the belt a little tighter around my waist. “I didn’t catch your name,” I say flatly. 
 
   “Oh, don’t be daft, darling.” She grins. “I’m sure you know precisely who I am. And for the record, I’m Gabriel’s future wife.” 
 
    I feel as though the metaphorical rug has been ripped from beneath my feet. I don’t know how to respond. I wasn’t prepared for this, and as much as I don’t want to admit it, I’m hurt. I want to make an intelligent comeback, but I can’t. Here I am, naked in a trench coat, being made to feel like a cheap whore. 
 
   “Just as soon as he tires of playing games with silly little girls like you,” Anya continues, looking down her nose at me.  “He doesn’t care about you, you know. It’s just sex to him.”
 
   I want to punch her. Right here in the street. And I’ve never wanted to punch anybody. 
 
   “Oh, look at your face,” she smirks. “Like a hurt little puppy dog. I’m sorry darling, I didn’t want to be the one to break it to you.” 
 
   I finally manage to move my feet. I turn in the opposite direction, yelling out a fuck you as I stomp off. It isn’t exactly my best material, but it’s the best I can do in the situation.
 
    My tears are hot and heavy as I walk down the street. All I can hear is the sound of Anya’s amused laughter behind me, mocking me. I hate situations like this. I have no backbone when it comes to intimidating women. 
 
   Sure if it had been a man, I would have no problem putting him in his place. But I always freeze like this when confronted by a woman like Anya. I suspect it has a lot to do with the same woman who I run from now, like the coward that I am. She was the only mother I’ve ever really known, and my worst nightmare all rolled into one. Eleanore.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    Once I’m a couple blocks down the street and safely out of sight, I catch a taxi back to my apartment. 
 
   When I walk in the door, Alanna bursts up from the couch. 
 
   “What happened, Toto?” she asks, her eyes inspecting me for damage. “Did that fucker hurt you? I’ll kill him if he did.”
 
    “No, he didn’t hurt me.” I plunk down on the couch and explain the whole embarrassing street confrontation, or lack thereof, to Alanna. 
 
   “Toto,” she soothes. “First of all, you are by no means a cheap whore. And I will gladly take on any bitch who says otherwise. Second of all, I hate to say it, but Gabriel is rich and famous and there are bound to be some crazy women after him. You just have to remember it’s you he’s chasing after, not them. He’s spent all week with you.” 
 
   I nod in agreement, knowing there’s no arguing that statement. Gabriel’s said as much himself. 
 
   “But you also need to be careful,” Alanna continues. “You need to stay out of the spotlight. If any articles run with your name or photo in it… well, we both know what will happen then. So just try to stay a little more low-key from now on. Like maybe next time take a change of clothes, a hat, some sunglasses… that sort of thing.”
 
   I hug my knees to my chest knowing she’s right. “God, Alanna I’m so sorry, I don’t know what I was thinking.”
 
   “It’s okay babe. You don’t do this often, whereas I am a professional,” she jokes. “And I can tell you exactly how it’s done.”
 
   I lean back into the couch feeling happy and comforted by Alanna’s advice. I count my blessings again for having a friend like her.
 
   “Are you going to tell Gabriel about this?” she asks. 
 
   “I don’t know, probably not. I don’t want to seem like some jealous girlfriend. Our situation isn’t like that, and I don’t think she meant me any real harm. Besides, he’s having some kind of family function, so I won’t see him again for two days. I don’t want to interrupt him with this nonsense.”
 
   “Good point, darling,” Alanna jokes in her best Russian accent. “So how about we both stay in tonight and invite Trevor over to compliment us endlessly. We can rent all the Top Design Season One disks, and laugh repeatedly as the judges blast Anya Petrovski.”
 
   “Sounds awesome,” I agree. “Can’t wait.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
    
 
   I just spent the last ten hellish hours with my parents, pretending like we are one big happy family. It was our annual family gathering in remembrance of my brother, and every year it’s tradition that as soon as it’s over, I come home and get drunk. 
 
   I can’t remember doing anything else for years. But tonight as I sit in my lonely apartment, drinking whiskey at the bar, I realize it isn’t what I really want. What I really want is to lose myself in a woman. To feel her lips on mine, her warm body wrapped around my cock. 
 
   But as I think about it, there’s only one woman who comes to mind. Only one woman who can fulfill the need that I have at this moment. The woman with the haunted amber eyes. The woman I can’t get out of my fucking head.  
 
   I grab my leather jacket and head out the door before I can stop myself. I know it isn’t smart, going to her like this. It makes me look weak, and I don’t like that at all. But the part of me that isn’t thinking with my cock dares to hope she isn’t like the other soul-sucking vipers I’m accustomed to. She’s invaded all of my thoughts and broken down my walls already. I’m too soft with her. And if I’m wrong about her, she could destroy me. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   As I stand outside her door, I think about what Parker would have told me to do. I smile at the thought. He would have loved her, and he would have told me I was being a fucking moron if I didn’t follow through. 
 
   I take a deep breath and knock, feeling more conflicted than I know what to do with. But when Victoria answers the door in her bathrobe, everything else disappears. She has some sort of goopy mask on her face, but she’s never looked more perfect than she does in this moment. Just being near her calms me, and the sudden realization of my feelings for her are like a sucker punch to the gut. I feel like the wind’s been knocked out of me when she looks up at me with those amber eyes. 
 
    “Hi, Gabriel,” she says softly. “I wasn’t expecting to see you until Wednesday. Is everything alright?” 
 
   The concern in her voice relaxes me a little since I still don’t really know what the hell I’m doing here. I lean down and kiss her on the forehead which only seems like the natural thing to do. “I know, I’m sorry. I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”
 
   “No, don’t be ridiculous,” she says as she gestures me inside. 
 
   She glances back at her roommate, who is carefully pretending not to be paying any attention. “Let’s go in my room and we can talk.”
 
    “Are you sure I’m not intruding?” I ask, feeling like I definitely am. 
 
   Again I wonder if I’m making a mistake. I should probably just leave now.
 
   Victoria reaches over and grasps my hand in hers like a lifeline as she pulls me into her room. “You aren’t intruding Gabriel, don’t ever feel like that. I’m glad you’re here. I’m just embarrassed I look like a hot mess right now.” 
 
   I squeeze her hand and half smile while I look down at her. It takes everything I have not to throw her on her back right now and take her. “You look beautiful, no matter what you’re wearing. I don’t know what that stuff is on your face, but it smells… interesting.”
 
   “It’s banana and honey.” She grins. 
 
   I nod, my thoughts becoming distant again. 
 
   “Gabriel…” She looks up, searching my eyes. “Are you alright?”
 
   I lean in and hug her, inhaling as I brush my nose against her hair. I love her scent. So soft and feminine. So comforting. How is it possible that she can comfort me this way? 
 
   “I need you,” I whisper.
 
    “Of course, Gabriel. I’m here for you.” 
 
   She still looks confused as if she isn’t quite sure what I mean. Her thumb strokes over my hand, sending all of the blood in my body south. 
 
   “Tonight,” I rasp. “I need you tonight. I just want to be inside of you, get lost inside of you.”
 
    “Of course.” She nods gently. “Just let me go wash this stuff off my face, I’ll only be two minutes.” She gets up to leave and I pull her back. I’m being impatient, but I don’t care. I need to feel her now.
 
   “No, don’t. I like you just the way you are right now.”
 
   She grins back at me. “Come with me then, let’s take a shower. Wash the day off together.” 
 
   I hold her close for a minute before rising to my feet, never letting go of her hand. She turns on the shower to let the water heat up before moving to the mirror to wash her face off. I wrap my arms around her waist while she does, kissing her neck and breathing her in. She watches our reflection in the mirror, giving me a shy smile that makes my cock jerk in response.  
 
   As my gaze travels over her body, she closes her eyes and takes a shaky breath. I can’t understand why. She’s a beautiful woman, but she can’t even look at herself in the mirror. I’m so used to women who are completely narcissistic that Victoria is a mystery to me. 
 
   “Open your eyes,” I order. “I want you to see how beautiful you are right now.”
 
   She clasps my arms tighter around her as she opens her eyes and takes me in. But when she looks at herself again, she cringes. “I… I can’t,” she says regretfully. 
 
   Anger boils up inside of me as I think about someone making her feel this way. But before I can speak she turns into me, searching for my mouth desperately. I know it’s a ploy, but I don’t give a damn as I untie her robe, sliding it off of her body. 
 
   “Who hurt you, Victoria?” 
 
   “What do you mean?” she asks nervously.
 
   “I mean who the fuck made you feel this way about yourself. I want to know.”
 
   She looks down at the ground, her eyes filling with unshed tears, and I instantly regret it. I pull her into my arms and stroke her hair, calming her.
 
   “Shh baby, it’s okay. You don’t have to tell me now. But you will, someday.” 
 
   I lean down and kiss her while I walk us backwards into the shower. Inside, I tilt her head back, wetting her hair. I grab some shampoo and lather up my hands, massaging her scalp as I wash her. 
 
   She looks up at me with appreciation, and my breath seizes in my lungs. When the soap is rinsed from her hair, I turn her around, kissing her neck before moving down to her breasts. I tease her nipple with my tongue and she rewards me with a moan. I love those little moans of pleasure because I don’t think for one second that she’s faking any of them.
 
   I rub my erection against her belly as I reach down between her legs. But just as I’m about to strike gold, she pulls back and shakes her head with a grin. I watch her sink to her knees in front of me, looking like every wet dream I’ve ever had. 
 
   But when she takes my throbbing cock into her petite hands, it’s game over. I’m already fucked, and she knows it. She strokes me with both hands, watching my expression as her tongue darts out and licks the tip. I don’t even try to hold back my groan this time. She wants to know she’s pleasing me, and I can’t deny her that. 
 
   I stroke her hair as she takes me into her mouth and devours me. She moves languidly along the shaft as I rock my hips back and forth, her moans vibrating against me. It feels so good I don’t even try to hold off, allowing her to comfort me in the one way that she can. My cock twitches violently, convulsing all over her mouth. She swallows everything I give her, licking my saltiness from her lips as she pulls away. I collapse onto the ground beside her, wondering what the fuck just happened. 
 
   I stare down at her, confusion and pride warring inside of me. 
 
    After a few moments, she reaches for the shampoo and lathers up her own hands as she straddles me on the floor. She massages the soap into my hair with gentle strokes, and I close my eyes and allow myself to relax. When she finishes with my hair, she moves onto my chest and arms. She strokes down my belly and around my cock. The water streaming above us quickly washes the suds away as I reach for her hips. 
 
   “Your test results came today,” I murmur. “All good, of course.”
 
   Her face lights up as realization sinks in. “Dr. Sherry sent them to you?” 
 
   “Yes, you signed the consent form.” I smile. 
 
   “Is that how this usually works?” she asks quietly. The smile has fallen from her face, and I can’t understand why. 
 
   “What do you mean?” I ask, smoothing her wet hair back from her face. 
 
   She bites her lip and tries to look away, but I don’t let her. 
 
   “Dr. Sherry seemed to know you,” she says. “I was just wondering if you always send your… um, female companions to her.”
 
   When my eyes search her face, I realize that she’s jealous. That she thinks she’s just one in an endless train of many. And for once, I actually hate that I made someone feel that way. 
 
   “Victoria.” I twine my fingers around her back and pull her a little closer. “I don’t send the other women to Dr. Sherry, or any other doctor for that matter. They aren’t usually around long enough, and I never fuck without a condom.”
 
   “Oh.” She blinks, her eyebrows crinkling in confusion. “So then why did you send me?”
 
   “Because I wanted more with you,” I tell her honestly. “I want there to be nothing between us when I’m inside of you.”
 
   “Really?” she croaks, wrapping her arms around my neck. 
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   I pull her hips on top of my cock and glide the tip along her wet pussy as I talk. “So what do you say?”
 
   “I want that too,” she says, her gaze hooded. 
 
   At the green light, I go for it with gusto, sliding inside of the only woman that’s ever felt right. She throws her head back and grips my shoulders, arching her back to give me the perfect view. She feels so soft and warm against me I almost explode right away. But I slow my pace, fucking her while I suck on every part of her body my lips can reach. She comes twice before I find my own release inside of her, claiming her body as mine.  
 
   When we finally leave the shower, the water is ice cold and my balls are freezing. I make a mental note to stick to shower fucking at my place only when I hear a male’s voice from the living room. 
 
   “Is that the guy from the club?” 
 
   “How did you ever guess?” Victoria grins up at me. 
 
   “I didn’t realize you had plans tonight.” 
 
   She reaches up on her tiptoes, kissing me happily.
 
    “You’re part of those plans now, Gabriel. I wouldn’t let you leave if you wanted to. I’m cooking dinner, and you haven’t lived until you’ve had my Chilli Mac.”
 
   Something swells in my chest. Relief? I don’t know. All that I know is I’m glad she’s not booting me out. 
 
   “I don’t know what that is,” I say. “But I’m sure I’ll love it.”
 
   We both get dressed and join Alanna in the living room where she is doing impressions of someone while Trevor laughs hysterically.
 
   “Gabriel’s staying for movie night!” Victoria announces as we walk into the kitchen. 
 
   “Awesome!” Alanna says, eyeing me speculatively. “I’ll get started on my famous Sangria.”
 
   “I must be a lucky man,” I muse. “I get Victoria’s famous Chilli Mac, and your famous Sangria all in one night.”
 
   “Well, it is true that everything we do is quite famous.” Alanna laughs. “But Toto is much more talented than I. I can only do drinks whereas she does actual food making things.” 
 
   “Toto?” 
 
   Alanna and Victoria look at each other and smile. 
 
   “It’s what Alanna calls me,” Victoria explains. “Kind of an inside joke. One night when she was drunk, she told me that she thought my name was too long and that I needed a nickname.”
 
   “But not Vicki, because that just doesn’t suit her,” Alanna adds. 
 
   “So she started calling me Tori, and then Tor Tor. As she got drunker, she started slurring her words, and pretty soon it just sounded like Toto. So ever since then, it’s what she calls me.”
 
   “I see.” I stare down at Victoria. “Well, I like her name, I think it’s beautiful.”
 
   “You got that right.” Alanna winks. 
 
   “I’ll get the tv ready,” Trevor chimes in. “Where are the disks?”
 
   Victoria shoots Alanna a panicked look and then glances at me nervously.
 
   “Uh…” Alanna moves in front of the rentals she already has on the counter. “I couldn’t find what I was looking for at the shop, so can you just go through our movies and pick something good out?”
 
    “Lame,” Trevor grumbles as he walks toward the tv. “I was really looking forward to my reality tv fix.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   We spend the night in front of the tv watching Team America. Victoria’s curled into my lap on one end of the couch, and I have to admit, it’s nice. The apartment is small and seedy, but it’s cozy. For the first time in a long time, I actually feel relaxed. Trevor and Alanna talk in funny voices the whole movie and don’t even mind when I kiss Victoria occasionally. I’m glad I decided to come here. This is what I needed, to be around normal people. To be around her. Wherever she is that’s where I want to be.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s past ten when we say goodnight and head back to my bedroom. Gabriel sits down on the bed, looking a little lost again. I still can’t believe he’s here, just hanging out with my friends. I’m happy, but something is obviously bothering him, and I don’t know what it is.
 
   “Do you want me to stay?” he asks. 
 
   His expression is one of hope and sadness, and it tears me up inside. I can only imagine how lonely he must get in his apartment by himself. 
 
   “Of course I do,” I say, sitting down beside him. “I always want you to stay. You have superior fucking skills, but truthfully it’s your cuddling skills I’m really after.” 
 
   He gives me a soft smile and lays back on the bed, pulling me along with him. My head falls back on his chest, and he wraps his arms around me, holding me tight.
 
   When I glance up at him, his brow is furrowed, his mind in a faraway place again. The sadness from earlier has returned to his face, and I squeeze him tighter in an effort to comfort him. 
 
   After our shower, I felt closer to him than ever, and I wondered if he felt it too. There was something there between us, and it wasn’t just sex. A part of me wants him to know that, so I decide to put myself out there, letting him know in my own small way. 
 
   “Gabriel…” I begin cautiously, “I don’t like seeing you so upset. Please talk to me.” 
 
   He looks down at me, searching my eyes. I don’t know what he’s looking for, but I can tell he is struggling with whatever it is.
 
    “I want to help you,” I plead. “In any way that I can, even if it’s just listening. And whatever it is, you can trust me.”
 
   He closes his eyes, his expression pained as he releases a shaky breath. I thread my fingers through his and wait patiently, knowing I can’t push him. 
 
   “This time of year is always hard for me,” he says. “This day, actually… April 1st. Every year my family gets together and spends the day sailing. It’s kind of ridiculous, considering that we try our best to avoid our parents during the rest of the year. But we do it for my brother Parker because that was his favorite thing to do.” 
 
   He pauses for a moment, scrubbing a hand over his face as he laughs dryly.  
 
   “Now that I think about it, he only ever went once, so I don’t know how it could have been his favorite thing to do. But I guess it was his favorite memory. We were all still young then, the four of us. My parents had planned one of their vacations without us. But the nanny got sick and they couldn’t find anyone at such short notice. They refused to let us spoil their fun, so they took us along with them. It was the only family trip we’d ever went on together.”
 
   My heart melts at the expression on his face. This is a whole new side of Gabriel Maddox. One that I’m sure not everyone gets to see, but he is letting me in, and I know that’s huge for him. 
 
   “They usually liked to send us off to expensive summer camps,” he continues. “So they could have their fun without us. Anyway, they were stuck with us this time, so we went sailing for about a week. Parker loved it. Well, I guess we all did. When you’re young you sort of want those kinds of memories with your family. For one week, we all had fun together. Dad taught us how to sail, and mom mostly sunbathed… but it was good.”
 
   “It sounds nice,” I murmur, squeezing his hand and encouraging him to continue.
 
   “When we got back home, we begged them to take us again sometime. Especially Parker, he wouldn’t relent. We all found it hilarious at the time, but they never did take us on a vacation with them again. I guess they thought their time together was more precious.” 
 
   His tone takes on a bitter edge, and the resentment inside of him is palpable. I never noticed it before, but it’s clear as day now. And I realize, this probably has a lot to do with the front he puts up for everyone. 
 
   “Anyway, back to my point,” he says distractedly. “That’s why we all get together on April 1st every year. To pretend we are one big happy family for Parker’s sake. It’s how my parents say they will remember him. Because I guess it’s easier for them that way. But, truthfully, I dread it every year. Pretending to be something we aren’t. And I know Parker would have hated it too. He would have much rather had us just be ourselves.”
 
   I feel a sharp twinge of pain in my stomach, knowing exactly what it’s like to lose someone important. I clear my throat nervously, trying not to sound choked up as I speak. It’s nearly impossible, though, listening to him, feeling everything he feels. 
 
   “What happened to Parker?” 
 
   Gabriel shifts beside me, his eyes going cold as he regards me intently. He looks… well… angry. And that was not my intention at all. I bide my time, thinking of what I should say or do. And then he speaks, but it isn’t anger in his voice. It’s raw and pure grief. 
 
   “Parker committed suicide. When he was nineteen.”
 
   I choke back the tears that are too close to falling. “Gabriel, I’m so sorry. That’s awful.” 
 
   He relaxes beneath me, stroking my hair in a comforting gesture. I’m not sure who it’s comforting more, but I’m thankful nonetheless. 
 
   “Parker was the oldest out of all of us, the firstborn. He was smart and outgoing, and ridiculously funny. He could always make you smile, even when you didn’t feel like it. But I guess deep down, he was also the most sensitive. He took things to heart and bottled them up inside. He was the one who struggled the most with our parents. They couldn’t understand that he was acting out in order to get their attention. My mom especially isn’t very maternal. I don’t know why she even had four kids… I guess it looked good to everyone on the outside.”
 
   I curl in closer to him, losing myself in his deep voice as he unburdens himself. 
 
   “Parker started acting out a lot when he was in high school. Getting into trouble… drinking, partying, embarrassing them. My mother hated it. She always wanted everything in a neat little box, and when it didn’t fit, she couldn’t stand it. She sent Parker away to boarding schools, wilderness camps, that sort of thing. He always managed to get kicked out or run away. He just wanted to be home with us. But she was insistent that she was going to punish him. My Dad went along with it like he always does. And when Parker turned eighteen, they kicked him out. They told us they were going to give him some tough love. By cutting him off from all of us.”
 
    “That’s horrible,” I choke out. “Your poor brother must have been so scared.”
 
   “I guess they thought he would come around to their way of thinking eventually,” he continues. “I hated them for it because I knew how Parker was. He needed us, he needed his family. But he never came back and I couldn’t figure out why. I went looking for him every day after school. For months, I looked everywhere. And then one night, I finally found him, sleeping on a cardboard box in front of the homeless Shelter. He was dirty and gaunt, track marks up and down his arms. I didn’t recognize him at all until he spoke.”
 
   Gabriel’s chest trembles as he holds in his feelings, his eyes squeezing shut. I wrap my arms around him, melding us together as I try to hold back my own emotions. 
 
   “I tried to talk to him, but he was angry that I found him. That I saw him that way. He was my big brother, and I always looked up to him. We were the closest out of all of us. He told me to stay away from him, that he was a piece of garbage, just like mom and dad said. They’d actually made him believe that.”
 
   Gabriel opens his eyes and looks down at me. “God, Victoria if you had known him before, you would know he was anything but. He was smart and talented. He just needed the one thing my parents refused to give him.”
 
   I nod painfully, understanding that feeling all too well. Vying for someone’s attention, the person who is supposed to love you, and just never being enough. It’s a feeling you can never quite get past. Not being enough. Not deserving love. I cringe inwardly as I imagine Gabriel’s parents denying their own children a basic human need.
 
   “I can see how that would have affected him,” I reply softly. “Affected all of you, Gabriel.”
 
   He looks annoyed by my remark, obviously not wanting to admit that it has affected him. But I’m glad when he continues to talk, to tell me his story. 
 
    “Parker ran away from me that night, and it was the last time I ever saw him. I begged my parents repeatedly to get him help. I even saved up my pocket money to get him into a clinic, but I couldn’t find him again. I looked everywhere, asked so many people. He’d completely disappeared. I held out hope until three months later when my parents got the phone call. The cops found his body in an alley next to the trash of some nightclub. He had jumped from the roof. At first, I didn’t think it could be true. Parker would never kill himself. But then they brought us the note in his pocket, and it couldn’t be denied.”
 
    “That is so sad, Gabriel. I can’t even imagine how that must have been for you and your family.”
 
    “Good old mom, she made sure the story never went to press,” he says dryly. “God forbid a scandal like that could tarnish her image of the perfect wife and mother.”
 
   I shake my head in revulsion. I don’t even know this woman and I loathe her. 
 
   “I hated them from that day on, especially her. I started acting out. Not to get their attention, but to embarrass her on purpose. She despised me for it. So when I turned sixteen, she sent me to a military boarding school. I probably should have hated it, but I didn’t. I spent the next two years of my life there and never went back home after that.”
 
   I kiss his chest softly, letting my fingers dance over his skin while I digest everything he’s told me. 
 
   “You were so young, Gabriel. It must have been heartbreaking to go through something like that, and then to get sent away from your family. I had no idea.”
 
   He nods but doesn’t speak. He just lies silently in my arms, allowing me to hold him. And it feels nice. 
 
   In a moment of extraordinary bravery, I want to tell him something else. “You know it’s not your fault, though right? What happened to your brother, you don’t blame yourself, do you?” 
 
   He looks down at me in surprise. “Why would you say that?” he asks softly.
 
   “I don’t know.” I shrug. “A lot of people do I guess, in situations like that.” 
 
   Gabriel sighs as he strokes my cheek. “You’re very insightful, you know. I hope someday you’ll tell me what it is that you feel guilty about.”
 
   I close my eyes and bury my face in his chest, knowing that can never happen. It may not be fair, but it’s the way things have to be. 
 
   “Have your parents always been this way?” I ask.
 
   “No,” he replies, a wistful expression taking over his features. “They were actually normal once when I was young. They didn’t make their fortune until I was four. Parker remembered better than I could, but he always said how nice it was back then, before the money.”
 
   “We lived in a little yellow run down house. Mom worked as a waitress while Dad ran his first business, a deli. I remember a few things from back then, being poor, not having nice clothes, but mostly I remember being happy. Mom and dad playing board games with us on the weekends. But when Dad’s store went belly up, things changed. He withdrew, working on his plans to get us out of that mess. He was always working on them, for years. And then when he landed some rich investors for his new business plan, it seemed like a dream come true.”
 
   “The hotel chain really took off, and Mom quit her job. I think she had gone without money so long, it had become an obsession to her. She didn’t want anyone looking down on her ever again. She started working her way up the food chain of the rich and famous, spending more and more to get into better circles. She hired a nanny to take care of us. Dad was working all the time, so they started taking vacations without us. It all just kind of snowballed so fast. The money had changed them.”
 
   “I guess it all kind of makes sense to me now,” I say.
 
   “What does?” he asks.
 
    “Just you… I’ve never met another man like you. You have so many different sides to you, but I can understand all of them now. Like when I first met you, I was so turned off by your huge ego. Then I got to see a different kind of Gabriel. And, I…. well that’s what got me interested. Every day I see more to you, and I admire you so much. I was one of those stupid people who made a lot of assumptions about you in the beginning. But now I can see that you aren’t anything like the person I thought you were. I guess I was kind of a bitch to begin with.”
 
   Gabriel laughs. “Kind of a bitch huh? Well, you must have been doing something right because it made me want you even more.”
 
   I lean up and kiss him softly. “I wanted you too… all along.” 
 
   “Well, you’re right about the presumptions, everybody makes them. I’ve always resented the fact that people looked at me like I was just some spoiled rich kid who never had to work for anything. After Parker died it became public knowledge that I would inherit the Maddox Hotel Chain. My mother is insistent that I take it, even though it’s causing issues between the family. But I don’t want it, I never did. That’s why I’ve been working quietly on building my own business. I refuse to be defined by the Maddox name.”
 
   “Really?” I ask, stunned. “What kind of business are you building?”
 
   “It’s a software company. I’ve done all of it myself, with bank loans and my savings. Despite what everyone thinks, I don’t live off my parents. I haven’t since I was seventeen. I get paid for my work at Maddox Corp, and I do actually work, but it’s just temporary. I’ve got everything ready to launch my business, I just need to finish lining up investors and I will no longer be associated with the corporation.”
 
   “Wow, Gabriel, that’s really amazing,” I say. He seems so passionate about this of course I want to support him.
 
   “Really?” he pulls away to study my expression intently. “Do you really think that?”
 
   “Of course I do.” I smile. “I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t. I’m sure that no matter what you choose to do in your life, you will succeed. But, the most important thing is that you’re happy.”
 
   He relaxes back and pulls me against his chest. “I’m happy right now,” he whispers. 
 
   My heart nearly melts. 
 
   “Me too.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
    
 
   Feeling completely useless, I watch the people milling around the city below me while I allow my mind to wander. I should be catching up on work, but I can’t stop thinking about last night. 
 
   I’ve never told anyone the truth about my brother. It’s a huge risk. If this gets out to the media, it will destroy my mother. As much as I’ve imagined that scenario a thousand times with pleasure- the world seeing my mother for what she truly is- I could never really want that. 
 
   Somewhere deep down, I do love her, and I don’t want to see her hurt. I took a gamble last night trusting Victoria with this information. I put myself out there, wanting to believe she’d never betray me. But I’ve believed that about a lot of people in the past and have been proven wrong time and again. It isn’t as if I’m a cold, unfeeling monster. Yes, I love to dominate women, having that kind of control over someone… that kind of trust, it turns me on. But more than anything, I want someone to want to please me. 
 
   When I was younger and much more naïve, I developed feelings for some of the women I dated. But it didn’t take long to realize what women saw me as. And when I told them I had no plans on taking over Maddox Corp, they always got off the train. One by one, I would watch them go. It became my way of ending relationships when I was no longer interested or felt myself developing emotions towards one of them. I knew I could always count on that tried and true method. But last night, when I used it as another test with Victoria, she didn’t blink twice.
 
    In only a matter of a few weeks, the dynamic between us has changed considerably. With my guidance, I’ve watched her submissive desires bloom before me. She doesn’t just enjoy it, she loves every minute of it. And I’m truly taken with her. What she did for me last night was beyond words. 
 
   I had every intention of fucking her when I showed up there unannounced. I just wanted to take my mind off of everything. But when she knelt in front of me, fulfilling my desires without even asking, I was enrapt. She made me laugh all night during the movie and fed me the most unhealthy concoction I’ve ever eaten. Then she listened patiently as I poured my heart out. 
 
   I know what I’ve told her is risky, but it’s the only way I can know her true intentions for sure. And only time will tell. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
   I’ve just finished up my morning deliveries when I get the text. 
 
   My office.
 
   Noon. 
 
   Wear whatever you’d like. And don’t be late.
 
   Gabriel 
 
   I can’t wipe the stupid grin from my face. I walk back to my apartment bearing coffee and scones for Alanna and I. But when I walk in the door, she’s hot and heavy in a make out session on the couch with the financier. Nathan something or other, the one she’s been talking about lately. I slip into the bathroom and have a quick shower before sneaking into my room. 
 
   After thirty minutes of trying to piece together an outfit, I think I’ve finally nailed it. It’s so much easier when Gabriel picks out what he wants me to wear. I have no idea if I’m supposed to dress sexy or not, but I want to. We didn’t have nearly enough time this morning before he left for work, and I’m craving his touch desperately.
 
    I end up choosing something bold, not quite sure if his office will be conducive to what’s going through my mind. But there’s only one way to find out. Shimmying into my black silk stockings, I connect them to the garter belt around my waist. 
 
   I pull on a tight gray pencil skirt and tuck in my crisp white blouse, leaving it unbuttoned just enough to show off my cleavage with the bustier underneath. I wrap a thick black belt around my waist and slip into my new black stilettos. A blazer and some tousled hair add the finishing touches. Gabriel likes my hair wild, I think. With a dab of my red lipstick and some face powder, I’m out the door before Alanna and her male friend even notice. 
 
   I arrive at Maddox Corp fifteen minutes ahead of schedule, and I laugh at the irony. Before I would have intentionally been late, now I can’t wait to get to him. By the time the elevator arrives to the top floor, it’s two minutes till noon. I step off the lift and approach the secretary’s desk. 
 
   “Miss Kelly!” the receptionist greets me. “Mr. Maddox is expecting you, he said you can go right in.” 
 
   I saunter down the hall, ready to pounce. There will be no dominating me today, Mr. Gabriel Maddox. No, today I have other plans for you. 
 
   I don’t bother to knock, stepping inside his office to find him hard at work on his computer. He looks tired, and I’m sure it’s from all the emotional unburdening he did last night. The thought of him sharing that with me only makes me want to please him more. To show him exactly how appreciative I am. 
 
   He glances up at me, his eyes soft and gray today. I watch those gray eyes travel the length of my body in slow appraisal before they land back on my face. 
 
   “Weren’t you working today?” he asks in a husky voice. “I didn’t expect to see you looking so…”
 
   He stops short when I walk across the room and pull up my skirt, spinning his chair around to face me. His eyes darken with lust as I straddle him and start to unbutton my blazer. 
 
   He helps me slide it off my shoulders, and then his hands are everywhere. Sliding up my thighs, fingering the silky material of my stockings. Inside of my already soaked panties, his fingers moving around my clit. 
 
   “Fuck, Victoria,” he whispers harshly. “You’re wet already. How is that even possible?”
 
   “Thinking about you, of course,” I murmur, leaning forward to nip his ear. 
 
   Gabriel groans and I grind my hips down onto his hard cock, coating his trousers in my arousal. He grins when he sees it, and I blush. 
 
   “Marking me, are you?”
 
   “So what if I am?” I challenge. 
 
   “Then I would say that’s the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.” He grips my ass in both hands, squeezing as he pulls me tighter against him. 
 
   My lips move to his throat, kissing trails up and down the soft skin. He smells so good I want to stay here forever, just like this. I can feel his pulse beating hard beneath the skin, and I know it’s because of me. 
 
   Gabriel opens my blouse just enough to free my breasts, pulling the lace material of the bra down. His mouth latches onto my nipple and I cup his head, rocking against his hand as he continues to finger me. 
 
   I catch sight of our reflection in the glass mirror, and for a moment I almost can’t believe this wanton woman is me. Writhing against this God of a man right here in the middle of his office. We look wild together, untamed. 
 
   He starts kissing the swells of my breasts, punctuating his next words as he pants against me. “Need to be inside you… now.”
 
   I reach down and unzip him enough to get his cock out. I’m too impatient to wait for anything else, but there’s something so erotic about seeing just that part of him protruding from his fancy suit. I rise up using his shoulders and mount myself on him as I sigh in relief. 
 
   Yes. This is exactly where I belong. 
 
   Gabriel tries to take control by gripping my hips and setting the rhythm, but I don’t let him. I find my own rhythm, rocking up and down as I use his shoulders for leverage. I’m using his cock for my own personal needs, and he’s loving every minute of it. 
 
   He leans back in the chair and just watches in awe as I fuck him wildly. My hair is flying everywhere, my breasts bouncing up and down, but I don’t care. It feels too good to care what I look like. 
 
   I free-fall into oblivion, coating Gabriel’s cock in my arousal as I shatter around him. 
 
   And not two seconds later, he’s got me flat on my back against his desk, rolling his hips into me with long, deep thrusts.
 
   “So fucking hot,” he grunts. “So wet. Can you hear how wet you are my greedy little pet?”
 
   I mumble incoherently in response, gripping the edge of the wood as he rides me hard.  
 
   He leans forward and clasps my face in his hands, staring into my eyes as he lets out a long slow groan with his release. His cock jerks inside of me, filling me with warmth. 
 
   “Now I’ve marked you,” he murmurs, pulling out and watching his semen drip down my thigh. “I want you to go home just like that. Remember who that pussy belongs to, Victoria.”
 
   I smile and sit up, pressing my lips to his. Always so bossy. 
 
   Gabriel puts himself back together in record time, although he does actually look a little flushed, which pleases me immensely. 
 
   I, of course, am a mess as I try to smooth out my skirt and button my blouse. 
 
   “I want to see you tonight,” he states unexpectedly. 
 
   “Sure thing, sexy.” I zip up my black blazer, effectively hiding the evidence of our vicious romp. 
 
   “Not like that.” He laughs. “Well actually, maybe. But first I want to take you to dinner.”
 
   “Really?” I smile, unable to hide the surprise in my voice.
 
   “Yes, really.”
 
   “Sounds like you’ve got yourself a date. Can I pick where we go?”
 
    I try to play it off casually, but I know if he goes to one of his usual restaurants, there will likely be paparazzi lurking nearby. And I need to stay away from all of that.
 
   “Sure,” he says. “I’ll pick you up at six.”
 
   I blow him a kiss and sashay out the door. As I walk down the hallway, I realize he got his wish. I feel his come dripping down my leg the entire way home.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   When I arrive back at my apartment, Alanna is sitting on the couch looking a little too satisfied. She hasn’t even bothered to brush her just-fucked hair. Then again, neither have I, so who am I to talk?
 
   I plop down on the couch beside her. “So, I’m guessing that would be Nathan.”
 
   “You’d be right.” She winks.
 
   “Things are getting pretty hot and heavy for you two, huh?” 
 
   It isn’t Alanna’s usual MO to get so wrapped up with a guy. She usually ditches them after a couple dates, always careful to protect herself from getting too attached. 
 
   “You could say that.” She smiles softly. “He is just so… God, Victoria, he is so amazing.” 
 
   I want to be happy for us because in reality I feel the same. But at the same time I can’t help the nagging voice of reason in the back of my head. What will happen when we have to leave? The inevitable heartbreak that will follow? 
 
   It hits me then, the painful realization. I’ve been so busy having fun with Gabriel, I haven’t even thought about saying goodbye yet. We’ve already been in New York for nearly two months. If we’re to stick to our schedule, that means we’ll have to leave a month from now. I can’t even bear the thought of saying goodbye when things are finally going so well. 
 
   “I don’t know what to say,” I begin hesitantly. “This is just so… unexpected. I’m happy for you, Alanna, really I am. And I’m the last person who wants to rain on your parade but have you thought about what’s going to happen when we leave?” 
 
   Her bright smile dims quickly, and I hate that I’m doing this to her. Why can’t I just let her have it, this happiness, even for five minutes?
 
   “I don’t know, Toto. I’m happy right now, and I just want to see where it takes me. I don’t want to think about saying goodbye right now. I’ll deal with that when the time comes.”
 
   I try to put on my best brave smile. Because to me it sounds like she’s actually thinking about staying. And I feel empty inside even thinking about it. Would she actually stay behind, without me?
 
   “What about you and Gabriel?” she asks.
 
   I sigh, deciding that while we’re being honest, I may as well put myself out there. 
 
   “He’s amazing. I thought he was such an asshole when I first met him, but I was wrong, Alanna. He can be so gentle and sweet, and I like that. But I like it when he’s rough too. I guess I like everything about him, really. But our arrangement was just for fun, nothing permanent….” My voice cracks as I speak. “I don’t know. We can’t be anything permanent anyway, because of me and my stupid life.” I sink into the couch beside her, suddenly feeling sorry for myself.
 
