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Chapter One 
 
    
 
   PREY
 
    
 
   He’s consuming me, taking me over. I can feel him in me, on me, around  me. He is a dominating figure, a dark shadow taking control of my senses. I’m drowning in my overwhelming desire for him. His desire for me is frightening, but I want it, need it, and cannot live without it. My body craves his expert touch, healing my shattered soul with every stroke. The world around us is black. There is only us and the passion that burns.
 
   “Where are you? Why aren’t you here?” I ask, panicking.
 
   “I’m trying to get to you as fast as I can,” he replies in a distant voice.
 
    
 
   I wake with a jolt, my eyes springing open. Not again! Why can’t I ever see his face? 
 
   I want to go to sleep, so I can get back to my dream man. The same man I’ve been dreaming about for years. Stinging tears pool in the corners of my eyes until they pour out, streaming across my flush face into my hair, soaking it. It always feels as if I’ve lost him. My heart actually aches for a man who doesn’t even exist. I take a few abysmal breaths, trying to steady my emotions and heart rate.
 
   It’s dark out now. I feel more exhausted now than when I laid down to take my nap this afternoon. I wanted to rest up for my night out with the girls, but unsurprisingly, I’m emotionally drained after dreaming of him. 
 
   “Oh, shit!”
 
   I sit up as if my top half is on a spring. I’ve overslept, and now I’m running late, I should be leaving. I leap out of bed and run to the shower to rinse the dream away. As I stand under the hot, cleansing water, I realize that I’ve had this dream a million times, but this is the first he’s answered me. His words wash over me, lingering in my mind. After my shower, I feel the anxiety leave me, and I manage to store him in the back of my mind.
 
    
 
   Clouds hang heavily in the evening sky, pregnant with rain, threatening to ruin my much-needed night out. We’re supposed to be meeting up at this hip new restaurant Julie, my best girl, managed to get us into, probably because she is currently rattling the owner’s bones, and then we’re off to the newest, hottest clubs in town.
 
   I’m skipping around my apartment, trying to finish getting ready, when my cell rings. I cannot help but jump, since I’m already on edge. I pick up to hear Julie’s annoyed voice on the other end.
 
   “Where are you, Gabrielle?”
 
   “Hey to you, too. I’m still at home.” 
 
   “Please, hurry,” Julie pleads, “We’re starving!”
 
   “I know, I know. I promise I’m on my way.”
 
   “Pinkie?”
 
   I grin and roll my eyes. “Pinkie,” I reply.
 
   “Ok. See you soon. Bye.”
 
   “Bye.”
 
   I hang up the call, grab my silver clutch, and toss the cell inside. I snatch my coat and take one last glance in the mirror by the front door. I am wearing an electric blue strapless mini, which really set off my ultramarine eyes and fits like a glove, accentuating my best assets. My honey blonde hair flows down in long, loose waves, draping around my full breasts, framing them. Adorning my freshly polished feet are silver metallic fuck me pumps. At five-foot-six, they easily make me six-feet. They aren’t the smartest choice for the balance impaired, but I love them.
 
   “Eh, it’ll do.” I shrug unenthusiastically, and I’m out the door.
 
    
 
   I walk out of the elevator, across the exquisite, opulent lobby, and out through the open front door, which Ben, the door attendant, is holding for me.
 
   “Good evening, Miss Hyde. Can I hail you a cab?” He tips his hat to me, and I return a smile.
 
   “No. Thank you, Ben.”
 
   The second I walk out, the crisp, nippy San Francisco air begins to chill me, typical for January. If it weren’t for my wool, calf-length coat, I would seriously reconsider the dress.
 
   I walk to the edge of the curb as a taxi drives up to let out a passenger. I slide in and give the driver the address. I take my ear buds out of my clutch, stick them in my ear, and turn on Daughter’s ‘Touch’. The female vocalist’s melodic voice echoes and chants in my ear, relaxing me. The lyrics remind me of him.
 
   I lean back into my seat, watching the blurred nightlife swiftly pass by me.
 
   It’s Saturday, and I’m ready to unwind from my long, hectic workweek. The magazine I work for is in the midst of an acquisition with Hunt Industries Inc., and it’s taking its toll on everyone. The contracts are drawn-up, and they’ll be signed Monday at our meeting with the CEO, Mr. Hunt. He’s the self-made mega mogul purchasing the thriving internet magazine.
 
   The cab driver stirs my thoughts when he announces our arrival and my fare. I pop out my headphones and hand him some cash.
 
   “Thanks. Keep the change,” I reply. 
 
   I jump out and quickly dip into the restaurant, trying to escape the rain, which started pouring as we arrive. There’s a cute brunette hostess standing behind the desk, and I tell her who I’m looking for.
 
   “Ah, yes. The Reynolds party. Right this way, miss,” she says with a giant fake grin a moment after checking her name list.
 
   She guides me through the large crowd to our table, and I hear my friends before I locate them. A unison cry rings out above the noise.
 
   “ELLIE!” 
 
   “Hey!” I shout back. 
 
   “Glad to see you’re finally here,” Sloan comments.
 
   She’s a terrific friend I met through Jules a few years back. She has bright Kool-Aid red locks, gentle amber doe eyes, and flawless alabaster skin. 
 
   “You look fab as always,” I commend her. 
 
   “Ditto. Love the dress.”
 
   “Hey! What about me?” Julie whines, stunning smile plastered on her gorgeous face. 
 
   “You know you look hot,” Replies Sloan. 
 
   She’s right. Julie is hot. She has always been the desire of men and women alike. She’s tall and slender with shoulder length, midnight black hair, hyacinth hued eyes like Elizabeth Taylor, and a body to die for.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind, but we ordered you a drink and an appetizer for the table,” she informs me. 
 
   “Great. Thanks, Jules,” I reply, returning her face-splitting grin. 
 
   “How’s work?” she asks, knowing I wouldn’t want to talk about it. 
 
   “Not worth bringing up. Let’s forget this whole week and have a fantastic time.” 
 
   That being said, the drinks arrive and the thoughts of the past week leave.
 
    
 
   Dinner was unreal, and on the house, thanks to Julie’s beau. Knowing her has its benefits, but the best is having someone as fabulous as her around. She’s truly been an incredible friend the past thirteen years, ever since the day we met at the age of twelve. 
 
   “What are you looking at?” She glares curiously at me, with a crooked smirk.
 
   “I’m looking at one of the best people I know.” 
 
   She gives me a shy smile, which shows her insecurity, even if I am the only one who sees it. 
 
   “What do you say we get the hell outta here and go dancing?” Sloan suggests as she does a little shimmy in her seat, and Julie claps her hands, excited about the night ahead.
 
   We collect our things, stroll out to the busy street, hailing a taxi, and head to The Castro, which has the best clubs and bars in the city.
 
    
 
   We dance the night away, hopping from one nightclub to the next, deciding to end the night at this exceedingly swanky place called Prey. I think it an odd name, but it certainly catches the eye.
 
   It’s modern, with white couches and black accent pillows. Hanging from the high ceilings are globe lanterns flashing dazzling bursts of color, saturating the couches in different hues. There’s also an old school vibe from the dark wood of the bars and tables encircling the sunken dance floor filled with dancing patrons in the center of the large space. The two bars sit across from one another on either side. Great dance music fills the crowded space, energizing the atmosphere. This place is truly exceptional.
 
   “This joint is hot,” Sloan remarks, dancing in place while her bright eyes scan the energetic atmosphere.
 
   “I couldn’t agree more,” I reply, awestruck. 
 
   We walk through the place, trying to find a suitable location to settle in and grab a drink, managing to snag a booth in the back. All the better to watch the action unfold.
 
   “I don’t know about you guys,” Julie says, “But I want to shake my ass off some more.” 
 
   She seems to have extra energy to burn.
 
   “I guess I’ll join you,” I say, staring at Sloan in search of her response to my unasked question. 
 
   “I’m good right here, thank you.” 
 
   Julie and I meander our way through the sizeable mob to the dance floor. The music is bumping, Britney Spears’ ‘Up and Down’, blasting from the speakers. It’s earsplittingly loud and vibrates through me. I feel the stress and pent-up sexual energy melting away as I bump and sway to the beat.
 
   God, I miss sex. 
 
   I miss more than sex. I miss having a man in my life. It’s been a year and a half, since my last relationship and sexual encounter, but I don’t want to screw a random guy I hardly know. I left that part of my life behind a long time ago, and I have no intentions of going back. 
 
   My life hasn’t always been together, thanks to low self-worth and an extremely dark, broken past. I had been through horrific shit in my teen years and began acting out due to it. It wasn’t only sex, but all the usual rebellious crap kids do. I worked hard to claw my way out of the hole I was in, with support from my parents, friends, and therapist.
 
   My thoughts stir as I sense an electric charge in the air, in my tingling cleft. The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. I scan the room, attempting to locate what might be giving me these feelings, but I don’t see anything. Suddenly, the dancing crowd parts, and I find the source. Our eyes lock. 
 
   He couldn’t be older than thirty. His bright, deep-set eyes are intense, framed by thick, arched, manicured eyebrows, and a strong brow bone. They’re penetrating mine, staring at me in a way that makes me feel naked.
 
   The corner of his full lips curve up in a sexy, lopsided grin, with a menacing undertone. His hair’s a medium hue with a bit of length, just enough to grip and pull on while he pounds you senseless.
 
   MMM…I bet he looks fantastic with just fucked hair. Hello, random guy. 
 
   He’s tall and lean, except for his broad, carved shoulders and chest, which are just begging to be touched. He has a refined nose, high cheekbones, and hollow cheeks, with a strong, square jaw and chin gently blanketed in sexy stubble. He has the well-defined features of a male model. 
 
   He’s dressed to kill in a black dress shirt, unbuttoned at the collar, and dark, loose jeans that hang perfectly off his hips. He is pure sexual energy, a dominating force, charging me and the air around him. He’s an Adonis.
 
   “What are you staring at?” Julie bellows over the noise. 
 
   She’s gawking at me in confusion, with her hands giving me a what-the-hell gesture. I nod in the direction of Mr. Sex God.
 
   “Holy shit,” she yelps, “He’s gorgeous!”
 
   Her eyes give away her attraction to him.
 
   When I glance back to him, he’s gone. If it weren’t for Julie’s humongous grin and flexing brow, I would think he was a figment of my imagination. He’s far too beautiful to be real.
 
   Julie taps me on the arm, and when I glimpse back at her, she’s getting down, inviting me to join. I return to dancing, with flashing images of him in my mind. He made me feel sexual and beautiful, never having to say a word, it’s in his ardent gaze.
 
   I cannot see him, but I can sense him watching me from a dark corner somewhere, attentively. I bust out my ‘sexy’ moves, feeling the music and his desire, I let go and dance my ass off. The DJ is mixing a great block of Britney, so it’s not hard to get lost in the music. 
 
   When a slower number of Ms. Spears comes on, we make our way back to the table, and a firm hand grips my forearm. I spin quickly to see the god-like creature standing before me, boring his hypnotic eyes into mine. He leads me back onto the dance floor, not saying a word, never taking those mesmerizing eyes off mine. 
 
   He stops us in the center, and next thing I know, he’s got me in his muscular arms, holding me close. We slowly sway to the music, grinding up against each other.
 
   The way this mysterious stranger’s body moves, feels against mine is consuming and irresistible. I really start to move with him, placing a leg between his, our thighs mill against one another, sending a shocking ripple through me. He places an arm around the small of my back while his other hand glides along my neck, spine, and plump ass. I want more.
 
   He gapes into my eyes as if he were trying to crawl deep inside of me, to a secluded place far down in the depths of my very soul. I know he can fuck by the way his hips sway, pushing them hard into mine. I could cum right now. 
 
   When the song ends, we stand there holding and gazing at one another silently. His electricity sends a charge down my body, arousing something dark and primal in me. 
 
   “I don’t mean to be discourteous, but when I saw you moving on the dance floor, I felt compelled to meet you.” 
 
   He has a rich, smooth voice that makes me want him, badly. I don’t know what to say. He is far too perfect, and it’s dumbfounding. I feel my face, hell my whole body turn crimson. I am unsure if it’s his boldness or touch, but all I can do is stare. 
 
   Finally, after what seems like eons of tense, awkward silence. “Tell me your name.” It’s a command rather than a request.
 
   “Gabrielle.” My voice is lower than I intended it to be. “Yours?” 
 
   I stare up at him from under my lashes.
 
   “Damian,” he purrs.
 
   Damian. It’s fitting for a man seemingly dangerous and sexual. I see it in his beguiling eyes. They speak to my soul. He drips sex from every pore in his body. I want him inside me, but I know I should stay away. He’ll probably drive me mad. I would need him as I need air, food, or water. He’s too much for me to handle.
 
   He scans me up and down, in that way that makes me feel exposed, vulnerable.
 
   “Let me buy you a drink,” Damian offers.
 
   “No. Thank you. I should have a drink waiting for me at my table.” 
 
   I don’t know how I achieved more than two words, but I must flee before I am sucked even further into his magnetic attraction. I try to turn, but the arm on my back doesn’t let me. 
 
   “Do you mind?” I ask, glimpsing down at his well-placed arm and then back to his face. There’s a deliciously devilish grin upon those sumptuous lips.
 
   Who does he think he is? 
 
   I yank and he releases, allowing me to escape and weave through the dancing patrons. I finally make it back to our booth, flopping in, easing into the cool, white leather with a sigh. 
 
   Julie is gawking at me, puzzled. “What the hell was that about? Why did you walk away from him?” she inquires, baffled.
 
   “Are you crazy? Ellie, he’s a total knock out,” Sloan adds.
 
   “Yes, he’s gorgeous. That doesn’t give him the right to put his hands on me like that. You know how I feel about personal space.”
 
   “For him, I would make an exception,” Julie comments, peeking back at Damian sitting across the club with a group of people surrounding him. One of his guests, a tall, luscious, brunette stunner eyes him, enchanted by his sheer presence, but he doesn’t seem to notice her.
 
   Good, I think to myself. Why do I care?
 
   I know why though, it’s blatantly clear I want him, but I couldn’t be with someone that dominating, that consuming. I would be lost in him. Even though I shouldn’t, I sneak glimpses in his direction. Each time they’re met with his shameless stare, an agonizing hunger exuding from those eyes. 
 
    
 
   After we finish our drinks, we gather our belongings, ready to call it a night, when I hear his voice above the table.
 
   “My approach was aggressive, but when I find something I want, I get it. That said, I want to make it up to you…I know a few ways I could try.”
 
   My eyes snap to his, as he stands over me, watching me attentively. I scan his jaw-dropping face, studying every line carefully. I’m not sure if he’s arrogant or exceedingly confident.
 
   “I don’t see how,” I reply flirtatiously, showing my amusement with his dirty promises. He would screw me into submission. 
 
   “Why don’t you give me your number, and I’ll show you at a time to be determined later.” 
 
   He seems amused by my lack of need for him.
 
   “As tempting as that sounds,” Which it totally does, “I don’t think it would be wise.”
 
   I take pleasure in toying with him, making him sweat. He doesn’t work this hard for other women. He is every woman’s fantasy, desire, and they fall at his feet. The sultry brunette from his table and every other girl here are proving that right now. Some stare, while others make gestures with their hands, pretending to fondle his ass. 
 
   Yep, he’s going to be trouble. Who am I to deny him of what he wants, needs. 
 
   He lets out a quick, “HA!” and snatches my phone off the table, punching in his number. The waitress walks up, setting our tab on the table. I reach for it, but Damian grabs it first, signs the bill, and hands it back to the gawking server.
 
   “I guess I bought you that drink after all…Call me, Gabrielle.” 
 
   His tongue caresses my name as it rolls out of his sultry mouth. He hands back my phone, smiling a wicked grin, and saunters away. 
 
   Julie and Sloan stare at me while I watch him gracefully move through the crowd toward his party.
 
   The view is just as yummy leaving as it is coming.
 
   I fall back to earth, turning my attention to my present company. After a moment of staring at one another in shock, Julie finally asks, “So?”
 
   “What?” I scoff, licking my dry bottom lip.
 
   “Don’t what me, Hyde. Are you going to call him? I know you want to. You two have serious sizzle. You’ve got me all hot and bothered.”
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction, but at the same time, all I want to do is satisfy him.” We bust out into laughter. “I’m not sure what he’s doing to me, but I want him. If I call him, it won’t be for a while. I don’t want him to think I’m desperate or pathetic.”
 
   “Aren’t you at least going to look at it?” Sloan asks quizzically.
 
   “No, because the second I peek at it, I’ll use it. Instead, I’ll look when or if I’m ready to give him a ring.”
 
   Julie rolls her eyes dramatically at me. 
 
   “You know you’re going to call. You would be crazy not to. There is heat between you two. Trust.”
 
   I stick my tongue out at her. 
 
   “We’ll see,” I reply unconvincingly, shrugging my shoulders noncommittally.
 
    
 
   Sunday’s a rainy day, which is perfect since I plan to stay inside and veg out in front of the TV. I’m curled up on my black leather couch, cocooned in my faux fur, off-white throw, watching Gone with the Wind, one of my favorite classic movies, and chowing down on ridiculously delicious Chinese from a place around the corner.
 
   I love hanging out in my pad. It’s cozy and inviting. My condo resides in a twenty story, intricate Art Deco building called The Bellaire Tower, atop one of the original seven hills, giving it the best full-circle view of the city and bay.
 
   It has beige walls, worn wood floors, and high ceilings with elaborate white crown molding. It’s tres chic. The main color scheme is black and white, with splashes of color from the paintings on my walls, composed by my ex, Walker. The kitchen is a dream, with stainless steel appliances, glass cabinets framed in black wood, and white marble counter tops. What truly makes this space special is the floor to ceiling arched window, framing a breathtaking view of the downtown San Fran skyline in the near distance. The view is incredible at night, ablaze like lights on a Christmas tree.
 
   It’s home.
 
   My mom calls me for our weekly check-in. She tells me about my father’s plans of taking her to Hawaii for their anniversary and their work with the charities they’re involved in. She informs me of a benefit for an abused women and children shelter.
 
   “Will you attend, darling? I was hoping you would bring a date, or there are a few young men I would like to introduce you to.”
 
   “Mom, please. Don’t start this again. I’m not in the mood to play the mating game. However, I will attend the charity gala. Email me the info.”
 
   “Oh, wonderful. The event is being held at the estate two weeks from yesterday at seven.”
 
   “Have you heard from Maya?” I ask about my little sister, currently touring Europe.
 
   “Yes. She’s having a fabulous time. I miss my baby girl,” she sobbingly whispers.
 
   I roll my eyes. 
 
   Maya being the youngest, Mom always treats her as if she were a child. On the other hand, I’m the one my parents have auspicious expectations for one day.
 
   Since I was a kid, my mother has been training me to be her, but I’m not. I’m my dad. Even though he’s wealthy, it doesn’t actually matter to him. Yes, he is a tremendously hard worker, and that meant sacrificing time with his family, but he did it for us, to ensure our futures. He is the gentlest man with the biggest heart. He is a give-you-the-shirt-off-his-back kind of guy. My hero.
 
   “I know, Mom. I miss her, too, but she’ll be back soon,” I reassure her.
 
   We tell each other we love one another and make plans to go shopping for a dress next week.
 
   “Bye, Mom.”
 
   “Bye, sweet girl.”
 
   I spend the rest of the day reading and surfing the channels.
 
    
 
   Monday morning came too soon. I wake before my alarm, to a clear, sunny day. I couldn’t get into a deep sleep, and I feel it in my heavy lids. A feeling comes over me lying in bed. Today is a monumental day for the magazine, a woman’s magazine called View, and a changing day for me, as well.
 
   I’ve been working especially hard the last six months to ensure everything went smoothly for my boss, Olivia Montgomery, Editor-in-Chief of the magazine. She is an exceptional boss, and working for her is a giant stepping-stone to any position in the company. I’ve worked for her for two years, and I’m hoping for a promotion to Assistant Editor. She took me under her wing and taught me everything I need to know for the position. I have a feeling a step up is in the near future. 
 
   I slip out of bed, shuffling to the kitchen to brew coffee and prepare breakfast. Once I get the first cup in me, I’m a little more with it, and I head back into my room to dress. It doesn’t take me long to get ready since I lay my clothes out the night before. I chose a cobalt blue, long-sleeved, silk blouse, with a charcoal gray pencil skirt, and black pointed toe heels. My hair is in a sleek ponytail and make-up is minimal. I only apply a little liner, mascara, and opt for a nude lip.
 
   I eat the eggs I made quickly and pour a travel mug of coffee before I totter out the door.
 
    
 
   I head out, exiting from the Green St. archway of my white Art Deco building, which sits on the corner of Green & Leavenworth St. I cross over Green and head up Leavenworth toward the bay. The office is within walking distance from my apartment, so I enjoy my daily commute to work.
 
   The neighborhood has great restaurants, bars, and a charming mix of residences, from Art Deco to Contemporary to Victorian. Plus, it’s central to everything in the city. There’s an assorted mish-mosh of people who reside here, a melting pot of artists, internet geniuses, young families, trust-fund babies, elderly, and hipsters. A fusion of residents as eclectic as the intricate buildings they call home. It’s one of the nicer areas of the city, and it’s never boring.
 
   As I cross below the hill of winding Lombard St., a group of giggling children, sitting in the back of a station wagon turning the corner onto Leavenworth, wave and cheer at me. They chant repeatedly, “Again! Again!”
 
   I wave back with a big grin and continue on my way. 
 
   The Monday morning traffic’s at a crawl while I casually stroll down the drenched, tree-lined sidewalk, toward the salty scent of the bay, drinking my hazelnut coffee and taking in the heat of the sporadic rays of sun as they peek through the clouds, cloaking me in their warmth. Everything is still wet from last night’s downpour, steam rising and swirling from every surface the sunlight graces. It leaves behind a crisp, clean feeling in the air and the lingering scent of wet pavement, which I inhale deeply, enveloping my nose with the memory-provoking aroma. 
 
   As I turn the corner to the office, I notice an extensive row of black town cars parked in front of the converted warehouse. I wouldn’t give this a second thought any other day, but the meeting is to take place in a little over thirty minutes. They belong to the CEO, Mr. Hunt, and his army of lawyers, assistants, and general ass-kissing minions.
 
   I enter the lobby door, and Katrina, the receptionist, greets me.
 
   “Hey, Kat,” I smile and greet her back, striding into the main office space, where I spot Chase. He’s an Assistant Editor, good guy, and my best friend. We are each other’s confidants. Chase knows things about me, things Julie and my parents don’t have a clue about. 
 
   We’ve connected on a level based on a mutual understanding of damaged pasts. He makes me laugh, sometimes for hours about absolutely nothing. He’s the one who got me my job, or at least got my foot in the door. 
 
   We met in high school and moved up to the Seattle area together for college. Those were tough years, but with him by my side, they were also the best. We had a thing back then, but it ended, and we went back to being best friends. 
 
   “We still on for lunch?”
 
   He shoots me his award-winning smile.
 
   Chase is tall, well built, and an extremely pleasant looking man. His thick auburn hair, which always looks as if he just rolled out of bed, really sets the gold off in his topaz eyes. They are a stunning golden brown with flecks of yellow. He reminds me of autumn.
 
   The girls go bonkers. 
 
   “You know it, hun,” I reply with a wink.
 
   I scoot off to my desk and put my things away before grabbing the morning round of coffee for Olivia.
 
   “Good morning, Olivia,” I greet her with an enthusiastic smile. She peers up at me from her mounting paperwork.
 
   “Good morning, Gabrielle. Would you please fetch today’s schedule and material to take notes at the meeting? I want an extra set of eyes and ears in there.”
 
   “You want me to attend the merger?” I ask, stunned.
 
   “Yes, I think it will be beneficial for you to experience. Give you a firsthand account on how to deal with these corporate types, especially, if you want to head a magazine one day.”
 
   “Thank you,” I say enthusiastically. “I’ll go get the itinerary and prepare now.”
 
   I quickly gather a pen, notepad, and recorder. I check my emails and phone messages to make sure there isn’t anything requiring my immediate attention.
 
    
 
   After making calls to advertisers, Olivia comes out of her office and glances at me to indicate it’s time. I scoop up my things and follow her out.
 
   Olivia is thirty-six, with fair skin, mid-back length chocolate hair, and rich blue eyes. She is an ex-model turned magazine Editor, so needless to say, she’s stunning and tall.
 
   She looks impeccable in her black sheath dress and red pumps. I’m glad I chose my pencil skirt and blue blouse. I want to represent her in the best possible light. If I want to move up in the company, I need to show her I can do it. This meeting is a perfect opportunity to prove I’m ready.
 
   Marching down the hallway, I feel butterflies in my stomach and a knot in my throat, but I’m excited. I cannot help the Cheshire Cat grin spreading on my face. An assistant of Mr. Hunt informs us that they’re already in the meeting room.
 
   “Thank you,” Olivia responds.
 
   She turns to me as we arrive to the door leading to the conference room.
 
   “Now, listen. Mr. Hunt is immensely powerful and can be quite intimidating. Walk in there with your head up and shoulders back. Believe you belong and you will.” 
 
   She smiles at me, and it calms my nerves. I take a deep, relaxing breath, stand up straight, and begin my confident stride into the meeting room behind her. We are the last to converge.
 
   I scan the room, studying all the suits, stopping on the most noteworthy at the head of the long, glass conference table. When my eyes fix on him, my stride falters as I realize Mr. Hunt is… Damian.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Meeting Mr. Hunt
 
    
 
   My eyes are wide, and my mouth goes dry hanging  open. His haunting, luminous emerald eyes find me, shock flashing through them for a second before returning to a possessive, omniscient gaze. His sexy, strong lips twitch into an almost hidden smirk, a secret just for me. 
 
   Oh, how I want those lips on mine, and not just the ones I use to communicate. 
 
   His eyes bore into mine, and I squirm, letting out a long breathy sigh. Thankfully, he’s at the other end of the room, where he cannot hear me. 
 
   I hear a throat clearing noise come from Olivia, and I break our intense eye contact to find her gesturing to the seat next to her at the closest end of the table. I tow out the chair and bend to sit, but instead, I find myself tumbling to the floor. 
 
   The table appears to be growing taller. 
 
   It takes me a moment to realize what just happened. When I do, he’s kneeling next to me, staring down with concern and something else I cannot identify. It finally dawns on me, when I trace his gaze to my exposed lace stocking top and garter strap. My cleavage is peeking out of the blouse, due to two buttons that popped open, revealing my black lacy bra. I am mortified. 
 
   He offers me his hand, which I graciously take, and firmly cradles it in his large palm, lugging me up. He waits until I am steady on my feet before he lets go, but I don’t want him to. I enjoy the currents rushing through me when he touches me, turning me on.
 
   He turns his back to me, and I’m confused as to why until I realize, he’s shielding me from view of unwanted, inquiring eyes. I put myself back together without their uncomfortable glances. I tug my skirt back down and button up my blouse. 
 
   When I finish, I say, “Thank you. I’m done.”
 
   Hunt turns back to me, eyes ablaze.
 
   “Are you alright?” he asks with a hint of a grin.
 
   My face is burning from embarrassment. I could care less about what everyone else thinks, but I made a complete fool of myself in front of him. 
 
   “Yes, I’m fine.”
 
   He notices the slight tone in my voice and laughs lazily. He strolls to my chair, which has glided across the room to the wall behind me, and pushes it back over, gesturing his hand for me to take a seat. I firmly plant my butt in the chair, and he rolls it in for me. I give him a nod and return my focus back to the large group of people gaping at us, taken aback.
 
   I don’t see what the big deal is. He only helped me up. But then again, maybe he wouldn’t have done that for anyone else in the room.
 
   Damian strides back to his seat, standing there for a moment before addressing the room with confidence and authority. It’s an intriguing proposal. He will purchase the magazine and keep everyone in his or her present positions. 
 
   “Nothing will change,” he states, “Except one thing, I’m moving the magazine down to corporate.” 
 
   Olivia chimes in, “That isn’t in the written proposal.”
 
   “It’s a decision I recently came to. There are two floors available I want to utilize. I’ll see they’re set up with everything you need.”
 
   “Well…I suppose it will be a smart move. Thank you for the accommodations.” 
 
   I wonder how recently he came to this decision. His eyes focus on me, letting me know I had something to do with it. The meeting goes smoothly after that. I steal quick glances every now and then, each time my eyes are met with Hunt’s unashamed, intense green gaze.
 
   Oh god, green eyes, I love green eyes, his vivid green eyes.
 
   While the lawyers run through the contract, I find it extremely difficult to concentrate on the details, not with this sexual, powerful, arrogant man voraciously boring his eyes into my profile, into me.
 
   I cannot keep myself from breaking my attempt to ignore him and return his wanting gaze. The energy buzzes through me, flowing to my clit, making it pulse in anticipation.
 
   Get it together, Hyde. You’re a professional. Oh, shit, not a professional, damn it! Get a grip on yourself.
 
   I work hard on not gawking at him the rest of the time.
 
    
 
   With the contracts signed and hands shaken, people mingle about the room congratulating one another on their hard work and efforts. Damian would be lost in the sea of suits if he didn’t tower over most everyone in the room. He’s speaking with Olivia, obviously talking about the deal, when I decide to take my leave. 
 
   It’s almost lunchtime. I’m starving and in desperate need of a mental break after the long, surprising morning. 
 
   My hand is on the doorknob, almost free of his electric hold, when his husky voice softly growls out my name, “Gabrielle, I was genuinely hoping you would call me. I waited all weekend for your voice to be on the other end of my phone. My pulse quickened every time it rang.”
 
   I spin around to meet his gorgeous emerald gaze.
 
   “I don’t know why. I never said I would call.”
 
   There’s a bit of bite to my voice, but my cocked head and crooked smile express my lighthearted teasing. His stiff body relaxes, and a sexy smirk graces his kissable lips. 
 
   “I was thinking you might dine with me for lunch.”
 
   “I’m having lunch with a friend.”
 
   “Well, now you’re having it with me. I’m sure they will understand. I know a great place around the corner from here.”
 
   Before I can protest, he is opening the door and pulling me through it. I try to keep up with his large strides, but he drags me along most of the time. We fly past my desk, which has my things stowed away. 
 
   “My purse is in my desk.”
 
   “You don’t need it. I’ll take care of everything.”
 
   “But I don’t…”
 
   He halts, releasing my hand reluctantly. “Ok. If you need your things, go get them.”
 
   He sounds annoyed, but I ignore it and run back to my desk to grab my purse. I take a calming breath before returning to him. He’s on the phone looking powerful, confident, and delicious in his charcoal gray suit.
 
   I hadn’t noticed we almost wore matching colors. Though, his tie is a softer shade of blue. I inform him of my plan to let Chase know I wouldn’t be making it to lunch. Hunt’s immersed in a business call as he follows me to Chase’s office. 
 
   “Hey. I can’t make it to lunch. Someone came up.” I nod my head back at Hunt leaning against the doorframe watching Chase, carefully assessing him.  
 
   “That’s fine, kid. I have a lot to do around here anyway. Let’s get a drink after work instead.”
 
   “Great. I’ll check in when I get back.”
 
   “Ok. Have fun.”
 
   “Will do.” 
 
   Damian snatches my hand, and we continue out the building. Once on the street, we head to his waiting car, which sits right in front, the best parking spot, of course. His driver stands outside, opening the door for us.
 
   I clamber in and scoot to the other side, giving Hunt room when he enters. I sit nervously flushed, watching him gracefully slide in and take his place next to me. He doesn’t grab my hand, even though I put it between us, giving him an opening. I love the feel of my hand in his, the delicious tension building between us. I feel a pang of disappointment when he doesn’t take it.
 
   We ride in silence to the mystery location. Hunt stares out his window with his chin in hand, running his forefinger along his lips. He appears tense as if something is weighing down on him mentally. I’m trembling beside him as my stomach twists and knots anxiously.
 
   What do I say? Should I say anything or just sit here in silence?
 
   “I’m pleased you walked into the meeting,” he says dryly.
 
   “Yeah, you seem it,” I reply, just as dry.
 
   “I am, but I know this is wrong.”
 
   “What’s wrong?” 
 
   “This. You and I, us, together.”
 
   “I wasn’t aware we were together. If it’s a problem, why invite me to go to lunch?” I ask, affronted.
 
   “I thought I would never see you again, so when you walked in this morning you could imagine my surprise. I have an opportunity, and I plan to take it. I should keep my distance from you, but I find it difficult. You’re a good girl, and I don’t want to take advantage of your…respectabilities.” 
 
   His remarks baffle me.
 
   “You need not be concerned with my respectabilities. I’m a grown ass woman, not a little girl, which means I take care of myself, make decisions about my virtues or lack thereof. I’m not that good, but I’m sure as shit confused…Why should you keep away?”
 
   “I’m…I’m a wounded man, Gabrielle, and you are a good girl. I can see it in your eyes. If you’re smart, which I’m positive you are, you’ll stay away from me.”
 
   I don’t know how to respond. I don’t know him well enough to determine whether he is or isn’t a broken man. I stare out my window as his words echo in my head.
 
   We arrive at a café called Aubrey’s Place, and his driver climbs out to open Hunt’s door. We exit and walk into the restaurant. I notice a French air to the place, like a café you might find on the streets of Paris.
 
   Hunt doesn’t stop for the hostess. He brushes past her toward a table tucked away in the back. I think it odd, but he must know the owner. He pulls out my chair, and I take a seat, watching him gracefully descend onto the chair next to me, keeping distance between us.
 
   “This place is lovely. How do you know about it?” 
 
   “I own it, and my sister Aubrey runs it.” 
 
   “Oh. Tell her I quite like it.”
 
   “I will. I’m sure she’ll appreciate the compliment.” He doesn’t scan the menu. I’m sure he knows every dish on it anyway, so I glance mine over. “There’s no need for that. I already know what you’ll have.”
 
   Controlling bastard.
 
   I put my menu back on the table and wait quietly for our waiter to approach us. When he does, Damian orders, but I don’t pay attention to what he selects for me. Instead, I admire our charming location and think about his warning in the car, wondering how this Adonis came to be wounded. 
 
   He is dominating, but he doesn’t seem damaged. Perhaps he’s better at hiding it.
 
   I gaze at him from under my lashes. He finishes the order and dismisses our server, clasping his hands on the table in front of him, confidently sitting and observing the other lunchtime customers. I bore my eyes into him as he peers around in an effort to look anywhere except at me.
 
   I wonder why he would invite me to lunch, only to advise me to stay away. 
 
   I squirm in my chair when the space between us charges and crackles with a delicious sexual energy that makes the air thick and hard to breathe.
 
   “Gabrielle, could you please stop fidgeting. It’s quite difficult to focus,” he comments curtly. 
 
   I sit up straight and take a sip of water, hydrating my parched throat.
 
   I wonder what he needs to focus on and why I distract him. I don’t get this guy. One second, he is shamelessly gawking and chasing me, and the next, warning me to stay away. It’s like watching a tennis match. I’m going to get whiplash. I need to understand what all this nonsense is about. 
 
   “If we’re wrong, why approach me at the club? Why ask me to lunch?” My voice shakes, betraying the air of confidence I attempt to exude. He has a self-satisfied smirk on his face, provoking the part of me that refuses to accept shit. No matter how delicious looking or wealthy you are.
 
   What is this guy’s deal?
 
   “I should stay away from you. I knew from the moment I saw you, you weren’t right for me. I told you at the bar, I was compelled to meet you. It didn’t seem I had a choice in the matter.” 
 
   He sits there nonchalantly as if this makes any sense whatsoever. I’m thoroughly perplexed, my ego bruised, and suddenly, I feel compelled to tell this arrogant ass he’s not worth my time.
 
   “Are you psycho? Do you need your meds? Because you’re fucking crazy! One minute, you’re pleased to see me, and the next, I’m not right for you. Who doesn’t have a choice in what they do? I didn’t notice anyone holding a gun to your head…You are right about one thing. I should stay the hell away from you!” 
 
   I leap out of my chair, bound for the door. I almost reach it when he clasps onto my hand. I turn back to remark, “Oh, now you want to hold my hand, but not when I put it out there for you to take.” 
 
   I glare up at him, my face a bright red. I yank my hand away and bolt out the door as fast as I can. I stomp down the street with my arms folded over my chest, like a cranky child, racing back to work in a hurry to mend my shattered ego. I don’t make it far before he is walking next to me, keeping up easily.
 
   I’d like to see him try to keep up if he were the one in heels. I ignore him while he silently strides alongside me. What? Doesn’t this guy understand the concept of someone trying to run away? I cannot take it anymore.
 
   “What do you want?! Why are you following me?!” I scream.
 
   “I want to make sure you get back safely. Besides, I’m not following you. I’m walking alongside you,” he replies imperiously, remaining phlegmatic. 
 
   “Semantics. You are following me. Besides, you need to stay away from me, remember?” 
 
   I start walking again, trying desperately to out run him and my tears, but just as he catches up with me, so do they, spilling out silently. Hunt reaches out and captures my hand in his to stop me. I keep my face down, so he can’t see me cry, but he tilts my head up to him.
 
   I swear I hear him stop breathing. 
 
   “Please, don’t cry,” he gently pleads, wiping the salty backstabbers away from my cheeks. “This is what I am trying to avoid. If you and I were to start a rapport, this will be how it ends, in tears. I cannot stand to watch a sweet innocent cry. I didn’t say I need or want to stay away. I said I should. There is a difference.” 
 
   His voice is softer, not as grave as earlier. I am mystified by his alternate moods, by him. I can’t keep up with him. I’m starting to get dizzy. 
 
   “Innocent? I am far from innocent, Damian. I am not a meek little virgin who cannot handle herself. I don’t understand any of this…You’re trying to tell me something other than what is actually being spoken. I had a hunch you’d be trouble, and thus far it seems to ring tried and true. What do you want from me, Damian?”
 
   He stands there staring at me from clear emerald eyes, not saying a word. He appears torn, doubt flooding his face. 
 
   I give up!
 
   I turn and stomp off to make it back to work on time. He doesn’t follow, which I’m glad about because it gives me a chance to cry ugly and lick my wounds. 
 
    
 
   The end of the day couldn’t come quick enough. By the time five comes rolling around, I am mentally drained and looking forward to hanging at the bar with Chase. Now there’s a guy who doesn’t complicate things. I can expect a normal, sympathetic, stress-free conversation with a few solid laughs thrown in.
 
   I gather my things and head for the lobby, finding him waiting for me by the front doors. “Hey. You ready to go?” he asks as I approach.
 
   “Beyond.”
 
   He slinks his arm around my shoulder, and we walk out into the twilight.
 
    
 
   It doesn’t take long to get to the semi-crowded pub since it’s around the corner from my building. We grab a booth near the bar in the center of the huge space, surrounded by tables and booths. It’s all carved oak wood, burgundy hued leather, stained-glass windows, and dim lighting. It pretty much looks how it did a hundred years ago. That’s why I love San Francisco. The earthquakes are the only thing quick to change the history around here. The mix of old and new is refreshing, giving the city real personality.
 
   I lean back into the cool leather and let it invigorate me while Chase is at the bar ordering the libations. I close my eyes and absorb the sounds of my surroundings. Music plays over the speakers, just loud enough to hear over the dull roar of the chatting patrons. I ease into a relaxed state, the music smoothing the wrinkles of the day away.
 
   I peek out an eye to see what’s taking Chase, locating him flirting with the hot, blonde bartender bending over the bar, arms strategically tucked under her tits, hoisting them up, giving him a show.
 
   Have a little respect for yourself, honey. Those bad boys should be reserved for someone you’re at least dating, not some random stranger in a bar. 
 
   To be perfectly honest, I can’t blame the poor girl, she doesn’t stand a chance. When Chase sets his sights on someone he’s into, it’s all over for them. He’s quite the charmer. Hell, that’s how he snagged me.
 
   Chase struts back over with a couple of beers and a napkin, which he slaps on the table. “Read ‘em and weep.” 
 
   I glance at the red napkin, spotting the girl’s name and number scribbled on it. Her name is Naomi, and she dots her I’s with little hearts. Oh god. 
 
   I roll my eyes at him, and he smiles.
 
   “You know what that spells backwards.” He flexes an eyebrow at me, and I laugh at him. I take a hefty swig of my beer, sighing as I lean back into my seat. “Compliments of I moan.”
 
   I laugh again, spitting out a little beer from the sip I just took. I clean the dribbling liquid from my chin, trying to keep the rest in and not laugh anymore. 
 
   “How was lunch?”
 
   “It was awful and confusing. I don’t think I’ll be seeing him again. I’m going to pretend it never happened. Yep, ignorance is bliss, and I want pure ecstasy, baby.”
 
   Chase chortles loudly, patting me on the shoulder. “I love you, kid. Always good for a chuckle, but that’s because you’re such a dork.” 
 
   I slap him on the arm, hard. “Kiss my ass.” 
 
   “As always, your grasp of the English language is astounding,” he teases. I flip him off and stick my tongue out at him. “Your mother must be quite proud of you after all that hard work to turn you into a proper lady.” 
 
   I can’t keep a straight face, and I laugh until tears stream down sore cheeks. We talk and laugh long into the night.
 
    
 
   I arrive home around ten, tipsy and feeling much better from this afternoon with Mr. Dazed and Confused. I toss my purse and coat onto the couch, about to head into the bedroom when my phone rings. 
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Ciao, Ellie!” Maya shouts into the phone.
 
   “Hey. How are you? How is Europe? Wait, isn’t it like five over there?”
 
   “I just got in, and I wanted to call before it was too late for you. Europe is amazing as expected. I’m having a phenomenal time here.” She giggles, talking to a gentleman in the background. “I was actually calling to notify you. I’ll be coming home in a few weeks, and I was hoping I could crash at your flat when I get back.” 
 
   “Yeah, of course you can. I have the spare room, so it shouldn’t be a problem. I cannot wait to see you. I seriously miss you.”
 
   “Awww. I seriously miss you, too, Ellie. I’ll call you a few days before I get in to give you a heads up. I love you and cannot wait to see you, too. Bonsoir, Cherie!”
 
   “Love you. Ciao, Bella.”
 
   I hang up and head to my room to pass out after the long day.
 
    
 
   The next few days go by in a blur. I am extremely busy at work and spending my time with friends after, so I don’t have much idle time to think about Hunt. By Thursday, everything seems to be going back to normal, and I’m not as bothered by what occurred on Monday.
 
   I’m at my desk when Kat gives me a buzz, letting me know there’s a delivery waiting for me up front. I skip to the reception area, and when I arrive, there is an enormous bouquet of my favorite flower, white lilies. I walk over to the front desk and read the card attached. 
 
    
 
   The one thing I desire most, is the one thing I must never possess, though it obsess me completely.
 
    
 
   D
 
    
 
   P.S. I hope this small gesture rectifies my appalling behavior.
 
    
 
   I stand there, confounded.
 
   I was finally starting to feel better about the whole debacle, and he pulls this? I don’t understand why he’s doing this to me. I thought he made himself clear. I’m no good for him, and I should keep my distance.
 
   I’m baffled and a little angry. I ask Kat for the number to corporate, taking the piece of paper she writes it on back to my desk. I forcefully punch in the numbers and tap my fingernails on the desk while I wait for an answer.
 
   A bubbly polite female answers, “Hunt Industries Inc., Mr. Hunt’s office. This is Rebecca speaking.”
 
   “Hello, Rebecca, may I please speak with Mr. Hunt?”
 
   “Mr. Hunt is quite busy. May I ask whom I’m speaking with and what this is regarding?”
 
   “It’s regarding personal matters. Let him know it’s Gabrielle Hyde.” 
 
   “Oh, Miss Hyde, yes. Hold one moment while I put you through,” she replies eagerly.
 
   I wait for only a few seconds when Hunt’s low, sultry voice comes over the earpiece. I feel my heart pound as his silky, rich voice lightly strokes my ear. “Gabrielle?”
 
   “Yes,” I reply, clipped. 
 
   I think he notices I am not happy because his tone turns cold. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”
 
   “Don’t give me that crap. I don’t know what your game is, Hunt, but it’s sick. I don’t enjoy being toyed with.”
 
   “I’m not toying with you. I am simply making amends for my actions.”
 
   “Which part? For chasing after me or pushing me away once I was hooked?” I huff.
 
   “Hooked? You’re hooked?” he inquires, pleased.
 
   I can almost hear the self-satisfied grin sweep across his beguiling face. 
 
   “I…I didn’t mean that. I just don’t like when people fuck with me. Your push and pull shit is giving me motion sickness. There isn’t enough Dramamine in the world to fix your nauseating wave of crap.”
 
   I hear a melodious sound I’m not expecting. It’s Hunt laughing loud and hard. I’m taken back by it, and I have to remember to breathe. His laugh is infectious, and I find myself joining in. 
 
   “I’m just giving you fair warning, that’s all. I am not your typical male. I have unusually particular tastes, and I don’t know if you would agree with them.”
 
   “There you go with that cryptic talk again…The note being a perfect example. What did you mean? Why did you choose white lilies?”
 
   He hesitates and then responds in casual tone, “Do you like them?”
 
   “Yes, thank you. I love lilies.”
 
   “You’re very welcome, Gabrielle. I’m pleased you enjoy them.”
 
   “Why white lilies?”
 
   He sighs. “They seemed fitting.”
 
   “Damian, please stop dancing around my questions.”
 
   “I chose them for their meaning.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “Chasity and virtue.”
 
   I exhale sharply. “Of course your gifts have double meanings. Nothing with you is simple…What did you mean by your note?”
 
   “Was I ambiguous? I believe my feelings were quite clear.”
 
   “Bull. You don’t need your two-dollar words, your enigmatic form of communication. I want you to state your intentions with candor…Please, tell me, are you attracted to me? Do you want me?”
 
   “I’m incredibly attracted to you. I want you desperately. You’re the most strong-willed, outspoken, nubile woman I’ve had the pleasure of desiring. Why do you think I keep fighting this? I cannot offer what you need, and if you give me what I want, you’ll get hurt. I can’t do that to you.”
 
   “How are you sure I’ll get hurt? How do you know it won’t work out for both of us? You don’t know me well enough to make any kind of judgment on me or what I can handle.”
 
   “You’re absolutely correct. I don’t. I only know what I can give you, and I don’t believe it will be enough…Look, I’ll be on a business trip in New York for a few days, and I should be back on Monday. If you’re still hooked by the time I get back, we can discuss it then. I will contact you before I get back, so we might figure out the details.”
 
   “That’ll be fine. I’ll see you when you get back. Have a safe trip, Damian.”
 
   “Thank you. I’ll see you then. Have a safe weekend, Gabrielle.”
 
   “Will do, boss,” Shit! “Bye,” I mumble.  
 
   “Yes. Bye.”
 
   I hang up quickly, hoping it would be like ripping off a bandage but no such luck.
 
   How could I say that? Yeah, that didn’t make things more complicated or weird. Maybe the fact I’m his employee is the reason he doesn’t want to start a relationship. If that were the reason, why wouldn’t he tell me? It would clarify things. 
 
   I realize I didn’t give him my number. But I’m sure it won’t be hard for him to get my digits if he wants them. I eagerly anticipate his call and our meeting on Monday.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Awkward
 
    
 
   Saturday, Julie gets us into this great spa, everyone who’s anyone is trying to get into, called Pure. The atmosphere is Japanese infusion with clean modern lines and black marble everywhere. The music also has a beautiful oriental influence to it.
 
   There’s a main space with mud baths, saunas, and a large hot tub filled with mineral water. I decide to get their Mystic package, which is the works with waxing, Mani/Pedi, massage, and my choice of skin treatment to give me a radiant glow.
 
   I do the waxing first. I want to get the worst over with, so I can get on with the soothing and pampering. The girl who mugs me, is an intensely sweet, tiny red-head. She takes a crack at small talk, attempting to make the fact that she’s staring into my crouch less awkward, but as expected, it doesn’t.
 
   I decide to take it all off with a Brazilian. I really want to be with Hunt, so I figure I should prepare for anything that might happen.
 
   It’s torture, burning as each hair is ripped from my skin, scorching my brutally assaulted V. 
 
   I close my eyes tight, whimpering occasionally, but for the most part, it’s not the worst I’ve had. She waxes my legs, underarms, and lady bits. I am bald as a baby when she finishes with me. Even though my skin is tender, I’m glad I got it done. Less hassle and prep time when I get ready.
 
   I join Julie for the Mani/Pedi. I get French tip on my hands and turquoise on my toenails. I ease back into the chair and let them do what they may.
 
   Next, I choose to do my skin treatment, which is some natural avocado mask they smear all over my body and wrap me in tinfoil like a human burrito. I lie there, imagining there isn’t chunky goop coating my body, seeping into every nook and cranny. 
 
   Ah, the joys of being a woman.
 
   Then, last but certainly not least, the massage. I am relaxed into a comatose state as Evelyn works her soothing magic from head to toe. By the time she’s done with me, my bones are limp and limbs are putty. I actually passed out at one point during the session.
 
   I wobble out to the main spa area and grab a cup of hydrating cucumber water before heading into the sauna with Julie. We’re the only ones in here, and I’m relieved because I was hoping to talk to her about Hunt. 
 
   The dry heat and smell of cedar is familiar and comforting. My mom and I have been doing the spa thing since my thirteenth birthday. It became our special bonding time just for us. We go a few times a year for special occasions and birthdays. 
 
   I take off my towel, sprawl out on the bench, and close my eyes.
 
   “God, it’s like a sauna in here,” I jokingly comment.
 
   “Ha. Ha. You’re hilarious.”
 
   “I thought I was. How are things with you, Jules?”
 
   “Good. I broke up with Jason.” 
 
   Jason was the owner of the restaurant we ate at last Saturday.
 
   “Why? What happened?” I inquire.
 
   “He was starting to get clingy, and I wasn’t into it. I have no interest in being tied down right now. He was riding my ass like a cowboy at a rodeo. I want freedom, so I broke it off. No biggie. How’s Chase by the way?” Julie asks, attempting nonchalant but failing miserably. 
 
   Julie’s had a thing for Chase since we were in high school, but he doesn’t share her feelings. She tries not to sound affected by him, but she isn’t skilled at it.
 
   “He’s fine. You know Chase always has his hand in somebody’s cookie jar.” I change the subject when I spot the look of disappointment on her face. 
 
   “Guess whom I ran into at the magazine on Monday.”
 
   “I hate the guessing game,” she says halfheartedly, “Who?”
 
   “Damian.”
 
   She bolts up with a stunned look on her face, mouth open wide.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yep…He’s Mr. Hunt.”
 
   “Wait, rewind…Damian is Mr. Hunt as in, playboy billionaire, Damian Hunt?” 
 
   “Yep, the one and only.”
 
   A look of clarity brushes over her face. “I thought he looked familiar, but in the pictures I’ve seen, he’s always wearing a suit and his hair’s longer.”
 
   “I’d never heard of him before. Anyway, he invited me to lunch, and it went horribly. He’s all stop and go. He wants me, and then we shouldn’t be together. I thought it was over after that, but on Thursday, he sent me a large bouquet of white lilies and a note with a puzzling explanation and an apology for his behavior. We’re supposed to get together to talk about us after he gets back from a trip on Monday. So, I guess we’re back to wanting again.”
 
   “Are you? Going to see him I mean.”
 
   “Yeah, I want to. Hunt is stunning, obviously intelligent, and harbors a darkness within beckoning to me. Even with his mood swings, I still want to be around him…Do you think I should?”
 
   “The guy’s known to be a player, but you can’t always believe what you read. You should at least hear what he has to say on the matter. Give it a chance.”
 
   I lie there thinking of Hunt, what I expect from him. He keeps saying he can’t give me what I want. How does he know? I don’t even know myself, so how could he?
 
   “I want to, but he’s all over the place. I’m afraid to put myself out there only to be shamed and rebuffed.”
 
   “You’re so fucking negative when it comes to yourself. He’s chasing you around and sending flowers. I know he says one thing, but his actions are expressing something altogether different. You need to stop obsessing over it and wait to see what he says on Monday…He likes you. I saw the way he was staring at you in the club. He is one smitten kitten. Trust.”
 
   “You really think so?”
 
   “I don’t think, I know. Smitten.”
 
   I grin broadly, hugging myself on the inside, as I realize how much I want this gorgeous man, and he may genuinely want me, too. I revel in the thought.
 
    
 
   I feel refreshed and limp after my day at the spa. I head home with plans of making dinner and staying in for the night. I’m walking through the door when my cell rings, and my heart starts to pound. I want it to be Damian. I already miss hearing his voice, him. I drop my crap on the table next to the front door and eagerly rifle through my purse to find the phone. I check the ID and feel a pang of disappointment when I see it’s Chase.
 
   I pick it up en route to my bedroom.
 
   “Hey. What’s up?”
 
   “Hey. I’m fucking bored. Would you wanna to hang out? We can do dinner and a movie.”
 
   “What, no big, hot date? Chase, are you slipping?” I tease.
 
   He chuckles and lets out a long sigh. “Hardly. I don’t want to do the date thing, I’d much rather chill with you. Do you want me to come over? I can pick up some grub on the way, and we can watch a movie.”
 
   “I was going to hang out at home alone with a cup of noodles, but your plan sounds better.” I glance at the clock on the nightstand next to my bed, which says it’s five. “What time should I expect you?”
 
   “I can be there in thirty or so. We can do the early bird thing.”
 
   “Great. See you in thirty.”
 
   “I’ll see you then. Bye, Grandma.”
 
   “Bye to you, too, old fart.”
 
   I hang up, tossing the phone onto my bed and skipping into my bathroom to turn on the shower. I jump in for a nice, long rinse down. When I’m done, I throw on a loose pair of sweat pants and a plain white tee, then toss my hair into a ponytail. I’m ready with ten minutes to spare.
 
   I head out to the living room and hear Chase’s signature knock on my door. I open it to find him with a large pizza box, dressed in a white V-neck, dark jeans, and slip-on Vans. He always looks better than I do. 
 
   “You look swank. You want a beer?”
 
   “Yeah, I could go for a brewski.”
 
   He walks in and shuts the door behind him. I grab a couple beers from the fridge, pop off the caps, and hand one to him. We head over to the couch and plop back onto it. He places the pizza on the table and opens it to reveal a large pepperoni and mushroom. Yum.
 
   “How was your day? What did you do?” he asks as he sips on his beer.
 
   “It was fun. I went to the spa with Jules and did a girls day. I got a massage, skin treatment, and Mani. The whole nine yards.” I clear my throat loudly. “Jules asked about you today. She wanted to know how you’re doing. I told her you were still your lovely man-whore self.” 
 
   He rolls his eyes and huffs. “That girl’s something else. I don’t get why she can’t take a hint. I mean, it’s not as if I give her mixed signals. I don’t feel the same way. It sucks because she can be a cool chick when she isn’t gushing over me.”
 
   “Give her a break. You’re the only guy who’s never truly given her the time of day. I don’t think she knows how to deal with it. I feel terrible that she’s been pining over you this long.” 
 
   I take a swig of beer. 
 
   “I understand what it’s like.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I ask, confused.
 
   “Nothing. I’m just saying I can sympathize.”
 
   “Why don’t you take her on a date? You may enjoy yourself, and she may ease up on you.”
 
   I let out a weak burp and cover my mouth. “Excuse me.” I giggle. “I haven’t eaten.”
 
   He chuckles and shakes his head rapidly. “Surprise, surprise.” He grins and gently tugs on my ponytail. “I don’t think a date would help the situation. In fact, it would probably get worse. I don’t see her in that light. I’d much rather be her friend, but she makes it impossible.”
 
   He takes one last big swig, bottle’s ass up in the air, and downs the rest. He shakes the empty bottle next to his ear. 
 
   “I think it’s broken,” he says with a smart-ass grin.
 
   A laugh comes bursting out of me, and I fall over on the couch. I’m unsure if it was very funny, but the way his face looks is hysterical. I wipe the tears from my eyes and slowly come down from my laughing fit. Little chuckles spurt out as I sit up, and my body mellows back into the couch. I take a swill of my beer and finish her up. 
 
   “I’m glad you’re amused.” He smiles, but it slowly fades, morphing into an awkward stare. He studies me for a moment, as if he wants to say something but can’t quite find the words. Instead, he takes our bottles into the kitchen and tosses them in the recycle bin. 
 
    
 
   We dine on greasy pizza, drink some cheap beers and watch a John Hughes mini-marathon of Pretty in Pink and Sixteen Candles. Once it ends and the credits roll, I rise off the couch, grabbing some bottles before I head into the kitchen. I allow the movie to play so I can listen to my favorite song on the soundtrack. If You Were Here by Thompson Twins.
 
   “Would you like some dessert?” I ask as I toss the bottles into the trash.
 
   “Sure. What kind of dessert did you have in mind?” His tone is a tad darker than usual. I glance at him for an instant then take a peek in the fridge, shaking it off.
 
   “I have pudding, cookies, or there’s always my favorite, a Popsicle.”
 
   He smiles his sly smirk, usually reserved for his conquests. 
 
   Is he flirting with me...? No, you idiot! Why on earth, would he flirt with you? You’re like a sister to him.
 
   I stow the silly thought and attempt to forget it.
 
   “Pudding sound good?”
 
   He cocks a brow and smiles devilishly again. I know exactly what perverted thought is going through that oversexed mind of his.
 
   “You’re such a pervert.”
 
   “I’m a guy,” he replies with a huge grin and a shrug.
 
   “Same difference,” I retort on my way back to the couch.
 
   He smiles coyly at me, grabbing the cup and spoon I’m holding out for him. I settle back onto the sofa and rip the lid off my cup. 
 
   While taking a taste of his chocolaty treat he asks, “So, what was with you and Mr. Boss Man?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I answer honestly.
 
   “What do you mean, you don’t know?”
 
   “I don’t know where we stand. I guess he’s just an acquaintance. We’re supposed to talk in a few days. I’ll know then.”
 
   “Do you like him?” he asks with an expression on his face that resembles jealousy. I shrug it off. 
 
   Why would he be jealous?
 
   “It’s too soon to tell. I don’t know him.”
 
   “I mean, are you into him?” 
 
   I pause. Suddenly, I feel flush and a bit embarrassed. It’s not as if I haven’t talked boys with him before, but this feels weird. 
 
   “Yes, I am. Even with his back and forth crap.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “He’s hot and cold constantly. I don’t know what the hell he wants.”
 
   “He likes you. It’s in the way he looks at you.” 
 
   “That’s what I’ve heard.”
 
   I shrug my shoulders. I’m not in the mood to talk about it anymore and focus on the TV screen as the credits roll on. 
 
    
 
   At eight on the dot Sunday morning my cell goes off, waking me from my beer induced sleep. Damn, I was actually hoping to sleep in today. I answer my phone half-asleep, not thinking to check the caller ID. 
 
   “Hello?” I yawn out.
 
   “Good morning, Gabrielle.” Hunt’s smooth voice nuzzles against my ear and I shoot up, wide-awake.
 
   “Good morning,” I reply cheerfully.
 
   “I didn’t mean to wake you. I tried to wait until it was a reasonable time for you. How is your weekend thus far? Well I hope.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s going. How’s your trip?”
 
   “It’s going. Thank you for asking. I’m calling to let you know I will be coming back on schedule, and I would like to have lunch with you tomorrow. Will you join me for lunch?”
 
   I’m so excited he’s on the phone, I don’t hear more than lunch and tomorrow.
 
   “Yes, I’ll have lunch with you.”
 
   “Good. I’ll pick you up at noon. Be ready and waiting at your desk. I’ll see you tomorrow then?”
 
   “Yes, tomorrow,” I murmur.
 
   “Gabrielle?”
 
   “Yes, Damian?”
 
   “I’ve thought of nothing but you since our last encounter.”
 
   He hangs up, leaving me to stare wide-eyed out into space. My heart’s in my throat. I can’t breathe. I’m frozen in place.
 
   Once I regain my wits, I inhale deeply.
 
   I, Gabrielle Sophia Hyde, mortal being, will be having lunch with Damian Hunt, Adonis, and he’s thinking of me, too. 
 
   Grinning from ear to ear, I throw myself back onto the bed and have a total freak out. I giggle and flail my limbs like some crush stricken teenager.
 
   I jump out of bed and bolt for my closet, sifting through my clothes, to find an outfit and figure a hairdo to do with it. I’m not someone who’s big into clothes and things of that sort. In fact, the less time I spend on it, the better.
 
   I can be a girly girl with a decent sense of style, but I can also be a tomboy. I don’t believe I’ve ever actually planned an ensemble for a man, but this guy is worth looking my best for and spending a little extra time to do it. The rest of the day, I spend lounging around, thinking of Hunt and his piercing green eyes.
 
    
 
   Monday couldn’t come soon enough. I wake before my alarm and run to the bathroom to start getting ready. I straighten my hair, choosing to leave it down, and apply mascara, liner, and clear lip-gloss. I selected a dark purple dress with a square neckline and capped sleeves. It’s body-hugging on top, widening a bit in the hip area and tapering into a pencil skirt, amping up and accentuating my curvy form. I pair it with nude, round toed, leather pumps. It’s professional with a bit of sex appeal. It’s perfect. 
 
   The morning seems to drag. Olivia’s out of town, which doesn’t leave much for me to do other than answer the phone and respond to emails. I type out a handful of letters she needs transcribed, long before lunch, and make sure messages are checked regularly. I keep glancing at the clock on my desk and find myself disappointed. Only a few moments passed since the last time I peeked at it. I check my emails to see if there’s anything from my mom or Damian. A big, fat nada.
 