   “I know that’s what he said at first…” Alanna smiles. “But you can tell he’s crazy about you. There’s no denying that.”
 
   I want him to be crazy about me because I’m crazy about him. 
 
   “Have you ever…” Alanna hesitates for a moment, picking at an imaginary piece of lint on her shirt. “I don’t know, have you ever thought about staying?”
 
   My eyes widen in shock as I take in her expression because I know she isn’t joking. 
 
   “Of course I have. Are you kidding me? I think about it every minute of every day.” 
 
   “Well, what if we could?” she asks. 
 
   “What do you mean? That’s not even possible.”
 
   “I mean what if we worked something out,” she says. “Just figured out a way. I mean we can’t run forever, right? If things keep going well with you and Gabriel, would you consider it?”
 
   I can’t believe what I’m hearing. From the woman who’s always been so strong, so steadfast. I glance across the couch at the same woman in front of me, weak in the knees and lovesick. I want so badly to reach over and grab her hands, and tell her yes, that we can figure something out. But I know that’s a lie. 
 
   “I… I don’t even know what to say, Alanna. I’m floored. Coming from you, the woman with a heart of steel. I’m just in shock, I think. Of course I want to stay, God I can’t even imagine leaving Gabriel now. But I don’t see how I have a choice. If I were to stay and Eleanore found me, it could put all of us in danger. And I could never live with myself if that happened.”
 
    “I’m not as strong as you give me credit for, you know,” she says, blinking back tears. 
 
    “What do you mean, Alanna?”
 
   “I mean, I’m not really a cold hearted bitch. I do have feelings. I have felt things for the men I’ve dated before. Sometimes, it’s completely gutted me having to say goodbye, to at least a few of them. I just never let myself break down in front of you. I’ve always wanted to show you that I was strong and I could be there for you.” 
 
   I lurch forward, hugging her with everything I’ve got.
 
   “God, Alanna, I had no idea. Why would you think you couldn’t tell me that? I don’t need you to be strong for me, I just need you to be yourself. My best friend. You should be able to tell me anything.” 
 
   My own tears begin to fall and we hold each other tightly for several moments, allowing ourselves to cry. 
 
   “I just want us to have a chance at happiness too,” she whispers. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After all the emotional ups and downs of the day, I’m exhausted when I relax under the stream of hot water in the shower. But I’m still looking forward to my date with Gabriel tonight. We haven’t really gone anywhere in public together, and I’m nervous. 
 
   I don’t know if it’s because of him or the situation with Alanna. I feel like I’m stuck between a rock and a hard place. I can’t leave without her, and I don’t want to. She’s always been strong for me, and maybe now it’s my turn to repay the favor. 
 
   I step out of the shower and dry myself quickly. I don’t feel the need to go overboard with picking out an outfit tonight, so I just throw on a simple black asymmetrical dress. It will get cool out this time of day, but I feel a small thrill at the prospect of Gabriel keeping me warm. 
 
   By the time I step out of the apartment, Alanna has already left to meet Nathan. Gabriel is waiting for me downstairs, ten minutes early no less. 
 
    “I need to give Paul the directions to wherever we’re going,” he says briskly. 
 
   “Well, actually, it’s just around the corner. We could walk if you want to.” 
 
   He furrows his brow for a moment while he contemplates my suggestion. Then he turns to Paul and directs him to take the rest of the evening off. He saunters up and pulls me into a soft kiss, taking my hand in his. 
 
   “You’ll freeze,” he says disapprovingly. “But you look beautiful.”
 
   “Well, lucky for me, I have you to keep me warm,” I say. 
 
   Five minutes later we arrive at our destination. It’s an Italian restaurant in the basement of an old brick building. I’ve come here several times with Alanna and loved it. Plus the privacy it will give us is an added bonus. 
 
   Once inside, we sit down and Gabriel orders our drinks. I stare dreamily at him as he speaks in his deep, rich voice to the waiter. He’s wearing a light blue dress shirt with his gray vest, which takes me by surprise. I didn’t realize until now that I’ve only ever seen him in white and black. I watch the shirt stretch across his broad chest as he sits back in the booth, chuckling at my dopey eyed grin. 
 
   “What are you thinking about over there?”  
 
   “Just how unbelievably sexy you look in that shirt. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in that color before.”
 
    “You’re right, it’s new. I saw it, and it just felt right. I needed to mix up my wardrobe a bit I think.” 
 
   “Well, I love it.” I grin. 
 
   The waiter reappears with our drinks and retrieves a writing pad from his apron. Gabriel orders first and then watches me attentively as I order the same dish. Gnocchi alla Rosetta. 
 
    He smiles as the waiter leaves the table. “Once again, Victoria, you are full of surprises.” 
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “Picking this place. It’s not what I would have expected, at all. But I like it. And I love the fact that you can actually sit down with me and enjoy a meal without counting the carbs out loud as you eat.”
 
    “I love food.” I laugh. “Can’t deny that. And I like it here too. Alanna and I stumbled upon it one night by accident. It reminds me of my mom.”
 
   His eyes grow sympathetic in response to my words. “What about your mom? Where is she?” 
 
   “She passed away when I was young,” I mumble, feeling stupid for even bringing it up.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” he murmurs, reaching for my hand across the table. 
 
   The simple gesture makes me emotional again, and the words spill from my mouth before I can stop them. 
 
   “She was Italian, and she made some kick ass food. My Dad loved it. He used to talk about her food for years, right up until the day he died.”
 
   “Both your parents are gone?” he frowns.
 
    “Yes.” I choke out a smile. “But it all seems like so long ago now.”
 
   “Still, I can’t imagine being so young and not having your parents around.”
 
   “I was young when my mom died,” I say. “I don’t remember her very well, but I remember how much she loved me. I knew she would have done anything for me.”
 
   “What about your Dad?” he asks softly. 
 
    “My relationship with my father was complicated,” I say. “He loved me, but my mom’s passing was very hard on him. He slipped into a depression after she died and everything changed. He started drinking a lot, and it went on for years.”
 
   I don’t know why I’m telling him all of this, but it feels good to get it off my chest. The conversation Alanna and I had today is weighing heavily on my mind. The possibility of staying is a fantasy I can entertain, at least for tonight. 
 
   “And then he stopped drinking?” Gabriel prods me on. 
 
   “One day he did,” I say, recalling it clearly in my memory. “Everything changed, just like that. Dad came home, and he was so happy. He was smiling. I hadn’t seen him smile in so long. And he kept smiling after that, for a couple months. Then he introduced me to Eleanore.”
 
   “Eleanore?”  
 
   “Yes, Dad brought home Eleanore. She was my step mom.”
 
   “Oh,” Gabriel says, surprised. “Did you get along with her? Is she still alive?”
 
   “No,” I say flatly. “She hated me. And yes, she is still alive.” 
 
   “I see.” He takes in my weary expression, deciding not to pursue that line of questioning. 
 
    “So no brothers or sisters then?” 
 
   “No, just me. Although, I do consider Alanna to be like a sister.” 
 
   “Ah yes.” He nods. “I can tell you two are close. How did you meet?”
 
   I freeze for a moment, considering whether or not I should tell him this. Alanna doesn’t mind people knowing her story, but it isn’t her I’m embarrassed for. But then I remember him opening up to me about his brother living at the homeless shelter, and I realize he could probably understand more than I give him credit for.
 
   “You can tell me,” he urges.
 
   “I met her at a homeless shelter in Texas,” I say nervously.
 
   Gabriel’s face pales, and I can tell I’ve shocked him. “You were staying in a homeless shelter?” 
 
    “Yes,” I reply lightly, trying to inject some humor into the situation. “At the time I was. Before that, it was tents down by the river. But I’ve moved onto seedy apartments now, so I’m good.”
 
   “Jesus, Victoria.” He shakes his head. “I had no idea. Is it an issue of money?”
 
   “No,” I say firmly. “I have money, Gabriel. Even back then, I had money. But I was young and stupid, and couldn’t even find someone who would take it without an ID. So, I started staying in shelters. And that was when I found Alanna. She was beaten pretty badly when she came in, by her husband… the cop.”
 
    
 
   The waiter appears with two piping hot plates of Gnocchi Alla Rosetta, setting them in front of us. I dig in gratefully, thankful for the interruption.
 
   “I know what you’re doing.” Gabriel smiles slyly as he watches me eat.
 
   “Eating?” I laugh, my mouth half full of food.
 
   “No, you’re shutting me out again. But someday I want to hear the rest okay?”
 
   I nod in annoyance. It seems nothing gets past Gabriel Maddox. But I manage to steer the conversation back to his prospective business, and he lights up as he talks about it.
 
   By the time we leave the restaurant, it’s dark outside. I can’t believe we just talked for two whole hours. It feels nice and comforting to share a small part of me with him. As we walk back to the apartment, he puts his arm around my shoulders, warming me just like I imagined. 
 
   We walk slowly as we continue our conversation, too caught up to notice anything else around us. I’m laughing at something Gabriel said when I see a flash of sudden movement from behind. Before I even realize what’s happening, I hear a large thud and Gabriel falls to the ground. Fear seizes me as two men tower over him, screaming at him to hand over his valuables. 
 
   He seems to be barely coherent, but somehow in the chaos, I hear him telling me to run. I can’t move, and I don’t want to. I refuse to leave him. I’m frantic trying to figure out what to do when they begin kicking him in the sides. Adrenaline surges through my body as I pounce, punching and kicking as I scream at them to leave him alone. I get in a couple of good punches before one of the men turns, revealing a switchblade in his hand. He grabs me by the hair and pushes me up against the wall behind me. 
 
   “Well, aren’t you just a little firecracker.” He laughs darkly. 
 
   I try to wriggle away from him, but he presses the knife deeper into my skin. 
 
    “Move one inch and I’ll slit your fucking throat bitch.” 
 
   “Get off!” I scream. 
 
   I hear scuffling coming from where Gabriel was, but I can’t see him. Tears are streaming down my face as I plead with the man to let him go.
 
   “Shut up, bitch!” the man hisses into my ear. He’s holding me with an iron-clad grip, and a small trickle of blood runs down my neck from where he’s cut me. 
 
   Then, from the corner of my eye, I see him. Gabriel. Rising up from the ground like something out of a horror movie. His head is bloody and his blue shirt is ripped. His jaw is clenched as he stomps towards me, the other man’s body slumped on the ground behind him. 
 
   I squeeze my eyes shut as he rips the man off me, throwing him like a ragdoll to the ground. The man whimpers in pain as Gabriel lunges on top of him, pummeling him relentlessly with his fists. He’s long past unconscious at this point, but Gabriel isn’t stopping. 
 
   “Gabriel!” I scream from behind him, but he doesn’t seem to be hearing me. I walk cautiously into his line of sight, yelling again. “Gabriel! Stop, please. You’re going to kill him.” 
 
   My voice finally seems to register. He glances up at me, his eyes blazing, and in one swift movement, he pounces. His hands grip my waist, pushing me back against the wall. His eyes burn intensely in the soft glow of the street lamp with an emotion I don’t recognize. 
 
   His jaw is still clenched, his chest heaving with angry breaths. I don’t dare move as he leans into me, kissing me roughly. He sucks and bites at my lips until I taste some of my own blood on my tongue. And then he pulls back, giving me a heated stare. 
 
   “Mine,” he growls.
 
   I have no idea what’s come over him, but he looks as though he’s in physical pain. He’s panting hard and fast, his eyes searching my face desperately. I can’t be sure if it’s the cut on his head or what almost happened to me. 
 
   “Yes, Gabriel.” I stroke his mussed hair away from his face.
 
   “Say it!” he commands. 
 
   “I’m yours,” I whimper. “Only yours, Gabriel.”
 
   He closes his eyes and presses his forehead to mine. I inhale the familiar comforting scents of Bergamot and Sandalwood that I’ve come to love. And then he pulls away from me, running his finger along the cut on my neck. As he leans closer, I see the bloody knot on the back of his head.
 
   “Are you ok?” he asks, concern marring his brow. 
 
   “Gabriel!” I admonish. “I’m not the one bleeding from the head. We need to get you to a hospital!”
 
   He shakes his head, his eyes still blazing. “No, I’m taking you home.” And before I can protest further, he bends to scoop me up in his arms. As volatile as he is right now I decide not to argue. He carries me all the way back to my apartment, not even bothering to call the cops.  
 
   Once we’re inside, he carries me to the bathroom. Without saying a word, he sets me down on the counter and turns on the shower. He undresses me first, inspecting my body with careful precision, cringing at the bruises on my arms. But it’s the blood on my neck that really sets him off. 
 
   “Dammit, Victoria, when I tell you to do something, you fucking do it!” 
 
   I cross my arms and shoot back an angry glare. 
 
   “I’m not a kid, Gabriel. You don’t get to talk to me like that.”
 
   And then, to my surprise, he leans in and closes his arms around me tightly. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” he whispers in my ear. “I wanted to fucking kill them. Seeing his hands all over you like that, hurting you, it nearly sent me over the edge.”
 
   I relax into him and my anger disappears. “I’m sorry too, Gabriel. I was so scared for you, I couldn’t think straight.” 
 
   I choke up at the memory, and the tears come unbidden down my cheeks as I continue.
 
   “I took you there. It was my idea to walk, and if we hadn’t done that, this never would have happened. I just wanted to protect you.”
 
   He pulls back and cups my face in his hands, wiping away my tears in the process. “It’s my job to protect you, sweetheart. And it’s not your fault, I should have known better than to walk in this neighborhood at night.” He pauses for a moment to search my eyes. “That’s why I don’t fucking like you living here.”
 
   I look down at the floor, ashamed with myself. It doesn’t matter what he says, I put his life in danger tonight. I can’t believe how stupid I was.
 
   “And I hate to break it to you, little one,” he teases, “but you’ve got no street smarts. If you hadn’t tried to attack them, they probably would have just let you go. I could have given them the money and saved us both a whole lot of heartache.”
 
   I look up at him defiantly. “I would never leave you in that kind of situation to fend for yourself, Gabriel. They were hurting you.”
 
   He smiles at my protectiveness and kisses me softly on the nose as he lifts me off the counter.
 
   “C’mon Rocky, I want to wash this night off of you.”
 
   In the shower, I lather my hands and gently clean the cut on Gabriel’s head. I massage his body as I wash him, stopping to kiss his chest and back during the process. When I’m done, he gives me the same treatment, careful not to hurt me. The bruises are much more visible now, and he grunts as he traces soft circles over them. 
 
   Once we’re both clean, he dries me off with a towel and carries me into my bedroom. There’s no question about him staying tonight, and I feel happy that I don’t even have to ask. 
 
   He pulls me close to him and kisses me without any roughness this time. My skin heats to his touch, the longing between my legs returning. I kiss him everywhere I can reach, the thought of almost losing him a powerful new aphrodisiac. 
 
   But he pulls away abruptly, shattering my lust induced haze. 
 
   “Victoria, you were just attacked,” he says sternly.
 
   “I’m fine,” I whisper. “I want you… more than anything else in this world, I want you.” I know how desperate and breathy my words sound, but I don’t care. 
 
   He stares down into my eyes for a few moments and then leans in to kiss me again. His hands find my breasts, and I arch into him, silently begging for more. To my surprise, he picks me up and places me on top of him, straddling his massive erection. I don’t argue. I reach greedily for his cock, pushing him inside me as I moan with pleasure. 
 
   I want to tell him how I feel. The words are right there on the tip of my tongue. But I’m afraid, so I show him what I can’t say. I rock my hips back and forth while I place soft kisses along his chest, worshipping his body. 
 
   He thrusts into me slowly, gently. Nothing like the sex we had at the office today. It’s sweet and tender. He takes his time, making sure my needs are met before he finds his own release. And then he rolls me to my side, wrapping his arms around me as we both fall asleep. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   I wake to blazing heat, a thick cloud of smoke all around me. The temperature is overwhelming, and my skin feels as though it’s melting right off my body. I try to sit up, but my head protests and my vision blurs. I put my hand in my hair and feel blood. So much blood. I scream out for someone to rescue me. But there is nobody. I’m alone, more alone than I’ve ever felt, and I realize I have to get myself out. But as I crawl, my lungs fill with acidic smoke. I feel as if I’m suffocating….
 
   “Victoria!” 
 
   Screams in the distance. Are they coming to rescue me?  I still as the fire rages behind me, engulfing everything I’ve ever known along with it.
 
   “Victoria, wake up dammit!” I kick in protest. Someone is dragging me back into the fire.
 
   Shaking. My body is shaking. My eyes fly open and I gasp for air. Gabriel is standing above me, angry. It was just a nightmare. Just a nightmare... 
 
   “What the fuck was that?” he growls.
 
   I shake my head. “Not now, Gabriel. Please.”
 
   Anger flashes through his eyes, and he takes a calming breath before speaking again.
 
   “Victoria, I’m worried about you… I’ve never seen anything like that. Please tell me what that was about. I can’t stand that you’re hiding all these secrets from me.”
 
   I curl my head into my knees and take a breath. He’s right, it isn’t fair to him. But I’ve been doing it for so long, I don’t know how to stop. I don’t know how to pick and choose what to tell him. And I don’t really trust myself not to break down and confess everything like I almost did tonight. But I know that if we continue on like this, he will resent me for it.
 
   “Sit down, please.” I pat the space on the bed next to me.
 
   Gabriel does as I ask, rubbing his hand along my back for reassurance as I steady my breath. “When I was sixteen, I almost died in a house fire. My childhood home burned to the ground, and I barely made it out in time. I have nightmares about it sometimes, and I’m sorry that you had to see it.”
 
   He takes a deep breath, watching me carefully. “Tell me what happened.”
 
    “I don’t exactly know, I was unconscious when the fire started.” 
 
   It isn’t really a lie, I was actually unconscious. I still have no idea how Eleanore started the fire.
 
   Gabriel narrows his eyes, not buying my words for a second. “In other words, you mean you know, but you won’t tell me any more.”
 
   He’s clearly frustrated with me, and I hate myself for it. “Gabriel, I’m sorry. There are just some things I can’t tell you. It’s not because I don’t want to, you have to believe that. It’s for your own protection. It’s just not safe for me to tell anybody.”
 
   His jaw tenses, and I close my eyes waiting for him to erupt. I’m sure this is going to be it. He couldn’t possibly want to be with me when I refuse to tell him the truth. But after a moment his hands are on my face again, gently cupping my chin.
 
   “Look at me,” he whispers. 
 
   I open my eyes and his face relaxes, along with my own. 
 
   “Look, Victoria, I don’t know what happened in your past, but I want to. I can see you aren’t ready to tell me yet, and I don’t like it, but I accept it for now. I just hope that someday soon you’ll realize you can trust me.”
 
   “I do trust you.” My voice cracks as I shake my head. “Please don’t think that I don’t.”
 
   “Shhh, baby.” He pulls me back down onto his chest. “Let’s go to sleep now and only have good dreams okay?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next morning, Gabriel’s spot on the bed is empty. I roll over and feel a sharp sting of pain on my arm. When I look down, I find the bruises have worsened while I slept. So much for trying to forget the events of last night. 
 
   I sit up and swing my feet over the edge of the mattress, standing up like a zombie. I need to find Gabriel. 
 
   When I open my bedroom door, I can hear Alanna talking to someone in the kitchen as I shuffle down the hall. 
 
   Gabriel is leaning up against the counter, waiting for a pot of coffee to brew. Alanna is sitting at the kitchen table talking his ear off about Nathan. They both turn and look at me as I approach.
 
   “What the hell!” Alanna shoots up and stomps across the kitchen, grabbing me by the arm to inspect my bruise. 
 
   “Who did this to you?” she demands. 
 
   “Alanna.” I shake her hand off my arm. “I’m fine. It’s Gabriel I was worried about, look at his head. We were attacked last night, walking home from dinner.”
 
   “Oh my God,” she gasps. “Are you serious? What happened?”
 
   I walk towards Gabriel and curl into his arms. He leans down and kisses me, stroking my back as I explain. 
 
   “It happened so fast.” I shudder, remembering the thud as Gabriel fell to the ground in front of me. “Two men came up behind us and hit him in the head with something. They were trying to rob us.”
 
   I look up at Gabriel for reassurance, and he pulls me closer. “And then I made it worse,” I mumble.
 
   “What? How?” Alanna asks. 
 
   “She was trying to help,” Gabriel interjects. “But one of them turned on Victoria and attacked her.” 
 
   “Oh my God, Toto!” Alanna lunges forward and pulls me into a bear hug. “Attacked you how? Did he touch you? I swear to God if someone else hurt you like that again…” 
 
   I cringe as Gabriel shoots Alanna a questioning glance. She realizes her mistake immediately and silently begs me for forgiveness.
 
   “What do you mean?” he asks in a low voice. “Again?”
 
    “I’m fine.” I groan in frustration. “Everybody just needs to relax. Nothing happened and I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”  
 
   “I’m sorry,” Alanna whispers.
 
   Gabriel pulls me back to him, enclosing me in his arms. I can tell he’s irritated by another secret, but there isn’t much I can do about that. 
 
   “I know you said you’re fine,” he says stiffly. “But you might not feel that way later. I don’t want you being left alone for a while.”
 
    “I can guarantee you she will not be left alone,” Alanna assures him. 
 
   “I don’t need to be babysat.” I scold them both. 
 
   “Well, it won’t be for long anyway,” Gabriel announces. “I want to take you away for the weekend. We can leave tonight, just as soon as I’ve wrapped up some loose ends at work.”
 
   “What?” I blink in surprise. “But Alanna…”
 
   Alanna holds up her hand. “No, Victoria. Don’t worry about me. I can stay with Nathan. And I think you should go, it would be good to get away for a couple days.” She looks at Gabriel sternly. “As long as you promise to take care of her.” 
 
   “Always.” He smiles, kissing me on the temple. 
 
   “But where will we go?” I ask nervously. 
 
   “I have a place, it’s only a couple hours from here. Nobody knows I have it. It will just be you and me for the weekend.”
 
   I can’t stop the grin from creeping across my face. That sounds blissful. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Gabriel leaves a couple hours later after making me promise that I wouldn’t go to work today. He arranges to pick me up at 5:00 pm sharp this evening and tells me to pack light, whatever that means. He has no clue how women work.
 
   Alanna has been following me all over the apartment like a puppy dog, driving me crazy. So I have a long hot shower just to get some peace. When I get out I ask her if she wants to go shopping with me since I want to get a couple things for this weekend. 
 
   As we walk down the street, I start to relive last night’s events and my stomach churns. Maybe Gabriel was right. I’m glad he was so overprotective this morning, and even more thankful that Alanna is by my side. 
 
   “I still can’t get over what happened to you last night, Toto.” 
 
   “I know,” I croak. “It was scary. I was so worried about Gabriel… I couldn’t see what was happening to him, and I didn’t know if he was okay or not.”
 
   “God, I can just imagine.” 
 
   “I feel guilty,” I whisper. 
 
   “Why? Toto, this wasn’t your fault? How could you think that?”
 
   “Because it was my fault,” I insist. “I wouldn’t let him choose the restaurant because I was worried about a photographer spotting him with me. So I chose, and then I told him we could walk. If it wasn’t for me, we would have never been there. And if that wasn’t enough, I acted stupidly under the circumstances, just making the whole situation worse.”
 
   Alanna stops in her tracks, pulling me to a halt.
 
   “No. I won’t let you do this.” She stares at me intently. “This is absolutely not your fault, Victoria. They were just really shitty circumstances that you couldn’t control. You had no way of knowing, and quite frankly it could happen to anyone, anywhere in this city. You acted the best way you knew how in the situation, and I don’t think you were stupid at all. You were trying to protect the man you care about.”
 
   I nod sheepishly, trying to hold back the tears. I’m so sick of crying. I don’t want to cry anymore. 
 
   We walk on in silence for a few more moments before Alanna speaks again. “I’m really sorry about my slip up earlier Toto. I didn’t mean to say that in front of Gabriel, I was just so worried I wasn’t thinking straight.”
 
   “It’s okay,” I reassure her. “I just hope he won’t be interrogating me about it later.” 
 
    
 
   We spend nearly three hours shopping. I end up with two silky camisoles and some new lace panties for the weekend. I buy a small bottle of jasmine massage oil and a new baby blue tie for Gabriel. I liked the color on him, and I hate that his new shirt got ruined. 
 
   Alanna insists on treating me to a pedicure, saying it’s very important to have pretty feet on these kinds of trips. We stop for coffee and dessert on the way home, and that manages to kill most of the day. By the time we get back to the apartment, I have just enough time to pack and throw on some warm clothes before Gabriel arrives. 
 
   Once we’ve ensured Alanna arrives safely at Nathan’s apartment, courtesy of Paul, Gabriel and I head downstairs. I half expect another driver to be waiting at the curb but am shocked when all I see is a sleek black motorcycle. 
 
   “Is this what we’re taking?” I turn to him excitedly. The thought of him riding that has my panties soaking wet already. The bad boy has returned. 
 
   “You’ve got it, baby.” He winks. “You’re gonna’ have to hold on tight.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
    
 
   I thunder down the freeway with Victoria’s arms wrapped around me tight. She’s the first woman that’s ever been on my motorcycle, not to mention the first I’ve ever taken to my cabin. For some reason, she’s the only one I could ever imagine bringing here. Anya would have hated coming to a place like this. So would the rest of them. 
 
    We spend two hours on the road before we make it to Hunter. It’s just a small town, in New York away from the noise of the city. But my cabin is even further away, down a long dirt road in the middle of a whole lot of nothing. 
 
   I purchased this place for that very reason. It’s my place to hide away from the world when I need to. Nobody else knows I own this property. But I look forward to showing it to Victoria, holing up with her for the next two days. 
 
   After several miles of driving through dense forest, I turn down another dirt driveway that dips into a small valley. As the cabin and private lake come into view, I hear Victoria gasp behind me. 
 
   I pull to a stop and turn off the motorcycle. As I unload the bags and lead Victoria inside, her eyes are darting around, taking everything in. I’m afraid to ask if she likes it. Because I really need her to like it. 
 
   The lights are already on, courtesy of the housekeeper. Victoria stands in the doorway, looking around the kitchen and dining area. When she turns, she spots the large open windows overlooking the lake and finally makes a noise of approval. 
 
   My chest fills with relief as she walks across the room and stares out at the water. 
 
    “Gabriel, this place is amazing,” she says. “So beautiful. I never would have expected it.”
 
   I walk over and pull her against me, kissing her softly.
 
   “I’m glad you like it. I come here to relax.”
 
   She looks up at me with adoration and grins. “So do you mean to say, I’m the first girl you’ve brought here?”
 
   “You’re the first and only woman I’ve wanted to bring here.” 
 
   She flushes under my words, burying her face against my chest as she squeezes me a little tighter.
 
    “Come on.” I reach for her hand and tug her along. “You haven’t seen the best part yet.” 
 
   Upstairs, I open the refinished sliding barn doors that enclose the master suite. Victoria darts straight to the bed covered with a fluffy white comforter and flops back onto it. 
 
   “This is like a cloud,” she muses.
 
   “I’m glad it only takes the simplest things to please you.” I chuckle. “But I was actually referring to the bathtub.” 
 
    She sits up dazedly. “Oh, okay.” 
 
   She follows me through the stone archway and freezes when she sees the garden tub. It’s filled with hot water, steam rising up from it. 
 
   “How did you… I mean when?”
 
   My fingertips move of their own accord to caress her cheek. 
 
   “The housekeeper did it for me, I arranged it earlier. I assumed you would be chilled from our ride.”
 
   She lunges forward, pulling me into her arms and hugging me tightly. I’m only too happy to oblige her, wrapping my arms around her as my lips meet hers. But then she pulls back suddenly, biting her lip as she eyes my leather jacket. 
 
   She glances up, searching my eyes for permission before she unzips it. Her hands are warm and soft as she reaches inside, and I groan. She peels it off my shoulders, letting it drop to the floor. Her fingers skim my waistband and pull the bottom of my shirt up unhurriedly. 
 
   I close my eyes as her fingers dance across my skin, soaking up my warmth. She drags the shirt over my head, and then unzips my jeans, slowly pulling them down too. My cock is already rock hard, jerking to get her attention. She mewls at the sight of it, leisurely rubbing her palm along the shaft. And I can’t take any more. My hands move over her, ripping her clothes from her feverishly. 
 
   Once she’s naked, I lift her impatiently and press her against the stone wall behind her. I wrap her legs around me as I devour her mouth with mine. The only time I pull away is to find her breast, bringing it to my greedy mouth. I suck her nipple roughly as she writhes in my arms, her wetness rubbing against my cock. I can’t wait any longer. I need to bury myself inside of her and forget everything else. My hands grip the soft curves of her butt as I nudge closer. 
 
   “Please,” she whimpers. 
 
   “Please, what?” I smirk. I love how much she enjoys this. How greedy she is to feel my cock. It turns me on like nothing else ever has.
 
   “I want you inside of me Gabriel, now. Please quit teasing and fuck me.” 
 
   I close my eyes and grunt.  “What you do to me, Victoria,” I whisper. “I love it when you talk to me like that.”
 
   She bucks back against the cold stone wall as I thrust inside of her. Then she reaches her hand up and strokes my cheek while she stares into my eyes, appraising every inch of me. For a minute, I don’t move. I want to hear her beg again. 
 
   “Gabriel,” she moans. 
 
   My cock swells and my fingers squeeze her hips in response.
 
   “Yes, Victoria. Tell me what you want. Tell me what you need.”
 
   “I want you,” she whispers softly. “I need you.”
 
   I plunge all the way into her, quickly finding my rhythm. She quivers with delight on every impact, the tension fleeing her body as she explodes around me. The tremors are still engulfing my cock as I thrust one last time, blowing my load inside of her. My forehead dips down and rests against her as I close my eyes and steady my breath.
 
   “I love feeling you come around me,” I murmur.
 
   She leans back into the wall behind her, panting. “I do too. Much more than you know.” 
 
   I lead her to the bath and climb inside, pulling her along with me. I wrap my legs around her and pull her back to relax against my chest, exactly where I want her. 
 
   “What do you mean much more than I know?” I ask. 
 
    Her shoulders tense, telling me this is another secret. 
 
   “I just meant… I don’t know. I don’t really want to explain it, it’s embarrassing.”
 
    “Please, Victoria. I don’t like secrets, remember? You have far too many as it is.”
 
   She holds her breath for a few moments, lost in thought.
 
    “Tell me,” I coax. 
 
   She sighs. “It’s just that… well… you’re the only man who has ever… you know.”
 
   I look down into her amber eyes, searching. “No, I don’t know. I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to be a bit more specific than that.”
 
    “You are the only man….” Her voice cracks. “Who has ever done that.”
 
   I try to stifle a smile as her cheeks flame bright red. “Victoria, you don’t need to be embarrassed with me. You can tell me anything. But I still don’t really understand. I know you’ve been with other men before…” 
 
   She clasps her hands to her face in frustration. 
 
   “For fuck’s sake, Gabriel, I was NOT a virgin when I met you. I don’t know how to say this without sounding pathetic. You’re the only man who has ever given me an orgasm.” She bows her head to her knees, mortified. 
 
   “Are you serious?” I sigh in disbelief. “But you’re so responsive. I don’t see how that’s even possible.”
 
   “I am serious. And I’m responsive to you because you showed me things I didn’t even know could be so gratifying. I don’t know what it is about you, but it’s like you know exactly what I need. Even better than I do.”
 
   I close my eyes and revel in her admission. How can I tell her that I feel the same way? 
 
   “Victoria…” I hesitate uncertainly. 
 
   “I know. It’s pathetic, right?” she laughs half-jokingly. 
 
   “Not pathetic,” I say. “Don’t talk about yourself like that, ever. I don’t like it.”
 
    I pick her up and turn her so that she’s straddling my lap. Her eyes are once again searching mine, desperate for my approval and comfort.
 
   “Victoria, I feel exactly the same way.”
 
   “What do you mean?” she asks softly.
 
   “I mean that you anticipate my needs and desires better than anyone else. You give me everything I want, in every way.”
 
   She lets out a sigh of relief as she wraps her arms around my neck and nuzzles into me.
 
   “I know it’s still early,” I continue, “but I’m completely captivated by you. You are the most fiery and stubborn woman I’ve ever met, and it turns me on to no end. You’re also a natural submissive when I want you to be, and I’m constantly surprised by you.”
 
   She leans forward and pulls me into a passionate kiss, mounting my growing erection again. I sit back and watch her in awe as she rides me with everything she has, milking my cock until I explode inside of her again.
 
   When we finally climb into bed an hour later, her fingers are pruned and I can tell she is exhausted. I pull her into my arms and fall asleep to the sounds of the water sloshing softly against the bank below. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   I wake early the next morning to the sounds of birds chirping outside the window. Nature. It sounds so unnerving after years of living in the city. I can sleep through trains, planes, and automobiles… but not a little bird chirping. 
 
   Gabriel’s beautiful naked body is against me, his leg draped over me protectively. Pure bliss. A warm feeling spreads through my chest as I recall his sweet words to me last night. In his own way, he kind of admitted that he’s crazy about me.  
 
   I want to be happy. I want to shout it from the rooftops. But I can’t help the sense of dread that lingers deep in the pit of my stomach. I can want it with every ounce of my being, but it makes no difference. Ultimately, if I stay I’ll be putting him in danger. The thought of Eleanore hurting Gabriel makes me nauseous, and it’s a risk I’m not willing to take. 
 
   I gently slide out from beneath him, and he rolls over and mumbles something incoherent in his sleep. I sit up wearily, trying not to let the looming feelings of defeat overcome me. Our relationship might be doomed, but that doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy the here and now. 
 
   I head to the bathroom and pick up his crumpled tee shirt from last night. As I tug it over my head, I close my eyes and inhale his delicious scent. After splashing some water on my face, I twist my hair into a loose bun on the top of my head and head downstairs. 
 
   When I open the refrigerator, I’m surprised to find it fully stocked. I pull out some eggs and an assortment of vegetables and get to work. After chopping and whisking for ten minutes, I wrangle my concoction into a pie tin and pop it in the oven. As I’m doing dishes, Gabriel wraps his arms around me from behind.
 
   “Good morning, beautiful,” he whispers into my ear. 
 
   I turn into him, kissing him on the cheek and pressing my head into his bare chest. It’s warm and smells delicious, and I don’t want to move. 
 
   “What was that tune you were just humming?” he asks curiously. 
 
   “Oh.” I laugh. “Somewhere Over the Rainbow. It’s cheesy I know, but I’ve always loved that song. My Dad used to sing it to me after my mom died. It was our thing.”
 
   He looks down at me and smiles. “Not cheesy at all then.” 
 
   “I’m making you breakfast,” I say proudly. 
 
   “I can see that. By the way, you look sexy as hell in my tee shirt and those panties. I had to fight the urge to rip them off.”
 
    “Well, you’ll just have to wait.” I smile playfully. “I need sustenance for what is no doubt going to be a very taxing day.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After breakfast, Gabriel told me apologetically that he had to make a business call. I shooed him upstairs and told him not to worry about it. I want to use the opportunity to explore the premises anyway. 
 
   I slip into my bikini and throw Gabriel’s shirt back on over it. I’d normally be a little more reserved about traipsing around in a bikini, but I don’t have to worry about that with him. He’s seen me naked in all sorts of compromising positions and still seems to worship my body. I throw on a pair of flip flips and grab my camera from my bag, determined to have some good memories of this weekend with Gabriel.
 
   As I walk around outside, I snap photos of squirrels, the lush trees against the backdrop of the clear blue sky, and the water lapping at my feet as I test it out. Once I’m satisfied with the shots I’ve gotten in, I walk back to the deck to test out the hammock that lies out over the water.  
 
   If there’s a graceful way to get on this thing, I don’t know what it is. I try to balance myself as I step onto the netting, taking several steps before I decide just plopping down is the best way to go about it. 
 
   I nestle into the hammock, listening to the soft ripples beneath me. I don’t know what it is about being near water that’s so relaxing, but it is. It’s a beautiful day, warm and sunny with just a slight breeze, and I stretch out to enjoy it.   
 
   I’m awoken from my blissful and all too short catnap by a cold shadow blocking the sun in front of me. My eyes open lazily to find Gabriel grinning down at me with a hungry expression.
 
   “Victoria,” he rumbles. “That bikini...”
 
   “Yes?” I smile up at him
 
   “I like it,” he says. 
 
   I laugh and pat the empty space next to me. “Join me.”
 
   “You don’t have to ask me twice.” He pounces on top of me playfully, the hammock swaying beneath our weight. 
 
   “This is so nice here,” I say. “I bet it’s beautiful in the winter.”
 
   He gazes down at me with hooded eyes. “I guess maybe we’ll find out together.”
 
   My stomach flips at his response because that’s seven months from now. I bury my face deep in his arm and hold him close, too lost for words. He strokes my back in long, lazy strokes, nearly lulling me back to sleep as we sway in the breeze. 
 
   “Oh!” I bolt upright, remembering something. “I want to grab something in the house. Can you wait here for me?”
 
   He eyes me curiously before releasing me. 
 
   “Hurry back please.”
 
   I run back inside and rummage through my bag until I find what I’m looking for. This is going to be the perfect opportunity to use it. But just as I’m about to leave, I think of something else. I search through my bag again, pulling out the blue tie I bought for him. I run the soft material through my hands while I debate how I can use this. 
 
   Then inspiration hit me. In a moment of extraordinary confidence, I tear off my bikini top and slip the tie around my neck in a loose knot. I skip back out to the deck and freeze when I find him playing with my camera. 
 
   “Um, what are you doing?” I ask nervously. 
 
   He props himself up on his elbow and squints at me against the sun, a smile beaming across his face. “What are you wearing?” 
 
   I look down and stroke my fingers over the tie. “It’s a gift. I thought this color would look nice on you, and… I thought I could make it memorable.”
 
   His eyes have that hooded look again, the one that I love.
 
    “That I’m sure you will, beautiful.”
 
   He glances back at the camera in his hand. “Did you take all these photos?”
 
   “Um yea,” I retort, a little sharper than I mean to. 
 
   He doesn’t seem fazed. 
 
   “Some of these are really amazing. Did you go to school for this?” 
 
   I cringe at the question because I’m sure right about now he’s wondering why the hell I’m not doing something with my life. 
 
   “No… not really.” I shuffle my feet. “I just learned on my own I guess. Through the internet, mostly.”
 
   “You should show them to someone. I bet you some of these would get published at first glance.” 
 
   He looks so excited at the thought, I don’t want to burst his bubble. 
 
   “I don’t know, we’ll see I guess.”
 
   He frowns at my flat response, and I hate it. I always feel like I’m disappointing him. 
 
   “Here.” I hold out my hand and wiggle my fingers. “Let me take a couple of you.”
 
   For a moment, he actually looks surprised. “Really? You want a photo of me.”
 
   “Of course I do.” I smile. “I want a thousand photos of you, but somehow I don’t think you’d agree to that.”
 
   He hands over the camera, and I mess with some of the settings before focusing in on him. “Just try to look natural,” I say.
 
   I take a few shots of him stretched out across the hammock, and I can’t help smiling. This is definitely something I will want to remember forever. Just as I suspected, after I take a few too many shots, he grows impatient. I laugh and shake my head as I move to put the camera away. 
 
   “Wait!” he says. “Can you take one of us together?”
 
    “Of course.” 
 
   I curl up next to him, laying my head on his chest and wrapping his forearm around my breasts to cover them. I take a few shots before checking them. Because of our height difference, we have to readjust several times before I get a decent photo. I hold it up and get his nod of approval before I shut off the camera and set it aside. 
 
   “So is this what you had to get inside the house,” he asks as he runs his fingers along the blue tie.
 
   “That was part of it.” I smile coyly. “I have the perfect afternoon planned out.”
 
   “Do you now?” he asks huskily. 
 
   “Yep, and I know just how I’m going to start.”
 
   I sit up and tug at the waistband of his loose grey sweatpants. “I’m going to need you naked for this, Maddox.” 
 
   He laughs and willingly obliges, pulling off his pants. I position myself between his legs and palm his quickly growing erection, making him groan in response. I stroke it softly, marveling as it hardens against my hand. 
 
   After several minutes of stroking him, I relent and place my lips around his thick head. I suck him in, teasing him with the tip of my tongue. He reaches down with his hand, massaging one of my breasts before wrapping the long end of the tie in his hand. He pulls down on it gently, effectively bringing him further into my mouth. Dominant Gabriel is back, and I’m more than happy to submit to him.  
 
   “God that’s good,” he gasps. 
 
   His words spur me on, my sucking increasing to a feverish pace. He wraps the tie around his hand even more, clenching it as he pumps into me. 
 
   He grunts as his cock begins to twitch in my mouth, tensing with every thrust. He uses the tie to guide my head up and down with unrelenting force. And then he comes, exploding hot and wet against my tongue. Sweet, delicious, Gabriel. His body relaxes beneath me, and his hand strokes my hair as I sit up. 
 
   “Definitely memorable,” he pants.
 
   I can’t help the small smile of satisfaction that creeps across my face. 
 
   “Roll over,” I command. “I’m not done yet.”
 
   He laughs softly and then complies, rolling onto his stomach. His naked body is splayed out like a Greek God on the hammock, and I almost wish I had a photo of this. I reach back and grab the small bottle of massage oil I brought with me, opening it up. I pour some into my hand, warming it between my palms before applying it to his back. 
 
   I begin caressing him slowly, paying attention to every tense muscle fiber in his body. Surprisingly, there’s a lot, and by the sounds he’s making, I can tell he’s enjoying this. I wonder how long it’s been since someone’s taken the time to care for him, or if he’s ever even let them. 
 
   He doesn’t say a word as I work him over, and just as I intended, he falls asleep within minutes. I lay down beside him and nestle up against him, closing my own eyes and letting the soft waves of water lull me to sleep. 
 
   ***
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   When I wake, Victoria is snuggled against me, sleeping soundly. She looks at peace, and I know I made the right decision in bringing her here. Whatever it is that frequently plagues her thoughts is nowhere to be found right now. 
 
   I want her to be this relaxed all the time. To tell me her secrets so I can help her somehow. I don’t like her not being open with me, but I also want her to come to me on her own when she feels like she can trust me. I made a mistake earlier, talking about the future, and I could feel her tense up when I said it. It was stupid, but I don’t know why she wants to leave. And more importantly, I have no idea if I can let her go now.
 
   I reach down to touch the soft skin of her back. She is beautiful, and for right now, she’s mine. I can’t believe that any man before me would have been stupid enough to let her go. The things that she did for me today were so simple, yet thoughtful. None of the women I’ve dated before have taken care of me in that way. Not genuinely, at least. 
 
   She stirs beneath my touch, rolling over to face me. She smiles up at me sleepily as I continue to run my fingers along her delicate collarbone. 
 
   “You look beautiful when you sleep,” I whisper.
 
   “If you say so.” She flushes. 
 
   “I do. All of your thoughts and your worries are far away. As opposed to when you’re awake and I’m left to wonder what’s going on in that head of yours.”
 
    “Trust me, you wouldn’t want to know.” She laughs. 
 
   “I think I would,” I say carefully. “So tell me, Victoria. What are your plans?” 
 
     “Well,” she says in a playful tone, “you standing over me, naked… with a whip, and…”
 
   I shake my head and try to keep a serious expression. “As much as that thought appeals to me right now, I won’t let you distract me. I want to know what you imagine your life being like a few years from now. What do you want?”
 
   She’s silent for a few moments, and I think she’s going to brush me off again. I’m surprised when she doesn’t. 
 
   “Well, do you want to know what my plans are,” she says, “or what I want them to be? Because they are two entirely different things.”
 
   I frown at her response. “What you want them to be.”
 
   “What I want is to settle down somewhere,” she says in a soft voice. “Somewhere I could actually take photos for a living… that would be amazing. I’d like to have a cat since I’ve always wanted one. And maybe a dog too, I haven’t decided on that yet. They are kind of hard work. But I guess the main thing is just to be happy, being surrounded by friends and feeling like I’m part of… I don’t know, a family, I guess. Oh, and my own house too.” 
 
   “That doesn’t seem like it would be too far out of reach,” I reply. “I’ve seen your photos. You have real talent, Victoria. I don’t know why you haven’t shown them to someone.”
 
   She doesn’t respond, and I can sense her discomfort, so reluctantly, I change the subject. 
 
   “Tell me about this house. What’s it like?”
 
   “Oh, that’s easy,” she says. “It would be a Spanish style Villa. The kitchen would be decorated in hand painted tiles and it would definitely have a brick oven. The inside would be warm and comfortable, with a big dining room so I could have people over for dinner all the time.” 
 
   She pauses for a moment, brushing her hand through her hair as she thinks about it some more. “I would have a reading nook, like a giant padded area with lots of pillows where I could cuddle my cat and just lose myself in a classic. Oh, and one of those giant couches that are like a couch and a bed combined. I would have to have one of those in the living room. A big bathtub… that’s a necessity. The whole place would be colorful and vibrant, a happy place.” 
 
    “Is that all?” I tease. “Doesn’t sound like you’ve put any thought into that one before.”
 
   “You wanted to know.” She grins. 
 
   Without another word, I mount her, my cock stirring against her belly. I untie the strings of her bikini bottoms, flinging them aside. 
 
   “Time to repay the favor,” I murmur. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   We spend the rest of the afternoon napping and fucking on the hammock. I never would have thought of putting it to that use before, but Victoria seems to be very fond of it. 
 
   It’s dark now, and noticeably cooler. She’s tucked into my arms, staring up at the night sky with a strange expression on her face.  
 
   “What is it?” I ask. 
 
   She points up at the stars nervously. “It’s just that constellation, Orion. I remember learning about it in school when I was young. It’s always stood out to me for some reason. And when I left home, it seemed like no matter where I was, whenever I looked up at the stars, there it was. I always thought it must have some sort of significance to me. I’ve seen the other constellations a handful of times, but this one was always so prominent to me.”
 
   “Hmm,” I murmur, kissing her temple. “That is strange. We’ll have to figure out what that means.”
 
   “I think I already know,” she says softly.
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
   “Well, I looked it up once. Orion was notoriously handsome, and he was known as the hunter.” She grins up at me and makes my heart do a weird little flip. 
 
   “Anyway, the myths vary as to what his story was, but one of them was that he fell in love with the beautiful Artemis. But she unknowingly killed him and was so deeply saddened by what happened, she immortalized him in the stars.”
 
   “Well, that’s a bit depressing.” I laugh. “So what significance do you think it has to you then?”
 
   “It’s not depressing,” she says stubbornly. “Just hear me out.”
 
   “Please by all means, continue,” I tell her. “I’m dying to know where you’re going with this.”
 
   “So anyway, the Sumerians called Orion the light of heaven. And I know it sounds kind of silly, but in some of my darker times, I used to sit out and look up at the stars. And I thought that because Artemis couldn’t be with the man she loved, she made him a guiding light for others. And I knew that someday she would guide me to…. well, I guess to where I needed to be.”
 
   I watch her carefully, her cheeks flushing in the soft moonlight, and it occurs to me what’s she’s trying to say in her roundabout way. 
 
   “I don’t think it’s silly at all.” I pull her a little closer. “I think that I’m glad that the star- crossed lovers sent you to me.”
 
   She grins at me appreciatively, nuzzling into my chest.  
 
   “I read a Chinese proverb once that said there is an invisible thread that connects those who are destined to meet,” she whispers. “And that no matter what happens, it never breaks. I think that’s true. If someone is meant to come into your life, they will. I mean you were so persistent…”
 
   I laugh at her teasing little smile and squeeze her tight. “Yes, I was very persistent. But look at where it got me.”
 
   “That’s true,” she says. “I can’t imagine never having met you now that I know you.”
 
   “Me either, beautiful.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   By the time we head inside, I’ve got netting marks all over my body and I’m exhausted. But the memories I’ll carry with me from this day are worth every imprint. 
 
   I change into one of my silk night dresses and walk into the bedroom to find Gabriel sitting on the bed. He looks anxious, and I’m not sure why.
 
   “What’s up?” I ask, sitting down beside him.
 
   “I really liked your gift today.” He smiles softly. “I got you something too, but I’m not sure if you’ll like it.”
 
   I study his beautiful blue eyes, wondering what could be bothering him so much. I’ve never seen him this nervous. I can tell he wants my approval right now, so I try my best to reassure him. 
 
   “I’m sure whatever it is, I’ll love it.”
 
   He stays still for a few more moments, searching my face again. Then with a deep sigh, he reaches behind him and opens the drawer next to the bed. He retrieves a flat black case and hands it to me apprehensively. 
 
   “If you don’t like it, you don’t have to wear it.”
 
   I glance at the case in my hands, swallowing anxiously. It’s definitely not a ring box, but it looks like a jewelry case of some sort, and that makes me nervous. 
 
   I move my fingers to the unhinged sides and open it slowly. Inside is a beautiful white gold and diamond studded piece of jewelry. It isn’t a necklace, but looks more like a dainty choker. The front has a small circular opening with a tiny pendant style chain and a larger diamond attached within. 
 
   “I’m not a strict devotee of the BDSM lifestyle,” he says with an awkward laugh. “But as you’re aware I’m familiar with it. And, well, I kind of like the idea of collaring you. If you wear this, it means that you belong to me.”
 
   I smile at the implication, logic be damned. 
 
    “It’s stunning, Gabriel.” I smooth my fingers over the band, noting how strong it is even though it appears delicate. 
 
   “It’s like you,” he says in a teasing voice. 
 
   “What?” I blink up at him. 
 
   “Tiny and willful.”
 
   I laugh and shake my head, picking the jewelry up and handing it to him. 
 
    “Put it on me, please?” 
 
   Relief floods his eyes as he pulls my hair over my shoulder and clasps it around my neck. 
 
   “Beautiful,” he murmurs in a husky voice.
 
   I stand and walk to the mirror on the other side of the room to check it out. I’ve never worn anything this extravagant in my life, and it feels a little strange. Jewelry isn’t normally something I’d go gaga over, but this is different. It has a much deeper meaning. 
 
   Gabriel walks up behind me and wraps his arms around my waist as I stare at my reflection.
 
   “Do you like it?” he asks.
 
   I turn in his embrace to face him, leaning up on my toes and kissing him softly on the lips. 
 
   “It’s stunning,” I reply. “But, that’s not why I love it. I love it because you said it means I belong to you.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   We arrive back in the city early Sunday afternoon. Gabriel seems reluctant as he drops me back at my apartment, and even I miss him already. As I turn to go inside, he stops me.
 
   “Don’t make any plans tonight,” he says with a grin. “I have a surprise for you.” 
 
   There’s only one thing that wicked smile could mean, and my own face lights up in response.
 
   “Okay, what time?”
 
   “I’ll let you know.” He kisses me chastely on the forehead before disappearing down the stairs. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Once inside, I curl up on the couch and rehash my weekend with Alanna. Afterwards, she regales me with stories about her wild sexcapades with Nathan. For being a financier, he’s into some pretty kinky stuff. 
 
   At 3:00 pm, there’s a knock at the door.
 
   “Delivery for Miss Kelly,” the familiar voice calls out. 
 
   I bolt to the door, nearly tripping over my own feet on the way. After I collect the gold box from the courier, I turn around to find Alanna smirking from the couch. I can’t even find it in me to care. There’s no hiding my feelings for Gabriel at this point. 
 
   I pull the familiar white note card from the top, inspecting it eagerly. 
 
    
 
   My place.
 
   4:00 pm.
 
   Wear this, but bring a change of clothes, please. 
 
   Gabriel 
 
    
 
   Geez. That isn’t even an hour from now. That means I have forty minutes to get ready and be downstairs. Talk about being at his beck and call. For a moment, I actually toy with the idea of showing up late, and it sends a delicious tingle down my spine. Gabriel hates waiting, and there would surely be punishment involved. But ultimately, I decide for the sake of my already sore lady parts, I better just go get dressed.
 
   Once I’m in the privacy of my own bedroom, I peek inside the box. Inside lies what, at first glance, appears to be a giant pair of fishnet stockings. But as I pull it out and hold it up, it takes the form of a full fishnet bodysuit. I don’t even know how to begin to put something like that on. 
 
    After ten minutes of struggling to get into the thing, I’ve finally achieved my task. Only then do I realize it’s completely crotchless. And how very little it holds to the imagination. 
 
   It doesn’t actually cover any of my body up, just accentuates it with small strings woven delicately over my naked flesh. I can’t believe Gabriel wants me to go outside in this thing. Even covered with my infamous trench coat I’ll still feel completely naked underneath. And after the incident with Anya on the street, I’m not sure if that gives me such a thrill now. 
 
   I dig through my shoe collection, hoping to find something that will match. I end up settling on a trusty pair of black stilettos. They seem to go with just about everything. Hell, the shoes are so sexy I could probably get away with wearing nothing but them. 
 
   After shrugging into my coat, I put some mousse in my hands and tousle my hair. I spend about five minutes on my makeup, which is all I can manage. 
 
   Next on the agenda is a change of clothes. I don’t know what Gabriel has planned for afterwards, but I end up opting for one of my sexy black dresses. It was an impulse buy, and one that I haven’t had time to wear yet. It’s a little more daring than I’d normally wear, with just a strip of fabric covering my breasts and sheer strips of fabric throughout. It shows off the flesh around my waist as well as my entire back. I figure that since it will just be me and Gabriel, it’s the perfect opportunity to break it in. 
 
   After I’ve gathered my clothes into a messenger bag, I open my nightstand and quickly snap the beautiful diamond studded collar around my neck. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When I arrive at Gabriel’s he’s waiting for me just inside the door. I barely make it through before he pounces on me, removing my coat as he kisses me fast and hard. 
 
   He walks me backwards without a word, his hands everywhere on my body. I bump into the breakfast bar, and he scoops me up and splays me out across it. 
 
   I’m gasping for air, trying to get my bearings from hurricane Gabriel when I see him pulling out some leather cuffs and chains. Before I even have a chance to ask what he’s doing, he’s attaching the cuffs to my wrists and ankles. 
 
   He threads the connecting chains under the breakfast bar and attaches them on the other side, pulling them tight. I’m bound and completely spread eagle on the middle of the bar as he stares down, admiring his handiwork. 
 
   Without a word, he climbs up on top of me, straddling my hips as he sucks my nipples through the delicate lace material. I arch up into his touch, rattling the chains as I do. Gabriel groans, nipping through the material with his teeth and pulling, effectively tearing it. 
 
   He frees both nipples, the shredded lace leaving just enough skin exposed for him to lick and suck my breasts. Which he does thoroughly, curling his tongue around each one and gently nipping them like he can’t stop himself. 
 
   I so badly want to reach up and touch him, but I’m bound, and I can tell he’s enjoying my natural instinct to attempt to move. 
 
   He grazes his way down my naval and across my pubic bone, showering me in kisses before he lands at his intended destination. He buries his face deep between my thighs, rubbing his nose along the wet seam and inhaling, his eyes darkening. 
 
   “You smell so fucking good,” he grunts, plunging two fingers inside of me.
 
   I cry out as his tongue starts to lap at my clit, wiggling my hips as he eats me like a man possessed. 
 
   I feel my muscles tightening, contracting, stringing me so tight I’m going to snap. My toes curl and my head falls back before it hits me. A bolt of lightning through my core, electrifying every nerve ending as I explode around him. 
 
   I scream like a mad woman from the force of emotion raging over me. Gabriel’s eyes are feral with lust as he pulls his engorged cock from his pants, plunging it inside of me. 
 
   His movements are frantic and wild as he rocks into me. He’s ripping and tearing the lace from my body with primal sounds emanating from his chest. His hands are everywhere, his teeth, his tongue, his lips. The only thing I can see is his glorious hard body moving against me, taking what he needs from me without apology. And I want to give it to him. 
 
   As he reaches the last remaining remnants of the lace around my collarbone, he sees the collar around my neck, and his expression changes. I didn’t think it possible, but he turns even wilder as he grips my hips in his hands, bottoming out inside of me. 
 
   And then he’s coming, shuddering inside of me as his head falls back and his lips part. He’s rocked back on his heels, looking utterly wrecked and beautiful, his large body looming over me, but still connected. 
 
   When his breathing finally calms, he leans down and gives me a gentle kiss, smoothing my hair back as he stares into my eyes. 
 
   “Perfect.”
 
   It’s the only explanation I get. The only one I need.
 
   He undoes the chains and the cuffs, freeing me before he starts picking up the scraps of lace from the floor. 
 
   “Why do you buy them if you’re just going to rip them?” I tease, retrieving a few pieces myself. 
 
   He turns to me and grins. “That’s the whole point, beautiful. I like tearing things off of you. Especially things like that.”
 
   I smile and shake my head, knowing that Gabriel is certainly one of a kind. 
 
   “I need you to go get dressed,” he says in a low voice. “Quickly.”
 
    
 
   I retrieve my messenger bag from the entryway and make my way to the bathroom. It’s only then that I realize I’ve forgotten to pack a pair of panties. Of course. Well if nothing else, this night should be interesting. I slip into my dress and tame my curls before stepping back into the hallway. Gabriel is standing in front of the mirror, adjusting his tie when I emerge.
 
   “Is that what you’re wearing?” he asks hoarsely.
 
   I look down at my dress in confusion.
 
   “Uh yeah,” I reply meekly. “Is that going to be a problem?”
 
   A small smile creeps across his face and then relaxed laughter escapes him. 
 
   “You look absolutely beautiful in that dress,” he reassures me. “It just wasn’t what I was expecting.” 
 
   “Well, you didn’t say specifically what to wear.” I cross my arms in frustration.
 
   He saunters towards me, taking me in his arms and kissing me sweetly. 
 
   “I’m glad you’re wearing it, believe me, I am. It’s just going to make it that much harder to take my eyes off of you tonight.”
 
   “Well,” I retort. “Then you should probably also know that I forgot a pair of panties.”
 
   “You’re killing me,” he groans, pressing his forehead to mine.
 
   The familiar ding of the elevator doors carries down the hallway, followed by loud bellows of laughter.
 
   “Who’s that?” I ask nervously, taking a step back. 
 
   He gives me a coy smile and pulls me back into his arms. 
 
   “I want you to meet two people who are very special to me.”  
 
   I look down at my dress in panic. Before I can protest, he’s tugging at my hand, dragging me along behind him. 
 
   He walks into view of the kitchen, casually pulling me up against his side. There’s a young man and woman sitting at the breakfast bar, staring. 
 
   Meanwhile, all I can think about is what Gabriel and I just did on that very breakfast bar. 
 
   Both of the strangers are openly gaping as Gabriel wraps his arms around my waist. The young woman stands, eyeing me speculatively. She’s of average height with a slightly round figure and long brown hair. The young man remains seated with a dumbfound expression as his eyes travel the length of my body. 
 
   I suddenly feel very much on display.
 
   Gabriel interrupts the stiff silence. “Victoria, I’d like you to meet my brother Abel, and my beautiful sister Angelina.”
 
   I glance up at him in surprise. I hadn’t realized they were his siblings. They look different than Gabriel, much different. While he stands there with his tall, beautifully sculpted body draped casually beside me, they seem much simpler in comparison. More down to earth, relaxed, and not at all like high society royalty. 
 
   I’ve often wondered why I didn’t see their photographs in the gossip columns. They always seem to single in on Gabriel, and now it’s apparent. They are just normal, everyday people… the kind of people I would hang out with. Whereas he apparently hit the genetic lottery. I glance back at them nervously, wondering what they think of me. 
 
   “Um, it’s nice to meet you.” I manage.
 
   Gabriel leads me over to the bar… the sex bar… and pulls out a stool for me to sit down. I stare at the counter with a sheepish expression while he gives me a devilish grin. I attempt to swallow the lump in my throat and end up having a coughing fit. He pats me on the back, laughing loudly at his own little joke. 
 
   Yep, he definitely planned this. He walks around the bar and pulls a tray of cold cuts from the fridge, setting them on the counter. Next comes a round of drinks for everyone. 
 
   “Better drink up.” He grins at his sister.
 
   I glance over at Abel, who’s still gaping at me.
 
   He’s younger than Gabriel, and you’d think the poor kid had never seen a woman in his life. Although, this dress probably has something to do with it. 
 
   I try not to think about it as I reach for a cold cut and pop it into my mouth. But then Angelina squeals in delight, scaring the ever loving crap out of me.
 
   “I love her already!” she proclaims. 
 
   My eyebrows shoot up in confusion as Gabriel erupts with laughter. “And why is that my darling sister?”
 
   “Look.” She points shamelessly. “She actually eats!”
 
   The whole group erupts in laughter, officially ending the awkwardness of the first meeting. I have two glasses of wine and am regaling Angelina with my story of how I met Gabriel when he disappears into the kitchen again. 
 
   Angelina takes the opportunity to lean closer, whispering conspiratorially in my ear. “You are so different to his usual taste in women, and I mean that in a good way.” 
 
   I smile weakly at the awkward compliment. I do not want to think about Gabriel with other women. 
 
   “And I can tell he is gaga over you,” she continues. “I’ve never seen him like this with anyone. He can’t take his eyes off you.”
 
   “Really?” I smile dreamily. “I hadn’t noticed.”
 
   “Well, apparently neither can Abel,” Angelina adds humorously. “I guess you could have your pick of the Maddox men.”
 
   Abel scowls at Angelina, and both of us burst into laughter as Gabriel returns.
 
   “What’s so funny?” he muses.
 
   “Just how Abel hasn’t stopped eyeballing your woman all night,” Angelina replies.
 
   Gabriel smirks as he walks behind me, wrapping his arms around me protectively. “Sorry, Abel, but she’s all mine. Now quit fucking staring at her.” 
 
   Angelina checks her watch and frowns. “I guess we should get going huh?” 
 
   Gabriel nods and I stand, wondering why they’re leaving so soon. They haven’t even been here for thirty minutes. 
 
   “She really is beautiful, Gabriel.” Angelina gushes as she looks over my dress. “I would die for that figure of yours.” 
 
   “Well, we all have our own ways of punishing mom,” Abel retorts, his voice laced with sarcasm. 
 
   I can’t hide the confusion on my face as Angelina smacks him in the arm. 
 
   “Yes, and mine is by eating too much, apparently. Forever reminding her of the society could-have-been.”
 
   “Nonsense.” Gabriel leans down, kissing Angelina on the cheek. “You are beautiful, baby sister.”
 
   I feel my heart warm at the endearment. This Gabriel is so unlike any I’ve ever seen before. He’s bringing me into his life, introducing me to his family, and showing me a whole new side of him. 
 
   “Alright,” Abel grumbles. “Let’s go, please. I want to get this shit over with.”
 
   Gabriel nods and grabs me by the hand, pulling me towards the elevator. “Um, are we going somewhere?”
 
   “Yes.” He grins. “I’m dragging you along to one of my parents boring dinner parties. We’re all going.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   In the back of the limo, I curl into Gabriel, listening as he bickers with Angelina. They are making bets about who will piss their mother off first, which isn’t inspiring much confidence about our little trip. 
 
   I have no idea what to expect tonight. I can’t even remember the last time I met a boyfriend’s parents. But from everything Gabriel’s told me about his family, I feel like it’s important that I be there for him tonight. 
 
   The car pulls into the circular entryway of the Maddox home, and I stare in shock. Home is too loose of a word, really. It’s definitely a mansion. Large and over the top with luxurious gardens and fountains out front. 
 
   “Ready or not, here we go,” Gabriel whispers in my ear.
 
   We’re greeted at the door by a servant dressed in a black tuxedo. He gives us a stiff greeting and leads us down a long hallway in silence. Abruptly, Gabriel comes to a halt beside me as a tall, thin blonde woman comes screeching down the hall. 
 
   “There you are!” she whines, exasperated. “You know how important this is, couldn’t you at least have been on time for once!” 
 
   Her voice is shrill, and the way that Gabriel rolls his eyes immediately tells me this is his mother.
 
   “Mother, we’re here, aren’t we? Quit nagging please, and don’t be rude. I brought a guest as you can see.” 
 
   “Fine.” She throws her hands up in defeat, glancing in my direction. “You must be Victoria,” she says sourly. 
 
   “Yes, hello Mrs. Maddox it’s nice to meet….” 
 
   She cuts me off with an exaggerated wave. “Come on, we don’t have time for this. Everybody is waiting.”
 
   My mouth slams shut in shock as Gabriel gives me an apologetic smile. He’s definitely brought me into the lion’s den. We follow Mrs. Maddox down the hall and into a large sitting area filled with other guests. 
 
   Angelina and Abel make a beeline for the bar on the other side of the room, and Gabriel wraps his arm around my waist protectively. I glance around, noticing several other couples who aren’t paying us any notice. But when I see a familiar face glowering back at me, I freeze. Anya Petrovski is here, whispering something into Mrs. Maddox’s ear. They both glance in our direction before sauntering our way. 
 
    My heart kicks against my chest in protest, my palms growing clammy in her presence. I don’t know what it is about this woman that I find so intimidating, but I don’t want to be anywhere near her. 
 
    Gabriel glances down at me, concern marring his brow. “What’s wrong?”
 
   I shake my head, unable to speak. 
 
   “Gabriel, darling!” Anya purrs as she leans in and kisses his cheek with a wicked grin. 
 
    My head is spinning, and I hate that mischievous gleam in her eye. I try to pull away from Gabriel, to excuse myself to the powder room, but his grip tightens around me like steel.
 
   “Anya,” he says coolly, shooting his mother a disapproving look. “I didn’t know you would be here tonight. This is my girlfriend, Victoria.”
 
   My heart lurches at his choice of word, and Mrs. Maddox laughs nervously. 
 
   “Oh, I completely forgot you were bringing a friend, Gabriel. I invited Anya to keep you company, silly me.”
 
   “I’m sure you did forget,” Gabriel says, “that I was bringing my girlfriend.”
 
   Anya’s face sours as he repeats the word, and inside I’m doing a little victory dance. But still, I can’t help but feel a stab of disappointment as his mother eyes me disapprovingly. It’s obvious who she wants Gabriel to be with, and it isn’t me.
 
   Gabriel leads me over to the bar, pouring me a glass of wine and himself a whiskey. “I’m going to need this tonight,” he sighs.
 
   Several minutes later a servant appears in the door, announcing that dinner is served. Mrs. Maddox ushers us all into the dining room, and I belatedly realize I still haven’t seen Mr. Maddox.
 
   “Where’s your father?” I whisper.
 
   Gabriel shrugs. “Who knows. Working… fucking his secretary, your guess is as good as mine.” 
 
   Ouch. Okay, I’ll stay away from that subject. We find our seats at the dining table and I take a long pull of my wine as a hot plate of food appears in front of me. 
 
   “Don’t worry about Anya,” Angelina whispers beside me. “My mother is determined to shove her in Gabriel’s face. But he isn’t interested in her like that. And after tonight, I think it’s safe to say he only has eyes for you.”
 
   I smile and clasp her hand. “Thank you.”
 
   “What are you two whispering about over there?” Mrs. Maddox hisses.
 
   Angelina smiles at me and then winks. “Oh, we were just talking about Gabriel’s new business venture, mother.”
 
   Her jaw nearly drops to the floor as Gabriel groans beside me. 
 
   “What new business venture?” an older man sitting next to Gabriel asks.
 
   “I’m starting up my own software company,” Gabriel replies coolly. “It’s in the works right now.”
 
   “But what about Maddox Corp?” Anya shrieks across the table.
 
   “I will be stepping down from Maddox Corp, and either Abel or Angelina may take my place if they wish.”
 
   “That is the most ludicrous thing I’ve ever heard,” Anya states with disgust.
 
   “Nonsense,” Mrs. Maddox cuts in, panic and embarrassment etched into her delicate features. “This is just a silly dream of his, he needs to get it out of his system. But rest assured he will remain at the company.”
 
   Her words are ice cold, and when I glance up at Gabriel, his barely restrained pain is obvious. And it pisses me off. I don’t know his family, and I should probably stay out of it, but I can’t help myself. Nobody else is defending him. 
 
   “Well, I think Gabriel’s going to do great,” I volunteer, squeezing his hand beneath the table. “He’s smart and driven, and he knows exactly what he wants.” 
 
   Everyone around the table stares at me like I’ve sprouted three heads as Mrs. Maddox narrows her eyes in my direction. I know I’ve crossed the wrong woman, but I don’t care. 
 
   “Oh please,” she jeers, dismissing my opinion with a wave of her perfectly manicured hand. “Where do you think the money comes from, sweetheart? He sure as hell won’t be getting a dime from us if he goes through with this plan, so you can forget whatever you have in mind. I can see right through your act, you little gold digger.”
 
   I feel like I’ve been bitten by a viper as I recoil from the pure hatred in her tone. This is Caroline Maddox, no holds barred. I haven’t even taken my first bite of food, and I feel like I’m going to vomit. I stand abruptly, nearly knocking my chair over in the process. 
 
   “I’m not interested in your money, and I’m sorry that you feel that way. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be leaving.” 
 
   I burst out the door, Gabriel hot on my heels as I scurry down the hall. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   The whole car ride home, Gabriel stays on his own side, brooding. He’s looking out the window, his spine rigid and unyielding as he drums his fingers across his thigh. When I try to talk to him, he simply shakes his head and tells me to wait until we get to his apartment. I feel uneasy, but try to give him his space.
 
   Once we arrive, I briefly entertain the idea of getting a cab and heading home. But before I can even decide, he grabs me by the hand and drags me inside. He releases me as soon as he shuts the door, ambling over to the leather couch and sitting down. He watches me take off my shoes, his expression unreadable. 
 
   I can’t tell if it’s me he’s angry with because I’ve never seen him like this before. I figure I probably overstepped my boundaries by talking to his mother that way, but it couldn’t be helped. I hated seeing how she treats him. 
 
    “Come here,” Gabriel commands.
 
   I walk to him slowly, gazing down into his stormy blue eyes. And I realize as I step closer, that it isn’t anger behind those eyes, but something else entirely.  A mixture of anguish and longing. He reaches up for my hand and tugs me onto his lap, spreading my legs so that I’m straddling him. He wraps his arms around me, fisting his hands in the fabric of my dress. And then he pulls away, looking lost.
 
   “Kiss me,” he whispers. It isn’t his usual commanding tone. It sounds more pleading than anything. 
 
   He’s relinquishing control, letting down his guard for me to tell him how I feel about him. To prove to him that I want this as much as he does. And since I don’t have the courage to say the words that I really feel in the moment, I show him instead. 
 
   I stare back at him, pouring every ounce of emotion that I can into my expression. I want him to see, to understand how I feel about him. 
 
   “Do anything you wa….”
 
   I put my finger to his mouth to silence him and then replace it with my own lips. I kiss him sweetly, taking my time and savoring the moment. All I’ve wanted to do since I met him was explore his body, and for the first time, Gabriel’s giving me free rein. I cup his face in my hands, deepening the kiss, to which Gabriel responds fervently. I can tell he’s struggling with control, but he follows my lead, watching me carefully to see what I’ll do next.  
 
   I graze my teeth down along his jaw before moving onto his neck. The scent of his cologne lingers there, and I inhale deeply, soaking it up greedily while I run my hands through his hair. I nip and lick the sensitive flesh, and Gabriel lets his head fall back against the cushion, giving me unrestrained access. His hands fall limply to his side, and his entire body relaxes beneath me.  My fingers move to the buttons of his shirt, undoing them slowly.  
 
   He opens his eyes as the last button slides free, revealing his broad chest. His skin is flushed with heat, his heart beating strong beneath my fingertips. I trace the lines of his tattoos, and a pained sound escapes his throat, but he doesn’t stop me. 
 
   I want to say something profound, but again, the words aren’t there. So instead, I lean in and kiss him where his heart resides. It’s a simple gesture, but one Gabriel seems to appreciate as his gaze locks with mine. Neither of us looks away, and in that moment, I realize just how intimate eye contact is. It’s something he’s denied me before when he was in control, but not now. Now I can see into his very soul, to the depths of his hunger… for me. It’s still hard to wrap my head around that, so I don’t even bother trying. 
 
   He groans when I move down to his pants, releasing his swollen cock beneath me. I stroke him with my palm, enjoying the feeling of his velvety flesh against my heated skin. His eyes are hooded now, and he is watching me with anticipation as I nudge him against my arousal. I use his shoulders to support myself as I wiggle my dress up around my hips, sinking down onto him slowly. 
 
   A mumbled curse whooshes from his lips, but his eyes are molten hot as he watches me rock my hips against him. This beautiful man, who has the power to do anything he wants to me, is giving me control. I know it isn’t easy for him, and I want to show him how much I appreciate this gift. 
 
   I roll my hips forward and back, taking him in and out in a torturously slow rhythm. He doesn’t move, and there’s something so erotic about that. I can see now why he likes to control because the power that I have in this moment is intoxicating. I capture his mouth with mine, and Gabriel doesn’t hold back as he kisses me possessively. It sparks the mounting need inside of me, and I reach for his hands, moving them to my waist. 
 
   He groans as I increase the pace of my movements, taking what I need from him. I throw my head back and let the passion take over, riding him until everything inside of me detonates. I collapse against him, milking out the tremors until there’s nothing left. 
 
   And then, in a moment of extraordinary bravery, I cup his face and bring his gaze to mine. “I love you, Gabriel,” I whisper. 
 
   He freezes beneath me, his body rigid as he stares back at me with assessing eyes. I know he’s probably heard it before from a lot of women who didn’t mean it. But I’m not one of them, and I want him to know that. 
 
   Minutes seem to pass as he searches my eyes, his cock still hard inside of me. We aren’t moving, just staring at each other. I feel vulnerable under his scrutiny… and nervous. I don’t know what he’s thinking, and I feel panic setting in. Gabriel sees it and wraps me in his arms and crushes his lips to mine. Instead of speaking, he starts moving inside of me again, and I don’t know what to make of that.  
 
   I fist my hands in his hair, never taking his eyes from mine.
 
    “I didn’t mean to,” I sob. “But I do. God help me, I’m in love with you Gabriel Maddox.”
 
   He grins and grunts at the same time, looking so fucking adorable I never want this moment to pass. 
 
   His thrusts grow quicker, his hands touching me everywhere as his lips lay claim to my neck. He sucks and nips at my skin until I’m certain he’s marked me, and then he shudders inside of me with a powerful growl. 
 