   I often find myself slipping into a daydream state, imagining how our lunch might go. It could go well, or…I don’t want to think of the possibility it won’t work out. 
 
   “I thought you would be ready when I arrived.” My eyes shoot up to Hunt’s and stare silently. He returns my gaze for a moment. “Are you going to gather your things or gawk at me all day?”
 
   Can’t I do both? I am a very good multi-tasker.
 
   He’s standing at the entrance, leaning on the doorframe, studying me with an alert, penetrating gaze. He’s wearing a black suit, white shirt, and dark green tie, which enhance his incredible eyes. I know I’m staring a little too long, but he’s staggering. 
 
   I manage to get myself together, grab my bag, and walk over to him. He remains composed while I’m in shambles. I’m actually trembling. I had forgotten how intimidating he could be. I don’t know why he makes me nervous. It’s most likely the reason he presumes I’m innocent. I constantly gape down, suck on my lip, or behave timidly around him. It’s impossible not to, when that’s how he makes me feel. He’s unlike any man I’ve met, and I don’t know how to act.
 
   “Shall we?” he asks. 
 
   Hunt turns, offering me an elbow, and I link my arm with his, admiring the well-defined muscles under the sleeve of his jacket. He guides me out, leading us through the office. I can’t help noticing all the ogling from my co-workers, watching as we stroll arm-in-arm, like a young couple courting one another from an age long past, lost in time.
 
   I sneak a glimpse up at him to reassure myself he is actually beside me. I admire his nose, perfect as it appears at first glance, with a closer look it reveals he’s gotten into a few fights in his day. His strong lips and square jaw are extremely masculine. I want to run my tongue along the rough stubble lightly blanketing it, along those sultry lips before forcing mine against them. 
 
   My reveries are interrupted by Damian’s deeply sexual voice.
 
   “Don’t you have a coat?” he asks, turning back to me once we’re at the front lobby doors. The day has turned overcast and appears to be quite chilly. I look up at him from under my lashes.
 
   “No. It wasn’t gloomy earlier.” 
 
   He gives me a stern look and takes off his black, wool coat, holding it open for me to put on. I slide my arms through. The silk lining still holds the scent and warmth of his body. It’s long in the arms and hangs about mid-calf on me, where it only goes down to the back of his knees. He takes the cuff of the coat, folding it for a better fit. 
 
   “Thank you. You didn’t have to do this.”
 
   “You’re extremely welcome, Gabrielle. I wouldn’t want you to catch a virus and become ill.”
 
   “What about you? Won’t you get cold?”
 
   “I’m a big boy. I think I can handle it.”
 
   Yes, you are. 
 
   I admire his size as he says this. Yes, big is an excellent word to describe him, not only his physical appearance but personality and life. Hunt grabs my hand and rushes us out the door.
 
   On the street, he walks to a black Land Rover, opening the passenger door for me. I climb in, and he buckles my restraint, leaning over me, so I can smell the scent of his delicious, expensive shampoo. 
 
   He turns his lovely face to mine, so close, the tips of our noses graze and our silky breaths blow gently across one another’s parted, waiting lips. He inhales sharply, breathing my breath into him, pilfering it from my lungs. 
 
   He shuts his eyes and pulls away, lingering for a moment before shutting my door and heading around the front of the sleek, black SUV. He opens his door and slides into the driver’s seat with a few swift, graceful motions. 
 
   “How far is the restaurant?” I ask, dazed.
 
   “It’s just around the corner. I would walk, but I don’t want you to get a cold.”
 
   He buckles up, starts the engine, and takes off. We turn the corner on Van Ness, and five minutes later, we’re parked a few blocks from my building, close to the bar. He gets out and goes around, opening my door. He holds his hand out for me, and I take it happily. We walk across the street to the Chinese restaurant I order from on Sundays, my weekly ritual.
 
   “Do you like Chinese food?” Hunt inquires, gazing down at me.
 
   “Yes, I love this place. I prefer something else though, I had this yesterday.”
 
   “You ate here yesterday?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s a Sunday ritual…You know if you’re cold, I can go grab a jacket from my apartment. It’s not far from here.”
 
   “You live around here, do you?”
 
   “Yeah, like you don’t know where I live. I didn’t give you my number, yet you managed to get your hands on that.” 
 
   An arrogant smile spreads across his magnificent face. He studies me, trying to gauge my feelings about it. “You’re very perceptive. Yes, I know you live around here. I hope you aren’t offended.” 
 
   “I’m not thrilled about it, but I expected it.”
 
   He gets close to me, where I can smell his mouthwatering scent of sex, fresh laundry, and musky cologne. It makes the hairs on my arms stand at attention. It makes everything stand at attention. 
 
   “If you expected me to know, why mention you live around here?”
 
   “I wasn’t going it to invite you up. I was simply letting you know, I don’t need your coat if you’re cold.”
 
   “Maybe, subconsciously you want me to come up.”
 
   “There’s that cocky attitude of yours. You seem utterly full of yourself.”
 
   He appears stunned for a moment but recovers easily.
 
   “It’s only cocky if you don’t possess the skill to validate your mouth.” He lets out an exaggerated breath. “I realize I’m forward. I told you, when I desire something, I obtain it,” he declares with a stern tone.
 
   I have no doubt he’s telling the truth. When he speaks again, his voice is softer, considerate, “Since you don’t want to take me to your place, and you don’t want Chinese, why don’t you pick where we go.”
 
   I think about it for a second and then snatch his hand in mine. 
 
   “Follow me,” I command.
 
   I lead him toward this burger spot I love so much, I eat there twice a week for lunch with Chase. I sense his gaze on me, and when I glance back at him that’s what he’s doing. He has a sexy, crooked smile, appearing amused by something. It causes my heart to skip a beat.
 
   That’s it. I’m a goner.
 
   He catches up with my brisk pace effortlessly, and we stride hand-in-hand. I shake my head, casting a shy smile, and his mouth goes slack as he inhales sharply. 
 
   I notice the way my little hand feels in his large grasp, our fingers entwined, gripping tight. It feels right, comfortable even. It shouldn’t. I don’t know him from a hill of beans, but it does.
 
   “We’re here,” I announce. 
 
   His eyes float to where I’m pointing. “Burgers? That sounds good.”
 
   “They’re out of this world!” I exclaim.
 
   “No. A burger is tasty. You are out of this world. You’re far better than ground beef, Gabrielle.” 
 
   “Why are you interested in me? If you even are interested in me.”
 
   “Why don’t we grab a burger to go and find a less public location where we can talk?” He scans his eyes around at the pedestrians walking by, surveying him intently. No, wait, us. That guy just gave me an awkward side glance.
 
    
 
   We grab our burgers and walk out quickly, eager to find a private place to talk. He stops outside and says, “Where can we go for privacy? Somewhere nearby.” 
 
   His face has that trying-to-think-hard expression on it, and I can’t stop myself from laughing. It doesn’t seem like him. He’s usually so dour. But not now, not with me, and I like it. He doesn’t interact with others without the shield he puts in front of him.
 
   “I know I’m going to regret this. Would you like to come to my place for lunch?”
 
   “I thought you’d never ask.” He offers me his arm, and we walk swiftly back toward my place. He doesn’t ask where, he just leads us there. When we arrive, he remarks, “I’m surprised you’re inviting me to come up.” 
 
   I dart him a mocking suspicious glare. “Yes, well, Chase knows I’m with you.”
 
   “The whole city probably knows by now,” he replies dryly. 
 
   Ben opens the door for us. “Thank you, Ben. Say hi to Sheila for me.”
 
   “I will, Miss Hyde.”
 
   I turn back to Hunt to ask, “How would the whole city know?”
 
   “It has eyes,” he replies.
 
   We stroll up to the elevators, where two young women are already waiting. When they notice Damian, they start giggling and ogling him unashamedly. I catch their eye, giving them a hint of a smile.
 
   It’s not as if he were mine. What can I do about it? As I ponder this, Hunt casually slopes an arm around my shoulder and glances out the corner of his eye, his lips slightly curved. He was ignoring them, or so I thought. I lean into his side, allowing him to nestle me. I cannot believe he is being affectionate with me. I never imagined feeling this way for someone I barely know.
 
   The elevator arrives, and we allow them to enter first and take our place in front of them. They giggle and whisper quietly in the corner. But they don’t matter, not when the closeness of Hunt’s body is sending waves of arousal running ramped through me, making my legs tremble. He shifts next to me, letting me know he feels it, too.
 
   The girls make a quiet comment about his cute ass, which I must say, I totally agree with. His ass is quite delectable. Hunt must’ve heard them because the next thing I know, he’s firmly planting his strong hand on mine. It startles me, and the giggly girls gasp. 
 
   When the door opens for their floor, they rush off swiftly, trying to avoid eye contact. Hunt chortles lightly as the doors shut, and we continue in heated silence. 
 
   I glance at him, and he’s watching me intently, boring his piercing eyes into the side of my face. I turn toward him, tilting my head back, lifting my face to his. I want him to kiss me badly. 
 
   He gazes down at me with desperate longing and begins to lean in, slowly creeping closer to my waiting, swollen lips. His smoldering eyes burn into mine. All of a sudden, the doors slide open, seemingly snapping him out of his captivated state. He halts and jerks back as apprehension darts across his entrancing face.
 
   Damn it! He snatches up my trembling hand, encasing it in his, and yanks me out, hauling me toward my apartment. Skipping behind him, I become excited, nervous, and ready for whatever awaits.
 
   I snag my key out of my purse, fumbling with them as I take a step toward the door and shakily unlock it. I sense him, his intense eyes on my back, watching, wanting, waiting. I take a deep breath as I open the door and step through into the uncertainty of our future together.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Possibilities?
 
    
 
   We enter the apartment to a flood of warm, inviting light from the living room window. The view never ceases to amaze me. I glance up at Hunt, noticing his hair has hints of gold, drawn out by the sunlight, almost giving it a caramel hue. I watch him appraisingly scan my home, with a raised speculative eyebrow.
 
   “This isn’t the type of place an assistant can afford. Do you have a roommate?”
 
   “No. The folks purchased this place for me when I moved back from college. I didn’t want it at first, but they insisted. I try to pay them rent each month, but they put it in an account for me. I’ve actually grown to love this place. It’s my home.”
 
   “That was a generous thing of them to do. You lived a comfortable life.” 
 
   I roll my eyes. Comfortable is not the word I would use.
 
   “Is that a question or a statement?” 
 
   “Statement. Your father is Marshall Hyde, correct?”
 
   “You’ve met my father?” I ask, confounded.
 
   “Your father’s a business associate of mine.” 
 
   My jaw is dragging on the floor. “Come again?”
 
   “I would love to, but I need a first in order to do it again.”
 
   Did I hear him right? I’m shocked for a moment but pull myself together. “Oh, don’t do that. I’m serious. Explain yourself.”
 
   “It’s actually quite simple. He came to me with a few ventures, I trust his business sense and invested. We have an excellent work relationship and strong personal. I play tennis with him, and we see each other at functions and such. I really should thank him for having such a stunning daughter.”
 
   “How is it we haven’t met? I’ve attended many of those functions.” 
 
   “Do you want to talk about why we never met, or would you prefer to get on with the reason we came here? I personally would prefer to eat and discuss a proposition I have for you. Time is of the essence. We only have thirty minutes to hash out the details.”
 
   “Why are you making this sound like a merger?”
 
   “It is a merger in a way. Please, let’s sit.”
 
   I feel like a stranger in my own home. He seems to dominate any environment he’s in, making it his own. We walk into my kitchen, taking a seat at the granite island/kitchen table, on bar height chairs. I love my kitchen, especially when I’m cooking at night with the view and a tasty glass of wine. 
 
   “I’m going to be frank…”
 
   “Oh! Can I be someone else, too?”
 
   He cocks a brow, shooting me that lopsided smile that could melt the panties right off me. 
 
   “It’s excellent to know you participate in role-play…I was going to say, I want to propose you and I enter into a mutually exclusive…” This is it. He’s going to ask me to be his girlfriend. “sexual relationship.”
 
   My heart stops, and I feel the horror rush to my face.
 
   “You want me to be your…fuck buddy?” I ask, disappointed.
 
   “It’s not quite that simple, and I didn’t want to be crude, but yes.”
 
   “Why would…why would you ask me…I’m not looking for a relationship of that nature. You are crude for bringing it up in such an uncouth manner. No intimacy.”
 
   “Are you upset I asked, or I didn’t do it on my knee? Were you expecting moonlight, roses, romance? I’m not interested in intimacy, more like fucking you till we both collapse into a sweaty heap.” 
 
   My breathing quickens, and my cleft tingles. I’m frozen, watching him silently, trying to figure out what I could possibly say to him. 
 
   “No! I didn’t expect a grand gesture, but I certainly wasn’t expecting this, either,” I reply, aggravated.
 
   How could he not want intimate, when he does such thoughtful things for me, like send my favorite flowers with poetic notes, or holding my hand in public. 
 
   Then it hits me. He wasn’t being sweet by holding my hand, he was staking his claim, letting everyone know I belong to him.
 
   “You only held my hand to ward off other men, to let them know I’m not available. I am not fucking property, Damian. I’m a damn human being with feelings and emotional needs. I’m not a fuck machine!”
 
   My past was problematical to say the least, and fixing how I handled it was harder. I’m not going back to that type of lifestyle. Hunt stares at me as if he doesn’t know what to say. 
 
   Good! 
 
   After a few moments, he finally speaks, “I’ve never met anyone like you before. No one speaks to me the way you do. On the street, when you clutched my hand and led me down the sidewalk, I wouldn’t have allowed any other woman to do that. Yes, I was staking my claim. I won’t deny it. However, I was also trying to get near you. You do things to me, Gabrielle.”
 
   He pauses, shutting his eyes and taking a deep breath before continuing, “I don’t do intimate because I don’t know how.”
 
   I’m not expecting his response or confession. I find myself drawn to the part of him that’s dark and broken, a kindred spirit. I want to know the part of him that hides from the rest of the world.
 
   I take a long, deep breath and ask the only thing I want to know, “Why didn’t you kiss me in the car or the elevator? Why haven’t you kissed me yet?”
 
   His piercing green eyes spring to mine. He straightens up and says, in a matter of fact way, “If I kiss you, I won’t be able to stop myself from taking it further. I want to fuck you, Gabrielle, the way you need it, I need it. I don’t want to rush. I want to take my time to explore and savor you.”
 
   “Oh? What makes you think I would let you?”
 
   “Angel, I would do everything in my power to make you beg for my cock. I’ll make you hungry for me.”
 
   Angel? I’m hardly an angel, but I like it.
 
   I am hungry for him. Truth is, I want him anyway I can get him, but I want respect as well. I need that for and from a man before I go to bed with him.
 
   “I can’t just fuck. I need possibilities, to know more than your name and financial status. In addition, you’re my boss, which makes boning you kind of complicated…Why didn’t you tell me your last name? Why didn’t you tell me who you were? How old are you? Why didn’t…”
 
   “Gabrielle, you have to slow down. Please, one question at a time…To answer your name query, check received calls. Did you even look at my number?”
 
   “No…”
 
   He gestures to my purse and waits while I dig out my cell and check. It’s there, listed under the name Hunt. I glance up at him, and he has a grin from ear-to-ear, lighting up his eyes.
 
   “You’re peculiar.” I blurt out. My eyes shoot open, and my hand flies over my mouth.
 
   He shrugs with his omniscient smirk. “I knew you were a smart girl.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I…I don’t know where that came from. I didn’t mean it.”
 
   “Yes, you did. Don’t apologize for telling the truth. I am peculiar, more than you know.”
 
   “There’s a lot I don’t know about you.”
 
   “Yes, this is true and a discussion for another time.”
 
   I think for a few moments then finally settle on a topic.
 
   “How do you see me?” I inquire.
 
   He pauses as he’s about to take a bite of his burger.
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “Do you see me as a conquest, as your prey?”
 
   “Yes, and you’re making the chase a lot of fun.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “I’m thirty.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me who you were?”
 
   “I’m a private person with a very public life. It’s not often I meet a woman who doesn’t know who I am. I understand that sounds arrogant, but it’s the truth. When I realized you didn’t recognize me, I took the rare opportunity. I knew if you contacted me, it was because you genuinely wanted me, not who I am and what I can give you.”
 
   “What about my previous statements? About your position over me and the possibility of furthering our…whatever you want to call it.” 
 
   He reaches across the table and takes my shaky palm into his large hand, tracing my knuckles with his thumb.
 
   “Please, Gabrielle, don’t think of me just as your boss. I want to be more than that, so much more. I’m not saying we can’t attend functions or have a better understanding of one another. There has to be trust when you do what I do. However, I can’t give you the fairytale. I am not Prince Charming, and I don’t ride off into the sunset with the fair damsel. I fuck her. I want a sex-based relationship, preferably with you.”
 
   He releases my hand with a frown and continues, “I can’t give you all of me. Now, you understand why it will end in tears.” He pauses for a second and looks at me with narrow eyes and a smirk. “Did I hear you correctly? Did you say boning?”
 
   “Yes, I thought fucking seemed worse, so I said…”
 
   “Yes, I know, boning…I truly would enjoy boning you. I need to be inside you. I’ve needed it since I saw your curvy body swaying on the dance floor. I need you writhing above me.”
 
   The image is a welcome one. I want his body moving under me, over me, behind me. I’m aching to take him right here, right now. 
 
   “I hope you’ll consider my offer,” he comments, looking down at my untouched food. “Aren’t you going to eat your  out-of-this-world burger?”
 
   “I was.” I reply, picking up a fry and tossing it back on the table, with a disgusted look on my face.
 
   “Are you alright, Gabrielle?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m just not hungry after our conversation.”
 
   “Would you take a few bites for me? Please?”
 
   He looks at me with slight concern, and I reluctantly take a few bites of my bacon burger, a couple fries, and wash it down with root beer soda.
 
   “That’s my girl,” he commends in-between bites of the mushroom burger he’s working on, as if we aren’t talking about such a personal topic.
 
   I am in a daze as his words reverberate in my mind. How can three little words please me so much? I’ve never heard sweeter words spoken. 
 
   He glances down at his Cartier watch, gathers his trash and the rest of my food. “It’s time to leave.” 
 
   He throws the trash away and puts my leftovers into the fridge, as I gather my belongings and wait by the door. He’s standing at the island, throwing on his jacket, and I watch him silently, admiring how delicious he looks. Suddenly, I’m extremely hurt by the fact that he would propose a sexual relationship without even so much as kissing me first. As if I’m not worthy of more.
 
   “What’s the matter, Gabrielle?” Hunt’s voice breaks my focus on the unsavory thought. He’s staring at me with a concerned, tense look that wrenches his beautiful face.
 
   “You haven’t kissed me yet.” I pout.
 
   “Gabrielle, I…” He wants to. I can see it burning in his eyes. But he doesn’t move. He just stares at me with trepidation.
 
   “Fine, whatever,” I remark, wounded, turning toward the door. I have it about halfway open when he grips my hand and yanks me into his arms, holding me flush against him. He looks deep into my eyes, studying me, my soul. 
 
   Without warning, he slams the door shut and smashes me against it, pressing me into the blockade with his firm body. My breathing is stressed, and my heart in pounding a million miles a minute. He takes in a sharp intake of air before his lips meet mine with a fiery passion that’s fucking mind-blowing. We hold each other tightly, as if we’re trying to meld our bodies together. His arm curls around my lower back, culling me into him with a hand firmly placed on my ass, grinding me into his hard cock.
 
   My god, it’s…HUGE! 
 
   My hands grab at his thick hair, holding his mouth to mine, deepening our delectable lip-lock. He moves his hand down the back of my thigh, lifting it to his hip so my skirt bunches up just under my rear, and I let out a whimpered moan through mashed lips. Hunt’s hand slithers up my skirt, and I try jerking back, but the door won’t allow me. 
 
   He says in a low, husky voice, “It’s ok, angel. I just want to see your garter. It’s fucking hot.”
 
   I go lax in his arms. His hand meets the top of my stocking where he slides his finger between silk and flesh, tenderly running it along the inside. He reaches the taut strap and glides the masterful finger to the top, meeting the lace of my garter belt.
 
   “I want to see you in this, heels, and no panties.”
 
   Oh god, I want him inside me, thrusting, pounding my yearning crease. I want him to fuck me as he said ‘Till we collapse into a sweaty heap’.
 
   “I’ll do it,” I murmur in a low voice, yanking my skirt down, but I am unsure I want him to hear me.
 
   “You will?” He mashes me closer. “I don’t want you to feel you have to…” 
 
   I put my finger up to his lips.
 
   “I want to make myself clear. I want you, but I want things to happen naturally. I will participate on one condition…Make an effort not to treat me as if I’m just something to get your tip wet. I’m not asking for happily ever after. I just need to be able to live with myself after this is over.”
 
   His brow furrows. 
 
   “Over?” he asks, as if the thought pains and confuses him. However, since this is what he wants, I chuck it up for gas. 
 
   Maybe the burger isn’t settling well with him. 
 
   He continues, “I want you to be able to look at yourself when this is…over. I’ll try.” He takes in a profound breath. 
 
   “That’s all I ask.”
 
   “To make myself clear, I’m going to fuck you senseless and often. I expect you to try to keep up, Hyde. This is still a sex-driven relationship.”
 
   Using my words, cheeky. 
 
   “You don’t need to tell me that. I think it’s crystal clear.”
 
    
 
   We’re in the elevator, silently riding it down to the lobby, when I get the urge to have his lips back on mine. An itch I must scratch. I turn toward Hunt with a desperate look in my eyes. He notices and faces me, moving closer so our bodies are flush. I urgently wrap my arms about his waist, as he cups my face with his large hands, tilting my face up to meet his.
 
   We go in, ready for more, when the doors open, revealing a woman in her seventies waiting in the lobby. She looks at the two of us in our disheveled state and gives us an all-knowing smile. Hunt straightens up and runs his fingers through his shaggy hair. He clutches my hand and leads me out of the elevator. 
 
   “Such lovely couple. You lucky man,” she comments with a heavy Italian accent.
 
   “That I am,” Hunt replies, looking back at me with a side-glance and a kink in the corner of his mouth. I turn back to give her a smile before the doors seal shut. 
 
    
 
   We arrive back at the office with enough time to spare. We stand on the sidewalk for a moment, watching the others admiring expression. He takes out his phone, holds it up in front him, and presses a button. 
 
   “What did you do?” I ask.
 
   He flips the phone around to show me the picture he snapped. I am gazing at him like a lovesick puppy. I cringe at the sight of my dopey expression.
 
   “No! That’s awful,” I squeak.
 
   He stares at me with a sexy grin. “I think it’s lovely. I’ll enjoy seeing it every time you call.” 
 
   I lean in and kiss him on the cheek. I turn to leave, but he clasps my wrist and yanks me back into his able arms, planting a slow, passionate kiss on my bruised lips. When we break, he breathlessly asks, “Can I come over tonight?”
 
   “I’m going to have drinks with a friend after work, but I’ll be free later. I can call you when I get home.”
 
   “Your friend, that kid from the other day? That doesn’t thrill me. He has feelings for you.”
 
   “No. We were finished a long time ago. He…”
 
   “Wait…You two fucked?” he snarls.
 
   “Yes, but he wasn’t…it wasn’t like that!”
 
   “Emotions were involved?” He sounds technical about feelings.
 
   “Yes. We don’t feel that way about one another anymore.”
 
   “You can’t have drinks with him. I forbid it.”
 
   “Excuse me? You can’t tell me what to do. That will never happen. You can either trust me or not, but you won’t tell me I can’t see my friend!” I growl back.
 
   I pivot and walk into the building to escape him, but he follows. He clasps onto my wrist to stop me, but it’s the sensation I receive from his touch that halts me in my tracks. I turn to face him, eyes burning with lust and rage.
 
   “I trust you. You. I can’t say I’ve much faith in him. Don’t be mad.”
 
   “I’m not mad. I’m hurt.”
 
   “Don’t be hurt…”
 
   “Don’t tell me how to feel,” I snap, wrenching my wrist away from his electrifying grasp.
 
   “Look, have fun. I will see you tonight. Call me when you arrive home.” 
 
   I turn quickly, walking back into the office I call out, “I wouldn’t hold my breath.”
 
   I wave him off as I disappear from his line of sight.
 
    
 
   The rest of the day creeps by at a sloth-like pace. At five, I check emails and messages, then gather my belongings. I need a drink after this long, Yo-Yo of a day. I can’t wait to tell Chase about it. I stride hurriedly to his office, and when I arrive, he’s finishing a call.
 
   “Ok. Yeah, we’ll figure out the details tomorrow…Sure, don’t worry about it…Ok, talk to you then. Bye.”
 
   He hangs up and sinks back into his chair with a long exhale. He peers at me with a tired but happy smile. “Hey, kid. You ready for that drink?”
 
   “You have no idea.”
 
   “Bad day?”
 
   “Eh. We can talk over a drink. Let’s bounce.”
 
    
 
   Chase brings us drinks after he flirts with the pretty bartender, Naomi. He gets himself a beer and for me, a dirty martini.
 
   Mmmm…tasty.
 
   “How was lunch with Hunt?”
 
   “It wasn’t good. However, it was certainly better than our last confusing and embarrassing meeting.”
 
   “Embarrassing? Why?”
 
   “Oh! Didn’t I tell you? I went tumbling back onto the floor at the start of the merger.”
 
   “What?!” 
 
   He’s laughing so hard snorts burst out.
 
   “Shut up. Like you haven’t fallen flat on your ass before?”
 
   I let out a giggle that turns into a roar. We glance at each other as we begin to wind down and end up starting all over until tears trickle down our cheeks. 
 
   “Stop, stop. My sides…hurt,” Chase begs, wiping the tears from his face. “So, it didn’t go well? Are you going to see him again?”
 
   “We were supposed to get together tonight. I don’t think we will after the way he behaved. He is a tiring man. I don’t know. He wants the type of relationship I promised myself long ago I wouldn’t do again.”
 
   “What kind might that be?”
 
   “The mostly fucking kind. You remember how it was,” I reply before taking a sip of my drink. “I like this guy, but honestly, can I do this without getting hurt? He said he would try for more, but he made it clear that this is not a happily ever after scenario.”
 
   “I think you’re a grown ass woman. You need to take her head out of the clouds and have some fun. You need to realize this is different because you’re not using it to cope.”
 
   I hadn’t thought of it that way.
 
   “Should I do it? What if people find out? He’s our boss. Everyone would lose respect for me. I’ve worked hard to be taken seriously. I don’t want to lose that.”
 
   “Who cares what anyone thinks? I think you should give it a chance. If you don’t like it, you stop. Who knows what could happen?”
 
   “Yeah, and how many girls you’ve casually fucked end up your girlfriend?”
 
   “None…except you. Don’t underestimate yourself. You tend to do that a lot.”
 
   “He wasn’t too happy you and I had a relationship. He forbid me to come here with you and then tried to cover his ass. But it bothers me that he thinks I would do anything with you.”
 
   “Gee, thanks. Love you, too,” he says, pretending to be hurt.
 
   “You know what I mean. He thinks you’re still in love with me.” His eyes shoot up to mine, wide with shock. “Crazy, right?” I ask.
 
   “Yeah, downright mental,” he agrees, but he doesn’t look at me. He clears his throat. “Yeah, look, have fun, ok? You are young, gorgeous, and smart. You need to remember that. I know you think he’s too good for you, but that’s not true. He’ll come around when he gets to know you better.”
 
   “Thanks. You’re a sweetheart. You mean the world to me. Do you know that?”
 
   “Yeah I do.” Chase holds his bottle up. “To us.”
 
   We clink glasses and enjoy the rest of our time talking, laughing, and generally being goofy. When I get home, I decide not to call Hunt and head for bed instead, exhausted and a bit tipsy.
 
    
 
   Tuesday is a long, hectic day. I have a lot of work to do, now that Olivia is back. I type letters, respond to emails, manage a phone that refuses to stop ringing, and deal with any crisis that pops up. 
 
   I stay in the office and eat lunch at my desk, since the flow of the morning shows no signs of stopping. I get a few minutes of peace and decide to check my emails. I sift through all the junk, hitting upon one from my mom, reminding me of the function, and the plus one on the invite. I reply to let her know I received it. I go through the rest, uncovering one from Hunt. It reads.
 
    
 
   From: Damian N. Hunt
 
   To: Gabrielle Hyde
 
   Received: Tues, Jan 22, 2014 at 5:45 AM
 
   Subject: About Yesterday
 
    
 
   Gabrielle, 
 
   I am extremely disappointed I did not hear from you. I understand you are upset, and you have a right to be. At this point, I do not have the right to dominate what you do or whom you see. I hope to hear from you today. I will be expecting your correspondence.
 
    
 
   Damian Hunt
 
    
 
   P.S. I can’t stop thinking of sweltering lips and sumptuous gartered thighs.
 
    
 
   I stare at my screen confused by his formality and then sudden change in direction. His delicious words make me quiver as they gently stroke me. I can’t deny I want him avidly, but I’m still hurt by his behavior, and I see no real sign of an apology. I won’t be pushed around, told what to do and when to do it.
 
   I gawk at the sentence stating rights to dominate and wonder what he means when he writes, ‘At this point’. He will never have the right to control what I do now or down the road.
 
   I want to respond, but I decide to ignore him instead as punishment for his infantile behavior.
 
   The rest of the day is as chaotic as the morning rush. I notice Olivia’s in good spirits. She asks me to get her a table at this place called Rush. I manage a reservation at six for two. I think it’s a hot date because she seems excited.
 
   At five, I ask Olivia, “Is there’s anything you need before I leave?”
 
   “Did you get me a table at Rush?”
 
   “Yes, your reservation’s at six.”
 
   “Wonderful. Can I ask you one more thing?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “How do I look?”
 
   She rises from behind her desk and does a little spin for me. She is dressed in a hot pink, knee-length dress with black patent leather heels.
 
   “You look perfect. Big date?”
 
   “Yes, hoping to make it official. It’s been a long time coming. I think he wants the same.”
 
   “How can you tell?”
 
   “He did something that hinted toward it.”
 
   “Well, good luck. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   “Have a good night.”
 
   “Will do,” I say as I leave her office. 
 
   I’m thrilled when I break free through the lobby doors into the crisp air of dusk, and I inhale acutely. I walk toward my apartment letting the fresh, chilly air blow against my face, cooling my nose and cheeks. I absorb the smells and sounds of the city around me, and my stress spills away. I hear my name and turn to see Chase catching up with me.
 
   “Hey. How was work?” he asks as he arrives at my side. 
 
   “Hey. Shitty. You?” 
 
   “It had its moments, but I survived. I thought I would walk you home since it’s getting dark. I wouldn’t want something to happen to you.”
 
   “Ok. Thanks, I appreciate it.”
 
   We walk in silence for a bit until Chase asks, “What happened with Hunt last night? Did you get any?”
 
   “Oh god!” 
 
   My hand flies at his arm, aiming to smack him a good one, and he gracefully sidesteps out of my line of fire, laughing at me. I shoot him a mocking look of annoyance and childishly stick my tongue out at him. He comes back to my side and offers me an arm, which I gladly take, and we continue our stroll back to my place. “I didn’t call him. I went to bed instead. He was being immature, and I don’t condone petty conduct.”
 
   “Says the girl who only just tried to slap me and immaturely pouts when she fumbled her attempt at petty conduct. You show him who wears the pants!” he exclaims.
 
   “Yeah, still him. I’m going to call, but I want him to stew in it first.”
 
   Chase sees me to the front door of my building, and we hug goodbye and go our separate ways.
 
   I’m anxious to get upstairs and call Hunt. I get my cell phone and keys out, exiting the elevator. When I look up, I spot a black mass in front of my door. I realize it’s Julie huddled on the floor in a long, black trench coat. She is crying hysterically, holding her knees to her chest, rocking back and forth, staring blankly out into nothingness. 
 
   “Jules, what’s wrong? What happened?” I ask, alarmed.
 
   She leaps up off the floor and comes charging into my outstretched arms. The crash is immense, her arms curl around my neck, her soaked face wetting my silk collar and neck. 
 
   “Oh god! He’s dead! He’s fucking dead, Ellie!”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Heroes and Villains
 
    
 
   I cling to her desperately, terror filling me quickly. “Who? Who’s dead, Jules?”
 
   “Nicholas! He killed himself!” Nicholas was her twin brother.
 
   “Come inside. I can make you a drink or coffee.” She shuffles in and stares blankly out the window, eerily silent. 
 
   “How? When?” I ask, concerned.
 
   She remains quiet for only minutes, but it seems like hours, days even. I walk up from behind and wrap my arms around her, placing my cheek against her back, and she collapses. I guide her sagging body to the ground, cradling her in my arms while she weeps. 
 
   I hold her until she’s cried herself out, at least for the moment, and finally speaks in a broken, small voice, “I knew something was wrong. I…I went to check on him, and…he was lying there…in a pool of blood with half his head blown off. It was…everywhere. Oh…oh god, no…He’s fucking dead!” 
 
   Her body spasms from the hard, short breaths she’s struggling to take in. I clench her tighter as she breaks down in my arms. 
 
   “Shhh. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m here. Just let it out.”
 
   I don’t know what else to say to her. With all honesty, I’m relieved he’s dead. There I said it. And before you go despising me, you should know one thing. He’s the reason I have a hard time trusting men, issues I covered up with shitty habits. He’s the reason I’m broken. He was not a good man. He was pure evil. 
 
   I can’t think of that now. I need to be here for Jules. She needs me.
 
   “What happened?” I ask cautiously.
 
   “I don’t know,” she whimpers. “I called the cops after I ran out. They wouldn’t say anything officially, but they believe it’s…suicide.”
 
   She explodes into a new round of tears. I’ve never felt such sorrow and reprieve at the same time. Sorrow for my dear friend who lost someone extremely important to her and reprieve because my abuser is dead.
 
   “How can that be? He was such an amazing guy. Always happy.” 
 
   It’s called a mask, I think to myself. She doesn’t know her brother is the reason I have issues with men touching me or getting too close emotionally. Except Hunt, his touch is more than welcome.
 
   Julie was ecstatic when Nicholas and I started dating. We were going to be real sisters. She never knew he would beat me or force himself onto me. It lasted for two years until he thrashed me to the point of hospitalization. 
 
   Julie interrupts my thoughts as her arms cling to my neck and warm tears are run down my shoulder and back. “I’m here. Shhhh. I’m here.” I cradle her in my arms, rocking her until she falls asleep in my lap.
 
    
 
   When she wakes, her head is on my thigh, and I’m running my fingers through her messy midnight hair.
 
   “What time is it?” she asks with sleep in her voice.
 
   “Not late. It’s almost nine. You tired?” 
 
   “No…I could go for that drink though.”
 
   “Of course. Pick your poison.”
 
   “Rum, double.” 
 
   “You got it. Ice?”
 
   “No. Thanks.”
 
   I head to the kitchen to grab glasses and the rum from the freezer. I pour us doubles and take them, with the bottle, out to the living room. Julie’s on the couch, my throw draping her shoulders. She’s staring out the window silently, still as a statue. I hand her the glass, which she mechanically drinks from and hands back. Her eyes never leave the window.
 
   I sit next to her and pour another. I lean back into the couch attempting to grasp the severity of the situation for her and me. I take a sip of the rum. The cold, amber liquor burns and soothes going down into my belly, where it warms and tingles through me.
 
   I look over at my poor friend, still absent, empty glass in her hand, which I pilfer and place on the table in front of me. I want to talk, but for the life of me, I can’t figure out what to say.
 
   Probably not the best choice of words at this delicate time. 
 
   I just want to make her feel better, which I know isn’t possible and won’t be for a long time. Instead of saying it myself, I head over to my iPod and let Odessa do it for me. I select ‘I Will Be There’ and allow the lyrics to express everything.
 
   I watch her blankly gaze out at the glittering city. I walk back to her, flop on the couch, and enfold her in my arms. As I do, the floodgates open and tears flow out in large streams. I tickle her arm as she lets go on my shoulder, listening to the beauty of the song until it ends.
 
   “I’m furious with him. How could he do this to us? How could he do this to our parents? They’re devastated. I couldn’t be there. The misery was thick in the air, and I ran out of their house as fast as my feet would take me. I actually ran so fast, so far, I had to call a cab to come to you. I knew I’d be safe here…What do I do? How will we get through this?”
 
   “Day-by-day until so many have gone by that it doesn’t hurt anymore, or at least as much. You will make it through this because you’re a fighter, and you have a lot of life to live happily.”
 
   She throws the blanket around me and hugs me securely. “Thank you. What would I do without you?”
 
   “The feeling is mutual. Do you want to crash here tonight?” 
 
   She pulls away, and we sit there under the throw. “No, I think I’m going to stay at my parent’s house for a few days while we figure things out.” 
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want to stay for tonight?”
 
   “I’m sure. I need my mom. Will you call me a cab?”
 
   “Of course I will.”
 
    
 
   Fifteen minutes later, the cab arrives. She hugs me, and then she’s gone. I lean up against the door and inhale deeply. I feel the tears burning the back of my eyes, but they refuse to come.
 
   I take in everything that just happened, and suddenly, all energy drains from me. I can hardly keep my eyes open. I flip off the lights and hobble over to the couch, barely making it when I fall face first into the smooth, cool leather. 
 
   MMM…comfy. 
 
   The delicious silence of the room is blasted through by a thunderous pounding at the door. I scramble to get up, stumbling my way into mystery objects, trying to get to the urgent thrashing. I stub my toe on what I believe is a table leg.
 
   “Ow! Shit! I’m coming!” I call out. “Did you forget something?” I ask, opening the door.
 
   I make out the outline of a large, dark shadow blocking the doorway. My blurry vision scarcely perceives the shape of the strong build. “The only one who forgot is you,” The shadowy figure growls out. 
 
   I swallow when I realize it’s Damian, arms extended, leaning his weight on both sides of the frame. “I was going to call you in a minute. It’s not that late.”
 
   “It’s eleven at night. I’ve been waiting to hear from you since yesterday.”
 
   “Eleven? No, it’s…” My eyes drift into the kitchen to the glowing digital clock on the microwave. “Eleven.”
 
   He’s not happy. In fact, as my vision becomes clearer, I notice his eyes are on fire. 
 
   “Who was here?” he snarls.
 
   I know he thinks it was Chase. “Jules. You saw her at the club. She’s the one with black hair.”
 
   “I didn’t notice any girl with black hair.”
 
   “Well, she was here because she found her brother dead in his apartment today. You can see how I might’ve had my hands full.”
 
   “Your eyes aren’t red. Weren’t you crying?” he probes.
 
   Is he trying to trap me in a lie? Why doesn’t he believe me? 
 
   “Chase wasn’t here, Hunt. Stop trying to catch me in a lie. I didn’t cry because I wasn’t close to him.”
 
   Wow, lying to convince him I’m not lying.
 
   I flip on the lights, illuminating his beautiful wounded face. I take a deep breath, realizing how stunning he looks. His sexy disheveled hair is wet and slicked back, its normally caramel brown hue is now a rich chocolate, making his green eyes pop. He’s wearing a black military jacket over a white button-up, worn-out jeans, and black chucks. Fuck me, now.
 
   “I believe you. I’m sorry about your friend’s brother…I was going mad waiting to hear from you. All sorts of thoughts rushed through my head. I’m a jealous man, and I despise other men around what I consider mine.”
 
   I know what he means. I couldn’t handle if this gorgeous man were at another girl’s apartment attempting to woe and bed her. The thought sickens me.
 
   “I can assure you, there’s nothing to worry about. Besides, I’m not yours. I don’t belong to you.”
 
   He steps into the apartment with an emphatic stride. Our eyes locked. “You are mine. You belong to me whether you believe it or not. You were mine from the moment I saw you moving that sensual body of yours. I want it for myself. I want all of you.”
 
   He’s overcome, consumed with passion. His eyes like wildfires, breathing stressed. This sets me ablaze as I mirror his intense stare. He gets closer, and I can feel the heat radiating off his body.
 
   So hot, he actually sizzles. 
 
   Out of nowhere, that old familiar panic comes over me, but I need him naked in my bed. I can’t control the feeling of dread as it rises and spreads through me. The closeness of our bodies makes me claustrophobic. I begin to hyperventilate, and I drop to the floor scrunching my knees to my chest, rocking back and forth. I dig my face into my knees as I sway and cry vigorously. I hear footsteps on the hard wood floor, moving toward the front door, and it closes. 
 
   He left. He can’t handle a whack job like me. Why would he want to? Why am I freaking out? What triggered this episode? It couldn’t be him. He’s one of three men in my life that doesn’t cause dread in me.  
 
   Interrupting my explosion of thoughts, I hear more hard footsteps coming back to me. His muscular arms scoop under my legs and behind my back. He lifts me up, walks us to the couch, and takes a seat, cradling me in his lap. He holds me while I cry and breathe erratically. He doesn’t say anything, swaying us to and fro. His able arms are comforting and safe. There is a protective aura surrounding him. 
 
   How can I be terrified and calmed by the same person? I understand feeling intimidated by him. How can you not be? He has the most overwhelming presence. He is a force to be reckoned with…The part baffling me, how I can feel safe with the same man? 
 
   I know, without a shadow of a doubt, he is going to be a significant part of my life. I know he insists we will end, and he may be right, but truthfully, I don’t want there to be a deadline. I want the possibility of a future with him…
 
   Get a hold of yourself, woman. I can’t believe you’re thinking about this! You cannot let yourself hope for more because his mind is set…But maybe for now, I can pretend this act is one of tenderness and affection rather than an attempt to quiet his prey. 
 
   I nuzzle my head into his chest, curling an arm around his neck, and he stiffens. Every muscle clenching as I touch him in such a personal way. I release my grip and break away from his chest. I stare down at my hands, knotting them in my lap. It feels as if we’ve been sitting here forever in silence, even though it’s only been seconds.
 
   I notice from my peripheral vision, he’s gazing at me, and it makes me uncomfortable. I’m no longer crying or freaking out, so I start to shift off his lap, having worn-out my welcome, but he clenches his arm around my waist, keeping me on him.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going? Are you in a rush to get away from me?” He peers at me with an intensity that leaves me feeling naked. I gaze up at him, my head tilted down. He sweeps his finger under my chin, lifting my face to his.
 
   “I thought I’d done something wrong, overstepped a boundary. I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s fine. There’s no need to apologize.” He shifts a few strands of hair from my face and strokes my cheek. “I wasn’t expecting it. I don’t like having my neck touched, I’m not used to it, to this. I wish I could be more comfort.”
 
   “You’re a great comfort to me. I’m sorry I melted down in front of you. I have issues with men being too close, due to…past experiences. You probably think I’m crazy.”
 
   “Please, stop apologizing, Gabrielle. I think many things of you, gorgeous, but crazy’s not one of them. I’m sure you have your reasons for the panic attack. I didn’t mean to frighten you. That wasn’t my intent.” He inhales a large intake of air. “I think it’s time I take my leave.” 
 
   I don’t want him to go. I want him to stay with me. 
 
   He starts to get up, and I manage to jolt my body, causing his to fall back onto the couch. He stares at me with a crooked grin and cocked brow. 
 
   “Is this your way of telling me you don’t want me to go yet?” He sighs. “Look, Gabrielle, I think you’re an extremely nice girl, but an innocent such as yourself wouldn’t be able to handle what I do. Please, don’t misunderstand me. I’m very attracted to you. I want you desperately, but I don’t think it would be right to take advantage of you like that.”
 
   “I’m not fucking innocent. I am anything but. I’ve been through things most people wouldn’t understand. I am not a weak little thing that can’t take care of herself. I’m tired of you telling me I am a good girl, a nice girl,” I huff and roll my eyes. “How can you tell me I can’t handle you? You don’t know what I’m like in bed.” 
 
   My tone’s snippy, but I soften it and glide my forefinger over his lips. “You haven’t even tried me out yet. Don’t you want to experience how naughty I can be?” I remark, biting on my lower lip. 
 
   I can tell it affects him because his eyes shoot down to mine, and he licks his lips. I feel his arousal pressing against my rear while his hands grip to me aggressively.
 
   “I don’t need to try you out. I’ll enjoy you immensely. You can learn a lot about a woman’s bedroom abilities by how she dances.” His lips set in a razor-sharp line. “I desire a specific way of doing things in the bedroom. I don’t do gentle or tender. I like it…rough. I like to fuck. I’m going to fuck you. I need to know you want this. I need to know you’re not agreeing because it’s what I want. Now I ask you. Do you want to be mine?”
 
   A consuming rush surges through me at the thought of him going at me like a virile animal. I clench everywhere, the idea taking me over.
 
   “Yes, I want this. I want you. I’ve never wanted anyone more,” I pant.
 
   “I want to hear you say it,” he growls emphatically.
 
   “I want to be yours. I’m yours, Damian.” 
 
   He comes down on my lips with a fury. He snatches me up into his arms, passionately kissing me as if we’re in an epic, classic love story. I wrap my arms around his torso, mashing his hard body against mine, deepening our lip-lock. I break away, and he tries to come in for more, but I place my hand on his chest.
 
   “I need something from you before we do this.”
 
   “What do you need, babe?” 
 
   The endearment catches me off guard. 
 
   “I need you to apologize for the other day. That’s why I refused to call or email. I have a problem being told what to do. I need your respect. I won’t go to bed with you without it.”
 
   “I won’t apologize. I’m not wrong for being suspicious of Mr. Cahill’s intentions. The boy has affections for you, and I disapprove of you placing yourself in a position for an incident to occur between the two of you. When alcohol and hidden emotions mix, the combination is volatile, especially if one party doesn’t feel the same. I don’t trust him. He’ll try his chances with you. It’s only a matter of time.”
 
   I feel my blood boil and skin burn, taking on a bright red shade. My body stiffens, and my jaw clenches tight. I sit up, glaring at him.
 
   “You stubborn ass! First, you hurt me, and then you refuse to apologize for it? What kind of piece of shit doesn’t apologize for hurting a person?”
 
   He stares at me with the same tense face and rigid body language, shield up, prepared for battle.
 
   “I am sorry I hurt you, but you want me to apologize for what I said, not how I made you feel. I’m not sorry for what I said. I told you my feelings on the matter.”
 
   “You need to leave. I made a mistake by accepting your offer. I want you to go.” 
 
   He looks anguished, stunned. “Gabrielle, I…”
 
   “I said leave,” I interrupt, clipped, and leap off his lap, hauling ass for the door, which I aggressively swing wide-open.
 
   He gawks, bewildered, then slowly rises off the couch and saunters over to me. As he’s exiting, he pauses and says, “I’m truly disappointed we didn’t work out. I want to be with you.” He leans in and plants a chaste kiss on my lips. “Goodbye, Gabrielle.”
 
   “I am, too. Goodbye, Damian.”
 
   He exits, and I slam the door behind him. I’m enraged, anguished, and totally confused. I want to run after him, tell him I want him, too. However, he can’t tell me what to do, hurt me, and not apologize. That is completely disrespectful.
 
   I stomp off to my bedroom to get ready for bed. I take a short shower, going over the evening in my head. The water rushes down my skin, hydrating me, as I contemplate what just happened and what we could’ve been. I break down, crying good and ugly, letting the water wash my tears down the drain. I’m still hysterically crying into my pillow when I fall asleep.
 
    
 
   The morning light bathes me in its warm rays. I glimpse at the clock with blurry vision and manage to focus on the digital blue numbers. It’s seven fifty, and I didn’t get one wink of sleep. Everything on me is weak and fatigued. I lie there, remembering last night, and my heart begins to ache. The tears burn the back of my eyes as I fight to keep them in, but I envision the shattered expression on his face, and they come flooding out like a waterfall. I wish last night went differently, maybe then I would be waking up in his inviting arms rather than to a cold, empty space beside me. I haul myself out of bed, scuffling off to the kitchen to brew coffee and prepare breakfast.
 
    
 
   I sip on my coffee while picking out a cream blouse with a black peter pan collar, black wide-leg trousers, and black pointed toe calf boots. I’m not in the mood for cheery colors, not when I feel like someone just died…well, um…besides the cocksucker.
 
   I grab a homemade muffin from the kitchen then my black pea coat and purse from the table near the front door. I inhale one deep breath, and I’m out of the house by eight forty-five.
 
   I stroll toward work with my headphones in, listening to a sensuous burlesque style number on repeat. A poignant ballad, evoking the same intensity and sensuality that emanates from Hunt, by the incomparable Lana Del Rey called ‘Million Dollar Man’.
 
   Her sultry, aloof cooing is hypnotic, and her lyrics suit Hunt flawlessly. Her melodies are the soundtrack to my darkest fantasies. She’s perfect for a lift or to feel inspired, which I desperately need, considering I want to return home and hide under the covers.
 
   I drown out the rest of the world, putting myself in a place of focus. I’m doing a decent job of ignoring when I get a tap on the shoulder. I turn to discover Chase with two coffees in hand from my favorite place, La Boulange. I pluck out my ear buds to hear him say, “Hey, thought you could use this.”
 
   He hands over a cup and chocolate croissant, which they’re famous for, and takes a good look at me. “Damn, you look like shit. What the hell happened to you?”
 
   I give him an unchanged straight face, my mouth down at the corners. I take a bite of my yummy croissant and moan in delight. It’s like an orgasm for your mouth.
 
   “I saw Hunt last night, and when we were heading to the bedroom, I asked him for an apology, but he wouldn’t give me one. I asked him to leave, and he did. I’ve been a wreck ever since.”
 
   Chase has an oh-shit look. “Yeah? What the fuck? Asshole.”
 
   “My sentiments exactly,” I reply grimly.
 
   “Are you going to call him?”
 
   “I don’t think so. I told him I made a mistake in accepting his offer, and we said our goodbyes. I don’t think I’ll see him again.”
 
   “Yeah, except when we move into the new building, then you’ll probably run into him every day.”
 
   “Oh, shit! I forgot. Great, why did I mess with him? Once I found out he was my boss, I should’ve run screaming in the opposite direction.”
 
   “At least you didn’t sleep with him. I’m sure it would be a lot harder then. You still have your self-respect.”
 
   “I am relieved I can keep my head high knowing I didn’t give myself to him.”
 
   Deep down though I wish I had. I still want him desperately. I wish I had felt his lips, his body on mine, and now I will never know how he feels inside me, his intimate touch. I cringe at the thought and concentrate on Chase instead of the torturing notion. We turn the corner to work, and I ask, “I have a really hectic workload today. Can we grab drinks after work?”
 
   “Of course we can.”
 
   “Good. Can I ask you a favor?”
 
   “Shoot.”
 
   “My parents are hosting another charity gala this Saturday, and I don’t want to attend it alone. Elizabeth will set me up with every eligible man there. Will you please be my date?”
 
   “Nothing would give me greater pleasure my lady.” Chase bows down, and I curtsy. We chuckle quietly.
 
   “Great, we can discuss the details later.”
 
   We stroll into the building, and I wave to Kat as we head back into the office. When we reach his, we say our goodbyes and go grind out our days. I arrive at my desk and notice Olivia is on the phone, talking with a brash tone to the person on the other end.
 
   I stow my things and boot up my computer. I check my emails, finding one from my mom. When I open it, there’s a message and a link to a website. Her message is short and sweet.
 
    
 
   From: Elizabeth Hyde
 
   To: Gabrielle Hyde
 
   Received: Wed, Jan 23, 2014 at 8:45 AM
 
   Subject: Worth a thousand words
 
    
 
    Look what I found! That’s my girl. 
 
    
 
   Oh, jeez. Damian’s words ring in my head. 
 
   I click on the link, and there we are, a photo of us walking to get lunch, holding hands, foolish grins on our faces. It makes me angry, looking at the stupid girl acting happy as if she has any clue. The caption under the photo reads.
 
    
 
   The elusive billionaire playboy, Damian Hunt, spotted about town with flavor of the month, Gabrielle Hyde, heiress to the Hyde Estate. Ms. Hyde, best known for her wild partying behavior during her infamous college years, seems to have matured into quite a woman, catching the eye of the world’s most desired magnate.
 
    
 
   Shit, Shitty, shit. Shit!
 
   I close the link and go back to work. I type out the notes from last week’s meeting and file them under DH meeting notes. I work on some letters I need to mail out before noon, finishing them with time to spare, I decide to sneak another peek at the photo of us. I notice there’s a new posting and click on it. It’s an article with a few photos. The headline reads.
 
    
 
   Damian Hunt, Busy Ladies Man.
 
    
 
   There’s a photo of him at dinner with Olivia! Her back was to the camera, but I recognize her hot pink dress and long chocolate hair. Damian has a sexy grin on his face, playfully twisting his wine glass around by the stem. 
 
   Son of a bitch! Yeah, he seemed real tortured.
 
   The next picture, he’s leaving my Art Deco building late last night. His face looks nothing like the others. It’s sullen and angry. He knew what he did. Tears begin to well up in my already red eyes, and I close the link quickly.
 
   The rest of the day crawls by, even though I’m submerged in work, catching up on projects I put off the past few days. It takes everything I have to keep anything Hunt out of my day. I force myself not to call him. On top of all that, Olivia has been in a shitty mood all day. I realized why when I saw the pictures of them. She must’ve seen the pictures of Hunt and me together.
 
   Great! Another thing I fucked up by involving myself with this complicated man. I didn’t even get a night of unbridled, all-consuming passion for the trouble.
 
    
 
   When five comes around, I am so exhausted I can barely make it out of my chair. A poor night of sleep, and an emotionally overwhelming day will do that to you. Chase comes toddling around the corner looking fresh and happy. “Hey. Thought I’d walk you home, since it’s on my way to a friend’s place.”
 
   “This friend wouldn’t happen to be a female would it?”
 
   “Yes, my friend’s a girl, and we’re going to have a good old kinky time tonight.”
 
   “Yikes. TMI.” I hold my hands to my ears. “Nasty.”
 
   “Yeah, well, you asked.”
 
   “I asked if your friend’s a chick, not about your planned hump-fest.”
 
   “Yeah right, like you didn’t want to know, fishing around for her sex.” 
 
   I give him as big a smile as I can muster, but I don’t think my mouth curves much.
 
   “Come on. Let’s get you home and into bed. You look beat down. I’m sorry he did this to you.”
 
   “You’re not the one who should be sorry.”
 
    
 
   We arrive back at my place, though I’m not too sure how. I think he propped me up and guided me there. He comes up with me, to ensure I don’t collapse from my dead weight, and opens my door with his spare key. I gave one to him after a particularly life-threatening incident. I wanted to know he could get to me whenever he needed to, like now for instance. He is my protector, come to give me shelter from a cold world. 
 
   He scoops me up in his arms and carries me into the apartment. My head is lying on his chest, rolling to and fro with every firm step. 
 
   “Do you need me to take you to the bedroom?”
 
   “Yes,” I mumble softly.
 
   He advances to my room and places me on the bed, taking off my pants and blouse. If it weren’t for the fact that I’m half-alive, I would be embarrassed about wearing only my underwear and garter in front of him. 
 
   I swear I hear a gasp followed by a groan, but I can’t tell. 
 
   He puts me in my favorite old concert tee, which I wear whenever I’m experiencing a particularly heinous time in my life. He’s seen me wear it a million times, but it’s different when he’s the one putting it on me.
 
   I lie down, and he tucks me in.
 
   “Thank you,” I slur out.
 
   “Get some sleep, kid. Sweet dreams.”
 
   “Will you cuddle with me?” I ask sleepily. “I don’t want to be alone while I fall asleep. Only for a few minutes, please.”
 
   “Of course I can.” 
 
   He removes his shoes and jacket, sliding in behind me, spooning me. I feel at peace as I drift into a calming, abysmal  sleep, cradled securely in his arms.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Six
 
    
 
   White Night
 
    
 
   He’s walking away from me, taking everything with him. I tug at his hand, but it keeps slipping out of my grasp. I frantically pull at anything I can get my hands on, but he just continues toward the blinding light burning my eyes.
 
   “Please, don’t go!” I plead, but he ignores my panicked cries, and I do the only thing I can think to do. I throw myself at his feet and cling to one of his legs, refusing to let go.
 
   “Why are you leaving me?”
 
   He faces me, but the light is too bright, and I can’t see his face.
 
   “You don’t want me.”
 
   He strides away, taking the light with him, leaving me in the darkness.
 
    
 
   “NO! I NEED YOU!” 
 
   My body flies up right, hands reaching out for a man who isn’t there. I’m panting, my heart beating like a hummingbird’s wings. A sheen of sweat on my skin sends a chill down my spine from the cool morning air. 
 
   “Gabrielle! Look at me!” I twist my body to find Chase sitting beside me, hands clasping my biceps. “What the hell was that? Are you alright?” 
 
   He has worry splashed on his face, his breathing stressed. I stare at him with weepy, wide eyes before bursting into loud, sobbing tears. Chase carts me into his lap and sways me gently. 
 
   “Wow. This guy really messed you up, kid.”
 
   I remain silent, letting his bear hug comfort me, and vaguely become aware it’s light out. I glimpse at my clock. It’s seven in the morning. Chase spent the whole night with me. After a few minutes, I drag myself away from him. 
 
   “You missed your hot date,” I comment as he wipes the tears from my eyes.
 
   “Yeah,” he replies with a lazy shrug of the shoulders.
 
   “I didn’t mean to ruin your evening.”
 
   “You didn’t ruin my night. I enjoyed sleeping next to you. It reminds me of college. I always loved that.”
 
   “Me, too,” I reply with a shy smile, and his breathing hitches. He leans in but stops halfway to me and clears his throat. 
 
   “Would you like to get in the shower?” I awkwardly ask. “Before me…Not together…That would be weird.”
 
   He watches me turn a vivid red and replies with a big, sleepy grin, “You take a shower first. While I make us a pot of coffee and eggs.”
 
   “Thanks,” I reply in a low voice and quickly leap out of his lap, bound for the bathroom.
 
    
 
   After he’s showered and ready, we sit down to eat the eggs he prepared and drink the extra strong coffee. It’s good.
 
   I realize Chase’s in a different outfit. “What’s with the new clothes?”
 
   “I had them with me in a messenger bag. The hot date, remember? You look charming.”
 
   I am wearing a gray sheath dress with a three string, black pearl necklace, and turquoise round toe heels. My hair’s up in a high bun. My make-up is light.
 
   “Yeah, right…You look nice though. I’m sorry about last night.”
 
   “There’s no reason to apologize. I’m the one who passed out. You didn’t make me. That bed of yours is ridiculously soft. If anyone’s the culprit, it’s the mattress.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s a fantastic bed.”
 
   “I can’t believe I slept eleven hours.”
 
   “Thanks for taking care of me.”
 
   “Anytime, kid…So, what the fuck happened the other night?” he inquires.
 
   “Well, after we said goodbye, I found Jules on my doorstep bawling her eyes out. Nicholas killed himself yesterday…”
 
   “What? Why the hell didn’t you call me or say this before?”
 
   “Damian’s pretty predominate, and he overshadows him I guess. Yes, Nicholas is dead, and I am relieved, but I would prefer to pretend he never existed. I can finally move on, and that’s what I intend on doing. Besides, I can only handle one controlling man in my life at a time, and I pick the living one.”
 
   “You have a dark past you can’t run from. If you want to play denial, I’ll go along with it…for now. You need to process this sooner or later.”
 
   “I choose later. The current man in my life is what’s putting me in this funk, not Nicholas.”
 
   “Ok, kid. What went wrong with Mr. Boss Man?”
 
   “He’s a stubborn ass who won’t man up and apologize for his mistakes. He apologized for hurting me but not for being controlling. He still believes he is right in telling me what to do, and I cannot allow him to think he can do that to me. I don’t want to start a poor precedent. Next thing you know, he’ll be telling me when to eat, sleep, fuck. I will not go through that again. Never.”
 
   “I understand why you feel so strongly. You’re preaching to the choir. I couldn’t stand to watch you go through anything like that again. I also think, and believe me you’ve no idea how much I hate to say this; maybe you should give him another chance. I get respect is important and being told what to do pisses you off, but the guy did apologize for hurting your feelings.
 
   “I mean, yeah, he shouldn’t tell you what to do, but he did apologize for the most significant thing, which is making you feel bad. That limp dick fucker never acknowledged you had feelings, let alone apologized for hurting them. I personally don’t care what he thinks or says about me, as long as he makes you happy. All I want is your happiness.”
 
   I should ease up on the guy, but he’s just so arrogant. I’ve never been so attracted to and annoyed by a man before. It’s confusing as hell. I want him, but am I too late? Does he even want me anymore? What about those pictures I found? They don’t look good, especially after Olivia went on about making it official with her special someone. I could have been one last hurrah before he commits to her. Maybe I dodged a bullet by letting him go. I have a million things to go over. I just don’t know what I’ll do.
 
   “How about we change the subject? Let’s chat about the charity. It starts at seven at my parents’ estate. You should be at my place by six.”
 
   “What’s the dress code?” Chase asks, taking a sizeable bite of his eggs. 
 
   “It’s formal. The men dress in tuxes and women in evening gowns.”
 
   “You know I love to wear a tux. I feel like a spy.” 
 
   His eyebrow shoots up, and he’s pretending his hand is a gun. He looks at me in a fantastically debonair Bond way.
 
   “Yeah, what guy doesn’t? You’re such a dork! I love you.”
 
   He never fails to make me laugh, even when I’m in a shit mood.
 
   “Shut up. I look damn fine in a tux, very dashing.”
 