   He pulls me against his chest and strokes my back, nothing but the sound of our breaths filling the room. We lay there forever, not saying a word, and my eyes are growing heavy. He’s still inside of me, and I like that. I like that he hasn’t moved. 
 
    “You are so different, Victoria,” he whispers, stroking my hair away from my face. 
 
   I give him a gentle kiss, and then he scoops me into his arms and carries me down the hall. We pass by the room that we normally stay in, and I glance up at him. He doesn’t say anything, but when he opens the door, I know we’re in his bedroom. 
 
   I look around, surprised by the warmth of this room compared to the cold starkness of the other one. Gabriel sets me down on a plush California King bed with gray and blue blankets, and I sink in with pure delight, noticing it smells like him. Across the room, there’s a large dressing table, a bookshelf, and to my delight, a fireplace. 
 
   When he sees my face light up, he reaches for a remote on the nightstand next to me. With the push of a button, the fireplace blazes to life. 
 
   “Come here.” He motions for me. 
 
   He turns me around and unzips my dress, pulling it off and tossing it onto the chair. Then he pulls back the covers and lays me in his bed, curling up beside me. It’s blissful and warm and exactly where I need to be. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next morning I’m up bright and early, making several deliveries before meeting Alanna for lunch. There’s an extra spring in my step as I think about the night before. While it was a total disaster meeting Gabriel’s mother and seeing Anya again, the emotions that came out afterwards made it worthwhile. And even though he didn’t say it back, I don’t care. I know how he feels about me whether he says the words or not. 
 
   As I sit down at the café, greeting Alanna with a smile, she seems equally happy. 
 
   “Just look at us!” she beams. “How pathetic are we? I can’t stop fucking smiling.”
 
    “I know what you mean.” I laugh.
 
   “So tell me everything,” she insists. 
 
    
 
   An hour later, there’s a familiar gold box waiting for me in front of the apartment. I smile as I pick it up and carry it inside. While Alanna heads to the kitchen to get a glass of water, I sneak a peek, expecting something sexy for tonight. But I get the surprise of my life when I pull out an exquisite floor-length red satin halter style dress. It has beautiful crystal beading underneath the bust, and a thigh-length slit up the side. It’s more suited to a dinner party then for what I have in mind. 
 
   Alanna reappears, gasping when she sees it.
 
   “Wow, Victoria, that’s beautiful. It must have cost a fortune! What’s it for?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I answer with a puzzled expression on my face. 
 
   I reach for the note card and open it up. 
 
    
 
   Victoria,
 
   6:00 pm, tomorrow night.
 
   Paul and I will pick you up, 
 
   You’ll be my date to a charity event.
 
   Gabriel 
 
    
 
   Holy shit. I feel sick. I shove the dress back into the box and curl back into the couch, rocking from side to side to keep my heart from splitting into two. 
 
   “What’s the matter?” Alanna asks with a furrowed brow.
 
   “He bought the dress for me to wear to a charity function with him tomorrow night.” 
 
   “Oh.” Her shoulders slump in perfect understanding. She sits down and wraps her arms around me in a gesture of comfort, but it doesn’t help.  
 
   “What will you tell him?” she asks quietly.
 
   “I don’t know. What can I tell him that isn’t going to hurt him? Uh, sorry but I can’t be seen in public with you Gabriel. I’m pretty sure no matter how I spin it, it sounds awful. He’s going to hate me.”
 
   “You don’t know that,” Alanna soothes. “Just try to be as gentle as you can about it.”
 
   I grab my phone from the table and walk into my bedroom, closing the door behind me. I steady my hand as I dial Gabriel’s cell phone.
 
   “Hello beautiful,” he answers playfully.
 
   “Hi,” I say weakly. “Um, how are you?”
 
   “Better now that I’m talking to you.” 
 
   Oh God, don’t say that. Not now. 
 
   “I miss you,” he adds. 
 
   I almost break down. “I miss you too,” I say shakily.
 
   “So did you get my package?”
 
   “Yes, I did. That’s why I’m calling.” I pause for a moment trying to formulate the right words. “I… um…. I’m so sorry Gabriel, but I can’t go. I’ll send the dress back to you, I can’t accept it.”
 
   “What do you mean you can’t go?” he asks in confusion.
 
   “Listen, it’s really complicated. I…. I can’t really explain it more than that. I just don’t think I’m the right kind of girl for you to take to these types of functions.” 
 
   It’s a lie because I’d love nothing more than to be by his side. But I can’t.  
 
   “I see.” His tone has gone arctic. “So… what is it? Are you ashamed to be seen with me in public?”
 
   “What? That’s a ridiculous question.”
 
   “Obviously it’s not,” he says. 
 
   I don’t know what to say. What can I say? It hurts me that he would think that, especially after the amazing weekend we just spent together. 
 
   “So what you said last night…” 
 
   “I meant every word,” I whisper. “But it doesn’t change anything between us. I still can’t stay here. I can’t be this involved in your life. I have no right, and I’m sorry.”
 
   “We’re back to that again?” he snaps. “Victoria, I’ve already reserved two seats at this event. If you don’t accompany me, then I’ll have no choice but to take someone else.” 
 
   Ouch. That fucking hurts. “Fine,” I reply weakly, hanging up the phone. 
 
   I curl into a ball on my bed and cry myself to sleep. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   Instead of going into work the next day, I opt to spend it in a comatose state on the couch. Alanna pulls out all the stops to try to cheer me up, but nothing works. 
 
   I can’t bring myself to tell her that I’m in love with him. I know she’ll want to fix this somehow, but there’s nothing to be done. Eleanore is still out there, and as long as she’s looking for me, everyone around me is at risk. 
 
    
 
   When I wake up on Tuesday, I check my phone to see that I still have no messages or calls from Gabriel. Sadness envelops me. My burning curiosity of who he spent the evening with is getting the best of me, and against my better judgment, I fire up my laptop and confront google. It doesn’t take me long to find out. 
 
   Article after article pops up, photos of him and Anya together. Bile rises in my throat as I stare at the images before me. Photos of them laughing, dancing, and smiling for the press, his hand on her lower back in a sensual gesture. 
 
   My stomach churns violently as I slam the computer shut. He hasn’t called me, and in the back of my mind I wonder if it’s because he was too busy spending the night with her. Maybe Anya was right all along. 
 
   I curl into my mattress, choking back heavy sobs. Alanna bursts through the door with a concerned expression on her face. 
 
   “Toto?” she sits down on the bed beside me, grabbing my hand. “What happened?” 
 
   “He took Anya to the event,” I say weakly. God, I sound pathetic. 
 
   “Oh.” She shakes her head, anger filling her eyes. “Why the hell would he do that?”
 
   I can’t help the sad laugh that bursts from my lungs. 
 
    “He warned me,” I say. “He’d already reserved two seats, and if I didn’t go he would have to take someone else. I just didn’t think it would be her.”
 
   “What are you going to do?” she asks in a small voice. “I mean now. Are you guys going to be okay?”
 
   I don’t know how to answer that. How could we be? I can’t really be a part of his life in the way that I want to, and this is the cold, hard reminder of that fact. Ultimately, I’m going to have to leave. So why delay the inevitable? If it’s already this painful now, how can I bear to drag it out anymore? Our whole relationship is based on a lie. In the grand scheme of things, he hardly knows anything about me. 
 
   I shake my head, my decision made up. “No, I’m going to end it now. There’s no point in continuing like this. It will just hurt that much more in a month.”
 
   Alanna slumps at my words, looking physically distraught. It isn’t her typical reaction to this sort of thing. Usually, she’d be giving me a girl power pep talk, but she actually looks pained. 
 
   “Okay.” She nods solemnly. 
 
    
 
   I call up the courier company I work for and ask them to make a delivery for me. I package up the diamond collar Gabriel gave me, wrapping it carefully in tissue paper. 
 
   It means you belong to me.
 
    His words echo through my head, making me sob again. It was an unusual gift, one that I’m sure would revolt feminists everywhere. But I actually cherished what it symbolized between us. Gabriel needs to have control over the woman in his life. I suspect it has something to do with him being used by women for so long. Women like Anya. 
 
   Perhaps Gabriel can only have his needs met by telling women exactly what he desires. It saddens me. He’s so rough around the edges, but I know that isn’t who he really is. He intentionally makes himself hard to love, but I think that proves that’s why he needs it the most. I only wish I could be the one to love him. Somehow, a part of me knew that I always would. Like Artemis and Orion, fate was working against us. We couldn’t be together in this life, but he would forever be immortalized in my heart.
 
   Either way, I don’t really care what Gabriel’s reasons are for his need to control. Because what I learned during our time together was that I needed it more. Maybe that means there’s something fundamentally wrong with me, but I don’t care. I like his brand of rough sex. His pleasure. It didn’t matter what he doled out, I always knew I could handle it.  Whatever he wanted to give to me, I would take. 
 
   But it wasn’t right because it wasn’t mine to keep. I knew that all along, and yet I kept playing the game. And now, I have to hurt us both. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
    The courier arrives by noon, and I watch regretfully as he carries my package down the stairs with him. I turn off my phone and curl back up into bed, listening to Adele on my iPod before drifting back to sleep. 
 
   By four o clock, I can’t sleep anymore. Knowing that Gabriel will be arriving home soon to find my package nearly rips me apart. It’s the final nail in the coffin. 
 
   Alanna comes in several times to check on me, trying to persuade me to come out of my dungeon. I refused before, but now I need to get out of the apartment… alone. I stand up and throw on some jeans and my Doc Martens. I put my wild mop of hair into some semblance of a pony tail and grab my camera. 
 
   When I come into the living room, Alanna nearly spits out the big gulp of coffee she just drank. 
 
   “Toto, what are you doing? I didn’t expect you up anytime this century…”
 
   “I just need to get some fresh air,” I reply.
 
   Alanna jumps to her feet. “Okay, I’ll get ready. Just give me two minutes.”
 
    “No, Alanna, it’s okay.” I shake my head.  “I just want to go by myself, if you don’t mind. I need some time alone.”
 
   She furrows her brow in concern. “Are you sure?” 
 
   “Yes, I’m sure. I’ll be back later.”
 
   “Okay, well please be careful, babe. Call me if you need anything.” 
 
   I nod and walk out the door, deciding to explore some parts of the city I haven’t seen before. I want to get some shots of the city that I’ve come to love before it’s time to leave again. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   I’m too keyed up to focus on work today, so I leave the office a little early. I still haven’t heard anything from Victoria, and I’m starting to think I had her all wrong.  
 
   After having to sit through that unbearable dinner last night with Anya, it only adds to my frustration. Posing with fake smiles and laughter for the press is not my idea of a good fucking time. 
 
   It’s all a part of the game, this world I live in. I learned that lesson from my mother long ago. It didn’t matter if you were happy or not, you always put on a show that you were. But with Victoria, I’ve never had to pretend. I still don’t know why she went cold on me. She told me that she loved me, and then she ran. I’d like to say that it doesn’t bother me, but I’d be lying. 
 
   As I walk across the lobby of my apartment building, the doorman calls out to me. 
 
   “Sir, you have a package here.” 
 
   I take the package hesitantly, checking the name on the front. When I see it’s from Victoria, it only adds to my confusion. 
 
   I thank him and catch the elevator up to my apartment. 
 
   As soon as the door shuts behind me, I rip open the box. A mass of carefully folded tissue paper greets me, and instinctively, I know what’s inside. I unfold it to find the collar, along with a simple white note card. 
 
    
 
   I’m sorry. I can’t do this. 
 
   Victoria. 
 
    
 
   I set the collar delicately on the counter in front of me, taking several ragged breaths. Rage takes over as I sweep through the living room, throwing chairs and destroying everything in my path. 
 
   Glass shatters around me as I smash the table where we once sat together. My hands are bloodied and my chest heaves as I ball my hands into fists. I stomp down the hallway towards my room, stopping at the door of the sex room. I open the door slowly, and my heart wrenches at the memories. 
 
   Sweet, beautiful Victoria. 
 
   I step inside, looking at everything in disgust, knowing it has to be destroyed. Everything we’ve ever touched together. 
 
   I tear off my suit coat, and heave the apothecary cabinet onto the floor, watching it splinter apart before me. I rip the blankets from the bed and overturn the mattress, throwing it across the room. And then I punch the mirror on the wall, satisfied when the glass cuts into my arm. The pain is the only thing keeping me from falling apart, and I will gladly accept it. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After mentally dissecting every conversation we’ve ever had, I find myself at her door. I’m still fucking angry, and I can’t accept this. I just need to know why. I deserve that much.  
 
   The door swings open, and I’m greeted by Alanna, who is staring at me like I’m an idiot.
 
    “She isn’t here,” she snaps. 
 
   “Bullshit, she isn’t!” I argue, pushing past her. 
 
   I stomp to Victoria’s room and open the door, but she isn’t there. I check the bathroom, only to find it empty too. 
 
   “Where is she, Alanna?” 
 
   “Hey, look here asshole,” she hisses, “you don’t get to come stomping in here acting like you own the fucking place. I live here! I don’t know where she is, and that’s the truth. She’s really hurting, I’ve never seen her like this before. What the hell were you thinking?”
 
   “What the fuck are you talking about?” I snarl. “She broke up with me.”
 
   “Yeah, because you took that stupid bitch Anya to the charity event with you,” Alanna states caustically. “The same bitch who hounded Victoria outside of your apartment, calling her a cheap whore. You know, the one who told her she was going to be your wife?”
 
   I collapse onto the couch, feeling like the biggest douchebag on the planet. 
 
    “She never told me,” I rasp. 
 
   “Of course she never told you.” Alanna rolls her eyes. “It’s Victoria, she’s far too stubborn for that. Haven’t you figured that out yet?”
 
    “I had no idea,” I say. “If I did, I never would have taken Anya. I only went with her because she was the only woman I know who would drop everything at the last minute to come. She would do anything for a little media attention.”
 
   Alanna sits down beside me on the couch, staring at me in disappointment. 
 
   “Gabriel, I wasn’t rooting for you in the beginning. Honestly, I thought you would be the typical asshole that she attracts. I didn’t know if you would be good for Victoria, given her past…”
 
   I arch my brow at her, wondering what the hell she keeps hinting at about Victoria’s past.
 
   “But I’m rooting for you now,” she continues. “There’s so much about her you don’t know. And it’s not my place to tell you. But she trusts you, I think, more than she’s ever trusted any man. You need to get her to talk to you, somehow. I don’t know. But if you don’t…” Her voice wobbles. “I’m afraid she will run… and soon.”
 
   I shake my head, feeling defeated. “I don’t know what to do. She won’t tell me anything.”
 
   “Well please, for both our sakes… figure something out,” Alanna begs with tears in her eyes. “I love Victoria, more than anyone in this world. She deserves to be happy, and I think you can help her somehow. But if you don’t and she decides to leave, I have to leave too. And it might be selfish of me, considering I owe her everything… but I want to stay. I want both of us to have a chance at a real life for once.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When I climb back inside of the car, my phone rings. It’s my secretary Margie, and I almost send it to voicemail, but when I look at the time, I decide against it.  
 
   “Yes,” I answer in a clipped tone.
 
   “Um, sorry Mr. Maddox, I didn’t want to disturb you after work, but there was something I thought you should know.”
 
   “What is it?” I ask.
 
   “Well, it’s just… I was walking in the park, and I saw Miss Kelly there. But there was something strange, maybe I’m just being paranoid, but…”
 
   “What is it Margie?” my voice softens. “I want to know.”
 
   “Well, I saw that detective you use, Allen Ricketts. He was following her and taking photos. I thought it was strange since you only hired him to do a background check… and you already got that report from him.”
 
   I stiffen, wondering what the fuck that scumbag is up to. 
 
    “Thank you, Margie,” I say quickly. “You did the right thing telling me this. Now what park was she in, and what time?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   All afternoon I’ve been feeling uneasy, and I can’t quite figure out why. It feels like I’m being watched, but every time I look around, I can’t see anybody. I think my paranoia is getting to me again, my conscience telling me it’s time to run. 
 
   As I round the corner to my building, I bump into a man. He looks familiar, and I think I saw him at Maddox Corp once. It seems a bit strange that he’d be in front of my apartment building, but he smiles politely and tips his hat before heading off in the other direction. I shrug it off and head upstairs.
 
   When I walk into the apartment, Alanna is sitting at the kitchen table, looking lost in her own thoughts.
 
   “Hi babe,” she greets me. “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah.” I shrug. “I think I will be.” 
 
   Never. But I can’t tell her that.
 
   Alanna’s face pales. She can read my thoughts too well, and she knows I’m getting ready to run.
 
   “Um, Gabriel stopped by,” she says nervously. 
 
   I stoically ignore her comment. 
 
   “Do you think Trevor is free tonight?” I ask.
 
   “Uh maybe…” She stares at me in confusion. “Why?”
 
   “I want to go out. Have fun, get drunk. Just the three of us.” 
 
   “I’m sure Trevor would be only too happy to oblige,” Alanna agrees.
 
    
 
   Two hours later, the three of us are crammed in the back seat of a taxi heading out for the night. Trevor and Alanna picked out the venue for the evening and insisted on keeping it a secret.
 
   They were both shocked when I walked out of my bedroom dressed for the evening. I’m wearing an artfully shredded black tank top with a sheer black back. I paired it with a blue jean mini skirt and fishnets. My trusty red Doc Martens and a rhinestone belt complete the look. 
 
   I’ve tousled my long hair into a wild mess of curls that makes me look like I belong at a rock concert. Hopefully, there will be some rock music wherever we’re going because I’m definitely in the mood. 
 
   I even applied more makeup than I normally ever wear, with dark smoky eyes to match my red lipstick. It’s clear to everyone I’m on a mission tonight. To forget Gabriel. I’m trying to prove something to myself, although I’m not exactly sure what it is. 
 
   The cab ride is long, a lot longer than usual. And I’m growing impatient.
 
   “Trust me, you’re going to love it!” Trevor tosses me a knowing glance.
 
   When we finally arrive, I can’t believe my eyes. It’s a country bar in the middle of New York City, and it reminds me of my hometown in Idaho. Inside, the bar is packed with people of all varieties. There’s even a woman onstage, belting out a Gretchen Wilson song. 
 
   “Look!” Alanna shouts over the music. “They have karaoke here! We are so doing that tonight!” 
 
   “You haven’t even seen the best part yet,” Trevor adds, grabbing both of our hands. He tugs us along behind him to where a large crowd is looking over a fenced off area. Inside, a drunken cowboy is riding a mechanical ball over a large blue padded mat. 
 
   “Oh my God!” Alanna squeals.
 
   “You have to ride that before the night is over.” Trevor grins at me. 
 
   “Um, no way.” I shake my head. 
 
   “We’ll see about that.” He winks. 
 
   Two beers and a shot later, I’m finally starting to feel relaxed. Alanna put our name on the karaoke list an hour ago, and they’re finally calling us up to the stage. I climb up and take the microphone nervously, and Alanna squeezes my hand for reassurance before the music starts. I smile when the lyrics flash across the screen because it’s one of my favorites. Gunpowder and Lead by Miranda Lambert.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
   Watching Victoria sing from a dim corner of the bar, I’m struck with confusion and surprise. She’s a little tipsy, I think.  
 
   I followed that scumbag Allen all the way out here, confronting him in the alley. He’s definitely been following Victoria, but he won’t tell me why. 
 
   I may have lost my cool and punched him a couple times before he took off in the other direction. I thought about chasing after him, but knew it was useless. I can’t believe a word the scumbag has to say anyway, and I need to stay here and watch over Victoria. I can’t stand the thought of that sleazebag Allen getting his hands on her, or whoever it is that hired him.
 
    As I watch the stage, I notice Victoria looks different. Not really sad, but not happy either. Numb, maybe. I’ve been watching her carefully, trying to get a read on her emotions. Trying to see if she pulled one over on me, just like the rest of them. 
 
   I haven’t been able to approach her yet, my temper too raw. I don’t want to say something I’m going to regret. 
 
   But as I see all of the men in the crowd ogling her, it makes my blood boil. She’s wiggling her hips in time to the music, and they’re going crazy for it. 
 
   It takes everything inside of me not to storm up there and haul her off over my shoulder. When the song finally ends, she heads back to her table and sits down. I use the opportunity to order another whiskey from the bar. 
 
   But as I turn around with a fresh drink in hand, she’s standing behind me. 
 
   “What the hell are you doing here, Gabriel?” she jams her finger into my chest.
 
   “I’m protecting what’s mine,” I answer coolly, resisting the urge to pull her into my arms.
 
   “I’m not yours, anymore!” she hisses. “And I don’t need protecting, so you can just leave!” 
 
   I slam my drink down on the bar, grabbing both of her arms and whirling her around as I press my body against hers. She’s trapped against the bar as I inhale her scent, my whole body relaxing with her warmth. 
 
   “Tell me, Victoria,” I whisper into her ear. “Tell me to my face that you don’t want me anymore.”
 
   She goes limp at my words, her defenses crumbling around me. She looks down at my arms and gasps at the cuts around them. 
 
   “Gabriel, what happened to you?” 
 
   “I thought you didn’t care,” I bristle. 
 
   “Of course I care.” Her voice cracks. “I don’t want to see you hurt.” 
 
   “If you care, then leave with me now,” I insist.  
 
   That gives her enough fuel to stoke the fire that burns inside. She spins around and pushes hard on my chest.
 
   “You don’t own me, Gabriel. I’m not going anywhere… I’m here with my friends, and I’m staying.” 
 
   I stumble back and clench my jaw as she stomps off to her table and slams another shot of Tequila. I turn back to the bar and down the dark whiskey in front of me, the burning sensation in my throat keeping me from going crazy. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
   “Sign me up for the bull,” I tell Alanna resolutely. 
 
   “Uh… really?”
 
   “Yes. I want to do it.” 
 
   Trevor claps his hands and scurries off, yelling over his shoulder. “I’ll get the paperwork.”
 
   Ten minutes later the announcer at the podium calls my name. I stomp up to the bull with full determination and shoot Gabriel a harsh glare across the bar as I climb on. He’s on his feet within a minute, plodding over to the fence between us. He looks like his head is going to explode, and it gives me a small flare of satisfaction. Immature? Maybe. But do I care? Not really. 
 
   I climb onto the bull as graciously as I can, tossing my hair back over my shoulders. It starts out slowly and I hold on tight with one hand while raising my other in the air. The crowd goes wild with whistles and clapping as the bull bucks viciously beneath me. 
 
   But somehow, it only serves to remind me of Gabriel’s wild fucking the other night. I glance at him and see the tension in his jaw. 
 
   I know I should be the bigger person, but right now, the Tequila is doing all of the talking inside of my head. I want to make him jealous. I want him to feel one tenth of what I felt looking at the photos of him and Anya together. And by the look on his face, I’m succeeding. 
 
   The bull bucks harder, faster, and I begin to lose my balance. The room is a blur around me as I slam onto the mat beneath. Refusing to feel defeated, I stand up quickly and shake myself off with a rush of adrenaline. The crowd cheers around me. 
 
   I stumble up to the exit of the fence where drunk, horny men pat me and offer to buy me drinks. And then I feel a strong pair of hands hoisting me into the air. Gabriel. He throws me over his shoulder, pinning my legs against his chest as I squirm. He stomps up to Alanna and Trevor who are watching the whole scene play out in amusement. 
 
   “I’m taking her home now,” he growls.
 
   Neither of them says a word, but nod with stupid grins on their faces. 
 
   “Put me down!” I demand, flailing against him in vain. He’s too damn strong. And he’s clearly made his mind up as he stomps through the door. 
 
   I’m expecting him to shove me into a waiting car outside, but instead he turns down the alley beside the bar, carrying me into the shadows. He sets me down and then pins me to the brick wall behind us.  
 
   “What do you want, Victoria?” he rasps. “Is this what you want from me, to send me over the edge? To make me jealous?”
 
   “As if you care!” I shoot back. “Why don’t you just leave me alone? I’m clearly not the right woman for you. You belong with someone like Anya.” 
 
   “Is that what you think? Would I be here if I didn’t care?” he stares intently into my eyes, searching for a response to his questions. 
 
   And I’m trying to stay strong. I really, really am. But he smells so damn good, and his lips are just right there, all soft and inviting… and all I can think about is having them on my body. 
 
   “Is that what you would have me do, Victoria?” he asks. “Leave you here, and you’d never see me again? Is that what you really want?” 
 
   His voice cracks, showing the pain he holds inside. I feel it too. And all I want to do right now is forget about that pain. 
 
   “No,” I whisper. 
 
   “Then tell me what you want,” he orders. 
 
   “I want… I want you,” I breathe, exasperated. 
 
   His lips are upon mine, hot and fierce, kissing me hard. His hand moves roughly to my throat, wrapping tightly around the sensitive flesh as his mouth assaults me. It’s his way of showing me I belong to him, and I couldn’t be more turned on by it. 
 
   He nips at my lip, the metallic taste of blood trickling into my mouth. And then again, he picks me up, flinging me over his shoulder as he carries me to the car waiting at the curb. He opens the door and thrusts me into the seat before he climbs in next to me.
 
   He looks at the driver and issues a command. “Go.” 
 
   And then with the flick of a button, the privacy screen goes up and it’s just the two of us in the long bench seat. He turns to face me without saying a word, pulling my legs from the floor into his lap. His eyes burn hot with emotion as he unties the strings of my boots and flings them to the floor beneath. Then his hands are on my hips, yanking my skirt right off. He reaches down without hesitation and cups me with his palm, no doubt feeling my wetness. 
 
   “This is mine,” he growls. “Do you fucking understand that?”
 
   I look up at him wide eyed and in shock. “Yes,” I whisper. 
 
   He reaches into his pocket and retrieves the diamond collar, lifting my hair before snapping it around my neck. 
 
   “You belong to me. Is that clear enough for you, Victoria?”
 
   “Yes,” I whimper. 
 
   He is really angry. In a way that I’ve never seen him before, and it’s confusing me. I like it when he’s rough, but he’s never really been angry with me like this.
 
   He rubs his hand between my thighs, ripping through the fishnet stockings and my black lace panties in one quick movement. With a flick of his wrists, he has me flipped over with my face pressed against the leather seat. 
 
   He pulls my knees forward, effectively pushing my ass in the air. Then he moves behind me, unzipping his pants. I wait for something…. anything. He’s eerily quiet. But all I get is the stinging slap of his palm on my butt cheek. 
 
   I cry out unexpectedly, and he slaps me again. And again. Raining down blows on my ass in quick succession for what feels like hours before it stops. 
 
   He’s quiet again, with the exception of his ragged breaths, and without warning he slams inside of me. I wince as he pummels me relentlessly, grabbing my hips with his hands so I can’t move. I have no choice but to bear the brunt of his brutal thrusts. 
 
   “Is my cock not enough for you, Victoria?” he grunts from behind me. 
 
    “Yes, Gabriel,” I pant. “It is.”
 
   He slams into me harder, grabbing a handful of my hair. 
 
   “Would you rather be fucking someone else? Perhaps one of the men inside that bar?” 
 
   His voice is ice cold, and I hate it. This isn’t my Gabriel. My gentle and rough lover. No this is the man I first met. The man who fucked women this way to see what they would put up with.
 
   “I just want you!” I scream, trying desperately to get my point across. 
 
   “Say it again!” he orders. “Like you fucking mean it!”
 
   “I do mean it,” I cry out. “I only want you, Gabriel. You’re the only man that can satisfy me.”
 
   With my words, he bottoms out, gripping my hips as he releases himself inside of me. 
 
    He didn’t let me come, and it stings because I need it. I need my lover right now, not this angry, feral man. I sink into the seat below, feeling like I’m on the brink of an emotional overload.
 
   He pulls off his pants, sitting down beside me.
 
   “Prove it,” he says, gesturing to his cock.
 
    “Prove what?”
 
   “That you only want me,” he says simply. 
 
   I can see the challenge in his expression, but I still don’t get why he’s doing this. I sink down onto the floor before him, pushing my head between his legs. The storm is raging within his cloudy gray eyes as he watches me. 
 
   I take his semi-hard cock into my mouth, sucking softly and slowly.
 
   “That’s not good enough,” he grunts. “I want you to show me.”
 
   He grabs a handful of my hair and pumps into my mouth. I lick and suck him furiously as he growls above me. It only seems to piss him off more, and it makes all the emotion well up inside of me. A sob heaves from my chest and hot tears stream down my cheeks as I try my best to give him what he needs. 
 
   Gabriel stiffens inside of me, staring down at me in confusion. 
 
   “Victoria!” 
 
   He pulls out and brings me up into his lap. I curl into him, sobbing uncontrollably like a baby. This day has just been too much. The thought of losing him, the thought of leaving New York, seeing him in the bar, and now this. 
 
   “I’ve hurt you,” he rasps, panic rising on his face. “God, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me…”
 
   I shake my head softly, trying to control my sobs. “No, you didn’t hurt me.  But you were so angry with me… really angry. I don’t like that. That’s different than you being rough with me.” 
 
   He wraps his arms around me, kissing my tear stained cheeks. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, beautiful. I’m so, so sorry. For everything. I just can’t stand the thought of you wanting someone else.”
 
   I look up at him wearily, exhausted by this conversation. I don’t understand how he could possibly think that.  
 
   “Gabriel, I don’t want anyone else,” I say. “I can’t tell you any other way. I’m in love with you, only you.”
 
   His features soften as his squeezes me in his arms. 
 
   “Do you really mean that?” 
 
   “Of course I do,” I snap. “I would never say that to someone if I don’t mean it.”
 
   “I just thought after everything that happened…”
 
   “Gabriel.” I roll my eyes. “You don’t stop loving someone just because you’re upset with them.”
 
   He bows his head to mine, pressing his forehead against my wet cheek. 
 
   “I love you too, Victoria,” he whispers. “So much. I wanted to tell you this weekend, but I was afraid.” 
 
   His words make my heart swell with emotion, and I’m crying for a different reason now.
 
   “I already knew you did,” I whisper. “But it feels good to hear you say it.”
 
   He smiles down at me, stroking my cheek gently.
 
   “I don’t want to run from you,” I say in an anguished voice. “But I feel like I have no choice.”
 
    “I know.” He nods. 
 
   “You do?”
 
   “I know you’re running from something,” he says. “And I want you to tell me what it is. I want you to trust me enough to do that, no matter how bad you think it is. You need to know that I would do anything in my power to help you. But you can’t run from me, Victoria. You just can’t.”
 
   I nod stiffly, mulling over his words. He’s asking something impossible from me, but in this moment, I’m too tired to fight. 
 
   We arrive back at the apartment, and Gabriel drapes his coat around me, carrying me to the elevator in his arms. 
 
   “I can walk,” I protest weakly. 
 
   I don’t want to admit I like being in his arms. My sweet, fucked up, insecure, ridiculously possessive Gabriel. He’s mine, and I love him.
 
   “Shhh,” he soothes. “I want to carry you.”
 
   When he opens the door to his apartment, I gasp. 
 
   “Has someone broken into your place?” 
 
   His jaw tightens, and he keeps walking down the hall in silence. And then I understand. He really went berserk. Because of me. Crap. I feel awful for making it worse at the bar. 
 
   We pass the door to the sex room and I see everything in tatters. Gabriel continues to his room in silence. He sets me down gingerly on the bed and walks to his closet. He returns with a pair of gray sweat pants and a clean shirt, handing them both to me. 
 
   “You can sleep in that,” he says softly. 
 
   “Are we sleeping in here again?” I ask.
 
   His expression is flat, serious. “You will always sleep in here with me, Victoria.” 
 
   I stand up and change into the clothes he gave me while he watches.  
 
   “You destroyed the sex room,” I say. 
 
   “I don’t need it anymore,” he states. “I just want you. And if I can’t have you, I don’t want anybody else.” 
 
   “You have me, Gabriel,” I reassure him. 
 
   He lays down beside me and pulls the covers over us, spooning into me as he closes his eyes. 
 
   I stare up at the ceiling, feeling unsure of myself. I want his touch. I want to know he still desires me. 
 
   “Gabriel, make love to me. Please.”
 
   His eyes blink open and he shakes his head sadly. 
 
   “I hurt you,” he rasps, a wounded look in his eye.
 
   “No, you didn’t,” I protest. “Don’t leave it like this, please. I need to know you still want me. I need you inside of me.” 
 
   He stares at me, and I can tell he’s torn. He doesn’t know what to do. 
 
   “Please,” I beg. 
 
   He rolls over and climbs on top of me, pressing his hips to mine. He leans down and kisses me softly, gently, as if he thinks I might break. I reach down and tug on his pants, freeing the already growing erection from beneath. He kicks them off the rest of the way, never taking his eyes from mine. 
 
   “You are so perfect,” he whispers, trailing his fingers along my cheek. “How could you ever think I’d stop wanting you?”
 
   I close my eyes, soaking up his sweet words. 
 
   “Make love to me,” I breathe. 
 
   He reaches down and parts my legs as he presses into me gradually. He takes his time, watching my every reaction. When he eases his hips down, I wrap my legs around him, moaning as he gives me what I need. He moves slow and deliberate, taking his time. 
 
   He kisses me on my lips, my neck, and then pulls up my shirt to suckle on my breasts. I gasp at the sweet contact of his mouth on my sensitive flesh. This is the gentlest he’s ever been with me. 
 
   I feel the pressure building with every soft thrust as his hand caresses my body. And then all at once, I melt around him, my whole body relaxing underneath his. He pumps into me again, groaning as he comes undone inside me. 
 
   “I love you,” he rasps.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   He’s on me again, hard and impossibly heavy as he holds me down. I struggle against him, screaming, but no one can hear my cries. His breath smells like cigarettes and beer as he puts his disgusting lips on my body. The tears are falling down my face, and he tells me to shut my fucking trap. I sob and scream and writhe beneath him, desperately wishing to escape.  
 
   “Victoria!” 
 
   My body is shaking, and I know he’s going to get angry with me, but I can’t stop it. 
 
   “Victoria.” 
 
   I kick at the heaviness above me, trying to get free.  
 
   “Get off me, please! I promise I won’t tell anyone. Please!”
 
   More shaking. Hands on my shoulders, and then light. 
 
   Gabriel. I open my unfocused eyes, covered in the heavy blankets of a room I don’t recognize at first. His room. I’m safe. I’m here with him. He stares down at me with panic etched into his face, and I reach up for him like a child, begging him to hold me. 
 
   He sits down beside me and pulls me into his lap, stroking my hair softly as I lean my head against his chest. He waits until my frantic heartbeat steadies before he speaks. 
 
   “Victoria,” he says, his voice calm but firm. “I’m not letting you leave here until you tell me your secrets. I need you to tell me.”
 
   I shake my head meekly. “I can’t.” 
 
   “Enough!” he growls. “I can’t live like this, wondering what’s happened to you. I have to know. No more lies.”
 
   I glance up at him, surprised by the unyielding expression on his face. He didn’t push me before, but I can tell he isn’t kidding now. And I understand why, but I don’t even know where to begin… how to let these demons loose on him like it’s no big deal. 
 
    “Tell me what that nightmare was about,” he says softly.  
 
   “I have them sometimes,” I say. “They are memories, but broken fragments mostly. I don’t remember them vividly, just small things. Bits and pieces.”
 
   “What are they about?” he persists, concern furrowing his brow. 
 
   “I’m afraid that if I tell you the truth…” I choke back a sob. “You won’t want me anymore.” 
 
    “Victoria, that is absurd. There is nothing you could tell me that will change the way I feel about you.”
 
   I look up at him, searching his eyes for reassurance. 
 
   “No more lies?” I ask hesitantly.
 
   He nods and squeezes my hand in his. 
 
    “Do you remember when I told you about Eleanore?” I ask.
 
   “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, I already told you that she hated me,” I begin, “but, it was worse than what I told you.”
 
   “How much worse?” he asks. 
 
    “I was a child when she met me, and she… tormented me. She was jealous of my relationship with my father, so she started doing things to get back at me.  Breaking my toys, punishing me for things I couldn’t control, calling me names, that sort of thing. But over time, the punishments got worse. She started getting more and more violent with every punishment. I hated it, but I so badly wanted to please her. I really thought it was my fault that’s what she made me believe.”
 
   Gabriel’s entire body tenses beneath me, and I can tell he’s upset, but he just waits patiently for me to finish. And it feels good to share this with him. To just let the words spill from my mouth without thinking about the repercussions.  
 
    “One day,” I continue, “when I was eight, Eleanore told me she found a new friend for me. She told me her name was Emma, and that she would be taking me to her house to play. I was so excited, I brought all of my toys with me the first day she took me there.” 
 
   “She walked me to the door, and a stinky older man answered. I still remember that first smell, I don’t think it’s something I’ll ever forget… it’s like it’s burned into my brain. He was so grubby and dirty and when he leaned down to say hello, I wanted to puke. He told me to come inside to meet Emma, and I remember looking back at Eleanore as I went in. She had this evil smile plastered across her face, and I knew then that something wasn’t right.”
 
    “It turned out, there was no Emma. And I guess you can probably guess what happened next. Every week, three times a week, Eleanore would take me to his house. The stinky man told me he would kill me if I ever told anyone, and I believed him. This went on for two years. And then, I guess I must have gotten too old for him or something because Eleanore just stopped taking me.”
 