   “Yeah, but not with your finger gun.”
 
   He laughs at himself. “Finger bang,” he chuckles out.
 
   “You’re a pervert. I can’t take you anywhere.” I laugh at him.
 
   “It should be fun. I love the functions they host. Your parents know how to organize a party.” He jams the last bite of his eggs into his mouth and shoves his plate away from him. “You ok? I hope you feel better than you did yesterday.”
 
   “Nope, I’m still wounded. I want to forget the past week.”
 
   “You always want to forget, but maybe you should face your problem head-on instead. I don’t think one mistake is worth tossing the guy out completely. It would kill me if you did that to me. He’s probably in pretty poor shape.”
 
   “Trust, he’ll get over me. He only wanted me for sex. I’m sure he could find a million other girls who would do anything to get into his bed. I’m just not one of them. I don’t think I’m good enough to be there anyway.”
 
   “You’re one in million, and you don’t give that up when most girls these days are a dime a dozen. You are worth doing anything for, Ellie. Trust me, I know.” He lets out an awkward cough. “He picked you for a reason. You haven’t seen the last of him. When a guy wants a girl, you better bet he’s going to do everything in his power to get her. This guy is filthy with it. He holds more power than he probably knows what to do with, and he’s going to use it to get you back.”
 
   “I guess we’ll see. I’m not going to hold my breath.”
 
   “You are so stubborn. You need to listen when people tell you you’re worthy of everything.”
 
   “Thanks. Are you ready to leave?”
 
   “Yeah, let’s bounce.”
 
    
 
   The commute to work is all right, except for the black exotic car seemingly following us.
 
   “Am I crazy…?”
 
   “Yes, yes you are.”
 
   “Stop, seriously. Is that black car following us?”
 
   He glances back at the glossy sports car. “Actually, I think it is. I saw it outside your building last night and this morning.”
 
   As we watch the car, it speeds off around a corner. “You don’t think it was him, do you?” I ask anxiously, as if I’ve been caught doing something, I ought not.
 
   “Yeah, I think it was. Unless you know of any other billionaires vying for your affection.” 
 
   “Great,” I say sarcastically. “He’s vying for something alright, but it isn’t affection.”
 
    
 
   The morning is rather uneventful, except for a text I receive from Jules.
 
    
 
    
 
   From: Jules
 
   To: Ellie
 
    
 
   Hey really need to see you
 
   tonight. Need to get plastered.
 
    
 
   Received:
 
   Thu Jan 24, 2014 10:42 AM
 
    
 
   From: Ellie
 
   To: Jules
 
    
 
   Hey. Really need to see
 
   you too. Sounds perfect.
 
    
 
   Sent:
 
   Thu Jan 24, 2014 10:43 AM
 
    
 
   From: Jules
 
   To: Ellie
 
    
 
   Should I invite Sloan and 
 
   maybe you could invite Chase?
 
    
 
   Received:
 
   Thu Jan 24, 2014 10:43 AM
 
    
 
   From: Ellie
 
   To: Jules
 
    
 
   Sure, the more the merrier. Meet us
 
   at the bar near my place at five thirty.
 
    
 
   Sent:
 
   Thu Jan 24, 2014 10:44 AM
 
    
 
   From: Jules
 
   To: Ellie
 
    
 
   It’s a date. C U 2NITE.
 
    
 
   Received:
 
   Thu Jan 24, 2014 10:45 AM
 
    
 
   From: Ellie
 
   To: Jules
 
    
 
   C U 2NITE. TTFN
 
    
 
   Sent:
 
   Thu Jan 24, 2014 10:45 AM
 
    
 
   I’m unsure Chase will come. I know it would cheer her up to see him there, but it’s going to be a battle. Maybe I won’t tell him. I know it’s mean and a bit selfish, but I seriously need to see my friends and forget the past few weeks. I’ll ask him at lunch. I hope that a full stomach makes him less likely to kill me. I’m startled out of my thoughts by Olivia’s aggravated voice. 
 
   “I don’t pay you to play on the phone all day,” she barks with a snide tone.
 
   I swivel around in my chair to find her hovering right behind me with her hands on her hips. It takes everything not to knock her flat on her ass. Nevertheless, I manage to keep my composure.
 
   It’s not just this. The past three days have been the worst in my work history. What really pisses me off is she’s able to spend time with Hunt, my Hunt. The pictures from the other day are still vivid in my mind. “I know. I was trying to…”
 
   “I don’t want excuses. Don’t do it,” she snaps, turns, and stomps away.
 
   I take a deep breath, trying to gather myself before returning to work. Damian is now in the forefront of my mind. I’ve been a wreck the past two days, my attempts of avoiding photos of him have failed miserably.
 
   I decide to go onto a website called Dirty Dog News and come across a new posting. When I open it, my heart shatters. 
 
   There are new pictures of him with Olivia at lunch. That explains the long one she took yesterday. There is another from last night. He has a young woman on his arm. She is tall and slender, with platinum blonde, shoulder length hair and green eyes, truly stunning. They are linking arms as they walk into...Prey.
 
   He didn’t seem to have any trouble forgetting me, as if I meant nothing to him. I realize my problem, I let him mean too much. I mean, shit, couple lousy encounters and an A-fuckin-mazing, body-trembling kiss does not a relationship make. I need to get over him, post-haste. 
 
    
 
   When lunch rolls around, I’m in a crap mood and urgent need for time to unwind. I head to Chase’s office where lunch is already waiting for me.
 
   “What did you get for us?”
 
   “I was in the mood for Mexican food. Is that ok?”
 
   “Yeah, perfect. What did you get me?”
 
   “Beef burrito,” he says, giving me a mischievous grin and cocked brow.
 
   “Oh jeez, you’re a pervert.”
 
   “You love me for it, Miss Pervert.”
 
   “Yeah, I do. Thanks for the grub.” 
 
   I sit on the other side of his desk and dig in. “It sounds like the new office is ready as of next week. You’d better enjoy your final days of being within walking distance of work. If you want, I’ll drive you.”
 
   “Yeah, that would be stellar,” I reply with little interest.
 
   I know I don’t sound enthusiastic, but it’s hard to wake up and harder still to pretend I’m not dying inside. On top of it, I need to formulate ways of avoiding Damian at the new building. 
 
   “What’s on your mind?” he asks with a tilted head and a curious face.
 
   “Personal life not so hot, we’re meeting Jules for drinks, and work sucks,” I mumble the middle part of my sentence.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “Work sucks?” I look at him with my I’m-sorry face.
 
   “Don’t play with me.” His tilted face has a nauseated expression.
 
   “Will you come with me to have a drink with Jules and our friend Sloan? Please?”
 
   He lets out a long, exaggerated sigh and leans back in his chair, arms crossed. He’s like a child whose mother is making him play with a girl he knows to have cooties. 
 
   “Yeah, sure,” he whines out. “She’s going to be on me all night.”
 
   “Come on. Her brother died. She needs support and your pretty face. Plus, there will be booze and me.”
 
   “Ok, ok. You had me at booze. I’m not sorry that piece of shit is gone, and I still don’t regret what I did to him.”
 
   “I know. I’m glad I’m not the only one who saw what he truly was. Everyone keeps saying what an amazing guy he was. How kind and caring he was.” 
 
   “Are you going to the funeral?”
 
   “Yeah, I need to, for Jules.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes, of course. She needs me.”
 
   “You’ve got some balls of steel in those panties. I don’t know how you’re going to make it through the service without wanting to scream.”
 
   “I probably will.”
 
   “Well, at least when you freak out and cry no one will think anything of it,” he chuckles out.
 
   “Great. Thanks,” I say dryly.
 
   “Come on, kid. Let’s eat.”
 
    
 
   When five arrives, I feel emotionally and mentally drained. I meet Chase in the front lobby. He looks good in his black slacks and dress shirt, sleeves rolled up to the elbow.
 
   “I didn’t notice how dapper you look. Jules will be all over that,” I remark, waving my hand through the air, scanning over the length of his body.
 
   I laugh at him, and he joins in. “You suck,” he chuckles.
 
   “You ready?”
 
   “No, but let’s get this show on the road.”
 
    
 
   When we arrive, Julie and Sloan are already waiting, settled at our usual booth. Chase sighs as we head over to them, and Julie’s face seems to brighten when she spots him.
 
   “Hey guys, right on time. We just ordered a couple rounds for the table.”
 
   Julie ogles Chase with such fascination while I hug Sloan and respond, “Thanks. I’m ready to relax.”
 
   He leans in and shakes Sloan’s hand, introducing himself, “Chase.”
 
   He shoots her a sly smirk, and she seems to melt. “Sloan,” she responds in a trance. 
 
   She’s definitely been bit by the Chase bug. She giggles, and Julie nudges her in the arm when Chase isn’t paying attention, giving her a look as if to say back-off.
 
   “Fine,” Sloan mouths as she rubs her sore bicep. The shots arrive, and we proceed to get smashed.
 
    
 
   As Chase predicted, Julie is on him like cops on a jelly donut. She’s allowing the tequila to make her brave. The golden liquid that burned in the first few shots, slide down easily after the sixth. The hot liquor warms my belly, making me feel fuzzy, and honestly, a tad bit randy. I wish Hunt were here. Oh god, what I wouldn’t do to him. I’d probably take him right here in the booth. 
 
   I slip back into the cushion and listen to the music. The Virgins are blasting from the bar speakers.
 
   “I’m going to use the restroom,” Chase announces, scooting out of the booth and stumbling a bit. Julie watches him as if he were leaving forever. Sloan gets up to take a call, giving Julie and me a few moments to talk. 
 
   “How are you, Jules?”
 
   She speaks, and it’s obvious she’s smashed, “Sshitty, I’m crying nonstop, and my parents are (hiccup) wrecks. This is a nice ch-change. I’m kinda messed up, which is helping (hiccup) to feel numb.”
 
   “Me, too,” I giggle.
 
   I peek down at my watch, which is a bit blurry. Almost nine.
 
   “How you been? What the hell’ss going on with Damian?” she asks, alcohol slurring her drunken words.
 
   “I’m m-miserable. I haven’t seen him since the other night…I told him…to leave. He wouldn’t apologize for attempting to con-control me, and I flipped…told him I didn’t want the relation(hiccup)ship he offered.”
 
   Shit. I’m not doing much better. In fact, I might sound worse.
 
   “What a fucking asshole. We should chop (combination hiccup and burp) off his dick and throw it over the Golden Gate. What kind?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Relationship.”
 
   “Oh…He doesn’t want…a real commitment. He wants a fuck-toy.”
 
   “I sstill think we should go with my plan.” she replies, picking up a shot glass off the table and placing it to her lips, only to discover it’s empty. She flips it over and shakes it slightly, as if a few magical drops would still remain. “Bartender!” she calls out, shot glass swaying as she holds it high in the air, “Another round of your finest booze!” 
 
   We laugh long and hard. A moment later, Chase walks up smiling, brows creased. “What’s so funny?”
 
   “S’nothing. Just being silly,” I reply, tears spilling down my flushed cheeks. 
 
   I spot Sloan talking to a tall cutie at the bar. She’s twirling her fingers in her cherry red hair, giggling, and stroking his tatted arm.
 
   Chase slides into the booth, and we continue to talk and consume more shots until I’m feeling woozy. I think I drank one too many. I’m starting to feel hot from the thick, stale air in the bar. I need to get some fresh air before I ralph. 
 
   “I’m going out front for a breath(hiccup)er.”
 
   “I’ll come with you,” Chase offers eagerly.
 
   “No, that’s ok.”
 
   “I can go with. I’m going home,” Julie yawns. “Goodnight, Chase.”
 
    She grins sweetly.
 
   “Goodnight.” He gives her a nod.
 
   We collect our things and say goodbye to Sloan, still flirting it up with the cutie at the bar.
 
   “You’re leaving already?” She pouts. 
 
   “Yeah, too drunk,” Julie replies, wobbling a little.
 
   “Alright, get home safe.”
 
   She hugs us, then we shakily make our way out of the crowded bar, breaking free into the dark night. The chilly air hits my cheeks, and I realize how drunk I actually am.
 
   “My ride’s here. You ok?”
 
   “I’m dandy. I’m going to head home. Goodnight, ssweetie.”
 
   “I’ll see you on Sunday. Let me know what hap(unidentifiable noise)pens with Damian. Night.”
 
   “I can already tell you…Nothing.”
 
   “You’re wrong. Love you.”
 
   She gives me a considerable hug, and we wobble a little.
 
   “I love you…too. You’re in my thoughts.”
 
   “Thanks. See you (hiccup) in a few days.” 
 
   She stumbles to the cab, falls in, and she’s off. I take a few abysmal breaths, hoping to sober up. My vision’s starting to blur, and my head’s spinning.
 
   “Hey there, sexy…how are you doin’ tonight?”
 
   A guy in his late thirties is standing in front of me, obviously wasted. The smell of alcohol secretes from his breath and every pore, making me feel sick to my stomach.
 
   “Not good.”
 
   He moves closer. “What’s the matter, honey?” he slurs out, bobbing all over the place. 
 
   “Could…could you back off, please?”
 
   He flings his arms around my waist, bringing his body against mine. I’m daunted, drunk, and ready to pummel his ass but decide to give a warning first. I push him away, but he drags me back into him.
 
   “Get off,” I snarl.
 
   “Come on, honey. You like this. Relax.”
 
   The smell of booze and stale cigarettes is ripe on his breath.
 
   “GET THE FUCK OFF ME!” I growl, shoving at his chest and face when he tries to come in for a kiss. My vision is fading into blackness.
 
   Oh no! Not now! I can’t black out while this scumbag is trying to have his way with me. 
 
   The last thing I observe is a large fist smashing with bone-crushing force into my molester’s jaw and him falling from the impact. I can’t hold on. My last thought is of Chase, my hero. It goes black, and I’m out.
 
    
 
   I slip in and out of consciousness, allowing quick glimpses, flashes of his broad chest as he carries my sagging body. He opens the door and takes me inside the apartment. I realize something feels different about this. It’s in his touch and smell. 
 
   The apartment is dark. Objects edges are visible from the outside light, but in my blurry state, I still cannot make out what they are. I pass out again in his arms heading down the hall to my room. 
 
   When I come to, I’m lying on my bed, legs hanging over the side, and he’s strutting into the bathroom. He’s only a hazy, dark silhouette framed in the brilliant bathroom light. 
 
   I hear the medicine cabinet opening and the rattle of the bottles. The room is swaying, and my vision comes in and out of focus. The light turns off, and my dark hero comes back out.
 
   “Take this,” he commands as he extends his hands out to give me Tylenol and a glass of water. 
 
   “Bossy,” I mumble.
 
   I sit up at the edge and gobble down the little white miracle workers. I feel the zipper on the back of my dress open, and he slides it off my shoulders. He retrieves the empty glass from me and sets it on my side table. 
 
   “Lie down and lift your ass.” 
 
   I sloppily fall back and lift my rear as he slides it off the rest of the way. Once again, I am half-naked in my garter and underwear. This poor boy has been taking care of me as if I was a weak child, but I am far too wasted to care at this point. 
 
   He lifts my legs, running his long fingers along the calf, and places my heeled feet on his chest, removing the turquoise pumps one at a time. There’s an erotic aspect to it, but I shake the thought and chuck it up to me being drunk. 
 
   His hand unhooks my garter straps and rolls down my stockings unhurriedly, strong hands caressing my skin. My breathing’s harsh. My heart’s pounding. I lie there confused by my reaction to his touch, but before I can make too much of it, he places my legs back on the bed. 
 
   “Sit up and lift your arms.”
 
   I rise, and he clothes me in a comfy T-shirt, sliding his hands up the back to unhook my garter belt and remove it. I lie down, and he covers me with a blanket. I hear his hard steps on the wood floor, moving toward my bedroom door. There’s just enough light to make out a tall mass walking away from me.
 
   “Don’t leave. I don’t want to be alone...Will you hold me?”
 
   He comes to an abrupt halt, hesitating for an instant. 
 
   His coat and shoes hit the floor as he strides back over to me. A second later, he’s tucking himself along the back of my body, curling a protective arm around my stomach, and brings me into him.
 
   “Goodnight,” I sigh and ease into his comforting, warm body.
 
   “Goodnight, Gabrielle.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Charity Case
 
    
 
   I wake the next morning, hoping to find Chase lying next to me, but only his bodies imprint remains. I feel exceptional, which I have no right to after last night. I squint at the clock, it’s seven thirty.
 
   I jump out of bed and go into the kitchen to make a pot of coffee, but there’s a fresh one waiting for me. I pour myself a cup and take a sip. It’s not as strong as last time. It’s perfect. Just the way I like it. I head back into my room to get ready for the last day of the workweek. The weekend is welcome and feared because idle time is thinking time.
 
    
 
   When I arrive to work, Chase is already in his office. “Hey. Thanks for last night.”
 
   “Yeah, no problem. She wasn’t too terrible.”
 
   “What? No, I meant that guy and taking me home.”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about? I thought you went home after saying goodnight to Julie.”
 
   I feel the color drain from my face. “You didn’t knock the drunk out or take me home?”
 
   “No. What drunk? What happened?”
 
   “Some drunk got too touchy-feely, and I thought you defended me. I didn’t dream it. There was coffee sitting in the pot this morning.”
 
   “Sorry, kid. Not me.”
 
   “But if it wasn’t you, then…” 
 
   I pause when I realize it was Damian. My heart hurts, and last night starts to make a lot more sense. The way he demanded rather than ask or the erotic feel of his touch as he undressed me. He called me Gabrielle. He’s the only one who does. The only time anyone uses my full name is when I’m in trouble. Other than that, I’m simply Ellie.
 
    Oh, crap! He saw me half-naked!
 
   “Damian?” Chase asks.
 
   “Yeah, I think so. I don’t understand how or why?”
 
   “He was obviously there to see you and most likely witnessed it going down. As far as the why, I told you he’d do everything in his power to get you back. When the girl he wants is molested, you better bet he’s going to rectify that problem.”
 
   I don’t know what to think about it, so I opt to bury myself in work instead.
 
    
 
   It’s another banner day. Olivia is still acting catty toward me, but I suppose I shouldn’t have tried to take her man. I keep my head down and hustle. I just need to make it to the end of the day, and I’ll get to see my mom. We’d made plans earlier this week to find dresses for the gala. 
 
   When I leave for the day, Caleb is waiting for me out front. He has silver hair and kind, sad blue eyes. Caleb is a reserved gentleman, about my parents age. He’s been their driver for over twenty-five years. He drove my parents and I home from the hospital when I was only a few days old. He’s more like my uncle than anything. He’s a member of our family and a loyal one at that.
 
   “Hey! Did Mom send you?”
 
   “She wants me to drive you to a new boutique she found. I do whatever she asks.”
 
   “I know. Thank you.”
 
   He opens my door for me, and as I’m stepping in, I notice the sporty black car again. I take a moment to stare down the mystery driver and then climb into my parents silver Cadillac.
 
    
 
   We drive up to the boutique, and I hop out to go inside. My mom is already there wearing a beautiful mint green, toga style, chiffon, full-length gown. She’s wearing the hell out of it. The color brings out her hazel eyes, light blonde hair, and the glow of her golden skin. She’s admiring it in the mirror when she spots me walking up.
 
   “Hey, Mom.”
 
   She spins and strides to me. “Hi, honey,” she greets. “What do you think?”
 
   “You look amazing,” I gush.
 
   She hugs me and plants a kiss on my cheek. “I’m glad you like it. I found the perfect dress for you. Wait until you see it. You’ll die.”
 
   One of the sales girls brings me this black melting into silver silk mermaid gown, with a short train. The neckline is straight across the collarbone, which is so Audrey, but the back on the other hand, is so Marilyn. It drops revealing my bare flesh to just under the arc.
 
   “It’s stunning. I love it.”
 
   “Well? Go try it on.”  
 
   I rush to the fitting room and close the royal blue velvet curtain. It fits my curvaceous figure perfectly, and I feel beautiful in it. I prance out to the mirrors.
 
   “Yes. That’s the dress. Mr. Damian Hunt will go bonkers for you in that.” 
 
   I roll my eyes and let out a sigh. “I’m not going to the charity with Damian. I invited Chase.”
 
   “Mr. Hunt’s attending the charity alone. Why you aren’t going together is beyond…”
 
   “Damian’s coming? Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” 
 
   Terror fills me. I feel sick from the mix of fear and excitement. I miss him and regret what I said, but I’ve felt too ashamed to call him. I know I’ll have to confront him about it and last night.
 
   “I assumed you knew.”
 
   “Why?” I ask, panicked.
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Why did you invite him?”
 
   “It would be rude not to extend an invitation, being it’s his charity.”
 
   “It’s his charity?” I squeak.
 
   “Yes. He’s quite the philanthropist. He’s heads many of the charities your father and I donate to.”
 
   “Of course he does,” I mumble to myself, becoming skeptical of my decision to end our arrangement.
 
   “What happened between you two?”
 
   “I think I screwed up.”
 
   “Listen to me. Whatever the issue, when he sees you, he’ll forget all about it. Instead, he’ll be all over you the rest of the night. I guarantee it.”
 
   “Mom,” I chastise, “Could we pretend for one moment we have boundaries...Anyway, I don’t think he will. Things are complicated between us.”
 
   “Trust me. I could see in those photos, the boy has it bad for you…Speaking of pictures, why was he leaving your apartment after midnight?”
 
   “He came over to comfort me after the news about Nicholas. That’s all.”
 
   “Yes, terrible tragedy. He was too young. Anyway, you be careful how you let a man comfort you.”
 
   “Oh, Mom, stop.”
 
   “All I’m saying is don’t give it all away upfront. Let him chase you a bit.”
 
   “Mom, please. I don’t want to talk about this.”
 
   “I’m here if you do.”
 
   “Thanks. I appreciate it,” I mumble. “Why haven’t I met Damian at any of the functions?”
 
   She looks away, clearing her throat.
 
   “What aren’t you telling me?” Her eyes shoot over to mine, trepidation emanating from them. “Mom, spill it.”
 
   “Your father never wanted you to meet him.”
 
   “What do you mean? I thought he was good friends with him.”
 
   “He is, but your father didn’t feel it would be a good idea to introduce you two. He has a reputation and a preference to blondes. Marshall didn’t want him to attempt anything with you.”
 
   “Well, that plan backfired…I’ve heard about his reputation, but I have one, too, so it would be hypocritical of me to judge him based on gossip and hear say. You know how the tabloids are, once they sink their teeth into you, they don’t let go”
 
   “Personally, I never felt ill toward the boy. I think he is quite charming and generous. He just needs the right girl to show him the way.” She takes a good scan of the stunning gown and shakes her head. “Yes. That’s the dress. You look breathtaking in it.”
 
   I peek at the tag…FOUR GRAND! Damn it, Mom could be sneaky when she wants something.
 
   “It’s too expensive. I wouldn’t feel right.”
 
   “I’m buying it for you, and that’s it. I’m not going to argue with you, Ellie.”
 
   “You knew how much it was and I would fall for it once I tried it on.”
 
   “Yes, I counted on it. It’s my benefit, and I want you to look appropriate. Sue me.”
 
   “I may take you up on that, for constantly meddling in my love life.”
 
   “Stop teasing…I hope Chase has a nice tux.”
 
   “Yeah, he does. He bought one for magazine functions. He won’t disappoint.”
 
    
 
   She accompanies me home, poor Caleb forced to listen to her go on and on about my love life the entire drive. He’s a very calm, patient man, but hurt one of us, and he’ll take you down. He taught me how to defend myself after my relationship ended. He’s a second Dad to Maya and I. Caleb means a lot to me, to us.
 
   “We’re here, miss.”
 
   “Enough with this miss nonsense. It’s Ellie.”
 
   “Yes, miss.”
 
   “Fine, have it your way…for now.” 
 
   I shoot him a smile in the rearview mirror.
 
   “I’ll send Caleb to pick you up at six. We’ll be here at two to pick you up for our hair appointment. I love you, darling.”
 
   “I love you, too.”
 
   “Goodbye, Caleb.”
 
   “Have a good evening, miss.”
 
   Oh god. 
 
   I hug my mom and jump out of the car.
 
    
 
   I stay in and invite Julie over, but she isn’t in the mood to leave her parents. I decide to make myself a cup of noodles, read, and hit the sack early for much needed sleep. I’ve had that nightmare almost every night, except one, making it impossible to sleep straight through the night.
 
   I skip the shower opting for one tomorrow morning before the appointment. I slip into my favorite lavender flannel PJ’s, crawl into my cloud-like bed, and drift into a deep sleep.
 
    
 
   I wake to the rain beating on my window, pouring down in sheets. The kind of day you lie around, doing absolutely nothing. However, I have a whopping day ahead of me. I let out a long annoyed moan and slap my hands over my face.
 
   I don’t want to deal with Damian, and maybe I won’t have to. He’ll probably avoid me at all costs. I’m not sure he still wants me. He hasn’t called or made any attempts of communication. On the other hand, he did save me the other night. Why was he there if not for me? I wish I hadn’t overreacted the way I did. Now, I’m going to face my problem and Hunt, head on.
 
   I shift my head toward the clock, it’s already ten. I finally caught up on sleep. There’s four hours before my mom arrives for our appointment. I eat brunch and whip up two batches of chocolate chip muffins. I bake one to present at the funeral tomorrow to Julie’s family and one for me. While they’re in the oven baking, I read a few more chapters of a juicy erotic novel I’m in the middle of. I take the muffins out to cool, and I do the same.
 
   I take a brisk, cold shower, making sure everything’s still smooth, in case tonight goes well. Damian’s never far from my thoughts. I’m nervous about dealing with him, but I know Chase will be there to give me the support I need. The reassurance is beginning to settle the acids boiling in my stomach. I’ll make it through tonight and take it from there.
 
   When I get out and dry off, I notice it’s not pouring rain anymore, only a light drizzle, almost a mist. I put on jeans, a black tee, gray chucks, and black pea coat. I wrap the muffins, storing them in the fridge, grab an umbrella, and head downstairs to meet my mom.
 
   She’s waiting for me in the Cadillac with Caleb holding the door open. I sprint toward the car and clamber in. “Don’t run, darling. You don’t want to get sweaty.”
 
   I want to get sweaty alright, with Damian.
 
   “God forbid I break a sweat. It’s good to see you, too, Mother.”
 
   “I’m sorry. How are you feeling?”
 
   We talk of how I should style my hair, the gala, and Damian, figuring out how I should handle this evening. She informs me, the gown and shoes were messengered to my apartment building. 
 
    
 
   I enjoy my shampoo. It allows me a moment to clear my head and relax. I get a hair trim and add golden highlights. For a hairstyle, I chose a low loose bun letting my wavy hair showcase itself.
 
   “Oh, Ellie, it looks lovely,” Elizabeth gushes.
 
   She looks incredible. Her light hair is styled in a tight, braided chignon. It is truly a work of art.
 
   “You’re pretty fab yourself.”
 
   She smooches me on the cheek and goes to pay for our hair. I thank Rhonda, my hairdresser, and follow my mom out. We both huddle under my umbrella as we make a mad dash for the waiting car at the curb.
 
   “Mom, you shouldn’t run. You’ll get sweaty,” I comment mockingly, once were in the car.
 
   “Shush.”
 
    
 
   When I arrive back at my building, the gown and shoes are waiting for me at the lobby desk. I thank Ben and head upstairs. When I glance up at my door, from digging for my keys, there’s a folded note taped to it. I pluck it off and open it, finding only one word.
 
    
 
   Tonight
 
    
 
   My breathing hitches. My stomach’s in knots. I lean against the door for support, clenchingthe note to my chest, hoping it heals my self-inflicted wound. Tonight. How can one word offer so little and promise so much? 
 
    
 
   At six on the dot, there’s a knock on the front door. When I open it, Chase has a stunned look on his face, mouth hanging open. He gives me a good scan and says, “You’re a knockout!”
 
   “Thanks. Exactly, what I was going for. You look mighty fine yourself.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   He’s looks amazing in his tuxedo with his auburn hair slicked back and a smile that makes you want to swoon.
 
   “I really love the cat thing with the eyes. It makes them pop. Dig it.”
 
   I laugh hard. 
 
   “Cat eye, and thank you.”
 
   I think I did a decent job with the eyes and opted for bold red lips.
 
   “Caleb is downstairs waiting. I saw him on my way in and told him I would bring you right down.”
 
   I snatch my clutch and black silk wrap from the table. He offers me an arm, which I graciously take, and we’re off faster than a bride’s gown on her wedding night. 
 
    
 
   It’s not raining anymore, but the lingering scent of wet cement fills the fresh, crisp night air. I slink the shawl around my shoulders and enter the classic, black Bentley. Chase scoots in, assisting me, trying not to step or sit on the train.
 
   Caleb shuts the door and slides into the driver’s seat.
 
   “Miss, you are truly beautiful this evening.”
 
   I give him a large, genuine smile.
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Caleb.”
 
   I’m genuinely happy for the first time since my fateful encounter with Hunt. I’m finally going to see him, but as ecstatic as I am, I don’t know how he will behave toward me, so my nerves are working overtime.
 
   We merge into Saturday evening traffic and head north out of the city to my parent’s estate, just outside of San Francisco in Marin County. The traffic’s brutal due to roadwork, usually a fifteen-minute drive, it takes forty-five minutes to get to the Golden Gate Bridge.
 
   As we cross, I peer back on my sparkling city, chewing on my upper lip, butterflies fluttering in my belly. The anticipation drives me to the edge, literally. I dig my nails into the front of the seat and grasp it tight. 
 
   Once over the bridge, it doesn’t take long before I lay sight on the Hyde Estate, an island of light in a dark sea. Popcorn lights hang across the long, tree lined driveway. There are cars, expensive cars parked along one side, telling us the party has most definitely commenced. Any one of these could be his. I search for his black town car, Land Rover, or the sporty one I’d been spotting the last few days, but I can’t find any of them.
 
   We stop in front of the French chateau style manor, and I swivel back to Chase, fear in my eyes.
 
   “Damian will be here, and I need you to keep an eye on me. You know for support and what not.”
 
   “You need me, I’ll be there.”
 
   He gives my clutched hand a reassurance pat, and I let out a held breath. Chase grasps my hand before we clamber out of the car into the uncertainty of the night.
 
   When we enter, my father greets us, “Ellie, sweet girl.”
 
   He swoops in for a hug, which I almost fall into when I trip a bit walking in. I hug him hard and smell the comforting aroma of his cologne. I can’t remember a time when he wasn’t wearing it.
 
   He means the world to me, and I’m proud to be his daughter. He’s terribly handsome. He has dark brown hair with gray sprinkled up front and piercing blue eyes. 
 
   “How have you been, Ellie girl? I’ve missed you. I know I’ve been working a lot, and I feel guilty about it.”
 
   “I’m good, Dad. Don’t feel guilty. Just call me.”
 
   “That goes both ways, darling.”
 
   He’s still hugging me when he turns to Chase to shake his hand. “Good to see you, Son. I’m glad you could attend our little soirée. Still watching after my little girl?”
 
   “Yes, sir, I try,” Chase replies with his dazzling grin.
 
   “Good. I know you’re a wonderful friend to her. I appreciate it.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “Call me, Marshall.”
 
   “Thank you, Marshall.”
 
   “I’ll see you in a bit, darling.”
 
   “Ok, Daddy.”
 
   He pecks me on the vertex of my head and orders us to go mingle. Chase offers to take my clutch and shawl to the little room where everyone seems to be dropping off their belongings. When he returns, he’s carrying two champagne flutes filled to the rim.
 
   “Drink up before it spills.”
 
   I down a big sip, then hold out my flute. We clink our glasses, and he finishes his in one long shot.
 
   “Let’s dance,” he suggests.
 
   I take a few gulps of the champagne, hoping to settle the nerves, and follow him out to the terrace. He grabs my flute and places it on the tray of a passing waiter. I observe the lawn where a large, white tent is set up with a dance floor, tables, and an assortment of white lanterns in different shapes and sizes. Sinatra woes through hidden speakers, and there’s a crowd of people already dancing.
 
   We’re about to walk down the stairs and join in, when I sense him watching me.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   In the flesh
 
    
 
   I pause before turning to find Damian right in front of me. My breathing hitches at the sight of him, becoming harsh and rapid. I’m actually panting. He glares at Chase as if he has any right to do so. I remember how hurt he made me feel, and I can’t resist toying with him. 
 
   “How very wonderful it is to see you here.” I act sweet, an exaggerated sarcastic smile on my face.
 
   “Chase, give me a moment with Gabrielle.” He doesn’t take his eyes off mine when he orders Chase away.
 
   “What do you want, Ellie?” Chase inquires.
 
   I turn back to him.
 
   “Just a moment, please. I’ll come find you when I’m done.”
 
   Chase saunters off and calls out as he leaves, “I’ll be around.” 
 
   It’s a threat toward Hunt who happens to be the yummiest thing I’ve ever had the pleasure of laying my eyes on. He’s the knockout in his tux.
 
   “What might I do for you, Mr. Hunt?” He stiffens at the sound of his surname.
 
   “Have you finished your temper tantrum? Or do you require more time?”
 
   “I told you I don’t want to partake in your depraved sex games. I need respect, and you spit on that. It may not mean anything to you, but it means a great deal to me. I wanted an apology for treating me crappy, and you couldn’t give me one. I admit I overreacted, but I still feel the same as I did the night you left.”
 
   “You mean the night I was thrown out,” he corrects me. “I agree respect is extremely important, which is why I’m apologizing. I am sorry for everything I did. I hope you accept my apology, so we can continue with what we’ve yet to start. Being away from you these past few days made me realize how desperately I want you, need you. I’ve missed you, Gabrielle.”
 
   “You want to fuck me. I get it. You’ve made that point very clear. I told…”
 
   “You misunderstand me. I don’t mean only fucking. I want to give you what you need.”
 
   “What would that be exactly?”
 
   He pauses for a few seconds and then replies simply, “Possibilities.” 
 
   “How?”
 
   “I plan on making the effort to get to know you, take you out, and all the general things couples do. I realized while I was away, I’ve never wanted anyone how I want you. I’ll do whatever’s necessary to ensure you’re mine. I want to take care of and protect you, and I’ll do my utmost to do so.”
 
   “How could I be yours? What about Olivia?” 
 
   “What about her?”
 
   “I saw the photos of you together at a restaurant I made reservations for. She told me you two were going to make it official. I also saw the hot blonde. I’ve no desire to be a kept woman, one of your many subservient courtesans,” I snap. 
 
   His eyes pop open, appearing wounded, and then they narrow into an icy glare.
 
   “I’m sorry she made you do that or gave you the wrong impression of us. I’m not with Olivia. We’ve been over for years. The blonde you caught me with is my sister, Keira. Since I didn’t go out with any other girls, I have to assume it’s her you saw. The reason Olivia told you we were together is because she’s always seen me as hers, but I’m not hers.”
 
   His eyes soften, gleaming with a tender admiration. His voice lowers to an almost gentle whisper. “I’m yours. You are not one of many lovers. There’s only you, Gabrielle.”
 
   He reaches out and caresses my cheek with his thumb, hand cradling the side of my bewildered face. The sensation of his flesh on mine is almost more than I can bear as it causes every inch of my body to become alert to him and his need. I don’t know what to do. 
 
   This is what I want, isn’t it?...Yes, you dummy! Get your man! 
 
   “I’ve missed you. I’m sorry for overreacting and throwing you out. I didn’t mean it. I want to be with you. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you. You never left my mind,” I blurt out a blast of feelings and thoughts as if they were exploding from a shotgun.
 
   I stare awkwardly up at him as his eyes scan mine, morphing from forlorn into something darker, a fiery passion beaming out from somewhere deep inside his loins. He snaps me up in his arms and gives me a longing kiss, showing how much he missed me, too. 
 
   “What does this mean for us?” I ask weakly through our melded lips.
 
   He runs his hands down my exposed back, holding me in his powerful embrace, trailing kisses to my ear where he whispers, “It means, I belong to you, and you belong to me...I hope you don’t think me uncouth, but when I laid sight on you in this dress, I wanted to take you right here.” 
 
   His deeply sexual voice caresses my ear and vibrates down to my pining slit.
 
   “I don’t think my father would have approved,” I purr.
 
   He chuckles seductively.
 
   “No, I don’t think he would,” he murmurs, sharply biting down on the curve of my lobe.
 
   I moan, and he growls.
 
   “I want to hear your moans while I fuck you relentlessly. God, Gabrielle, I’m going to fuck your sweet cunt so hard you won’t be able to move without thinking of me.” 
 
   He pulls away but keeps me wrapped in his embrace. 
 
   “I want you to be mine, but before you give me your answer, there’s something we need to discuss later tonight, after the party. I need you to know one thing about me because it’ll affect you, too.”
 
   “There are certain things I need to tell you as well. Truth of the matter is I don’t need to hear anything to know I want to be with you.”
 
   “It’s a pretty dark secret. I don’t partake in anything illegal, but I live my life a certain way, and I need you to know how, so you can make a proper decision with all the facts.”
 
   There is no denying I want him, so much it hurts.
 
   “Damian, you misunderstand. I am yours, and there’s nothing you can tell me to change my mind. I want to give myself to you completely.”
 
   “You haven’t a clue as to what you’re saying, what you’re agreeing to. Let us talk tonight, and then you can make your decision. Right now, I want to enjoy you.”
 
   He kisses my neck. 
 
   Oh, the things he does to me. I wish we could’ve avoided this whole awful week. I know I give into him far too easily, but I can’t fight how I need him, or how he makes me feel. 
 
   I have one more subject I must discuss with him before we enjoy one another. “We really shouldn’t do this here. I don’t want my parents to discover us necking.”
 
   He lifts his face away from my neck and checks to see if my parents are near.
 
   “I don’t see them.” He sweeps his knuckle across my cheek. “Can I come back to your place tonight?”
 
   “Yes, I want you in my bed…Speaking of you in my bed, can we discuss Thursday?”
 
   I giggle when he goes back in for my neck.
 
   “What about it?” he mumbles from my nook.
 
   “Damian, I am trying to hold a discussion with you, and you’re making it hard.” 
 
   “No, babe, you’re making it hard,” he growls as he lifts his head up to look at me. “What do you want to know?”
 
   “It was you, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yes. I was sitting in my car outside the bar, and I saw him harassing you. The rest you’re vaguely aware of.”
 
   “You’re hilarious…Why were you in your car? Why were you there?”
 
   He gives me a look of annoyance. “I was there for you.”
 
   “For me? How did you know I would be there?”
 
   “I have my ways.”
 
   “You know that seems a tad stalker like, right?”
 
   “No, I don’t. I was worried about you, and since you weren’t allowing me to take care of you, I took matters into my own hands. I’m glad I did. God knows, what that son of a bitch would’ve done to you if I hadn’t.” He shutters.
 
   I change the subject quickly, hoping to distract him. “Now that I’ve identified my hero, thank you. Why didn’t you tell me it was you?”
 
   “I knew you didn’t want to talk to me, and you thought I was him. At least that’s what you kept mumbling.”
 
   “I was mumbling?”
 
   “Yes. You were telling ‘Chase’ he was your knight in shining armor.” I bite at my bottom lip, embarrassed by my comment. He appears hurt. “I couldn’t stay away. I had to see you. The past four days have been the hardest of my life. Almost every time I got to see you, he was usually there, and it made me fucking furious.”
 
   “I didn’t actually want you to stay away. I ached for you. I ache for you.”
 
   “Me, too, angel. I’ve never spent this much time trying to get a woman into bed, and with the way you look in this gown, I won’t be able to keep my eyes or my hands off you for long. I’m unsure I possess the willpower to wait until later. There’s a lot of making up to do.”
 
    I’m aroused by his appetite for me. His words rushing to my clit, making me want to feed his hunger until he’s stuffed.
 
   “We don’t have to. My bedroom’s upstairs. After we make a decent appearance, we can sneak away and finally do what we’ve been waiting for.”
 
   “Which would be what exactly?” he teasingly asks.
 
   “You fucking me until we collapse into a sweaty, panting heap.”
 
   “I overestimated your innocence factor. I won’t be doing that again.”  
 
   His eyes are scorching, burning into mine. If a stare could give you an orgasm, I would have multiple. He leans in and kisses me hard, bruising my lips. I push away to catch my breath and gather myself, looking up at him in a sexual daze. I notice the color of his lips. It’s a good thing I’m wearing long lasting lipstick or his lips would be as red as mine, instead of a soft pink.
 
   “I should find Chase, let him know everything’s alright, and our plans to leave together.”
 
   “We should have arrived together,” he huffs.
 
   “I wish we had, too.”
 
   “It’s alright, angel, because we’ll be coming together shortly.” His brow cocks, and a delicious lopsided smirk graces those strong, skilled lips. “I suppose if you must inform Mr. Cahill of our plans, I will accompany you on tracking him down.”
 
    He takes me by the elbow and guides me through the growing mob assembling outside. Before we get too far, I hear my mom call out to me, finding her standing next to my father chatting with…Olivia! My eyes dart to Damian, calm and ready for battle. He bends down to my ear. 
 
   “Are you ready to make things crystal clear?”
 
   I smirk up at him, and he rubs my back to calm me, or he just wants to touch my bare flesh. Either way, the contact is welcome, sending tremors down my body.
 
   “Hello, Mother.” 
 
   She hugs me and whispers, “I told you he would go bonkers. It’s written all over your face.”
 
   My father shakes Hunt’s hand, his face like stone. Hunt turns to my mom and shakes her hand gently.
 
   “Elizabeth, you look stunning. Thank you for inviting me.”
 
   “As always, it’s a pleasure having you, Damian.”
 
   Marshall chimes in, “It’s nice of you to come, Damian. I see you’ve met my little girl.”
 
   I answer instead, completely mortified, “Yes. We met one another when he bought the magazine. We’re good frie…” 
 
   “I’ve asked Gabrielle to be my girlfriend. She’s a truly exceptional woman. I intend on taking excellent care of her, Marshall. I feel it’s important to let you know due to our relationship,” Hunt interrupts me.
 
   Olivia is aghast.
 
   “Yes. That did cross my mind,” Marshall replies with a tone, still cold toward him. Mom tries to salvage the mood.
 
   “I think it’s wonderful! You make a charming couple. I wish you both the best.”
 
   My dad gives her a side-glance, which she ignores. Olivia stands there, an angry expression on her usually pretty face. She’s glaring at me with such rage and gives Hunt a confused, wounded stare, which he pretends not to notice and wraps his arm around my waist.
 
   “It looks like the whole Scooby gang is here.” Chase comes walking up. My mother greets him with a kiss on the cheek. “What did I miss?”
 
   We all turn to stare at him.
 
   “I’ll tell you later, Shaggy,” I reply, flustered. 
 
   He chuckles. “Gotcha, Daph.”
 
   We stand there in silence until I can’t take it anymore. The opportunity to escape comes in the form of one of my favorite songs. ‘Lean’ by Oh land. The song is fitting. The sluggish pace has a beautifully dark tone, accompanying an almost angelic female voice. 
 
   The lyrics sound all too familiar as if I’ve lived them. Oh, that’s right. The song is a perfect depiction of Thursday night and the drunken debacle that ensued. Then again, lying in Damian’s arms made it well worth the trouble.
 
   “This is a blast, standing here in deafening silence, but I think I’m ready to get down. Anyone care to join me?” I cut through the thick, awkwardly charged air.
 
   I glance over at Hunt, and we start to move away from the group, but one of the servers announces dinner is served. My mom adds to the announcement, “There are no seating plans. Please, sit with whomever you wish, mingle, and enjoy.”
 
   “After then,” I mumble.
 
   The tables are set up on one side of the massive white tent. Damian guides us over to my parent’s table, pulls out my chair and takes the seat next to me, so I am tucked between him and Chase. I lean over to Hunt.
 
   “We don’t need to sit at my parents table if you’re uncomfortable.”
 
   “Yes, we do. It means a lot to you, and I want to please you,” he replies with a serious face. 
 
   They serve black-pepper salmon, creamed spinach, and roasted red potatoes. The tent is buzzing with laughter and conversation. Olivia’s at the table near ours, staring at us with contempt, ignoring the guests at her table. Our professional and personal relationship is done, but that doesn’t matter, not when Hunt’s hand is placed high up on my thigh. A tent full of chatting partygoers all around us as he suggestively gropes at me. 
 
   My folks are adjacent to Chase, out of eyeshot, as are three hundred other pairs of eyes. He rubs toward the inner most part of my thigh, and I scoot my chair in to conceal his hand using the tablecloth and black napkin over my lap.
 
   Hunt leans in, whispering into my ear, “I can’t wait to get between these thighs.”
 
   I bite my bottom lip to keep from moaning out.
 
   As dinner goes on, his soft caresses become aggressive and sensual. His strong fingers knead at my upper thigh, pinkie grazing just above my wet slit. My nipples tighten against the silk. The entire lower half of my body tingles from the arousal and adrenaline of being this public about our heavy petting. 
 
   I’m flush, lids lowered from his secret touch, but he remains cool, collected, conversing with guests at our table. He casually chats with my parents, staring them in the eye, never faltering. My dad and Hunt talk business and such. It’s terribly dull banter.
 
   I turn my attention to Chase, and Damian gives my thigh a pinching squeeze of disapproval. I rest a hand on his firm cock, dominating the length of his thigh, and stroke sluggishly. I linger at the tip, which I tease with a finger. His face is still staid, but his breathing and skilled fingers are frantic. He can’t seem to get where he wants to be badly. Unfortunately, the silk dress is too snug for any extras down there.
 
   He leans into my ear. “I think it’s time you give me a tour of your grounds.”
 
   “I think you may be right. I’m beyond ready to feel your hands on me, but even more, I want mine on you. I’m going to knock your fucking socks off, Hunt, along with every other article of clothing.” 
 
   He licks his lips and lets out a low growl.
 
   We excuse ourselves from the table as other guests start to rise from their chairs and scatter across the massive property. We walk to the house and arrive at the marble stairs leading up to it. Due to my high heels and snug dress, poor Hunt has to drag me everywhere.
 
   “This will take forever. Where is your room exactly?”
 
   “Upstairs,” we say in unison.
 
   “Fuck this,” he gripes.
 
   When it seems he’s aborting our mission, he scoops me into his arms and carries me up the marble stairs. He heads through the terrace doors into the entryway, up more stairs, and finally down the hall to my bedroom at the end.
 
   “I’m tired just watching you,” I comment as he sets me down just inside my childhood bedroom, unchanged from when I left for college. There’s something erotic in making love to this man in my old bedroom, every one downstairs. He shuts the door with his foot, and I lean in to lock it. 
 
   “My mom kep…”
 
   “Are you on the pill?”
 
   “What?!”
 
   “I want you with nothing between us. I want to feel you. Are you on the pill?”
 
   “Yes, I am. But I need to review a test before I would even consider hitting it raw, that’s just not something I do.”
 
   He cocks a brow at my choice of words. “I happen to have one. It’s in my wallet.”
 
   “You carry a test around with you?”
 
   “I’m always prepared, Gabrielle,” he says as if I’m crazy for not carrying one around, too. “However, no, I don’t normally carry it around with me. I didn’t know where the night would take us.” He grabs his wallet from an inner pocket in his jacket, taking out the results and handing them to me. I notice it’s recent and negative.
 
   “I didn’t bring my credentials.”
 
   “I saw your last test, and you haven’t been with anyone lately. You’re last fuck was that Irish wannabe artist, Walker McQueen. Am I correct?”
 
   “How did you…how do you know my sex life?”
 
   “I do my research.” 
 
   “Yes, true. I haven’t been with anyone since him.”
 
   “I need to get inside and fuck you right. Don’t you want me, gorgeous?”
 
   “Yes, take me, please.”
 
   He pounces, pressing me against the door, large hands cupping my face, kissing me with rapacious fervor. I catch up with his desperate pace, hands thrusting into his hair, fingers clenching at thick strands. Damian’s hands slide down my torso to my hips pulling me against his solid erection, digging it into my hip and thigh. 
 
   He eradicates his lips slightly. “I want to show you how much I crave you,” he whispers against my mouth. 
 
   He hauls us away from the door and spins me around, so I’m facing away from him. His fingers graze the curve of my back, and I jolt at his soft touch. The tenderness is provocative, causing my yearning for him to grow to exponential heights. His fingers slide around the edge of the dramatic drop in my dress, up to my neck and into my hair, where they skillfully let down the bun. My golden waves cascade down, flowing to my breasts, covering my naked back.
 
   Hunt hooks his fingers onto the edge of my dress by the shoulders, drawing it open, allowing it to fall and hang at my waist. One tug and it’s on the floor pooling around my heels. I am his present, a gift to unwrap, and what lies underneath is his surprise. Damian prowls about me, taking all of me in. Then he halts abruptly to face me. 
 
   “My god, Gabrielle, you’re perfection. I am going to fuck you two ways from Sunday,” he growls.
 
   His eyes dart to my exposed swollen breasts and wet V. When they meet mine, they’re a darker shade of green, hunter green. His tongue licks along parted lips, breathing is harsh as he peers at me through hooded lids. I stand here in my garter, stockings, and black pumps, allowing him to ogle me.
 
   “You are the most seductive woman. I feel out of control when I’m near you.” Then he does something I would never expect a man like him to do. He drops down to his knees with a gaze full of devotion. “I worship you, Gabrielle.”
 
   He places one of my feet on his muscular thigh, massaging the calf, working up. His adulating touch is filled with desire for me, and I revel in the idea of this divinely dark creature being mine. 
 
   My chest heaves and muscles tense as he gets close to my crease, then stops. He removes my pump and puts my foot back on the ground, repeating with the other stem. Hunt’s touch drives me wild, sending currents coursing through my veins, taking me over. He leans in, kissing up my inner, silk-adorned thigh, and when his lustful lips finally caress the skin above my stocking, I convulse.
 
   He grasps his hand around the back of my knee and lifts it onto his broad shoulder. His dazzling face is right in front of my eager slit, his breaths are like hot silk warming me, making me burn for him. 
 
   In the blink of an eye, his tongue’s on me, tracing the edge of my lips, causing my pulse to quicken and legs to weaken. Hunt grips his powerful hands on my bum, smashing me onto his mouth allowing him to devour me.
 
   I fist my hands into his thick, messy hair and pull sharply as desire takes control of me. I gape at him working his masterful dark magic on my tensing cleft. One of his hands move and a long, thick finger enters me. He glides in and out, leisurely invading my soaked opening to the knuckle, eyes open, blazing up at me.
 
   “I’ve dreamt of your sweet little cunt, my favorite dessert, and I’m going to indulge in you all night.” He licks me off his lips, going back in for seconds, his swift velvety tongue takes a few more laps, and he growls, “Gabrielle.”
 
   His mouth still pressed against my lips, my name vibrates my sensitive clit. One last plunge of his finger, and I spasm for him, cumming violently as the overwhelming release takes over my body. 
 
   He plucks my leg from his wide shoulder and rises to hold me while I come down from my body-shaking, mind-melting orgasm, trembling in his able arms. I know it was quick, but he’s too fucking good, and it’s been far too long since I’ve felt the erotic touch of a man.
 
   Before I realize it, my garter’s on the floor next to the rest of my things. He clutches my hand and leads me to the bed.
 
   “Sit,” he orders.
 
   I do as I’m told, and he kneels down, slipping his fingers under the lace of my stockings and peeling them off, little by little. 
 
   I hear music playing through closed windows and recognize it as ‘All Shook Up’ performed by Avila. It’s a slow, sensual rendition of the Elvis Presley hit. The song makes what we’re about to partake in more erotic, playing into our desire. 
 
   He stands up, undressing with fervid speed. Articles of clothing fly off, tossed carelessly to the side. He rips off his tux shirt so fast I’m surprised the buttons don’t go bursting about the room. He yanks off his pants, and I revel at the sight of his powerful cock hanging under its weight. I marvel at the size of it, nine inches at least, and the thickness is truly awe-inspiring. 
 
   There is nothing average or mediocre about this man.
 
   His torso’s exquisitely sculpted, hard enough to cut diamonds on. Every muscle on him is clear and cut like the statue of a god. Adonis living and breathing before me, offering himself up to me, a mere mortal, who has no right to lustfully gaze upon such a divine creature. 
 
   “Lie down,” he commands with a stern, curt voice.
 
   I’m taken aback by his tone, but I comply, lying across the width of the bed. I place my arms above my head, and he smiles down at me with his secret lopsided smirk as if he’s privy to something I’m not. 
 
   He crawls onto the bed, spreading my legs with his body, planting fisted hands on either side of my hips. Hunt’s lean, steel waist is wedged between my soft thighs, broad chest and stunning face level with my torso. 
 
   He attacks it with forceful lips, kissing me roughly, tongue tasting, demolishing me with electric strokes. He creeps up my wanting body to the crease under my tender breasts, tracing it. His masterful tongue slithers across the hypersensitive flesh to my stiff nipple, drawing it into his sultry mouth. I writhe and whimper at the delicious contact. My back arcs and breasts elevate, bringing me deeper into his oral caress. His tongue flicks at the tip clamped acutely between his teeth, causing pained moans to escape my lips.
 
   “Tell me when it’s too much for you. I’ll stop immediately.”
 
   “More,” I moan, and he grins approvingly. 
 
   He comes back down on the other, rougher this time, and really works it. It’s both painful and spectacular. He tugs on my nipple and releases, letting it snap back. 
 
   “Ahh,” I groan out.
 
   He moves his hot lips up to my neck, chin, and finally mouth. He leans his weight onto his elbows, massive body eclipsing mine, and stares deep into my eyes. I feel his bare tip brush against my slippery slit, and I shiver with sexual agony. I want him, all of him.
 
   He swivels his hips, parting my lips with the head of his stiff cock. I moan and slap my hands onto his back. The anticipation’s maddening as an overwhelming need to rushes through me.
 
   I stare imploringly into his emerald eyes, and he answers my silent plead, surging forward, entering my eager core. He fills me up quickly, and I gasp from the divine burn of his thick cock stretching me out. I shudder in sheer ecstasy.
 
   “Gabrielle, you feel…right. You’re made for me.”
 
   I fling my arms around his lower waist, bringing him closer to me, moaning at his tender words, intimate words. 
 
   He remains motionless, allowing me to acclimate to the fullness, twitching inside me. He gazes into my entranced eyes and hauls his hips back, exiting slowly, so I feel every solid inch extracted from my body to the tip. He sluggishly thrusts in to the hilt, repeating this deliberate pace until he’s slick with my arousal, and I’m stretched to his liking.
 
   He wrenches back, pausing for an instant before slamming into me with a body-jarring jolt. He begins our hard, unhurried pace, increasing little by little until we’re fucking wildly, bodies grinding together in perfect time. Damian hammers into me, his sack slapping my ass with every drub.
 
   He hauls himself up, creating a cold, empty space between us. His hand clasps onto my ankle, tossing it over his shoulder then doing the same to the other. The position makes him go deeper, hitting the end on occasion, forcing jagged groans to break from my mouth.
 
   “I love…being inside…you.”
 
   Hunt’s eyes stay fixed onto mine. His words broken from stressed breathing and rapid drilling, boring in, so I feel every powerful, hard inch of him. He keeps up his relentless rhythm with a sharp swivel of his hips, hitting the pleasure zone every damn time.
 
   “Do you feel me, baby? Do you feel me stretching and cramming you full?” 
 
   I tighten around him, shaking my head vigorously. 
 
   “Say you want me,” he growls, slamming into me. “Say it.”
 
   “Yes! Oh god, I want you!” 
 
   His gaze turns shady, and a devilish grin kinks his lips. He brutally pounds into me causing his words to shatter.
 
   “You feel…so good.”
 
   My hands grab at my breasts, kneading the ache away, rocking my hips to meet his vehement thrashing. The sound of our skin slapping together is loud and intoxicating, making us fuck faster.
 
   My hands clasp at his firm ass, holding him in deep. Our bodies’ mill together, breathing accelerated, moans spilling out of us. We focus into each other’s eyes, drinking in the entranced looks on our faces, turned-on by the pleasure we give the other. He drives himself in and pauses, allowing me to feel how huge he really is. He stays buried in me as he undulates his hips, and my whole body tenses around him.
 
   He tilts his face toward my foot, kissing my ankle, licking along my instep, sending sharp currents to my crease. Damian weaves an arm about my thigh, gliding his finger between my wet lips, gently flicking my clit. I turn my head, firmly pressing my lips against his wrist, trying to muffle the increasingly impassioned screams. He thrashes into me, over and over, faster and faster, harder and harder, building me up higher and higher until I feel only him…in me…on me…possessing me. 
 
   “Fuck!” he growls.
 
   He pumps a few more quick thrusts, and I bite into his flesh at the overwhelming sensation rushing through me, my body arcing and jerking.
 
   “Gabrielle,” he roars.
 
   My body erupts into violent tremors, and I burst into a million pieces like a brilliant firework lighting the night sky. He strips my legs off his shoulders and hushes my vociferous moans with his mouth while his warm liquid orgasm releases far inside my quivering core. He rolls us over, and we collapse in a sweaty, panting heap. I lie on top of him dazed, my eyes heavy.
 
   “That’s my girl.”
 
   I sigh at the sound of his pleased words. His satisfaction feeds a hunger in me, a need to fulfill his darkest desires and give myself to him totally. We lie there silently with him inside me, taking in what just occurred.
 
   “I’m wiped,” I yawn. 
 
   I nuzzle my head into his chest, careful not to touch his neck, while he tickles my back in long soothing strokes.
 
   “I know you are, but you can’t sleep, babe. We have the party, and not to mention, the rest of the night back at your place.”
 
   “Can’t we stay up here and forget about the party?”
 
   “I wish we could, but people will notice we aren’t there and come searching for us. By people, I mean Marshall.”
 
    The thought of my dad discovering us in flagrante delicto, doesn’t sound appealing. I heave myself up off his chest, my splayed hands on his solid pecks. I bend down, kissing between them over his heart. He rises up, holding me, and plants a yearning kiss on my swollen lips. We hug one another tightly, kissing deeply, rocking back and forth, which only causes us to moan against the others lips hungrily. 
 
   “I can’t wait to get you home,” he murmurs from my lips.
 
   He moves down, kissing me on the neck, and I giggle when his stubble brushes against my skin. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Artemis
 
    
 
   We dress hastily, picking up any article near us and chucking over what isn’t ours. I glimpse at him from my vanity mirror. He’s truly breathtaking with post-fucked hair. Mine is not so marvelous, but I fix it as best as I can.
 
   “You’ve changed your hair.”
 
   I hadn’t made any drastic alterations to it, and yet he noticed the difference. The small, touching gesture makes my heart swell. “Yes,” I reply simply.
 
   “I want you to leave it down.”
 
   I peer at his reflection. “Do you now? I’ll keep it down then. Any other demands you wish for me to fulfill?” I ask with a wicked smile.
 
   “There are far too many to go through now. Maybe later tonight I’ll show you.” He saunters to me and bends down to graze my ear with his lips. “Let’s finish our rounds, so I can get you naked ASAP.”
 
   I rise, grasping his outstretched hand, and we depart to rejoin the festivities.
 
    
 
   We locate Chase sitting with my folks at our table, people all about them laughing hysterically. There’s so much noise, I can’t understand what they’re going on about. Chase glances over and watches us approach them.
 
   “Hey! Where have you been, kid? You missed a great story.”
 
   Damian yanks me close and replies, “I think we’ll survive. Gabrielle was giving me a tour of the grounds.”
 
   Chase peers inquisitively at my glowing face. “Yeah? It must’ve been one hell of a tour.”
 
   Damian glares at Chase.
 
   “It was. I intend on doing it again and often,” Hunt snarls.
 
   My mom spots us, excusing herself from my father’s side. “Darling, may I speak to you? It won’t be more than a moment.”
 
   I glimpse up at Damian who nods and leaves us. We stroll away from the group’s prying ears.
 
   “Your father has concerns about the two of you. One, Damian’s reputation when it comes to women, he wants you to go into this wide-awake. Two, Mr. Hunt is your father’s most important investor, and if anything were to go wrong, he would be in a terrible situation. That being said, I know what I see in that young man’s eyes when he’s near you…”
 
   “What do you see?” I ask timidly.
 
   “The same gleam in his eye that your father has for me and the one you have for Damian.”
 
   “I hope your right because I don’t think I could handle it if we didn’t make it. This past week without him has been hell. I’ve never felt like this before, and it terrifies me that I feel it so quickly. I can’t lose him, or I think I would stop existing.” 
 
   The thought of us not being together wrenches a sharp stabbing pain through my heart that makes me want to topple to the floor.
 
   “Are you alright? You appear pale.”
 
   “I’m fine. I just felt queasy for a second.”
 
   “Look, Ellie. You can’t think of the negative. You’re in a new, exciting relationship with many memories ahead. Be positive, enjoy every moment, and remember you deserve nothing less than complete earthshattering love.”  
 
   She lightly tickles my upper arm, to put me at ease, and it never ceases to work. The color comes back to my cheeks, and the pain in my heart trickles away. 
 
   “Thanks, Mom.”
 
   “I love you, darling. As far as your father goes, he only wants your happiness. He’ll get used to the idea of Damian. This is the first man you’ve brought home with the capability to take you away, and the thought terrifies him. You will always be his little girl, and he wants to know he’ll always be your rock.”
 
   “You know I’m a daddy’s girl. I don’t want him to feel as if he were losing me.”
 
   “You should tell him so. I think it would make him feel better.”
 
    “I’ll do that right now. Thanks for the heads up. I love you, Mom.”
 