   I begin to shake violently in Gabriel’s arms as I recall the broken memory, and he pulls me closer, trying in vain to comfort me. When I finally peek up at him, he looks like a raging bull, ready to destroy. There’s a vein throbbing in his neck, and he’s grinding his teeth together. 
 
   “Tell me his name, Victoria,” he says with a deadly calm. “I swear I’ll fucking kill him.”
 
   I shake my head and plaster myself against his chest. 
 
   “No, you won’t. He isn’t worth it, and I doubt you’d find him. He skipped town when my dad found out.”
 
   He takes a long, deep breath, trying to remain calm. “How did your dad find out?” 
 
   “Well, obviously what happened to me affected me, I guess. I don’t know. Like I said I only remember bits and pieces of it now. But while I was still young, I learned quickly that the best way to avoid Eleanore’s wrath was to avoid my Dad. That was the only thing that ever made her happy. So I withdrew, and our relationship suffered for years.”
 
    “I guess he was too happy to really notice, he never picked up on those sorts of things. But once I was no longer really an issue, other people started to become an issue. Eleanore was obsessed with my Dad and insanely jealous. She started to imagine things between him and other women when there was nothing going on at all. She would even drive through the night to where he was working to try to catch him with someone else. But she never did. Their marriage started to fall apart, and they fought a lot. Eleanore got violent with him too. She started hitting him and making death threats. The cops were at our house all the time, and the whole town thought we were all crazy.”
 
   “Jesus,” Gabriel mutters. 
 
   “Yea, but my Dad was hopeless. He still held out hope that they could work things out because he didn’t want to be alone. He took Eleanore to a Psychologist who told us she had Borderline Personality Disorder. We found out that her mom left her when she was young, and that she had an intense fear of abandonment. They prescribed her some medication, but she stopped taking it after a couple months.”
 
    “When my Dad went back to the Psychologist begging for his advice, he tried to warn him how dangerous Eleanore was. He said people like her were extremely volatile and unpredictable, and even though they were self-destructive, they could really hurt others too.”
 
   I stop to stretch out my legs and move to the head of the bed to lean against the headboard. Gabriel follows suit, sitting close beside me. 
 
   “So then what happened?” he urges me on.
 
   “Well, my Dad tried to stay with Eleanore, but the fighting just got worse. And then she started doing some really bizarre things. She disappeared for weeks at a time, having affairs and then coming back like nothing had ever happened. And every time she came back they would have a huge fight.”
 
    “In the end, he finally decided he wanted her to leave. But she’d just keep coming back. We’d call the cops, but she was always gone by the time they got there. She started stalking both of us… at work, at home, anywhere we went. She hacked into our phone records, financial records, everything. She was smart, too smart. That’s when we started filing restraining orders. The police tried to charge her with stalking several times, but the charges always fell through because the judge said there wasn’t enough evidence. The restraining orders were just useless pieces of paper, and I swear it just made her more determined to get to us.”
 
   “You must have been so scared,” Gabriel says quietly, massaging my shoulders as I speak.
 
   “I guess I was scared sometimes, but it was the only life I knew, so it wasn’t really scary so much as frustrating.”
 
   “So what ended up happening to Eleanore, then?” he asks.
 
   “Well, after my Dad filed for divorce, she got really violent with both of us. One day, he was at work and she showed up at the house when I was alone. She cut the phone lines and smashed out the windows to break inside. I tried to run, but she pushed me down the stairs.”
 
   Gabriel closes his eyes, cursing under his breath. I know he doesn’t like hearing it, but he asked, and I’m afraid he’s opened Pandora’s Box. 
 
   “When I woke up,” I continue, “I was in the hospital. And I didn’t even remember anything after falling down. I had a broken arm and a bad concussion. The police tried to charge Eleanore, but since there were no witnesses they dropped the charges again. When my Dad came and found me there, he was a nervous wreck. He couldn’t believe she’d hurt me that bad. And I was so tired of pretending that everything was okay, I finally broke down and told him. All of the torment, the abuse I’d endured over the years. It broke his heart, and he swore he’d never let her hurt me again.”
 
   My throat constricts as I try to explain what happened after that.
 
   “That night, while he stood vigil by my bed… he died from a massive heart attack. The Doctors said it was too much stress. I always thought maybe if I hadn’t told him the truth, things would have been different.”
 
   Gabriel takes me into his arms, soothing me as he rubs my back. “No, Victoria,” he says firmly. “You can’t blame yourself for what happened. If it’s anyone’s fault it’s that evil fucking bitch. You didn’t deserve this, any of this. And I’m sure your father would have wanted to know the truth, no matter how much it hurt.”
 
   I nod slightly, knowing he’s right. My father said as much before he died.  
 
   “I’ve tried so hard to forget,” I say regretfully, closing my eyes. “But it haunts me. I’ll be fine, and then something triggers that one memory or emotion.  And it just hits me like a freight train.”
 
   Gabriel reaches down and cups my chin, bringing my eyes back to his. “Victoria, you deserve nothing but the best. After everything you’ve been through, to be the kind of woman that you are today, you deserve so much more. And I have every intention of giving you that.”
 
   I smile weakly. “I wish I could agree with you, but you still haven’t heard the worst part.” 
 
   “What is it?” he frowns.
 
   “Well, to put it simply, it’s still happening. I can never get away from her. I’ve tried, God, believe me, I have tried. But she’s always one step behind me, waiting for me to screw up somehow.” 
 
   I slump my shoulders and rub my exhausted eyes. 
 
   “What do you mean?” he asks in disbelief. “She’s still stalking you… that’s who you’ve been running from?” 
 
   “Yes,” I reply. “She’ll never stop. I’ve learned that the hard way.”
 
    “The fire?” he asks. “Was that her too?”
 
   “Yes.” I nod. “After my Dad died, she disappeared for a while. I thought foolishly that everything would be okay, somehow. He left all his life insurance and estate to me, so I didn’t have to worry about money. I was still living in my childhood home, and things were sad… but there was finally peace. And then one night, she came back. She was having a complete psychotic break when she confronted me. She blamed me for my father’s death, and for making him hate her. She started pulling her usual shit, calling me names, putting me down, expecting me to cower or run like I always did. But I was just so fucking sick of it. So I stood up for myself.”
 
   I laugh as I recall my foolish bravery. “I don’t know what I was thinking because I didn’t stand a chance against her. I tried to hit her, and she snapped. The next thing I knew she was on top of me, beating me unconscious. I swear the woman is superhuman when she’s having an episode, it’s like nothing can stop her.”
 
   Gabriel grunts from beneath me. “I’m sure a fucking bullet to the head might.”
 
    “Well, when I woke up that night, I smelled gasoline. And it took me a minute to realize it was all over me. The house was on fire. I don’t know how I made it out of there, but I did. I spent the next couple days in the hospital, and Eleanore had already skipped town, so they didn’t catch her. But the day I got out, she called me. She told me it wasn’t over, and I knew she meant it. She was never going to stop.”
 
   “One of my Dad’s friends, Officer Wright, came to visit me in the hospital after the investigation. He was the one who broke the news to me that she’d got away. And then he gave me some advice. He told me to leave town, and he said he would help me. He told me how to stay under the radar, paying cash for everything and never using my real name, ever. He said hopefully, after a few years, Eleanore might forget all about me. But I think we both knew it wasn’t true.”
 
   Gabriel interrupts me with a stone-faced expression. “What about your other relatives? Surely they would have taken you in?”
 
   “I had some Aunts and Uncles, but I never really knew them. They didn’t live in the same state, and they never reached out to me, even after Dad’s funeral. My paternal grandparents were both dead, and my mother’s parents were in Italy somewhere. I’ve never even met them.”
 
   He nods in understanding, allowing me to continue. 
 
   “So Officer Wright helped me get out of town. He drove me four hours to a bus station and tried to prepare me mentally for what I needed to do. But it was a lot harder than I thought, and I had to toughen up, real quick.”
 
   “So that morning you crashed into me, in front of Maddox Corp…”
 
   “I thought I saw her,” I say quietly. 
 
    “Seriously?” he groans. “And I was such an asshole to you.” 
 
   “It’s okay,” I tell him. “I’m glad I ran into you.” 
 
   “I am too,” he states firmly. “And I’m not going to let you keep living this way, Victoria. I can protect you.”
 
    “No.” I shake my head, my voice cracking. “You can’t. I won’t let you get involved in this. That’s what everyone always used to tell me and my Dad. They always thought there was a simple solution, but there isn’t. Eleanore is dangerous. She will hurt anyone to get to me, including you. And I could never live with myself if that happened. This is the only way, Gabriel. I will have to leave New York soon, and I will have to say goodbye to you.” 
 
   “We’ll see,” he challenges. 
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   The saga continues in Falling into Surrender
 
    
 
   ***
 
   I do as I’m told, sinking to the floor below, my hands resting nervously on my thighs. 
 
   I keep my head down, watching as his feet circle around and stop behind me. “I think you forget who’s in control here, Victoria,” he says coolly. “Perhaps it’s time I reacquaint you.” 
 
   I nod in response, unable to find my voice. I’m not scared because I trust him implicitly. This is what I need from him. The part of him that can take me to the darkest places, but always bring me back. The part of him that makes it okay to like these things. 
 
   Gabriel’s breath is harsh as he fists his hand in my hair and gives me a brutal but all too brief kiss. When he pulls away, I’m left gasping for breath, and before I can even catch it, I feel the smack across my back. It burns into my skin, searing me with a mixture of pain followed by pleasure. The soft leather strands trail along my skin, pulling away before he swats me again. 
 
   “Shall I keep going?” he asks huskily. “Or will you remember why you’re being punished.”
 
   I think for a moment and then realize my mistake. But I’m not ready to atone yet, and after all the emotional overload of the last week, I need to feel this. I hold back the words he’s waiting for me to say, and nod in silence.
 
   Another smack against my skin. I moan and gasp for air as the smacks grow quicker and harder. I remain still as I take the blows, thriving on the nerves awakening in my body. I close my eyes, soaking up everything he has to give me until he stops and speaks again.
 
   “Had enough yet?” he asks in a strained voice.  
 
   “I’m sorry, Gabriel,” I whisper. I could keep going, but I know this is difficult for him. I don’t want him to feel like he’s hurting me.
 
   “Very good,” he praises me.
 
   He kneels down behind me, pulling my arms behind my back and securing them with strong leather cuffs. He repeats the process with my ankles before binding them all together with chains. When he stands, he has a long silver chain dangling from his palm. He reaches down, clasping it to the loop on my collar. 
 
   Moisture pools between my legs as he walks backward, extending the chain in his hand as far as it will go. The metal is pulled taut against my collar, making me feel every bit the depraved animal I am for wanting this scenario. Gabriel’s completely naked, his cock swollen and hard as his eyes burn into my flesh. The perfect male specimen. Rough, controlling, possessive. I revel in it, my eyes raking his body without any fear of retribution.  
 
   He lets the chain slacken for a moment, and then with a hard jerk pulls it backwards, effectively bringing me with it. I try to keep my balance with my hands fastened behind my back, crawling awkwardly on my knees to where he stands. He gathers the chain in his palm, effectively bringing my face up to meet his hard cock. I open my mouth greedily and take in the swollen head, tasting him on my tongue. 
 
   Gabriel makes a strangled noise in his throat and I groan with pleasure. I can’t use my hands for support so I bob forward with my mouth in an effort to take him in. He pulls the chain tighter, wrapping his large hand around the back of my head, forcing me to take him deeper. 
 
   “Is this rough enough for your liking, Victoria?” he grunts. I nod in agreement, his brutal thickness lodged deep in my mouth.
 
   His hips thrust towards me until he’s completely engulfed by my lips. He holds me there for several moments, and I try to contain my urge to gag. Gabriel strokes my hair while he stares down at me affectionately, his cock throbbing inside of my mouth. I can tell he’s enjoying this just as much as I am. 
 
   “From the moment I met you, I knew I wanted to fuck that mouth,” he says roughly, sliding his shaft deep into my throat. I gasp for air, taking in a half a breath before he’s submerged completely. He pumps in and out of me, losing himself in the rhythm as he holds my head firmly in place.  
 
   I let him use me as he pleases, soaking up the sounds of pleasure that rip from his chest. Nothing has ever sounded sexier than Gabriel in the throes of ecstasy and knowing that I was the one to bring him there. 
 
   ***
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   Chapter One
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   The morning sunlight filters through Gabriel’s curtains, bathing my cheek in warmth as I sprawl out across his bed. It’s a warm June morning, and all of New York is coming alive on the streets below. I’m still wrapped up in his blankets and going on very little sleep, but there’s a smile on my face as I rub my swollen eyes. 
 
   Last night, I dared to crack myself wide open. To unleash all of my demons and tell Gabriel the raw and unfiltered truth about Victoria Colletti. It feels like a piano has been lifted off my chest, and even if it doesn’t make anything better, I’m glad I told my story. 
 
   Before I can go seek him out, the man himself appears in the doorway, holding a phone to his ear. He’s wearing nothing but his black briefs, and when my gaze travels south, he cracks a smile and shakes his head. 
 
    “Hang on a minute,” he says into the speaker.
 
   He saunters over to the bed and gives me an all too brief kiss before pulling away again. 
 
   “I didn’t expect you to be up,” he says. “It’s still early.”
 
   “I know it’s still early.” I roll my eyes and throw my head back on the pillow dramatically. “So what are YOU doing up?”
 
    “I’m just making a couple calls, and then I promise you’ll have my utmost attention.”
 
   “Okay.” I shoo him off with a pouty face. “Go do whatever you need to do.”
 
   He smirks and goes back to his phone conversation while I shuffle into the master bathroom. I’ve never been inside of it before, and I’m more than a little curious to see what it looks like. One of the perks of being upgraded to girlfriend status, I suppose. I get to sleep in Gabriel’s king size bed and use his bathroom. 
 
   I’m not surprised to find more gray tiles and décor, but the open stone shower adds a nice touch to the place. It has double shower heads and one of those sweet water proof stereos built into the wall. After flipping through the stations, I decide on one aptly called Girl Power. 
 
   Stepping beneath the hot spray, I let the water sluice over my body and wash away any remaining tension in my muscles. Wannabe by The Spice Girls comes on over the speakers and I do a little victory dance, belting it out like it’s 1996.   
 
   A moment later I’m wrapped in Gabriel’s arms, his chest vibrating with laughter. “Didn’t know you were a fan.”
 
   “Are you kidding?” I say seriously. “This is my jam.”
 
   He chuckles and pulls me in for a kiss, which I return enthusiastically by gripping his ass and pulling him against me. His erection is digging into my belly, and he’s making those sexy little groaning noises that I like so much. So I’m surprised when he pulls away and holds me at arm’s length.
 
    “Not this morning baby,” he says apologetically. “We have a busy day planned.”
 
   I look up at him curiously. “Doing what?”
 
   “Just wash up quickly and we’ll go.”
 
    “Really?” I frown. 
 
    “Believe me it’s taking every ounce of strength I have not to take you right now,” he says. “I promise this has nothing to do with what you told me last night.” 
 
   Just as my nagging insecurities rear their ugly heads, he squashes them down with those words. I relax into his touch and allow him to wash me, repeating the same process on him once he’s through. 
 
   After our shower, he tosses me another one of his tee shirts and a pair of sweatpants. The tee shirt isn’t a problem, but after I’ve slipped into the pants, I realize I can’t walk without holding them up around my waist like Urkel. Gabriel laughs at my dilemma and helps me roll them down, tying one of my spare rubber bands around the excess. 
 
    “It’s just till we get to your apartment,” he says. 
 
   “We’re going to my apartment?”
 
   “Yes.” He nods, his expression turning serious. “You should check in with Alanna after last night, and I have something important to tell you both.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When we get to my apartment, I’m relieved to find Alanna in the kitchen drinking a cup of coffee.
 
    “Sorry I didn’t check in with you last night,” I say sheepishly.
 
   “It’s okay.” She smiles. “I figured you were probably otherwise preoccupied.”
 
   Gabriel stands back with an odd expression on his face, and I shoot him a questioning glance. He clears his throat, his gaze swinging between Alanna and I. 
 
    “Uh, I need to talk to both of you. You might want to sit down for this.”
 
   I take a seat at the kitchen table and drum my fingers across the wood as I wait for him to start. He’s never looked so nervous before and it’s making me a little anxious in response. Especially since he’s been acting strange all morning. 
 
   “First of all,” he begins, “Alanna, you should know that Victoria and I had a very long talk last night. She told me everything about her past.”
 
   Alanna’s hand tightens around her mug as she looks at me for assurance. 
 
   “Victoria?” 
 
   “Yes, it’s true,” I reply.
 
   “Oh my God.” She lets out a relieved sigh. “That’s good. I was hoping you would.”
 
   “You were? Why?” 
 
   “I just think that maybe he can help you somehow. He has more resources than we do, Toto.”
 
   “Well, he can’t,” I snap, crossing my arms in frustration. “I only told him because I think he deserves to know the truth. But I won’t let him get involved…”
 
    “I’m already involved,” Gabriel interjects. “Whether you like it or not, Victoria. And Alanna’s right, I can help you. You just have to trust me. But first, I have something important to tell both of you.”
 
   I turn my attention back to him though I’m far from ready to let this subject drop. 
 
   “After you told me everything last night, I couldn’t sleep. This morning I had a friend run some background information. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to locate Eleanore, because it seems she is pretty good at hiding herself. And she has the means to do so now that her father’s passed away.”
 
   “Of course she has money now too,” I groan. “That’s just icing on the cake.” 
 
    “A friend of mine is checking into it,” Gabriel continues, looking so hopeful I can’t say anything to rain on his parade. He’s grossly underestimating how good Eleanore is at this, just like everyone always has. 
 
   “But he did find something else this morning,” he says. “Something important.” 
 
   Alanna and I glance at each other, holding our breath while we wait. 
 
   Gabriel’s eyes dart towards Alanna as he explains. “Your husband Mitchell, well I don’t exactly know how to say this… but you don’t have to worry about him anymore. He was killed in the line of duty two years ago. A routine traffic stop that went badly.”
 
   Wrong or right, his words fill me with relief. But something is off, because Alanna doesn’t look relieved at all. In fact she doesn’t even look surprised. She hangs her head in shame, and my stomach somersaults at the implication of that guilty expression.
 
   “I already knew,” she whispers weakly.
 
   “What do you mean you knew?” I demand.
 
   I don’t want to believe that she would keep something like this from me. That she could lie to me like that.  
 
   She looks up at me with pleading eyes, silently begging for my forgiveness. “I couldn’t tell you.” 
 
   “But why?” I croak. 
 
   She casts an irritated glance in Gabriel’s direction as if this is his fault somehow. “I should have known you would have found out.”
 
    “How could you not tell me this, Alanna? We’ve been running for years and…” Suddenly it hits me. The realization that Alanna doesn’t need to run anymore. All of her problems are solved. That’s why she let herself fall in love with Nathan. Why she’s been trying to convince me to stay. 
 
   “Oh, God.” I sink into my chair. “How long did you think you could keep this charade up?” 
 
   “I don’t know,” she says weakly. “I wanted to tell you, but I could never find the right time. I owe you my life, Victoria, I couldn’t just walk away from you. And I knew if I told you, there was no way you would let me keep running with you.”
 
   “Well you were right,” I say softly. “I won’t let you run with me anymore. This is good news, and I’m happy for you, really I am. But it changes nothing for me.”
 
   Alanna shoots a desperate glance at Gabriel, panic seeping into her features. He walks up behind me and cups my shoulders in his strong hands, managing to soothe me with even the slightest of touches.
 
   “Victoria, I’m going to help you,” he insists. “And you will let me. We both care about you, and nobody is going to let you leave here by yourself. You don’t have to do this anymore. I can protect you.”
 
   “No, you can’t!” I raise my voice in frustration. “You just don’t get it. She will kill you, Gabriel. She’ll kill Alanna, and anyone else who’s in her way. I cannot involve either of you. It’s not fair, but that’s the way it has to be.”
 
   “I want you and Alanna to come stay with me,” he says softly. “You’ll be safe at my apartment.”
 
   Alanna glances at me, her eyes imploring me to take up his offer.
 
   “I don’t know,” I say, knowing full well that isn’t going to happen. “I need to think about this first. Everything’s moving too fast.”
 
   Gabriel sighs, probably expecting nothing less from me. “Fine. You have two days to wrap your head around it, but you will be coming with me. I won’t give in on this Victoria. But in the meantime, I need you and Alanna to come with me this afternoon because I’m teaching you both how to shoot.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   We spend the afternoon at the shooting range, Gabriel patiently teaching us the ins and outs of handguns. He insists on us keeping a small handgun in the apartment for protection until I agree to stay with him. I don’t shy away from the gun because I’ve grown up around them. I already know how to shoot rifles, but I feel more confident knowing I can protect myself if I need to. Alanna takes a bit more practice considering she’s never shot a gun in her life. 
 
   Gabriel drops us both back off at our apartment later that evening. He tries to stay, hovering over me, but I regretfully tell him to go home and catch up on work. I need some time to figure all of this out. I still don’t want him getting involved, but after this morning’s bombshell about Alanna, I don’t know how much choice I have. I’m afraid if I leave Alanna here, Eleanore could still come after her. She knows we’re friends. She knows we’ve been running together for years. And I’m sure Eleanore is certain it would be one of the quickest ways to bring me to my knees. Going after someone that I love. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   The next afternoon, Nathan picks Alanna up for the evening on the assumption that I’ll probably be busy with Gabriel. I haven’t heard from him yet today, and I don’t know if he plans on seeing me tonight or not. The thought of being without him, or Alanna for that matter, fills me with sadness.  
 
   This is what my life will be like again if I run. Completely alone. I’ve been mulling over Gabriel’s offer to stay with him though I’m not sure why I’m even considering it. I know he’s trying to be protective, and it’s a really nice offer, but deep down I don’t want it to happen under these circumstances. I love Gabriel, and our relationship has progressed further than I ever thought it could. The idea of having something real with him is torturous because I know it’s just an illusion. 
 
   Just as I’m contemplating my options, there’s a knock at the door, followed by the voice of the familiar delivery man. I open up and he hands over another gold box with a note card tucked carefully on top. When I sit down and take off the lid, I find a dozen red roses tucked inside. 
 
   Victoria, 
 
   Your favorite color is red, and you look beautiful in it.  
 
   My house 7:00 pm tonight.
 
   Please wear the dress I gave you, I’m dying to see you in it. 
 
   Bring your camera.
 
   And don’t worry, there will be no paparazzi… just you and me 
 
   Gabriel
 
   My heart gallops inside my chest, wondering what he has planned for tonight. I completely forgot about the red dress stashed in my bedroom closet, and suddenly, I can’t wait to wear it for him. 
 
   The rest of the day drags on. I toy with the notion of exploring the city and taking some more photos. But Gabriel is still being stubborn about the whole safety issue. He even went as far as suggesting a bodyguard when he’s not around. The idea is absolutely ridiculous, and I told him as much. Eleanore isn’t stupid by any stretch of the imagination, and one man wouldn’t stop her from accomplishing what she sets out to anyway. I managed to convince Gabriel to hold off for just a couple more days while I consider the idea. When I pointed out that I haven’t even been in New York that long, and there’s no way she could have traced me here yet, he reluctantly agreed.
 
   When six o’ clock finally arrives, I shower and carefully slip into the elegant red dress. The fabric feels soft and luxurious against my skin, and I can only imagine what it will feel like once Gabriel gets his hands on it.  
 
   I apply some makeup, opting for an old Hollywood glamour look with liquid eyeliner and the perfect shade of crimson lipstick to match my dress. I take the time to straighten my hair so that it falls in a sleek cascade down my back. And when I’m done, I slip into a pair of strappy silver stilettos to match the silver rhinestone detailing around the waist. 
 
   As I look at myself in the mirror, I have one of those rare moments where I actually like what I see. The dress is exquisite, with a deep open back and a high slit up the thigh, showing off just the right amount of flesh. It hugs my figure and makes my curves look soft and feminine. But I know as soon as I step onto the street this feeling won’t last. That little voice will be inside my head, questioning all of the things I dislike about myself. 
 
   Before I let that feeling take over, I gather strength in the form of several deep breaths and steel my nerves. I will not let those feelings win tonight. With one last twirl in the mirror, I leave my apartment behind, heading straight for the man that I love. 
 
   Downstairs, Paul is waiting for me at the curb, and he raises his eyebrows in surprise as he greets me. During the car ride to Gabriel’s apartment, the nerves grow a little bit stronger. I like the color red because it feels bold and powerful, but tonight I need it to serve a different purpose. The purpose of making me feel like the woman Gabriel sees when he looks at me. Easier said than done.  
 
   When I arrive at his door, I smooth out the fabric one last time before I knock. A moment later the door whirs open, and my chest squeezes at the sight before me. Gabriel is draped against the frame, wearing a crisp black tux and shiny black dress shoes. His eyes sweep over me in lazy appraisal as he ambles towards me in a predatory fashion. He pulls me inside for a slow, seductive kiss, effectively disposing me of all of my wits.
 
   “You look exquisite.” He breathes against my ear. 
 
   I murmur incoherently as his cologne lingers between us, rich and warm and enticing in every way. He reaches for my hand and leads me down into the living area, and I follow like the puppet I am. I notice that the place has been cleaned up, all the broken furniture and glass replaced, and to my surprise the place feels much homier than before. The new furniture is gray but much softer with touches of blue sprinkled throughout. 
 
   Gabriel stops at an open space in front of the floor to ceiling glass windows, the city lights twinkling below us for the perfect backdrop. He retrieves a small remote from his pocket, hitting a couple of buttons to effectively dim the lights and bring the stereo to life around us. I look up at him questioningly, but he just gives me a sly smile as he wraps his hand around my waist like a proper gentleman. The soft beats of a familiar tune come over the speakers before I recognize the song. It’s Save the Last Dance for Me by Michael Buble.
 
    “I’m not a good dancer,” I squeak as he begins to move. 
 
   “Just follow my lead,” he reassures me with a wink. “Like you always do.” 
 
   I close my eyes for a moment, allowing all of my tension to flee as I relax into the guidance of his arms. Our bodies move in easy synergy across the floor, the beat of my pulse quickening when I drink Gabriel in. He dances like he fucks, completely and utterly ruthless in his perfection. 
 
   “When I was at the charity event without you,” he says, “enduring Anya’s endless attempts at conversation, all I could think about was you in this dress. Dancing with me, watching your beautiful curves moving against my body. You were all I thought about that night. You’re the only woman I ever think about like that anymore. I wanted to have this moment with you and nobody else.”
 
   Tears spring to my eyes as I nod in agreement. “I love you,” I whisper, squeezing him in my arms. “So much.”
 
   He stoops down to ghost his lips across mine. “I love you too, Victoria. And it scares the hell out of me how much.”
 
   I smile in complete understanding as the music comes to an end, plunging the room into silence once more. Gabriel takes my hand in his and grabs my bag from the entrance, pulling out my camera. He leads me down the hallway to his room, where he proceeds to spin me around in circles until I’m dizzy with laughter.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I try to hold back my grin as he sets me down on the bed and lifts the camera in front of me. He snaps a few shots in quick succession, like a complete pro. Figures. 
 
   “I love that smile,” he says. 
 
   I feel awkward and uncomfortable in front of the camera lens, but Gabriel doesn’t miss a beat. He leans down and kisses me hard until I’m breathless and needy with desire. Then he pulls back and snaps away shamelessly. 
 
   “I love that you aren’t afraid to show me how much you want me,” he says. 
 
   I groan and cross my arms like a petulant child. “Am I that transparent?”
 
   He snaps a couple more shots before I try to swipe for the camera.
 
   “And I love those beautiful red lips when you pout like that.”
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask irritably. 
 
   “I want you to see yourself the way that I do.”  
 
   I look at him like he’s speaking another language I can’t comprehend. But wasn’t that exactly what I wanted during the ride over here tonight? 
 
   “Come,” he instructs me, holding out his hand.
 
   I reach up and take it, and he leads me over to his dressing table, complete with a large mirror in front. He turns me to face the mirror and stands behind me, snapping another photo before I frown and try to turn away. He grips my chin, gently turning me back to face the mirror. 
 
   “Look at yourself, Victoria,” he commands. “Look how beautiful you are.”
 
   “I don’t want to,” I croak. “It feels weird.”
 
   He pulls my hair back away from my face and holds it in his hand in a makeshift pony tail, taking a moment to kiss my neck and just hold me. 
 
   “It shouldn’t,” he says gently. “I want you to learn how to be comfortable with yourself.”
 
   I stare at my reflection, still feeling awkward, but knowing that he’s right. It occurs to me that I’ve never really felt completely comfortable in my skin, especially around Gabriel. 
 
   My eyes trace the lines of my short, curvy figure and I try to dislodge the lump of emotion in my throat. All I can see is pale skin, dark hair, and a heap of imperfections staring back at me. Eleanore’s words haunt me. Big nose, fat thighs, ugly duckling. I want to feel pretty, but it feels like an illusion. I try to turn away again. 
 
   Gabriel’s hands press my forearms onto the dresser before me, effectively arching my back into him. He skates his fingertips down the sensitive skin of my open back before he bends down and whispers in my ear.
 
   “I’m going to fuck you, right here, like this. And I want you to watch, Victoria. Watch the way your body responds to my touch. Watch the pleasure that I receive from you.”
 
   I swallow and try not to look too eager, but his hooded gaze is setting off all sorts of crazy reactions in my body. 
 
   “Do not close your eyes,” he commands. “Do you understand?” 
 
   “Yes,” I breathe. 
 
   “Good girl,” he purrs. 
 
   His hands leisurely stroke the silky fabric of my dress, caressing my waist, my hips, and then my butt. A shiver of delight runs through me as he places his palm on the skin of my lower back, pressing me flat against the dresser. Then he stoops down, gathering the fabric of my dress and inching it slowly up my legs and over my hips. He groans when he sees the black lacey panties I’m wearing, cupping the cheeks of my butt in his hands. He slides the scant material down my legs, lifting me to pull them off and spreading my legs at the same time. 
 
   I’m open and exposed as he sinks to his knees, pressing his face into my wet center. Without pretense, he grabs my hips and pulls me against his hot tongue. I watch myself mewling with pleasure as he licks and caresses me with perfect strokes. His head bobbing between my thighs has to be the most erotic thing I’ve ever seen, and it quickly sends me right over the edge.  
 
   I’m still gasping for air when he stands up behind me, ripping off his jacket and dress shirt. He unzips his pants and lets them fall to the ground below, revealing his muscular legs and throbbing cock. He takes the engorged flesh into his hand and strokes it twice before positioning himself behind me. 
 
   I watch his reflection as he presses against my back, his eyes hooded as he sinks inside of me. He takes his time, allowing me to expand around him as he grips my hips and kisses my neck. The minute I’m comfortable, he starts to move. I watch the transition from man to beast unfold before me, his lips parting, and his eyes flaring with molten heat.  He pounds into me with unrestrained hunger, as if he can’t help himself.   
 
   I can feel his muscles contracting throughout his body, working against me as he grunts and nips at my ear. I cry out with every thrust, the pressure rising to a powerful crescendo. 
 
   “Come, Victoria. Come for me, now!” he orders. And at his simple command, the walls burst around me. I nearly collapse, but Gabriel catches me just as he shudders inside of me.
 
   A moment later, he pulls me into his arms and unzips my dress from behind. It falls to the floor like a soft red cloud beneath me, and he scoops me up in his arms, gingerly placing me into his bed. I let my head fall back on the pillow as he removes my stilettos, massaging each foot with gentle fingers. And then he lays down beside me, staring softly into my eyes. He never takes his fingers off of me, trailing them up and down my waist until my collar catches his attention. 
 
   “I love that you wore this for me,” he says. “You have no idea how sexy it is when you do things to please me.”
 
    “I like to please you.” My fingers brush the collar around my neck. “And I love knowing that it means I belong to you. I don’t think there’s anything sexier than that.”
 
   A smile creeps across his beautiful lips, and it’s one of those rare moments I’m certain only I get to see. Gabriel Maddox, relaxed and happy. 
 
   “That’s good baby,” he rasps. “It makes me so happy to hear that.” 
 
   I take a deep breath, deciding that while we’re on the subject, I’d like to give voice to one of my nagging thoughts. “I like that it’s aesthetically pleasing to you,” I say. “But I want you to use it for its intended purpose too.”
 
   He sits back hesitantly, his brow furrowing in concern. “Victoria, its intended purpose is to serve as a reminder of the fact that you belong to me.”
 
   “Yes.” I roll my eyes. “As if I need reminding of that.”
 
   “Perhaps it’s me who needs reminding,” he says flatly.
 
   His words take me by surprise, and I thread my fingers through his on instinct, holding him closer.
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “I just mean that when I look at you sometimes, I still can’t believe how lucky I was to be the guy on the street that you crashed into. It could have been anyone, but it was me.”
 
    “I think I’m the lucky one.” I smile shyly. “But I would hope that you’d know that, even when I’m not wearing a collar.”
 
   His eyes darken, and for a moment, he looks far away. “I’m working on it.” 
 
    “Gabriel, I didn’t mean…”
 
   “Victoria,” he interjects, “you have to understand that you’re very different to any of the women I’ve dated in the past.”
 
    “You don’t need to tell me twice,” I retort in a biting tone.
 
   He reaches for my chin and pulls my gaze back to his. “That’s a good thing, baby.”
 
    “Really?”
 
   “Yes, really.” He glares at me. “Have you learned nothing tonight? I’m in love with you. I want you to get that through your head. And quit being so modest around me, you’re a very beautiful woman. The women I’ve dated in the past, they’ve got nothing on you. I didn’t even like them, let alone love them.”
 
   “Then why did you date them?” I ask.
 
   “They were there,” he answers honestly. “And they were convenient.” 
 
   Thinking about him with other women makes me physically ill, and suddenly I’m regretting even having this conversation. 
 
   “You have to understand that I grew up in a different world,” Gabriel continues. “One where people have everything, but they’re never happy. They put on pretenses, fake smiles, and they tell you what they think you want to hear. Nothing is genuine. Being in the position I’m in, I came to realize very quickly that women didn’t like me for who I was. They liked me for my name, and that was it. I was never interested in pursuing anything beyond a sexual relationship… until I met you.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Gabriel,” I say softly. “I guess I never really thought about it like that.” 
 
   “You bring out the best in me.” He strokes his thumb across my cheek. “You’re the most honest woman I’ve ever met, and it’s refreshing to be around you.”
 
    “Thank you,” I whisper.
 
    We lay in silence for a few moments as he pulls me against him, holding me in the only arms that can make me feel safe. We just had such a sweet moment and I don’t want to ruin it, but I can’t let go of the collar issue. I feel like a depraved animal asking for such a thing, but I can’t stop the image from playing through my mind. 
 
    “Back to our original subject,” I say in my best casual tone. “The collar. I want you to really use it on me, you know… during sex.” 
 
   He frowns, but I can see the heat in his eyes even as he speaks. 
 
   “I don’t know Victoria, it might be too soon. I don’t ever want you to feel like…”
 
   I hold up my hand, stopping him mid-sentence. “See! This is exactly why I didn’t want to tell you what I did. It’s starting already. I’m not a delicate little flower that you have to coddle. I don’t want that and I know you don’t either. So please don’t treat me that way. I don’t want your pity.”
 
   The muscle in his jaw ticks, his eyes darkening to a stormy shade of gray, and I realize I’ve woken the beast again. Part of me is happy, and the other part is wondering what I’ve gotten myself into as he stalks out of the room.
 
   “Don’t fucking move,” he calls over his shoulder. 
 
    I hear him rummaging through something down the hallway for several moments before he reappears with some mysterious objects in his fisted hands. 
 
   “You want it rough?” he barks at me, eyes blazing.
 
    I jump at his tone but nod meekly. This is what I asked for. 
 
   “Yes,” I whisper.  
 
    “Get on your knees,” he orders. 
 
   I do as I’m told, sinking to the floor below, my hands resting nervously on my thighs. 
 
   I keep my head down, watching as his feet circle around and stop behind me. “I think you forget who’s in control here, Victoria,” he says coolly. “Perhaps it’s time I reacquaint you.” 
 
   I nod in response, unable to find my voice. I’m not scared because I trust him implicitly. This is what I need from him. The part of him that can take me to the darkest places, but always bring me back. The part of him that makes it okay to like these things. 
 
   Gabriel’s breath is harsh as he fists his hand in my hair and gives me a brutal but all too brief kiss. When he pulls away, I’m left gasping for breath, and before I can even catch it, I feel the smack across my back. It burns into my skin, searing me with a mixture of pain followed by pleasure. The soft leather strands trail along my skin, pulling away before he swats me again. 
 
   “Shall I keep going?” he asks huskily. “Or will you remember why you’re being punished.”
 
   I think for a moment and then realize my mistake. But I’m not ready to atone yet, and after all the emotional overload of the last week, I need to feel this. I hold back the words he’s waiting for me to say, and nod in silence.
 
   Another smack against my skin. I moan and gasp for air as the smacks grow quicker and harder. I remain still as I take the blows, thriving on the nerves awakening in my body. I close my eyes, soaking up everything he has to give me until he stops and speaks again.
 
   “Had enough yet?” he asks in a strained voice.  
 
   “I’m sorry Gabriel,” I whisper. I could keep going, but I know this is difficult for him. I don’t want him to feel like he’s hurting me.
 
   “Very good,” he praises me.
 
   He kneels down behind me, pulling my arms behind my back and securing them with strong leather cuffs. He repeats the process with my ankles before binding them all together with chains. When he stands, he has a long silver chain dangling from his palm. He reaches down and clasps it to the loop on my collar. 
 
   Moisture pools between my legs as he walks backward, extending the chain in his hand as far as it will go. The metal is pulled taut against my collar, making me feel every bit the depraved animal I am for wanting this scenario. Gabriel’s completely naked, his cock swollen and hard as his eyes burn into my flesh. The perfect male specimen. Rough, controlling, possessive. I revel in it, my eyes raking his body without any fear of retribution.  
 
   He lets the chain slacken for a moment, and then with a hard jerk pulls it backwards, effectively bringing me with it. I try to keep my balance with my hands fastened behind my back, crawling awkwardly on my knees to where he stands. He gathers the chain in his palm, effectively bringing my face up to meet his hard cock. I open my mouth greedily and take in the swollen head, tasting him on my tongue. 
 
   Gabriel makes a strangled noise in his throat and I groan with pleasure. I can’t use my hands for support so I bob forward with my mouth in an effort to take him in. He pulls the chain tighter, wrapping his large hand around the back of my head and urging me to take him deeper. 
 
   “Is this rough enough for your liking, Victoria?” he grunts. I nod in agreement, his brutal thickness lodged deep in my mouth.
 
   His hips thrust towards me until he’s completely engulfed by my lips. He holds me there for several moments, and I try to contain my urge to gag. Gabriel strokes my hair while he stares down at me affectionately, his cock throbbing inside of my mouth. I can tell he’s enjoying this just as much as I am. 
 
   “I can never resist fucking that beautiful mouth,” he says roughly, sliding his shaft deep into my throat. I gasp for air, taking in a half a breath before he’s submerged completely. He pumps in and out of me, losing himself in the rhythm as he holds my head firmly in place.  
 
   I let him use me as he pleases, soaking up the sounds of pleasure that rip from his chest. Nothing has ever sounded sexier than Gabriel in the throes of ecstasy, and knowing that I was the one to bring him there. 
 
   When he pulls out I whimper, and he smirks as he steers my head lower. He presses my mouth to the delicate, soft sack at his thick root, and I flick my tongue against them. Licking them both, I suck each one into my mouth, nearly driving him over the edge. His muscles are tight, preparing for the inevitable explosion. 
 
   “Good girl,” he rasps. 
 
   His hand increases it’s frantic pace on his shaft while I assault him with my tongue. He starts to contract, yanking on the chain to pull my head back. Hot liquid bursts across my neck and breasts while he groans above me. When he’s finished, he releases the chain in his hand and walks to the bathroom.
 
   He returns a moment later with a towel and looks down at me, still kneeling before him.
 
   “You look so fucking beautiful covered in my come, I don’t even want to wipe it off.” 
 
   I smile up at him with hooded eyes, still hungry with desire. He hasn’t let me come yet and I’m needier than I’ve ever been before. He bends down and wipes my chest clean before unbinding the chains from my wrists and ankles. 
 
   “I’m not done with you yet,” he says in a firm tone. “You will continue to pleasure me until I’ve decided I’ve had enough, is that clear?”
 
    “Yes, Gabriel.”
 
   “And once I’ve given you all of my come, I may or may not decide to let you have your release, depending on how well you please me. Understand?”
 
   “Yes, Gabriel.”
 
   “Very good.” He grabs the end of the chain leashed to my collar, pulling it gently. “Now come with me my pet.” 
 
   He leads me down the hall and back into the sex room. It’s put back together, but there seems to be new furniture. I glance up at him questioningly but don’t speak.
 
   “I still want to play with you in here,” he explains. “But you’ll be the only woman that has ever touched any of these pieces, and that’s how I want it.”
 
   Relief floods over me at his words and my heart swells in my chest. “Thank you,” I say softly. 
 
   He pulls me over to the end of the new bed. It consists of a large mattress and a metal railed headboard and footboard at both ends. He folds me over the cold metal of the footboard, leaving my legs dangling towards the floor as my face rests on the mattress beneath. Then he bends down behind me, pulling my legs apart as far as they will go. He attaches a chain to each ankle and clamps them to the metal legs of the bed frame. 
 
   He repeats the same motions with the cuffs on my wrists, extending longer chains to the front legs of the bed. By the time he’s finished, I’m spread tightly in all directions, unable to move. 
 
   He walks back to the apothecary cabinet and retrieves something from one of the drawers before he returns. A minute later, I feel a wet metal object trailing down the crevice of my lower back, and I wiggle around in anticipation. Then he stops, pressing it against the tight entrance of my ass.  My whole body tenses when I realize what’s happening. Gabriel’s never taken me here before.  
 
   “Relax, Victoria,” he says. “It’s not going to hurt if you relax.”
 
   I try to do as I’m told, closing my eyes and just feeling the sensations. He pushes it inside of me gently, working it in and out until it’s fully rooted inside of me. He leaves it there as his hands move to my butt, caressing each cheek roughly. And then he stops. I wait for whatever’s going to happen next with shallow breaths.  
 
   A rigid hand swats my right cheek, and I let out a yelp. It’s not from the slap, but from the powerful sensations radiating from the metal plug inside me. I’ve never felt anything like this, so intense. I barely have time to wrap my head around it before another hand lands on my left cheek. And again. He spanks each cheek roughly, over and over, sending jolts of electricity throughout my body. And then he twists the plug inside of me, nearly sending me over the edge as I cry out. 
 
   “I told you it wouldn’t hurt,” he says gruffly. “I love seeing my handprints all over your creamy white skin. So beautiful, Victoria.” 
 
   “Thank you, Gabriel,” I whimper. 
 
   He reaches down and slowly works the plug around inside of me for a few more moments before he removes it. 
 
   “I’m going to claim your ass now.”
 
   He leans down into me, pressing his erection against my back as his fingers dip into the swollen, aching flesh between my legs.
 
   “You are so wet for me,” he groans. “That’s good, I won’t need to use any more lubricant.”
 
   What? 
 
   His hard cock plunges deep into me, and I almost mewl with pleasure before he abruptly pulls it out again. And then I feel the tip. There. The place no man has ever gone before. He presses into me slowly, taking his time as he strokes my back. The pressure is almost unbearable for a moment, and I try in vain to push my hips forward, but I can’t move. He pauses, allowing me to expand around him while he kisses my shoulder.  
 
   “You are so fucking tight,” he says. “It feels amazing baby.”
 
   His words and gentle caresses manage to soothe my frayed nerves, and I relax around him. He continues to inch himself deeper and deeper until he’s finally rooted all the way inside of me. It’s a strangely erotic feeling, being stuffed so full of Gabriel in such a forbidden place. It turns me on in a way I didn’t expect, and when he starts moving, foreign sensations burst from deep within my belly. The feeling of him rocking back and forth, igniting every single one of my nerves, is so intense I don’t know whether to cry or scream. 
 
    “Yes.” He crows behind me. “That’s it, angel.” 
 
   His hands find my breasts and he strokes both of my nipples while he fucks me from behind. It’s all too much. The pressure inside me builds rapidly, guttural sounds I don’t even recognize coming from my mouth. 
 
   “Would you like to come baby?” he asks as he thrusts into me again.
 
   “Yes! Please, Gabriel!”
 
   “Good girl.” His hand continues kneading my breast as he finger fucks me at the same time. Dark spots fill my vision as the orgasm tears through me, nearly making me faint in the process. I’m still throbbing around him when he growls, pouring his own release deep inside of me. 
 
   “Fuck!” he pants, collapsing beside me. “You never cease to amaze me, Victoria.” 
 
   I can’t speak, or even have a rational thought for that matter, so I just stare up at him with heavy eyelids. He kisses the crown of my hair and strokes my entire body before releasing me from my binds. I’m like a limp noodle, completely useless as he carries me back into his bathroom, setting me down into the bathtub. He goes about running the water and pouring in soap while I focus on not passing out. I’ve never experienced an orgasm so intense in my life, and it’s taking me forever to come back down to earth. 
 
   Gabriel climbs in behind me and pulls me to his chest while he massages my shoulders and back, kissing my temples softly. 
 
   “Are you okay?” he asks. “You haven’t said anything.”
 
   “I’m more than okay.” I relax back into him. “That was… amazing.”
 
   He breathes a deep sigh of relief, squeezing me a little tighter. “I’m glad that I was the one to give it to you.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
   Gabriel
 
    
 
    
 
    As I pull away from the curb outside Victoria’s apartment, my cell phone rings. The number on the screen indicates it’s Allan Ricketts, the same detective I had it out with last week.
 
   “Allan,” I answer briskly, “did you finally come to your senses?”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Maddox,” he says in a contrite tone. “I’ve been working on a hunch, but I didn’t want to say anything before. Now I have something concrete for you.”
 
   As much as I don’t want to take the bait, he has my attention. If it’s something concerning Victoria, I need to know about it, even if I do hate dealing with this scumbag. 
 
   “Fine, what is it?” 
 
    “I’m afraid this is a little bit more of a confidential matter,” Allan says nervously. “I’m going to need to meet you somewhere. I have some hard copy documents to give you.”
 
   “Can’t you just fax them to me?” I snap. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Mr. Maddox, but not these. You’ll understand why when you see them.”
 
   “Fine,” I agree. “Where do I need to meet you?”
 
   “Well, it’s the weekend,” Allan says. “I’m at my apartment.”
 
   “Text me the address. I’ll come now.” 
 
   When the text comes through, I debate just telling him to fuck off. The place is all the way on the other side of the city. But again, I think of Victoria, and I enter it into my GPS. An hour later I pull up in front of the dilapidated apartment building, thinking that it’s a perfect place for a roach like Allan to live. Still, I have to wonder what he does with all the money he makes from his steep fees.
 
   The elevator is out of order when I walk in, so I open the door to the stairwell. No sooner do I step inside before something cracks into the back of my skull. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
   I haven’t heard from Gabriel for two days, which is unusual. The way he was acting on Sunday, I expected him to be all over my case. I’ve been going stir-crazy in this apartment while I wait for his call.  
 
   My phone rings, snapping me out of my thoughts. It’s my boss Marvin from the courier company. 
 
   “Hello Marvin,” I answer less than enthusiastically.
 
   “Victoria,” he greets me in a business-like tone.  “I need you to make a delivery this morning, can you do it?”
 
   I hesitate for a moment before answering. Gabriel isn’t going to like this, but right now, I don’t care. He’s too busy to give me a courtesy call or respond to my texts, and I need to get out of this apartment. 
 
   “Sure,” I agree. “I can be there in thirty minutes.”
 
   I hang up the phone and quickly throw on some jeans and a hoodie. Before I head out, I toy with the idea of taking the gun with me. I know it will make the inevitable fight with Gabriel easier if I do, so I tuck it into the back of my jeans beneath my jacket. 
 
   When I walk into the living room, Alanna gives me a puzzled glance. 
 
   “I’m just going to make one delivery,” I explain. “I need to get out of this apartment before I go crazy.”
 
   Alanna nods in understanding. “Okay, just be careful, babe. Gabriel’s got me twisted into a bundle of nerves now. I’ll feel much better when we are safe in his apartment.”
 
   “Yeah,” I groan as I walk out the door. If that ever happens.
 
   When I get to the courier company, my boss hands me a piece of paper with the address on it.
 
   “You sure are popular.” He laughs. “I think it must be that rich boyfriend of yours. He told me not to tell you, so make sure you act surprised, okay?”
 
   I smile in relief. He must be planning a surprise for me. I wonder curiously what it is as I walk down the street. 
 
   Twenty minutes later I’m staring up at two adjacent buildings. This business has a ½ address, and I can’t figure out where it is. I decide to walk down the alleyway, thinking it must be somewhere behind the two buildings. I’m expecting Gabriel to be standing there, but I don’t see him anywhere. I don’t see any buildings with the address on them either. 
 
   An uneasy feeling starts to creep into my belly, unfurling its black venom like a poisonous snake. The more I think about it, the more I realize Gabriel would never ask me to walk around in a strange place like this. It doesn’t feel right. 
 
   I turn to leave, but it’s already too late. Something slams into me from behind, plunging me into darkness as I crash to the ground beneath. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   My tongue is plastered to the roof of my mouth and it feels like someone’s jammed a knife straight into the back of my skull. One quick glance around confirms that what happened before wasn’t a nightmare. I’m lying on a stone cold floor with my arms bound behind me, my forehead covered in blood and sweat. Bile rises in my throat as I try in vain to struggle loose from the ropes, but a hard boot to my ribs is quick to put a stop to that. 
 
   “Stop moving, bitch!” A man barks from behind me. 
 
   My mouth is duct taped and I try to speak, but everything comes out muffled. All I want to do is scream, but I know I need to stay calm. To figure out where I am and what’s happening. I’m not dead yet, so there has to be something I can do.
 
   I glance around and take in my surroundings. This place looks strangely familiar, and it only takes all of a minute for reality to sink in. I’m in Gabriel’s cabin. 
 
   A renewed sense of dread washes over me as I flop my body over, craning my neck to look for him. The man who kicked me is standing in front of the door, watching me intently. It’s the same man who bumped into me in front of my apartment the other day, the one I got the weird feeling about. I have no idea what he could possibly want with me, but from the look in his eye, it doesn’t take much to guess. 
 
   I try not to focus on that as I continue to survey the room around me. Lifting my head isn’t easy, and the moment I do searing pain shoots through my skull. I whimper and try to suppress the overwhelming urge to vomit as my eyes land on the other side of the room.  
 
   My worst nightmare has come to life as I glance at the battered figures strapped into metal chairs before me. Alanna looks as though she is sleeping peacefully, but Gabriel is bleeding badly from the side of his drooped head. He looks as if he’s taken the brunt of this strange man’s wrath, and my heart squeezes at the sight. I don’t know what he wants, but the more I watch him, the more I realize he’s waiting for something. Or someone. 
 
   Almost as if on cue, the front door creaks open, and a voice behind me chills me to the bone. Sweetness laced with Arsenic, the most caustic woman I’ve ever known enters the room with a flourish.  
 
   Eleanore. 
 
   “Is the bitch awake yet?” she asks casually, her gaze swinging in my direction.
 
   “Yeah, she’s awake all right,” the man retorts. “And already causing trouble too. When are you going to let me at her?”
 
   My stomach churns violently at his implication, my breath coming out in hollowed gasps. I would rather die than let Eleanore do this to me again. But then I think about Gabriel and Alanna, the innocent bystanders in all of this. They’re only here because of me. 
 
   “All in good time, Allan,” my stepmother’s shrewd voice cracks my raw nerves like a whip. 
 
   As she approaches, her heels click across the hard floor like shotgun blasts. And instinctively, I know this is it. The end of the line for me, because there’s no getting away from her this time. And just as I suspected, she isn’t going to let me go down alone. I squeeze my eyes shut as tears flood my vision, threatening to turn me into a sobbing mess. She’s going to hurt Alanna and Gabriel to get to me. 
 
   In a sick twist of irony, I recall the time that Gabriel and I spent at this cabin not so long ago. How I told him about Orion’s fate, and how I thought the constellation had guided me to him somehow. And now, here I am, his own personal Artemis, unknowingly leading him to his death. 
 
   The whole situation is so fucked up I want to scream until my lungs are bloody. But I know it won’t do me any good. The expression on Eleanore’s face tells me as much. She’s finally got me right where she wants me, and there’s nothing I can do to change that. 
 
   “Did you really think you could get away from me so easily you foolish girl?”
 
   I try to mumble a fuck you from behind the tape, but nothing intelligible comes out. Eleanore stoops down, and in one swift painful movement, rips the tape from my mouth. I tamp down the strong instinct to react to the pain, refusing to give her the satisfaction.
 
   She simply laughs at my stiff expression. “Always trying to put on a brave face, aren’t we? Tell me, Victoria, don’t you think it’s time you paid the piper?”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I hiss. “I’ve done nothing wrong. I’ve left you alone, so why can’t you just move on?”
 
   “Oh you would say that,” she snaps. “After everything that you’ve done to hurt me. Making your father hate me… making the whole town think I was crazy.”
 
   “You are crazy!” I yell, unable to stop myself. I know this isn’t the best way to approach the situation. She has the two people I love most in the world within her grasp. I know I should be logical, but right now I can’t. I hate her with the fire of a thousand suns.
 
   “You think you are so tough don’t you?” she glances across the room. “We’ll see how tough you are after your friends wake up and you watch me slowly torture them to death.”
 
   All of the blood drains from my face, and just like that, my temper is gone. 
 
   “Please, Eleanore…” I beg. “You don’t have to do this. Just let them go.”
 
    She actually seems to consider it for a moment before busting into a hysterical fit of laughter. “No, I don’t think so, Victoria. But don’t worry, it won’t be all blood and gore. We’re going to have a little fun first. You see, I think I will make your angry boyfriend watch Allan here rape you repeatedly. Maybe your pretty little friend over there too. I haven’t really thought that far ahead yet.”
 
   “Why are you doing this?” I plead, my voice cracking. “They haven’t done anything to you. You can do anything you want to me, but please let them go.”
 
   “Tisk, tisk.” Eleanore smiles. “Where would the fun in that be? You deserve everything you get, you little whore.”
 
   “How can you say that?” I try to reason with her, playing to any of her sane emotions. “You’ve been the only mother I’ve ever known.”
 
   “Yes, how unfortunate for me.” She retorts sourly. “You didn’t know how lucky you were. You never appreciated me.”
 
    The weakness in her eyes surprises me, but before I can say anything, she walks back towards the front door. 
 
   “I need to get some things in town,” she announces to the man standing guard. “You call me the minute they wake up, do you understand?” 
 
   He nods, and then as quickly as she entered, she’s gone again. 
 
   I need to figure something out, and fast. As I stare up at the ceiling, I hear incoherent grumbling from across the room. I crane my neck to see Gabriel stirring in his chair. He blinks his eyes open wearily, his expression filled with pain. 
 
   “Victoria,” he rasps. “How did they get to you?” 
 
   I glance up at the man at the door to find him picking his nail absently. He doesn’t seem to care that we’re conversing, so I decide to answer. 
 
   “I was making a delivery,” I reply. 
 
   His jaw grows rigid as his eyes darken with obvious frustration. “I gave you one simple fucking request,” he booms. “You just had to leave your apartment, didn’t you?”
 
   “I didn’t know,” I snap back. “I thought it was a delivery for you. That’s what my boss told me anyway.” 
 
   His face softens a little as his eyes roam over me, taking mental stock of my condition. I can tell he wants to rescue me right now, but he can’t move an inch. Somewhere deep in the recesses of my depraved mind, I almost find it ironic. 
 
   “Are you okay?” he asks. 
 
   “Yes.” I nod.  “I think so. My head hurts, but I’m okay.”
 
   He looks so sad and forlorn, I can’t help the intense guilt that floods over me. This is all my fault. Tears spring to my eyes, and I try my best to hold them back, to be strong. 
 
   “I’m so sorry Gabriel,” I whisper. “This is exactly what I didn’t want to happen.”
 
   “No,” he replies firmly. “Don’t think like that, Victoria. This is not your fault. If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine.” 
 
   He casts his eyes to the floor and I try to make sense of what he’s not saying. But then he quirks his eyebrow as though an idea has just struck him. He glances at the man by the door and then strains in his chair to try to look out the window. What is he doing?
 
   “Victoria,” he says calmly, “I just want you to try to relax, okay.” 
 
   The man at the door lets out a sarcastic laugh, shaking his head at our conversation. 
 
    “Think back on the last couple days, and how good they were,” Gabriel continues, his tone odd.  “Think of all the things we did together. You, me, and Alanna.” 
 
   He seems to be stressing the last part. He’s trying to tell me something, but I don’t know what. I think over the last couple of days, mentally taking stock of our time together. I hardly even saw him. The last time I saw him was when he was teaching me how to shoot…
 
   The gun. It was in my waistband before when I was taken from the alley. Is it still there? My body seems impossibly numb as I try to adjust on the floor without getting the attention of the man above me. I roll as flat as my bound wrists behind me will allow, wiggling my hips a little to press my butt to the floor. And then I feel it. The cold metal of the gun still inside my pants. How did they not find it? I shake my head because it doesn’t matter. I need to figure something out and quick. Eleanore will be back soon. As I try to wiggle my wrists behind me, the ropes make a slight noise, and it earns me another swift kick to the ribs from the man at the door.
 
   “Don’t fucking move!” he growls.
 
   Gabriel rocks violently in his chair, his face red with anger as I try to fight the overwhelming pain. 
 
   “I’ll fucking kill you when this is over Allan,” he bellows. 
 
   The man just gives him a pathetic smile, as if he already knows that will never happen. 
 
   “I’m going to fuck your little girlfriend here,” Allan announces. “Long and hard, right in front of you. Then you’ll watch her die a slow and painful death before it’s your turn.”
 
   A sob escapes from my chest. I don’t want to cry, and I don’t even care that he said he’s going to rape me. All I can think about is Gabriel. If I can’t get free, he’s going to die… because of me. 
 
   “Shhh baby,” Gabriel tries to soothe me from his chair. “It’s okay Victoria, I’m right here with you.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   Over the next twenty minutes, I try to wriggle free from the ropes that bind my wrists. They are too tight. Way tighter than Gabriel would have ever bound me. And the more I move, the more they cut into my wrists. I can feel the sensitive skin burning as blood seeps from my wounds, but I don’t care. I need to do this. As Alanna begins to stir, my efforts become more fervent. 
 
   Eleanore asked Allan to call her back when they woke up, and now time is running out. I’m hoping for at least a few extra minutes, but as soon as Allan sees her moving, he picks up his cell phone and walks into the kitchen.  
 
   For the few brief moments he’s gone, I wriggle furiously, pulling at one of the ropes with my fingernails in an attempt to shred it. Allan comes back before I can get anywhere, and Alanna groans as she comes out of her drug induced stupor. She blinks her eyes a couple times before they quickly fill with terror. Before I can think of anything to comfort her, Eleanore slips through the front door. 
 
   Her heels click along the hardwood floors as she walks into the center of the room, taking stock of all the puppets at her disposal. 
 
   “Well, looks like the gang’s all here.” She muses. “Now the real fun begins.”
 
   I still my wrists when her gaze turns to me, cold and deadly calm. 
 
   “Now Victoria,” she says. “You get to choose who I kill first. Your best friend, or your boyfriend.”
 
   The word no tumbles weakly out of my mouth as I shake my head vehemently. It’s all I can manage, and this only seems to irritate Eleanore further.  
 
    “I think you seem to have forgotten how persuasive I can be.” She turns to look at Allan, waving him over. “Untie one of her hands,” she orders. 
 
   Though my fear is a real living, breathing thing at the moment, it’s overshadowed by a small glimmer of hope. If Allan unties my hand, I may have a shot at getting the gun. 
 
   Like a good little soldier, Allan stomps over and nimbly undoes one of my binds. He strings the rope back beneath me, dangling my bloodied wrist in front of Eleanore.
 
   At the site of it, Gabriel snaps. “What the fuck do you want Eleanore?” he pleads. “I’m sure whatever it is, we can work something out…” his voice trails off and his eyes fill with desperation. “Just please don’t hurt her any more.”
 
   Eleanore shoots him a stone-faced glare. “There is nothing you have that interests me. This…” She waves her hand around the room. “Is what I want. And as long as you play along with my game and follow my instructions carefully, I won’t kill her just yet.”
 
   Allan kneels down on my free arm, effectively holding it in place as Eleanore hands him a giant metal tool that looks somewhat like a wrench. My stomach churns as I try to stay calm, taking in large gulps of air.
 
   “Now.” Eleanore focuses on Alanna and Gabriel. “This is what we are going to do. I need you to listen carefully to my very simple instructions. I will ask you a yes or no question, and you will respond with yes or no only.”
 
   Alanna glances nervously at Gabriel and then back to me, tears streaming down her face. 
 
   “If you say anything else, and I do mean anything else, even so much as one word,” Eleanore continues, “I will break one of Victoria’s fingers.” 
 
   Gabriel glares at her as Alanna sobs, trying to control her rising panic. 
 
   “Is that clear?” Eleanore asks.
 
   Alanna nods meekly and Gabriel simply grunts before looking down at me with his most reassuring expression. I know he’s trying to tell me he won’t hurt me. 
 
   “Okay.” Eleanore smiles. “Let’s get started then, shall we?” She pulls a chair from over by the door and sits next to me.
 
   “Alanna,” she hisses, “we’ll start with you. Victoria’s best friend. Someone she relies on and trusts with her every secret. Someone I’m sure she has come to think of as a sister.” She glances down at me with an icy smile. “What do you think Victoria here will think of you once she has learned of your betrayal?”
 
   My face contorts in confusion as Alanna shakes her head violently. 
 
   “Let’s talk about Dallas, shall we?” 
 
   Alanna tries in vain to bury her face in her shoulder, blocking out everything around her as Eleanore’s voice rings through the room. 
 
   “I believe it was in Dallas four years ago, that you sold out your best friend for a little fix, wasn’t it?”
 
   Alanna remains silent in response, and my whole face goes clammy. I don’t want to believe it, but she isn’t saying anything to defend herself.
 
   “You were so desperate for your fix,” Eleanore continues, “that you willingly gave away Victoria’s information to the first bidder. But, by the time I had gotten there, like the true junkie you are, you had reneged on your side of the bargain. I wonder exactly what it was you told Victoria to get her to leave with you that night in such a panic.”
 
   My entire body numbs as I recall the night in Dallas when Alanna came back to the hotel in a cold sweat. She told me that she had been recognized by her husband’s friend and we had to leave right away. How could Eleanore possibly know about that… if it isn’t true? 
 
   Eleanore grows tired of Alanna’s sobbing and claps to get her attention. “So junkie whore, tell her it’s true. She needs to hear it from you to understand what kind of friend you really are.”
 
   I glance up at Alanna, tears brimming my own eyes. 
 
   “Yes, but… Victoria…” Alanna sputters. 
 
   “Tsk, tsk.” Eleanore wags her finger. “I told you, Alanna, very simple rules. What kind of friend are you exactly? Now I have to break one of her fingers.” 
 
   Alanna starts to blubber uncontrollably, but it’s no use. I turn my head away as Allan clamps the cold metal against my pinky. I’m sure nothing could hurt worse than the betrayal I feel right now, but I’m wrong. Faintly, deep in the haze of my own agonizing screams, I hear Gabriel swearing as he watches my finger being snapped in two. 
 
   After a few moments, the pain begins to numb courtesy of the adrenaline racing through my veins. I dare to hope that I can stay numb if this is going to be the kind of game Eleanore wants to play. Numb might be the only way I will survive. 
 
   “Now, Gabriel,” she says spritely, “I do believe it’s your turn. You seem much more intelligent than your female counterpart there, but we shall see.”
 
   I don’t want to hear whatever it is she’s about to unleash on me. Not Gabriel. I try to block everything out as I tell myself he would never do anything to hurt me. 
 
   “So it’s quite funny,” Eleanore begins, “the other day while I was waiting outside of your apartment, at six in the morning no less, that I ran into Anya Petrovski as she was leaving your place.”
 
   Gabriel’s jaw grows rigid, his eyes pleading silently with mine. 
 
   “Well, anyway, I had a nice little chat with Miss. Petrovski. She was quite forthcoming, actually. She seemed to have no qualms about disclosing the fact that she had stayed at your apartment the night before.”
 
   My chest constricts as I wriggle beneath Allan’s forceful grip on my arm. I want to run. Far away from this place, from all of it. I can’t even bring myself to look at Gabriel as a fresh wave of tears runs down my cheeks. 
 
   “So?” Eleanore asks. “Yes or no, Gabriel.”
 
   “Yes,” he says flatly. 
 
   On some level I secretly wish he had explained, even if it meant more broken fingers. But it doesn’t matter now. What explanation could there possibly be for Anya staying at his apartment? Especially given he knows exactly how I feel about her. 
 
   “So, Victoria, there you have it.” Eleanore sighs. “Your best friend and your boyfriend. Both have betrayed you. Now you must choose who will live, and who will die.”
 
   I glare up at the twisted face hovering above me, wondering how she ever came to be this way. “I won’t do it,” I say resolutely. “You’ll never turn me into you, Eleanore.”
 
   She just laughs at my response as though she knows better. “Always so stubborn. Shall I continue to break your fingers then?”
 
   “Go your fucking hardest,” I encourage. What’s a few broken fingers if it buys me some more time? 
 
    “Fine,” she smirks. “Then onto plan B.”
 
   She walks over to Alanna and unties her from the chair, all while humming a cheery tune. She grabs her by the hair and shoves her into Gabriel’s lap with a satisfactory smile. Alanna whimpers and tries to pull away, but Eleanore just pushes her right back into place. 
 
   “Kiss him,” she demands. “Or I will break every one of Victoria’s fingers.”
 
   Alanna glances back at me, her face stricken with panic. I close my eyes and burrow my face in my hoodie, knowing I can’t bear to watch this. 
 
   “Wait!” Eleanore stomps back across the room and presses her heel into my neck, effectively bringing my gaze back to Gabriel and Alanna. 
 
   “If you don’t watch them, I will make her keep going.”
 
   My stomach lurches as my eyes rake over Gabriel. He’s stiff and his eyes are cast down to the floor. Completely out of control, and out of his element. Alanna pecks him on the cheek quickly before pulling away.
 
   “Oh, you can do better than that,” Eleanore says. “Kiss his neck, slowly. Keep kissing him until I tell you to stop.”
 
   “Don’t,” I plead. 
 
   Alanna looks both relieved and sick as Allan moves the wrench towards me again. I close my eyes and tense up as I prepare for the pain. A quick snap and acid burns my stomach, urging me to empty the meager contents onto the floor. I breathe through it and try to stay calm as Gabriel curses and rocks in his chair. 
 
    Eleanore lets out a disappointed sigh and pushes Alanna onto the floor.  
 
   “Get down on your knees in front of him, and pull down his pants,” she says. 
 
   “NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” I scream. It’s guttural and agonizing and I don’t even know where it came from. “Please, Eleanore… anything but this. You can break every bone in my body if you want to.”
 
   Gabriel is shaking his head and glaring down at me. He doesn’t want me hurt. But I’m hurting too much already. 
 
   “Fine,” Eleanore concedes. “I can be lenient. I am not a cold hearted monster,” she says. “I will let you choose. You let your best friend fuck your boyfriend, or…” she trails off and gestures at the man holding me down. “Let him fuck you until he’s bored with you. Your choice.”
 
    “Gabriel rocks violently against his restraints, looking like the hulk as he tries to smash the metal chair beneath him. “You’re fucking dead! I promise you I will kill you when this is over!”
 
   “Fine!” I cry out. “He can do whatever he wants to me. Just please let them go.” 
 
   Eleanore ignores me as she turns her icy gaze on Gabriel, walking across the room to slap him hard. “You have no idea about your slutty little girlfriend here. I knew she would go for it, that’s why I asked her. You need to see her for what she really is. A whore. She’s been begging for it before she even hit puberty.”
 
   “You mean you let someone rape her repeatedly,” he hisses. “Some fucking mother you are!” 
 
    “Is that what she told you?” She shakes her head in disgust. “Because, I can assure you she was begging him for it. You should have seen how pathetic she was.”
 
   “I was eight years old!” I bawl out. “How could I possibly be begging for it?”
 
   “Enough!” she snaps, walking back across the room to sit down in the chair beside me. “Fuck her now, and make sure it’s brutal. I want to see all of them squirm.”
 
   I vaguely hear Gabriel cursing at Allan before he thrusts himself on top of me, holding me down with the brute force of his body weight. His hands seem to be everywhere, groping me as he tries to rip my jeans off. I manage to get my mangled hand free of the rope and punch him in the face. His eyes narrow and turn to shades of pure black as he grabs my head and slams it down into the floor. 
 
   “Fucking bitch!” he spits in my face. 
 
   He’s angrier now, and his hands let me know it as he assaults me. I’m still disoriented from the bump to my head, but I manage to bring my knee up between his legs, hitting him square in the balls. He doubles over on top of me, crying out in agony. 
 
   I can’t move, can’t see anything around me. I can barely make out the muffled voices in the room underneath his suffocating weight. All I can feel is the pain everywhere I try to fight him off. And then his fist, smashing into my face repeatedly. Blackness wavers in and out of my vision, threatening to take me under. 
 
   Something warm is trickling down my head. Blood. But he still hasn’t managed to remove any of my clothing, and I can at least be grateful for that. It’s short-lived though when his eyes go deadly calm and his hands wrap around my throat, squeezing hard. My breath slips from my chest as I flail beneath him. I pull at his arm, but it’s no use. I’m going to die if I don’t do something. 
 
   I slip my free hand beneath me, reaching for the gun in one last attempt. After several fumbles, I’m finally able to dislodge it from my waistband. I pull hard until the rope slackens beneath, giving me enough room to shove it into his gut. Confusion washes over his face, and his hands loosen around my neck as he leans up to see what I’m holding. Without hesitation, I fire off two rounds. He slumps over on top of me, his blood soaking into my clothes.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   When I catch my breath, my eyes flash open and the outside world invades my senses. I push the heavy mass of Allan’s body off of me, the noise in the room finally registering in my brain. Gabriel is screaming something, but I can’t focus on the words. My head is spinning when I sit up, the blackness threatening to return. I almost succumb to it before I close my eyes and force myself to take some deep breaths. 
 
   It takes me a minute to get a grasp on what’s happening around me. When I look across the room, Eleanore is on top of Alanna, punching her relentlessly. Alanna flails her arms weakly in defense, but has clearly already lost the battle. The sight alone is enough to send another surge of adrenaline through my body. I stand on shaky legs, the sheer force of will the only thing holding me together at this point. 
 
   Gabriel screams something at me, but I can’t and don’t want to hear what he’s saying. I have one thing on my mind as I creep up behind Eleanore and place the cold metal barrel of the gun to her head. 
 
   “Get off of her, now.” 
 
   Everyone in the room is staring at me. The voice that just came from my throat is so foreign, so cold and unfamiliar, I don’t even know what to make of it. But right now, I really don’t care. Eleanore freezes when she realizes what’s happening, and Alanna lets out a soft moan as her head lolls to the side and she passes out. 
 
   “Get on your knees, and don’t fucking move,” I command.
 
   She reluctantly does as I ask while Gabriel stares at me in shock. He’s pulling at his ropes, still trying to get free.
 
    “My darling daughter,” Eleanore says sweetly, “what do you think you’re going to do with that gun? You would never shoot me, the mother who raised you.”
 
   Maniacal laughter bubbles up my throat as I stare at her with wild eyes. “Wouldn’t I?” I challenge. “I hardly think you deserve any semblance of the word mother.”
 
    “Victoria,” Gabriel bellows, his face etched with panic. “Untie me and give me the gun. I will take care of this.”
 
   I glance at him, and my heart squeezes in my chest. Betrayal hot and fierce slices through me all over again as I remember what happened earlier, and I have to tear my gaze away from him. 
 
   Eleanore laughs at my reaction. “You see Victoria, admit it. You don’t trust him anymore. And why would you? You can’t trust him or Alanna. I’m the only person you have left in this world. Just put the gun down, and we can forget about all of this. I love you, Victoria. You are my daughter. We can leave here together, finally be a family again.”
 
   Her words feel like acid to the ever-present wound inside of me. I know they aren’t real, but those are the words that I’ve wanted to hear for so long. Needed to hear. 
 
    “Victoria,” Gabriel growls. “She’s lying. Untie me, and I can help you.”
 
   Eleanore’s hollow laugh echoes through the room as Alanna starts to whimper beneath me. It’s all too much. Too much noise. I can’t think… I need to think.
 
   “Everyone just shut up!” I scream, waving the gun wildly in my hand. “Just shut up!”
 
   The room goes silent as they all stare at me, waiting for my next move. I use my free hand to rub my swollen eyes, and in that moment of weakness, Eleanore springs on me like a wild animal taking down it’s pray. My back slams into the ground as she launches herself on top of me, trying to wrestle the gun from my grip. The blackness is starting to take over again, and I know I need to make my decision now. Eleanore’s made her choice. She’s chosen to betray me yet again. 
 
   My eyes are blurry and unfocused as I squeeze the trigger, a million emotions swirling inside of me as the bullet flies from the cartridge. Nothing seems to happen at first, and it feels like forever before Eleanore doubles over in pain. I manage to scramble back to my feet, keeping my gun and eyes fixed on her.
 
   She’s holding her hip, blood pouring from the open wound as she looks up at me in disbelief. There’s no disguising the pure hatred on her face. This is the real Eleanore. The one that I’ve always known.
 
   “This is why!” she sobs. “Why I could never love you. You’ve destroyed everything… the only man that ever loved me, and you took him away.”
 
   “I didn’t take him from you,” I rasp. “You did that yourself.”
 
   “No!” Eleanore screams defiantly. “He always loved you more. No matter what kind of evil little monster you were, you could do no wrong in his eyes.”
 
   “I was his daughter…”
 
   “Yes, his one and only,” she spits back. “I hated you from the day I met you. All he could talk about was how you looked just like your beautiful mother. You have no idea what it was like for me. I had to live with the constant reminder of the woman he still loved. He wouldn’t even have another child with me, he refused.”
 