   I turn and walk back toward the table with as much purpose as I can muster in this dress. He’s still talking with the guests at our table, Damian sandwiched between him and Chase. Hunt sits with an erect posture, shoulders back, conveying an air of confidence and opulence, outshining everyone at the table. Hell, the whole damn party. I feel a flutter in my stomach and a rush of euphoric bliss as I lay sight on him.
 
   I approach my father from behind and wrap my arms around his neck.
 
   “You will always be my father, my rock. You must know, no amount of time or person, will ever change the fact I’m your little girl and you’re my dad. I love you, old man.”
 
   I peck him on the cheek and hug him with my head lying on his comforting shoulder.
 
   “I love you, too, pork chop.”
 
   I open my eyes and find Hunt watching us with pain or admiration in his. There’s a shattered part of him hidden below that tough shell. I yearn to uncover his shadowy place, why it’s there. I want all of him, but I can’t truly possess him until I understand his complicated past. This means I need tell him about mine, a discussion I dread. I’ve never had to tell a man about my past before. Chase saw enough to understand what I went through, he never asked for details. I don’t think he would’ve been able to handle it.
 
   Hunt seems to recover, smiling sadly at me. I return one, head still nuzzled on my dad’s shoulder. I release him and go to Hunt, curling my arms around him. He clasps a hand around one of my wrists tenderly.
 
   “Why are you sad, dark prince?”
 
   “I’m alright. I was admiring the lovely view.”
 
   “I want you to know you mean a lot to me, I belong to you.”
 
   His grip stiffens, and I hear his breath hitch. He turns his head to me and replies, “Yes, you do.”
 
   “You belong to me.” 
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   He gently cradles his hand on the nape of my neck and brings me to his supple lips for a chaste kiss. I can’t believe how much he’s trying to please me, offering this much of him physically, emotionally, and with time, mentally.
 
   Marshall makes an exaggerated throat clearing noise, and Chase chimes in, “I agree.”
 
   He has a grossed out look, and I glare trying not to crack a smile. However, Hunt’s expression is less than enthusiastic.
 
   “Stay out of it,” he growls in a low tone, keeping out of earshot from my dad.
 
   “Hey,” I gently scold. “Play nice boys. Chase, that’s not the smartest thing to say, considering he’s your new boss.” 
 
   Hunt grins with satisfaction as a look of clarity seizes Chase’s face, remembering he isn’t only my boyfriend but the man who signs our paychecks.
 
   “He’s yours, too,” he comments with a snippy tone. 
 
   He gets up and heads over to a busty blonde on the dance floor.
 
   “I’m going to fire him.”
 
   I sit on Hunt’s lap and place both hands on his shoulders. Not exactly the best idea considering his hard cock’s pressed firmly against my ass. It flexes beneath me as blood pumps in causing it to throb. I’m aroused and want him frantically.
 
   “Why would you do a thing like that?”
 
   I give him puppy eyes and bite at my bottom lip. My mother taught me well.
 
   “Christ, Gabrielle.” He exhales loudly. “Alright, I’ll give him one more chance, but I’m not promising anything. He pisses me off,” he grumbles.
 
   “Thank you. He’ll be a good boy. Scout’s honor.”
 
   He enfolds an arm around my waist and cocks a brow. “Playing that card, are we? Isn’t it a bit soon?” 
 
   I give him a coy smile. “Whatever do you mean? I simply asked a question.”
 
   “Right, well since you aren’t going to give me a straight answer, how about we go have that dance you’ve been dying for all night?”
 
   “I’m tired, but one dance would be nice. I’d like to call it a night after that.”
 
   “My thoughts exactly, Hyde”
 
   We rise and wander hand in hand to the dancing mob. Suddenly, Olivia latches onto Damian’s arm. “I must speak with you in private.” She doesn’t even glance at me. She just bores her imposing eyes into his.
 
   “Fine. Gabrielle, could you excuse us, please? I promise to make this quick.”
 
   “Of course, I’ll be on the dance floor. I’m sure Chase would love a dance,” I reply with a smirk.
 
   He glares at me. “I’ll make this real quick, then.”
 
   They turn and stride out of the enclosed tent, speaking quietly to one another. My skin burns, and my stomach ties in vicious knots.
 
   “You are far too angelic to appear this sad. Would you like to dance?”  
 
   I spin around to face a stunning man with jet-black hair and alluring icy blue eyes. He’s almost as devastatingly beautiful as Damian is. Almost. He offers me his hand for a shake but ends up clasping it instead. “I’m a friend of Damian’s. My name is Dante. I thought you could use a distraction.”
 
   “Gabrielle and yes, I would like to dance.”
 
   He escorts me to the floor, and as we’re about to commence, Hunt’s arm clings to my waist, culling me into his side. “Hello, Dante. Have you met, Gabrielle? My girlfriend.” He seems tense, on edge.
 
   “Yes, we introduced ourselves, though I heard no mention of the word girlfriend.” Dante gives Damian a mischievous smirk, causing him to tense around me.
 
   “Not this one,” Damian growls, and I gawk up at him in confusion. I don’t understand what the hell is going on.
 
   “I’ll call you tomorrow,” he sternly remarks to Damian then turns to me and with a sultry voice he says, “It was a pleasure meeting you, Gabrielle.”
 
   Dante purrs out my name, taking my hand and kissing it softly. He releases my hand and turns to walk away, disappearing into the crowd. 
 
   “What was that? I thought you two were friends.”
 
   “We’re best friends actually. I’ll explain later on. Right now I need to get you back to your place.”
 
   “Please, I’m already desperate for you.”
 
   We make the rounds and say our goodbyes. I wish my parents a safe trip. They leave for Hawaii tomorrow for two weeks. I tell Chase to have Caleb drive him home, and he informs me, the blonde will be giving him a ride.
 
   “I’m sure she will,” I reply. 
 
    
 
   Hunt hands his ticket to the valet, and we stand quietly with our hands clasped tightly to the others. I peek up at him, and he’s submerged in thought, staring blankly out into nothingness.
 
   “What’s going through that head of yours?”
 
   He gradually comes out of his trance and gazes down at me.
 
   “What?”
 
   “What are you thinking about?”
 
   “It feels like rain. You should put on my coat.”
 
   He places his black wool coat over my shoulders, still toasty from his lingering warmth.
 
   “Don’t do that. Tell me, please.”
 
   “I want to tell you, but I can’t.”
 
   “I understand. There are certain things I need to tell you, too. You don’t have to say anything until you’re ready.”
 
   “I can tell you one thing. I don’t trust Dante to be alone with you. He can be a good friend, but he tends to screw the women I stop seeing. It never bothered me before until he pulled that shit on you.” His hands and jaw clenches.
 
   “Did you tell him about me?”
 
   “Yes. I didn’t share every detail, only that I thought you were done with me. He thought you were open game.”
 
   “That’s what the ‘Not this one’ was about?” He stares down at me with a pained look on his hypnotic face. “I promise I won’t have any secret encounters with him.”
 
   “Not funny. And thank you.”
 
   The silver, exotic car that drives up is incredible. It has a long front end, black interior, and seats two. She sits low to the ground, with the curves and sleek lines of a voluptuous woman. This baby looks as if it could haul serious ass, and I want to drive her bad.
 
   Hunt opens the passenger door for me.
 
   “I was hoping you would let me drive.” 
 
   He gawks at me with confusion and fear. 
 
   “I’m not comfortable with you driving in that dress or those heels. You could barely walk the whole night.”
 
   “I did fine. Thank you very much.”
 
   “All the same, not tonight, babe.” I give him a pout. “Oh no, you’re not using those juicy lips of yours to change my mind. Get your perky, supple ass in the car.”
 
   I strut to him, as he holds my door open for me, and pause. “I know how to use them to convince you to give me anything I want.”
 
   As I slide in, I hear his breath hitch, and I smile to myself. He shuts the door and strides around the front, gliding into the small space with ease. The interior looks like something you’d see in a spaceship.
 
   “What kind of car is this?” I ask as we buckle in.
 
   “Ferrari, F12berlinetta. You like?”
 
   “Mmmm…I love.”
 
   A sexy, crooked smirk graces his lips. “Good. You look ace in this car, babe.”
 
   I shoot him a smile and run a finger along his arm. 
 
   He slides the key into the slot and pushes a red start button on the steering wheel, switching on the ignition. She roars to life. The steering wheel has all kinds of buttons and controls on it. 
 
   He turns a knob near the gauges, and a song by a French rapper starts playing. I don’t see a stereo until I lean toward Hunt and spot an LCD screen built into the gauge panel. I discover the song title displayed on it, ‘Le Belle et la Bad Boy’. 
 
   Hunt gives me a wicked grin and shifts her into gear by pushing one of three buttons on the middle console in place of a shifter. We inch down the driveway. The rows of lights gleam and reflect off the silver paint of the hood. 
 
   When we make it to the end, the deserted road lies ahead, begging us to test her out.
 
   “How fast can she go?”
 
   He revs the engine and guns it. After a sharp left, we’re zipping down the wide country road. I roll down my window, and the chilly night air whips around me. I’m laughing. My heart’s racing and blood’s pumping rapidly through my veins as adrenaline builds. 
 
   Still objects rush by in a blur, and far off lights are gone in a flash. The occasional street lamp breaks the darkness in the car, allowing me an instant to admire his ridiculous grin. After a few minutes, he eases off the gas, and the car steadily slows until we’re going a more appropriate speed.
 
   “How fast were we going?”
 
   “Hundred. Felt faster, huh?”
 
   “Yes,” I giggle out, and he gives me a youthful smirk.
 
   “I don’t like driving so fast with you in the car, but I couldn’t resist.”
 
   “I loved it. I definitely need one of these bad boys someday.”
 
   “You’ll look fucking hot behind the wheel of this car.”
 
   I sink back into my seat to watch him drive. He’s confident in his ability to handle this choice piece of machinery. He’s the type of man who’s competent, can do anything he sets his mind to and does it well. I feel safe and find myself drifting to sleep.
 
    
 
   When I wake, Damian is cradling me in his muscular arms, in an elevator on our way to god knows where.
 
   “Where are we?” I ask sleepily.
 
   “The Artemis. I thought you would prefer to stay at my penthouse instead.”
 
   I’m on my way to his home. I suddenly feel energized.
 
   “Wasn’t Artemis the goddess of the hunt? That’s very clever.”
 
   “Thanks. I like it. You’re a smart girl.”
 
   “What time is it?”
 
   “Ten thirty. If you’re tired, we can go to bed.”
 
   “No, I’m not tired anymore, but I do want to go to bed.”
 
   “Hungry for me?”
 
   “Ravenous.”
 
   He brings me to his lips passionately, and I grab at his hair. The kiss sends me into a fog and a tingly weakness rushing from lips to toes. He breaks from me, breathless, still carrying me, cradling me in his capable arms. I realize how protected I feel, how right it feels. There’s only us.
 
    The doors open directly into the two-story high, main living area. It’s breathtaking. It isn’t what I expected, which was a cold, modern, sterile environment, but this space is masculine and cozy, inviting me to stay awhile. The walls are painted a dark shade of gray, with black and white photos of landmarks around San Francisco and the world, adorning them. They contain a depth and beauty that captures the photographer’s view of the world. They are truly exceptional.
 
   Black crown molding frames the enormous white ceiling. A large, round, cream rug embellishes the polished, dark cherry wood floors. In the center of the space, a massive, C-shaped, cream-colored leather couch encases a huge, circular, glass and stainless steel coffee table. The couch faces a black marble fireplace to our right. 
 
   Straight ahead of the elevators, an enormous glass wall displays a spectacular view of the city and bay. The Golden Gate Bridge illuminated in the distance. If I look closely, I can see my apartment building atop Russian Hill, my bedroom and living room facing us. 
 
   This place is astonishing and immaculate, yet I don’t feel I’ll ruffle anything or don’t belong. Damian presses a touchpad screen on the wall next to the elevator, and the fireplace comes to life.
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “This is the ultimate bachelor pad equipped with any device to get a woman in the mood. Wait.” I stick my pointer finger in the air and scan the room cautiously. “You forgot the mood music.”
 
   He presses it again, and Dinah Washington’s ‘Romance in the Dark’ fills the air.
 
   “I love this song, one of my favorites,” I comment.
 
   He smiles at me. “I don’t bring women here.”
 
   “What am I, a dog?”
 
   “Hardly, no, you’re the only woman I’ll have in my home…The kitchen is to our left through the dining room. The game room, gym, etc., down the hall to your right…”
 
   “Wait. That’s all you’re going to say. Why don’t you bring women here?”
 
    “Because I never wanted to.”
 
    “Obviously, where did you take them?”
 
   He links his fingers around the back of his neck and lets out a long breath. “I’m going to tell you about a part of my life that may frighten you. I’ll understand if you leave once you hear my explanation.”
 
   “You believe I won’t want you when you tell me where you take girls to fuck?”
 
   “There’s more to it than that.” His breathing’s rapid, eyes show fear.
 
   “Please, tell me. You’re starting to make me nervous. The movie ‘American Psycho’ is coming to mind.”
 
   “Fuck no!” He inhales sharply. “I don’t pick up woman at random bars…” I give him a look. “Besides you, I fuck a certain type of woman who has an understanding of what I want…”
 
   “Oh, fuck! Prostitutes?!”
 
   “No, Christ! I carry on monogamous ‘relationships’ with submissives who reside in an apartment I own.” My mouth hangs wide-open. I don’t know what to say. Hunt appears agitated and nervous. “Don’t gawk at me. Say something.”
 
   “You keep subs in some Dungeon of Domination?”
 
   “Dungeon of Domination? Yes, I keep them there, but not against their will. They’re allowed to come and go as they please, as long as I know where they are.”
 
   “Is there a girl there now?” I blurt, remembering he already told me I’m the only one.
 
   “No,” he replies calmly.
 
   “Do you want me to be your sub?”
 
   “Yes. I want you to give yourself to me. However, I don’t want to treat you the way I did them. I would prefer to find a middle ground.”
 
   “How?” I murmur, unable to keep the fear out of my voice.
 
   “You’ll be my submissive in the bedroom and when it’s beneficial to your well-being outside the bed. You’re my girlfriend, which means unlike them, you sleep in my bed, stay in my home, and we go out in public as a couple.”
 
   “You would beat me.”
 
   “No, I give vigorous spankings, but I don’t only do it as punishment. It’s quite pleasurable.”
 
   “For whom? I’ll be the one with the throbbing raw ass…Wait, punishment?”
 
   “Yes, I have guidelines about what I deem punishable. If I feel you are being naughty, I punish you.”
 
   “Punish me?” I murmur in a daze but snap out of it quickly. “I’m trying to comprehend the fact you’re a…Dom,” I say it with an almost disgusted tone, and he appears offended, tensing.
 
   “Yes, I am, and I won’t allow you to speak about it with distain. I will not be shamed by how I’ve chosen to live my life. I trust you enough to let you in, and you talk to me as if I’m shit. You could’ve simply said you aren’t interested and want me to take you home.” 
 
   I don’t want to leave. I want to be with him. If this is what he needs from me, why couldn’t I try? He has for me.
 
   “I don’t want to go.”
 
   “You don’t?” he asks, bewildered.
 
   “Well, if you want me to.” 
 
   I turn toward the elevator, and he snatches me up from behind, holding me firmly to his solid body.
 
   “Never. Once I tasted you, I was addicted. You’re mine.” He rests his face in my wind tossed hair and inhales. “I don’t want you to think you’re required to do this. I shouldn’t have brought it up.”
 
   “S&M isn’t something you just stop. You obviously enjoy it, want it. How could I keep you from something you love?”
 
   “I want you. I’ll take you any way I can get you. Even if it means I never take a paddle to your delightful ass.”
 
   “I never said no.” My voice is a shaky whisper.
 
   “You’ll consider?”
 
   “Yes. I need a say in what can be done and how far you go. If you allow me that, I don’t see why I can’t try.” I face him and gaze into his eyes. “You’ll find I can be an adventurous lover in the bedroom. I’m no innocent angel, even though you think I am. I may come off shy and virginal, but I’m only like that with you.”
 
   He smashes me into him and brushes a wisp of hair away from my eyes. I stop breathing at the affectionate gesture.  
 
   “I’m relieved you’re not. Your face is so angelic. I suppose I misread you. Once I told you, I was sure you would slap me and run out. I promise I won’t do anything to harm you. It is exceedingly important that you have complete involvement in what happens or doesn’t. This is a part of our arrangement and your role. I will go into more detail later.”
 
   “Why do you do this?”
 
   “It satisfies my urge to control, dominate, provide. What I do isn’t entirely tying up and beatings,” he replies dryly. 
 
   “You’re a control freak,” I state.
 
   He arcs a brow, and a sly smirk spreads across his lips. “I prefer to think of myself as a control aficionado or devotee of discipline.” 
 
   “Why do you crave control?”
 
   “What’s with the third degree?” 
 
   He isn’t serious, but he definitely doesn’t want to answer that one.
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m curious as to what makes you tick. I want to solve the puzzle that is Damian Hunt. I’m glad you’ve opened up as much as you have, but you can’t blame a girl for wanting more.”
 
   “No, I can’t. I’m curious, too. I’ve been wondering why you have issues with men.”
 
   “That’s too much to ask of me right now. I’m not ready, but when I am, you’ll be the first to know.”
 
   “Would you want to see the apartment where I like to play tomorrow? I’m going to pick up a few things, and I figured you might accompany me.”
 
   I am interested. How might it look? What kind of depraved things would I find there?
 
   “I’m attending a funeral tomorrow, but before or after I get back home would be good. It starts at two.”
 
   “Do you have a way to get there?”
 
   “I’ll take a cab. I don’t have a car.”
 
   “Unacceptable. I’ll escort you, and we’ll go to the apartment after I purchase you a dress for the wake. After being away from you this long, I want to spend as much time with and in you as possible.”
 
   “I missed you, too, Damian. This past week was…”
 
   “I wasn’t referring to the past week.” 
 
   I’m in a daze. The words sensually roll out of his sumptuous mouth. From startling to adoring, I’m never sure what will come out of his mouth next.
 
   “What are you thinking?” Hunt asks with an enquiring gaze.
 
   “We should be making up for lost time.”
 
   He smirks as he takes my hand and leads me to the couch near the warmth of the fire. Hunt leaves me there to admire the large room and saunters over to the coffee table.
 
   I’m gazing out at the landscape when the lights dim and the song changes to an intensely, epic ballad about not deserving of that one person whose love is unconditional. 
 
   I wonder who does this song?   
 
   He ambles back over to me. “Don’t Deserve You by Plumb,” Hunt answers my unspoken question with a cocky smirk. 
 
   “How did you…”
 
   “I know you, Gabrielle,” he replies before I can get out the rest of my pointless query. “Would you care to dance, Miss Hyde?” he inquires. 
 
   He tucks one arm behind his back and extends a hand out to me. He looks regal in his tux, like a gentleman from the Victorian era asking his ladylove to bestow him with a waltz.
 
   “I would love a dance, Mr. Hunt.” I rest my hand in his, and he gathers me into his arms, one hand on my upper back with the other held out shoulder height. 
 
   He sweeps me around the room, spinning and twirling me gracefully. His form is impeccable. He’s a wonderful dancer, competent and poised as he waltz’s me about the massive room.
 
   My mom always told me, a man who’s good on the dance floor was the same in bed. With Hunt, it rings true. He’s the most exquisite dancer and lay I’ve ever had. He’s in complete control of his body, of himself, of me, and it’s alluring.
 
   Once he has brought us full circle, halting us in front of the fireplace, he clutches me against him. We seductively sway to the music while he begins to undress me, leisurely slipping one shoulder off at a time. The dress drapes at my waist revealing my bare torso, after he tugs it over my hips it flutters to the floor. I push off his tuxedo jacket, and while he’s getting his arms out, I’m unbuttoning his shirt. Then I lunge at his pants.
 
   “Desperate for me? You’re so deliciously greedy, Hyde.”
 
   “How could I not be when it comes to you, Hunt?”
 
   I yank off his pants and briefs, letting his big cock pop out and steal the show. He unhooks my garter and flings it onto the couch. He crouches, and I steady myself on his shoulder as he takes off my pumps. His hand glides down my upper thigh, taking my stockings with them.
 
   Hunt rises and brings me into him, pressing my soft flesh against his rock-solid body. We sway together in the firelight, the glistening city our backdrop. As our bodies rub against one another, stimulating my nipples and jamming his thick, hard penis into my tender, wet cleft, stroking my sensitive clit. His hands run along my back and rear, latching on and lifting me up.
 
   “Wrap your legs around my waist, gorgeous.”
 
   I do as he fleshly commands, knowing control is what he hungers. Hunt’s lips move in, his tongue gently probing and massaging my mouth. I attack him with the same consuming passion.
 
   Now, this is making up.
 
   He clasps a hand to the nape of my neck and mashes our lips tightly. I rest my biceps on his shoulders, thrusting my hands into his hair and jerking back sharply.
 
   “No, no. That’s a naughty girl. Such behavior is punishable. You have one warning, and then I take you over my knee.”
 
   My eyes are large as he reprimands me, but I can’t help myself and tug again like an insolent child testing the waters, and he spanks me with a free hand. The contact jolts me into him. The sting is arousing, and for some reason I’m not afraid.
 
   Why does his touch provoke such strong feelings in me? Even his violent caress sends me bouncing of the walls.
 
   I slam my lips on his. Our kiss is potent and frantic for one another. He grips my hair at the nape and hauls my lips away enough to say, “Let’s go take a shower.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Playing Dirty
 
    
 
   My lips are back on his as he walks us across the living room, up the stairs, and down the hall into the master bedroom. He certainly gives the name a new meaning. He gives everything a new meaning. Our lip-lock doesn’t break until were about halfway across his room.
 
   I get a pretty good peek considering the only light is from the city shining through the glass wall to my left. It’s another awe-inspiring view. The room is huge. 
 
   There are more black and whites decorating the walls, but these are different, these are of the naked, female form. 
 
   “These photos are incredible. Who did them?”
 
   He pauses. “I did. I’m pleased you like them.”
 
   “You did these? Are the women your ex’s?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   My eyes shoot back to one in particular, of a nude, slender brunette kneeling with her rear resting on the heels of her feet tucked underneath. Her back is to the camera, long, chestnut hair flowing down till the ends sweep the dimples just above her rump. She is peeking over her shoulder, the lower half of her face obstructed by her lush hair, only her massive, light eyes are revealed, peering out at us lovingly.
 
   “I should replace them,” he remarks, unsure of my feelings. “You’re my new subject. I want to stare at you whenever I desire.”
 
   I blush at the idea of my body on display. It makes me nervous. However, to be photographed by an artist such as him would be an intimate and erotic experience.
 
   I notice a photo unlike the rest. It’s large and on the wall facing his bed, which is arranged against the glass wall. This one is warm, sweet. The subject is a young, angelic woman sleeping sound, fair hair fanned out around her head. The outside light illuminates her golden strands and bathes half of her peaceful face perfectly angled toward the camera. Up close and personal.
 
   I look a little harder and realize the girl is me! I’m the angelic vision.
 
   “That’s me. When did you take this?”
 
   “The night I saved you, I woke up, and you looked perfect. I called down to my driver and had him bring the camera to me. This is what I got. A vision I’ve cherished and gazed at ever since.”
 
   I’m flattered and embarrassed, but I don’t care, I want him.
 
   “Cherish me, instead,” I comment softly.
 
   “With pleasure,” he growls. 
 
   He pushes a button on the touchscreen on the wall next to us, which reads fireplace, and continues to the bathroom. He sets me down on the warm, white tile floor and strides to yet another screen. There’s a glass shower in the center of the room. It’s enormous, ten people could fit inside with plenty of room to spare. Water sputters from the rain showerhead installed in the ceiling above then flows freely. It doesn’t take long for steam to collect and billow out the open top, the glass becoming foggy.
 
   “Come, you must be cold.”
 
   I quickly get into the steamy shower, and he follows suit. I jump under the water and let it run down my sensitive skin, reveling in its soothing, moist caress. I pluck the soap off a glass shelf and start washing myself off.
 
   “I want to do that.”
 
   He gestures for the soap and lathers it up in his hands. He starts on my neck and shoulders, working down to my arms, tummy, hips, and legs. He’s crouching in front of me in such an animalistic way.
 
   “I think you missed a few spots,” I remark.
 
   He shoots me a sexy, crooked smirk up at me.
 
   “I’m saving the best for last,” Hunt replies in a dark tone.
 
   He rises and prowls around me. His hand kneads and cleanses my back, working slowly down to my ass. He kneels on bended knee to kiss one of my cheeks.
 
   “Real soon, I’m taking this, too.” He traces a finger lightly down the split. “You’ve such a supple, perky ass,” he purrs and smacks it.
 
   The sting feels sharper on wet flesh, or maybe it’s the loud snapping noise making it seem so. He stands and shoves his arms through mine to massage my engorged, tender breasts with a soapy hand. The other slides down to my wanting crease, gently cleansing. My back arcs, shoving my breast into his waiting, groping palm. I reach behind, clamp onto his firm ass and dig my nails in. Damian’s hard cock compresses into my rear, and I grind against him.
 
   “My turn.”
 
   Wait. What?  
 
   He hands me the soap over my shoulder, and I turn to him, lathering it up. I knead his steel body, like trying to squeeze a rock, all the way down to his feet. I slide my slippery hands down his rigid muscles, caressing every hill and valley. My attempts of groping his package are foiled, twice. Once I finish, I rinse and wash the make-up off my face, allowing the water to flow over me.
 
   “You’re stunning. Wet looks spectacular on you.”
 
   He’s beyond delish, soapy and dripping wet.
 
   “You’re not too bad yourself, Hunt.”
 
   He takes the soap from me, lathers it up and tenderly cleans the leftover eye make-up off my face. When he’s done, I rinse the suds off, and he does the same, running big hands over his wet, hard flesh. Suddenly, I get the urge to do something I’ve wanted to try since I first laid eyes on his massive member. His eyes are shut as he combs his fingers through his soaked hair, giving me the advantage for a sneak attack. 
 
   I drop to my knees and shove my mouth onto his slippery erection. He shudders at the surprise ravaging of his manhood. I take him in to the back of my throat, using my hand to stroke the rest, the water lubricating his thick shaft. I suck hard and fast, stopping every so often to flick and tease the tip, keeping at the shaft with a twist of my wrist.
 
   Damian’s breathing is forced, hands splayed on the glass for support. I thrust him into my mouth again, twirling my tongue on the way down, and he jolts. His moaning turns me on, causing me to go at his hard, tasty cock with greater enthusiasm.
 
   “Get up,” he orders.
 
   I reluctantly extract him from my mouth, and he grasps an arm, helping me off the ground. When I’m steady on my feet, he slaps his hands on my ass and lifts me up against him. I know the protocol and wrap myself around him. He raises me a tad more, and I come back down, gliding onto his slippery cock. His eyes fixate on mine as I sink to the base, letting out a jagged whimper.
 
   “Gabrielle,” he moans out, hands gripped firmly to my rear, setting the casual, mind-blowing rhythm. “How do I taste?”
 
   Before I answer, his lips are on mine, our tongues twining and licking. I snatch his tongue between my lips and gently suckle on it, then trace his lips with my tongue. I bite down on the bottom lip and tug. Hunt growls and latches onto my upper lip putting us in a steamy, biting lip-lock. When we part, his gaze is shadowy.
 
   “That’s how you want to do this?” he questions in a low voice.
 
   He clutches an arm around my waist and opens the door. He steps out the shower, holding me on him, rubbing my G-spot, and shuts off the shower on the way out.
 
   In an instant, my damp body hits the mattress of his colossal bed, and he commences his delicious assault on my cleft. Our bodies slip and slide as he gives me a frenzied pounding. The sound of wet skin slapping fills the quiet room. Our harsh breathing and moaning fuels our pace, determined to please the other. He pulls out.
 
   “I want you from behind.”
 
   I flip over, rising on my hands and knees. He places his legs on the outside of mine and clasps his hands on my hips. He slides his thumbs between my lips and spreads me apart, pressing his tip into my opening. He slams in, filling me quickly, and I cry out his name. The closeness of my legs makes my grasp on him tight and intense. The fullness of him stretches me, burning in the best possible way.
 
   “Oh god, you love that, don’t you? You love me possessing you, fucking you hard.”
 
   Hunt’s thrusts are endless and powerful, his breathing fast, same as his blows to my tensing core. My torso bows, and my head flings back as I take him into me.
 
   “You...feel...so...fucking...good...inside...me,” I pant out between each deep thrust. He groans out my name, pounding harder.
 
   “I feel you yearning to cum for me. Come undone, come just for me.” 
 
   My muscles clamp together, winding up tight. Hunt gives a few shallow pumps and slams back into me. I can’t hold on and unravel around him as we cum together savagely.
 
   We collapse onto the bed, Damian throbbing inside me as his orgasm spills into me. He shifts inside me while I’m still in my hypersensitive state, and I have another. My body’s sprawled out, shaking under him while he fills me with his yummy nectar. He moves a few wavy tresses out of my face and kisses my cheek and neck.
 
   “Mmmm, I like that.”
 
   “I like you, Gabrielle. You smell scrumptious, an intoxicating cocktail of you and me.”
 
   “That’s a luscious scent, inebriating.” I sigh, my body relaxing into the mattress. “I like you, too, Damian.”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   There it is. His insecurity and pain wrapped up in two simple words.
 
   “You’re my obsession.”
 
   He runs the tip of his nose along the side of my face.
 
   “Gabrielle, you’ve possessed me completely.”
 
   My heart swells, tears well up in the corners of my eyes until they spill out, streaming vertically across the bridge of my nose. They fall like salty, wet bombs onto the comforter.
 
   “I didn’t mean to make you cry.”
 
   He wipes the tears away with a finger.
 
   “I’m not sad.”
 
   He cradles his arms under me and pulls us up onto our knees. He clasps one arm over my collarbone and the other over my womb. There’s an intimacy in the way he’s holding me. I feel…loved.
 
   He kisses along my shoulder, up my neck, and into my damp wavy hair. I glance down at the wet imprint of our lovemaking on the sheets and smile fondly. He dexterously extracts himself from me, keeping me in his arms.
 
   “You must be cold. Let’s get you dried off and dressed into something warm.”
 
   “Actually, I’m going to wash my hair and rinse off first. Want to join me?”
 
   “Yeah, but not for long. There’s business I must attend to.”
 
   He kisses my shoulder again, before we detach and crawl off the bed. He leads me back into the bathroom. I press the light option and notice the different settings for the shower. When I push rain, it starts sprinkling in the shower. Actually, it’s more of a medium downpour, still hot from earlier.
 
   He follows me in, and I watch his muscles flex as he moves. His hands run along his tight body, exploring every inch of taut flesh. He’s a sexual dream, a dark fantasy fleshed out from my deepest desires.
 
   “You’re too pretty to be real,” I remark bewitched by his exquisite form, by the shady soul lurking below the surface. He grasps my chin, pulling me in, and kisses me with a fury hotter than the flames of hell.
 
   “What did I do to deserve you? How did I capture the heart of an Angel? You’re simply the most beguiling creature I’ll ever possess.”
 
   “Fuck me, please.”
 
   “I would love nothing more, but there are pressing matters requiring my attention. I’ll hurry back to you, I promise. Grab whatever you want from the closet. I’m going to be in my office right next door.”
 
   He pats me on the butt, exiting the shower, and I yelp. He grins and shakes his head, stepping out.
 
   I rewet my hair, grab the shampoo off the glass shelf, and massage it into my scalp. Finally, I have a chance to relax and reflect on the night, his confession, explanation, and of course, Olivia. She’s going to be trouble at work and with Hunt. I’m not her student anymore, but a bump in her path to Damian. I wonder what she wanted from him earlier, why it couldn’t be said in front of me.
 
   As I clean the shampoo out of my hair, I find myself becoming more agitated by it. I change my course of thought to his confession and what kind of relationship he had with his subs, other than a controlling one. I get a flash of Olivia’s face, pleading to speak with Hunt in private, and my thoughts head straight back to her. I hate how she clutched onto his arm, stared deep into his eyes, the tone she had in her voice when she said private.
 
   That’s it. I’m fuming. I need to know what she told him. I’m avid to find out.
 
   I jump out of the shower and walk through his bedroom, dripping wet without a towel. I stride down the hall toward the first open door, a rectangle of light cast across the dark hallway. Without hesitation, I stomp right in. He’s staring down at his laptop, hammering away at his work. He pauses, glancing up as if he senses me the way I sense him.
 
   “Gabrielle? What’s wrong?”
 
   I stand there naked with my hands on my hips, dripping on his hard wood floors, a small puddle forming at my feet. 
 
   “What did Olivia want with you?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Earlier, what did she need to tell you?”
 
   “You’re going to get sick. I need to get you dried and dressed.”
 
   “I’m fine. Please, tell me.”
 
   He leans back into his chair and runs his skilled fingers along his stubble. He rises with a sigh and swaggers about his desk to meet me. He’s dressed in a white V-neck tee, worn-out loose jeans with shreds in the knees and upper thigh, dragging a little around his bare feet.
 
   Oh, shit! He’s too fucking much.
 
   “She’s furious with me.”
 
   “Who gives a shit what she is or isn’t? Why are we any concern of hers?” 
 
   “I do, and we aren’t. Let’s get you dressed.”
 
   “No! Why do you care?”
 
   “I don’t want her to take it out on you. She isn’t someone to mess with.”
 
   “Neither am I. I can take care of her if need be and myself.”
 
   “I’m sure you can. Look, we need to get you covered up, not only for your health, but for my sanity. It’s almost impossible to function when you’re soaking wet and naked as sin.”
 
   “Ok,” I murmur.
 
   I spin around and stride out of his study. He follows close behind. I sit on the bed, picturesque San Francisco glittering behind me. Hunt fluidly struts into his closet, and I take a moment to scan his bedroom.
 
   I’m sitting on a modern, Queen-sized bed, decked out in charcoal gray, Egyptian cotton sheets and a white comforter. It has a tufted, wingback headboard, upholstered in a black satin fabric. It lies on an enormous, scarlet rug covering a decent portion of the dark wood floor. 
 
   The furniture is an elaborate assortment of modern, black-stain wood pieces. The walls are gray with the black and white erotic photos strategically hung about the room. My innocent photo seems out of place amongst them, and I feel shy all of sudden.
 
   He reappears with clothes in hand, which he tosses on the bed.
 
   “Let me get a towel.”
 
   He goes into the bathroom and turns off everything I’d forgotten. He comes out with a couple towels in hand.
 
   “Stand up,” Hunt orders.
 
   I stand, and he dries off my hair.
 
   “Bend over.” 
 
   I give him a raised brow, and he casts a shy smile that makes my heart pound out of my chest and my knees turn to jelly. They buckle under me, and I start to go down.
 
   “Fuck!” he hollers, catching me in his arms before I drop too far, holding me tightly to his chest. I hear his heart thumping and his irregular breathing. I feel the softness of his worn-out clothes on my bare skin. It’s arousing. “Are you ok?”
 
   “Yeah, weak ankles.”
 
   “Weak ankles? Right, well, as long as you’re fine.”
 
   “I’m better than fine.”
 
   “Bend over,” he breathes.
 
   I do as he says, and he wraps my hair in the fluffy towel. I straighten up, and he soothingly wipes the moisture off my skin, carefully running the towel along my aching body.
 
   “Put on the clothes.”
 
   He’s crouching in front of me. I grab the black tee and loose sweatpants and throw them on, but they’re too big. I pull the drawstring as tight as they’ll go, but they hang low on my hips. He shifts the shirt and kisses along the edge of the pants just above my sweet V.
 
   “Do you have anything else you want to talk about?”
 
   “How else do you need control?”
 
   “I need to control all things. I haven’t become who I am without controlling every aspect of my life. I also have a profound understanding of the parts you can’t, which only gives me a greater need to control what I can.”
 
   His confessions always stun me, probably because I don’t expect him to give anything when I haven’t. I wonder what he wasn’t able to control and why it made him such a dominant man. I know he isn’t going to tell me without time and trust. I don’t know why, but I’m compelled to tell him everything, to let him inside my tortured past. I want him to know the darkest part of me.
 
   “I was in a long term relationship with a boy I started dating my senior year of high school. I knew him since I was a preteen…”
 
   I won’t look at him. I stare straight ahead at that angelic photo, trying to focus on the innocence of it. I can feel his intense green eyes drilling into me.
 
   “Everything was excellent for the first six months, but then it went terribly wrong…”
 
   Here goes nothing.
 
   “The first time he attacked me was at senior prom, when I danced with Chase. He took me up to the suite he reserved for an after prom party and my first time. He slapped me across the cheek and called me a whore. He told me I deserved to be fucked like one. That’s when he pushed me down on the floor and…raped me. 
 
   “It got worse from there. He beat and took sex from me frequently. He was really into choking and pain during sex. He used to cut the inside of my thigh and lick the blood off. He was a sadist. He enjoyed inflicting anguish and suffering…I was leaving for college up near Seattle, and I think he was scared of losing control of what I did. He had taken control of every aspect of my life, whom I saw, where I went, and how I dressed. I couldn’t understand what happened to the boy I once known…loved” 
 
    The words stumble out of me, burning as they come up like acidy vomit, tears well up in my eyes as I fight back the lump in my throat. The tears break free and stream down my cheeks, dripping onto Damian still knelt before me. I refuse to look at him. I can’t bear to see his face and the horror that likely wrenches it. 
 
   “When Chase and I left for college, I thought things were going to get better, but they didn’t. He called constantly and filled my inbox with emails. I wasn’t allowed to go anywhere except class and such. The truth is I was terrified of and cared for him at the same time. I was his prisoner, and I didn’t know how to break free. 
 
   “He would visit me up at school and beat me for anything I’d done when he wasn’t around. Even when I hadn’t done anything, he would thrash me and tell me it was for things he didn’t know about. He took advantage of me more often with his demented games. This went on for about a year and a half. 
 
   “One weekend he beat and raped me so severely I ended up in the hospital. Chase found me lying on the living room floor of our apartment, bloody, beaten, and unconscious. When Chase figured out who had done it, he went to his hotel and kicked the living shit out of him. That was the end, and I didn’t see him after that.” 
 
   Tears soak my shirt, my eyes sting, and my throat feels clammed up. When I finally glance down at him, my tears liberally dot his horrified face, but when I take a closer look, his eyes are red and glazed over. Our tears mingle together on his beautifully pained face. Hunt’s jaw is clenched, brows furrowed, and eyes filled with hurt.
 
   He rises quickly, scoops me up into his arms, and sits us on the bed, cradling me in his lap.
 
   “My beautiful, broken angel. I’m so sorry you went through that.” he purrs, swaying me in his arms, gently stroking my cheek. His eyes change from sorrowful, pale green pools to two blazing emeralds, burning with fury. “I’m going to track him down and fucking kill him. Did you press charges? Tell me you pressed charges.”
 
   “No, I refused and threatened Chase not to say anything. I couldn’t go through all that. It was too painful. The guilt and hurt manifested into acting out sexually, amongst other things. You probably found the articles on my wild college days. Now you understand why.”
 
   I wrap my arms around his neck, nuzzling my head into his chest, and he stiffens, letting out a low, pained moan. I let go and wrap my arms around his waist instead.
 
   “Chase helped me through it…After some time, we ended up together. We had what we thought was a foolish one night stand, but it turned into more.”
 
   “Is that how it happened?”
 
   “Yeah, he said he realized I deserved more, and we dated through the rest of college.”
 
   “You deserve everything. That’s something Chase and I agree on.” He scoops his fingers under my chin, tilting my face up to his. “Who was he?”
 
   “I can’t tell you, not now anyway.”
 
   “You must hate me.”
 
   I gawk up at him. “Why would I hate you?”
 
   He avoids eye contact.
 
   “Gabrielle, everything you went through, minus the rape, is an extremely demented level of what I do.”
 
   “I don’t hate you, the opposite in fact.” His green eyes shoot to mine. “What you do is different simply because it’s consensual. You aren’t doing it to bring down another human being like him. You don’t receive pleasure in torturing women. He was a fucking Sadist.”
 
   “I can’t believe you would ever consider partaking in BDSM with me. I’m baffled that you didn’t go running out screaming when I told you what I wanted.”
 
   “What you want. Damian, don’t you understand I don’t see him when I look at you. You’re the first person, besides my therapist, I’ve spoken to about this. You’re the only man I’ve felt compelled to tell. I guess I can sense you’re broken, too. I agreed to make an effort because I want to please you, and I think it could give me myself back.”
 
   “You still want to try?”
 
   His face is a mix of horror, disgust, and confusion.
 
   “Yes. I’m the same person from five minutes ago, the only difference is you have a better understanding of that girl.”
 
    “I feel horrible about the proposition, how I treated you, all of those slaps on…”
 
   I place my hand over his lips.
 
   “Don’t, don’t do that. You’ve done nothing wrong. You’ve been amazing, nothing like I expected. I wouldn’t change a thing. I don’t want things to change or for you to feel differently than before. I’m still the girl you had to have, and you’re still the man I can’t get enough of.”
 
   “I had no idea this was the reason you don’t trust men. I thought it was because they would screw you and leave.”
 
   “I trust you. It was more than a fuck-n-flee. I’ve had my share of those, but I wanted it. Hell, I’ve done it. I told you I wasn’t innocent. Do you believe I can handle you now?”
 
    He has pity in his eyes, and his face is still tense.
 
   “Don’t you dare pity me. I don’t want it from you. I want you to look at me with urgent hunger.”
 
   “Fuck-n-flee?”
 
   “Fuck-n-flee, bang-n-bolt, screw-n-sprint. I have many names for it. Now, please, stop trying to change the subject.”
 
   His face softens, but his eyes burn.
 
   “Yes, I do believe you can handle me, and I do hunger for you. I don’t want anyone or thing more than you. When I thought you were done with me, I didn’t know what to do with myself. I couldn’t work or concentrate on anything. Every time the phone rang, I hoped it was you. I couldn’t sleep or eat.
 
   “I would sit outside your building at night and watch your window while I thought of how I hurt you…”
 
   “You did? Awww, that’s sweet and a bit creepy,” I gently tease, and he chuckles. 
 
   “What do you expect? You pushed me away. I wasn’t allowed in your life. I needed to be near you, Gabrielle. I was dying inside.” He pauses and takes a deep breath, as if he were trying to stop himself from saying too much. “The reason I love that portrait of you is because it was the only thing I had of you.”
 
    My heart is full of emotion for him, I’m not sure there’s room for anyone else. “That’s not true. I was with you every second we were apart, both my heart and mind. I was completely yours from the first night we met. I cried every night over the loss of someone I didn’t know was mine to lose.”
 
   “Oh, my sweet Gabrielle, I’m so sorry for my behavior the past few weeks. I was yours from the beginning, even if I didn’t realize it at the time. I wanted you more than I could comprehend. I struggled with myself when I first pursued you. I thought you couldn’t handle me, and I wasn’t good for you. I didn’t want to ruin the relationship between your father and I. I was your boss, and I didn’t think it would be appropriate. However, there was one thing out weighing it all; I need you more than a heartbeat. We hardly know one another, obviously, but I know what I want, and it’s you. I want you.”
 
   He kisses me with a yearning more impassioned than any before. I thought I knew how desperate for me he was, but I was wrong, very wrong.
 
   His hands clasp at me everywhere as if he doesn’t know where he wants to touch me more, and my hands follow suit. We graze and pet each other with our lips.
 
   I drag myself away from his eager lips and ask softly, “Can we go back to bed now?” My eyes heavy as the sexual fog takes over everything.
 
   “Will we ever get enough of each other?”
 
   “I don’t know about you, but I could drink you all day and still be thirsty.”
 
   “Mmmm, same. Nevertheless, I really need to get work done. Now that you’re back, I can finally focus on pressing matters.” I tilt my head to the side, my lips curved down at the corners. “Oh no, please, not the pout. Gabrielle, I need to get it done, or I’ll have to do it tomorrow, and I would rather spend it with you.”
 
   “Ok, I understand. I’ll find something to occupy my time.”
 
   “I may be in my office for a while, so go to bed if you feel tired, and I’ll join later.”
 
   “Don’t take too long. I’m extremely thirsty.”
 
   “I wouldn’t dream of it.” He shakes his head. “You’re absolutely voracious. What have I gotten myself into?”
 
   “Trouble,” I purr. “I hope you can keep up.” I repeat his words from Monday’s proposition.
 
   “I have my doubts,” he teases with a gentle smirk, tracing his fingers along my face. He leans in and kisses my forehead. “I won’t be long.”
 
   He releases me, and we rise off the bed. He strides out of the room without looking back at me as I wish he would, so I can get one last glimpse at those pretty eyes. 
 
   I decide to look around, get familiar with the place. I head downstairs to the kitchen for a glass of water. It’s also dark woods, black marble counter tops, and stainless steel appliances. It’s much bigger than mine is, enough for a team of cooks to cater a lavish party. I’m totally jealous. 
 
   The fridge is huge, with a glass door I can peek through. I spy pineapple juice, and I opt for that instead of water. I pour myself a glass and one for Hunt.
 
   I bring it back up to his office where he’s on the phone speaking fluent Italian. Whatever he’s saying, it isn’t good. He’s heated and pacing throughout the office. I’m glad I’m not on the other end of his wrath. He stops dead in his tracks and pivots to acknowledge me. He gives me a high voltage smile, and I hold up the glass of juice. I walk it over to him, and he graciously takes the cup.
 
   “Uno momento,” he utters into the phone and places it on his shoulder. I stand on my tiptoes, and he kisses my lips sweetly. “Thank you. That was thoughtful.”
 
   “I figured you might be as thirsty as me.”
 
   He gazes in that have-to-be-inside-you way.
 
   “Yes, I am. I won’t be more than an hour, angel face.”
 
    I take a sip from my glass, the sweet juice cooling my mouth and throat as it slides down.
 
   “Mmmm, tasty.” I lick my lips. “I’ll be waiting,” I utter, turning and walking out with a little extra swagger, swaying my hips from side to side. “…and wanting.”
 
   “You’re playing dirty. Not fair,” he calls out after me, and I giggle to myself as I go back downstairs to explore.
 
    
 
   I discover the library, the gym, and game room. I poke around, searching for anything good. The library’s filled with a ton of books, a fireplace, and a few cozy chairs to curl up and read in. 
 
   The gym looks like a professional establishment with every machine and piece of equipment you would need to get in shape. The game room has a bar, billiards, darts, and an entertainment system with an enormous flat screen and every kind of videogame system on the market. Behind the ridiculous setup, a wall crammed full of games, movies, and CD’s. It’s sick.
 
   I would love to play a game with him. 
 
   I decide to settle in the main living area. I grab the touchscreen off the coffee table and take a seat on the couch near the fireplace, facing the view. I press the fireplace option, and it blazes to life, casting the dim lit room in a soft golden glow. I sit in silence for a while gaping at the photos, drinking my juice, and letting the fires warmth blanket me, taking the chill out of my bones.
 
   I’m suddenly exhausted when I peek at a clock on the wall. It’s already two fifteen, and Damian has been in his office since one. As I get to my feet, I spot Hunt on the staircase watching me intently.
 
   “You’re breathtaking, Gabrielle. I nearly died at the sight of you. I had to take a moment to admire.” He reveals the professional camera hidden behind his back. “You captivate me.”
 
   “For a guy who doesn’t do intimate, you seem to have it down pat.”
 
   “I know what you need, and I want to give you anything you desire.” He finishes his descent down the stairs and saunters over to me.
 
   “I desire you, Hunt.”
 
   He takes the glass from my hand, setting it on the table,  and picks up the touchscreen, selecting Grieg’s, ‘In the Hall of the Mountain King’. I know it well. It’s one of my favorite Classical compositions, along with Tchaikovsky’s ballet, Sleeping Beauty. When I was a little girl, I would play them loud and dance around my parent’s house. 
 
   He saunters back to me and clasps his large hand around my wrist. The fire turns his eyes a lighter green, a need to be inside me burns from there earthy depths. He hauls me into him and kisses me with a ferocity that makes me dizzy. The room spins around me, and the floor falls away. He fists his hands in my hair and mashes me into him, my swollen lips fusing with his. My body yearns, and my clit pulsates. I need him…now.
 
   “I need you, too,” he says through squished lips, reading my body, knowing it craves his sexpertise.
 
   “Then take me.”
 
   He draws me away, rips off my clothes, and tows me back in his embrace, lying me down on the couch, so my ass hangs over the edge. He nips and licks my neck while undoing his fly, spreading my legs with his kneeling body. He grasps my breasts and kneads them with his rough touch. His mouth comes down on one, biting, tugging, and licking.
 
   My nipple hardens in his mouth, and he moans, causing a delicious vibration. He keeps at them and splays his hand on my womb, sliding his thumb to my clit and teasing it. It doesn’t take long before I’m ready for him. I can’t take it any longer.
 
   “Please, fuck me. I’m dying for you.”
 
   Hunt groans and shifts his hips, plunging his heavy cock into my coveting body. He takes me in a merciless frenzy as if he were trying to climb inside of me.
 
   His hands seize my breasts, hips, thighs. He thumps into me with sexual aggression, his eyes beam into mine with an intensity, calling to the truest point of my existence.
 
   As the pace gradually crescendos, so does he, matching the passion of the ascending notes. Thrusting harder, rougher, faster, again and again, over and over.
 
   “You love me fucking this pretty little cunt. You’re fucking soaked.”
 
   He groans out, skillfully pumping into me with astounding fervor. He sweeps his thumb across my bottom lip, and I take it into my mouth, sucking hard and twirling my tongue around the tip. He moans, extracting his digit from my hold and clutches at my ankles, lifting them into the air. He latches them together, tightening my grip on his hard, thrusting cock.
 
   “Yes. Oh my fucking god, yes, harder. Please!” I beg.
 
   He mercilessly pulverizes me, and I meet his exuberant thrusts, pound for pound. A sheen of sweat coats his taut, tan flesh. He swivels his hips into me, hitting my O-zone repeatedly. I tense and convulse as my body jolts with every drub. I feel it building inside me as the music quickens, so do I. It’s seizing my body, winding me up, taking me over, pulling me under.
 
   The music finally hits the peak of its crescendo as we come to ours in ferocious blaze of impassioned moans. Our cries burst out, echoing around us as we take in each other’s violent aftershocks.
 
   He collapses on me, laying his head on my chest. I run my fingers through his hair, dragging my nails gently over his scalp. He cradles me in his arms, firmly hugging me to him. We remain in each other’s arms, gently petting, until my eyes refuse to stay open any longer, and I fall asleep in his secure embrace.
 
    
 
   I’m roused out of a deep sleep by music coming from a far off room. I’m alone in Damian’s bed, and the room is pitch black due to the large shade covering the glass wall. The only light is from the alarm clock, which reads four thirty.
 
   I clamber out of his giant bed in the nude and wrap the black satin sheet around me, heading toward the Classical music. I find Damian downstairs, lying on the couch stark naked, an arm draped over his face. The fire dances off his muscles and enhances the gold in his medium brown hair, turning it a lovely caramel hue.
 
   The sullen melody is haunting, and the sorrow sweeps over me, but it’s not the music’s, it’s Hunt’s. I carefully walk over to him, unsure of his mood or desire for company. I approach the couch and gently stroke his calf. He jolts, finding me with those sad eyes.
 
   “I didn’t mean to startle you. I woke up and heard the music. Would you like company?”
 
   He has a mask of misery on his face but manages a hint of a smile.
 
   “I’m sorry I woke you. I couldn’t sleep.”
 
   “I’m not sorry, I’m delighted you did. I don’t like to be in bed without you, to wake up without you beside me, but I can go back if you want to be alone.”
 
   “No, I want you to come lay with me.”
 
    He opens his arms, inviting me to cuddle against him, and my heart nearly melts. There’s something in the way he wants me, needs me, can’t live without me, that makes me want to give him everything I have.
 
   He rolls on his side, arms open, and I remove the sheet to curl up into the nook. I throw the sheet over us, and he folds his arm around me, binding me to him. I feel his toned, naked flesh on mine, and it’s exhilarating.
 
   “I’m sorry about not being there. I promise never to let you wake up to an empty bed again.”
 
   “It’s alright. I understand it isn’t always going to be possible. I’m being clingy.”
 
   “I want you to be clingy.” He kisses the back of my head and sighs. 
 
   “I love ‘Moonlight Sonata’. Beethoven, right?”
 
   “Yes. Heart-wrenching isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes, but beautiful. What’s on your mind?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You can’t sleep, your choice in song’s a somber one, and you were obviously thinking when I came down here.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.”
 
   He inhales deeply with his face buried in my hair.
 
   “I’m not, but I would like to know.”
 
   “I think you and I are more alike than I originally believed us to be. I thought you were a naïve girl who didn’t know much of the real world, not that you weren’t intelligent. I thought I would bring you down, ruin you. I tried to stay away, but I can’t. I guess I’m selfish.”
 
   “You’ve ruined me, alright…for every other man. No one will ever compare to you. I want you to be selfish, the most selfish bastard to ever walk the planet, as long as it means you’re around. I thought you were a confusing, arrogant prick, who couldn’t make up his mind to save his life. I was hurt when you tried to push me away...When you say, were more alike than you thought, do you mean our pasts?”
 
   “Yes, we both share extremely broken pasts. I promise I will tell you someday, but I think it’s going to take time. I don’t know when.”
 
   “I didn’t tell you to guilt you into telling me your secrets. I did it because I don’t want to keep it from you. I had to let you know.”
 
   “You’ve no idea what it means to me you did. You’re such a strong woman and hearing what you had to fight through. There are no words to describe how I feel about or how I see you.”
 
   “I feel the same about you. Do you think this is too fast?”
 
   “Feeling what we do? No, I think it’s different for every couple. We know whom we want and don’t waste time being politically correct.”
 
   He nuzzles his head against mine and lets out a relaxed sigh.
 
   “You’re right. I shouldn’t care what other people think of us.”
 
   I tilt my face toward him with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “I don’t care what Olivia thinks of us. However, I do care what she does in regards to her anger. She’s always seen me as hers, but you’re the only girl I’ve ever belonged to.”
 
   “How do you know I’m the one? I don’t understand why you want me. I’m not special, I don’t have anything to offer that’s different from any other girl.”
 
   His hold is secure as he kisses me on the top of my head.
 
   “I’m certain you’re the one because I would do things for you I wouldn’t for anyone else. I think of you constantly. I can’t breathe when you walk into a room as if the oxygen has been sucked out. I want to treat you better and worse, more so than any woman I’ve met before.” 
 
   “You underestimate yourself, which is heartbreaking when I know who you truly are, and what you’re worth. You don’t realize you offer me the one thing no other woman can…yourself, and I’m ecstatic you did.” 
 
   He pauses, clinging to me tightly, and inhales sharply. “It may make you feel better to know I doubt my ability to give you what you want. I have only me to offer, and it kills me to think what you’ll do when you uncover who I am. I don’t know what I’ll do if you don’t want me.”
 
   “You’re right. We are alike. We’re two broken souls only distinguishing worth in the other. We’re lost in the darkest part of our beings, stumbling to find the light.” 
 
   “We’ll find it together. Truth be told, if we can’t, I would gladly remain in the dark with you by my side.”
 
   “What did you mean by treat me better and worse?”
 
   “You must understand, I’ve had complete control of my subs. They did what I told them, and I received satisfaction from this. You’re a strong willed woman, refusing to take my shit or bend over backwards to please me. So to speak.
 
   “You’re deliciously stubborn behavior makes me want to treasure and defile you at the same time. Nothing would give me greater fulfillment than to break you of your prideful ways and mold you into my good little obedient lover.” 
 
   “When you put it like that it makes me want to give myself to you completely. You’ll find I can be quite bendable.”
 
   He chuckles.
 
   “I know you are, I think earlier was a pretty good example of how flexible you can be.” He kisses my ear. “Come, let’s go to bed. I’m ready to fall asleep with you in my arms.”
 
   “Yes, lets,” I yawn. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eleven 
 
    
 
   Awakenings
 
    
 
   My eyes flitter open, gradually adjusting to the bright   morning light, as I lie in Damian’s comforting arms with my head on his chest. I stay there for a moment to feel it rise and fall with every steady breath, his heart drumming into my ear. One of the most beautiful sounds I’ve ever heard. Then I hear the first.
 
   “Morning, babe.”
 
   I squint up at him, eyelids heavy.
 
   “Good morning. Sleep ok?” I ask with a yawn.
 
   He chuckles.
 
   “Yeah, great. Waking up is better.” I smile and kiss him over his heart. “How did you sleep?” Hunt asks.
 
   “I slept well, but like you, I unquestionably prefer awake. What time is it?”
 
   “Nine twenty-seven. What time is the funeral?”
 
   “Two. You sure you want to go?”
 
   “Yes. You sure you want to go to the apartment?”
 
   “What’s not to be sure about?” I give him an are-you-kidding look. “Yeah, I want to see it. Maybe I can get a better understanding of what you want from me as far as the sex goes. Why didn’t you try any of the kinky stuff last night?”
 
   His face is edgy.
 
   “I didn’t want to overwhelm you. I couldn’t do any of that stuff after what you told me. Plus, this is your first time here, and I don’t want you to get a bad taste in your mouth.”
 
   “The only taste I have in my mouth is you.”
 
   “Yes, you were mind-blowing, truly gifted.”
 
   He has that crooked smile, reminiscing over the oral presentation.
 
   “I’m glad you liked it. I like doing it.”
 
   He hugs me to him and pecks my forehead.
 
   “I’d love to do what we’re heading toward, but we should get up. We have things we need to do before the funeral.”
 
   “I think we can make time.”
 
   I caress my hand along his taut chest and torso.
 
   “I’ll give you a first rate fuck. Be patient.”
 
   “Fine, but I don’t know how long I’ll be able to wait, especially when you say such things.”
 
   “Come on, princess, let’s get up, and I’ll make you breakfast.”
 
   “You cook?”
 
   I roll onto the mattress, and he gracefully rises out of bed, revealing his sculpted bare body.
 
   “I could definitely get used to waking up to this.”
 
   He smirks at me and strolls into the closet.
 
   “I love to cook,” he calls out.
 
   “Me, too,” I reply.
 
    I slide out of bed, and Damian returns shirtless in faded, loose jeans.
 
   Damn, he makes me want to drop to my knees and obey like a good girl.
 
   “What are you hungry for?” he asks with his head tipped to the side.
 
   My daze broken through I respond, “Besides you? I’m not sure.”
 
   He gazes up from under hooded lids, lust in his eyes, and throws some clothes onto the bed.
 
   “Put those on.” He pivots, and on his way out of the room he utters, “I’m counting all your transgressions and saving up for later.”
 
   Suddenly, there’s a lump in my throat, and my eyes widen as if they’re about to pop out of my head.
 
   What is he going to do to me? What have I done that’s considered punishable? Why do I have to wait until later to find out?  
 
   I spy the plain shirt and sweats he tossed on the bed, pick them up and headinto the closet. Damian’s wardrobe is huge. I don’t know if you can call it a closet, more like a high-end boutique filled with expensive clothes, shoes, and accessories. Hanging on a hook is a black leather belt with a silver buckle. Ingrained on it in delicate script are his initialsD.N.H.
 
   I snatch it off the wall, along with a white dress shirt. I put on the oversized button up and buckle the belt around the narrowest section of my wait, leaving the dress shirt open to just below the breasts. It makes me feel sexy, and I know he’ll go nuts. It’s perfect.
 
   I frolic to the kitchen, where he’s making an omelet with mushrooms. ‘My Body’ by Young the Giant, jams out from hidden speakers while Damian sings along, swaying his hot body back and forth. He looks his age, and it’s very becoming on him. 
 
   “Smells good!” I comment, shouting over the song.
 
   He settles his eyes on me and pauses to ogle, his face betraying him only for a moment. He reaches for a touchscreen, and the music lowers to a level we can talk over without yelling.
 
   “Nice belt,” he says dryly. 
 
   I bend over the counter near the stove where he’s prepping our meal.
 
   “Oh, this? Yeah I like it. What about the shirt?” I ask as I run a finger along the opening, revealing more cleavage, but he just continues cooking.
 
   “Yes, you fill it out nicely.” 
 
   He doesn’t look up from the pan.
 
   “What exactly are you going to do about my naughty behavior?” I twirl the ends of my loose, wavy hair and bite on my lower lip.
 
   “I’m going to show you later. If we start this now, we won’t stop, and we have errands to do before I can give you a proper demonstration.”
 
   “You’re not going to budge, are you?”
 
   “Nope. Breakfast is ready.”
 
   “It isn’t fair. I can’t do anything about how bad I want you, and it’s all so easy for you to resist me.”
 
   “Easy? You think it’s easy for me to say no to you?” He stands at the stove rubbing the back of his neck, eyes closed. “Gabrielle, if I didn’t have self-control we would never leave the bedroom. I would be in you all day, every day.” 
 
   He has a conflicted look in his eyes.
 
   “I don’t see a problem with that. I’m relieved I’m not the only one. I’m sorry. I wanted to make you harder, not the situation.”
 
   “Please don’t apologize. I’m not sorry. You look good enough to eat. Pun intended.” He turns toward me and kisses me tenderly.
 
   “Jerk! Now you’re not playing fair.” I slap him playfully on the arm, and he chuckles.
 
   “All’s fair in love and war, babe,” he retorts with a shrug, casting a sly smirk. “Let’s eat at the coffee table. I don’t use the dining room.”
 