   A small pang of unwelcome sympathy slithers into my chest for the pathetic, bawling mad woman in front of me. I had no idea how Eleanore felt before. What her reasons were for acting the way she did. And here she is, pouring her heart out. And for once, it all seems to be completely genuine.
 
   “He would have stayed with you,” I whisper. “He did love you, Eleanore. We both did. We tried to get you help, but you wouldn’t take it.” I pause for a moment, unsure of what I’m about to say next.  “It’s not too late, we can still do that.”
 
   Gabriel is shaking his head and trying to talk to me again, but I drown out his voice. This is my decision, and I won’t let anybody take that from me.  
 
   At my sympathetic gesture, Eleanore stops sobbing and returns to the stony-faced woman she’s always been. “I don’t want your pity, and I don’t want help. And I can promise you one thing, Victoria, if you let me walk out of here alive, this will never stop. I will find you, and I will kill you. I will never stop my hunt, until you are dead. It’s the only way.”
 
    “Why Eleanore? Why do you have to do this?”
 
   “Because I fucking hate you!” she growls. “You abandoned me, just like your father. You have to pay for what you’ve done.” 
 
   She presses her hand to the gaping wound in her hip, crying out in pain as she rises to her feet.
 
   I wave the gun in her direction, feeling the situation slipping out of my control again. “Sit back down, Eleanore. I don’t want to shoot you again.” My voice cracks as I speak, showing my weakness. After everything she’s done, I still don’t want to do this. I don’t want to kill her.
 
   She doesn’t even blink at my lame threat as she takes a step closer. “If you really had it in you to kill me, you would have done it already.” 
 
   My hand trembles as I wave the gun at her, as if that will somehow help her regain her sanity. “Get back Eleanore, I’m warning you.”
 
   “Fucking shoot her!” Gabriel commands from behind me. 
 
   I place my finger on the trigger, taking another step back. “It doesn’t have to be like this,” I whisper. 
 
   Eleanore lunges at me, wrapping her hand around mine and shoving the gun to her chest. “Pull the trigger!” she cries out.
 
   I shake my head and try to wrestle away from her. “Eleanore….”
 
   “I always knew it would come to this,” she says smugly. “Now you can spend your life rotting in prison.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I hiss. 
 
    “Goodbye, Victoria.” 
 
   Her hand pulls the trigger before I can stop her. We both crumble to the ground from the impact, but it’s clear only one of us is still alive. When I finally gather the courage to open my eyes, I’m met by Eleanore’s lifeless expression. I scramble away from the body until I hit the wall behind me. 
 
   I don’t know how long I sit there crying, but at some point, Alanna must have untied Gabriel, because when I look over, he’s sitting next to me. His arm is draped over my shoulders, pulling me closer to him. But I can’t feel him, I can’t feel anything. My body is numb. I stare into the dark void and feel my own sanity slipping from my grasp.
 
   It isn’t until the police arrive and the officers force me to my feet that I begin to focus on the situation around me. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   It takes me a minute to realize what’s happening. I’m being arrested.
 
   It doesn’t make any sense, but as I scan the room around me, I know it’s real. Three officers are holding Gabriel back as he struggles in vain to get to me. All of the noise is drowned out by his panicked curses, and I can only watch in slow motion horror as they throw him to the ground before me. 
 
    “Stop, Gabriel!” I croak. “Just stop… I can’t take anymore.”
 
   My words jolt him from his anger-induced haze and his body goes limp as he stares up at me with the saddest eyes I’ve ever seen. All of the fight is gone out of him too. They pull me to the door and lead me away with tears streaming down my face. 
 
   “I will get you out baby,” Gabriel calls out to me. “As soon as I can, I will get you out.”
 
    
 
   The officers take me to the emergency room, and after some x-rays, bandaging, and a couple of splints, I’m discharged. The ride to the jail is sobering. There are no more tears left to cry, so I just sit and stare at the blood spattered across my shoes. 
 
   At some point, the female officer in front introduces herself as Officer Barrett. I don’t respond, but she continues to talk to me anyway. 
 
    “Look, Miss Kelly,” she says softly. “I know that you’ve been through quite an ordeal tonight, but I need to explain why you are being charged.”
 
   I nod, which is the best I can do in the circumstances, waiting for her to explain. 
 
   “Miss Kelly, we have a police report from San Antonio dated four years ago. It states that you threatened and assaulted Eleanore Price. She tried to press assault charges but was unsuccessful.  However, she was granted a temporary restraining order in your absence. On top of that, we have a report from two days ago stating that you called Eleanore and threatened to kill her. Now she is dead, and you did, in fact, kill her.”
 
   I want to be outraged, I really, really do. But honestly, nothing Eleanore has done could surprise me anymore. This is just another drop in the bucket. I don’t know why I even bother trying to defend myself, but I want this woman to know it isn’t true. That I’m not some cold-blooded murderer. 
 
    “I never even saw Eleanore when I was in Texas,” I say. “And I’ve been the one running from her. I’m the one that had restraining orders, you can look them up. I didn’t want her to die, she pulled the trigger herself.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Officer Barrett speaks gently. “It’s just standard procedure any time there’s a homicide under these circumstances. But, I did do a little digging around and found out the officer that signed off on the police report in Texas was Mitchell Kinkade.” 
 
   I squeeze my eyes shut, overwhelmed with the sickening realization that Alanna’s husband was helping her to track us down.
 
   “Of course it was,” I mutter.
 
   “That sent up a red flag,” the officer continues. “There wasn’t much to the report, so I spoke to Alanna. She explained her situation, however since Mitchell is now deceased, we can’t question him. It’s going to make things a little more difficult, but we will get to the bottom of this. There will be an investigation into his report as well as the events that happened today. You may have an opportunity for bail until we can get this sorted out.” 
 
    “Does that mean you believe me?” I ask, blinking back tears.
 
   Officer Barrett gives me a sympathetic smile. “It doesn’t matter if I believe you or not… it’s not me you need to convince.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   By the time I get through the booking system, I’m more exhausted than I’ve ever been in my entire life.  And that’s saying a lot. 
 
   Running was exhausting. Weaving webs of lies to keep my cover was exhausting. Always looking over my shoulder… exhausting. But this day, has by far, been more exhausting than anything I’ve ever experienced. I killed a man. And then shot Eleanore. And then watched her take her own life. 
 
    As I collapse onto the hard bunk of my cell, I try to take stock of my emotions. I want to feel something, anything, but right now all I feel is numb. I curl up against the flimsy pillow beneath, and fall asleep without any resistance.
 
   The next few days are a blur of sleep and nightmares. This morning I was dragged into a courtroom to listen to the charges that were being pressed against me. There was some lawyer there to talk on my behalf, which was for the best since I was completely out of it anyway. Gabriel was there too, but I couldn’t bring myself to look at him. 
 
   As soon as it was over, I came back to my cell and went straight to sleep. It’s all I’ve been able to do while I’ve been here, but, unfortunately, the guards standing at my cell seem to have other plans. 
 
   “What’s going on?” I mumble wearily.
 
   “We need you to come with us,” the man says. “I have a Mr. Maddox and his attorney here to post your bail.”
 
   “Have my charges been dropped?” I stare at the men in confusion. 
 
   “No ma’am,” one of them answers. “You are free on bail for now, the charges still remain.”
 
   “No,” I say firmly, shaking my head. “I don’t want bail. I’m staying here until the charges against me are dropped.”
 
   Both men look at each other and then back to me.
 
   “Uh, I think you should consider talking to an attorney before you make any decisions like that.”
 
    “There’s no point. I’m staying here until this is over.”
 
   Both men just look at me like I’m crazy before they start to lock me back in my cell. 
 
   “Wait! I get a phone call, right? Or can you contact someone else for me?”
 
    “Yes.” The officer shrugs, clearly not impressed with my shenanigans. 
 
   “It’s a police officer,” I say. “Officer Wright, in Idaho.” 
 
   He gives me a puzzled glance before nodding. “Would you prefer for me to try to contact him, or I can take you down later to make your phone call.”
 
   “You can contact him,” I say softly. “Just tell him what’s happened, and he will understand.”
 
   The two men leave the cell, their keys clinking as they walk away. I know Gabriel is going to be furious with me, but I can’t think about that right now. I need this. This time to think, to sort through my feelings about everything that’s happened. I lay back down and go to sleep. Over the next two days, I only leave my cell when they make me. The rest of my time is spent in the sweet oblivion of my crappy new mattress.  
 
   It isn’t until I’m awoken by a familiar voice that I feel a frisson of hope. Officer Wright. He came. It’s been so long since I’ve seen him. Such a simple, genuine man. He was a friend of my father’s and he always looked out for me. He cared enough to come all this way, and I can’t help but burst into his arms, hugging him tightly.
 
   “I missed you too kiddo.” He laughs gently, hugging me back.
 
    I lean back and take a good look at him. He’s older now, and grayer too. His dark brown hair is more of a salt and pepper style now, but the kind green eyes are the same. He was close to my own father in age, and I imagine for a moment what my Dad would look like if he was still alive.
 
   “Thank you for coming,” I say gratefully. “I didn’t know who else to call.”
 
   “Of course.” He smiles softly. “You’ve been through a lot kid, and there was no way I was going to let you go through this on your own.”
 
   He runs a hand through his hair, his expression turning serious, and just like that our warm reunion is over. “They tell me you’ve refused bail.”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “Why Victoria? You didn’t do anything wrong. What you did was very brave, and you more than likely saved the lives of your two friends. You could be out free until they can get this mess cleared up. Why would you want to stay in here?”
 
   I choke back a sob, my voice quivering as I speak. “Because, I’m not free. After all these years of running, Eleanore is finally gone, and she’s still messing with me. I don’t want to let myself hope if even for a second I could be wrong, just to end up having it all taken away from me. I will never be free until I can walk out of here knowing that my life is my own. That I can live without fear or being controlled by unknown circumstances.”
 
   Officer Wright gives a slow nod as my words sink in, letting out a deep sigh. “I can understand where you’re coming from, kiddo. You’ve been to hell and back, that’s for sure. But it’s over now, and I have faith that the fine detectives working this case will prove it was self-defense.” He pauses for a moment, furrowing his brow before continuing. “But these things take time, kid. It could be months before all of this goes away. I really think you should reconsider staying in here until then.”
 
   Months. The word is like a knife to my chest. But I don’t have a choice. I refuse to leave, to walk free, worrying about whether or not the charges might stick after all. I refuse to have hope only to have my freedom ripped away again. I won’t let myself hope until all of this is over. And only then will I finally have my life back. 
 
   “I understand that, Officer Wright,” I say solemnly. “But this is just something I have to do. I can’t live one more day of my life like that, looking over my shoulder, wondering what’s going to happen to me. Being afraid. I refuse to do it anymore.”
 
   He shakes his head, but I swear I see a glimmer of pride in his eyes. “You really are something kid, I’ll tell you that. Your Dad would be so proud of the young woman you’ve become. How strong you are.” His voice cracks slightly as he pulls an old photo out of his pocket, handing it to me. I almost break down when I see the warm brown eyes staring back at me. 
 
    “He had so much regret over bringing that woman into your lives,” Officer Wright continues. “How she hurt you. You were his whole world, you know that kid.”
 
   “I know.” I smile through the tears, rubbing my thumb over the worn photo of my father.
 
    “And I regret every day that I wasn’t able to do more for you. Somehow I knew it would all come down to something like this eventually. I had hoped that Eleanore would stop looking for you, but I knew in my gut it wasn’t true. I never stopped thinking about you all these years you’ve been away. I liked to imagine that you were on a sunny beach in Mexico somewhere, enjoying your life. But it was just a silly dream,” he says.
 
    “A sunny beach in Mexico sounds nice.” I grin. “Maybe I should have considered that. You must have got the shock of your life when you got the phone call.”
 
    “You have no idea,” he says. “I was scared for you, more than anything. But also relieved in some strange way.” He looks up to study my face, still bruised and swollen from my assault. “How are you holding up anyway, kid? Are you doing okay?”
 
   I glance at the photo in my lap, seeking comfort in my Dad’s warm smile. “Yes, I’m okay,” I murmur. “I don’t know, maybe I should feel something else, like more guilt. But I don’t. I was sad when it was happening, I wanted to believe there was still a part of her that was human. I gave her every chance to change how this ended, but she wouldn’t bend. She was so sick in the head she killed herself just to try to ruin my life. And that man, Allan, he attacked me. And he would have killed me if I didn’t shoot him, so I’m not sorry. I can’t feel bad about that.”
 
   Officer Wright pulls me into a tight hug, his chest trembling with repressed emotion as he tries to comfort me. “I’m glad to hear it,” he whispers. “I don’t ever want you blaming yourself for this.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The cell feels lonely when Officer Wright leaves, but he promises he’ll be back soon. He leaves me a parting gift too, but it’s something that I’m not really certain I even want to open. I stare at the crisp white envelope in my hand, wondering who it could be from. 
 
   When I finally crack the seal, I recognize the neat handwriting immediately. 
 
    
 
   Victoria,
 
   I can’t imagine the thoughts that are going through your head right now. So much has happened, and I don’t even know where to begin. 
 
   First of all, and most importantly, I need you to know that I love you. I can’t even sleep without you beside me. I want you to come home. I miss you. 
 
   You must think I’m a complete asshole after hearing about Anya. But, please hear me out. It really isn’t what you think. Anya came to my apartment in the middle of the night, scared and bleeding from her face. She had been out on a date with a man, and he attacked her. As soon as she came to my place, I called the police and they came and took the report. I called Angelina over to stay with Anya in the guest bedroom and watch over her for the night. I slept in my own room, with the door locked. Anya was in no state to go anywhere, and I just gave her a safe place to crash for the evening. You can confirm all of this with Angelina if you wish. Believe me, I wasn’t happy about it either, but I agreed that Anya shouldn’t be alone. I was going to tell you about it the next day, but I was taken before I even got the chance. I’m so sorry for whatever you must be feeling towards me right now. I need you to know you are the only woman I want, and I would never hurt you in that way. 
 
   As for Alanna, she wants to explain herself to you as well. I don’t know the whole story, but I do know that she cares about you. She’s still in the hospital, and I have been to see her several times to make sure she’s doing okay. Nathan seems to be taking good care of her. 
 
   I don’t know what else to say right now. I feel so lost without you. Please, baby, come home with me. We’ll figure all of this out together. 
 
   I love you 
 
   Gabriel
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   Gabriel. I hug the letter to my chest, suddenly missing him so much it hurts to breathe. The thought that our relationship hangs in the balance is too painful to bear. What’s going to happen to us if I can’t beat these charges? 
 
   I can’t think about any of it right now. Slipping back into numbness, I fold the letter up and stash it beneath my mattress. Out of sight… hopefully out of mind. 
 
    
 
   The next two weeks drift by agonizingly slow. It seems like all I can do is sleep. Officer Wright is the only person I allow on my approved visitors list, and he stops in frequently. The police department was kind enough to give him a place to crash while he’s here, but he says he’ll have to go back to Idaho soon. 
 
   The guards have tried to deliver several more letters from Gabriel, but I refused them. I can’t think about him right now. I need to tuck him and all of my feelings away until I know what’s going to happen. It isn’t easy, in fact, it’s been agonizing. I want nothing more than to take comfort in his loving words, but I know I can’t. It’s only going to make it that much more difficult if the charges are kept.
 
   The detectives, as well as Gabriel’s attorney have stopped by several times to question me. The same questions, over and over, it seems like. I guess they’re testing me, but I never waver. I’m telling the truth, and that’s all I can do. 
 
   After the third week, Officer Wright is gone but continues to send me letters from Idaho. I’m grateful for his help. I’ve stopped sleeping as much and started reading books instead. I find comfort in them, one of the few things I still can. Right now I’m reading The Count of Monte Cristo. Somewhat fitting given my current circumstances. I want something lengthy to keep me occupied. 
 
   In some weird twist of fate, I’ve just read the part where the guards have heaved Dante into the sea when a shadow passes over my door. It’s one of the guards, looking a little too cheerful for my liking. He slides open the door, replacing the keys on his belt.
 
   “C’mon.” He gestures me forward. “It’s time to go.”
 
   My suspicion takes the form of snarkiness as I quirk my eyebrow at him in question. Time to go… where?
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “You are officially free to go,” he says, apparently unfazed by my bitter tone. “All charges dropped. Your boyfriend is waiting outside for you, and he’s brought you a fresh change of clothes to go home in.”
 
   I can’t move. At first I think I might be delusional, imagining things. I set down my book and take a step like the floor is made of lava. Like someone’s about to jump out and tell me it’s all some big joke, and I’m the butt of it. 
 
   The way the guard’s looking at me tells me this probably isn’t at all unusual. I force both my feet to cooperate as I walk down the long corridors, looking over my shoulder every chance I get. The guard takes me to a small room where a female guard gives me some clothing to wear. It’s a thin summer skirt and blouse with matching sandals. No doubt Gabriel picked them out because I notice they’re all designer tags. The thought that I’m walking out of prison in designer clothing is a little ridiculous. 
 
   After I change, I’m given a bag full of the contents I had with me when I arrived. Which, after my clothing had been taken as evidence, turns out to be only a small bracelet I was wearing that day, as well as a few coins from my pocket. The detectives are there to greet me. They explain that their investigation is complete, and all charges against me have been dropped.
 
   Overwhelming emotion takes the form of dizziness as they lead me towards freedom. Outside the gates, a black car is waiting, with Gabriel leaning casually against it. I come to a dead halt as he strides across the lot and scoops me up into his arms, kissing me softly. 
 
   His warmth, his touch, his scent… they all wash over me like a balm to my battered spirit. This is really happening. Gabriel pulls away, holding me at arm’s length while he studies me for a few moments. 
 
   “Jesus, baby,” he whispers. “You’re skin and bones. What did they do to you in there?”
 
    “It’s nice to see you too,” I say through the rush of tears.
 
   He furrows his brow and pulls me back into his arms, burying his face in my hair. “I’ve missed you so much.” 
 
   He ushers me to the waiting car and Paul opens the door for us, greeting me with a bigger smile than I’m used to. As I glance over my shoulders, I see the detectives smiling back at me. 
 
   Once inside the confines of the car, Gabriel already has the privacy screen up. He sets me down on the seat before sliding in next to me. His expression has changed from one of pure elation to one of uncertainty as he speaks.
 
   “Victoria,” he begins. “Are we okay? Do we need to talk about what happened?”
 
   I cut him off by climbing astride him and wrapping my hands around his neck, holding his head in place as I lean in and kiss him. A heart wrenchingly sweet kiss. His lips feel so good on mine I never want to leave them. Gabriel groans beneath me and clutches me like his very life depends on it. 
 
    “I need you,” I whisper against him. 
 
   It’s all I have to say. His hands set to removing as much of my clothing as he has the patience for. When he reaches my panties, he simply pulls them aside while I unzip his pants. He’s hard as steel in my palm when I grasp him, and I wonder if he can feel the crazy amount of tension between us too. The buildup of our time spent away from each other, and everything that we’ve been though together. This is what I need, to feel him inside of me, connected to me. I don’t hesitate for a moment as I lower myself onto him. 
 
   Gabriel makes love to me during the entire car ride home. It’s different than what I’m used to, and I’m not sure why. He’s treating me like I’m made of glass. And when we are finished, I swear I can see regret in his eyes. 
 
   “What’s the matter?” I ask nervously.
 
   “Nothing,” he reassures me. “I just don’t want to hurt you.”
 
   I nod, trying to accept that he’s just being protective.  
 
   “We’re here,” he announces.
 
   When I look out the window and realize we’re at his apartment, a bit of panic takes over. 
 
   “Alanna!” I say quickly. “I need to go to my apartment and see her.” 
 
   Then for a brief moment I wonder why she didn’t come with Gabriel to get me. It seems so unlike her. Perhaps she’s still feeling guilty, or maybe Gabriel told her he preferred to come alone. Either way, I need to see her, talk to her, and make sure that we’re all right.
 
   “It’s okay,” Gabriel reassures me. “You’ll see her soon I promise.” 
 
   With a chaste kiss to my forehead, he redresses me and tugs me out of the car. I trail behind him, not really sure what he means, but I’m too overwhelmed to argue. As I walk through the fresh air, it finally hits me. I’m free. Not just from prison, but from running, from Eleanore, all of it. I can finally live without looking back over my shoulder. Although, I suspect, it will still take more time for that to really sink in.
 
   As we step into the elevator, Gabriel seems a bit nervous and somewhat detached. He has his arm wrapped tightly around my shoulder, but I can tell his thoughts are elsewhere. When we finally arrive at the top floor and open his door, we’re greeted by a swarm of friendly faces. Alanna, Trevor, Angelina, and Abel are all waiting inside for us. 
 
   There’s a commotion all around me as I’m quickly scooped up for hugs… by everyone but Alanna. She is standing back nervously, watching me with a shy smile on her face. So not like the Alanna I know. I take a tentative step towards her, and her lips finally curl up into a full blown grin as she pulls me in for a bear hug. 
 
   Gabriel ushers the rest of the guests into the kitchen to get some drinks, and I’m left alone with Alanna. She pulls away from me slowly, concern furrowing her brow.
 
   “Victoria, I want to explain…” 
 
    “It’s okay. It doesn’t have to be right now.”
 
   “No, it does,” she states firmly. “I can’t stand walking around for one more day with this on my chest. You were refusing our letters and visits over the last couple of weeks, and I’ve been so racked with guilt. Please, just give me five minutes. Come out to the balcony with me?”
 
   I glance across the room at Gabriel, and though Trevor is engaging him in conversation, he gives me a reassuring nod. I take Alanna’s outstretched hand and follow her out to the balcony. Once the glass door is shut behind us, we both sit down on the wicker chairs facing each other.
 
   “Victoria, first of all, I have to say that I am so sorry I didn’t tell you before. I know it’s too late to say it now, but over the years I did try to tell you. Every time I thought I could, you would say something so nice, and I would chicken out. I couldn’t bear to have you hate me for what I did.”
 
   “I don’t hate you,” I reply softly. “I just don’t understand what happened.”
 
   Alanna takes a deep breath and her eyes fill with tears as she explains. “One night when I told you I was going out to do some errands, what I was really doing was looking to score. It had been over a week since my last fix, and I was broke, going through withdrawals and completely desperate. I was too ashamed to tell you how pathetic I was. I didn’t know how to get help. I didn’t want to admit to anyone that I had a problem.”
 
   “You weren’t pathetic,” I intervene, placing my hand on hers. “You were in a bad way. We all do things we aren’t proud of at one time or another.” 
 
   “Well what I’m about to tell you is probably the most shameful thing I ever did,” she says regretfully. “Not long after I left the hotel that night, I realized there was a man following me. I don’t think he knew I was onto him, but I played it cool. I would lose him for a little while, and I walked into the seediest parts I could find, trying to make a deal with somebody. I just needed a little fix, that’s what I kept telling myself. After five different dealers refused me, and one even threatened to hurt me if I didn’t leave, I got really desperate. I kept walking, and the man kept following me. I figured he was obviously a creep, but he was probably only interested in one thing.”
 
   Alanna pauses for a few moments, shaking her head as she gathers the courage to continue. I squeeze her hand for reassurance as the tears really start flowing. “I tried to sell myself to him, Victoria. I was that fucking desperate. I offered him sex if he could give me some cash.”
 
   A weird noise escapes my throat and I realize I’m shaking my head. It’s probably coming across as judgment, but it isn’t. It’s pure heartbreak. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, Alanna,” I say. “I had no idea you were that desperate. I should have seen it sooner.”
 
   “No,” she says firmly. “I wouldn’t let you see it. You had taken me away from my hell, and I wanted to be strong for you, make you proud. I didn’t want you to see it.”
 
   I nod, even though I really don’t understand it. She could have come to me. I try to ignore my nagging thoughts and ask her what happened next instead. 
 
   “Well, the guy wasn’t interested in sex with me,” she says with red cheeks. “Which was actually a huge relief. I don’t know what the hell I was thinking when I said it.”
 
   “Anyway, I guess he could see how weak and desperate I was, and he seized the opportunity. He made up some bullshit story about being an undercover detective and he was working on some case. He said that me and my friend fit the profile of two women who had been kidnapped and sold into human trafficking. He told me he would give me some cash, and all I had to do was verify our names. I knew he was full of shit, but I went along with it. I tried to lie, to make up some fake names and stuff. But he knew I was lying. He shoved me up against a wall and threatened to choke me to death if I didn’t tell him your real name. I was scared, Victoria. I didn’t know what else to do, so I told him who you were.”
 
   Alanna pauses, gulping in air and wiping the tears from her face before continuing. “As soon as he was gone, I went back to the dealer and got what I could. I came straight to the hotel and told you that bullshit story about being recognized. It was surprisingly easy at first, lying to you. I was so used to lying to Mitchell to cover my tracks. But when I saw how concerned you were for me, and thought about everything that you had already done for me, the guilt set in. I had never felt more like a piece of shit in my life than I did in that moment.”
 
   “After we ran, I knew what I had to do. What I wanted to do. Not only had I tried to sell my body for drugs, I sold out the only person I actually had in my corner. I was lost and depressed, and I knew I had hit rock bottom. I didn’t think there was ever any getting out of it. So when you left to get groceries, I took every pill I had. I knew it wouldn’t be fair to you, to find me dead like that, but I figured it would be better than if I left and did it somewhere else. You wouldn’t stop looking for me if I did that, and I was hoping that by the time you got back to the hotel, I would be dead. You could just pack up and leave without me burdening you anymore.”
 
   It takes a moment for what Alanna just told me to sink in. She actually tried to kill herself. The thought is unbearable. 
 
   “My God, Alanna, I had no idea. I thought it was an accident. I never once felt like you were a burden on me.” I take a moment to control my own shaky voice. “In fact, just the opposite. You were the only person in the world I had to rely on. I… I don’t know what I would have done if you had died. I would have been devastated.”
 
   Alanna shakes violently with sobs from my revelation, and I pull her into a hug. We stay like that for a long time before we both finally calm down. 
 
   “I understand you never meant to hurt me Alanna, and I forgive you. You aren’t a bad person, you were just struggling with things beyond your control at that point. Please, let’s just forget all of this. I want things to go back to the way they were.”
 
   Alanna nods as I pull away slightly. “I do too,” she says. “I’ve been so worried about you. And Gabriel too. He loves you so much Victoria.”
 
   My heart swells as I glance back through the glass windows to meet his eyes across the room. Always watching over me. 
 
   “I love him too.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   I spend the rest of the evening surrounded by Gabriel and my friends. As I watch him laughing and smiling along with everyone else, I can’t help but notice how different he is these days. He’s a far cry from the angry, brooding man I first met. When he looks at me, I can see the intensity of his love, along with his ever-lingering concern. I love this man. And now I’m free to be with him. But what does that mean for us?
 
   My wandering thoughts are interrupted when the last of our guests stand to leave. I hug Angelina and agree to have lunch with her the next day before sending her down in the elevator. Abel and Trevor both left earlier, and now Alanna is the only one that remains. She looks at Gabriel nervously as the three of us stand at his front door.
 
   “What’s the matter?” I ask her.
 
   She opens her mouth to speak, but Gabriel interjects. “Victoria,” he says softly. “Alanna was attacked in your apartment when Allan came for her. After she got out of the hospital, she couldn’t handle being there anymore.” 
 
   I give her a sympathetic glance, wondering where exactly they’re going with this.
 
   “I’m sorry, Toto.” She nods. “But it’s true, it was too hard to stay there, so I had to move out.”
 
   “Okay…” I nod. “But where are you living?”
 
   “I moved in with Nathan,” she says. “He asked me to.”
 
    “And we moved your stuff here,” Gabriel says. “I want you to stay with me.”
 
   “Oh.” I take a quick glance around the apartment, feeling a little weird about the whole situation. “I don’t want to stay here because you feel obligated, Gabriel. I can find somewhere else.”
 
   He furrows his brow and clutches my hand in his. “I don’t feel obligated. I love you, Victoria. I never want to let you go.”
 
   Alanna grins stupidly at his sentiment, and I can’t help my own goofy smile. “We’ll figure this out later,” I say.
 
   Alanna hugs me before making a quick exit, leaving me alone with Gabriel. 
 
   “Finally,” I murmur. “I have you all to myself.”
 
   He smiles softly, but there is an unfamiliar emotion in his eyes. He doesn’t look happy, in fact, I would venture to guess that he looks a little sad. “I’m sorry baby,” he says. “I have to catch up on some work.”
 
   “Oh.” I frown. “Okay.” 
 
   “It’s been a long day,” he says. “Why don’t you let me run you a bath and you can catch up on some sleep.”
 
   “I’m not tired,” I protest. “All I did while I was away was sleep. I can wait up for you.”
 
   Gabriel runs a weary hand through his hair and looks as though he’s in physical pain, but I can’t understand why. “I’m sorry Victoria, but I’m afraid I have a lot to do. I’ll be up very late. I’m meeting with some investors tomorrow for the new business, so I have to get this done.”
 
   “Okay.” I smile, trying to hide my disappointment as I kiss him softly on the lips. “I guess I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
   After my bath, I turn into bed and am surprised by how tired I actually am. Even though Gabriel is just down the hall, I feel an aching loneliness inside of me. He’s acting strange. I can’t remember him ever denying me before and find it especially odd considering how long we’ve been apart. As I consider all the possibilities, I drift off into a fitful sleep.
 
   When I wake in the morning, I roll over to find the space beside me empty. Gabriel is either up early or never came to bed at all last night. There’s a gnawing feeling inside my stomach as I walk to the bathroom and wash up.
 
   When I walk into the kitchen, I find him at the breakfast bar reading the newspaper, already dressed for work. “Good morning,” he says. 
 
   “Good morning,” I mumble. “I was wondering where you were.”
 
    He looks away as he takes a sip from the orange juice in front of him. “I have to go in early today, you know to get all of this taken care of.” He waves his hand around at the imaginary burdens in the air around him.
 
   “Okay, well what time will you be back tonight?” I try to contain the emotion in my voice. I’ve missed him, and I have no idea why it feels like there’s an ocean between us. 
 
   “I’m not sure,” he says, rising to his feet. “I’ll let you know, baby. I’ve got to go.” And with a quick peck on the cheek, he’s out the door.
 
    
 
   The morning seems to drag on. I find that Gabriel has already put all of my clothes into one side of his walk-in closet, and the rest of my stuff is packed neatly in boxes. I sort through the boxes, pulling out my makeup and other necessities before I shower. 
 
   After I’m dressed and ready for the day, I call Marvin at the courier office, only to be informed that I no longer have a job there. He had to hire two other couriers while I was gone, but at least had the decency to sound apologetic. I suspect that it has more to do with my stint in the slammer than anything else, but thank him politely anyway. 
 
   I grab my camera and head into the city to take some photos. But after an hour, I’ve already given up. My heart just isn’t in it today, so I hop on the subway and make my way to Café Dolce to meet Angelina for lunch.
 
   It’s just past noon when I walk into the small Italian themed café to find Angelina waiting patiently for me. She jumps from her seat and pulls me into a warm hug. “Hey, dollface!” 
 
   Her enthusiasm to see me feels nice, and I grin back at her. “Hey Angelina, thanks for meeting me.”
 
   “No problem,” she says, taking a seat across from me. 
 
   The waiter appears and I order an iced tea while I look over the menu. Angelina watches me closely, and then laughs when I give her a strange glance. 
 
   “You look like you might blow away over there.” She smiles. “I’m under Gabriel’s strict instructions to make sure you eat, so you better not even think about ordering a salad.”
 
   I laugh and roll my eyes. “He would say that.” But even as I say it, I feel a little pang of sadness. He didn’t seem so concerned about me this morning when he was rushing out the door. 
 
   “What’s the matter?” Angelina asks, noticing my sudden shift in mood.
 
   I set down my menu and shake my head. “It’s nothing.”
 
   “Tell me,” she demands, with the same intimidating look Gabriel likes to use. I smile at the resemblance I never noticed before. “Did he do something to piss you off?” she asks. “He’s good at that.”
 
   “No.” I laugh. “It’s kind of weird, he’s your brother, I don’t really want to…”
 
   “Just tell me,” she says, exasperated. “We’re friends, aren’t we? You can tell me anything, I promise I will be totally unbiased.”
 
   I blow out a breath and shrug as though it’s not really that big of a deal. “I don’t know,” I say softly. “He just seemed kind of distant last night after everyone left, and this morning too. I don’t know what’s going through his mind.”
 
   Angelina dismisses my line of thoughts with a wave of her hand. “He’s just worried about you honey,” she reassures me. “You should have seen him while you were away. He was so angry, geez you couldn’t say one little thing to him. And then yesterday when he knew you were coming home, he lit up like a Christmas tree. Trust me, you have nothing to be worried about, Victoria, he is madly in love with you.”
 
   “Okay,” I say, resigned. 
 
   Angelina smiles knowingly, reaching across the table to squeeze my hand. “You’ve both been through a lot, it’s just going to take some time to get back in the swing of things.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure you’re right.” I nod. “I’m just being silly.”
 
   “Well, you shouldn’t feel weird. I’ve never seen Gabriel so happy before. Quite frankly, it’s a little creepy.” She laughs. “But seriously, he’s head over heels with you honey. You’re all he ever talks about.”
 
   “Thanks, Angelina.” 
 
   “And you don’t have to worry about Anya anymore because I told her exactly that the night she showed up at Gabriel’s. She was trying to play his sympathy card, and I told her to forget it. I even threatened to tell the media about all the work she’s had done.” She smirks. “So you can rest assured you won’t be hearing from her again.”
 
   Over the next hour, Angelina makes sure I order an entrée, a main, and a dessert. By the time I leave, I’m stuffed, but surprisingly relaxed. I feel good after our conversation, and it gives me an idea for tonight. An offer that I’m sure Gabriel can’t refuse.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The minute I hear the front door shut at six o clock, I scurry down the hall and into the sex room. I’m wearing one of my corsets and matching thongs along with my best stockings and stilettos. Grabbing my phone, I type in Gabriel’s name and send off a quick text.
 
   Hide and seek? 
 
   Waiting for you x
 
   I don’t bother waiting for a reply as I chuck the phone aside and get into position. My head is down, my eyes cast to the floor while five long minutes tick by before the door creaks open. I sneak a glance up at Gabriel when he doesn’t move. 
 
   He’s still in his black work pants, but his dress shirt is unbuttoned and his tie undone around his neck, casually showing off his bare chest. He has a glass of whiskey in his hand which he brings to his lips as he circles around me slowly, like a cat hunting it’s pray. 
 
   I cast my eyes back to the ground, waiting nervously for his instructions. This is what I want from him. What I need. But when he stops in front of me, not moving or saying anything else, my throat burns with repressed emotion. 
 
   A glance upwards only serves to confirm my fears when I find his jaw rigid and his blue eyes stormy. That isn’t desire I see staring back at me, but irritation. My shoulders slump as the realization hits me hard in the gut. He doesn’t have any intentions of dominating me right now. 
 
   When he sees the disappointment on my face, he reaches down and scoops me into his arms, carrying me to his bedroom silently.
 
   “What are you doing?” I protest. 
 
   “Shh baby,” he whispers. “Not today.”
 
   He lays me down on the bed, climbing on top of me and kissing me gently. It isn’t our usual passion laced routine, but I’ll take what I can get right now. I rock my hips against him, his erection digging into my belly. He looks at me with a forlorn expression, and I want to shake him. To demand he tell me what’s wrong, but instead, I say the only words I can. 
 
   “Gabriel, I need you.”
 
   “I know,” he says softly, kissing my cheek. 
 
   To my relief, he stands up and removes his pants and shirt, tossing them onto the ground in a haphazard pile. He climbs back into the bed and lifts me so that I’m straddling him. I’m surprised by this, and more than a little disappointed. He’s giving me free reign again, but what I really want is for him to take control of me. To guide and comfort me the way that only he can. But if his expression is anything to go by, I know arguing is pointless.
 
   I slide my thong aside and mount him, pushing his cock inside of me slowly. My hips ease forward to give him access to my breasts, and he palms them both gently for a moment before resting his hands on my hips. 
 
   Unable to hold back my emotions, a sigh escapes me. I want to feel his wanton hands and mouth on my body the way I remember them, to know he still desires me in that way. I rock my hips against him harder, increasing the pace before he grabs them and slows me down again. 
 
   My frustration comes to an all-time high when I realize I’m not going to come. My mind has shut down and can only focus on one thought…. he doesn’t want me anymore. When I look into his eyes, I know he isn’t enjoying this the way he usually does. We’ve made love before, but it was different. This feels so stilted, so… wrong. I’ve never needed or wanted him more than I do right now, and I can’t understand why he doesn’t feel the same. I need his passion, his guidance, his control. And he’s refusing to give it to me.  
 
   Resigned to my fate, I pull off of him, watching his thick erection flop back against his belly. I scoot down between his legs and pull him into my mouth. His hand reaches out to stop me as he speaks. 
 
   “Victoria, don’t.” 
 
   I ignore him, giving it my all as I suck him furiously. At least one of us should come. Eventually, his protests are drowned out by his groans as he relaxes back into the bed. I suck him into oblivion, and within moments he explodes in my mouth. I swallow everything he has to give me along with my pain and sorrow. 
 