   “What does the N stand for in your name?”
 
   “Nathaniel. My full name is Damian Nathaniel Hunt.”
 
   “I would tell you mine, but I’m sure you know it already.”
 
   “Yes, I do, Gabrielle Sophia Hyde. It’s beautiful. A name suited for a woman of your radiance.”
 
   “You’re good,” I say with narrowed eyes and a crooked smirk.
 
   I take the glasses of orange juice, and he grabs our plates. There’s something sexy about a man, who knows his way around a kitchen. He follows me out, and we take a seat on the floor in front of the couch. We trade a cup for a plate and dig in. I like watching him sit cross-legged on the floor, it’s just so average.
 
   “This is incredible. You can seriously cook.”
 
   “Thanks.”  
 
   “What things do we have to do?”
 
   “Buy you a dress, go to my other apartment, and pick up an item I ordered from someone.”
 
   “I don’t want to buy a dress. I have one at home. We can just go there before we head to your place.”
 
   “You don’t want to go shopping?”
 
   “Hell no! I hate shopping. I avoid it at all costs.”
 
   “That’s a first. I’ve never had that before.”
 
   “You never had me before.” I giggle.
 
   “True. Very true.”
 
   “What things are we getting from the D.O.D.?”
 
   He laughs, shaking his head.
 
   “Things I’ll need for later.”
 
   My eyes shoot over to him, and he’s giving me his I’m-going-to-fuck-you-stupid smirk.
 
   “Right.”
 
   His face snaps back to serious, his eyes show concern.
 
   “Are you sure you want to do this? I don’t want you to think you’re required to participate in order to be with me.”
 
   “Damian, how many times must I tell you I want to? I’m nervous. You can understand that, can’t you?”
 
   “Of course I can. When it first happened to me, I was terrified.”
 
   “You were a sub? Someone dominated you?”
 
   “Yes, that’s how I was introduced to this lifestyle. I was her slave.”
 
   “Who was it? Was it Olivia?”
 
   “No. I think this is a conversation for another time, not exactly breakfast appropriate. I’ll tell you later, promise.”
 
   “Ok. I want you to understand I will do my best to please you.”
 
   He relaxes and takes another bite of his omelet. “I know you’ll please me no matter what. I just want to domineer you. It will give me great pleasure.”
 
   He says these things with such ease as if he’s talking about
 
   the weather.
 
   “Why?”
 
    “I told you, you’re the only one who doesn’t take my shit or roll over for me. I need you to surrender and relinquish any will to fight me. It will be the most gratifying experience when you give in to me.”
 
   “I want to give myself to you. I want you to show me how to be an obedient submissive, Master.”
 
   His eyes dart open, and he appears completely shocked.
 
   “Don’t call me Master. You never have to call me that.”
 
   “I don’t have to do anything. I want to…Why?”
 
   “My subs referred to me as Master.”
 
   “So? I’m your submissive, aren’t I?”
 
   He lets out a long breath. “You’ve no clue how good it feels to hear you speak those words. But, no, not in the same context as them.”
 
   “Is there something else you prefer?”
 
   He thinks for a second, then smiles at me.
 
   “I want you to call me Mr. Hunt.”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   I begin to wonder what it really means to be a Dom and sub, so I decide to ask an expert.
 
   “Damian?”
 
   “Yes?” he asks with his face down, staring at his omelet as he forks off a bite.
 
   “Can we talk?”
 
   “What about?” he asks with a cocked brow, turning his focus back onto me. 
 
   “I was just curious about Dom/sub relationships.”
 
   “What would you like to know?” Hunt’s voice perks up.
 
   “What does it mean to be a Dom and a sub?”
 
   “Being an experienced Dom isn’t about giving arbitrary orders without rhyme or reason. Everything I have you do or do to you, is to help you flourish. Being my sub does not mean you’re a doormat with a lesser role. In fact, your role is extremely important in shaping our relationship. As your Dom I should make you, my sub, want to please me by earning your respect. In return, you should desire to do so because you trust and respect me, and you receive pleasure in satisfying my needs. 
 
   “I am here to teach and direct you in the ways of pleasing me. I’m not here to inflict agony or degrade you. I want to guide you, build you up, and show you who you could be. I am your protector, and I take that role very seriously. You’re my responsibility, and I will ensure your safety at all times. You are my companion, which means you have the right to voice your opinion and include yourself in my life. I expect you to. 
 
   “I am your lover, which means I must be gentle, supportive, and care for your well-being. I am your source of pleasure, and I must not neglect you. I am to fulfill your sexual needs and make sure you are completely satisfied, but I must also be stern when deemed fitting. I am to punish you when you misbehave or participate in actions I consider harmful to your welfare, and I praise you when you behave appropriately.”
 
   I stare at him with fascination as he explains the many facets of being in a relationship such as ours, but it doesn’t sound like what I experienced. From the way he’s explained it, neither were his relationships with those girls.
 
    “Gabrielle? You still with me?” he asks, snapping his fingers in front of my face. I must have faded out for a moment, which is understandable, considering our current topic of discussion. It’s a lot to take in.
 
   “Yeah, I’m with you...Is this the type of relationship you had with your subs?”
 
   “Yes and no. I was using the Dom and sub name loosely. They were my slaves, and I was their Master. Our companionship wasn’t quite what we’ll have, if you decide to participate in the arrangement.”
 
    “What is the difference between Master and Dom or slave and sub?”
 
    “I’m extremely pleased you’re curious about this…” A warm, clenching sensation seizes me everywhere, and I begin to understand how the aspect of gratifying him could be pleasurable. 
 
   “A Master follows the same guidelines as a Dom, only stricter. The slave’s offenses are chastised in a firmer fashion due to the fact that the slave is held to a higher standard of conduct and submission. When the slave behaves as they are expected, they are rewarded greatly. Slaves are owned or collared by their Master, usually with an actual collar. Though, there are some who will go as far as to physically mark with a tattoo or piercing.
 
   “The slave is considered the most precious possession the Master retains. A Master is extremely protective of his slave, as they are completely dependent on them. The slave’s primary role is to serve the needs of their Master, relinquishing total control to them. These relationships are typically lifetime commitments.”
 
   I’m at a loss for words. I can only stare in awe.
 
   “Do you have any questions or concerns?” he inquires with a creased brow and an anxious expression imprinted on his lovely, concerned face.
 
   I think for a moment before answering. “Would I be a sub or slave?”
 
   “You are my sub.”
 
   “What type of rules must I follow?”
 
   “I will start you out slowly. I want you to acclimate to being my sub. I don’t want to rush you into anything. I will consider some simple rules to be implemented at a later time.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   He thinks for a moment before answering, “For example, if I find out you broke a promise to me, such as meeting with Dante, you will be punished.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “I have to know you are safe at all times. My rules are not meant to hinder you. They are meant to help you, guide you. I only have your best interests at heart.”
 
   “I trust you. I’m just not a fan of the idea of punishment. Will it always be spankings?”
 
   “No. There are many ways to discipline you. Spanking is just one.”
 
   “Why aren’t I your slave? Why were they slaves, and I’m a sub?”
 
   “Because I know you, you wouldn’t want to give yourself to me so completely. You would have no real say in what I do or expect of you, but you would also trust that I wouldn’t put you in any position to harm or degrade you. Though, I will incorporate certain aspects of the Master role into our relationship.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “I own you. You belong to me.”
 
   I gaze deep into his intense green eyes, and I realize he’s right. I belong to him completely. My mind goes blank, and all I can do is watch him admiringly.
 
    
 
   When we finish, he takes our plates into the kitchen, and we head upstairs. He showers and dresses in a suit with a dress shirt open at the collar, and shiny dress shoes. All black.
 
   “Could you be anymore jaw dropping? What am I going to wear home?”
 
   He heads into the closet, emerging a moment later with a long, black trench coat. He opens it, and I put my arms through. He folds the sleeve up around my elbow and ties the waist strap tight. I finish off the look with my black heels from last night. I don’t look half-bad.
 
   “You look fucking prime. I can’t stop thinking of the dress shirt you’re wearing underneath and how well you fill it out.”
 
    I shoot him a wide smile, and his breathing hitches.
 
   “You look good enough to eat. Pun intended,” I repeat his words from earlier.
 
   “Thanks, babe.”
 
   “No, thank you. I’m the one who gets to ogle you.”
 
    
 
   The elevator ride down is torture. He hasn’t touched me since we woke up. I want to feel him, even a simple graze would do. We ride down to the garage and walk to a long row of exquisite cars.
 
   “I think we’ll take the Ferrari.”
 
   He turns and tosses me the keys.
 
   “Serious?” I squeak. I can’t keep the excitement out of my voice.
 
   “Take off your shoes. I don’t want you to crash your new car before you have a chance to actually drive her.”
 
    I don’t think I heard him right.
 
   “What?”
 
   “This is yours. I bought it for you. I couldn’t stand you without a car.”
 
   “No. Nope. No way. I can’t…”
 
   “Yes, you can and will. I want you to be able to get around, to work, to me. I don’t want to hear another word, just enjoy the gift.”
 
   Hunt really isn’t in the mood for an argument. It’s chiseled onto his face.
 
   “Why would you buy a car for a person you hardly know, let alone someone you weren’t with at the time?”
 
   “I know you, Gabrielle, as if you’ve been next to me my whole life. Plus, we were never not together. You just overreacted to my crumby manners.”
 
   “I still don’t understand why you thought you had a shot at getting back with me.”
 
   “You said something in your sleep Thursday night. I knew I had a shot, and I wanted to apologize for the misunderstanding.”
 
   “Flowers would have sufficed. You didn’t have to do this,” I retort gesturing to the car. “What did I say?”
 
   “You kept calling out my name, and it woke me. You told me not to leave you, how you couldn’t live without me, how you feel about me.”
 
   “How do I feel?” I ask with a shaky voice.
 
   “Phenomenal.”
 
   I can’t help but smile. I recover quickly.
 
   “I mean, what did I say about my feelings?”
 
   “You know what you said, and how you feel about me. Besides, it isn’t polite to tell someone they said they love you.” I freeze. Every muscle tensing in me. I can’t breathe. “Are you alright?” he asks, distressed 
 
   “I thought it wasn’t polite to talk about it? You can’t judge me based on a comment in my sleep.”
 
   He appears wounded.
 
   “Gabrielle, get in the fucking car.”
 
   I didn’t mean to hurt him. I feel awful, because what he said is irrefutably true, but I can’t express those words yet.
 
   “Damian, I…” I choke on the words as they rise up. “I don’t not love you. I just think it’s too soon to say such an important thing. You mean everything to me.”
 
   I have my face tilted down at my feet, as I chomp away at my bottom lip. Hunt grabs me up in his arms, plucking my lip from my teeth’s grasp, and kisses me deeply.
 
   “I don’t not love you, too, Gabrielle. There’s nothing but you. You are all I see, all I need” He plants a chaste kiss on my lips. “We better go, before I defile you right here.”
 
   He releases me hastily and walks over to the driver door, opening it for me. I slide in, and Hunt strides around the back of the car to the passenger side. He climbs in with nimble skill and gets comfortable. She feels fast even sitting here. I can’t wait to get her on the open road and find out what she can really do.
 
   “Before you start her up, I need you to understand a few things. One, you should remember she has serious kick with a V12 engine. You must watch the gas pedal, especially in the rain. When it does rain, switch this red knob to wet, it helps with traction and manages the amount of power you use when taking off. The sport setting is normal, what you use on most days. The race setting tightens everything up, its use obvious, but I prefer you don’t use that or the last two.” 
 
   He goes over the ins and outs of the car, every button, knob, screen, and switch. By the time he’s finished fifteen minutes later, I feel like I know this fine piece of work on a very personal level. I’m dizzy. “Other than that enjoy her, and be careful, please.”
 
   I give him an are-you-serious expression.
 
   “I’ll do my best not to enter any street races.”
 
   I slip off my heels and hand them to Damian. I stick the key in the ignition and press the start button on the wheel. The engine begins purring for me. I punch the R button in the middle console, for reverse obviously, and ease her out.
 
   “Like I said, you look ace in this car.”
 
   “Thank you. Not just for the compliment but the present. Scarlett is incredible.”
 
   “Scarlett? Is that her name? I purchased her because she reminds me of you, curvy, eye-catching, and a wild ride.”
 
   This guy can certainly pour it on.
 
   “Don’t distract me when I have your life in my hands.” He seems to come to the realization that I’m entirely in control. I feel for him. He needs it so much, and he’s willing to surrender it to me. The act is endearing and a turn on. “I’ll take care of you, I promise.”
 
    He relaxes a bit, his body going slack in the seat. I pass the row of cars, classics, exotics, SUVs. Suddenly, I notice the sporty, black, mystery car that followed me around all week, and I stop behind it.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Koenigsegg CCXR”
 
   “That’s the car you were stalking me in.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I guess he doesn’t think it odd to do that.
 
   I ease on the accelerator, cautiously creeping Scarlett toward the exit, and merge her into traffic. We make our way to my place with Damian’s fingers firmly clasped on his knees, right leg extended out as if he could break the car if need be. I don’t think the hills help any. 
 
    
 
   We arrive at my building about ten minutes later, and I park her in front. We stroll in and head up to my apartment, arms linked the whole time. I jump in the shower while Hunt makes us coffee. I’m in and out in fifteen minutes, and I do my hair and make-up in about twenty. My hair is straight, and my make-up is clean. I select a black sheath dress, with black suede pumps and matching clutch. I grab a black coat and leave my room to find Hunt. He’s in the living room reading the newspaper and drinking coffee in a chair by the window.
 
   “I’m ready.”
 
   He glances at me over his shoulder and rises with quick agility. “Gabrielle,” he breaths, “You look incredible. Black is a becoming color on you.”
 
   “Thank you. It doesn’t look half-bad on you, either. You’re eyes are illuminating.”
 
   “Thanks, babe.” He smiles softly, but it fades quickly. “Are you ready to go to my other place?”
 
   There’s a double meaning in his words as if he means somewhere within himself.
 
   “Yes, let me just grab a bag for your things and the muffins.”
 
   He perks up. “What kind of muffins?”
 
   “I made chocolate chip.”
 
   “You made them?” He licks his lips seductively. “I would love to eat your moist muffin.”
 
   “You’re depraved, Hunt,” I reply with an arched brow and an amused grin. “I made a second batch. I can throw them in the bag to take back with us. Maybe we can have them for breakfast or something.”
 
   I throw his things into a bag and snag another for the goodies. “Ok. Now I’m ready.”
 
   “After you, doll.” 
 
   He takes the bags from my hand and guides me out, locking the door behind us.
 
   “You’ll do anything to get your big, greedy hands on my muffins, slick,” I utter with a smirk.
 
   Hunt pauses at the endearment. “My mom used to call my dad that,” he murmurs.
 
   “Used to?”
 
   “My parents passed away when I was ten.”
 
   Oh, poor broken boy. Is this what he couldn’t control? 
 
   “I’m terribly sorry to hear that. How did…”
 
   “I won’t talk about it, at least not now anyway.”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   We head down the corridor toward the elevators, his hand placed on the small of my back. I want to hear more, but that’ll have to wait. Right now, we have to go face our pasts. 
 
    
 
   He drives, allowing me the opportunity to watch him handle this opulent vehicle.
 
   “You look ace in my life,” I blurt out.
 
   Hunt doesn’t look at or say anything to me. His hands clench the steering wheel, his breathing extended and harsh. When we reach a red light, he grasps my chin and kisses me slow, rough.
 
   “You’ve become my life, Gabrielle. I’d move the world for you.”
 
    I realize right then, I love him, but more importantly, I know he feels the same for me. We would do anything for each other.
 
   “You already do. My world.”
 
    All of a sudden, a barrage of car horns blast at us. Hunt spots the green light and punches it. 
 
   “This is going to be an awakening for you. I’m finally going to consume you the way you’ve consumed me.” I spy his side-glance down at my gartered thigh, which is exposed, my skirt hiked up near my panties. “How am I going to make it until tonight?”
 
   “Why punish yourself? When you could be punishing me instead?” I reply, licking my lip and tracing a finger along my thigh where the hem of my dress ends.
 
   “Fuck, I was wrong about you,” he mutters to himself as we arrive at another Art Deco building close to the center of downtown. Damian gets out and opens my door, tossing the keys to the valet. 
 
   I’m so nervous, the acid in my stomach is working overtime. I’m sure being terrified about the funeral isn’t helping. I don’t want him to put everything together. I’m unsure of  how he’ll handle the situation.
 
   Hunt’s hand is extended out to me, offering me a safe, fall-free exit. I fix my skirt before latching on, and we stride in, hands clasped tight and trembling. 
 
   We’re greeted by an impressive marble lobby with the same décor as the outside, but I can’t get a good look as he rushes me through to the elevators. 
 
   The ride up has an awkward vibe, arousal mixed with a nervous energy. I know where we’re about to go, and even though I should be scared, I’m not. I feel electrified and curious. I imagine it to be like the Artemis with sex swings hanging from the ceiling and every device to cause pleasure and pain. Who knows what to expect from a torture chamber.
 
   I catch Damian peering down at me, an anxious gleam in his eyes, yet his body remains calm, collected as always. I squeeze his hand to reassure and let him know it’s ok, we’re ok.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re so nervous about. Whatever lies behind the door isn’t going to make me run,” I assure.
 
   “I wish I could believe that,” Hunt replies grimly, with an incredulous stare.
 
   “I wish you could, too.”
 
   The car stops, and the doors part to reveal an exquisite entryway with cherry wood paneling and black marble floors. A spectacular chandelier casts the small room in a soft glow.
 
   We reach a single ominous, cherry wood door. He extracts a key from his coat pocket and unlocks it. I hear the click and inhale a long, deep breath to steady myself.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re so nervous about,” Hunt repeats back to me, and I softly smack him on the arm. “So violent, Hyde.”
 
   “Oh, shut up and open the door.”
 
   He pushes on the door, and it sluggishly creeps open to expose an inviting atmosphere decorated with mahogany wood furniture and fireplace. The floors are polished mahogany garnished by a shaggy, white area rug. Large bouquets of white lilies are arranged in crystal vases scattered throughout the living room. I wonder if he had them put here for me. 
 
   An antique, Georgian sofa sits in front of the fireplace to our left. It has an arched back with downswept armrests and mahogany detailing, upholstered in a white silky fabric. Large black curtains hang on either side of a large window overlooking the buzzing city below. I love it from the moment I step inside the opulent space. I don’t care who has been here before me, I want him to take me.
 
   “Well?” he asks, trying to convey a confident demeanor, but I know better.
 
   “It’s extraordinary. I love what I’ve seen this far.”
 
   “Let me give you a tour.”
 
   “There’s only one room I wish to see.”
 
   “Follow me,” he softly orders with a sexy smirk.
 
   Damian disappears down a shadowy hallway to our right, and I follow him to the last door where he hesitates. His breathing is rugged, head slumped a little.
 
   “It’s ok, Damian.” I rub his back, attempting to calm his nerves. “Let me see.” 
 
   He takes a deep breath and opens the door wide, stepping aside. My heart pounds as I step through, stunned by what I discover.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Testing Limits
 
    
 
   I’m dumfounded by the beautiful elegance of the room. I was expecting…well, a dungeon with devices hanging from the walls and ceiling, but this is comfortable, inviting. A giant four-post bed sits against the wall straight ahead of us, placed between two tall, narrow windows with black curtains. 
 
   The bed has a massive, intricately carved headboard with black satin sheets and an ombré, faux fur comforter adorning the enormous mattress. There are gorgeous, antique pieces about the room, a dresser, side tables, chest, and a cabinet, all mahogany like the bed frame.
 
   The walls are covered in a dark grey wallpaper with a stunning, hidden, ornamental pattern, only revealed when the sunlight graces it just right. The floor is a dark polished wood with a huge white rug covering a majority.
 
   But what grabs my attention are the B&W photographs displayed proudly on the wall, more of the naked, female form. Except this time, a strapping, virile male joins them. These are far more graphic in nature, of masked slaves bound, gagged, and subdued, tied up intricately in various bondage positions, while the well-formed male performs disciplinary acts upon them.
 
   I take a closer look at the male’s familiar physique and realize the Dominant in question is Hunt, my Hunt, my Dominant. I spot a few less suggestive photos scattered amongst the others. One in particular catches my eye, a profile of the impassioned lovers. The back of Hunt’s head is covering a woman’s face as he attacks her neck. Her torso’s arched, ass and upper back pressed against Hunt’s naked, statuesque form. His arms are strategically wrapped about her breasts and womb, as her hands cling desperately to the top forearm. 
 
   “That’s you?”
 
   “Yes, it is. Does that bother you?”
 
   “The thought doesn’t thrill me, but I’m alright with it, with them. They certainly shock, but they’re art, that’s what they’re supposed to do.” I shrug.
 
   I’m curious about the toys, and why they aren’t displayed. I’m not oblivious to his lifestyle. I know what type of instruments they use on one another. I want to ask him, but I decide to wait, allow him to present them to me. Another thought pops into my head.
 
   “Did they sleep in here?”
 
   “No. They had their own quarters at the beginning of the hall, near the living room.”
 
   “Did you ever sleep here with them?”
 
   “Yes, I would sleep here after a late night at the office, but they were never allowed in my bed…to sleep anyway.”
 
   “How close is your office from here?”
 
   “You can see it from here, just across the street.”
 
   I cross the room to the wall opposite of us and gaze out the left side window. There is a monstrous, very sleek, very modern glass building towering over us.
 
   “Nice. That’s where I’ll be working.”
 
   “Yes, on the floor just below mine. In fact, your office is right where my desk is positioned.”
 
   I spin around to meet his calm gaze. “My office?”
 
   “Yes, your office. I feel it appropriate for your new position.”
 
   “Which position might that be?” I ask with an arched brow, and he smiles devilishly.
 
   “I’m referring to your new position as Assistant Editor. You’ve been promoted. I was going to tell you last night, but with everything that has occurred, it slipped my mind.”
 
   “Is this because I’m currently bedding the boss?” 
 
   His expression shows disgust for my shitty comment. “First and foremost, you are my girlfriend, not some whore. Second, I am your boyfriend not just your boss. The fact that you think we’re a flash in the bucket pisses me off. You’re mine. You belong to me, forever.”
 
   “You want me, forever?”
 
   “Yes, I know perfection when I find it. You don’t give that up…not easily anyway.”
 
   “You’re a little intense. You’re indecisive one week, and the next you’re positive I’m the one. You don’t even know if I can give you what you need.”
 
   “I need you, Gabrielle. I thought you understood this. Really, babe, try to keep up.”
 
   “Being with you is like riding the teacups at Disneyland, fun, but you start seeing double and you’re dizzy as hell.”
 
   He chuckles and saunters over to me in a few magnificent, animalistic strides, grasping me in his arms and laying his cheek on my head. I nuzzle it against his chest. He smells heavenly.
 
   “Take a deep breath and hold on tight,” he replies, running his hand along my back. “I care about you to the point my heart actually aches.”
 
   Hunt’s words are always filled with love for me. He loves me. It radiates off him.
 
   “I care more for you than I can comprehend. My hearts moving faster than my head, and it’s befuddling.”
 
   He squeeze’s me tighter. “I know I can be overwhelming, but I want you to promise me you won’t leave me,” he says, anguished.
 
   “I promise I won’t leave you.” That isn’t something I can honestly guarantee, but I yearn for it to be true, and he needs it. “What about you?” I ask.
 
   “I promise never to leave you.”
 
   There’s a softness to his voice, and I allow myself to believe wholeheartedly. I have to get off the subject. I pull back and look up into his eyes.
 
   “So, I’ve been promoted?”
 
   “Yes, but you won’t start the position until you’ve made the move to corporate on Wednesday.”
 
   “Good. Only a few more days of working closely with Olivia.”
 
   “No, not exactly. You know longer work directly under her. You have the first half of the week off. I found out she was making you miserable this past week, and you don’t deserve that.”
 
   “Hunt, I don’t want you to fight my battles for me. You can’t protect me from everyone. That being said, thank you. Now the question is, what am I supposed to do with myself for the next few days?”
 
   “I have a business trip I’ll be on for the next couple of days…” 
 
   I stare down at my feet. “Oh,” I mutter, disappointed.
 
   “I want you to come with me.”
 
   “That’s a very nice offer, but I don’t want to smother you.”
 
   “Please do. I want you to smother me. I wouldn’t have invited you to join me if I didn’t want you around.”
 
   “Can we discuss this further, tonight? Right now, I really want to see your equipment.” A devilish grin slowly creeps across his sultry lips. “You know what I meant.”
 
   He releases his hold on me and amble’s to the dark cabinet to my right and unlocks it. He opens the doors to present a red silk lined closet with his pieces hanging neatly. There are paddles, floggers, handcuffs, whips, riding crops, collars, leashes, ball gags, and blindfolds.
 
   While I’m scanning the contents of his stash, I spot a black mask sitting on the top shelf. It’s not a leather/pleather S&M mask, but an intimidating masquerade mask that hides the face from hairline to the upper lip. It’s hypnotic with a menacing undertone.
 
   “Your mask is incredible.” I comment, and Hunt laughs uproariously. “What’s funny about that?”
 
   “Out of every toy in here you focus on the mask.”
 
   “It’s the piece most representative of you.”
 
   Damian’s smile fades, and he’s replaced with serious faced Hunt. “You see through mine like no one else.”
 
   “Yes, I see the cracks you try to hide,” I reply gently and then ask as if none of this fazes me, “Is this it, or is there more?”
 
   “Aren’t you disgusted or scared by any of this?”
 
   “Anxious or curious are more what I’m leaning towards.”
 
   “You amaze me.”
 
   I smile at him with my horny grin and lick my bottom lip. He lets out a groan and walks over to the chest sitting at the foot of the bed, lifting the lid. It’s lined in red silk as well. When he pulls on the top shelf, it brings out the others hidden below  like stairs.
 
   “Where do you acquire all this stuff?”
 
   “The SoMa district has a huge underground BDSM culture. The Folsom street fair is a massive event held every year for my kind. Though, I’ve never been. I’d prefer not to expose my private life when my public one is constantly under a microscope.”
 
   “I know what you mean,” I sigh. 
 
   “Do you know what any of these objects are?” he inquires, attempting to change the subject when he notices the sorrowful look on my face.
 
   “Yes, I do,” I reply with a small voice.
 
   “Ok. Tell me what you know.”
 
   I list them off. “Vibrators, butt plugs, clamps…”
 
   “Now the cabinet.” I go through those, too, with the exception of a few I don’t know. “I don’t know whether I should be impressed or terrified.”
 
   “You should be petrified. I’m actually a Dominatrix planning to bring you to your knees.”
 
   He chortles and shakes his head.
 
   “I can’t say I hate the idea.”
 
   “You want to be my sub?” I giggle.
 
   “I would get immense satisfaction from being dominated by you.”
 
   “Wait. Really? You would let me?”
 
   “Well, if you’re the Dominator, I don’t see how I could let you do anything.” He licks his lips slowly. “I would definitely let you do what you will to me. Not all the time, but I would like to see what you’ve got. Who knows, maybe it could help you gain a sense of control over your past.”
 
   “You always surprise me. You aren’t what I expected you to be.”
 
   “What did you expect?”
 
   “I expected a stubborn, serious, control freak, who treats everyone as if they were beneath him, but you aren’t at all. You’re an amazing man, who takes really good care of me and treats me like a princess. You have a beautiful heart, great sense of humor, and brilliant mind. Still a tad on the controlling side, but I consider myself incredibly lucky.”
 
   Hunt’s face is grieved as if everything I just said cut him to the bone.
 
   “No, you were right. I am a stubborn, stern, control freak who hardly smiled prior to you. I’ve never behaved like this before, and it’s all very new to me. I’m not whom you think I am.”
 
   “You are exactly whom I think you are. You just can’t see it.” I don’t like the turn this conversation has taken and change the subject back to why we’re here. “Will you give me an example of what you do?”
 
   He appears hesitant, but I can tell he really wants to.
 
   “Please, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   Darkness and desire washes over his eyes, a sexy smile crawls onto his lips. “With pleasure, Miss Hyde.” 
 
   He saunters back to the cabinet, exuding sex. 
 
   “Mask, Mr. Hunt?”
 
   “Of course, Miss Hyde.”
 
   With his wide back turned to me, he slips the mask over his head and casually removes his jacket, hanging it on a hook on the door. 
 
   “When I give you an order or require an answer, I want you to acknowledge my command or query with a reply and my surname. Clear?”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt,”
 
   “Very good, Gabrielle. Now remove your shoes.”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt.” I kick them off, and they go flying in different directions. 
 
   “And the dress.” 
 
   He’s still facing the cabinet, pondering what kinky devices he’s going to use on me. I slide my dress off anxiously. I stand quietly, in only my garter and underwear, anticipating, waiting patiently for his next command.
 
   “I want you to stand at the end of the bed and face the door.” I stride over to the end and face the door as ordered. 
 
   “That’s my girl,” he proudly commends.
 
   The anticipation is killing me.
 
   I hear the slapping of leather and the high-pitch clanking of metal as he selects his mystery items from the cabinet. I hear the firm sound of the doors latching closed, his heavy footsteps muffled by the carpet. I hear noises behind me as he tosses the objects onto the bed and the sound of the curtains closing, immersing us in darkness for an instant before muted lights bring back my sight.
 
   Suddenly, the slow strum of a guitar twangs throughout the room, accompanying a smooth male voice sensually tempting, persuading his lover to give in. Then a sluggish beat begins to set the tone, a darker tone, gradually picking up the pace. An aloof female voice joins in, convincing him she can’t surrender to his desires. A whipping noise repeatedly snaps throughout the room as the beat builds and heightens, playing into my red-hot desire to be taken and possessed by Hunt.
 
   The anticipation causes the nerves to work overtime, twisting my stomach into knots, drumming my heart against my chest plate, causing my sensitive skin to vibrate with a tingling numbness. My cleft pines for his mouth, his hands, his cock. I hear a click on my right, then a few seconds later, a click to my left.
 
   “I’m going to tie you up. I want you to put your arms out to your side, shoulder height. Do you understand, Gabrielle?”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   Without hesitation, I do as commanded, and he ties up my wrists with a cool, smooth material. I dare not look with hopes of pleasing him.
 
   “Good girl. You’re going to be an excellent sub,” he commends.
 
   Hunt’s expert hands unhook my garter straps and slowly strip off my stockings, one at a time. He slips his fingers along the inside of my panties, caressing my cheeks, gliding it along my soft, wet lips.
 
   “I feel the same way, angel. I’m fucking hard for you.”
 
   “I can fix that, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   He hooks his finger about the crouch of my panties, yanking them off and, at an excruciatingly unhurried speed, inserts his long digit deep inside me, grazing my G-spot.
 
   “I know you can with this perfectly tight cunt of yours.” He removes his finger agonizingly slow and spreads my legs. He ties up my ankles. “You’re staggering all trussed up like this.”
 
   I’m eager to see him in his mask.
 
   “Please, may I see you, Mr. Hunt?” 
 
   He obliges, stepping through my binds, revealing himself in all his masculine glory. His green eyes pop from the depths of the black mask. I’m panting for him, my chest heaving, knees weak.
 
   “I can’t believe you’re all mine.”
 
   I don’t know why I said it, but it’s true. He’s too good looking, caring, loving, his wounded soul speaks to me. His very being entrances me.
 
   “Yes, and right now, your body’s mine.” He jerks down the cups of my bra, allowing my breast to spring free. “Your breasts are mouthwateringly full and perky.”
 
   Damian lunges his mouth onto my hard, tender nipple, sucking and biting while the other is between his masterful pinching, tugging fingers. I want to run my fingers through his hair, grab onto him, but I can’t, and it drives me crazy.
 
   He rips his delicious mouth away and stares me in the eye with a cool, hard gaze.
 
   “If at any point, this is too much for you, let me know.”
 
   “Ok,” I breathe out. 
 
   He sinks his lips onto mine for an instant, and then they’re gone.
 
   “I’m going to spank you. I’m only feeling you out, testing your pain threshold to see how far I can go with you. I will ask your permission before each act, and I won’t do anything you don’t desire. Normally, I would discuss limits with you beforehand, but this is a test run. We’re working out the kinks, so to speak. If you’re a good girl and do as I command, I’ll fuck you senseless. Do you understand what I just told you?”
 
   The muscles clench deep down in my stomach as electric currents zap down to my overly sensitive clit, and I moan.
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   He prowls back around.
 
   “I want you to pick your safeword. This will let me know when it becomes too much for you, and I’ll stop immediately.”
 
   I think for a moment and reply, “Muffin.”
 
   I can sense the grin on his face.
 
   “I’m going to start you off with my hand. I will begin with firm snaps and increase the intensity as I see fit. Once I reach a level you can’t withstand, I will cease, but you must use your safeword. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt, I do.”
 
   “Good girl. Before I begin, you must understand not to tighten your body when being whipped, cropped, slapped, paddled, belted, strapped, spanked, and anally or vaginally pumped. When you clench your body, it tends to hurt more, and hinders your capability to display expressions and emotions. Plus, I enjoy watching your flesh ripple.”
 
    I can hear the grin spread across his masked face, in his tone, and I smile to myself. “Remember to breathe, keep yourself relaxed and remain still. I need you as still as possible, Gabrielle. Clear?”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt, crystal.”
 
   Damian’s arm hooks around my waist as his other hand rubs my cheeks. The act is tender and gentle, easing me into a soothed state. Then he comes down on me sharply with a loud flesh on flesh snap, but it doesn’t hurt, only stings a little. I like it and let out a pleased whimper…I want more.
 
   “Harder,” I plead.
 
   He comes down on me again, on the opposite cheek this time.
 
   “More?”
 
   “Yes, please,” I moan, and his hand makes mind-altering contact with the fleshy curve of my ass. With every spectacular blow, I sense something shifting in me, slipping away, a loss of inhibition, time, and self. 
 
   “Don’t stop!” I cry.
 
   He whales on me rigorously, switching sides with every thrash of his hand, increasing the force with each slap. The burning is sensational, every blow sending rushes of adrenaline through me. I listen to his harsh breathing and the sound of his skin as it makes sweet contact with my stinging flesh. I jolt into his grasp, keeping me from hurling forward. 
 
   I clasp the smooth ropes and clench tightly as every delicious swipe agitates my already smoldering flesh. I whimper and moan from his aggressive touch. 
 
   He relinquishes abruptly. I can’t help myself, and I glance over my shoulder at him. He’s panting, a sheen of sweat on his skin, staring at me with a gleam in his eyes from the depths of the black mask.
 
   “What’s the matter, Mr. Hunt?” I ask panicky, hoping I haven’t done anything wrong. I really want him to take me. He lifts his bright red palm, and it’s almost to the point of being purple.
 
   “You hurt me,” he growls.
 
   I clamp down on my bottom lip, fighting to keep a smile from spreading across my face, but I’m losing the battle.
 
   “Sorry,” I apologize with a shit face grin spreading from cheek to cheek.
 
   “Don’t be. This has never happened before. I’m impressed.” He struts back in front of me and leans into to my ear. “You were made for me,” he purrs.
 
   He takes a few steps back and begins to undress, letting me watch him unveil his solid body, keeping his face hidden behind the intimidating mask. I scan his physique greedily. He’s the sexiest man I’ve ever had the pleasure of fucking. 
 
   He unties the restraints from my wrists and bends down to free my ankles. I peek at my shackles, a long, braided silk rope that comes out from small hidden compartments in the wall. The ropes span the width of the large bedroom.
 
   “Go stand at the side of the bed with your head down, legs spread slightly, and hands clasped behind your back.
 
   I toddle over to the naval height bed as the song ends and repeats. I do what I assume is the submissive stance. The faux fur comforter’s soft fibers tickle my sensitive flesh, gently caressing my lower region. I glance up and spot what he threw on the bed, a pair of handcuffs and a mouth bit with a long cylinder mouthpiece and harness.
 
   “Would you like to continue?” he inquires, standing right behind me. I don’t notice him creep up until his silky breath sweeps across my neck. Hunt’s heavy erect cock is pressing into my rear and clasped hands. 
 
   “I’m going to fuck you. Whether you want to use these or not. You have done very well, and for that reason, you deserve to be generously rewarded.”
 
   “Yes, I want to play, Mr. Hunt,” I pant.
 
   He picks up the handcuffs off the bed, and the cold bite of steel clamps onto my wrists. He grabs the gag.
 
   “Open wide,” he directs. I part my lips, and he places the black bit in my mouth, strapping it onto my head. The taste of leather coats my tongue and I wince at the foreign flavor. “Still want to play?”
 
   I shake my head with great enthusiasm.
 
   “That’s my naughty girl,” he responds with pride. “If you want to stop depending on the position hold up a finger or tap me. Understand?”
 
   I shake my head again.
 
   He grips the nape of my neck and lays me halfway on the bed, so I’m bent over in front of him, ass hanging over the side. The fur’s feathery soft touch against my aware flesh is delectable. 
 
     “Your cheeks are a beautiful shade of red, it’s such a fucking turn on.”
 
   He gives another rough smack and then proceeds to massage a cooling cream onto my raw posterior. He uses his long, competent fingers to knead and work the soothing cream into my sore flesh, and I moan appreciatively. Before the sting subsides, his tongue is on my clit, attacking it with concentrated flicks. 
 
   His finger slides in and out, giving me the urge to have a much larger appendage shoved in there. He slowly circles it inside me, caressing my pleasure zone, pushing me closer to the edge. I arc and wriggle as my body tightens and toes curl. His tongue twirls and twines with expert precision. He moans, devouring me hungrily. His hand comes down sharply on my stinging flesh, and I growl through my gag.
 
   “You’re my favorite flavor.” 
 
   Hunt’s words swim through me, causing me to spasm and moan. My body tenses further, I’m completely wound up until one final swift lick of his velvety tongue causes me to erupt, trembling violently as I have an all-consuming orgasm. I moan loudly, but the gag muffles it.
 
   I start to come down, and his big cock slams into me, thrusting me forward into the mattress. His fingers clench onto my hips as he shoves himself in and out, over and over, dragging me into his voracious plunges, carnal groans escaping his luscious lips with every drub.
 
   “Fuck,” Hunt growls, grasping one of my legs and flipping me over, still pounding into me. I stare helplessly into his eyes, drinking in this dominant, masked vision taking pleasure in me. 
 
   My legs rest against his torso, as he desperately clings onto my thighs, continuing his delicious assault on my clenching core. 
 
   He extracts himself to the tip, thrusting a few shallow dips, then smashes me onto him to the hilt. I groan out at the sudden fullness. My body writhes and bows. He keeps himself there,  undulating his hips. I want to touch and grab him.
 
   “Gabrielle,” he breathes through clamped teeth and releases my thighs, scooping me up with one arm up my back while the other cradles my ass. He turns to sit us on the bed and lies back so I’m straddling him. Damian’s hands clamp onto my hips, thumbs running along the crease between thigh and cleft. 
 
   He sets our furious pace by heaving me onto him and bucking his hips. I catch his rhythm, and we move together perfectly. Each time I come down, making contact with his firm thighs, I stifle out a moan. My head flings back as I succumb to him wholly. 
 
   Hunt sits up and folds his arms around me. I hear the click of the cuffs opening, releasing my hands, freeing me. He unbuckles the gag, which falls out when I stretch my jaw.
 
   “I yearn to hear you, feel your touch.”
 
   “I need to see you,” I breathe out, “May I, Mr. Hunt?”
 
   “Yes, Gabrielle, you may.”
 
    I reach behind his head and untie the string holding on the mask. I unmask him to reveal the beauty underneath, chucking it on the bed next to us. There’s something hauntingly poetic in the act. 
 
   We hold each other and rock our bodies together. I whimper into his ear, moving myself along his stiff member, meeting his exuberant thrusts with a swivel of the hips.
 
   Our drives are relentless, bringing each other closer to divine release, fucking with fervid need until we can’t hold on any longer and explode around the other. We cry out impassioned moans, unraveling in a hot sweaty embrace. My body goes limp as he releases his soothing, liquid orgasm into me. Our breathing is stressed as we fall to the mattress kissing, stroking, and petting.
 
   “That was...” Hunt says, tickling me.
 
   “Mind-blowing,” I finish.
 
   Hunt’s long fingers caress the length of my back while he kisses the crown of my head tenderly.
 
   I rest my fragile, shaking body on his, my eyes heavy with a sexual high that leaves me foggy, unsure of what’s happening around me. My mind has quite literally been blown. 
 
   I cling to him in a desperate attempt to anchor myself, bring myself back from wherever I’ve just been. Once I’ve managed to level myself out a bit, Hunt asks, “Was everything to your satisfaction?”
 
   “Yes,” I breathe.
 
   “Anything you didn’t enjoy?”
 
   “No, everything was…” I’m at a loss for words. “You?”
 
   “Perfection,” he replies, enfolding me securely in his arms. 
 
   He lifts me up to bury his face in my neck, inhaling deeply and breathing out a long sigh of relief, I’m guessing. He caresses my neck with his lips, his warm breath heating up the flesh, and I whimper, digging my face into his shoulder. I tighten my grip on him and hold him close to me, melding us.
 
   “I love this. I love us,” he murmurs from the crook of my neck, and I shut my eyes, allowing his heart to sooth me, bringing me back to reality.
 
   “I love us, too.” 
 
   “You’re everything to me.”
 
   “What happened to I don’t do intimate, Mr. Damsel Fucker?”
 
   “I still am, only now I wish to make the beautiful damsel mine, to keep and protect her, worship and admire.”
 
   “A new kind of fairytale,” I retort.
 
   “Yes, minus the glass slipper and talking rodents.”
 
   I giggle and snuggle into him, my arms tucked into my  body. We lie blissfully for a few moments, Hunt tickling my back and tender ass until he announces, “We better clean up and get going. I thought we could grab lunch and take care of one last errand before the funeral.”
 
   “Why won’t you tell me where we’re going?”
 
   “It wouldn’t be a surprise, then, would it?”
 
   We reluctantly get up and ready to go. He shoves some mystery objects from the chest and closet in a black duffle bag, and we leave.
 
    
 
   We eat lunch at a café and then head to the secret location. He drives while we listen to a lovely Classical ballad. Violins gently serenade us, accompanied by an intense Bass. They almost seem to be speaking to one another.
 
   “What do you think?” Hunt inquires, coming to a red light. 
 
   “It’s beautiful and soothing. What is it?”
 
   “Mozart’s, ‘Piano Concerto No.21-Andante’. Do you listen to Classical music?”
 
   “Yes, I adore it,” I reply, easing back into my seat. “My parents are music enthusiasts. They introduced my sister and I to a wide range of genres.”
 
   “We should go to the Opera House to watch a program. I’ll look into the schedule and get us tickets.”
 
   “Us. I like that word.” 
 
    He gently brings my hand from my lap to his lips.
 
   “The second most mesmerizing word in the English language” He kisses the back of my hand slowly, sensually. “Your name is the first, of course. Do you know the meaning of your name?”
 
   “Yes. It’s of Hebrew origins, meaning, Heroine of God.”
 
   “Like I said, you’re an angel, my guardian angel.”
 
   “What does your name mean?”
 
   He has this infectious grin. “Well, it’s widely associated with Lucifer. It’s Greek meaning, to tame; subdue.”
 
   My astonished face darts to his. He has a wolfish grin while his soft lips graze my hand. 
 
   “Are you fucking with me?”
 
   “No. Why would I fuck with you?” He stares at me with a pained, far-off look. “That seems to sum it up. A devil trying to subdue a wounded angel.”
 
   “That’s shit. You’re not a devil, and I’m no angel. I think in the sex department we’re on common ground. However, I do agree about the subdue part. It suits you, slick.” 
 
   I can’t catch it before it shoots out. My eyes grow large.
 
   “It’s ok. I rather like it as long as it’s coming from your mouth.”
 
   The light turns green, and he drives on, hijacking his focus from me and planting it back onto the road. At least I can keep mine on him. 
 
   He makes a razor-sharp right turn, exhibiting Scars ability to take a corner. My palm flies up, splaying on the roof as the other bears down on the dash. Hunt finds this funny, laughing like a carefree young man getting immense joy from scaring the crap out of his girlfriend. I glare at him, stifling a smile. 
 
   We drive a few blocks, before parking in front of a store with no name and dark tinted windows. I’m taking off my seatbelt, when Hunt announces, “I’m going in alone.”
 
   “Why can’t I come in?”
 
   “Because I said so. Stay here.”
 
   He’s decided, his expression severe, lips set in a tight line. Hunt’s back and he’s not to be messed with. I cross my arms, glaring out the front window. He exits quickly, and my eyes follow him around the front of the car, watching him disappear into the unidentifiable building.
 
   He really knows how to push my buttons, but I know he’s controlling. I would have to be an idiot not to understand that by now. He hasn’t been too horrendous the past seventeen hours or so, but I have yet to officially agree to his proposition. He may be waiting until then to show me who truly lies beneath those mysteriously wounded, emerald eyes. 
 
   He’s only inside for a few minutes when he emerges, hands void of any bags or items. 
 
   What the hell did he pick up? 
 
   He slips into the car with his usual effortlessness and sits there for a moment. 
 
   “I was going to give you this later, but now seems to be the right time.”
 
   He sets a white velvet ring box on the dashboard in front of me. He leans back and watches me reach for the box with hesitation. I palm it and place my hands in my lap.
 
   “I’m sorry for acting like a pouty child.” I sigh. “I’m really not sure I can accept this from you. I’m just not comfo…”
 
    “Oh, shut up and open the box.”
 
   He’s seems to have lightened up, but when I glance at him, he’s anxious, which makes me feel the same.
 
   I unclench my fist and let the small, white box sit on my flat palm. I cautiously open the lid and find a spectacular pair of princess cut diamond earrings, roughly the size of my pinkie nail, sitting on black silk.
 
   “You don’t have to wear them if you deem them profligate.”
 
   “I love them. Thank you. Will you help me put them on?”
 
   “You’re welcome, Gabrielle. It was my pleasure.”
 
   I hand him an earring, putting the other on myself.
 
   “Speaking of pleasure…earlier was divine. I really want to do that more.” I reply, twisting on the backing of my new present.
 
   “You have no idea how ecstatic that makes me. You were perfect, Gabrielle, and I can’t wait to get back at that superb ass of yours.”
 
   “Tonight?” I squeak out, a little too enthusiastically, and he chuckles.
 
   “I think we can do something, but we need to give your sweet rump a break to heal. Trust me. You’ll feel it later if you don’t feel it already. I’ll take care of you, doll.” He takes my index finger and gently nips at it. “So, about the trip. You will sleep at my place tonight, so we can head directly to the airport first thing tomorrow morning.”
 
   “I didn’t say I would go. I do have a life, responsibilities, people who depend on me.”
 
   “Who? Your parents are out of town along with your sister. Julie is grieving with her parents, and Chase can live without you for a few days. I can’t be away from you that long. I won’t. I need you, Gabrielle.”
 
   I don’t want to be away from him, either, and I haven’t left town in a long time. I could use a nice little vacay.
 
   “What time do we fly out?” I ask, defeated.
 
   “Ten,” he replies with a shit face grin.
 
   “When can we get my clothes?”
 
   “Don’t worry. I’ve got it under control.” 
 
   “Oh, shit, what now?” I ask with a tone.
 
   “Buckle up,” he demands.
 
   “What do you mean, Damian?” I ask as I buckle in.
 
   He smiles at me mischievously, starts the car, and merges into Sunday traffic.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Exhuming the Past
 
    
 
   We arrive at the large, white stoned church, and there are already tons of people out front, swapping fond memories of the dearly departed. Damian grabs my hand and latches on tight, weaving us past everyone. We search for Jules and her parents to give our condolences. When I spot her midnight hair, I point her out to Damian and he guides us over.
 
   “Jules!” I call out. 
 
   She turns and leaps at me, putting me in a vice grip. I pry my hand away from Damian, returning her hug.
 
   “Hey. I’m so relieved that you’re here. I can’t take all these strangers pretending they know me, and what I’m going through.”
 
   A woman walks by then and stares at us awkwardly. “Sorry, but honestly, who are you?” she remarks to the woman, who appears appalled and offended. Julie looks back at me as the woman scoffs off, and we burst out laughing, getting us a few glares of disapproval.
 
   “God forbid I laugh after the hell of a week I’ve had,” she says with a roll of the eyes. 
 
   I hear Tom, Julie’s father say my name, “Ellie, how kind of you to come. How are you, dear?”
 
   His eyes are red and puffy. Obviously, they would be after the loss of his only son. He was never one to hide how much he adored him. Helen, Julie’s mom, comes to stand beside him. She appears tired, emotionally drained.
 
   “Yes, Ellie. It would have meant a lot to Nicholas.”
 
   Jules breaks away from me to join her parents where they stand behind her. Damian returns his hand to mine, and their eyes follow it up to his staggering face. Jules gawks at me then nods in his direction.
 
   “This is Damian Hunt. Damian, this is Tom and Helen Reynolds and their daughter Julie. My Jules.”
 
    He shakes their hands, giving his apologies.
 
   “Thank you,” each one replies.
 
   Helen turns to me and says, “I was rummaging through photos of Nicholas and found one of you two before prom. The way you two looked at one another. I’d never seen him as happy as he was with you.”
 
   Hunt’s grip tightens around my fingers, smashing them together until I lose feeling in them. She begins crying into Tom’s shoulder, and he consoles his grieving spouse, holding her and running his fingers through her hair. 
 
   They’re an attractive couple, both are brown-eyed brunettes with striking facial features. Tom guides his distraught wife into the church, leaving Jules to stare at us through red and violet eyes. I jerk my throbbing hand from Hunt.
 
   “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Damian. I’m happy to see you worked things out.”
 
   I give her a look, but she ignores me.
 
   “Yes, we did,” Hunt answers, clipped. 
 
   He’s in no mood to talk about our personal life. He wants to speak to me about what he now knows. All my fears come true.
 
   “You are together, right?”
 
   Jeez, Jules, give it a rest.
 
   “Yes, we are,” Hunt feels the need to speak for us and not with kindness.
 
   “Jules, can you excuse us for a moment? We’ll be right back.”
 
   “Sure. I’m going inside. I’ll save you two seats next to me.”
 
   “Thanks,” I reply and haul Damian off to the side of the large crowd to a grassy area to the right of the church.
 
   “You were being extremely rude to my friend. How could you treat her like that?”
 
   He’s pissed. That’s easy to see. It’s in his stance, tense face, hands rubbing vigorously along the back of his neck. 
 
   “How could you not tell me we were going to your ex-abuser’s funeral? That’s why you didn’t cry about this kid’s death. You fucking lied to me. You told me you didn’t know him well. I feel betrayed and hurt by your dishonesty.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Damian. I knew how you would feel about it, and I was going to tell you after…Actually, I wasn’t going to tell you for a long time. When you wanted to come with me, I knew it would most likely come out, but honestly, I was hoping it wouldn’t.”
 
   “This doesn’t change the fact that we came here with me having no knowledge of whom this fucker was. How could you come to this shit’s funeral? This is unacceptable.”
 
   “I’m not here for him. I’m here for Julie. She needs me.”
 
   “I don’t understand, but we’re here, and I’m going to support you. I wish you had been truthful with me. Relationships rely on honesty and communication, especially the type of relationship we’re entering into. I need to know you won’t keep me in the dark anymore. Promise me, Gabrielle.”
 
   “I promise I won’t lie to you anymore. I’ll be truthful and open with you about my past, present, and future.”
 
   He inhales slowly. “Thank you. We should get in there and get this fucking thing going. The sooner it’s over the better.”
 
   “Yes. I’m sure you have questions.”
 
   “Yes, I have many questions I’m eager to have answered. But now it’s time to put on the mask.” I glance at him, a smirk on my face. “…in a manner of speaking,” he clarifies.
 
   I watch him put up the shield. His eyes become cold, lips tighten into a straight line, posture shifts. He snatches up my hand with a firm grip and guides me into the church, where a majority of the massive crowd has already taken their seats. 
 
   It’s a huge, ornate structure with intricately carved woods, high walls made of large stone bricks, and beautiful stained glass windows. The outside light streams through them, bathing the church in random pools of vivid colors. It’s stunning. I could stand here and gawk for hours.
 
   “You have no clue how much I hate this,” Hunt states as we practically sprint up the isle to where Nicholas’s family has gathered.
 
   “Oh, I think I do,” I mutter.
 
    
 
   The service is difficult to get through, but Damian never lets go of my hand, which he squeezed when pictures of Nicholas and I flashed on the large screen behind the closed casket. Knowing he supports me, gives me strength, makes me sincerely happy he came. I don’t think I could have gotten through the service otherwise. On my left, Jules, lying her head on my shoulder, her tears running down my arm. I slinked it around her, trying to comfort her, but it can’t take away the hurt of losing her twin.
 
    
 
   Once the service and burial has concluded, we head to the family home, a lovely Queen Anne Victorian Manor in Nob Hill or Snob Hill, if you’re a native San Franciscan. It’s been in the family since its construction in the late eighteen hundreds. The enchanting home is stuffed full of people from wall to wall, every crevice harbors an occupant.
 
   I hear my name over the mess and turn, spotting Sloan’s vibrant red locks bobbing and weaving in the sea of people. She finally makes it to us and hugs me closely.
 
   “Isn’t this so sad? I feel horrible for Julie and her family,” she comments.
 
   “I know it breaks my heart,” I retort. Damian snickers from behind me, catching her attention. She gapes at him then me with curious eyes. “Damian, Sloan. Sloan, Damian.”
 
   “Mr. Hottie from the club. Nice.”
 
   Oh my sex god! What is up with my friends today?
 
   “Actually, Damian, the boyfriend,” he corrects.
 
   “I know who you are, Mr. Hunt. I’ve heard plenty about you.” Hearing her call him by his surname turns my face a deep pink when images from earlier dance about my head.
 
   “You ok, Ellie?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s just seriously crowded and stuffy in here.”
 
   “Tell me about it. It’s a damn oven,” she replies, fanning herself with her hand. “You’ll have to tell me all about how you two got together over dinner or drinks. I’m going to check on Julie. I’ll see you later.”
 
   She gives me another hug, and when she shakes Damian’s hand she turns as red as her hair. He has that effect on a woman, except Jules who seems immune to his charms.
 
   Conversations buzz around us to the point it becomes a collective deafening hum. It’s an overload on the senses. After an hour of enduring the hot, loud, cramped space, I’m anxious, overwhelmed, and ready to leave. I tell Hunt, who’s been by my side the whole time, I want to find Jules to say goodbye. I was unable to get a moment to speak with her, as she was constantly in the middle of a group of people waiting to give their apologies. I spy her in the kitchen, trying to hide from well-wishers, Hunt waits for me by the door.
 
   “Hey, Jules.”
 
   “Hey. I’m sorry I haven’t had a chance to talk with you. I’ve been fighting off all those people.” 
 
   “It’s understandable. You have no reason to apologize. I wanted to let you know I’m going to head out. I made this for you.” I hand her the bag with muffins in it. She takes it and peeks inside. 
 
   “Thanks. I’m going to enjoy these. I love your desserts.”
 
   “I’ll call you in a few days to make sure you aren’t in a food coma. Damian invited me to go up to Seattle with him, and I accepted. I won’t be back until Tuesday or Wednesday. Maybe we can do a night out. Will you be ok?”
 
   “Yeah, I think I’m gonna be ok. I’ve been neglecting a few friends, and I’m happy spending time with my parents, so I’ll be plenty busy. Have a good time, safe flight, take pictures. All that jazz.”
 
   “I will. Talk to you soon. I love you, Jules.”
 
   “I love you, too, Ellie.”
 
   We give each other a long squeeze, and Damian approaches us to give his apologies for her loss.
 
   He takes my hand and guides me through the house, gracefully meandering us through the chaotic crowd. We finally break free into the refreshing, crisp air. For the first time since the beginning of the funeral, I can finally breathe normally. I follow him to the car, where he walks around to open the passenger door for me.
 
   “I’m going to drive. I need to focus on something other than the last three hours.” 
 
   Hunt struts around the car and snatches me up in his arms. He comes down on me and kisses me ardently until I can think of only him.
 
   “I’ve been waiting to do that. Better?” he asks, parting from me. 
 
   I’m left dazed, breathless, and wanting. 
 
   “Yes, with you, always.”
 
   He drops the keys into my hand and goes back to the passenger side. We climb in and buckle up. He stares at me with an edgy eagerness. I know he’s dying to ask me about Nicholas.
 
   “I know you want to talk to me, but I feel exposed and drained from the funeral. I need time to gather myself. Can we discuss this later, or better yet, another time, please?” I request with little energy.
 
   I can tell he’s still avid to know more. His hands run up and down his strong thighs. 
 
   “We can do that,” he replies wryly.
 
   He’s trying extremely hard to do everything he can to please me, and I love him for that. Yes, I love this sensual, broken man. I know it’s too soon, but it’s not as if I’ve verbalized it.
 
   I take off, and we drive back to the apartment in silence.
 
    
 
   Back at the Artemis, I’m ready to take a bath and prepare dinner for us.
 
   “I’m going to take a soak then get dinner ready,” I announce as I kick off my pumps and bend down to pick them up. “Is there anything special you want?”
 
   “I was thinking we could order in. Unless, you’d prefer to stand over a hot stove, cooking?”
 
   “No, that’s ok. Order whatever you like. I’ll be upstairs,” I reply nonchalantly.
 
   I kiss him on the cheek and turn to leave, but he snatches me up, bringing me in for a loving, longing kiss. Our lips part, and he rests his forehead against mine and mutters, “I’m excited about the trip. It means a lot to me you accepted my invitation.”
 
   “I’m excited, too. I still don’t know what I’m supposed to wear.” I turn away, and he taps me firmly on the butt. “Ouch!” I yelp. 
 
   I gaze back at him, wanting, and strut away with a little sway to the hips.
 
   “Bullshit, sweetheart,” he replies to my over exaggerated reaction.
 
   I giggle and head upstairs into his room. I stroll into the closet to take off and hang up my dress and coat, glancing up to discover half a closet full of new clothes for me. Unless, Hunt’s into wearing pumps, dresses, and silk blouses, but with him, you never know. Kinky bastard. I move further into the closet and let out a murmured, “Wow.”
 
   I spin around to find Hunt standing in the doorway, gauging my reaction. 
 
   “I understand you don’t like money spent on you, but you’re worth it, and I get immeasurable pleasure in buying these items for you. I want to lavish you with every luxury money can afford. You deserve nothing less.”
 
   I’m unsure how to react. I don’t like it. I feel cheap, as if I can be bought. On the other hand, his intentions are to make me happy, to offer me anything he has the power to obtain. Most women would probably take this without hesitation, but I’ve never been one to take things from others. 
 
   Even when I was younger, I had a job. I started babysitting, which turned into part time nanny gigs. I bought my first car and everything. I always depended on myself for things, so for a man to come into my life and tell me I don’t need do that anymore, makes me feel uncertain.
 
   “This is who you are, and even though it makes me uncomfortable having money wasted on me, you mean well. I can’t understand why you think I require this. You’re all I’ll ever need.”
 
   Hunt appears bemused by the statement, as if he can’t absorb the idea he could ever be enough.
 
   “Without you, I’m nothing. My world was an endless parade of work, benefits, and meaningless sex. You’ve brought meaning into my worthless existence, vivid color into my dull world. I realized you were the reason I was put on this earth, to please and take care of you. Gabrielle, let me take care of you.” 
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “No, you don’t. I used the girls I was with, treated them as if they didn’t matter. I’m not a good man. I’ve hurt many people, and they’ve hurt me, but I deserve that…”
 
   “You don’t deserve to be hurt. You’re worth more than that.”
 
   He looks away with a pained look on his face, continuing as if he didn’t hear me. “The fact I found the one who sees me as more than a sadistic fuck, terrifies me. What if I’m not enough or karma rears its ugly head, and you don’t want me? I can’t lose you. I won’t.”
 
   “I understand exactly, Hunt. Did I run when you showed me the dungeon or when you revealed bits of your life to me?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “No, that’s right, I didn’t. So give me a little fucking credit. I’m not going anywhere. You’re stuck with me, slick.”
 
   “Promise me.”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   I walk over to him and slink my arms around his waist, laying my head on his chest. He follows suit and cradles me in his arms.
 
   “Speaking of giving credit where it’s due, I was in awe of you earlier. You were flawless. The level of satisfaction I received is something I haven’t experienced before. I meant it when I said you were made for me.”
 
   “I admit I didn’t expect to like it that much. It was the most impassioned, intimate, sexual encounter of my life.”
 
   “More than an encounter, I hope.”
 
   “Yes, the first of many.”
 
   “So, are you alright with the gifts?”
 
   “I love them because they’re from you. The earrings are exquisite, and the car is kick-ass. Thank you for everything.”
 
   “You’re welcome, angel face. I’ll try my hardest not to buy you things, but I’m not promising anything. I know there will be gifts I’ll want to acquire for you.”
 
   “I should get in the bath. Do you want to join me?”
 
   “I would love to, but I should order dinner and make a few phone calls. After that, I’m yours for the rest of the night and most of the trip.”
 
   “I think I’ll take a shower. We can save the bath for later tonight, when you can join me. What are you going to order for us?”
 
   “Let me surprise you.” He pecks me on top of my head and caresses the length of my back.
 
   “You always surprise me.”
 