   And then I gather what’s left of my dignity and walk towards the bathroom.
 
   “Victoria,” he calls out, “come back, baby.”
 
   I don’t respond because I can’t. The minute I have the door shut the tears spill down my cheeks.  I want Gabriel back. My rough, possessive, dominant Gabriel. But somehow I fear this is the end. We’ve been through too much. I pulled him into my fucked up life, and now he doesn’t want to deal with it. It’s the only logical conclusion I can come up with. 
 
   I turn on the shower and strip off my clothes, leaving the door locked behind me. As I relax under the stream of hot water, I think back on my time in prison. How I imagined what it would be like if I got out and came back to Gabriel. I envisioned it in my head hundreds of times but never was it anything like this. 
 
   When the water finally runs cold, I step out and dry off, my skin as raw as my nerves at the moment. The bed is empty when I open the door, and Gabriel has disappeared again. I’m sure he’s holed back up in his office, and if last night was any indication, he’ll be there all night. 
 
   After throwing on comfortable clothes, I text Alanna and ask her if she wants to meet for drinks. To my relief, she agrees right away. 
 
   Gabriel’s office door is shut as I pause in front of it, debating whether I should even say anything. But then I realize it would just seem childish if I didn’t, so I knock lightly, feeling a little awkward as I wait for him to call out. When he does I open it to find him sitting in front of his desk with a stack of paperwork.
 
   “How did your meetings go today?” I ask.
 
   “Good,” he mutters, not even bothering to look at me. “Yep, everything is good.”
 
   Okay then. “Alright, well I can see you’re busy, so I’ll leave you to it. I’m going to meet Alanna for a while.”
 
   Gabriel spins around in his chair and looks up at me, a lingering note of sadness in his eyes. Again I want to beg him to tell me what’s wrong with him, but I can’t. I’ve already asked him several times since I’ve been home, and he needs to tell me on his own. 
 
    “Victoria, I….” His words fall short with a deep sigh, and I can tell he doesn’t know what to say.  
 
    “It’s okay, Gabriel,” I reassure him. “I’m going. You can do your work in peace. I’ll see you when I get back.”
 
   “Okay,” he says softly.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   When I get to the bar, a Mexican themed place named Cabo, I’m greeted by Alanna and two Pina coladas. She hands me one of them and eagerly takes a sip, motioning to our table.
 
   “We’re over there,” she says. “Ladies night out. I have so missed this.”
 
   “Me too,” I manage to say between sips. I did miss her. It’s weird not having a place together anymore when we’ve been living together for so long. I didn’t even have time to prepare or get used to the idea. I just came back to find my apartment, and my life as I knew it, gone.
 
   I follow Alanna to the table across the room and sit down. There’s upbeat music playing from the speakers above, and I feel myself relax as I look across the table at my happy companion. 
 
   “So,” Alanna starts. “You said Gabriel’s acting weird. What’s going on?”
 
   I smile at her eagerness to get to the bottom of the situation. At least she hasn’t changed drastically in my absence. “I don’t know what’s going on,” I say. “Was he acting weird while I was gone?”
 
   “If by acting weird you mean him brooding the whole time and throwing a temper tantrum every time you refused to see him, then yes.” Alanna laughs. “I think he went mad without you around.”
 
   “Well, it sure doesn’t seem like it now.” I frown. “He seems like he can’t get far enough away from me. He spent all night in his office, and I don’t know if he even came to bed.”
 
   Alanna furrows her brows in disbelief. “Really?”
 
   “Yes, really,” I groan. “He’s treating me like I might break. The sex has been… I don’t know different. And besides that, he’s hardly touching me.”
 
   “Hmm…” Alanna taps her fingers across the table. “Is he stressed at work or something?”
 
    “Could be, I don’t know. We don’t really talk much about his job. He’s trying to start up his business, so I guess he could be stressed about that.”
 
   “Well, maybe that’s it then.” She smiles reassuringly.
 
   “I don’t know. It could be, but I don’t think it is. Something just doesn’t feel right. And I don’t like it.”
 
   “Well you are still having sex though right?” she asks as she scrunches up her face.
 
   “Yes, well we have. But not like before. And I practically had to throw myself at him today.”
 
   “Well,” Alanna says, “I don’t know what’s going through his mind babe, but if there’s one thing I know for certain, it’s that he loves you. You should have seen him when you went away, he was devastated. You were all he talked about. And if I had to guess, I would just say he is stressed from work or something. You just need to take his mind off of it.”
 
   “And how do I do that?” I ask.
 
   “Just don’t take no for an answer. Do some of that kinky stuff you guys like.” She winks. “I don’t know, be creative. You know him better than I do.”
 
   I mull over her advice, wondering if it could work. 
 
   “Thanks, Alanna. I don’t know how you do it, but you always make me feel better.”
 
   “Oh trust me…” She takes another sip of her drink. “When I’m through with you tonight, you will be feeling much better. I hear some margaritas calling our name.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning, I glance at the alarm clock and groan. It’s already past nine, which means I missed Gabriel this morning. I make a mental note then and there that I really need to find a real job now. But first, I have something more important to do today. 
 
   It’s ten minutes to noon when I arrive at Gabriel’s office. I chat with his secretary Margie for a moment, and she informs me he’s out but will be back shortly. She gives me a conspiratorial wink as I sneak into his office to wait for him. 
 
   As I sit in his chair, attempting to be patient, I feel like there’s a giant knot lodged in my throat. Because I can’t stop wondering what will happen if he rejects me today. I really don’t think I can handle that possibility.  
 
   But then I remember the last time I came here to do this, and how passionately he took me then. My breathing calms and when I look down into my hands, I realize that I’m instinctively tapping the riding crop against my palm. 
 
   The door swings open, and Gabriel walks in, pausing when he sees me in his chair. 
 
    “Victoria, what are you doing here?”
 
   I swallow my nerves and try to muster up a smile. This isn’t exactly the warm welcome I was going for. Even though my confidence is wavering at this point, I decide to follow through with my plan. Because deep down inside of me, I know we can’t keep going on like this. Whatever Gabriel has going on at the moment, I need to know that he still wants me too. 
 
   “Just thought I’d pay you a little visit, handsome.” My voice isn’t nearly as seductive as I’m going for. “I brought you a gift,” I say, holding up the crop in my hand.
 
   When he doesn’t move, I saunter over to him, letting him drink me in with his gaze. Despite the frown on his face, his eyes are hooded, and I take that as a good sign. But as soon as I put my hand on his chest, he stiffens. An odd look flashes through his eyes before he places his hand over mine, effectively stopping me. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Victoria, but I can’t today. I have some important meetings.” His tone is stiff, dismissive even, and something else that sounds vaguely like anger. 
 
    Still, I refuse to take no for an answer. I slowly pull up my skirt to reveal my new garter and lace panties, hoping I can tempt him that way. “We can be quick.” 
 
   “Victoria,” he admonishes me, his voice harsh, “please don’t embarrass yourself. I said I can’t.”
 
   What. The. Fuck. 
 
   My heart lurches in my chest, and I can’t contain the horrified look on my face as his rejection sears through me. He’s never said anything like that to me before. And beyond all reason, I can’t see the point in talking this out right now. I feel my legs, along with my wounded pride, running for the door. Just as I’m about to make my escape, his hand wraps around my arm.
 
   “Victoria,” he rasps. “Wait.”
 
   His voice is laced with regret, but I don’t know why. In the back of my mind, I wonder if he’s just afraid of causing an embarrassing scene in his office. The thought is enough to send me over the edge. Before I can get control of myself, I turn around and slap him. 
 
   “Don’t. Touch. Me.” I hiss. 
 
   I can’t believe how feral I sound. And apparently he can’t either because he’s actually gaping at me. 
 
   I run out the door and directly into the crowded elevator that’s just about to close. It takes everything inside of me to wait until I make it onto the street before I burst into full blown tears, but I do. As I shuffle down the sidewalk with everyone staring at me like a lunatic, my cell phone starts ringing in my purse. I know it’s Gabriel, but I have no desire to talk to him right now, so I put it on silent and hail a cab. 
 
   As soon as I get back to the apartment, I’m at a loss as to what I should do. I can’t believe I actually slapped him. But part of me, the immature little girl inside, still thinks he deserves it, and therefore, refuses to feel guilty. 
 
   The way he acted towards me today was so cold, it felt like we’ve reverted back to the very beginning. Somehow the dynamic between us has changed, and my sweet Gabriel is slipping away from me. The thought is crippling, and I don’t know what else to do. 
 
   When I finally pull out my phone, I see I have ten missed calls from Gabriel. And one text.
 
   I’m sorry Victoria,
 
   Please don’t be angry.
 
    
 
   The words that I really need to hear aren’t there. I hesitate for a moment before coming to a decision. It just isn’t enough. That isn’t an explanation, and I can’t sit here, in his apartment, feeling totally out of place. It serves as a brutal reminder of why I never wanted a relationship to begin with. Because, inevitably, I always end up hurt. And I hate the fact that I have nowhere to go, feeling so displaced. 
 
   I head for the closet and stuff as many of my clothes as I can into an overnight bag. I don’t want to take everything. At least not yet. Because that would mean admitting it’s over. As I head back down in the elevator, I try calling both Alanna and Trevor. Neither of them answers. I feel frustrated and alone as I hail a taxi to the nearest hotel. 
 
   I book in for the night, unsure of what I’m going to do tomorrow. When I open the door with my key, I remember how much I hate hotel rooms. They’re the place I spent a great deal of my years on the run, and they never felt like home. Granted, they weren’t nearly as nice as this place, but that really makes no difference.
 
   I collapse onto the bed and flip through the TV channels, not really seeing anything on the screen. It’s just a way to distract my mind from the painful silence around me. Eventually, I curl up on the bed and close my eyes, allowing myself to succumb to the emotional exhaustion. 
 
   When I wake again, I reach for my cell phone, anxiety blooming in my chest. It’s 8:00 pm and Gabriel will be home by now. But when I flip open the phone, the only texts I find are from Trevor and Alanna. My heart sinks as my mind confirms this is what I’d been expecting all along. 
 
   I call Alanna back, giving her a brief rundown of the day’s events, and she agrees to take me out to get my mind off everything. I hang up with a satisfied smile on my face, knowing exactly where I want to go. 
 
   Alanna arrives an hour later, and she’s brought Trevor with her. They both glance at my sexy black dress and then at each other before ushering me out the door. When we get to the Club, Alanna just throws her head back in laughter. 
 
    “Oh Victoria, you are such a saucy little minx, aren’t you! I know exactly what you’re doing now… and I have to say it’s brilliant!”
 
   I smile weakly at her. My intentions are completely transparent because I used Gabriel’s name to get in. They will have to call him and confirm it, alerting him that I’m here. But I don’t care. The immature child in me wants him to be jealous. To feel something… anything. 
 
   One hour and three shots later, I’m tearing it up on the dancefloor when he arrives. He watches from the front bar, looking sexy as hell in dark wash jeans and a black tee shirt. The people around him have parted like the red sea, but he doesn’t take notice. He’s looking down at me, and I can’t really read his expression. It faintly resembles… disappointment. I realize I don’t think I’ve ever seen that look on his face before, and it tears me apart. Before I can wrap my head around it, he turns to leave… without saying one word. 
 
   Without a second thought, I run after him, confusion and horror warring inside of me.
 
   “Gabriel!” 
 
   He stops and slowly turns around to face me, making sure to keep his distance. 
 
   “Victoria, I think…” His voice cracks and his eyes are dark and sad again. “I’m leaving for a business trip tonight. I will be gone for a few days. I would like you to return to the apartment, I don’t like you staying in a hotel. When I get back, then we can discuss all of this.”
 
    “Tonight?” I croak. “That doesn’t even make any sense. It’s already nearly ten, where could you possibly be going? And you never said anything, until now?” 
 
    “Victoria, it’s for the best,” he mutters. “I think we could both use a break before either one of us says something else we’ll regret.”
 
   I try my best to steel myself as I stare up into his eyes, preparing for the inevitable heartbreak. “Gabriel, if you don’t want me anymore, just say it. No point dragging it out. You don’t have to feel responsible for me, I can stand on my own two feet. I can get all my stuff and be out of your hair by tomorrow.”
 
   He cuts me off by pulling me close and giving me a chaste kiss on my lips. His hand brushes against my cheek as he steps back, and I instinctively lean into it. 
 
   “Victoria, I love you,” he says. “I never said I don’t want you, but I just… need some time right now.”
 
   “Time for what?” I demand. “Why are you doing this to me? Is it because you feel differently about me now? Are you not attracted to me, what is it? Tell me what I need to do to fix this.”
 
   I’m getting hysterical, I know it, but I don’t care. Gabriel doesn’t answer any of my questions. He doesn’t give me any false hope as he turns and leaves without another word. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   Time passes slowly in his absence. It hurts to breathe, to even move, and I don’t know how I’m going to survive this. Just when I thought I could finally be free, everything is being torn away from me again. I feel like the universe is playing some sick joke on me, and I want to scream. To break something, anything. But I don’t. 
 
   He doesn’t call. And I’m back in the apartment, but I don’t know why.  Everything inside of me is telling me to go, but I need answers first. So here I sit, watching the rain fall from the sky, blanketing New York in its own sadness.  
 
   And then Gabriel walks through the door. He’s a sight for sore eyes in his black pants and blue dress shirt. It occurs to me that he must have bought another one, and idly, I hope it’s because I told him I liked the color. 
 
   He sets down his bags and stands in front of the door, watching me warily. I curl into the couch, unsure of what to say or do. It’s clear we are at an impasse. 
 
   “Victoria,” he says, taking a few steps closer. “I’m glad you’re here. I missed you.”
 
   My heart aches at those words, and I want to fling myself into his arms, but I know I can’t. There are still things that need to be said, so I settle for the only words I can manage. 
 
   “I missed you too,” I whisper.
 
   He takes a few more steps, and I hold my breath as he sits down on the couch beside me. His blue eyes are roving over me, sad and lost and filled with pain. I want to comfort him if only I knew how. 
 
   His hand comes up to my cheek, his fingers dancing along my skin as I tremble beneath him. The touch is so small, and yet it means so much to me. When his lips find mine, I can’t control myself any longer. I climb into his lap, thrusting my fingers through his hair as I clutch his head. I kiss him as if my very life depends on it. Until all of the air has been sucked from both of our lungs and he pulls away.
 
   “Baby,” he says, his voice husky with desire. “We need to talk first. Please.”
 
   I sink back into the couch, my stomach tying itself in knots. 
 
    “Okay. Then talk.”
 
   He looks at me with an uplifted eyebrow, a slow smile creeping across his face. “You want me to start then?”
 
   “Well, I don’t know where to start since you’re the one with the problem.” I don’t mean for the words to come out so sharply, but I know this is it. Everything hangs in the balance right now.  
 
   His gaze searches mine as he sits back and takes my hand in his. “Victoria, to answer your questions,” he begins, “I absolutely want to be with you, I love you more than anything on this planet, and I still think you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. I always will.”
 
   My heart starts to beat again for the first time in days, and I clutch him a little tighter, afraid to let go. “So what’s been going on with you then?” I ask. “Is it work?”
 
   “No.” He shakes his head. “Work is fine. I just…” he pauses for a moment looking at me nervously. “After what happened, and while you were gone, I had a lot of time to think. And I realized the enormity of everything you’ve been through. I didn’t before, as you said I had underestimated Eleanore. You didn’t think I would understand, and you were right.”
 
   “It’s okay Gabriel,” I reassure him. “It’s all in the past. We don’t have to worry about any of that now.”
 
   “No, we do,” he says firmly. “You opened up to me, you trusted me. You told me about all of the abuse you endured, and I…. I was a selfish man Victoria. I didn’t really think about it, I just kept going with the way things were. Doing things to you that I shouldn’t have. I realize now that I’ve contributed to your pain, I’ve hurt you, and it’s not okay. It feels wrong to me now.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I ask. “You’ve never hurt me.”
 
   His eyes fill with anguish as he stares at the floor, his shame written clearly across his face. “Yes, I have, Victoria. The things you like me to do to you. It isn’t right. I just think we should have a normal relationship now.”
 
    “Are you talking about the sex?” I ask incredulously. 
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “Gabriel, that’s ridiculous. You’ve never hurt me. It isn’t the same thing as what that man did to me, it’s not even in the same fucking realm.” 
 
   “No,” he growls. “Victoria, I took advantage of you. And the whole time you were gone, refusing to see me, I kept thinking that was why. Because I was just another asshole that let you down. You think it’s alright, but it’s not. How can it be?”
 
   “It is right, Gabriel. That had nothing to do with why I couldn’t see you. This thing between us, it’s the only way I want now. And I know that you want it too. I don’t understand why you’re doing this. You said you wouldn’t be weird about it, and that’s exactly what you’re doing.”
 
   Gabriel stands up and stalks across the room, pacing back and forth in front of the breakfast bar. “I don’t want to hurt you anymore,” he rasps. “I don’t ever want to hurt you.”
 
   I stand up and follow him, wrapping my arms around his hard body.  He turns into me and I press my cheek to his warm chest, inhaling the comforting scent that is uniquely Gabriel. 
 
    “Did you ever feel like this before?” I ask carefully. “When you were doing the same thing to countless other women?” 
 
   “No,” he says quietly.
 
   “Well, why not? Why do you feel like that now?” 
 
   “Because.” He squeezes me in his arms. “I didn’t love them. I didn’t feel bad about doing it to them because they were all using me too. But it’s different with you…”
 
   “But it wasn’t different before I told you what happened to me,” I interrupt. “And now all of the sudden it is?”
 
   “I don’t know,’ Gabriel mutters, confusion settling in his eyes.
 
   “You like dominating me,” I say. “You told me in the beginning that was part of who you are.”
 
   “Of course I like it,” he groans. “But that doesn’t make it right.”
 
   “Don’t you get it?” I plead. “I like what you do to me. More than that… I love it. In a world where it feels like there is uncertainty around every corner, the only place I feel safe, the only place I have ever felt safe, is when I’m in your arms, Gabriel. When I’m vulnerable to you. You’ve taught me how to trust again.”
 
   He takes a deep breath, pulling me closer. “But…”
 
   “No, Gabriel. You can’t change things now,” I say adamantly. “You can just love me for who I am. Just as I love you for who you are.”
 
    “I don’t want you to wake up one day and realize that I’m a bad man, Victoria. That I’ve done bad things to you. I never want you to feel that way again.”
 
   I reach up on my toes, kissing his neck softly as I run my fingers through his hair. “You’ve never hurt me, Gabriel. And I’m not delusional about what we have. I need you to trust me to know what I need from you, the same thing I’ve always needed from you. The man I fell in love with, that’s the man I want.”
 
   He sighs as he pulls me into him, showering my face with gentle kisses while his hands skate beneath my shirt, heating my skin everywhere he touches. 
 
    “I want to bury myself in you, baby,” he says, his voice pained.
 
   I moan my assent as his hand finds my nipple, toying with it beneath the lace of my bra. Gabriel grunts as he swings my legs up around his hips and carries me back to his bedroom. 
 
   We tear off each other’s clothes and spend the next three hours making love. And just like that, my world is right again. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning I wake to find the space next to me empty again. I’m just about to groan with frustration when Gabriel peeks his head around the door.
 
   “Good morning baby,” he says mischievously.
 
   “What are you up to?” I mutter. “Come back to bed.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he laughs, walking towards me slowly. “Can’t a guy just say good morning to his beautiful girlfriend?”
 
   My face softens at his words. “Don’t try to schmooze me, Maddox, I know you’re up to something. Now spill the beans.”
 
   “I’m not up to anything.” He grins. “I’m just happy. I shouldn’t have let everything get to me the way it did.”
 
   “No, you shouldn’t have,” I admonish. “And you should have just talked to me, instead of going all weird on me.”
 
   “Duly noted,” he says, leaning in for a kiss. “I’m still learning how to navigate all of this relationship stuff.”
 
   Out the corner of my eye, I glance at the clock to see how much time we have, trying not to be too obvious but failing miserably. I grin at Gabriel as he pulls away, his expression mirroring my own.
 
   “I took the day off.” He brushes his fingers along my collarbone, sending shivers throughout my body. 
 
   “Really? You mean I get you all to myself for the whole day?”
 
   “Almost,” he says. “You’ll have to share me for a while tonight.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I pout. 
 
   “We have a cocktail thing,” he says. 
 
   I blink my eyes a couple times, waiting for further explanation, but he doesn’t give it. I know by the smile on his face, it’s worthless to try to pursue the issue further. And at that moment, I don’t really care, because I have something else on my mind. I get up and saunter out of the bedroom naked without a glance back.
 
   “Where are you going?” Gabriel calls out. 
 
   “Guess you’ll find out,” I call back over my shoulder as I round the entrance to the sex room. 
 
   I kneel on the floor and wait several minutes before Gabriel finally appears. I’m nervous, but I want to try this again. I want to give us what we both need. When he stands in silence in front of me for several minutes, I try to swallow the lump in my throat. I’m not sure how he’s going to react this time. 
 
   He walks across the room and takes a seat in the highback chair, looking very much like a King. He leans back and spreads his legs before looking at me expectantly. 
 
   “Crawl to me,” he says in a soft, seductive tone. 
 
   My nipples tighten and my core clenches as I crawl to him on all fours, never taking my eyes from his. There’s no mistaking the desire as his molten blue irises rake over me, his nostrils flaring when I kneel before him. 
 
   “Take out my cock,” he rasps. 
 
   I unzip his jeans, rubbing my palm along the thin cotton barrier to his engorged member. His eyes grow hooded as he watches me tease and test him, the heat of his arousal searing into my hand. His fingers tangle through my hair, giving it a tug while he scowls at me. 
 
   “Take out my cock, Victoria.”
 
   Instead of feeling admonished, I grin at the dominance that I’ve been craving. Gabriel smirks at me as I free his impressive cock, stroking it in my hand. 
 
   “Good girl,” he hisses. “That’s good. Now suck it.”
 
   I swirl my tongue around the fat head, sucking the pre-come onto my tongue and savoring his taste. Gabriel groans and grabs my head, rocking his hips forward to greet my mouth. 
 
   I grasp his thighs and hold on as he lets all of the tension that’s been boiling inside of him release itself. His thickness fills my mouth with every thrust, giving me the roughness that I need as he loses himself in the motions. 
 
   His entire body tenses, and I suck harder, wrapping my palm around the base and working him into a frenzy. He comes with an agonized growl, pouring his release down my throat as he strokes my hair affectionately. 
 
   His head falls back against the chair and he grins down at me, wrapping his fingers around mine. 
 
   “Come up here, baby,” he says. 
 
   I climb onto his lap and he spreads my legs so that I’m straddling him. His thumb casually strokes my clit while he wraps the other hand around the base of my neck, kissing and nipping at my lips. He swallows my cries, and in a matter of moments, I’m exploding around his fingers. The orgasm is blinding and intense, and it takes me several minutes of Gabriel’s comforting touch to come back down. 
 
   When I do, I realize that he’s moved me to the bed. Somehow in the course of the last few minutes, he’s managed to start binding my ankles and wrists. 
 
   I release a shaky breath as he strokes my cheek affectionately. 
 
   “You ready for round two?” he asks. 
 
   “Yes,” I say resolutely. 
 
   “Good.” He grins. “Because I’m going to fuck you all day long.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   True to Gabriel’s promise, he fucked me all day long. We only paused for some necessary sustenance and a power nap. I’m incredibly sore, but I can’t wipe the smile off my face. Everything is just as it should be. Finally. 
 
   “C’mon.” Gabriel smacks me on the ass with a grin. “Time to get up. I’ll help you shower.”
 
   “I doubt we’d get much showering done.” I yawn. 
 
   “We have to,” he says, dragging the pad of his thumb across my lips. “Our guest will be here soon.”
 
   “Guest?” I wrinkle my brows in confusion. 
 
   For some reason, I just assumed we’d be going out somewhere. 
 
   “Yep,” Gabriel replies, not giving anything away. “You have twenty minutes, so unless you want to meet him naked, I suggest you get dressed.”
 
   I drag myself from the bed with a groan, and as promised, Gabriel helps me shower. He’s all business, though, and just as soon as we are dressed he tugs me to the kitchen and deposits me at the breakfast bar. 
 
   He gathers some glasses from the cupboards and starts pouring drinks while I watch him in fascination. When the doorbell rings, he gives me a nervous smile before opening it. 
 
   A man in his late fifties steps inside, greeting Gabriel warmly. At first I think he must be one of his business associates, but the longer I look at him, I know that can’t possibly be the case. 
 
   Though he’s wearing a suit, it’s a bit more on the eclectic side with red suspenders and a bowtie. He completes the look with thick black framed glasses and a walking cane though I’m not sure if it’s for decoration or actual use. 
 
   He swings his gaze in my direction and quirks an eyebrow as though he’s deciding something for himself before Gabriel introduces us. 
 
   “Arthur, this is Victoria. Victoria, Arthur Huckabee.”
 
   The name sounds familiar, but I can’t quite place it, so I give him a nervous smile and hold out my hand. 
 
   “Nice to meet you, Arthur.”
 
   “The pleasure is all mine.” He bows dramatically, kissing the back of my hand before taking a seat beside me. 
 
   Gabriel seems to relax once he’s seated, holding up the two bottles of wine he’s pulled from the fridge. 
 
   “Pick your poison, Arthur.”
 
   “As if you even have to ask.” Arthur laughs heartily. “I’ll take some red, my dear boy. The color of passion.”
 
   Gabriel grins at the expression on my face, which I’m sure is one of confusion. I still don’t know who this man is or what he’s doing here, but I actually kind of like him already. He’s quirky and a little over the top, but all of the best people usually are. 
 
   Arthur swirls the wine in his glass like a true connoisseur, smelling and tasting its true essence as he sips. “Let’s get down to business then,” he says as he smacks his lips together. “And then I can decide whether I like the wine or not. Nothing brings out the taste like a beautiful piece of art.”
 
   Gabriel nods and gives me a sheepish grin before he pulls a large folder from one of the kitchen drawers, sliding it in front of Arthur. When he opens it up, I feel all of the blood drain from my face. 
 
   Inside is something so intimate, so personal, my cheeks are burning with embarrassment.
 
   “Ah yes.” Arthur pushes his glasses further up his nose. “Gabriel told me you had an affinity for black and white.”
 
   I swallow a big gulp of wine as I watch his eyes rake over every detail of a photo I took in Central Park. A small girl sitting on the sidelines of a playground, watching all of the other children play without her. It’s just one of the many that Gabriel’s had blown up and printed off for Arthur to see tonight. All without my knowledge, of course. 
 
   “Can you tell me why that is?” Arthur asks, moving to the next photograph. 
 
   “I’m sorry…” I stutter over the words. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Your affinity for black and white,” Arthur says, swinging his gaze back to me. “Why do you like it?”
 
   “Oh.” I blink. “Well, I’m not really sure. It’s just something about the photographs, I’ve always liked them. The way they look once everything’s been stripped away. And all that’s left is…”
 
   “Emotion,” Arthur finishes for me. 
 
   “Yes.” I nod. 
 
   Gabriel is grinning, and I can’t understand why. I’m a nervous wreck, and I still can’t tell what Arthur’s thinking as he sorts through the rest of the photos. 
 
   Finally, after what seems like an eternity, he stacks them back into a neat little pile and closes the folder, his gaze darting back to me. 
 
   “You’re very young,” he says. “But you have the distinct ability to capture human emotion at its most powerful. That tells me two things.”
 
   I wait for him to finish, and when he doesn’t, I can’t help myself. “And what is that, Mr. Huckabee?”
 
   “The first is that you have a beautiful soul. And the second is that I’d like to work with you.”
 
   I grip the breakfast bar with white knuckles to hold myself up as Gabriel gives me an encouraging smile. I’m lost for words, my throat so thick with emotion I feel like I’m going to burst. 
 
   “Arthur owns a contemporary gallery that specializes in photography and new media art,” he explains. 
 
   “Of course!” I blurt. “Huck’s Gallery. I must have passed by it a hundred times on my deliveries. I always wanted to stop in but never did.”
 
   “That’s the place,” Arthur says. “So what do you say, young lady? I’d love to have some of your work on display.”
 
   “I’d love that.” I give him a shy smile. “Thank you so much, Arthur.”
 
   “Fantastic.” He rises to his feet and grabs his fancy cane. “I’ll have my assistant make an appointment with you for next week, and we can go over some of the photos together with a fresh pair of eyes. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m off to my weekly salsa class.”
 
   I’m still thanking him profusely as he slips out the door, and soon enough, I’m wrapped in Gabriel’s arms. I squeeze him so tight all of the breath leaves his lungs in a grunt. 
 
   “That was very sneaky of you,” I squeak. 
 
    “I always knew you were talented baby,” he says. “I just wanted you to believe it too.”
 
   Just as Gabriel pulls me in for a kiss, the doorbell rings again, and I give him a frustrated glance. 
 
   “Now what do you have planned?” 
 
   “Honestly, nothing,” he says, shaking his head. “I’m not sure who it is.”
 
   The person on the other side of the door buzzes again, and Gabriel moves to answer it. The moment he opens it, a tall and regal looking man steps inside, surveying the place with a haughty attitude before his gaze lands on me. 
 
   “Gabriel,” he says. 
 
   “Richard.”
 
   Gabriel’s voice and posture are both stiff, and instantly I know, this is his father. Richard Maddox. 
 
   “Would you care for a drink?” Gabriel asks, gesturing to the bar. 
 
   Richard nods and Gabriel pours him a glass while I wring my hands together nervously. I’m not exactly sure what I should do in this situation or whether I should excuse myself or not. 
 
   “Victoria, this is Richard Maddox,” Gabriel says in a formal tone. “Richard, this is Victoria.”
 
   “I’ve heard a lot about you,” Richard says, his dark brown eyes crinkling with a polite smile. 
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Maddox.”
 
   Gabriel hands him a tumbler filled with dark liquid and then raises his brows expectantly. “So to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit, Richard?”
 
   His voice is anything but friendly, and I can practically feel the tension rolling off of his body as he comes to stand beside me. 
 
   “May we talk in private?” Richard asks. 
 
   My cheeks heat as I move to excuse myself, but Gabriel pulls me back, wrapping his arm around my waist protectively. 
 
   “Anything you have to say, you can say in front of Victoria.”
 
   Richard seems to consider this for a moment before nodding. 
 
   “Your mother tells me that you’re dead set on following through with this business venture of yours.”
 
   “I am,” Gabriel says. “I think we both agree that will be for the best.”
 
   Richard sighs and runs a hand through his inky black hair, his expression filled with what looks like a lifetime of regret. 
 
   “I know my words don’t mean anything to you,” he says. “But I am proud of you, Gabriel. And you will always have a place at the Maddox Corporation, a part of our legacy…”
 
   “But it’s not my legacy to have,” Gabriel bites out. “Is it, Richard?”
 
   Richard flinches away as if he’s been slapped, and I’m still trying to make sense of the conversation as I shrink into Gabriel’s side. 
 
   “Perhaps not by blood,” Richard admits. “But I would hope that you’d know that has never stopped me from loving you as my own.”
 
   Gabriel softens beside me, and my hand strokes his back in an attempt to comfort him as his eyes fill with sadness. As I look between the two men, like night and day, the truth is finally clear. Gabriel isn’t Richard’s son. 
 
   “I know that you did the best you could,” Gabriel says. “Under the circumstances.”
 
   Richard nods and both men look away from each other as silence engulfs the room. 
 
   “Would you like to stay for dinner?” I ask, having no clue what else to say. 
 
   Richard smiles softly and shakes his head as he stands. 
 
   “No, thank you, sweetheart. I really should be going. I just wanted you to know Gabriel, that you have my full support on this venture. I’ve contacted some investors, and they want to meet with you.”
 
   Gabriel surprises me by breaking away and shaking Richard’s hand in a quick and awkward gesture. And then just as quickly as he arrived, he’s out the door again. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I ask. 
 
   Gabriel pulls me into his arms and lets out a deep breath as he kisses my temple. 
 
   “I guess you know the dirty family secret now,” he says. “I’m the bastard child of the Maddox family. A product of one of my mother’s tawdry affairs.”
 
   I don’t speak because I know that’s not what Gabriel needs right now. I grab him by the hand and lead him back to bed, where I show him how much I love him all night long. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Victoria
 
    
 
    
 
   It’s Monday morning, and I’m sitting inside of Gabriel’s office, tapping my foot impatiently. 
 
   He was a nervous wreck all morning while he prepared for today, and I didn’t want to admit how nervous I was for him too. In a huge leap of faith, I bought a bottle of champagne and some celebratory lingerie. 
 
   Margie assured me he’ll be the only one coming back to his office, so I already took my dress off, and now I’m sitting in his chair, drumming my fingers across the desk. If I’m wrong about this, then I’m not sure what I’m going to do. Throw the champagne away and give him a relaxing blow job instead. But I really, really don’t want to be wrong. I know how much this means to Gabriel, and I desperately want him to be happy. 
 
   The door swings open, and I stiffen as his gaze swings to me in surprise. For a moment, we just stare at each other, and I can’t read the expression on his face. But when he grins and locks the door behind him, I take it as a good sign. 
 
   “Well?” I spring towards him expectantly, not even caring how much I’m on display right now. There’s no way we’re having sex until I know how things went. 
 
   Gabriel pulls me up into his arms and wraps my legs around his hips while he strokes my face in his hands, looking more relaxed than I’ve ever seen him. 
 
   “I got it, baby,” he says. “They want to invest. I’ve got the green light.”
 
   “Oh my God!” I squeal, wiggling around in his arms. 
 
   Gabriel smiles and pulls me in for a kiss, breathing life back into me as we meld together in our usual fashion. 
 
   I whimper when he splays me across his desk, rubbing his greedy hands over my body while he unzips himself. His cock is rock hard and standing at attention as he rips the lace thong right off me with a predatory growl. 
 
   Gabriel the conqueror is back. Now that he’s conquered the business world, it’s time to take me on. He plunges into me in one deep thrust, and I claw at his back as pens and papers clatter to the ground around us. 
 
   We’re like two wild animals going at each other, unbridled passion the driving force of our connection at the moment. Gabriel grips my hips in his hands as he powers into me, his hands stroking my breast and clit simultaneously. 
 
   When I’m about to come, he slaps his hand over my mouth and I scream into it, the orgasm tearing through me like a force of nature. I’m still spasming around him when Gabriel stills, filling me with warmth as his release spills out of him. 
 
   We stay connected like that for a long time, catching our breaths while he cradles me in his arms and sits down. He looks peaceful and happy, and I feel it too. He strokes my face beneath his fingers, staring into my eyes. 
 
   “There was something I wanted to do,” he says. “I was going to wait until tonight, but I don’t want to wait anymore.”
 
   “What is it, Gabriel?” I ask. 
 
   “You already know I’m putting everything into this company,” he says. “Things might be difficult for a while until it gets off the ground.”
 
   “Well, you’ll always have me,” I reassure him. “I’ll be here no matter what.”
 
   “I was hoping you would say that, Victoria.” He smiles softly, fumbling around in his drawer for something. 
 
   When I see the little blue box, my heart skips a beat, and Gabriel squeezes me a little tighter, the nervousness clear on his face. 
 
   “I want to make it official,” he says. “I want the entire world to know that you, Victoria Colletti, belong to me…”
 
   “Yes!” I wrap my arms around his neck and let out a strangled sob. 
 
   “You didn’t even let me finish,” he says with a relieved smile. 
 
   “I’m sorry.” I laugh. “I couldn’t wait.”
 
   Gabriel holds out the ring, and I stare at it in awe. It’s a black diamond set into a white gold band, something so beautiful I would have chosen it myself if I’d seen it first. 
 
   “For my gothic princess,” he says. 
 
   “It’s perfect, Gabriel.” 
 
   “It has an inscription too,” he says, allowing me to see the symbol carved on the underside of the band. 
 
   Tears spring to my eyes when I stare at the same symbol I have tattooed on my back. Orion. 
 
   “How did you know?” I ask. 
 
   Gabriel wipes away my tears, kissing me softly and stroking my face. 
 
   “I pay attention, Victoria,” he says as he pulls out another ring. “Mine has the symbol for Artemis. I was thinking that maybe we could rewrite history.”
 
   I grin back at him like a love-sick puppy dog, throwing myself at him and kissing him like crazy. But before we can get too carried away, his intercom buzzes and Margie’s voice fills the room. 
 
   “Sorry Mr. Maddox,” she says. “But I can’t keep her at bay much longer. Your sister is here and she wants to see you.”
 
   Gabriel groans and I laugh as we start scrambling for our clothes. 
 
   “She’s just excited to know how her big brother did,” I say. “I think it’s cute.”
 
   “Yea, well we’ll see if you still think that twenty years from now,” he says with a wink. “Because you have an entire lifetime to get used to it baby.”
 
   I melt into his embrace and smile, whispering the only truth that I know. 
 
   “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
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   Want to keep up to date on my new book releases and special offers? You can sign up for my newsletter at my Newsletter Signup Page.
 
   Your email will be kept confidential and secure, and never redistributed for any purposes. You can also find more information on my upcoming work at my Website, or on Twitter.
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