    
 
   The hot water relaxes every tense muscle in my body, and the stress of the day melts away. There’s so much to take in and process, like every second of the past twenty-four hours for instance. I’m stunned by Damian’s restraint and support at the funeral, by my feelings toward his lifestyle.
 
   Why did I like it? Why do I want to do it again? Are we moving too fast? 
 
   It feels natural, as if I’ve known him forever. It was like that from the beginning. 
 
   I need advice. I need Chase. It feels like I haven’t seen him in ages. I’m going to call him after dinner to see what he thinks.
 
   I do a quick scrub down and jump out, drying off with his extra soft towel. I hang it on a hook near the door and strut into his bedroom stark naked. I totter into the closet to explore what he bought for me to sleep in.
 
   There are four drawers dedicated to sexy silk and lace lingerie. I choose a lavender silk nighty with black lace that lies over the tops of my breast, dropping between them into a thin V, revealing everything straight down to the bellybutton.
 
   It’s gorgeous, except I’m a bit curvier than the mystery shopper had anticipated. It’s a smidgen too tight in the breast, hip, and rear regions. It’s short and doesn’t go far past my cooter. 
 
   I throw on a matching robe, which stops mid-thigh, and slip on black, thigh-high stockings and pumps, in hopes they’ll catch Hunt’s eye. It’s not as if I’m going to saunter around the street in it, just in front of him.
 
   I go back into the bedroom and notice the nasty downpour putting the bright city behind a misty curtain. I turn the heat up, switch on the downstairs fireplace, and dim the lights in the living room, all from his bedroom. I love this touchpad system.
 
   I peek into Damian’s office, but he isn’t there, so I go in search of him on the first floor. I hop downstairs and hear a male voice that doesn’t belong to Hunt, but certainly causes chills up the spine.
 
   “Lavender is particularly flattering on you, Gabrielle.”
 
   I follow the voice to the couch where Dante sits with an ankle crossed on his knee and an arm extended along the back of the couch. I’m frozen at the bottom of the stairs. I cling to my robe, keeping it shut, and bend my knees, hoping to cover more, but it’s pointless in this getup.
 
   “I didn’t know we were expecting company,” I comment as he rises and begins a slow stride toward me, light blue eyes, icy and burning all at once.
 
   “I thought I would stop by to speak with Damian, and I am exceedingly glad I did.”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “I don’t know. I got here to find the fire on and Damian pleasantly absent. Then, of course, you graced me with your charming presence.”
 
   He’s getting closer and alarms start going off.
 
   “I figured he didn’t know you were here. He won’t want you this close to me.”
 
   “He won’t mind. You look extraordinarily fetching in silk.” 
 
   Dante’s disingenuous remark causes vomit to rise in my throat.
 
   “She’s right,” Damian growls, and I find him standing near the elevators in jeans and a black hooded sweatshirt, take out bags in hand and a ferocious expression on his stunning face. 
 
   “Back off.”
 
   That’s my man. I think as my body switches out of defense mode.
 
   “We were only talking,” Dante says as if this is so innocent.
 
   “I know…She would never lower her standards enough to do more with you. Now, back the fuck off!” Hunt snarls, and Dante takes more than a few steps back.
 
   “Alright, alright…I want to talk to you about Mother and the party she’s insisting on throwing for Olivia’s birthday.”
 
    My eyes dart to Damian, bewilderment smeared on my face. He stares back at me, then prowls to the circular coffee table and plops the bags down.
 
   “Fine, let’s go into my study.”
 
   “Here’s fine,” I suggest. My eyes plastered onto him.
 
   “My study. Give us a few moments, Gabrielle.”
 
   Now I have questions for him, and I want them answered immediately.
 
   “Don’t take too long,” I reply with a tone, and they head up to his office. I take a seat on the couch with only my angry thoughts to keep me company.
 
    
 
   They’ve only been up there for about ten minutes, but it feels like an eternity. When jealousy gets hold of you, time seems to drag. I hear the office door and their husky voices as they walk down the hall. The only thing I can make out is Damian mentioning my name. They appear at the top of the staircase, and Hunt follows Dante to the elevator.
 
   “Have a wonderful evening, Gabrielle.”
 
   My lip curls, and my stomach flips.
 
   “Same to you,” I reply, clipped.
 
   Dante steps onto the elevator and gawks at me with a creepy smile as the doors shut. Damian stands there, back turned to me, avoiding eye contact, which he would most certainly make if he faced me, as my eyes are boring into the back of his skull.
 
   “I know it’s confusing, but I can’t…”
 
   I spring off the couch, glaring at him, arms firmly crossed over my chest.
 
   “No, I need you to explain. You want to give me everything and anything. I want this.”
 
    Hunt faces me with pleading eyes. “You really don’t want to know, I’m telling you.”
 
   “I’m going to find out eventually, especially when you say Olivia is hell bent on ruining us. Why would your mom want to throw a birthday party for your ex-lover?”
 
   “When I was thirteen, my parents adopted Keira, Aubrey, and I, after we were taken out of our uncle’s custody.”
 
   “I don’t understand. What does that have to do with anything?”
 
   “Let me explain, please. My adoptive parents were close friends of my biological parents. When my parents passed, they wanted to adopt us, but my uncle ended up getting custody because our parents didn’t change the will before their deaths. Well as I said before, he lost custody, and we went to them.” 
 
   He pauses clearing his throat. “They adopted Olivia when she was two and had Dante, their biological child, a few years later, which would make them my adoptive siblings.”
 
   My stomach is doing somersaults, and my mind is racing through memories of conversations I had with the two of them.
 
   “You fucked your adopted sister?”
 
   His eyes are wounded, his shoulders slack. 
 
   “When I was sixteen, she came back for a visit from modeling in New York, and she ended up fucking me the night she arrived home. She was my first.” 
 
   He cautiously walks over to me as if I’m a cornered animal, and I take a large stride back, even though the couch lies between us. Tears pool and spill down my cheeks as I realize she raped my sweet Hunt. It’s more than I can bear.
 
   “She’s six years older than you, which made her twenty-two and a rapist. Not to mention she’s your sister.”
 
   Hunt stands facing me at the back of the couch and appears a little affronted. “I don’t see her like that. I wanted it as much as she did.”
 
   “You were a horny, sex-driven, teenage boy who thought with his dick. Of course you wanted to fuck. Nevertheless, she knew better, and no matter what you think, it was rape. I’m not sure I want to know, but I can’t resist. How did it go down?” 
 
   He rubs the back of his neck then thrusts his hands into his hair, staring at me with apprehension. 
 
   “Since we weren’t expecting her until the next day, that evening, my family attended a party. I decided to skip the festivities and stayed home. I decided to take a swim, and when I came up for a breather, she was standing in front of me at the edge of the pool, staring down at me. She hadn’t been home to visit since after I arrived to live there. She was more beautiful than I had remembered. I guess because she was never around I saw her differently than I should have.
 
   “As I was gawking up at her, I noticed her white panties peeking out from under her short skirt. When she saw where my eyes were glued, she stripped down and dove in over me. We bobbed there for a while, watching one another, until she swam to me, ripped off my swim trunks, and we proceeded to…”
 
   I throw a hand up to stop him before I puke in my mouth, my other hand placed firmly over it. I remove it to say, “Ok, that’s enough. How long did this fucked up thing last?”
 
   “On and off up until about two years ago. I told you last night before we made love.”
 
   Vomit keeps rising up my chest and throat, burning it. 
 
   “You mean last night before you fucked me. I think given the recent facts brought to my attention you can understand how I’d forget something you said in the middle of a conversation about us.”
 
   I’m angry, confused, disgusted, and disturbed. My emotions run ramped. I don’t know what to think or say. I just pace in front of the fire, trying to get the chills to stop rushing up my spine. Suddenly, I feel underdressed, vulnerable. That’s nothing in comparison to how it feels to expose one’s self the way he just has.
 
   “Where do you stash the hard liquor?”
 
   He points toward the kitchen. 
 
   “I keep it in the freezer,” he replies in a low voice.
 
   I stomp off into the kitchen, grab two whiskey glasses out of the cabinet, and pick my poison, Rum. I pour us both a glass, throw mine back, and fill it again about two/thirds of the way.
 
   I take them back into the living room, extending my hand out for him to take his drink. He ambles over to me, takes it, and goes back to where he was standing near the couch. I watch him quietly and down my drink. I stand facing him, with an empty glass in hand, as he remains motionless, eyes fixated on my every move. He turns to the couch, his face down to the ground.
 
   “You’re disgusted by me. You don’t even know what to say to me.” I remain silent, unable to utter a word, only quiet mumbles sputter out. “I’m worthless, and now you know it, too. You don’t want anything to do with me.”
 
   I’m striding over to him, when out of nowhere, he throws his glass at the table and it bursts into shiny little fragments. He crouches down and, in a demonstration of brute strength, flips a section of the couch into the air. The large, white, wrecking ball comes crashing down onto the table with a thunderous boom, as it explodes through the glass. I watch him wide-eyed as he drops to his knees and propels quaking hands into his hair.
 
   “I can’t cope without you. I can’t…”
 
   “How many times must I tell you? Why won’t you listen when I say I’m not going anywhere? I’m in this with you. I’ll try to empathize, but I’ll never accept it as a good thing.” 
 
   Damian’s gaping at me with bewilderment and disbelief. 
 
   “You aren’t worthless. She is. You were a young man who lost his parents and obviously had a bad experience living with your uncle. I can see how you wouldn’t find the wrong in it, being that’s all you knew. You were an aggrieved child in distress. You needed help, but instead, you were victimized. That little boy is still in there. I can see him, and I want to alleviate him of that pain.”
 
   “Why do you still want me? How can you look at me as if I’m worth caring for?” He remains kneeling while gawking at me like a scared little boy.
 
   “You know why…I told you in my sleep, and when you cherish someone the way I do you, you stick by them through the dark and guide them to the light. Remember?”
 
   “I’ll never comprehend how you could want me. I’m all kinds of fucked up.”
 
   “You are smart, strong, funny, caring, giving, and quite frankly, the most jaw-dropping gorgeous man I’ve ever had the pleasure of taking to bed with me. What’s not to want?” He snaps his eyes shut and bows his head in his hands as I list off his sought-after qualities. 
 
   “You bring those things out in me. I’m not normally like this around anyone else. I’m a cold, shallow man who kept everyone at a distance my whole life. You’re the only person to sneak behind the wall I built around me. I meant it when I said I’m nothing without you.”
 
   I slowly walk up behind him and toss my glass into the disaster that claimed the table and our dinner. I kneel down, pressing my body against his back, and cradle him in my arms, kissing his neck and hair.
 
   “You’re the stars guiding me home on a dark, lonely night. You’re everything to me. My world turns for you.” I try to express what this incredible man means to me.
 
   He replies in a low voice, “When I first saw you, I wanted you. After our first time, I was addicted. I can never lose you. I’ll die from a broken heart. What would be the point of living when your reason to breathe, to live walked out of your life? There aren’t enough words to describe what I feel for you.”
 
   “It only takes three, but we aren’t ready to say them yet. We should have a better understanding of one another first.”
 
   “Better than what? I don’t know your sign, but I know your past, and I know whom you are on the inside. Pun intended.” 
 
   He seems to have calmed, acting like lighthearted Damian again. There are two vastly distinct people dwelling within him, Hunt, his inner darkness, and Damian, the charismatic, blithe lover.
 
   Damian turns, snatching me up onto his lap, and hugs me against him.
 
   “When is your birthday, anyway?” I inquire.
 
   “When is your birthday?” he asks, avoiding my question.
 
   I wonder why?
 
   “As if you didn’t acquire a background check on me.”
 
   “Yes, I did.” He smiles down at me, a bit embarrassed I think.
 
   “Don’t tell me you forgot,” I exclaim dramatically. “Typical male, forgetting his woman’s birthday. Men would forget their dicks if they weren’t attached.”
 
   He laughs hard, his body shaking as it roars out of him.
 
   “You are the most intelligent, funny, strong, compassionate, stunning woman, and I am in constant awe of you.” He cups my cheek, stroking it with his thumb. “Seriously, when is your birthday, angel?”
 
   “July Thirtieth. I’m a Leo. What about you?”
 
   “What? You didn’t search for it on the internet?” he asks with a smart-ass grin. I love when he’s playful.
 
   “Someone is mighty full of himself.” I giggle, and he starts to tickle attack my sides. I squirm and wrench in his hold while cackles and snorts burst out in between pleads for mercy.
 
   How do we manage to go from solemn to rapturous this quickly? What kind of bipolar relationship is this?
 
   His assault doesn’t stop until I plead, “Please, I beg you, Mr. Hunt!”
 
   Damian nestles me in his arms, glancing down at me with an eyebrow raised and a ready-to-fuck grin.
 
   “I would love to play, but I’m starving, and our dinner is under the couch in that catastrophe.”  
 
   “I’m sorry about this evening and the couch.”
 
   “You don’t need to apologize. It wasn’t my furniture, and the night is still young. We have plenty of time to screw it up more.” I giggle, and he shakes his head. “Plus, if I thought you were leaving me after I opened myself up to you, I would probably flip a couch, too.”
 
   “There’s still a lot you don’t know.”
 
   “I know, but I think we made excellent progress tonight. We’ll go over more in your next session.” 
 
   He smirks down at me. “You’re such a smart-ass…Don’t ever change that. It’s a flattering trait.” He leans down and kisses the tip of my nose.
 
   “I thought a smart-ass mouth would be worthy of a spank, not a kiss.”
 
   “It is. However, I thought I could give you some leniency since I’m already planning on walloping your perky ass.”
 
   I gawk at him. 
 
   “Why? What did I do?” I ask with a shaky, squeaky voice. I feel a tinge of fear, but mostly, excitement and desire. Everything clenches below my waist. 
 
   “Why? Dante saw you dressed like this.” He gestures his hand along my body. “I don’t want anyone to ever see you dressed this provocative.”
 
   “That isn’t fair. One, you bought this for me, and I can’t help if it fits snugly. Second, I thought it was perfectly appropriate, considering I thought you would be the only one here. It’s not as if I strut around my apartment in lingerie and heels. It was supposed to be for you. As much as I want a good spanking, I won’t be punished for something that isn’t my fault.”
 
   He stares at me through narrowed eyes, with a ghost of a grin across his lips. “I hate to admit it, but your point has validity. You were only trying to please me, and Dante showed up unannounced. You aren’t going to be easy, are you?”
 
   “Nope. What you seem to be missing is, I told you I want you to spank me. You don’t have to punish me to do it. Just tell me, and I’ll bend over willingly.” I attack and bite at his bottom lip. 
 
   He pulls away. “I want to get you upstairs and panting beneath me. But first, what do you want to eat? Since I ruined the surprise.”
 
   “I was pretty surprised. What was it anyway?”
 
   “I ordered Chinese from The Golden Dragon. You said it was your Sunday ritual to eat from there, and I thought you would enjoy it.” 
 
   I hug him to me. “That was really thoughtful and means a lot to me. Thank you.”
 
    “You’re welcome. It wasn’t a big deal, but if this is the reaction I get for ordering Chinese, I’ll do it more often. I wish you had a chance to eat some.”
 
   “I love Chinese, but that’s not why I’m hugging you. It’s the fact that you remembered a random, mundane fact about me with the intention of making me happy. I’m a simple girl. Something like this means a lot to me. It shows you care and you’re thinking of me.”
 
   “I’m always thinking of you, gorgeous.” He kisses me deeply. “Now, what would you like to eat? Your pick.”
 
   “Actually, since you mentioned Chinese, I’m really craving it. Could you reorder from The Golden Dragon? That would really hit the spot.”
 
   “I thought that was my job.”
 
   “Is sex all you think about?”
 
   “With you. Yes, it’s on a loop in my head.”
 
   “Good to know I’m not the only one.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Flashes
 
    
 
   We dine on cheap Chinese, directly out of the cartons, sitting on the marble kitchen countertop with our feet dangling, occasionally grazing. He took off his shirt before hopping up on the counter, and I wonder if he did it to arouse me or because he was simply too warm. I like to believe it was the first option since I’m sitting here in lingerie, stockings, and fuck me pumps. It’s not exactly my normal lounging attire. 
 
   “You still haven’t told me your birthday,” I remark.
 
   “October twenty-eighth.”
 
   “I should get you a belated present.”
 
   “I don’t want one.”
 
   “I want to get you a gift. I can afford it if you’re worried about it.”
 
   He straightens up and tenses. “I don’t want you to. Money isn’t the issue, though I don’t like you wasting it on me.”
 
   “I have the money to do it. I don’t see it as wasting, and you’re being a hypocrite.”
 
   “I understand you’re excited about the promotion, but don’t spend the money before you have it.”
 
   “I don’t need your paycheck. My grandparents set up a trust for my sister and me. I work because I want to. Not out of necessity.”
 
   He peers at me and pauses mid-chew. “How big is this trust exactly?”
 
   “Why? Want to borrow some cash?” He smiles and shakes his head at me. I can tell he’s thinking, ‘Smart-ass’. “I don’t like talking about it, but let’s just say I’m of the millionaire variety. Certainly, nowhere near a billionaire, Mr. Money Bags.”
 
   “Are you fucking with me?” he asks inquisitively.
 
   “No, I’m set for life, as are my kids.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “I did, now. We haven’t been together long, and my money isn’t a topic I bring up the second I meet someone. You didn’t exactly whip out your banking statements when we met at the club.” He smiles when I say whip out. 
 
   “True. I knew your parents had money, but I assumed you didn’t by the fact that you’re an assistant and despise it.” 
 
   “I don’t despise money. I don’t worship it, either.”
 
   “You must think me avaricious.”
 
   “I think you like the security and control it gives you, but I don’t think it’s your be-all end-all. I get that honor.”
 
   “Yes, you do.” 
 
   He slinks his arm around my shoulder, culling me into him, and whispers, “If I’m allowed one possession in life, let it be you, and I will have everything.”
 
   “Awww, you’re so corny,” I reply with a sweet and sour, chaste kiss on the lips. “I love corny.”
 
   He sighs and takes another bite of chow mien.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I inquire, running my fingers through his shaggy hair.
 
   “A secure financial future was one of the few things I could offer you. But if you don’t need me fiscally, what am I good for?”
 
   “Damn, kid, insecure much? You really don’t know how superb you are, do you? Damian, you are good at and for a great many things, protecting and caring for me, making me feel beautiful and unique, but above all that, you make me whole.”
 
   “When you put it that way…”
 
   I tilt my head in and kiss him on the cheek, leaving my greasy lip print behind, which I wipe away with my sleeve, and he actually blushes at my intimate gesture. He leans in and whispers into my ear, “Can, Gabrielle, come out to play?”
 
   A huge ridiculous grin spreads across my face, my heart drums in my chest and ears. My clit pulsates between my clenched thighs. He runs his finger against my wet slit, which is pantie-less for just this reason. I want him to be able to take me whenever he desires, and I’ll be ready for him.
 
   “I’ll take this as a yes,” he purrs. I moan as his finger slides over my slippery clit. “Oh, that’s a definite yes. You’re already soaked, and I’ve barely touched you,” he growls into my ear.
 
   “It’s the aftermath of your masculine, couch-tossing ability. It got me hot and bothered,” my response is breathy. 
 
   His lips graze my ear then attack it, nipping and licking the earlobe, sending shivers down my body, putting me under his spell. 
 
   “Upstairs.” Hunt growls in a husky voice.
 
   “Yes,” I groan out as his finger circles my sensitive knot. He extracts himself and sucks me off his long, thick finger. My lips part, and my tongue glides along my bottom lip, as I watch him taste me on his skilled finger. I wish I were that lucky finger.
 
   He hops off the counter and stands facing me. He slides his hands up my legs, thumbs applying pressure to my inner thigh. I lean back and moan approvingly. He spreads me open, situating himself between my legs.
 
    Our breathing quickens and my heart stops every time his hip strokes my thigh. His jeans hang low, exposing the muscular V pointing to the promise land. 
 
   “Are you ready to play Master and servant?”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt, I am.”
 
   “That’s my girl.”
 
   “Always.”
 
   He cups his palms against my ass and smashes my apex onto his hard, fat cock, allowing me to feel his arousal for me. I enfold my arms around his torso and place my cheek next to his.
 
   “Please, take me to bed. I miss your expert touch, your exquisite body on mine. I need you inside me, Damian,” I whisper into his ear, skimming and caressing it with my lips. 
 
   “I need to be inside you, too, Gabrielle. More than I need to breathe,” Hunt whispers back. 
 
    He scoops me up by the thighs, walking us out of the kitchen and past the disaster once his living room. It frightens and excites me to see physically, what I do to him, the intensity of his desire for me. This is what I would do to him if I were to leave. He would be shattered. Damian is already cracked, but that would break him into a million tiny pieces. I would do the same if he told me he didn’t want me.
 
   He kisses my cheek then my ear, where he nibbles and murmurs, “I’m sorry about the evening’s unfortunate sequence of events. I’m going to make it up to you right now. How does fucking until dawn sound?”
 
   “Like heaven,” I purr.
 
   Once in his bedroom, he sets me down facing the bed and takes a seat at the end.
 
   “Take off the robe, angel. Let me see that luscious body of yours.”
 
   Hunt is back, dim green eyes assessing me intently from lowered lids. I tug on the tie and it flutters open, allowing him a sneak peek at what lies underneath. I remove one shoulder at a time, revealing myself to him little by little. I toss it, hitting him in the face, and I giggle as he peels it off to expose his dark, wanting eyes. Shit.
 
   “Bad girl,” he reprimands.
 
   I bite my bottom lip and feign innocence. “Me? Never.”
 
   “HA! That’s a laugh. You’re as naughty as they come.” He pauses. “Look at that sensual body of mine.”
 
   “Yours?”
 
   “All mine,” he growls.
 
   “All yours, slick.”
 
   He rises from the bed to stand in front of me. 
 
   “This is very provocative,” he says, tracing his forefinger along the lace over the breast and down the center to the navel. “I’m relieved you didn’t wear only this downstairs. I wouldn’t want anyone, especially Dante, to see you like this.”
 
   His finger glides past the bellybutton to my soft aching slit. He cups it, shoving his middle finger knuckle deep inside my coveting body. 
 
   “All this belongs to me. Understand?”
 
   He palms my tender knot as his finger thrusts slowly in and out of my wet opening. I groan out, “Yes.”
 
   He spanks me rough, jerking me further onto his finger, his palm grinding into my clit.
 
   “Yes, what?” His eyes are full of sexual intention.
 
   “Yes, yours,” I gasp.
 
   “Good girl.” He exits from me and suckles on his finger. “Waste not, want not,” he says, glancing up with a sexy as sin smirk.
 
   “You’re a dirty man, Hunt.”
 
   “You’re my dirty girl, Gabrielle.”
 
   The silk tightens against my swollen breasts and stiff nipples. I want him to get it off me now, and as if he can read my mind. 
 
   “Do you really like this?” Hunt asks, plucking at the delicate lace.
 
   “It’s lovely. Why?
 
   He grasps the lace in his hands, ripping it down the middle to the bottom hem, and pushes it off me.
 
   “I like it better torn on the floor.”
 
   He reaches for my tender breasts. His able hands massage the plump flesh as he rolls the nipples between eager fingers, causing my back to arc and girls to lift. Damian’s mouth flies onto them in the blink of an eye. The warmth of his tongue soothes me, but his teeth sharply bite down, alerting me of how he craves it. 
 
   His hands cling to my lower back, making my bare pelvis mash against his jeans and glorious cock. My hands grip in his full, silky strands bringing the embrace of his mouth farther onto me. His teeth drag along the nipple as he breaks those perfect lips away and lets go completely. 
 
    “I want you to stand by the bed as I showed you earlier. Do you remember?”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt, the submissive stance.”
 
   He shoots me a panty-dropping grin of approval. Good thing I’m not wearing any. 
 
   I go to the bed and position myself as he told me. I’m thrilled and nervous, a rush leaving me wet and pining for his rough touch. The stem of my heel digs into the shaggy fibers of the rug.
 
   I hear the wood floor pop and creak under his solid weight. Suddenly, everything starts to vibrate and pulse to the thumping beat of a familiar song, letting me know our intended pace, wanton, deliberate, and fanatical. I realize it’s from my iPod. Ms. Perry sings out about her futuristic lover. Every word describes Hunt and the mind-blowing, out of this world sex we share.
 
   I anxiously await as he prepares for god knows what. I glance up at my view of the city as the sky becomes black, lights flickering to life, and then everything turns black, disappearing as a blindfold is placed over my eyes.
 
   “Bend over and let your arms hang.”
 
   I bend over, and he clasps the cold bite of metal handcuffs around my wrists, attaching the individual pairs to my ankles. I’m helpless and utterly at his mercy. The feeling is both exhilarating and terrifying, not knowing what he’ll do. I don’t want to imagine the sight of me like this.
 
   Hunt’s hands firmly grasp my gartered hips. He nips and licks the backs of my silk nylon adorned thighs, traveling toward my melting core. When he makes contact, it’s beyond intense. His tongue swivels and flicks rapidly. The exposure gives him direct access to my throbbing clit.
 
   His masterful skills cause me to spasm and shake as the currents course through my veins. It doesn’t take long for me to come savagely. The euphoric waves ripple over me as my screaming moans explode out. He spanks me hard in the center on the apex and I come undone again.
 
   “Damian, please,” I beg, hanging there like a lifeless puppet, chest heaving as I gasp for air, body trembling aggressively. 
 
   I’m in a blissful fog when I hear Hunt’s zipper. He moans out as he plunges his thick cock into my tensing cleft, and I spasm around him. Hunt’s groan as he stretches me apart is intoxicating.
 
   “I love feeling you come. You’re so tight and juicy.”
 
   Hunt grasps an arm around my stomach and clasps a hand on my shoulder, keeping me on him as he moves inside me with fluidity. Swiveling his hips and rocking his cock against the sweet spot repeatedly. He extracts to the tip, pumping a few shallow dips, and thrashes back into me. His pounding is greedy and ruthless. The feeling of his bare shaft thrusting inside me drives me to the edge of madness.
 
   “Fuck, Gabrielle!” He grips the hair at the nape of my neck and yanks my head back roughly. “You’re mine, forever,” he roars through clenched teeth.
 
   “Yes…yours…always,” I moan out. 
 
   He attacks me with determined relentless drives, growls rumbling in his throat with every nail. Another couple of slaps on the ass heighten the sensation of his drubs while the handcuff’s teeth dig into my flesh.
 
   “Do you feel me possessing you, filling you up? You like surrendering to me. Your sweet, tensing cunt is so juicy.”
 
   “Yes. Harder, please”
 
   He cups my breast and pinches the nipple, twisting and tugging on it. Hunt’s fevered thrashing prods send me bouncing back onto him to the root, his muscular thighs slapping into mine and his sac doing the same against my aching clit.
 
   “I can’t hold on. Come with me, angel.” 
 
   I seize around him, coming with immense force, screaming out his name. He releases himself into me, his grip on my hips tightening as the warm, scrumptious orgasm liberates deep in my vibrating center. My body jerks and wrenches as I come down.
 
   “Gabrielle,” he hisses.
 
   He sluggishly pulls out and crouches down, quickly uncuffing me. “Don’t stand up too fast.”
 
   He massages my sore raw ankles as I bring myself back up, the blood draining out of my face. I remove the blindfold and adjust to the dim lights of the room. I glance down, finding Hunt gently running his finger along the red lines on my ankle. He’s scowling at it.
 
   “Do they hurt?”
 
   “No, they’re a little sore, nothing painful.”
 
   He doesn’t appear convinced. He rises, his thick cock hanging out the opening of his jeans as I glisten off him. He’s stunning with his sweaty skin and hard muscles flexing from his recent release. My inextinguishable desire reignites into a raging inferno. I want more.
 
   “More,” I purr as I gaze at him from under my lashes.
 
   He gives me a cum-worthy, teeth baring grin. “What have I done? I’ve created a sex fiend.”
 
   I bite at the corner of my mouth and stare seductively, his only warning before I lunge myself at him. Hunt catches me, and we tumble back onto the bed, vehemently kissing. We can’t get enough of one another.
 
    I’m on top, straddling him. The head of his still hard cock rubs along my drenched sex, hitting my overly sensitive clit, sending electrifying surges of pleasure everywhere. They cause my urges for him to intensify, which I didn’t think was possible.
 
   I move my hips, positioning him to take me. I sink back, watching his eyes close and mouth go slack. The look of pleasure lightly brushes over his face as I take my time sliding to the base, cradling him inside me. 
 
   “What are you doing?” he asks, gazing at me through hooded lids. 
 
   “Making you mine.”
 
   He clasps my waist as I take the lead, fucking him until he comes veraciously crying out my name. 
 
    
 
   My limp, weak, achy body lies motionless on his chest, his arms cuddling me into him. 
 
   “This is my favorite part. I’ve never cuddled with anyone before.” I hear his husky voice vibrate in his chest. It relaxes me, makes me feel safe.
 
   “I second that,” I breathe. “You never cuddled with any of the girls or the cradle robber?” 
 
   “No, I never wanted to. You know I don’t allow a woman to take control of sex, but it was surprisingly enjoyable with you.”
 
   “Oh yeah! I rocked your world!” I gloat with a goofy grin, and he chuckles.
 
   “To the core, Gabrielle.” 
 
   He strokes his long fingers gently along my back. “I forgot my trainer will be here at eight to do a workout before the trip. Would you like to meet him and watch me a bit? If you want to join me or do your own thing, there should be workout clothes for you in the closet. Not as if you need it. I like your curves the way they are.”
 
   “Nice save, slick. I knew the name was fitting.”
 
   “It’s the truth, but it never hurts to take care of yourself. I want you around for a long time.”
 
   “I’m not one for sweating unless it involves you naked and in me.” I haul myself up off his chest to straddle and gaze down at him. He’s made to be under me. “I think you work me out pretty hard.”
 
   His hands creep up my thighs, the curve of my waist, tender breasts, neck, and face. I bring his palm to my lips and kiss it. 
 
   “I’m definitely digging this view,” he remarks in a gentle voice, softness caressing his face.
 
   “I was thinking the same thing.” I lift a leg, dismounting him, and stroll to the closet to get ready.
 
   “This view is just as good,” he remarks.
 
    I wiggle my butt at him as I disappear into our closet. Weird. I choose a black sports bra and matching spandex pants. 
 
   “Maybe you should put a shirt on over that. By maybe, I mean absolutely.” He’s standing stark naked in the doorway.
 
   “Relax, it’s not that bad. It’s certainly better than a bikini.”
 
   “You’re not wearing those, either.”
 
   “Damian, please. Let’s not do this. I’m yours so who cares if I show a little skin. It belongs to you, along with everything they can’t see.”
 
   “Your tits are hardly contained by your ‘top’. They’re too prominent to be hanging out like that.”
 
   “Now you’re complaining about the size of my girls? You weren’t bitching earlier when your face was buried in them.”
 
   “That’s different. They’re mine. Put a shirt on, Gabrielle,” he orders through compact lips.
 
   “Fine!” I grab a spaghetti strap tee that doesn’t cover much more of my stomach or breasts. “Better?” I ask with a petulant tone.
 
   I stomp out of the suddenly crowded space. As I stride past him, I shove my shoulder into his arm, jerking him slightly, and reply, “That’ll do, you pig.”
 
   “Damn it, Gabrielle! Get back here!” he summons, exasperated.
 
   He can call out all he wants. I’m not turning around. He can kiss my fat ass.
 
   I need to relieve the stress from his controlling line of attack. I’m not one of his many subs, or slaves, or whatever the fuck they were. I wonder what type of women they are, what his relationship with them was like.
 
   I jog downstairs to the gym to blow off some steam and clear my head of demanding Hunt. I switch on the lights, illuminating the huge space. They seem extremely bright, reflecting off the mirrors lining each wall. I scan the room, noting the treadmills, stationary bikes, and weight-training machines. A large red mat lies in the middle of the room with a life-size punching bag and gloves sitting at the far end of it. 
 
   I decide to warm up and get the pulse pumping by taking a few whacks at the bag. I locate the touchscreen on the wall next to it and turn on some music to get me going. Skimming through the music lists, I spy with my little eye a playlist marked, GABRIELLE’S SONGS. I open it to discover my iPod loaded into his system. I’m not in the mood to think of how he got it. I select ‘I Love It’ by Icona Pop. It has a great beat, amping me up.
 
   I wrap my hands with tape and put on gloves. I imagine the bag is Hunt, and I’m going to teach him a lesson he won’t soon forget.
 
   DON’T FUCK WITH ME! 
 
   I whale on the bag, throwing arms and legs into my immobile opponent. I focus on the music as I thrash at the Damian sized bag. It doesn’t take long for sweat to form on my brow and upper lip. Thoughts of his dominating needs keep breaking through the concentration I’m trying to maintain, but my mind is now on the argument.
 
   What is Hunt’s issue? Why does he care what I wear? Why does he think he can tell me how I can and can’t dress? Why does he feel the need to control everything? I shove the bag as if it were him, and my attention is interrupted by a man’s surprised voice. 
 
   “Oh. Hello.”
 
   I turn and off I go. I fly back as the heavy speeding bag slams into me, and I’m down for the count. 
 
   BAG 1, ELLIE 0.
 
   “Shit!” The young male who startled me comes running to my side. “Are you ok, miss?”
 
   “Yeah, it probably looked worse than it was.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t…”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. You didn’t do anything wrong. I’m the dummy who took my attention off a swinging bag. I’m ok, seriously.”
 
   He helps me up and steadies me with one hand on my back and the other cupping an elbow. He’s close to my age with brown hair and dark blue eyes. He’s a tad shorter than Hunt but just as muscular and cut.
 
   “What happened?” 
 
   We find Damian at the door in black basketball shorts, sneakers, and no shirt. Bastard plays dirty. His cold eyes dart between the violently swinging bag and us. 
 
    “I was helping her up after the bag swung into her, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   “You can release her, Kevin.” He lets go hastily and takes a step back while I glare at Damian. 
 
   “He was trying to help me. There is no need to be rude.” He glares back at me with furious eyes, but I don’t give a rat’s ass. I face Kevin and extend a hand out to him. “Gabrielle, the annoyed girlfriend, but you can call me Ellie.”
 
    He gives me a firm shake. “Nice to meet you, Ellie, I’m Kevin, the fired trainer.” We both laugh, but Hunt, not as amused, stands there like a statue.
 
   “I won’t keep you two. I’ll be at the bag trying to win back a little dignity. Can’t let the bag think it’s won.”
 
    I wink at Kevin, then stick my tongue out and glower at Hunt.
 
   I go back to boxing, attempting to ignore him. He changes the music to a Metal band to amp him up. I love the song, but I can’t remember what it’s called. I would ask Hunt, but I refuse to say anything, being that would result in me acknowledging his presence. I glance at the screen and it reads, ‘Stop!’ by Jane’s Addiction.
 
   Damian bores his eyes into me, never breaking away, as if trying to force me to look at him through sheer will.
 
   I notice Kevin is super cute, seems kind and funny. Maybe I should see if he’s single for Jules or Sloan.
 
   I watch as they warm up, stretching and running on the treadmill for about twenty minutes, then head for the mat. When I peek in the mirror, they’re wrapping their hands in tape and taking off their shoes. They start with punching and blocking techniques then incorporate kicks. Hunt is fast. His arms and legs are blurs as he tries to pummel poor Kevin, but he’s doing an amazing job of blocking. 
 
   “Go!” Damian yells, and Kevin fights back with the same power, attacking Hunt with everything he has. Their limbs are flashes of tan flesh as they go at each other with brute force. I stop to watch the aggression of their match with wonderment and intrigue. 
 
   Damian looks hot as he moves with speed and animalistic agility, using calculated counter attacks while Kevin goes for the throat. Now I’m mad at myself for being turned on by his half-naked, flawless body, sweaty and taut. It attacks with speed and strength. His shorts ride low showing off the happy trail traveling down to that damn lick-worthy V. I don’t know what’s fueling me, arousal, anger, the music, maybe all, but I want to kick some serious butt. 
 
   “I want a go!” I blurt out.
 
   “What?!” Damian shouts back with a hand to his ear, as I swagger over to them on the mat.
 
   “I want a go, old man!”
 
   His lips purse and sweaty brow furrows as he thinks about it. “Fine. Kevin, will you…”
 
   “No! You! I want you, Grandpa,” I interrupt.
 
   Kevin appears nervous, as if he’s never seen Hunt challenged before.
 
   “You want a piece, sweetheart? I’m all fucking yours.”
 
   I kick off my shoes, stretch, and meet him back on the mat.
 
   “Ready?” I ask with a gleam in my eye and a teasing, omniscient grin. I’m ready to show him how rough I can be. 
 
   “Whenever you are, cupcake,” he replies, antagonizing, taunting me with an amused smirk, and it only fuels my desire to knock him a good one. I go in with an upper cut, and he blocks it using his forearm, then I go for his side, but he blocks that, too.
 
   As the anger on my face grows, his smile only gets bigger, and I whale at him harder. I kick at his hip, and he bounces back, my foot catching only air. I charge after him pissed as hell, and he’s laughing like a kid, a young man having fun with his girlfriend. I can’t help but laugh, too, as I chase him around like an idiot trying to whack him.
 
   “Get back here so I can hit you!” I complain.
 
   “I don’t think I want you to. You’ve got quite a punch.”
 
   “This isn’t fair!”
 
   He halts in front of me. “Alright, one last try, princess.” He puts his hands up near his face, leaving his stomach and groin open. I pretend to go in for a dick shot, and when he tries to protect his precious manhood, I punch him in the stomach then cheek. He goes down hard.
 
   “Oh my god!” I kneel at his side and rub his hair as he blinks and regains full consciousness. When he does, he gawks up at me with astonishment.
 
   “I’m so sorry, slick. I don’t know what came over me.”
 
   He chuckles and puts his hands over his face. “Damn, I would never go up against you. You’re vicious.”
 
   Kevin turns off the blaring music.
 
   “I really am sorry.”
 
   He places a hand on my face and caresses it with his thumb. 
 
   “Where did you learn that?”
 
   “Caleb taught me after the incident with you-know-who.”
 
   “I’m grateful to him for that. I should get him a ridiculously extravagant bottle of wine or a house, whichever.” He props himself on his elbows, and I lean in to kiss him.
 
   “I’m going to leave you guys to train. Can we talk after you’re done?”
 
   “I would like that, babe.”
 
    
 
   I kick off my shoes and lie on the bed next to my packed bags, punching Chase’s number in my speed dial.
 
   “Hey, Ellie, what’s going on?” Chase sounds sad.
 
   “Hey, you. A lot. What’s new in your neck of the woods?”
 
   He lets out a long sigh. “Not a whole hell of a lot. I’m glad you finally called. How’s Mr. Rich Boss Man, still wonderful?”
 
   “Cut it out…Yeah, I guess. I wanted to talk to you about something, get your advice.”
 
   “Shoot.”
 
   “He’s a complicated, generous, controlling, stubborn, witty, very broken man, and I think I love him.”
 
   There’s silence at the other end of the phone.
 
   I hope he doesn’t think I’m nuts.
 
   “You think you do?”
 
   “I love him.”
 
   “Th…that’s great, kid. But it’s a little soon, don’t you think?”
 
   “It’s way too soon. However, I can’t change what I feel.” I sigh. “He knows about Nicholas.”
 
   “You told him? Wow, you’ve never told a guy before. That must have been a fun conversation.”
 
   “Yeah, fun like a gun to the head. I’m relieved I did...Do you know what Olivia is to Damian?”
 
   “Olivia is his eldest sister. That’s why he bought the magazine, she made him buy it so she could have free reign. Why?”
 
   “I wondered if I was the only one who knew or if it was common knowledge. How do you know about him?”
 
   “Internet and people talk around the office.” 
 
   I can only imagine the gossip around the office, what everyone will say on Wednesday once I officially start my position.
 
   “Yeah, they do.”
 
   “Why is he controlling?”
 
   I wonder that, too.
 
   “He has issues with it. I don’t know why yet, but I have a feeling he went through some pretty fucked-up shit. Earlier he told me I couldn’t wear my workout top.”
 
   “Like Nicholas.”
 
   “Yeah, but Damian isn’t that kind of controlling. He didn’t want me to wear a sports bra without a shirt. He said the girls were too big and they were popping out. I mean we were going to be in his private gym with his personal trainer. I wasn’t going to do naked jumping jacks in front of him. I was clothed. Needless to say, I was pissed.”
 
   “Your girls are a bit too ample to wear only a sports bra, unless you two were alone. I wouldn’t want those tig ole bitty’s bouncing around in front other people.”
 
    “You agree with him?”
 
    “Yeah, I do. When we were together, you would wear bikinis around the pool or at the beach, and it made me incredibly uncomfortable because guys would ogle them. The only reason I never said anything was because of your situation with the scumbag. I didn’t want you to think me the same way, but I didn’t like it. Sorry, kid. I’m taking his side on this one.”
 
   “Thanks, I needed to hear that.”
 
   “Anytime. I have to run, but I’ll see you tomorrow, and we can do the lunch thing.”
 
    “Actually, I won’t be in until were at the new office. I’m going to Seattle with Hunt on a business trip.”
 
    “Oh, really? Perks of dating the boss?”
 
    “Yes and no. I’ve been promoted, and he didn’t want me to deal with Olivia anymore, so I got the next few days off.”
 
    “That’s amazing, kid. You earned it. We’ll celebrate when you get back. As far as the love thing…be careful ok?”
 
   “I will. I love you. Tata for now.”
 
   “Love you. Bye.”
 
   I lie there thinking pensively about my feelings, how I was in too deep to pretend I had any handle on it.
 
   “Who were you talking to?” 
 
   Hunt startles me from my absorbed thoughts. I glance at him standing at the end of the bed.
 
   “Chase. I wanted to let him know I was fine and about the trip.”
 
   Damn, he’s sexy glistening with sweat. 
 
   “I’m sure he loved that.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t he?”
 
   “The boy is mad about you, Gabrielle.”
 
   “You’re mad for thinking that. We’re friends.”
 
   “Sure, that’s how you see him.” He turns and struts into the closet.
 
   I call out after him, “I’m sorry about earlier. I know I can be stubborn, but saying what I can wear is one of the things he did. Chase said you were right, I’m a little too top heavy to wear such a small article of clothing.”
 
   He struts back out of the closet naked and sweaty. Every muscle seems to be more defined, golden skin stretched taut over his well-built physique. 
 
   “Did he now? Is that why you had this change in opinion and apologized?” He isn’t being cute but mordant. “You realize I’m right when he says I am.”
 
   “No, I said I was sorry because I am. I wanted to make amends for how I acted. I realized I was wrong, when he told me why he didn’t like when I wore bikinis to the beach. Not that he voiced it when we were together.”
 
   “I try not to control everything you do.”
 
   I get off the bed and walk to him.
 
   “I know you do.” I rub his shoulders and lean in to kiss his glimmering chest.
 
   “Do you trust I would never take advantage of or hurt you? And I’m not referring to the bedroom. I mean your heart. I couldn’t handle it if you thought of me like…him.”
 
   I love this man. I know he wouldn’t harm me purposely and love doesn’t work without trust. 
 
   “Without a doubt…I’m yours completely,” I reply, staring him in the eye to drive the point home.
 
   He drags me into him, his rough, masculine hands clasp at my back, holding and crushing me to his solid chest. His musky scent causes the hairs on my neck to rise, making me exceedingly aware of him and his desire.
 
   “I want you entirely. Not only your body and heart, but your  mind and soul.”
 
   “You have me. I am yours wholly. Now put those delectable lips on mine.”
 
   He brings them down on me with a body-melting hunger that never seems to be satisfied. He can’t get enough of me, his favorite dessert. Hunt’s mouth smashes against mine as if he’s trying to fuse us into one person with two hearts. When we break, our chests heave and rub as we gasp for air, his arousal pressed firmly against my tummy.
 
   “I want to take a bath. Join me,” he says in a low, sensual voice.
 
   He lifts me up, and my hands cling to his thick, toned biceps. My legs dangle and sway with every step he takes toward the bathroom. He walks us to the large sunken bathtub around the back of the shower and turns on the water.
 
   I’m still dressed in my workout clothes as he steps down into the sunken tub and sits us in the ice-cold water. I let out a high-pitched squeal, and he chortles, amused. 
 
   Finally, the water starts to warm, and I relax into his grip. He plants a hand on the back of my head and brings me in for a frenzied kiss, brimming with a yearning that literally takes my breath away. He hooks his masterful hands under my tank and bra and in one swift movement, they’re lying on the white tile floor.
 
   “The water must’ve been quite chilly,” he comments, gazing darkly at me, the warm water surrounding us comfortably. I glance at my erect nipples and smile at him.
 
   “They just want to say hello.”
 
   Hunt stands us up and comes down on them in a flash. He licks and nips while his hands yank off my sopping wet pants. They stick to my sensitive skin; the release from their grip is incredibly erotic, as the cool air hits my warm, wet flesh. 
 
   “Hello, ladies,” he greets them while his lips graze my aching breast on his way to the other. I giggle and whimper when they finally find their mark. 
 
   “Damian, I lo…” I want to tell him I love him, he’s the only man who could ever make me feel this desirable, loved, and safe. He lifts his head and waits for me to continue.
 
   “You what, Gabrielle?” He knows what I yearn to say. He’s beaming at me. He wants it, too.
 
   “Nothing.” 
 
   His chest slowly expands and contracts as he lets out a sigh, releasing me. “I’m going to wash you.” 
 
   I’m surprised by how easily he lets it go, lets me go. Hunt takes the fresh scented body wash off the shelf and lathers it up in his hands.
 
   “Turn around,” he commands. He may not be pushing the subject, but he is pissed.
 
   I face away from him and his expert hands massage the soap into my neck and shoulders, working down to my lower back. He glides them around to the front where he makes his way back up to my tender breasts, slithering over them with slippery fingers. Hunt’s touch relaxes and arouses me.
 
   My crease tingles, begging to be played with, pounded mercilessly, but he doesn’t head there. Instead, he takes his time. He keeps working up, over my collarbone and down my arms, clutching his hands firmly about them. I’m panting, frantic for him to be inside me, taking me as hard and fast as he can. 
 
   Suddenly, his amazing hands are gone. I hear a disturbance in the water as he washes off his hands and the sound of liquid soap being squeezed out. His hands return to my blazing flesh, just above the waterline at the knee, working painfully slow up my thighs, one at a time, stopping just shy of my throbbing sex. I can’t take it anymore.
 
   “Damian, touch me, please.”
 
   His voice is low when he replies, “I am.”
 
   “Damian, please.”  
 
   His fingers slide between my trembling thighs and against the lips, only dipping enough to gently cleanse. He finishes me off by massaging the rear and gives it a watery, soapy smack.
 
   “Rinse off.”
 
   I do as ordered and dip myself into the water, watching him tower over me. He washes himself down quickly until he arrives to that marvelous cock. The ninth wonder of the world, his gorgeous mug being the eighth. He strokes the length of the shaft and head, then moves back to the base while cupping and caressing his sac.
 
   Hunt’s eyes are smoldering, his tongue running between straight white teeth, smiling devilishly at me. He’s taunting me. He isn’t going to give me his body until I give him my heart and tell him what he desperately wants to know. Two can play that game.
 
   I sink back against the wall and rub my girls down. I pour water over and gently knead them while rolling hard nipples between fervent fingers. I gaze up at him, lips parted as I seductively run my hands down my body, below the waterline. I grasp my inner thighs and work towards the part of me that craves his dark touch.
 
   I’m about to reach it when he stops touching himself, eyes fixed on me. I close mine and pucker my lips, thinking I won, thinking he’s given into me. I hear the drain as water is sucked down, and I’m left hanging.
 
   “Stop,” he commands, dripping wet outside the tub.
 
   “Why? Don’t you like it?”
 
   “I didn’t tell you to.”
 
   “I didn’t know I couldn’t touch my own body without your permission,” I snap, arms crossed under my breasts.
 
   “Now you do,” he retorts, walking out, leaving me high but certainly not dry. Pun intended.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Heels over Head
 
    
 
   My bruised ego deflates faster than the depleting water in the tub. I get out swiftly, stomping off behind him into the bedroom, where his luggage lies open on the bed next to mine. He doesn’t look at me as he childishly walks back and forth from the closet to the bed, throwing clothes carelessly into the bag. I stand there wet and naked, staring at him with a stern face until he finally pauses for a moment at the bed. He peers at me with hurt imprinted on his beautiful face.
 
   “Why won’t you say it?”
 
   “It’s too soon, and I haven’t exactly heard you say it.”
 
   “Do you, Gabrielle?”
 
    I sigh. “Yes. Do you?”
 
   “Yes, forever.”
 
   “Then why do we need to say it? Isn’t knowing enough? Why do we have to spell it out?”
 
   “I want it. I want to hear it come from your lips. My parents, sisters, slaves all have told me how much they love me, but I never believed it, I never needed it…until you. I need your love, Gabrielle.”
 
   “Haven’t I given it to you? Haven’t I shown you what you mean to me?”
 
   “I know time is your excuse, but what’s the real reason you won’t say it?”
 
   “I don’t know what you…”
 
   “Tell me, Gabrielle,” he snarls.
 
   “The last man I said it too abused me. I couldn’t even say it to Chase when we were together. It’s the reason my relationship with Walker didn’t work out.” 
 
   He’s in front of me in a few animalistic strides, snatching me up into his tight embrace. I gawk down, too ashamed by my past and emotional scars.
 
   “Look at me.” I hesitantly glance up at him from under my black lashes. “I’m not him. I won’t take advantage of your love.”
 
   I realize I am letting my past determine the present and future. If I’m lucky it’ll include Damian, but I’m just not ready.
 
   “I can’t. I’m sorry.”
 
   He clasps my chin and tilts my head back to look up into those hypnotic earthy green eyes, and I’m overcome with raw emotion.
 
   “Don’t apologize, angel. I understand how hard it can be to express what you feel. You’ll say it when you’re ready.” He’s supportive, but I can hear the disappointment in his voice.
 
   “That’s what baffles me. You’ve had a pretty messed up past, from what you’ve told me. How…” 
 
   “How can I be ready to say it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’m overwhelmed by you and my feelings. I do not desire to emotionally ambush you or drive you away. I want you to trust me. I can’t earn your confidence if I push you beyond the emotional boundaries you’ve developed to protect yourself from further scarring.”
 
   “Thank you for being understanding.”
 
   “Please, don’t thank me for doing what’s expected of me. I want to take care of you emotionally, mentally, physically. I want to fulfill every need you possess. I want to protect you. I want to heal you.”
 
   I hold him closer and kiss his wide shoulder. “I want the exact same thing for you…Do you think this is too much? I feel like I’m wearing out my welcome or we need to pace ourselves.”
 
   He drags his face away to gaze into my eyes. 
 
   “Yes, it is, and I want more. I would keep you by my side every moment if I had my way. I don’t want to slow down. I want you to let us be happy, let things happen as they will. Are you tiring of me?”
 
   “No, I’ll never tire of you. I want you with me all the time. I’m nervous to spend a night without you next to me. I’m starting to need you.”
 
   “I want you to need me. I want to make it god damn impossible for you to live without. Besides, who said you would spend a night without me?”
 
   “We can’t spend every night together. It isn’t healthy.”
 
   “I told you I would never let you wake up alone. I intend on keeping my word.”
 
   Damn, this guy is intense. 
 
   “I wouldn’t want to make a liar of you.” 
 
   I lean in for a kiss, and I’m rewarded with a passionate, worshipping lip-lock. His hands splay on my back, pressing me into his statuesque body. When we split, our breathing is harsh and my yearning for him is taking over. I want to express my love physically.
 
   “Take me to bed.”
 
   He groans. “I can’t. I should finish packing and take care of some business, but once I’m done, I’m all yours.”
 
   “Where have I heard that before? Oh right, earlier when you told me you only had a few calls to make. Can you at least promise no more guests? Is anyone else expected?”
 
   “Not that I’m aware of.”
 
   “Yeah, well, we weren’t aware of the first visitor. I hope Olivia doesn’t decide to show up.”
 
   “I promise no more guests.” He pecks me on the forehead and returns to packing. 
 
   It’s only nine forty but feels well after midnight. I walk into the bathroom and grab a towel from the wall rack, wrapping it about me as I head back to Hunt. I sit on the bed cross-legged with an elbow on my knee, chin resting on my palm as I watch him get his bags together.
 
   “You’re very competent. How do you know how to cook or pack a bag? Most guys can’t do those things.”
 
   “I’m not most men, and you’re not most women,” he calls out on his way back to the closet. When he reemerges, he’s in loose, black sweats and a matching V-neck tee. 
 
   “That doesn’t answer the question, but thank you.”
 
   “I taught myself,” he breathes out.
 
   “Why?”
 
   He shifts his weight and rubs the back of his neck.
 
   “Because I had to.” 
 
   He doesn’t want to go into it.
 
   “Can you clean and do laundry, too?” I ask with a smirk.
 
   “Actually, yes, I can,” he replies, mirroring my grin.
 
   “You may be the perfect man. I sure can pick ‘em.”
 
   He chuckles through sealed, curved lips. 
 
    “Does that please you?”
 
    “You please me. That’s a bonus. Though, watching you clean up house would be a huge turn on.”
 
    “Would it?” He cocks a brow.
 
    “Oh yes. You shirtless, wearing your worn-out jeans, doing the laundry or the dishes.” I fan my face with my hand. “It’s making me hot just thinking about it.”
 
   He finishes packing, zips up his suitcase, and places both our bags next to the door. I get up on my knees as he strolls back to the bed and strip myself of the towel, dropping it on the floor.
 
    “Are you sure you have to work?” I ask with a sinister grin upon bold lips, running determined fingers along the tops of my swollen breasts. He comes to an abrupt halt and stares, mesmerized.
 
   “I wish I didn’t, but I need to get tit…” I giggle at his blunder because I know I’m winning. “…it done before the trip. Trust me. I’ll be quick. I don’t like it any more than you.”
 
   I give him the pouty lips and big puppy eyes, fingers still caressing and rubbing. 
 
   “Fuck it.”
 
   He pounces and slams me on the mattress, his weight pressing me into it. His hands clasp mine above my head as he crushes his supple lips to mine. The surprise attack has adrenaline coursing through my veins, leaving everything prickly and awakened. He grasps both of my wrists in one hand and reaches to the portable touchscreen on the table next to us.
 
   Loud bass bumps around the room, a steady, driving beat made for hard pounding. In fact, the subject of the song is about fucking like animals to be precise. The male voice sings to his consuming lover. I think it’s obvious why he chose this song. The band is Nine Inch Nails, which is a perfect way to describe Damian’s lengthy thrusts.
 
   He trails his lips down my neck, nipping his teeth at the soft flesh then easing the sting with soothing strokes of the tongue. He releases my hands and I slap them onto his shirted back, scratching sharply over the toned flesh while his demanding fingers clasp to my thighs, desperately clinging to me.
 
   His tongue makes it descent to the girls, licking circles around the raised, pink gumdrop nipples with his dark focus on my face. He leads his tongue down my body, causing my back to bow at the warm, moist caress of this exquisite man’s touch, sliding ever closer to my longing apex.
 
   “I want you, Damian, now. Fuck me, please.” 
 
   In one smooth, powerful action he removes his pants and buries himself inside me, rolling and pumping his hips along to the rough beat. He reaches up, seizing my hair and roughly tips my face up to his. He crashes his mouth onto mine, devouring it, while his other hand desperately clasps to my thigh. Damian’s rock-hard body keeps me pinned as he relentlessly screws my quaking body into the mattress.
 
   “Gabrielle,” he growls out, rising and clutching both hands to my hips. He lifts the lower half of my body off the bed while he drills into me ruthlessly, slamming my arcing body onto him, over and over, taking me to divine ecstasy. I clasp my hands and legs to his thrusting hips, bringing him deeper, using my calves to press into his firm ass. He’s unyielding, pumping his perfect cock into me as I balance on the razors edge about to fall off into the beautiful abyss.
 
   “Now, Elle, come with me,” he purrs between clenched teeth. I tighten and convulse around him, the possessive waves flowing over me as I spasm, his name pouring from my lips, filling the air. 
 
   He slinks his long, masterful fingers along my quivering, arched torso and hauls me up into him, holding me there, quietly coming inside my tensing core. My head lies heavily on his wide shoulder as I gasp for air my arms limp at my sides, while he rocks me. My bones are jelly, and my brain is mush.
 
   “That was amazing, Ian.” I breathe out, and he laughs. “I like Elle. No one’s called me that before.”
 
   “I can use it then?” he asks, turning off the music.
 
   “Please. I love when you call me Gabrielle, but sometimes it sounds too formal. Elle feels more relaxed.”
 
   “Good. I prefer it over Ellie.” 
 
   “I like Ellie. I would enjoy hearing you call it out in bed.”
 
   “I think that can be arranged. I would appreciate if you didn’t call me Ian. Not a bad name, I prefer you didn’t.”
 
   “You have a lot of preferences, Mr. Picky. What about Hunt?”
 
   “That I like.” He hugs me tighter, letting out an aggravated sigh. “Unfortunately, I do have issues that must be dealt with. You can go to sleep if you want, and I’ll come to bed in a bit.”
 
   He lays me down and kisses me before carefully exiting my sore V, leaving me feeling a little empty and totally spent. He walks into the bathroom and comes out with a wet cloth, which he uses to carefully clean me off. He folds the comforter over me, and I let my tired body go lifeless and drift away.
 
    
 
   I’m startled out of my slumber by Hunt’s distant yelling. I check the time, and it reads twelve thirty. I leap out of bed, snatching my lavender robe up at the end and throw it on. I follow his loud voice to his study and pause when I hear my name.
 
   “Gabrielle is none of your concern. Leave her alone.” He pauses to listen to the mystery caller. 
 
   “There is no we. There never was, and there never will be. You’re my sister, and you must realize that.” He lets out a long sigh as he listens to the child fucker.
 
   “I don’t want you…I love her…That’s it, end of discussion. We will continue as siblings, nothing more.” He slams his fist or palm on the desk, letting out a deafening boom.
 
   “Don’t you ever speak of her again, and tell Dante to stay the fuck away from her, or I’ll fucking beat the breath right out of him!” 
 
   He smashes the phone down with violent force, and I poke my head out, watching him rub his face and neck with both hands. When he finally sees me, his eyes widen like a kid with his hand caught in the cookie jar before supper. 
 
   “I didn’t mean to get loud. How much did you hear?”
 
   I move into his office and sit in the chair in front of his desk, knees tucked into my chest. 
 
   “I heard you tell her I was none of her concern, etc.”
 
   “I’m sorry. Forget everything.” 
 
   He leans back into his chair and watches me with tired eyes.
 
   “Why are you worried about your brother and me?”
 
   “Don’t trust him around you. I told you this.”
 
   “I know, but why? I want a better understanding of the situation. That way I know whom I’m dealing with.”
 
   He runs his fingers through his hair. 
 
   “He wants what’s mine, and I’m uncertain of what lengths he’ll go to get it.”
 
   “Why the hell did you call him your best friend if you feel this strongly about him?”
 
   “Like everything in my life, it’s complicated.”
 
   “What did she say about me?”
 
   He shuts his eyes. “Please, Gabrielle, not now. I’m not in the mood for twenty questions.”
 
   I shoot up and shove my hands on my hips. “It’s my right to know what the cradle robber has to say about me. Isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes, but it’s late, and we’ve had a long, trying day. I want to crawl into bed and fall asleep with you in my arms. Is that too much to ask?”
 
   I ease when I realize he needs me. 
 
   “No, actually, that’s perfect.” 
 
   He rises from his chair, does a long stretch, cracking his neck and twisting his back. Once he’s good and limber, he walks about the desk toward me, and I rise to meet him.
 
    “After you, Elle.” He gives me a shy grin, placing his hand on the small of my back and guides me to the bedroom. I jump in on the right, and he slides in beside me. I turn away, and he coils his arm around my waist, culling me into his firm body. I rest my head on the bicep of his outstretched arm. 
 
   “Sleep now, angel.”
 
   I take a few calming breaths, and he kisses me on the crown of my head as I fade into an ocean of darkness.
 
    
 
   I can’t sleep. I woke up an hour ago, and I’ve been lying here with my eyes open, alert, glued to Hunt. He’s sleeping sound, breathing steadily. His pouty lips are slightly hanging open, relaxed, face calm. He’s lying on his stomach, arms spread and bent, framing his head. I love watching him in such a vulnerable position, a rare treat I savor. I want to touch him, feel him, but I wouldn’t want to wake him and ruin this lovely, sporadic moment of bliss.
 
   I lie there for a few more minutes, relishing the tranquility, basking in its comforting glow. My body is peaceful, tired, but my mind is racing, wide-awake. I can’t lie here any longer, I’m growing restless, and I don’t want to stir Damian out of his serene sleep. I gently lean in and kiss his cheek. I notice a hint of a smile grace his perfect lips and grin broadly, doing an inner victory dance. 
 
   I slowly crawl out of bed backwards, but he stirs when my weight shifts the mattress, and I pause, frozen in an awkward pose, naked. Let’s just say it isn’t pretty. 
 
   He adjusts himself onto his back, flings an arm over his face, and does a few adorable lip smacks before returning to his peaceful state of rest. I let out a held breath, finishing my descent off the bed. I grab my white silk robe off the end and throw it on as I creep softly out of the room, shutting the door behind me.
 
   I head downstairs to the game room, where I spotted a desktop computer. I decide to do a little research on my new lifestyle, get an idea of what I’m going up against. I only have notions of what this all is. I used to believe what I experienced with Nicholas was the definition of this choice in lifestyle. I thought it was the rule, not the exception, but it’s not, and I desire a better understanding of what it truly means. 
 
   I wander into the game room and head to the dark wood desk towards the back. The contrast of the antique artisanship of the room’s furniture mixed with the sleek, contemporary styling of the electronic gadgets is oddly charming. 
 
   I take a seat at the desk, scooting the burgundy leather chair closer, and turn on the computer. I scroll through pages on contracts, rules, requirements, roles, commands, and expectations of both Dom and sub. I learn such terminology as hard and soft limits, vanilla, switch, top, bottom, 24/7, collared, aftercare, subspace, and subdrop. I study with total fascination, from the different levels of dedication to types of play. There’s impact, sensation, which seems to be tamer than most acts like ravishment (fake rape), knife, fire, and scat. I’m in a fog, dazed by the many facets of being a sub.
 
   “What are you doing down here?” Hunt startles me, and I let out a high-pitched shriek. 
 
   My hand flies to my chest, over my rapidly beating heart, and I exhale. I find him leaning on the doorframe with his arms firmly crossed over his bare chest, face impassive. He’s wearing a pair of loose, black sweats, hanging seductively low off his hips, his hair a sexy mess.
 
   “I was looking something up,” I reply with a quaver in my voice.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nothing,” I reply, going to shut off the computer, but he makes it over to me and snatches my hand before I reach the power button. He stares stunned at the screen. 
 
   There are various pictures of women trussed up, gaged, bound, and enduring severe corporal punishment, positioned in extreme poses. I look away, suddenly embarrassed by my curiosity. 
 
   Hunt scoops me up and takes a seat in the chair, cradling me in his lap. “You’ve nothing to be ashamed of, Gabrielle. I’m pleased you’re curious. It shows you’re interested in what I do.”
 
   “We do,” I correct him in a low tone, face still turned away.
 
   “Yes, we do.” He pinches my chin between his thumb and pointer and shifts my face to look at him. “Do you have any questions?”
 
   Do I have questions? Where do I start?
 
   “Yes, but…” I trail off.
 
   “What do you want to ask me? You’ve no reason to be shy, Gabrielle.”
 
   “I’m not sure where to start.”
 
   “What do you think of what you saw?”
 
   “I’m not fond of certain things, but as a whole, I’m interested in exploring it further.”
 
   “Would you like to elucidate?”
 
   “I’d rather not.”
 
   “Gabrielle, how do you expect us to further in the bedroom, if you don’t communicate what you want or don’t want? I’m not a mind reader. You must tell me what you desire or I can’t give it to you.”
 
   “You’re doing an exceptional job this far.”
 
   He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. 
 
   “Gabrielle, please.”
 
   “I know, but it’s early in the morning, and I would like time to compose my questions. I have so many, and they’re all rushing about my head. I can’t get a grip on any one in particular.”
 
   “I’m here when you’re ready.” He sweeps a chunk of loose strands from my face, tucking them behind my ear, and grazes my cheek with his knuckle. “Are you tired? Would you like to go back to bed?”
 
   “No, I can’t sleep.”
 
   “I could fix that for you.”
 
   I scan the room, and when I set sight on the videogame consoles I get an idea.
 
   “Want to play a game?”
 
   “What kind of game?” he asks with a dark tone. “I know a two player game we could play.”
 
   “Get your filthy mind out of the gutter. I was referring to that,” I remark, nodding at the entertainment system.
 
   His tone is youthful, surprised. “You play?”
 
   “Hell yeah! I played constantly in college with Chase and the boys in my hall. I mopped the floor with their asses.”
 
   “I would love to play a game. Ladies choice.”
 
   He releases me, and I hop up, skipping over to the wall crammed full of games. I scan and study the immense collection with awe and frustration. How am I going to pick a game out of all this?
 
   “Got any zombie games?” I ask, turning back to look at him.
 
   He rises and saunters over to the wall, taking only an instant before reaching up and snagging a neon green game case off the shelf. He takes it over to the 360, pops the disk in, and turns on the TV.
 
   I curl up on the black leather couch, adjacent to the extravagant set up, and tuck my legs into my chest. He flops down beside me and hands over a controller. The game’s title flashes across the screen, and we start it up. 
 
   We’re standing in a dimly lit room, guns firmly clasped in our hands, immersed into a post-apocalyptic world. Zombies come at us from everywhere, busting through the windows and doors, with their putrid mouths open wide, ready to devour us to the bone.
 
    We blast through them, wiping them out in gory masses, kicking ass. I hold my own, blasting their mangled heads right off their shoulders and stomachs out through their backs. Gore fills the room as we take them out one by one. 
 
   We make it out of the room and hit the dilapidated streets strewed with rusted, busted cars and decomposing dead bodies. We shoot our way through the swarms as they come running at us, and even though I get my fair share, Hunt is taking them down in a fiery blaze of flashes. The bullets wiz through the air, hitting their marks with perfect precision, causing zombies heads to explode in a glorious display of his competency and skill. 
 
   He’s flawless. Everything he touches turns to gold as if he were King Midas. It’s turning me on, my cleft warms as the blood rushes down to my clit, causing it to pulsate with each beat of my heart. However, I’m also extremely competitive and I don’t like to be beaten. Well, not in the driven sense anyway. I feel my face burn and wrench as I focus all my efforts into taking out my stumbling quarry. 
 
   I think Hunt notices what I’m attempting to do and takes out his machine gun. He starts taking them out in droves, so I bust out mine and do the same. We run through the streets of New York taking out the decaying hell spawn. His numbers rise, and so do mine, back and forth we go, working our way through gurgling hoards of the walking dead. 
 
   I’m doing really well until I run out of ammo. He laughs, taunting me as he keeps at the swarms. I smack his arm, but he only laughs harder, blowing through them and racking up his numbers. I shove my shoulder into him and try to get his controller, but he moves his hands out of reach, still going at the decrepit zombies.
 
   I lunge over him, grabbing at the device, but miss it, landing across his lap. I extend my hand out, reaching for the controller, but he drops it and attacks my sides instead. He tickles wildly, causing me to squirm violently, kicking my legs and using my arms in a failed attempt to block his hands. I squeal and let out forced giggles, begging him to stop. 
 
   Why does he insist on torturing me?
 
   My prayers are answered when I snort loudly. He laughs uproariously; head thrown back, mouth open wide as he takes amusement in my gawkiness. I poke his side, trying to jolt him, but he’s too hard, and I end up hurting my finger. I clasp my injured digit tight, and he stops his hysterics. I stick the tip into my mouth, sucking and hissing. 
 
   He grabs my hand, yanking it out of my mouth, and places the fingertip to his lips, kissing it gently.
 
   “Better?”
 
   I stare wide-eyed at him, shaking my head sluggishly from side-to-side. He smiles seductively down at me, and I quiver. 
 
   “I could fix that for you,” he purrs, lifting up my robe, exposing my bare bottom and rubbing it softly. His penetrating gaze pierces mine; he’s fucking me with his eyes. His hands knead leisurely, fingers clasping onto the soft, plump flesh of my behind, digging hungrily. I moan, shutting my eyes and resting my head on the couch. 
 
   He gives me a quick tap, and my head flies up, eyes returning to his. He stares down at me with desire, shadowy emerald eyes burning desperately for me. I turn over, revealing my naked sex to him, stretching my arms above my head with my hands clasped, fingers entwined. I’m sprawled out across his lap for the taking. His solid erection pokes into my ass, and I wiggle, grinding into his remarkable length. He moans, tilting his head back, licking his supple lips. 
 
   He looks back down at me, and with no warning, he flips us over so I’m astride him. I reach through my trembling thighs, shoving my hand into the opening of his black sweats and free him. He rips open my robe, exposing my breasts to him, and sits up, latching his warm, moist mouth onto the tender nipple. I moan, thrusting my head back as I sink onto his stiff, upright cock and proceed to fuck him until I’m too tired to go on. I pass out on his sweat-slicked torso while he’s still nestled deep inside me.
 
    
 
   It’s still dark when I’m lulled awake by soft kisses on my exposed breasts, robe flung open, revealing my naked front. The sweet, slow serenade of a piano compliments the soulful, lilting of a female voice as it envelopes my ears. It’s one of mine. A beautifully moving ballad by Zola Jesus called ‘Skin’. 
 
   Hunt’s delectable tongue coax’s me into blissful consciousness. I become vaguely aware of the fact were back in his bed but extremely aware of him.
 
   Hmmm…My dark Prince wakes me with an erotic kiss. 
 
   I thrust eager hands through his disheveled hair, yanking on it as his yummy mouth rouses me.
 
   “This is a great wake up call,” I say with a raspy, sleepy voice.
 
   Damian’s lips crawl up my neck and chin, then finally to wanting lips. He tucks his arms around me and holds me against him, devouring me with a heart-stirring oral caress. His stubble is prickly, giving his lip-lock an abrasive touch, a touch that resonates far inside me, in a place only he can get to. I return his impassioned kiss and soothe his tongue with mine. He moans through our pressed lips, eyes shut as he fully takes in the sensations. 
 
   Our bodies writhe and arc as hands roam greedily. I pull at the bottom of his shirt and lift it off his otherwise still clothed body. He moves back onto his knees to help me along. He’s stupefying, the sheer brilliance of his beauty is blinding. Then something happens to remind me he’s a mere mortal like all the rest. He gets caught up in the shirt with arms outstretched. It covers his head and leaves his perfect pecks and abs bare. We start laughing at the adorable mishap.
 
   “This isn’t funny.” He half-laughs out.
 
   “It really is,” I giggle out.
 
   He’s erect on his knees, and I take advantage of his current predicament. I attack his toned torso with a determined tongue, stroking and licking his abs, sucking and biting on his nipple. He moans out my name and rips the shirt away like tissue. Hunt’s peering out from smoldering emerald eyes. 
 
   I’m ready for him and all his kinky, depraved games. He stands up on the mattress, striping off his black loose sweats. His erect manhood springs free in my face, greeting the new day. He kneels back down, scooping me up into him, and lays us on the bed. His shadowy eyes don’t break from mine as he pries open my legs using his and, with loving tenderness, enters me. 
 
   His mouth goes slack, and his eyes flutter closed. When he opens them again, they’re soft and light, gazing at me in the most adoring way. It isn’t Hunt. It’s Damian, and he’s not going to fuck me. He’s going to express amorously, how much he loves me. 
 
   His hips remain motionless as he presses fanatical lips upon mine. He holds himself up on his elbows and cups his hands on the sides of my head while I tickle the length of his muscular back. His sweet, soft touch makes my heart swell and eyes burn from the tears struggling to escape.
 
   With his mouth on mine, he commences a sluggish, sensual rotation of the hips. His agile thrusts send those familiar waves surging through my very being. His lips move away, and he focuses his lovely pools of green on me.
 
   “My Gabrielle, my everything,” he whispers, voraciously running his fingers in my tangled hair. “I worship you with every thread of my shattered existence.”
 
   I shut my eyes and let his words seep in and bury themselves inside my heart. He picks up speed slightly, his amorous rhythm makes me feel beautiful and cherished while bringing me toward toe-curling delight. His lips kiss and graze my cheek, my ear, tracing the rim, and I moan out.
 
   He groans into my ear, sending shivers down south, causing me to unravel around him. I moan his name and clench shaky fingers to his lower back. My core tightens and pulsates around his hefty length. With one last gentle pump, he erupts inside me, breathing out, “Gabrielle.”
 
   It sounds as if he’s articulating everything he feels in that one word.
 
   He eases his weight onto me and tucks an arm around my back to roll us over, allowing me to lie on his gleaming chest while I plummet back down to earth from an out of this world sexual high. I rise and fall with every long, harsh breath.
 
   His solid manhood twitches in me, causing low moans in my throat. “I love the way your body responds to me, feels against mine. I love all of you…I love you, Gabrielle.” 
 
   I freeze. I can’t move. I can’t breathe. I can’t feel my legs. I can only lie there frozen with terror, listening to him profess himself.
 
   “I’ve loved you from the moment I saw you, and every second since has been pure ecstasy and sheer torture. I wanted to tell you, but I didn’t know what it was I wanted to express. I knew I had strong urges and yearnings for you. It wasn’t until you threw me out of your life that I realized I was in love with you…”
 
   My heart pounds as the overwhelming sense of euphoria fills me. This beautifully dominant man loves me. I’m drunk on it, and I can’t stop the words rising in my throat.
 
   “I love you, Damian.”
 
   He sighs a breath of relief, coming in for a long, passionate lip-lock, robbing me of any sense of self I possess. The only thing that truly exists is Hunt and his urgent lips on mine.
 
   He moves them softly across my cheek, burying his head into my sweat-dampened strands. I nuzzle mine into the crook of his neck. He holds us there while we grasp the gravity of our words. After a few blissful moments, he speaks, “You’re the first person I’ve said that to since my parents.”
 
   “What about your family? What about her?” 
 
   “No. I couldn’t. I’ve never felt deserving of anyone’s love, even yours, but I’m desperate for it. I must know you feel the same overwhelming love and desire I possess for you.”
 
   “I do. I’m just unsure of how to let you inside. It’s hard.”
 
   “I know about closing yourself off…You bring things out in me I didn’t realize were there, like a heart and the ability to love. I love you so much, Gabrielle. It actually hurts. I need you like cancer needs a cure.”
 
   I hold him closer, kissing his wide carved shoulder, and he whispers into my ear. “I’ll do whatever necessary to ensure you’re mine, to protect what’s mine.”
 
   I nuzzle into him, smelling the delicious sweet scent of his musky flesh, and let out a sigh. 
 
   “I couldn’t be more yours…Do you know why I was snotty with you that first night? It was because I was terrified of the feelings you evoked in me, of being consumed by you. I wasn’t prepared for you,” I reply as I run fingers along his peck.
 
   “That’s why you didn’t call?”
 
   “No. That’s why I was standoffish in the beginning.” 
 
   “I honestly thought you would call me that evening or the next day. Usually, women fall over themselves to grab my attention, do whatever I want of them, but you didn’t. I never give out my number. The first time I break that rule, the girl couldn’t seem to care less. You didn’t owe me call, but I was hurt, and the thought of never seeing you again scared the shit out of me. I was furious with myself for not finding out more about you.”
 
   “I never had the intention of not calling you. Besides, it worked out.”
 
   “What if you never walked into the conference room? I can’t imagine you not being a part of my life, of me. My world begins and ends with you, Elle.” He digs his face into my hair and inhales sharply. 
 
   “I intended to call you, honestly. I didn’t want to appear needy. I wanted your respect.” I breathe out a harsh breath. “I’m happy you were the one sitting at the head of the table. Though, I wish my descent to the chair had been successful.”
 
   He lightly chuckles.
 
   “I thought it was the most endearing sight I’d ever seen. Plus, it gave me a preview of those superb breasts and dirty-thought provoking thighs. I’ll never forget them adorned in lace top stockings and garters straps. I was ready to fuck you there on the floor in front of everyone. You lying there will remain indelibly ingrained in my mind.”
 
   I squirm.
 
   “Great, I’ll always be the girl who fell on her ass.”
 
   He grips my chin and urges me to face him. “No, you will always be the woman who captivated me.”
 
   I smile, not as embarrassed about my clumsiness. 
 
   “I could hold you like this for an eternity,” I breathe out, feeling complete and content in his protective embrace.
 
   “That’s the plan, angel.” He sighs. “We should get up. I want to shower and take care of a few things before we head to the airport.”
 
   “What happened to holding me forever?”
 
   “I intend to, but it may not always be physically. I want to hold your heart and soul as well.” He grasps my hips and pulls me off him, leaving me with that depressing emptiness, a lonely, blank feeling deep inside. I despise it. I’m missing a piece of myself. 
 
   I roll onto the bed and tie up my robe. 
 
   “Prince Charming has nothing on you. You’re better than a fantasy. You’re real, and you’re mine,” I comment, staring at the man I cherish with everything I have. 
 
   He gazes at me with the same admiration, and as he climbs back on top, replies, “Princess, I’m going to give you the fairytale. You’re my chance at happily ever after.”
 
   “Minus the talking rodents,” I tease, using his words from earlier.
 
   He grins down at me, shaking his head. He plants a kiss on my lips and proceeds to make love to me again with tender need until the sun bids us a good morning.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Taking Flight
 
    
 
   I walk downstairs, fresh out of the shower, wrapped in a soft white robe, feeling overjoyed and satisfied after the most intimate experience of my life. I’m blissfully unaware of the strange gentleman reading the newspaper on the couch until he greets me.
 
   “Good morning, Miss Gabrielle.”
 
   I shriek and jump back, half expecting to locate Caleb sitting there. He’s tall and muscular with slicked back, chocolate hair, and gray eyes. He isn’t much older than Damian. He’s dressed immaculately in a black suit, white button up, and dress shoes. They’re polished to perfection, shining in the morning light. I notice the mess has been cleaned up and the table is missing. 
 
   “Good morning, mister…?”
 
   “Liam Banks. I’m Mr. Hunt’s driver and bodyguard. I’m sorry I frightened you, not my intent.”
 
   “At least I didn’t fall this time,” I mumble to myself.
 
   “I’m sorry, miss? I don’t quite understand.”
 
   “Nothing, I was talking to myself. It’s nice to meet you, Liam. I’m Gabrielle Hyde, but you can call me Ellie if you like.”
 
   “No, Miss Gabrielle is more appropriate. Mr. Hunt would prefer it.” I roll my eyes and walk over to shake his hand. He has a good grip and maintains eye contact. He’s as intense as Hunt. “If you need anything let me know,” he says with a pleasant smile.
 
   “I will. Thank you. Can I make you a cup of coffee or something to eat?”
 
   “I don’t want to put you out, miss…”
 
   “Nonsense. Coffee?”
 
   “Yes, thank you.” 
 
   He follows me into the kitchen, keeping a few paces farther back than necessary.
 
   “Where’s Damian?”
 
   I go about making him a cup of coffee from the already prepared batch.
 
   “He had to take care of a few things. He’ll be back soon.”
 
   He’s just as secretive.
 
   “How long have you worked for him?”
 
   “Three years.”
 
   He stands poised, keeping his hands clasped in front of him. He looks like secret service and makes me uncomfortable acting so stiff, but I can tell he’s a kind man.
 
   “Do you like it?
 
   “There’s never a dull moment. Every day’s an experience.”
 
   I’ve noticed that as well. I hear Damian’s voice calling to me from the living room.
 
   “In the kitchen, slick!”
 
   He strolls in with a big goofy grin. He doesn’t detect Liam at first. When he does, the grin’s wiped from his face like chalk off a blackboard. 
 
   He nods at him.
 
   “Banks, could you put the luggage in the car?”
 
   “Yes, of course, sir.”
 
   “Thanks.” 
 
   Liam pauses for a moment with a stunned look on his face, tips his head to the both of us, and exits swiftly. Damian’s grin returns as he snatches me up into his wonderful arms, pressing me to him. He plants a head-spinning oral caress on me, and I nearly swoon.
 
   “Well, hello, Hunt,” I say, dazed and flirty.
 
   “Hello, Hyde,” he replies with his huge smile lodged on his faint inducing face.
 
   “You smell extraordinary, babe. If we didn’t need to get ready to leave, I would take you right here.” 
 
   “What makes you believe I would allow you to take me so easily, Hunt?”
 
   “Because, Hyde, you’re voracious like me.” 
 
   I get weak in the knees. I want him now. 
 
   “Maybe we can make a little time. I’ve never been fucked in a kitchen before. And I bet you could find all sorts of interesting items to do naughty things to me with.” I tap his nose with my finger. His mouth hangs open, eyes wide, reflecting shock. “Really? I still stun you?”
 
   He recovers and replies with an angled brow, “It shouldn’t. You’re a dirty girl…I promise, we’ll do it when we come home. There just isn’t enough time right now.” 
 
   Now I’m the one with shock, painted in bright pinks and reds across my face. 
 
   Did he mean a general home as in San Francisco or home as in here? 
 
   I don’t want to go into it and choose not to ask, but Hunt has other ideas.
 
   “I want you to think of this place and me as home.”
 
   Wow! Too much, too fast!
 
   “Damian, please stop. I love you, but this is happening so suddenly, and I’m…” He places his finger on my lips, gently quieting the fears and me.
 
   “My love for you has no sense of time. I understand it’s a lot to absorb, but I won’t be without you in my bed every night and my arms every morning. You don’t have to move in right away. I wanted to bring it up to find out what you thought about it. I can wait, but I won’t spend a night from you, so I’ll stay at your place some nights.”
 
   This guy goes from zero to a hundred in an instant. He isn’t holding his love back from me, and I want to do the same for him. 
 
   “You are home to me, Damian. I thought you knew that. I thought we express it perfectly to one another…I’ll consider your request. As far as spending every night together, it sounds amazing, but it may not always be possible.”
 
    “I’m pleased you’ll mull it over, but if you believe I would spend a night without you next to me, you don’t know me at all. I’ll make it possible for us to sleep together nightly, even if it means you accompany me on my trips. I can’t spend even one day without you. It makes me anxious to think about it.” 
 
   His possessiveness is arousing and scary, but arousing takes the forefront.
 
   “Can we talk later? You need to shower, and I’ll make us breakfast.” 
 
   “We’ll eat on the plane. I won’t be long. You should dry your hair and get dressed.” 
 
   He kisses me again, entwines his fingers with mine, and leads us out the kitchen. He looks back occasionally with a shy smirk and adoring gaze. 
 
   How the hell did I find a guy this amazing, who loves me with everything he has? 
 
   I shrug my shoulders at myself when he isn’t looking. I follow him into the bathroom to blow-dry my hair and watch the glorious show. He strips out of his jeans, gray T-shirt, and black converse.
 
   “Take a peek in the drawers at the far end of the counter.”
 
   I walk to the end of the white marble, double sink counter and open the drawers, finding my beauty products and accessories neatly assorted. There’s make-up in my favorite brands and shades, plus expensive brands of make-up and hair products I don’t know. He probably had an assistant purchase it along with the clothes. I stare at him through the mirror.
 
   “How did you know what to get me?”
 
   “I saw them at your place when I spent the night. Others I picked based on what I thought you would like or work best. I hope you don’t mind. I wanted to be sure you have everything you may need…Your feminine necessities are in the bottom drawer.”
 
   My eyes pop open and freeze on his. 
 
   Did he really?
 
   I crouch down and peek in the drawer. Just as he said there would be, the products for my monthly are tidily stocked and ready for me.
 
   Damn, does this guy think of everything? When he said he wants to provide me with anything I need; I didn’t know it would get this detailed.
 
   “Did you do this for your girls?” It spills out before I can catch it.
 
   He’s rinsing down in the shower with a stunned expression on his face.
 
   “They weren’t my girls, you are. No, I didn’t do this for them, only you. They picked their own things and, as long as I approved, I paid. Everything I acquire for you is to please, not control. Are you pleased?”
 
   I stare at his concerned face, unsure if he actually overstepped a boundary. He hasn’t, and I let it go. “Yes, I’m pleased, Damian. I shouldn’t have brought it up.”
 
   “I want you to ask anything you like, Gabrielle. I’ll answer to the best of my ability. I want your trust.”
 
   I walk over to the shower, close my eyes, and press my puckered mouth onto the cool, misty glass. My plump lips spread as I kiss him through it. When I raise my lids, I discover him standing in front of me, running his fingers over the glass, tracing my lips, gazing at me with admiration and lust.
 
   I move away from the shower and reply, “I do trust you…I’m curious about something. Why haven’t you asked me about him? I thought you had questions.”
 
   “Several, but now’s not the time. I’m enjoying being with you, and I don’t want to ruin it with talk of that fucker.”
 
    
 
   I located a hairbrush and blow dryer, making quick work of my hair and fastening it into a low, loose side ponytail. I brush my teeth and apply make-up, then head in the bedroom.
 
   Damian said it was beautiful out, so I decide on a cream, long-sleeved, sweater dress with a V-neckline and black calf boots. I grab a black, leather designer bag, avoiding the labels and tags. I can’t bring myself to look because I feel uncomfortable with the extravagance of his spending.
 
   I walk out of ‘our’ bedroom and head to Hunt’s office to find him banging away on his laptop and talking to someone on the phone with the skyline displayed perfectly behind him.
 
   Whomever he’s talking to, it isn’t business, but he still seems a little cold. His shield’s firmly in place. He’s telling them about the trip and mentions he would be attending the party with a plus one. He yanks the receiver from his ear and transfers the call to speakerphone.
 
   Giggling and shrieking blares throughout the room.              
 
   “Who’s the girl?” A youthful female voice comes through the speaker.
 
    “She’s a woman, not a girl. We’re together, and I want to introduce her to the family,” Damian replies dryly, guarded.
 
   He spots me watching curiously from the doorway and gestures for me to join him with a few sexy crooks of his forefinger.
 
   A second young female voice chimes in, “Ian, that’s marvelous. I was starting to wonder if you would ever find someone. She’s quite a woman to snag your attention.”
 
   The first girl asks, “Is she the one you were going on about? I like her. She stands her ground. Did you get a chance to explain your rude behavior and apologize?”
 
   Hunt rubs his temples with his eyes clamped shut and lips pursed as the twenty-something females attack him with an outpour of questions and comments. I realize there’s something oddly familiar about their voices, but I shake it off as the phone can alter people’s voices a bit.
 
   Then as if she senses his stress, a calm paternal voice, comes onto the phone. I assume his mother. “I think Damian needs a break, girls. Let him be. You can interrogate him another time.”
 
   The two girls sigh out, “Fine,” Then the younger of the two says, “I’ll just ask her all about it at the party.”
 
   Damian’s eyes explode open, and his face turns scarlet from what I can only figure to be embarrassment. His eyes glue to me as I stifle a giggle.
 
   “I really should go. I don’t want to miss my flight. I’ll talk to you soon,” Hunt says quickly, attempting to push them off the phone. They wish him a safe trip and tell him they love him, to which he replies, “Yes, I will. Me, too. Bye.”
 
   He hangs up the call and slouches into his chair, head hanging down with his hands around the back of his neck, rubbing and kneading out the knots. I walk over to him and stand at the back of his chair, removing his hands, and begin massaging his shoulders and neck. He lets out a pleased moan, head sagging forward.
 
   “I thought they were very sweet…Mom and Sisters?”
 
   He looks back at me warily. “Yes, my adoptive mother, and my sisters, Aubrey and Keira. They can be a bit much sometimes.”
 
   I roll my eyes. “I have no idea what that’s like,” I giggle.
 
   He grabs my right hand and pulls me around onto his lap, cradling me there. “You look like an angel. I wanted to tell you when I spotted you, but that would’ve blown your cover.”
 
   I blush and bite the corner of my mouth. I kiss him on the cheek and rise off his lap. “Thanks, slick.”
 
   He stands up, and I notice his travel clothes. A white button up open at the collar, sleeves rolled to the elbow, and tan linen slacks with black converse. He’s a force of a man and so delicious, I want to worship at his feet. “You look absolutely delectable. I want to ravish you here on your desk.”
 
   “You’re voracious, Elle.” 
 
   He saunters over to me, and I reply, “My desire for you will never cease. I’ll always want more.”
 
   He drags me into him and kisses me until I’m dizzy and reeling. 
 
   “I have no idea what that’s like,” he repeats in a cocky, playful tone as his lips graze and pet mine.
 
   “Mature. You act like a teenager sometimes, in more ways than one.”
 
   He leans into my ear, and his warm, silky breath brushes it. “I feel like one. You make me feel like a horny, inexperienced, hormone raging teenager. I would’ve liked to meet you when we were young, you at the sweet age of sixteen. If we could have been kids together, I would’ve carried your backpack home for you, followed you like a pathetic puppy waiting for you to grace me with a glance or tender word.”
 
   I clasp my hands around the back of his head and massage softly.
 
   “That wouldn’t have been a problem. I would’ve crushed hard on you like every other girl in a hundred mile radius.”
 
   “But it’s you I would choose. It doesn’t matter what age I found you. I would choose you every time.” He gently pecks my forehead, nose, cheeks, and chin. I turn a bright red. I didn’t blush before him, and now I act like a fresh, innocent virgin, never having felt a man’s intimate touch.
 
   “We should go. I don’t like being late,” Hunt states.
 
   He moves away, reaching his hand out to mine. I clasp on, and he leads us to the elevator downstairs. When we enter and the doors shut, my pulse begins to quicken, and I become lightheaded. I’m already raring for him. The confined space only heightens my urges. I want him right here, right now. 
 
   Reading my antsy body language, Hunt’s lips find mine in a fiery blaze of passion and lust. He takes them with a thirst I match as our tongues dance and swirl together.
 
   His hands cling frantically to the back of my neck and curve of my rear. Our bodies grind into each other as they flourish under one another’s eager touch. I place shaky hands on his wide, solid shoulders and leap up. I cradle my legs around his waist, and his stiff cock presses into my aching cleft, pining for his masterful thrusts.
 
   He slams me into the wall, his body pinning mine, cock grazing my black lace panties. Damian’s mouth wanders to my neck, kissing, biting, and licking his way down to the collarbone. I throw my head back, and my mouth goes slack. His arms fold around my lower back, holding me so tight I feel his rapid heartbeat against mine.
 
   In this consuming, private moment the doors slide open, and I’m wide-eyed, staring into Liam’s serious gray gaze. His expression is collected, seemingly unfazed by the two horny, teen-like adults sucking face in front of him.
 
   I quickly jump off and shove Hunt away, fixing myself. Damian snatches me by the waist, bringing me back to his side, with a cocky grin plastered on his face, staring at Liam. 
 
   “Banks,” he says with a nod of the head and guides me out of the elevators.
 
   “Mr. Hunt,” he greets him, also with a tip of the head.
 
   Damian walks us to a pearl white Cadillac town car with tan interior and opens the back-passenger side door for me. Before climbing in, I kiss him on the cheek. He shuts my door and strides around to the other side. Liam holds his door ajar for him and he slides in next to me, seizing my hand in-between us. His fingers grasp tightly, lacing them with mine.
 
   “Thank you for coming with me. I couldn’t leave you yet. I’m not ready.” 
 
   There’s a ghost of a grin on his pensive face, eyes shadowy pools of hurt.
 
   “Why are you sad, dark prince?” 
 
   Liam gets in and whisks us off to the airport.
 
   “I’m afraid of being away from you, of losing you to my past. I’ve never been this terrified to lose something, someone. Please, don’t misunderstand me. I’m incredibly happy you’re with me. I can’t stop thinking about you even when I’m with you. I want to be with you forever…Do you comprehend what I’m saying, Gabrielle?”
 
   I comprehend, but how does he want me? Of course I hope as his wife, but I’m unsure of his stance on marriage. I don’t know what he expects. 
 
   I peer down at the hand he holds onto, gently rubbing my ring finger. I imagine a ring, a symbol of our love and commitment to one another, adorning it. 
 
   I glance back at his wretched face and it’s plastered to mine. “You want to be with me for the rest of your life. How?”
 
   He examines me in confusion. “What do you mean how? You choose to be with me and I with you.”
 
   I shut my eyes. “That’s not what I meant. How do we live out our days?”
 
   He gets a look of clarity. “Married, of course. Then you’ll justly belong to me.”
 
    I realize then, he won’t consider me truly his until I bared the name Hunt. Gabrielle Hunt does have a nice ring to…what am I thinking? I need to get a hold of myself. We haven’t even moved in together yet. Not that it would be right to even consider moving in right now. I need time to think. Maybe after the trip I can take a little time to organize my thoughts and figure out what I want and how fast.
 
    He interrupts my contemplation, “I’m not opposed to lascivious cohabitation, but I prefer to make it official ASAP.”
 
    “Damian, we’ve just spent our first weekend together. You need to slow down. I can’t keep up!”
 
   He appears affronted. But he craves so much, far too hastily. Why won’t he listen to me when I tell him this? 
 
   I glower out the window at the Monday hustle, taking in long, steady breaths, attempting to calm down before I say anything else.
 
   “Don’t pretend as if you don’t want the exact same thing. You’re worried about what your fucking friends and family will say. I refuse to live by what they think is appropriate. I can see it in your eyes, in the way your body moves, in the way you kiss me. You’re mad for me, as I am you. Stop fighting it.”
 
   “I’m not worried. Oh no…I’m goddamn petrified, and it’s not by what people think, but by how you make me feel. I’ve never felt this intensely for someone before. I’m scared of losing you. This is too good to be real, and like you, I expect the other shoe to drop. I’m scared of losing myself, something I worked really hard to find after that cocksucker took any sense of self I had. I’m scared my past’s in the present more than I like to admit. Above all, I’m gut-wrenchingly terrified you’ll open your eyes and discover I’m not as fabulous as you seem to think I am.”
 
   “I’m scared, too. Let’s be scared, together.” He grips my chin and kisses me so hard my lips burn. He parts slightly to say, “I’m not blind to who you are. You’re an intelligent, talented, strong, compassionate woman, who makes me want to drop to my knees and adore every inch of her inside and out. Elle, I see you, body and soul. I love all of you with everything I possess, and I promise to give you all of me, forever. As long as I have breath in my lungs or blood pumping through these veins, I won’t give up on you. I would die for you, Gabrielle. My Gabrielle.”
 
   He slinks his arm around me and culls me into him, which is how we remain the rest of the ride.
 
    
 
   We arrive at the airport and drive right onto the tarmac, where I notice the monstrous Boeing-757 waiting…For us? The front half of the vessel is white and the tail end is black, cut diagonally down the center. What catches my eye is the huge black D and white H painted at the midpoint mark where the inverted colors divide. Damian is the light I strive to bask in and Hunt is the darkness I struggle to escape from, both are my salvation. Ironic. 
 
   I glimpse at Damian and he’s grinning from ear to ear. 
 
   “That’s your plane?” He nods, gauging my reaction. “She’s stunning…You’re not a billionaire but like a billionaire.”
 
   “I’m not on the low end of the name. And if you decide to marry me, it’ll all be yours. Our children and future generations will be well taken care of.”
 
   “Shit! Now were talking about kids?” I squeak.
 
   “Yes, children usually come with the marriage package. That’s years down the road. I want time for only us. We can discuss kids once we’ve had a chance to settle into the relationship. I’m only letting you know where I stand. I’m putting my cards on the table and showing you my hand. You do want kids, right?”  
 
    A tiny piece to a big, complicated puzzle.  
 
   “Yes, someday. I would love for them to be yours. Little parts of us I can love and protect.”
 
   “You’ll make an excellent mother one day. Now, let’s board the plane. We can talk more then.”
 
   He slides out and goes around, opening the door for me. “Thank you, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   “The pleasure is all mine, future Mrs.” I shoot him a look, and he shrugs. “Cocky, Hunt. You haven’t proposed, and I certainly have yet to accept.”
 
   “As always, you make the chase quite fun.” He offers me his hand, assisting me out of the car and escorting me to the plane.
 
   It’s amazing. There’s a bar toward the front of the cabin, large flat screen TV’s and enough seating for a very large party. The décor is cream leather chairs and couches, black carpets, and dark woods. It’s a soaring version of The Artemis. 
 
   He motions to a chair, and I take a seat. He selects a chair facing mine.
 
   “Why don’t you sit next to me?”
 
   “I want to watch you as we take off.”
 
   “I would rather you’re next to me. I need to hold your hand.”
 
   He rises and moves beside me, clasping my quaking palm and stares me straight in the eyes. “Are you afraid of flying?”
 
   “No, I’m afraid of crashing and take off. I like the comfort holding your hand gives me,” I reply as a gorgeous, auburn-haired flight attendant walks up to us. 
 
   “Mr. Hunt, we’re almost ready for takeoff.” She’s giving her biggest grin and gawking at him a little too long. He doesn’t notice because he’s too engulfed with gazing at me. “Can I get you anything?” she asks, emphasizing the last word.
 
   “Would you like anything before we take off?” he asks me, allowing the word anything to roll of his skilled tongue. I shake my head, and he dismisses her. “We’ll take breakfast once we’re in the air. That’ll be all.”
 
   She looks disappointed, hastily retreating and disappearing up front. The doors latch closed, and the engine comes to life. I’m getting nervous, and I have a lump in my throat. I grip onto him tightly, and he places his other hand over them. 
 
   “Everything will be fine, gorgeous.” He gently strokes my white knuckles. “Let me strap you in.”
 
   I reluctantly release his hand, and he reaches for my belt. He clicks the buckle together, binding me to the chair with the slightest smirk, and I realize he’s enjoying this. Once I’m fastened in to his liking, he secures his own.
 
   The captain crackles onto the speaker, announcing we’re standing by for departure and the clear weather up to Seattle. The plane starts to creep along the runway, picking up speed rapidly. I take long breaths as my body’s forced back into the chair, vibrations from the plane lightly pulsing through me. My heart drums anxiously in my chest with the occasional palpitation jolting me. My nails dig into the black leather armrest and Damian’s hand, but it doesn’t seem to faze him as he remains staid, relaxed even. I snap my eyes shut and focus on soothing myself. Suddenly, the vibrations stop as the wheels finally leave earth, and we climb into the skies.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   In the clouds
 
    
 
   I follow Damian as he leads me down a short passage toward a door in the back. He opens it to reveal a rather spacious cabin. Larger than what you’d expect to find on an airliner. There’s a Queen-size bed against the back wall, cream leather couch to our right, and a seating area with a few chairs to our left, everything matching the front. I notice a small door next to the entrance and realize it’s a restroom. 
 
   “What are you planning on doing with me in here, Hunt?”
 
   I lick my upper lip, and he peers at me with a dour gaze. “Not what you assume.” 
 
   He turns and locks the door.
 
   “What, then?” 
 
   “I want privacy so I can ask you those questions regarding the cocksucker, as you so eloquently put it.”
 
   “Now?”
 
   “What better place than a plane? There’s nowhere for you to run and hide. You must answer me.”
 
   “As if I wouldn’t anywhere else.”
 
   “Would you care to have a seat?” He gestures to a chair in the corner of the room, and I saunter over to the bed, taking a seat at the end.
 
   “Would you?” I ask, rubbing the spot beside me.
 
   He decides on the couch and grabs cushion on the closest side to me. He crosses his ankle over his knee and places a hand on it, the other arm flung along the back of the couch.
 
   “May I ask you a question before the interrogation?” I stare at him from under my lashes.
 
   “Anything,” he replies, watching me absorbedly.
 
   “If I answer these questions, will you tell me a piece of your past? You choose what you tell me.” Hunt remains frozen for a moment, staring at me with trepidation in his eye. “What better place than a plane where you can’t run and hide?”
 
   He smirks at me and shakes his head. “Ok, smart-ass. I’ll tell you about me.”
 
   “Great. Shoot, slick.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell anyone?”
 
   “I was terrified if I did he would kill me.”
 
   His eyes burst open. “Why?”
 
   I squirm. “He threatened he would if I spoke a word of it or attempted to leave.” I look down at my laced fingers, suddenly ashamed of my past.
 
   “That answers my next question. Why didn’t you eventually tell Julie or your parents?
 
   “I didn’t want them to freak out and press charges. I didn’t want it to destroy how they saw me, replaced with a weak, pathetic figure.”
 
   “Didn’t you want him to pay for what he did?” he asks, obviously annoyed.
 
   “He did…with his miserable life. I’m free from fear, and I don’t need to fret about him coming back.”
 
   “I’m thrilled he killed himself. He saved me the trouble of doing it myself.” I cringe at the thought. He continues his line of questioning. “What does Chase know about it?”
 
   “Only what happened the night he found me. I think he put it all together when saw me lying on the floor. He hated himself for not figuring it out sooner. He wanted to know everything, but I only told him what I thought he could handle. I couldn’t bear to make him feel worse, especially, when it wasn’t his fault.”
 
   “It is partially, Elle. You couldn’t possibly have been that skilled at hiding it.”
 
   “It wasn’t as if I was strutting around naked in front of him, showing off the bruises, cuts, and bite marks!”
 
   “Bite marks?”
 
   “He enjoyed biting during sex.”
 
   “Rape...You mean rape. Are you ever going to tell anyone else? The fucker is dead.”
 
   “I still believe it would ruin relationships. How can I tell Jules her saint of a brother was actually the devil? If I told her now, when his death is a fresh wound, she may flip out. I love her and refuse lose her to that monster, even if he is six feet under.”
 
   “Why did you tell me?”
 
   “I had an overwhelming need to do so. I wanted to show you my ugly truth.”
 
   He finally pauses for a moment, taking an abysmal breath. 
 
   “Do you really want to know about my past?”
 
   “Yes. It made you who you are.”
 
   On cue his hand goes to the back of his neck, rubbing out the tension.
 
   “I’ve had many things happen to me in my life, horrifying things. I don’t want to discuss the details of my parent’s death or what my uncle did to me. I’m not ready to go into it. What I will say about him…he was an alcoholic abuser, not worth the shit on the bottom of my shoe. He was the reason I was messed-up by the time I went to live with the Montgomery’s. I didn’t trust anyone, and I refused to let them get close. 
 
   “When I was fourteen, I got into trouble with drugs and fighting because I was mad at the world and myself. I drowned my demons with drugs, alcohol, and sex, which only made the situation worse for me…”
 
   “Wait, Olivia wasn’t your first?”
 
   “No,” he replies simply, not wishing to go into it. “May I continue?”
 
   “Yeah, of course, sorry.”
 
   “After my mother caught me with pills, they sent me away to rehab for six months. I’d received help for the addiction but not the rage. I was still angry when I came home…The night Olivia showed up I had planned to relapse, which is why I hadn’t attended the party with my family. I’d gotten my hands on some pills earlier that day and was contemplating taking them. That’s why I’d decide to go swimming and skipped the party, to clear my head and figure out if I really wanted to sabotage the work done in rehab and five months I’d been home. 
 
   “When I came up for air, she was there like an answered prayer. As much as you hate her, she helped save me from myself. I’m not excusing everything we did, but it may give insight into why I did it.”
 
   “I understand why you did, but I can’t fathom why she did. You were an angry, confused, and abused young man, a baby really. She was an adult and retained a better handle on her sanity. The fact she’s your sister is what really stumps me. How could you not see each other as siblings?”
 
   He doesn’t look me in the eye. 
 
   “I didn’t really know her before my parent’s death, and she was living in New York when I moved in. She had a strained relationship with her family. The only other time she came home was when I was in rehab. I didn’t see her how I see my little sisters. I just didn’t. 
 
   “You’ll never really understand or accept it, and I don’t expect you to. How could you? It’s a completely fucked situation. My only concern is you don’t think or feel any less of me. And not just because of her, but my drug and behavioral problems as well.”
 
   His hands glide through his hair as he glowers into nothingness, sorrow eclipsing his emerald eyes. I snap at him, trying to bring him back to me. 
 
   When he looks, I say, “I do think and feel differently toward you. I have more respect and a better comprehension of who you are. I love the man I’m finding out about, emotional scars and all. I’ll never leave or think less of you for things you had no control over, mistakes you made…I’m curious about something.”
 
   “You, curious? Never.” I give him a look, pouting my lips. “Ok, sorry. What are you curious about, gorgeous?”
 
   “You said Olivia wasn’t the one who introduced you to this lifestyle.”
 
   “No, she wasn’t.”
 
   “Would you like to tell me who did?”
 
   “My college professor.” He sighs, rubbing the back of his neck. I can feel my cheeks burn as the shock washes across my face.
 
   “You must understand, Elle, Marlena taught me how to control myself and everyone around me. These woman opened me up to the world, to a way of taking charge of my life.They helped me through everything I was dealing with. I participate in this lifestyle because I receive sexual fulfillment from the experience and it gives me a channel to direct my need to control and discipline you.”
 
   “Do you feel your past has anything to do with your need to do so?”
 
   “No, I don’t believe it has to do with those demons.”
 
   He finally pauses, assessing my emotions. He stares at me like a broken little boy.
 
   How can he believe that his past has nothing to do with his control issues? 
 
    “But you said it was.”
 
    “No, I said I have a greater understanding of the things in my life I can’t control, which in turn gives me a greater need to do so with everything else. Yes, I was referring to my past in regards to the uncontrollable circumstances. Nevertheless, I believe my need to dominate is innate. I’m a dominant man. It’s who I am, what I crave.”  
 
    I can’t believe he thinks that’s true. How does he not see the way it affected his development as a child?  I don’t want to bring it up. Not now anyway, so I ask, “Your professors name was Marlena?”
 
   “Yes. However, I was never allowed to call her by her first name.”
 
   “What did you call her?”
 
   “She preferred Mistress or Professor Devlin.”
 
   “How old were you when you started your affair with her?”
 
   “I was nineteen.”
 
   “How old was she?”
 
   “She was two years older than I am now.”
 
   “Did you love her?”
 
   “No. I respected and trusted her. I would even goes as far as to say I cared about her, but I did not love her. You are the only one.”
 
   I sigh, relieved.
 
   “How…”
 
   “Gabrielle, I would love to go into this more, but could we give it a rest? I’m feeling drained.”
 
   I have a million questions I’m desperate to ask, but I don’t want him to get scared and close up again.
 
   “Sure, of course. I’m just curious.”
 
   “I know, babe, and I’m going to tell you more, but we don’t have to do this in one conversation.” He rises and takes a seat next to me on the bed, caressing my cheek with a strong hand. 
 
   “I love you, Gabrielle.”
 
   “I love you, too.”
 
   “You’re everything I could ever hope to find in a woman and future wife.”
 
   “Damian, I can’t talk about this now.”
 
   “We aren’t going to. I’m only saying I can picture the possibility of a future with you. I promise to ease up on marriage talk. I’m going to focus on you living with me for now.”
 
   “I need more time. I want to take some to think when we arrive home, maybe a night with the girls. I need to figure out what I want and when I want it.”
 
   “You need to be away from me to think?” he asks, slinking an arm over my shoulders.
 
   “Yes. With you I don’t think, I do, and it’s unhealthy.”
 
   “Who says? I don’t think much about it, and I know what I want. I don’t need to, because I feel it.” He sighs. “If you require space to figure us out, I understand, but I don’t like it.”
 
   “I’m not asking for space. We’re together. There’s no thinking about that. I need to know if moving in this fast is right for me, for us. Even if I decide I want to, it won’t happen right away, and I won’t give up my place.”
 
   “As long as you give it serious consideration, I’ll give you all the time you need.”
 
   “I’m taking one night away to get my thoughts in order and make a properly weighed out decision, then at the end of the week I’ll give you my answer.”
 
   “I think I can handle one night.” He leans in, planting a soft kiss on my eager lips. “We should head back to our seats. We’ll be arriving soon.”
 
   I’m a little disappointed, and oddly enough, extremely randy. “What about joining the mile high club?”
 
   Hunt laughs.
 
   “Now isn’t the time. Not after the conversation we just had, but on the way back, definitely.”
 
   “I look forward to it, Mr. Hunt.” 
 
    
 
   We arrive at Sea-Tac and head to his place in Hunt’s Point. Liam drives us in Hunt’s black Land Rover, Chopin serenading us softly over the speakers.
 
   “Hunt’s Point? Was that intentional?” 
 
   He smirks at me. “No, it just happened to be where I found what I wanted. I do enjoy the coincidence. It has a nice sound to it, don’t you think?” 
 
   I chuckle. “Yes, very. How many properties do you own?”
 
   “Personal or business?”
 
   “Personal.”
 
   “New York, Los Angeles, Seattle, Boston, Park City, Paris, two back home and a private island in the Caribbean. Nine, with a few more properties I’m waiting to acquire.”
 
   “That’s preposterous. Why would anyone need so many homes?”
 
   “A few are vacation homes, the rest for when I travel on business. I prefer not to stay in hotels. Less privacy.”
 
   “Holy shit. That’s just…” 
 
   Hunt’s face is stern, lips set in a tight, straight line. “I won’t apologize for my hard work and reaping the rewards. I didn’t grow up wealthy like you. I earned it, and I’ll not be made to feel guilty about how I choose to live my life or where I choose to do it.”
 
   He’s right. It’s easy to judge someone else’s wealth when I’ve possessed it my whole life. How unfair of me. The pot calling the kettle black. Now I feel guilty.
 
   “I’m sorry. You’re absolutely right. I’ve no right to condemn you. It’s just that money has always made me uneasy. I’ve seen how people behave when they possess it or it possesses them. There’s something about one person retaining so much wealth, when others struggle to survive. Whatever it is, affected the way I perceive money. That’s why I’ve given a lot of mine to charities and what not. I’ve kept enough for a secure future and that’s it.”
 
   “I really respect and admire all your work with charities. I hope you don’t mind, but I donated money to my charity for abused women in your name. I forgot to tell you. My mind and body have been preoccupied as of late.”
 
   Oh god. What a sweet, controlling bastard.
 
   “Thank you. I really appreciate the gesture, but you didn’t need to do that. I can pay my own way.”
 
   “There’s no need for you to worry about money anymore. I’ve got you covered. Your future is set.”
 
   “How the hell are you so confident of our future, of us? You talk as if it’s fact, as if you know what’s going to happen. I’m not saying I don’t want those things, too, but I’m not positive it will happen the way I want.”
 
   “Yes, you are. You’re scared, which makes you doubt what you know to be true. I’m not scared of what we have. I’ve been waiting for you a long time.”
 
   “Me, too. What took you so long?”
 
   He grins at me. 
 
   “I apologize. I got here as fast as I could.”
 
   Why does that sound familiar? Where have I heard those words before? It hits me, and I can only gawk in astonishment.
 
   “Gabrielle? What’s wrong, baby?” He gazes back at me with distress, hands clasping to my shoulders.
 
    “I dream of you,” I absently mumble.
 
   “What are you talking about, Elle?”
 
   I climb out of the daze I’m in. 
 
   “I’ve dreamt of you since the ordeal with Nicholas. You were my savior, and the one thing keeping me sane all these years. I never saw your face, but I felt you, your protection, your love and need for me. The night I met you I had a dream where you told me you were getting to me as fast as you could.”
 
   Now Hunt’s the one shocked. “I hope I’m everything you dreamt I’d be.”
 
   I graze my hand down his cheek, jawline, and chin.
 
   “Better. I can touch you whenever I please.”  
 
    
 
   When we drive up to his ‘home’, we’re greeted by a huge Spanish style villa, very old Hollywood, with thick foliage and trees on either side of the enormous property. There’s a curved rubble driveway curling about an exquisite fountain in the middle, white rose bushes encircling it. The edifice is white plaster walls with a blue-shingled roof. There’s a large, carved wood door and black wrought iron enclosing the second story balconies.
 
   Liam jumps out to open Hunt’s door, but I rush out before anyone can open mine. Hunt walks around to me as I survey the stunning Manor.
 
   “Are you pleased?”
 
   I gawk at him with large eyes and an enormous grin smeared across my excited face. “Yes, I am. This is superb, Damian.”
 
   “Wait until you see the view of the bay and city.” He places his big, adept hand on the small of my back and guides me into the villa.
 
   It’s unreal. We walk through the arched doorway into a lofty entryway with cobalt tile floors. Two curved staircases, with black wrought iron railing, frames the entryway leading into the two-story living room. At the top is a walkway and  half-moon shaped balcony looking over the living room.
 
   It’s decorated in various shades of blue and white, with more of his gorgeous black and whites adorning the white stucco walls. A large portrait of Seattle reflecting in the bay at night, hangs over the fireplace to our right. 
 
   Two long, white couches face one another across a carved, light wood, rectangular coffee table in the center of the room. Everything sits atop a sapphire area rug. A giant glass wall with a sliding door, exits out to the veranda. There are no words.
 
   “Would you like a tour?”
 
   “Yes. Can we check out the view first?”
 
   “This way, babe.” He hasn’t taken his hand off my back the entire time we’ve been here. He leads me through the massive, bright room and out the glass door. The breeze off the bay brushes across my face and I inhale deeply, filling my lungs with the fresh, cool air. 
 
   I scan the grounds, noticing another detailed fountain and decorative outdoor furniture, including a lounging bed encased in sheer curtains, which is made of more wrought iron.
 
   There’s an expansive grass area beyond the tiled patio, which has blue lanterns draped over it. I’m sure they give this place a fanciful quality at night. The dense, forest-like borders line the property on both sides straight down to the waterfront. 
 
   Everything is perfect, including the not too distant Seattle skyline across the bay. A skyline I know well.
 
   “I love it at night when the lights are ablaze. My favorite view is when there’s a fog blanketing the bay, giving the city a ghostly glow,” Hunt comments.
 
   “Same. It’s been a while since I’ve been here. I forgot how much I adore this town.”
 
   “Hopefully, not as much as me.”
 
   “I couldn’t adore anything as much as you, Hunt.”
 
   He stands behind me, pressing me into him, cradling me in his firm, loving arms. I lie my head against his chest and he sets his cheek on the vertex.
 
   “What would you like to do today?” he asks.
 
   “When is your meeting?”
 
   “Not until tomorrow morning. I’m all yours,” he purrs.
 
   “I can get used to that,” I reply flirtatiously, turning toward him.
 
   “What would you like to do?”
 
   “Have lunch, go into the city, lounge around here with you, hump like bunnies. The options are endless, especially the last one.”
 
   “You are such a naughty girl. What am I going to do with you?”
 
   “I’m sure you could dream up plenty of things to do with me, Mr. Hunt.” 
 
   “I’ve met my match in you.” He kisses my forehead and caresses my cheek. “How about we have that tour, do lunch, then lounge and hump like bunnies. Tonight, we can head into the city for dinner.” 
 
   He leans in and kisses the nook of my neck, causing me to purr for him.
 
   “Perfect,” I murmur, under his sensual trance.
 
    
 
   Hunt took me on a tour of the house, showed me his office, gym, study, and kitchen. Every room the same feel as the main living space. The color palette and design mesh well, giving the home a sophisticated, yet relaxed, breezy feeling. 
 
   He saves the best for last. The master bedroom has a massive canopy bed with a light, ornamental, cherry wood headboard. The canopy cover matches the navy comforter, which gilds the mattress along with cream cotton sheets. I assume Egyptian. 
 
   The furniture is also intricately carved, light cherry wood, matching the bed.
 
   Sheer white curtains flow in a delicate zephyr off the bay, coming through the balcony’s open, double doors, which appears to face the backyard and waterfront.
 
   I walk out the doors to the railing, leaning my weight onto it. I note the compacted trees and foliage bordering between the properties of Seattle’s elite to my right, made up of firs, spruces, and other native trees. 
 
   I inch closer to my right and spot the carpet of ferns and enchanting delicate flowers speckling the ground. There’s a romantic air to this place and I can’t wait to take full advantage of it. I shut my eyes as a perfect breeze sweeps past my face, rustling my hair. I sigh, turning to Damian standing in the bedroom at the end of the bed, watching me with smoldering eyes.
 
   “Damian, I love it. It’s extraordinary, opulent with a splash of absurd. I hope we can stay here again and often.”
 
   Hunt strides out to me and braces me against him. 
 
   “Whatever you want, gorgeous. Once again, I want you to think of this place as yours. I hope you consider everything in my life yours.”
 
   “Not everything…Or everyone to be exact.”
 
   “No. Olivia and Dante exempted.” He holds me closely as the refreshing breeze wafts over us.
 
   “Then I accept.” I stand of my tiptoes and kiss his chin. “I want you to feel the same.”
 
   “I do. I desire to be a part of every aspect of your life.”
 
   “You are my life, slick.”
 
   He pecks my forehead, nose, and lips tenderly. “And you’re mine, angel.”
 
   “I’m comfortable in your arms, as if they were created to ease and shelter me in.”
 
   “They were.”
 
   “I want to stay right here.”
 
   “That’s the idea, princess. I want to hold and protect you against whatever threatens your well-being.”
 
   I tip my face up with pursed, soft lips, and he meets them, gently grazing with his strong, wanting mouth. 
 
   He whispers, “Lunch should be ready. Let’s eat, so we can do what we really want.”
 
   “Can’t we do it the other way around? I don’t know how you control your urges. I just want to rip these clothes off and devour you.”
 
    “It’s damn near impossible, but your health and welfare is priority number one. I wouldn’t want you to think I care only for your sumptuous body.”
 
   “I know you care, and I appreciate your attentiveness. You’ve taken amazing care of me the past few days. I wish I could do the same for you.”
 
   “You do. Come, I want to feed you.”
 
    
 
   It’s a clear, cool day with a gentle, invigorating breeze. I slip on black legging before joining Hunt outside on the terrace. He’s standing out on the grass, hands in his pockets, gazing out at the Emerald City. I gawk at him for a moment and revel in the view.
 
   We are definitely not in Kansas anymore, Ellie girl.
 
   He seems to sense me watching and turns, strutting over to me by the fountain. His sexy grin sends warm waves of electricity up my body.
 
    “Hungry?” he asks in a sexy, low tone.
 
   “Famished,” I reply with the same yearning.
 
   He guides me to the table where lunch has been laid out for us. The spread seems a bit fancy for lunch but looks scrumptious. It’s lemon chicken with wild rice and broccoli. 
 
   “Burgers would’ve been fine.”
 
   “You can’t always eat that crap. I thought a nice, light meal would be best. I wouldn’t want you to feel tired just from digesting your food. I want the honor of wearing you out.”
 
   “Thank you for the lovely setup.” I kiss his chin, and he returns one on my nose. “And FYI, I like that crap.”
 
   He smirks at me and pulls out my chair, taking a seat next to me once I’m situated. I’m getting ready to plunge in when he snags a piece of my chicken. I mockingly glower at him. 
 
   “Didn’t your mother teach you not to eat off other people’s plates?”
 
   He smiles seductively. “Open up.”
 
   I open and he slides the citrusy poultry into my salivating mouth. I savor the peppery, sour tang of the lemon drizzled on top. I close my eyes and relish in the explosion of flavor, humming with delight. 
 
   I open my mouth after gobbling down the palatable bite, and I’m rewarded with rice and a bit of buttery broccoli. My eyes flutter open and I find him watching me take pleasure in every bite, moaning as I chew. 
 
   I pick a fork and knife up off the table and cut a slice of his chicken, raising it to his lips. “Open wide, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   His mouth goes slack, and I place the tantalizing morsel on his tongue. He seals his lips around the fork as I extract it and chews slowly, watching me intensely. He finishes and licks his lips. 
 
   This goes on. I feed him and he feeds me, smiling like fools as we nourish and pamper one another.
 
   “I could get used to this…having someone take care of me because they genuinely want to rather than the fact that I employ them and pay their bills.”
 
   “I hate to burst your delusional bubble, but you’re my boss. You pay my bills, too.” I remind him teasingly.
 
   “You know what I meant, smart-ass.”
 
   I grab his hand, lacing my fingers with his.
 
   “I’m going to take good care of you, Hunt, just like you do for me.”
 
   “You already do…Are you satisfied?” he inquires, nodding to my almost empty plate.
 
   “I’m not hungry, but you’ve yet to satisfy, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   “Oh, really? We need to rectify that immediately.” He has a devilish grin as he grabs me and flings me over his broad shoulder in one swift movement. I shriek and giggle, begging him to put me down. 
 
   “Relax, babe,” he softly commands walking us into the house, and I whack his firm ass, hard. In response, he yanks down my pants and panties and spanks my ass. I really begin to fight him, but that ceases when his thick finger enters me, leisurely driving in and out, thumb massaging my aching clit.
 
   “You’re always soaked before even I touch you. I want to lap you up and taste your sweetness on my tongue.”
 
   “Oh god! Where’s Liam?” I moan out.
 
   “Don’t ever moan out another man’s name.” He pops me on each cheek. “I sent him out for a few hours. Do you honestly believe I would expose you if we weren’t alone? No one gets to observe your bare, little cunt but me. I thought I was clear.”
 
   “I don’t…know why…I thought…you would,” I breathe out as he continues his agonizingly pleasurable assault on my coveting core. He ascends the stairs to the bedroom, never faltering his delicious attack, and my hair falls out of its tie, swinging wildly about my face. I moan as my body goes limp, allowing him to do what he pleases, and spasm when his thumb hits the right spot.
 
   Once in our bedroom, he eases out of me, and I groan at the lingering emptiness. 
 
   “We are far from finished,” he replies to my muffled protest.
 
   He lies me horizontally across the mattress, bare assed and panting. He strips off my boots, pants, and panties so I’m lying on the bed with my naked legs and ass hanging over the edge. He kneels before me, hands cradling my calves and spreads me wide-open, exposing me to the light, to him. 
 
   “Dear god, Gabrielle, you’re a work of art. Your pussy is perfection.”
 
   I clench shaky fingers to the comforter, desperately in need of his writhing body hammering into mine. “Touch me, Damian. Oh, please, touch me.”
 
   “With pleasure, Gabrielle.” He dives down onto me, tongue hitting its mark, causing me to scream his name in pure ecstasy. I grasp and tug his hair as he makes my body thrash about from his expert tongue’s hasty flicks and swivels on my tender clit. His hands roam up my thighs and hips, feeling and exploring to my waist. My dress gathers as he glides his hands past my swollen breasts. I release his strands and rip off the dress the rest of the way as his fingers skim along my ribcage and breasts, massaging and softly teasing my sensitive nipples. 
 
   I thrust my hands back in his thick mane while he rolls his tongue in quick succession, bringing me closer to toe-curling, spine-arching bliss. He removes one hand, sinking two fingers knuckle deep inside me. The sensation of having him everywhere builds me up. My body bows and shakes as I unravel viciously, moaning his name. The currents flow and course over me, through me until all I can do is weakly lie here. My heavy limbs tingle, chest heaving sharply as I gasp urgently for air.
 
   Hunt rises with a sexy smirk and strips himself of his clothes, letting me gawk at his unreal body and thick, rigid cock hanging proudly under its weight. 
 
   “Do you like what you see? I love the sight of my sexy as fuck girlfriend sprawled out and ready for me to conquer her moist, tight cunt.”
 
   “You know I love the view.” He comes toward me, preparing to crawl on top. “Wait, stand up. I would like to return the favor.”
 
   He stands back up, and I slide off the bed onto my knees. 
 
   “You don’t…”
 
    Before he can argue I plunge onto him, taking his tip to the back of my throat. I suck greedily on my Huntsicle, using my hand to stroke the remainder that won’t fit. Hunt shoves his hands onto the back of my head, and I clamp my other hand onto his solid ass, pulling him into me.
 
   Hunt growls out my name with unadulterated desire, “Gabrielle, you’re my cock-sucking goddess.”
 
   I hurry the pace and roll my tongue along his shaft as he gently pumps in and out. 
 
   “Stop,” he groans. I keep at him, sucking vigorously. “No, babe, stop. I don’t…want to…cum…like this.”
 
   He jerks back, and I let him go.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I want to cum fucking you.” He picks me off the floor and tosses me back on the bed. “How do you want me?”
 
   I ogle up at him in confusion.
 
   “Do you want it rough or soft?” he clarifies.
 
   “Damian or Hunt? I choose Hunt.”
 
   He cocks his head to the side. It’s pretty fucking cute. 
 
   “What do you mean Damian or Hunt?”
 
   “Damian is my lover, but Hunt is my master.” His head still tilted, he shoots me a sweet grin.
 
   “Hunt it is, Hyde.” He saunters over to his black duffle bag, extracting a blindfold and the black leather belt with his initials delicately engraved on the buckle. “Would you like me to spank you with this?”
 
   The muscles in my lower abdomen clench superbly.
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   “That’s my girl. Sit up.” I rise, and he ties the blindfold over my eyes, turning day into a pitch-black night. “Lie on your stomach with your ass and legs hanging over the edge, then put your arms out shoulder height. Understand?”
 
   I hear the growl in his voice as he commands me and I nod quickly, flipping over and lying on my front. I spread my arms out, preparing for the first blow. I’m suddenly overcome by a stirring sensation. But instead of the harsh snap of the belt, Hunt’s expert hands gently rub and knead my upper back, descending down the spine, electrifying and igniting me deep down in my belly. 
 
   He continues to the curve of my rear, where he massages and kisses both cheeks. Then he’s gone, leaving me wanting more. I don’t know where he is and it makes me anxious. He doesn’t touch me or make a sound. I’m unsure of how much time goes by. I have no sense of it or even myself. I feel something changing in me, a loss of my inhibitions. 
 
   Unexpectedly, I feel the gentle caress of the belt along the crack of my ass and tense at the teasing sensation. He does it again along the back of my calves, the curve of my waist, my inner thigh, and I clench everywhere.
 
   He keeps up the guessing game, grazing the leather against my flesh in random areas, keeping me alert. Every feather light stroke causes me to clamp up tight and let out breathy whimpers. I’ve never been so aware of his presence, every atom of my body focused on him and his agonizing touch.
 
   “Lie your head onto the bed, clutch the comforter, and relax the rest of your body. This will have bite, but I promise to take it easy your first time with an apparatus. If it becomes too much for you, I want you to safeword. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt, I do.”
 
   “Are you ready, Elle?”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt, I am.”
 
   The warning before he commences. “Hold on tight.” 
 
   The belt snaps across my left cheek with a burning nip that makes me whimper, satisfying a frantic urge in me. There’s something about being sightless and helplessly spread out that makes everything more heightened. It snaps across the other cheek with the same swift, sharp thrash. “Again?”
 
   “Please,” I pant.
 
   He repeats on each cheek, the stinging kisses of the leather awakening a desire I never knew I had. 
 
   “More,” I growl through clenched teeth.
 
   He moans, cracking it three more times, each slap of the leather causes low groans deep in his throat. My fingers clasp onto the comforter as I bear the swift, smart licks of his belt. My trembling body clenches, winding up tight until one final strike across both cheeks, and I come tumbling down hard.
 
   I’m in a daze when he slams into me to the hilt, and I cry out, “Hunt!”
 
   I moan out as he thrusts into me frantically. His hands cling to my hips keeping me still while he hammers into me voraciously. He slides a hand under my jerking torso, his finger finding my pulsating clit. The sensation is overwhelmingly mindboggling as his hard chest slides up and down my back, his legs entwined with mine.
 
   He pins me down by the nape of my neck, driving in faster. My screams fill the thick, sex-scented air as I climb higher and higher. His fingers twirl and cock thrashes me into the mattress. The tingling warmth charges up my body until I erupt with multiple mind-melting, body-shaking orgasms. Hunt’s delicious cum pours far inside my core as I quake violently for him.
 
   He pulls out and unmasks me. The bright light of day stings my eyes, causing me to squint in my overawed state. I flip over and rub my eyes. After blinking a few times, they finally adjust, and I realize it’s overcast out.
 
   “Satisfied, Hyde?”
 
   A huge grin springs across my face stretching from cheek-to-cheek. “No, but that was a great warm-up,” I giggle.
 
   “Good lord, woman. Will you ever get enough?” he asks, returning a knee-weakening smile and arced brow. 
 
   “No. Are you complaining, Hunt?
 
   He stands there gloriously naked. I’m still not used to how it makes me ache and yearn for him. He’s simply the most exquisite man from the inside, out. 
 
   Mine. All mine.
 
   “Fuck no! I feel the same way.” He crawls onto the bed and lies next to me, draping an arm over my tummy.
 
   “Prove it,” I dare.
 
   “Gladly,” he purrs as he shifts on top of me, and we make love for the rest of the rainy afternoon.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Stranger than Fiction
 
    
 
   I wake still exhausted and sore from our mind-blowing fuck-fest. I stretch and smirk, thinking of how we spent a rain-drenched day, which sounds as if it won’t be letting up anytime soon. I realize it’s dark out now, and I peer at the clock on the nightstand, it’s six fifty.
 
   Damian’s passed out beside me on his stomach, mouth slack and face peaceful. His soothed, gentle breathes caress my cheek. He’s at ease sleeping. He usually appears tense, almost confined in the wall he constructed around him. I’m going to tear it down and bring him out of his prison.
 
   He stirs and tension floods back to his beautiful mug. He begins to mumble, slurred noises at first but gradually becoming clearer.
 
   “No. Why? Don’t leave me…No! Wake up. Please, wake up.” He begins to wriggle and stiffen as he fights his nightmare. “Please, don’t go! We need you!”
 
   I turn on a light and shake his upper arm. “Damian.” He doesn’t wake. “Damian, wake up.”
 
   He begins to thrash his arms fiercely, and I move to the edge of the bed. 
 
   “Don’t touch me, you sick son of a bitch!” he shouts with a growl.
 
   “DAMIAN, WAKE THE FUCK UP!” I cry, and he shoots up scanning the room until he finds me kneeling at the other edge of the mattress.
 
   “What’s wrong? What happened, baby?” he inquires, panting and alarmed.
 
   “You…You were having a nightmare. You were yelling and flailing about.”
 
   “I was? I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t frighten you.” He plants his hands over his face and rubs the sleep out of his eyes.
 
   “You did, but you shouldn’t apologize for it. Are you alright?” I crawl back to him and rub his damp back. His flesh glistens with sweat. He runs his shaky hands through his hair.
 
   “Yeah. Did I say anything?” I hesitate. “Gabrielle, did I?”
 
   “Yes. However, not enough for me to fully understand what it was about. I know it involved your parents, the fear of being left behind.”
 
   “Ok. That’s not too bad.” He relaxes. 
 
   “Would it be bad if you had said more?”
 
   “Yes. The disturbing details regarding my parents, my uncle’s abusive behavior, my sexual conquests. I’m terrified of you discovering them and viewing me differently because of it. I couldn’t handle that.”
 
   “You’ve little faith in me. What if I did see you for who you really are? I wouldn’t see you as a lesser person or man. I would never condemn you for your parent’s death or what your uncle did and neither should you. You didn’t ask for those things to happen to you. I wish you would trust me, us more. You seem to forget I need you as much, maybe more, than you need me.”
 
   “How could you say that? I need you more than I could ever express. There are no words to describe what I feel or how abysmal. Love pales in comparison to the emotion I hold for you. It doesn’t convey what you mean to me, what you do to me. I would cease to be if you left me. I love you so much I could collapse under its powerful force.”
 
   “God I love you, Damian.” 
 
   He snatches me up into his lap and kisses me so hard my lips sting. I shove my arms around his waist, remembering to avoid his neck, and kiss him with the same vigor. I part his lips with my tongue and lick around the slight opening. He moans and seizes my tongue with his lips, gently suckling on it. We part, panting and hungry. “Promise you’ll attempt not to doubt my loyalty to you.” 
 
   “I’ll try. I promise.”
 
   “Good. Now, what are the plans, slick?”
 
   He appears sated, happy even. “Would you like to go on a date with me?” He gazes at me intently, with a youthful smirk gracing his perfect lips.
 
   “I would love to go on a date with you.”
 
   “Excellent. I’ve never gone on a date before. Not like this anyway.”
 
   “You haven’t?”
 
   “No, I didn’t take out the others on dates. Occasionally, to a business function or charity I didn’t want to attend alone. I had to take them.”
 
   “You treated them different than you do me. I want to know more about that, what it was like.”
 
   “Exactly, what I was afraid of. I wasn’t good to them, and I don’t want you to see me that way. I’ll tell you because you’ve the right to know whom your sleeping and living with. But not tonight. Tonight the past doesn’t exist, only the present and us. How does that sound, angel?” 
 
   I slope in to kiss his shoulder and slide my fingers through his hair. He closes his eyelids and hums as I gently scratch my nails over his scalp. “I think it sounds like a pretty lie.”
 
   “We should get ready. I want to take you to a wonderful place my friend introduced to me. The food and service is impeccable. We went after a meeting one trip, and I go every time I’m in town.”
 
   “Is this the person you have the appointment with? Are they female?”
 
   “Yes and no. You’ve nothing to fear. He’s considered a very good-looking man, but he’s not my type.” 
 
   I giggle.
 
   “Is he wealthy like you?”
 
   “Yes. We share many commonalities, money’s one.”
 
   “What other common interests do you share?”
 
   For a second I would swear he blushes.
 
   “I’ll tell you later. Let’s get ready. I’m starving after the afternoon workout.”
 
    
 
   I pick out a black knee-length sheath dress with white pumps and white trench coat. I leave my bone straight hair down and opt for a cat eye with nude glossy lips. I’m applying the final touches of my make-up when Hunt appears in the doorway wearing a black suit, white dress shirt open at the collar, and square-toed, leather dress shoes. He’s peering at me from under hooded eyes, enraptured.
 
   “You look stunning as always, Hyde.”
 
   “Thank you. You clean up quite nicely yourself, Hunt.” I stare at his reflection as he saunters behind me. 
 
   “I acquired something for you, and I don’t want you to gripe about it.” 
 
   “When have I ever griped about anything?” I shoot him my innocent face and he chuckles.
 
   “Close your eyes and turn to me.”
 
   I shut my eyes and do a one-eighty. I hear a loud snap, and it startles me, causing my body to jolt at the curiously erotic sound. I hear him chortle, and I shoot a you-ass look in his direction with my eyes still clamped tight. He scoops my left hand into his so we’re palm to palm and pinches my ring finger between his. I feel the small, metal band glide onto my finger, and I tense, face scrunching up.
 
   “Open,” he commands gently, clenching onto my hand. I shake my head rapidly, with my eyes and mouth clamped shut like a child refusing to take foul tasting medicine. “Damn it, Gabrielle. Open your eyes.”
 
   They cautiously flutter open and glimpse down at the finger adorned with a breathtaking black and white diamond ring in the shape of Hunt’s leather belt. The same belt I’ve become very fond of as of late.
 
   “It’s…it’s…” I want to tell him it’s too much, and I can’t accept it. But I know that would hurt him. “Thank you. I love it so much.” I beam up at him, and he returns the joyous expression, culling me into his arms. I cradle my arms around his waist and lean in for a kiss, which he gives eagerly, leaving me feeling weak and needy.
 
   “I’m so pleased you love it. It’s not what you think. However, it is a symbol of my love for you and the unique bond we share.”
 
   “You’ve collared me.”
 
    He stares at me with trepidation.
 
   “Yes. Are you upset?”
 
   “No. I’m yours. I’ll wear it proudly.”
 
   “I yearnso much to please you. You’re everything. My forever, Gabrielle.”
 
   “Your sweet words are one of the greatest gifts. You make me feel loved and wanton with just a few heartfelt words.” 
 
   He clings on securely, smashing his hard muscles against my soft curves, and continues, “I’m already looking forward to getting you back here and mercilessly fucking youuntil you’re fully gratified…Before we continue our bedroom escapades, there are a few points I wish to discuss and clarify with you over dinner. Truthfully, we should’ve had this conversation already, but I’ve been enjoying being wrapped up in you.”
 
   “You’re referring to soft and hard limits,” I murmur, head down and cheeks flush. I sense him watching me.
 
   “Yes, amongst other things.” He pauses a moment with an aggrieved expression. “Have I done anything you were uncomfortable with?”
 
   “No. Everything’s been beyond what I imagined it could be. It’s giving me control over myself and confidence in my capacity to please you.”
 
   He tips my face up to his, which has a huge grin. 
 
   “I am elated to hear you benefit from this. I don’t want you to feel it’s tearing you down. I’m going to open you up to many pleasurable experiences, but we need to figure out what works for us first. I’ve only been testing your limits for pain and pleasure. You haven’t seen anything yet.”
 
    
 
   We sit quietly in the backseat, rubbing at each other’s thighs, his hand creeping up and gathering the skirt of my dress. Liam’s eyes are focused firmly on the road, but he would hear any whimper I make. 
 
   Damian punches an option into the touchscreen on the back of the front passenger seat. Florence and the Machine come on, doing a carnal cover of ‘Addicted to Love’. Florence goes to work creating a steamy hot atmosphere, singing about the familiar and delicious symptoms of being addicted to Hunt. If I didn’t know any better, I would swear she was singing for us. I hear his message for me loud and clear.
 
   His hand never stops its ascent up my thigh, finally arriving at my lace panties and maneuvering them to the side. He spreads open my shaky legs, exposing me to him. The darkness of the night protects me from any unwanted eyes sneaking a preview of my goodies.
 
   Hunt’s finger glides down wet lips, easing me open and sliding the tip just below the surface, causing me to bite onto my lower lip to silence the moans trying to escape. He enters a little further, his finger skimming the knot of nerves, and my hand flies at his thigh, clamping down on. His intense emerald eyes bore into me, watching my body react to his mastered touch.
 
   “I love watching you spasm from even the slightest graze of my finger,” he whispers in my ear.
 
   He finally ceases his enticing tease, making sweet contact with my sensitive clit. My head jolts back, and my toes curl in their heels. His strong fingers delicately twirl, zapping surges of overwhelming pleasure throughout my twitching body. I glance at his dark eyes stuck on me as I writhe and coil from the quickening tempo. My pulse races, breathing stressed. I chew at my lip to mute the growing whimpers. I’m so damn close to falling over the edge. I can taste it.
 
   “We’ve arrived, Mr. Hunt.” Liam’s voice startles me.
 
   Hunt rips his hand away and yanks down my dress. 
 
   “Thank you,” he replies coldly.
 
   I’m panting, wide-eyed, trying to gather myself while Hunt remains collected, cool as a cucumber. He sucks me off his finger, which only builds my wanting. He avoids eye contact with me and exits the car without a word.
 
   He opens my door and extends a hand to guide me out. He almost seems to look through me as he helps me exit, back behind his wall. There’s an instant tension. 
 
   I’m the one left wet and wanting. I should be upset, not him.
 
   I admire the restaurant’s modern exterior with medium hued woods and wide, flat stone pillars. It sits atop a hill overlooking Lake Union and parts of the Seattle area. We enter through the all glass front doors, greeted by a stone divider with a fireplace. The hostess welcomes us to Canlis and seems to recognize Damian because she doesn’t hesitate and promptly escorts us.
 
   The front vestibule is one-story, but the main space is two heading toward the back. Three/fourths of the main dining area is encompassed by floor to ceiling glass walls. The restaurant is sleek and contemporary with a slight Asian influence.
 
   She leads us to a private room with a spectacular view overlooking the lake and city lights. The color palette is black, white, and grays, giving it a contemporary elegance. There’s a black couch, fireplace, and table for two decked out with white orchids and tea candles. It’s very heartwarming, romantic, and being completely ruined by Mr. Mood Swing.
 
   When we’re seated and alone, I skim my menu putting my focus on anything besides my aroused, annoyed state. After a few long moments, Hunt finally speaks, and I feel a sense of relief flood me as he acknowledges my presence for the first time since the backseat debacle. However, he still sounds apprehensive, distant even.
 
   “I’m sorry I lost control and exposed you publicly.”
 
   My eyes spring to his, which are reserved and glued to me.
 
   “Lost control? You seem very self-contained to me,” I snap sardonically. “The public indecency doesn’t bother me. I was enjoying it immensely. If you apologize for anything, it should be for not finishing what you started.”
 
   A crooked smile enhances his perfect lips. “It was shamefully wrong of me to put you in a position to be caught in such a private encounter. You do things to me, and any will to contain myself goes out the window. I enjoy public sex, as long as there aren’t people in eyeshot of my girlfriend in such a vulnerable state.”
 
   “So, exhibitionism is a hard limit?” I ask teasingly.
 
   “Yes. No one is to witness you, my tender lover, in the throes of passion.”
 
   “I understand, but I’m not opposed to doing it again, or some variation of it.”
 
   A wicked grin swims across his striking face, but it retreats when our waiter enters. Damian orders for us, conveying a confidence I know only goes skin deep. I watch him intently, and suddenly, he isn’t Damian, the successful magnate with all the power in the world at his fingertips, but Damian, the lost, scared little boy who dwells within. 
 
   He can’t be older than twelve years old, small frame swimming in his oversized suit. He’s sad, and I don’t know why, but I want to. I want to save him from his past, his abusers, himself. I want to grab this green-eyed innocent into my arms, tell him it’ll get better and no matter what I must do, I will protect him.
 
   I’m snapped out of my fantasy by Hunt’s…well…snapping. I fully come to and he’s studying me with the focus of a panther on the hunt.
 
   “Is everything alright?”
 
   “Yes, just chasing a runaway thought.” 
 
   Our waiter has left, and we continue our intimate conversation. Hunt reaches across the table and cradles my hand in his. My heart flutters at his touch. Even the simplest touch drives me mad with lust.
 
   “What do you want to discuss with me?” He shifts in his chair. “Do I make you nervous, Damian?” I flirtatiously tease.
 
   “Extremely,” he whispers with his serious, intimidating gaze focused on me.
 
   “I know the feeling,” I stutter, head tilted down staring at my lap.
 
   “Do you now?”
 
   “Yes. How could I not? I’m not a timid little thing, but you’re a force.”
 
   “Gabrielle, stop fidgeting and look at me. You’re above such self-conscious behavior.”
 
   I sit up straight and lift my head to meet his gaze. 
 
   “I’m not good at hiding it like you,” I comment with a big sarcastic grin.
 
   He gives me a reprimanding look, and I roll my eyes.
 
   “Let’s discuss our arrangement, shall we? What do you think of what I’ve shown you thus far?” 
 
   His thumb runs along my knuckles. Oh, that’s nice.
 
   “I want to continue. I enjoy it.”
 
   He smiles. “I do, too…Do you have any questions for me?”
 
   “Yes,” I answer and pause.
 
   “Would you like to ask them?”
 
   “Yes…What purpose does your lifestyle fulfill?”
 
   “For whom?”
 
   “Sub. I think I have an idea what purpose it gratifies for you.”
 
   He smirks, amused. “Well, as you said earlier, it’s giving you control and a sense of self. It’s an opportunity to let go of your inhabitations and control, allowing me to provide everything you need, desire. It allows you a chance to escape yourself.”
 
   “I understand the appeal of bondage and spankings, but it’s the control over me I can’t wrap my head around. I mean…I get the concept of control, but I’m not exactly a perfect candidate for this role. I’m opinionated, stubborn, and strong-willed.”
 
   “Gabrielle, I want you to have an opinion and thoughts of your own. I don’t want a robot. Your input is crucial to our relationship in and out of the bedroom. Most women who partake in this lifestyle are strong and willful outside of the bed. I’ll enjoy the challenge of molding you into my obedient lover, but truthfully, I’ve been immensely satisfied by your performance. Do you enjoy pleasing me?”
 
   “Yes, very much.” 
 
   “This is another reason you’re an excellent sub.”
 
   “Have you thought of the rules I’m to abide by?”
 
   “Yes. I’ve given it some thought. I want to start off easy, and we’ll work up to other expectations. Right now, I want you to get used to taking orders and following them. That being said, first rule. If I give you a direction, order, or request, I expect them to be obeyed without hesitation or argument. You will not hesitate in your obedience or when responding to me. Focus is vital to your growth. Do you trust I won’t take advantage of you?”
 
   “I trust you, but…”
 
   “Elle, I trust you and but don’t go together. Either you trust me or you don’t. If you don’t it’s perfectly fine. I will earn your confidence. I promise I won’t abuse my power or position.”
 
   Our waiter comes back with our first course and a bottle of 1997 Domaine de la Romanée-Conti, Romanée-Conti. I’m no buff, but even I know its stature in the wine world and costly price tag. 
 
   “Would you like me to pour it for you, sir?” The server inquires.
 
   “No, thank you. That’ll be all,” Hunt replies, nodding to him.
 
   “Very good, sir.” 
 
   Our server sets the food and bottle on the table, along with two crystal wine glasses and promptly takes his leave. Damian picks up the wine, skillfully pours me half a glass and then himself. I hold up my glass.
 
   “Salute,” I toast.
 
   I swirl the fragrant red wine and take a sip, swishing it in my mouth before swallowing it happily.
 
   “What did you order?” I ask, studying our plates.
 
   “I ordered chilled oysters in a red wine mignonette for myself and prawns sautéed in garlic, lime, and vermouth for you.” He picks up an oyster and holds it up to his lips, slowly slurping it into his mouth. He grins at me and licks his lips. 
 
   “Would you like one?”
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   He picks up another and extends his hand over the table. I lean in and place my parted lips at the edge of the shell, closing my eyes. He tips the calcified casing, pouring the salty mollusk and its juices into my waiting mouth. I close it, savoring the briny flavor of the plump morsel and swallow. 
 
   “Mmmm,” I moan, opening my eyes and smiling appreciatively. I pick up my fork, plucking a prawn off my plate and hold it out for him. He leans in, snatching it with his lips and slides it off the fork. I watch him relish my offering, chewing and smiling at me sensually.
 
   “Thank you,” he replies once he’s finished.
 
   “It was my pleasure,” I retort, with a crooked smirk.
 
   “Shall we continue with our discussion?”
 
   “Yes, lets.”
 
   “Excellent. Second rule. When you aren’t in my presence and must make decisions, you will execute them to the best of your abilities within the limits and guidance I will lay out for you. Conduct yourself in a manner I deem fitting. Do you have any grievances thus far?”
 
   “No. Continue, please.”
 
   Still firmly clasping my hand, he twists the ring on my most significant finger.
 
   “Third rule. You shall wear the clothes and jewelry I obtain for you as a symbol of your status in life and bondage to me. You shall wear them as expected but not limited to your finger, ears, neck, wrists, ankles, or waist. 
 
   “Fourth rule. You must always express your thoughts, both physically and verbally, to anything I do with you. The expression of your emotions and physical reactions are invaluable to me. You will never hold back your opinions, regardless of how intense I might be. I want you to sporadically appraise your life and how it has transformed as a result of our relationship. You will inform me of where there has been improvement, where you are uncomfortable or uncertain of what course you should take, how you behave in a manner that is dissimilar to your behavior in the past…Still with me?”
 
   “Yes, I am. Communication is necessary and required.”
 
   “That’s my girl…Which leads me to rule number five. You must always pay attention with a strong interest to what I say during training. I want you to learn from me so you can comprehend more about me, yourself, and the community. This is so you may be able to better appreciate the world you’re a part of.”
 
   He takes a taste of his wine, clears his throat, and continues, “Sixth rule. You are required to admit when you have been naughty. For example, if you’ve experienced an orgasm without me, or my knowledge, I may determine if said violation requires me to take disciplinary action, and you will accept my decision by thanking me for my verdict. I will specify beforehand why you are being reprimanded. While receiving the appropriate punishment, you must apologize for misbehaving and concentrate on the proper way in which you’ve been taught, the debasement upon yourself, and the unacceptable action that displeased me.” 
 
   I can’t move, breathe, or think. All I can do is listen with total fascination, which being a rule means I am already on the right track to pleasing him. I want to please him more than anything.
 
   “Rule number seven, and I believe this goes without saying, as my sub you shall integrate a lustful mindset and ravenousness into everything you execute. I desire your eagerness to perform sexually to the best of your abilities with a hunger that can only be satiated by me. 
 
   “The eighth and final rule. When you spend the night with me, which will be often, you will sleep nude unless directed otherwise or we discuss the reasons you desire not to do so and I approve. Obviously, cold nights would be exempt if it weren’t for central heating. The purpose of this is because I want to be able to take you whenever I please…Do you have any comments or questions?” 
 
   He studies me, gauging my reaction. I gawk at him silently, allowing his set guidelines to seep in and register. When they finally do I shake my head slowly from side to side, wide-eyed.
 
   “Gabrielle, tell me what you’re thinking or I will discipline you right here.”
 
   I clench up and let out a nervous whimper. “I want to please you, but I know I’ll mess up.”
 
   “Even though I know you’ll do phenomenally well, I expect you to make mistakes and when you do step out of line or slip-up, I will be there to correct and guide you. Do you believe you can properly follow my instructions?”
 
   “Yes, but it will be hard.”
 
   “At first, but after some time it will become second nature to you. Speaking of hard…” My eyes pop open, and my eyebrows shoot up. I feel like a dog who just heard the word bone. “What are your hard limits?”
 
   Dang it.
 
   “Why don’t you tell me what you will and won’t do with me?”
 
    “Ok. No fisting, scat play, blood play, etc. I don’t do anything I consider hardcore.”
 
   “Those are definitely hard limits for me. I don’t like those pleather getups with the masks. They freak me out.”
 
   He laughs.
 
   “I’m not into those either. I wouldn’t call what I do vanilla, but I don’t do anything that die-hard. Why don’t you tell me what you’re open to and we can work within those guidelines.”
 
   “Well, spanking, bondage, anal play, and using toys. I’m open to trying new things, but I prefer we discuss it beforehand.”
 
   “You’ve enjoyed everything we’ve done, and you’re willing to try more providing we communicate in advance. Do I have that right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I agree one hundred percent, communication is important. I promise nothing will be done without your consent.” He plays with the ring on the most significant finger. “Are you sure you’re interested in anal play?”
 
   “I want your big, handsome cock anywhere it’ll fit,” I reply with the straightest of expressions and take a sip of my wine. Hunt’s mouth falls open as if my comment just slapped him across the face.
 
   “Shit, Elle. Are you trying to make me jump this table and fuck you right here? I’m about to.”
 
   I giggle and gently tickle his palm with my middle finger.
 
   “Never.”
 
   Our waiter arrives with our dinner. Hunt ordered us, filet mignon with carrots, potatoes, and melted shallots. We take a few bites before continuing our conversation. 
 
   “Did you have this talk with the others?”
 
   His green gaze springs to mine, and he pauses mid-chew, finishes, and replies, “No, not exactly. It wasn’t discussed this thoroughly because they already understood what was expected. I presented them with a contract, and we would briefly discuss their prerequisites, then they’d sign.”
 
   This morning’s exploration on the internet pops into my head, and I remember the part on contracts and rules. 
 
   “They signed a contract? What sort of material might I find in this contract?”
 
   “What I expect from my subs, rules, hard limits, stipulations, etc. It isn’t legally binding, but I feel a contract can be beneficial in shaping the relationship. It lays out the expectations of both parties involved and assists in clarifying stated desires. Most of all, it puts the slave into a mindset of servitude.”
 
   “I’m in awe of this. It’s nothing like what I expected.”
 
   “There are a lot of misconceptions about this alternative lifestyle, but most are terribly false.”
 
   “I’m curious about something. I was reading about certain scenarios and wondering if you had participated in them. Have you ever auctioned off your slaves or participated in a black sheet party?”
 
   He appears shocked by my question, eyes casting horror and dismay.
 
   “Dear god, no. I would never degrade anyone in such a fashion. My slaves were mine, and no man was ever allowed to touch, look, or speak to them, let alone fuck them. I would never make my private life a group affair. Gang bangs aren’t my style.”
 
   “How do you know if you never try?” I tease, giggling.
 
   “I’ve had a threesome,” he responds, impassive, and takes another sip of wine.
 
   “You’ve had a threesome?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Two girls?”
 
   He gives me a stern look and shoots up a brow. “Yes.”
 
   “Did you enjoy it?”
 
   Did I really just ask if he enjoyed having sex with two girls? Good one, Hyde.
 
   “Yes, but I prefer the one on one experience. I enjoy putting all my focus into one person rather than splitting it up between two and depriving them of my full attention.”
 
   “Good. That is definitely a hard limit for me…Have you ever had more than one slave at a time?”
 
   “Yes,” he replies cautiously, eyes scanning my face for a reaction. I can only stare, mouth hanging open wide as I’m dumbfounded to the point of speechlessness. When I get my wits about me, I continue my interrogation, though I know the next inquiry will probably tick him off, I must ask it. 
 
   “Will you ever take on more than one again?”
 
   “No, I’ve no desire or need for more than one, more than you. That is what you were asking, correct?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What did I tell you about communication? I want you to be upfront and honest. Ask what you mean, and mean what you ask. The next infraction will be punished.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “No apologies. Don’t do it.” He shoots me a stern look and takes a sip of his wine. “Do you think I would subject you to such things as multiple partners or give you to another?”
 
   “No, but…”
 
   “You’re mine. All mine. I would never do anything to harm or degrade you, take advantage of or pervert what we have.”
 
   “It’s pretty perverted already,” I joke, and a ghost of a smile brushes across his lips.
 
   “Touché.”
 
   “I like perverted.” I flirt, running the toe of my pump along his calf and inner thigh, grazing his semi-hard cock. “My what a big cock you have.”
 
   His eyes widen for an instant and that faint smirk morphs into something darker. “All the better to fuck you with, my dear.”
 
   I smirk seductively and take another sip of wine. A thought pops into my head and now seems to be the time to ask any bedroom related queries.
 
   “Did you use condoms with them?”
 
   “Where do these questions come from?” 
 
   “I don’t think they’re entirely out of placeconsidering your lifestyle. I only asked those questions because you said you were different before me, and I wanted clarity. I’m just attempting to figure out how large a difference.”
 
   He hesitates before answering, “Yes, I did. You’re the only one I prefer not to use one with, only you. I possess an overwhelming need to feel you against me without any barrier between us.”
 
   “You wore one every time?”
 
   “Yes. It was drawn-up in the contract. Two forms of birth control must be used with every sexual encounter. You?”
 
   “Yes, every time…Do I get a contract?”
 
   He appears appalled by the question.
 
   “Why would you ask me that?” I look out at the pitch-black waters of Lake Union, avoiding eye contact, wary of the direction this conversation has taken. “Gabrielle, answer me.” He’s clipped, obviously hurt.
 
   “I assumed because we’re entering into a BDSM relationship you would want me to sign one as well.”
 
   “I made my intentions with you clear. You’re my girlfriend and lover playing a role. You’re not what they were.”
 
   “Aren’t I? I mean, you laid out rules for me to follow, you’re teaching me the many aspects of being a sub. You’ve collared me for Christ sake.”
 
   I hold up my hand to remind him of my place. I can’t believe I’m becoming offended by the idea that I’m not what they were. Perhaps, it’s my own insecurities of not being enough for him.
 
   “Yes, but not the extent of my previous slaves. I held them to a much higher standard. They were never allowed to speak freely the way you do, or talk to me in the tone you do, or refuse an order, ever.”
 
   I feel a pang in my heart, in my gut. I’m officially offended by his ‘standard’ comment. Why shouldn’t he hold me to the same degree of excellence? I feel my face flush, but I chalk it up to plain old jealousy and take a long draw of my wine to calm myself.
 
   “So, no contract then.”
 
   “No. We don’t need one…Well, not that type anyway.”
 
   I squirm.
 
   “Marriage license,” I murmur under my breath. I grab my glass and down another big gulp of wine. “I thought you were going to ease up. At least until we’ve been living together for a minute,” I say shrewdly. 
 
   “So, you are moving in with me.”
 
   I suddenly feel hot and uneasy. “Yes. No. I don’t know…I told you I would give you an answer at the end of the week. Please, let’s not talk about it until then.”
 
   “I apologize. I’m not purposely trying to shove it down your throat. Please, don’t be upset with me.”
 
   “I’m not. It’s just every time you ask me or talk about the future I clam up. I need to think. I don’t know if I can give myself to you the way you desire. Right now anyway. I’m very confused.”
 
    “You’re not sure you want to be with me?” He’s wounded.
 
   “Of course I do. You must realize we’re moving lightning fast. I’m overcome by your need to propel us into such a massive step in our relationship. Do you really comprehend what you’re asking me? I’ve enjoyed playing house with you, and it’s nice to picture, but it isn’t easy having someone in your space twenty-four/seven.”
 
   “I’m overpowered, too. Do you think I like fawning over and pushing all of this on you? I’m unsure how to deal with the feelings I carry for you. I want all of you right now. What I can’t comprehend is how you could speak casually of our lifestyle, but I mention a future together, and you fall apart. And for your information, I’ve given moving in together serious consideration. If it’s anything like these past few days, I’m sure of what I’m asking you.”
 
   I slump back into my chair and let my heavy arms hang at my sides as my body sags. I’m emotionally sick from the turn this conversation has taken. He stares back at me with a tense face, shoulders back, totally composed while I’m a wreck.
 
   He speaks, and it betrays his demeanor, “This isn’t how I imagined it would go.”
 
   “Same, kid. What now?”
 
   “Are you finished?”
 
   I glimpse down at what’s left from the steak he ordered me. “Yes. I can’t eat another bite. He tosses a small stack of large bills on the table.
 
   “Then we should get out of here. Where would you like to go?”
 
   I sit up and reply, “Home.”
 
   He smirks. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes, I would prefer to be alone with you, curled up in bed.”
 
   “I second.” He rises and offers me an elbow to hold onto. I get up and wrap my arm around his. “Shall we, dear?”
 
    
 
   When we arrive home, he goes into the kitchen and I head upstairs to undress. I throw on a long, black silk robe, opting for nothing underneath. The cool silk soothes and calms me with its gentle caress. I glance at the clock with heavy lidded eyes. Nine forty-three. I’m ready to zonk out, but I need to find Hunt first.
 
   He’s out on the veranda, looking absolutely divine. He’s taken off his jacket, shoes, and socks, wearing only a dress shirt and slacks. His hair tussles in the wind while he peers out at the blazing Seattle skyline and bay. The whimsical, glowing blue lanterns gently swing in the crisp breeze coming off the water.
 
   I walk up behind him and take in his intoxicating aroma. The delicious musk of fresh laundry and virile pheromones triggers something in me. 
 
   “This place is magical. I feel euphoric.”
 
   He faces me, impassive. “We can come here whenever you like. I’ll give it to you if you want it.”
 
   I lean in and hug him close, craving his touch, his heat. He returns my affections and cradles me with his cheek laying atop my nuzzled head.
 
   “I prefer you didn’t. However, I will take you up on your open-ended invitation. Thank you.”
 
   “No need to thank me. I told you to think of everything as yours.” 
 
   I sigh and roll my eyes dramatically.
 
   “I’m sorry about earlier. I didn’t mean to freak.”
 
   He pulls away to stare down at me.
 
   “You should panic. You’re right for doing so. We had no knowledge of one another more than two weeks ago and most of that was spent apart. I’m rushing you, and that’ll stop, starting now.”
 
   “I think we’ve more than made-up for time lost.” He kisses my forehead and lips. 
 
   “Thanks for understanding. I’m still considering your offer. I want you to know I want you as much as you want me. The time we’ve spent together has been stimulating and extraordinary. Every moment with you is the best of my life, and they only get better as they pass. I wouldn’t change a moment of it.”
 
   “There’s a question I want to ask that’s been gnawing at me since dinner…Do you want a contract?”
 
   “I’d like a document I might reference stating the guidelines of our relationship, list of your expectations, rules, and limits. If you wish to call it a contract then I will sign it.”
 
   “They are beneficial,” he says to himself, mulling it over. “I’ll have them drawn up, and we can discuss it further then.”
 
   “Them?”
 
   “Yes, a copy for you and one for me…By the way, thank you.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “Thank you for communicating with me and your willingness to learn and grow from my teachings. Don’t think this is disregarded or unappreciated.”
 
   “I want you to be pleased with me.”
 
   “You please me greatly…Now that we’ve said our piece, let’s make-up in the manner we communicate best.” 
 
   He swoops down onto my eager lips, and his tongue dips into me. The sensation of him taking my mouth sends arousing waves from lips to tips, weakening my knees as it trickles downward. Hunt’s firm hold keeps me from buckling or floating away, I’m not sure which, because honestly, I could do either. 
 
   His palm splays and roams my silk draped back. It’s titillating. Damian’s lips creep up to my earlobe, where he nips and licks, continuing down my neck to my collarbone, tracing it with his pleasure inducing tongue. I shove shaky hands into his caramel brown mane and tug as adrenaline courses through my veins, causing my heart to pound and a weakening tingle just under the skin. The feel of Hunt on me always does this to me, sending all my senses into overdrive. 
 
   He moves those mesmerizing lips back up my neck and chin. “We should take this inside and get out of the cold,” he suggests.
 
   I forgot about the chill in the air because his warm body’s keeping me comfortable. I nod, dazed, and he scoops me up and carries me to the bedroom.
 
   “I know how to walk. I’ve been doing it most of my life,” I teasingly comment.
 
   “You may want to inform your legs because you practically fainted in my arms.” Hunt rebuttals with a kinked smirk and elevated brow.
 
   Once we’re near the bed, his lopsided grin transforms into a mischievous, child-like smile. He’s up to something.
 
   “Ever wish you could fly?” He chuckles.
 
   I glance at the bed and then back at him.
 
   “Don’t you dare!” I squeal out a little too late. I’m soaring threw the air and bouncing onto the center of the mattress. I lie there with my hair fanned out and robe seductively open, revealing bare thighs and breasts.
 
   “Mmmm, I love when you’re sprawled out and panting for me. It reminds me of the meeting debacle.”
 
   “You always know just what to say,” I reply mockingly.
 
   He beams down at me lovingly.
 
   “One of the many talents I possess,” he replies, mirroring my tone. His gaze turns shadowy and lustful. “Who do you want, Gabrielle?”
 
   I peer up at him with the confused, deer-in-headlights look I seem to have on my face a lot as of late. 
 
   “You?” I answer quizzically.
 
   “I’m happy to hear, though, that’s not what I meant.” 
 
   I realize he meant which part of him I want to bed. “Who are you feeling more?” I inquire flirtatiously.
 
   “Damian. I don’t want to be Master right now. Though, I’ve thought of a new trick I’d like to try out.” 
 
   I dart up and kneel in front of him on the bed. “Is it too late to pick Hunt?”
 
   He kisses me on the cheeks. “Yes. I want to worship not dominate. Rough is incredible, but nothing compares to making love to you, taking time to explore your irresistible form.”
 
   His words warm me from my flushed cheeks to clenched toes.
 
   “You do know just what to say. You always make me feel so good about myself, which isn’t normal for me. I’m comfortable in my own skin to an extent, but I don’t observe myself as being on your level either.”
 
   “You’re right…You’re far above me. I’m the one unworthy of you, but I’m going to do whatever I must to prove it false. I’m going to make you realize your beauty inside, out.” He drags me into him, my apex smashing against his rock-hard cock. “Enough talk. I’m going to show you how miraculous you are.”
 
   Hunt’s fervent, convincing lips rush onto mine with a breathtaking passion. He scoops his arms about my waist, holding me firmly, attempting to meld us. I can’t think or breathe. I become putty in his durable hands, giving into the kiss, into him.
 
   In my entranced state I forget myself and fling my arms about his neck, and he tenses. I realize what I did and remove them swiftly. He parts from me to say, “It’s ok, angel, put them back.”
 
   I grin broadly, throwing my arms back around his neck, pulling him onto my mouth. In response he clasps his hand to the nape of mine, deepening our arousing oral dance. Our tongues twirl in a beautiful waltz as his yearning hands clasp frantically to my skin and clothes. 
 
   He hauls me away and rips open the robe, baring me to him. He breathes a sharp intake of air at the sight of my exposed flesh. His eyes scan up and down my body at a sluggish pace, fully taking me in.
 
   “How could you not see what I see? You’re an angel, a vision in silk, and I’m captivated by you.”
 
   I reach up, slithering my fingers between the separations in his dress shirt and tear it open. The buttons explode across the room, making noises as they hit glass and wood. Hunt appears stunned by my aggressive manner, or perhaps my ability to do it at all. I lunge at his belt and pants, but he stops me.
 
   “I got this part.”
 
   He makes rapid work of his pants, and a second later he’s gloriously exposed. He backs away from the bed, grinning a carnal grin, and I stand on the mattress.
 
   “Come here, gorgeous,” he purrs with come-hither eyes, sexually crooking his finger.
 
   I leap into his arms and enfold myself around him. His arms cling to my lower back and rear as we go at each other, wildly kissing, licking, and nibbling. He strides us into the bathroom and sits me on the counter, ravenously attacking my neck. I thrust my hands into his silky strands and tug when he nibbles the nook of my neck. He breaks from me, mouth slack, panting with a desperate lust in his burning eyes, and I return his wanton gaze.
 
   He takes a step back, assessing me in my exposed state. My legs are spread open wide, revealing myself and the tiny scars that lightly adorn my thighs. He extends out a hand and traces his fingers over the tiny defects that reveal a part of my damaged past I wish to forget. They are little reminders I will always carry with me, and though they may fade over time, along with the inner scars, they’ve changed me forever. 
 
   I watch him examine them with pained interest, studying each one carefully with his fingertips. The act is tender and arousing as he creeps ever closer to my exposed apex. He glimpses up at me with sorrowful eyes, and I melt at his unique attachment to my own pain. It’s as if he feels it, too.
 
   I take his hand, and he guides me off the counter into his arms. He splays a hand on the back of my head and cradles an arm about the small of my back, embracing me tenderly, holding me to him. I listen to his pounding heart and concentrate on the rise and fall of his chest as he takes in long, steadying breaths. 
 
   Once calmed, he clasps his large hands about my waist and spins me around to face the mirror, wrapping his arms about my torso. I glimpse at my reflection but quickly look away, focusing on his lovely, lustful face. 
 
   “I want you to look at yourself, not me.”
 
   I give him a look of confusion, and he pinches my chin with his long, nimble fingers, gently coaxing my face forward. 
 
   “Look at yourself.”
 
   My eyes reluctantly move back onto my face but shut instantly as I’m overcome with embarrassment.
 
   “Open your pretty eyes for me, gorgeous.” I crack one open, and he’s gently smiling down at me. “I want to show you how beautiful you are. Let me show you what I see.”
 
   I spring the other open and fix them on my face, but it’s hard not to look away. I fight the urge and keep them aimed at my mug. “Ok, Damian, show me.”
 
   He caresses my cheek with the back of his hand and runs it down the opening of my robe. “I love your peaches and cream skin with the little beauty marks sporadically hidden about its curves and contours. I can’t keep my hands off it. It’s so soft and smooth.”
 
   He shoves his hands into my hair, combing his fingers through it and twirling the ends. “I love your long, wavy, honey blonde hair, the way it cascades around your full breasts. It smells of coconut and you.”
 
   He buries his face in my hair and breathes in deep, moaning.
 
   “I love your enormous, luminous sapphire eyes. They radiate your inner beauty and reveal your stunning, broken soul. My whole world fits within those eyes.”
 
   He roughly brushes his thumb across my full bottom lip. “I love your plump, kissable lips and the way they feel against mine. I want to ravage and claim them as my own.”
 
   My breathing hitches as he slides his fingers under the silk robe and strips me down, allowing him a complete view. He takes my hands and glides them across my tummy, breasts, and collar. He guides them down the curve of my waist, kneading and groping at my hips and thighs. 
 
   “I love your voluptuous, responsive body. I want to lick and explore every curve and peak. I want to worship it endlessly, discipline it vigorously, and fuck it passionately. Do you see what I see, angel? Do you see how desirable you are? Do you see how much I want and need you?”
 
   I shut my eyes and roll my head back onto his chest, moaning out a resounding yes. He spins me around, taking my mouth with a forceful passion that steals my breath away, pilfering every bit of air or sense I possess. I’m drunk with his love and need for me. 
 
   He plants his hands on my ass and lifts me up into him. I enfold my legs about his waist without hesitation and fling my arms about his neck, pulling him further onto my wanting mouth. Our bare bodies bind together into a single outline. 
 
   The head of his penis presses and rubs along my wet pleat. A little lift, an adjustment, and he’s plunging into my taut entrance. I’m pleased he doesn’t wait. I’ve had enough foreplay for one evening. His bulky cock stretches and fills me to the root as he strides us out of the bathroom and over to the wall near the bed, shifting in me with each rough step. He slams my back against the cool surface of the semi-smooth stucco wall.
 
   “Hold onto my neck and unwrap your legs.” 
 
   I eagerly wrap my arms about his neck and untwine my legs, his adept hands clasping onto my thighs. He commences, surging deep inside with a measured attack. He hungrily focuses on my face with a green gaze that gives away his needs, his wants. He bores into me with a gluttonous, hedonistic fervor, every inch of ecstasy perfectly hitting the sensitive knot of nerves buried deep within me. I break eye contact when my head rolls back from a particularly delicious thrust. He tackles my neck with desirous lips, running his tongue along the contours, tasting my salty flesh. 
 
   “Your flavor and aroma is a mind-altering mix that drives me fucking mad. I could devour you.” 
 
   Prickly waves course down my spine, flourishing in response to his exquisite drives and words. I hold him tighter around his neck and bring myself flush against his glistening torso. My weakening head lies heavy on his shoulder while he continues the forceful pounding, his strong hands clinging frenziedly to my trembling thighs.
 
   He hauls us away from the wall, gripping and fucking me furiously.
 
   “Let go and lie back until your hanging upside down,” he orders. 
 
   I don’t hesitate, complying quickly I release my grasp around his neck and allow myself to fall back. I hang there, my long golden hair sweeping the floor. He continues his assault on my coveting core, pounding into me relentlessly. My body swings and jolts with every agonizingly perfect thrust. I let my arms fall and my fingertips graze the hardwood floor, nails lightly scrapping.
 
   My back arches and twists. My body clenches and quakes as the scrumptious tension seizes and builds inside me. Until one last euphoric hammer sends me careening over the brink, and I cum screaming out his name over and over, convulsing around him. He quietly follows suit, spilling himself into me. The familiar warmth pacifies my fiercely shaking, dangling body, and I let out an extended, relaxing breath.
 
   The last thing I remember, he’s laying me on the bed, cleaning me off, and tucking us in. He wraps his arms about my nude, weak form, culling me into him, spooning me. I let sleep come and take me into the comforting darkness.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Back to Reality
 
    
 
   I wake abruptly to a gloomy Seattle morning and search the room to discover why I might be startled out of a deep slumber, but there’s nothing. Just a peculiar feeling in the pit of my stomach, and I can’t figure out why. 
 
   “Good morning, beautiful.” 
 
   Damian’s standing next to the closet, fully dressed and ready for his meeting. He’s wearing a navy blue suit with a white shirt and silver tie.
 
   “You look very authoritative, remarkably sexy.”
 
   “Yes, well, sexy is what I was going for.” I giggle. “Thank you. Speaking of sexy, you look incredible wrapped in those sheets. I wish I could come back to bed.”
 
   I smile and blush. “How long before you leave?”
 
   He peeks at his watch. “I should be leaving now actually.”
 
   He strides over to me and awards me a long kiss goodbye. He walks out apace, and I’m alone without him for the first time in two days. I get up, take a reviving shower, and brush my teeth and tangled strands. 
 
   Once I’m clothed in jeans and a long-sleeved, gray V-neck, I head downstairs to scrounge up grub. I’m almost at the bottom of the stairs when I hear keys in the front door lock. I rush to greet Hunt, but instead…
 
   “Damian, are you home, dar-ling.” Her endearment wrenches when she spots me, bewildered, at the foot of the stairs. Olivia stands stunned in the doorway, dressed in black to match her soul. “What the hell are you doing here?” she snarls.
 
   I remain calm, but my words bite. “I should ask you the same. I don’t remember Hunt inviting you.”
 
   She huffs and crosses her arms. “How dare you speak to me with a tone, filthy whore. I’ve more right to be here than you.”
 
   “Being I was invited and you weren’t, I don’t see how that’s possible.” I give her a rude, crooked smirk. “Besides, I would rather be a whore than a child rapist such as yourself.”
 
   I glare with my hands planted on my hips. 
 
   “He enjoyed every moment of it. He begged for it…You truly believe you mean anything to him? He’ll tire of you like all the rest. You can’t possibly think you’re good enough for him.”
 
   The unwelcome visions of the horrific acts this she-demon performed on my poor Damian causes the rage boiling inside me to take over until all I see is red. I could kill her for what she’s done to him. The pain and suffering she inflicted. The undeniable damage she caused him by taking advantage of his innocence.
 
   “I’m none of your concern and neither is our relationship,” I snarl.
 
   She laughs cruelly. “What relationship? You think because he said a few appealing things and brought you on a trip, you’re in a relationship? You’re pathetic. More so than any of the other girls.” 
 
   “I don’t need to justify myself to you. You’re jealous because you can’t possess him how I can. You cradle robbing succubus.” I smile snidely at her, and I see the frustration forming on her bright red face.
 
   “Jealous? Of you? Oh, you poor, ignorant little girl. If you believe for one moment that I could ever be envious of a submissive, you’re sadly mistaken. You’ll be gone soon, and I’ll take my rightful place by his side.”
 
   “Wow, you’re fucking delusional! You’re his sister, psycho. How are you going to be with him? He doesn’t want you. I thought he made it perfectly clear last night when he ripped you a new asshole.” 
 
   I’m furious. I didn’t sign up for this. I turn and shoot back upstairs to the bedroom. I shove my black converse on and hastily collect my things. When I come back down, she’s still standing in the doorway.
 
   “Finally realize you are nothing.” 
 
   “Nope. I don’t want to be near you. Inform Damian I said this was not a part of the package and I’m going home.”
 
   That said, I strut past her and out the door, calling a taxi while I march along the extensive, tree-lined driveway. The cab doesn’t take long, and I head to the airport.
 
    
 
   I manage to snag a seat on the next flight, but we’re delayed on the tarmac for over an hour, allowing me an opportunity to realize my decision to leave was irrational. Nonetheless,I refuse to be there with that devil woman. I’m pissed she’s at our place, and he hadn’t told her to stay the hell away. Anyway, it’s too late now.
 
   After an anxious hour, we finally take off, and I relax back into the leather chair, awaiting the moment I’m at home in my bed. I’m just glad to be away from that awful woman and the drama that ensues in her wake.
 
    
 
   We land before noon to a clear San Fran day. I grab another cab home and lug my bag up to my apartment. I’m looking forward to time alone to think and recoup from the extended weekend with Mr. Complicated.
 
   I open the door and hear my sister’s cheerful voice coming from the living room.
 
   “Maya?”
 
   I walk in to discover her sitting on the couch with Damian! I drop my bags on the floor.
 
   “Ellie, I missed you.” Maya leaps up and runs into my arms.
 
   “I missed you, too.” I hold her as I stare at Hunt, perplexed and a bit frustrated. “I thought you weren’t arriving for another few days”
 
   “I wanted to surprise you.”
 
   “I’m definitely surprised.” We break away, and I focus my attention onto Hunt. “What are you…How are you here?”
 
   “How am I here? I own a private jet or have you forgotten along with your manners.” He has a sobering expression on his face. “I flew back to find you. You left without a word, and I’m not allowing you to leave me without an explanation.” He pauses, cocking his brow in a speculative manner. “What took you?”
 
   “Flight delay. I left to escape your horrendous sister. Or did she not tell you of our lovely conversation?”
 
   “No. I called before the meeting, and she picked up. I cancelled my appointment and rushed back to the house to find out where you were. She told me you said this wasn’t part of the package.” He lets out a long sigh and rubs the back of his neck. “I wasn’t expecting her. In fact, I’m livid she showed up. I’m sorry for the appalling comments she surely made. I assure you with utter certainty, whatever she says is usually full of shit.”
 
   Maya’s next to me, holding my hand, with a look of confusion and shock on her face. “Should he not be here, Ellie? He had a key, so I thought it was ok.” 
 
   “He what? You have a key?”
 
   Maya has an oh-shit look. “I better leave you two. I’ll be in the shower if you need me.” Before I answer she disappears.
 
   “Well? Answer me.” I glare at him tightlipped.
 
   “You already know the answer. Why ask?”
 
   I stomp my foot on the worn wood floor. “How did you get it?”
 
   “I made a copy while you were staying at my place,” he responds casually, as if his behavior is normal.
 
   “Damn it, Damian. You can’t do that. It’s an invasion of privacy.”
 
   “I didn’t think you would mind.”
 
   “That’s not the point. I’m supposed to tell you it’s ok first!”
 
   “I’m sorry. I’ll give it back.” He reaches for his keys on the coffee table.
 
   “No, keep it. I was going to give you a copy anyway.”
 
   He shoots me a soft, lopsided grin and leans back into his seat.
 
   “Now that the issue’s settled.” Damian’s calm demeanor shifts, and Hunt is sitting before me, furious. “Why the hell did you leave me so abruptly? I was worried sick about you. I thought you quit me, forsook us. You promised you wouldn’t.” 
 
   The anguish and fury in his voice is heart-wrenching.
 
   “I didn’t quit you. I didn’t want to be near her, and I knew she wasn’t going to leave. It wasn’t my aim to worry you.”
 
   “What? You thought I would be ecstatic at your impulsive, unexpected departure? Why didn’t you call me or Banks? We would’ve handled her. You didn’t need to flee back home.” He shuts his eyes and inhales deeply.
 
   I realize I let her get under my skin and acted without thinking of Hunt’s feelings.
 
   “You’re right. It was thoughtless of me not to call you, but my hatred for her is overwhelming. I couldn’t think through the seething rage.”
 
   “I understand completely. I saw red when I found Olivia there. I thought she lied, and I came looking for you. When I saw your clothes were gone I knew you returned back here. I left her there, and you know the rest.” 
 
   He rubs the back of his neck and cracks it. “I can’t keep her from my life, but I forbid her to contact or speak to you. I’ll inform her at the party. The less I have to communicate with her the better.”
 
   “I don’t want her around you, either. It’s not my place, but she’s no good for you, Damian. She is fucking poison.”
 
   “Unfortunately, I can’t keep her away permanently. However, I will inform her to back off. We’ll only socialize during family events. I won’t have you thinking you’ve no right to tell me what you want. Your place is beside me and your comfort there is crucial.”
 
   I’m stunned. “Really? You’ll actually do this for me?”
 
   “Are you kidding? I would do anything for you. I would die for you, kill for you.”
 
   I run to him and fall into his lap. He cradles me in his arms. “Oh, Damian, I’m sorry I left you without a word. It was selfish of me.”
 
   “I’m just glad you’re alright. I apprehend your urgency to leave, and I realize it wasn’t something I’d done. I’m relieved we’re good.”
 
   “Better than. I love you with everything I have, and you love me equally. I’m on cloud nine.”
 
   “You’re so unbelievably fucking gorgeous.” He kisses me hard. His hand grips the back of my head and mashes me to him. We part and hold each other for a while silently, with my head snuggled into his chest. 
 
   “So I’m guessing you two kissed and made up.” Maya’s voice breaks the blissful quiet from the entrance of the hallway.
 
   “Yes, everything’s fine,” I reply with a coy smile. “I should introduce you two.” I try to rise, but his grip around my waist isn’t having that. “Maya, this is Damian Hunt. My old man. Damian, this is my little sister Maya. Didn’t you introduce yourselves before I got here?”
 
   “No, only first names, but no titles,” Hunt answers.
 
   “Old man, huh? When did this occur?” Maya asks with a stupid grin.
 
   “It’s still new,” I respond.
 
   “Does Dad know you’re screwing his business partner?”
 
   “Jesus, Maya!” I scold. “You knew who he was?”
 
   “Yeah, I heard about him through dinner conversations, but we’ve never met. It’s nice to finally put a face to the notorious name. And quite a face it is.” She flexes her brows and winks at me.
 
   “How is it everyone knew of him except me?”
 
   “I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t speak of me as if I wasn’t present.”
 
   “Sorry,” Maya and I apologize in unison, which must be weird for him considering how similar we look to one another. We are the same coloring, shape, and height. Only our noses and lips are different. Hers are sharper and slender, mine rounded and fuller.
 
   “Apology accepted,” he laughs out. 
 
   We smile at each other and giggle along with his infectious chuckle.
 
   “What are the plans for the day?” Maya inquires.
 
   Hunt and I glance at each other when we realize we wouldn’t be spending the day together. 
 
   “I have business I should attend to. I will leave you both to your own devices.” He begins to shift me off his comforting lap.
 
   “Wait. Maya, would you give us a few moments?”
 
   “Not a prob.” She walks out, scrutiny crinkling her face. When she’s out of sight I fling myself at him, wrapping him tightly around the neck, which causes him to tense slightly.
 
   “We could’ve been alone one more day, but I screwed it up.” 
 
   He runs his nimble fingers through my hair. “It’s alright. I’ll be back this evening and stay the night. I want to take you on your first day of work.”
 
   “Good. I can’t spend tonight without you. Be back by six. We can make dinner and watch a movie.”
 
   He cups my face in his big hands and softly kisses my temple.
 
   “Sounds heavenly. Now, go have fun with your sister. Be safe, please.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   I get up, and he follows me to the door. He turns back to me as he exits and says, “I love you, Gabrielle. You’ll be on my mind every second were apart.”
 
   I smile and jump into his waiting arms to give him a longing kiss, wishing we were under the sheets instead of saying goodbye.
 
   “You’ll never leave mine. I love you, Damian.”
 
   One last desperate kiss and he’s gone, leaving my heart to ache as if no longer whole. 
 
   How will I ever make it without him if it feels like this? I want to be back in our own little world, where nothing exists outside of us and the love we share. I realize my hand is over my heart and I’m leaning against the door. I have to get a grip on myself. This is healthy and what I’ve been bitching about the last few days.
 
   I get myself together and go locate Maya.
 
   “Maya?”
 
   “In here!” she calls from my bedroom. She is sitting at my vanity, fixing her hair. The upbeat melody of Feist’s ‘I Feel It All’ blares from my iPod speakers. 
 
   “What do you want to do today?” I ask, fake grin securely in place.
 
   “Before we figure it out, can we talk about your new beau?” She shoots me a pleading stare. The same puppy eyes I give Hunt peer back at me from the mirror.
 
   “Sure. What do you want to talk about?”
 
   “How long? How did it happen? What’s it like? You know. The usual.” She spins around, snatches my hand and tows me to my bed for some much-missed sister talk.
 
   “I met him two and a half weeks ago at a bar he owns. The following Monday he bought the magazine I work for and we began our mindboggling affair. We made it official this past Saturday at Mom’s charity gala for his benefit.”
 
   “You’re holding things back. What aren’t you telling me?”
 
   Oh Jesus, does she miss nothing?
 
   “We’ve had a rocky start. We were on, we were off, and he was offering me a relationship I didn’t want. After he behaved crudely one night, I kicked him out and didn’t see him for a few days. At the party he told me he wanted to give me more, and we just spent the most incredible weekend together.”
 
   “You’re still not telling me something, but that’s your business. How do you feel about him? What does he feel for you? I only ask because you guys seem engrossed. I’ve never seen you look at anyone with the intensity you give him.”
 
   “We love one another.”
 
   “That’s what I figured. How does Chase feel about it?”
 
   I give her a bewildered look. “What does it matter? How do you know I told him?”
 
   She snorts. “Oh, come on! Are you totally clueless? One, Chase is your best friend. You tell him everything. Two, it matters because the boy is head over heels for you. I’m surprised he hasn’t told you yet.”
 
   “Why does everyone keep telling me that? Why can’t a guy genuinely care for a female without fucking being involved?”
 
   “It’s true in this case, he does care for you, and you aren’t throwing him a bone. Poor delicious boy.”
 
   “You like him, don’t you?! I knew it!” I giggle.
 
   “Yes, I do. But I’m not going to attempt to involve myself with a man devoted to my sister.”
 
   “Enough, I don’t want to talk about it anymore. On the other hand, you and Chase could be a fun topic.”
 
   “I think we covered the bases.”
 
   “So, what happened with Hunt before I arrived?”
 
   “I got here, settled in, and went into the kitchen to make lunch. He walked in while I was preparing it. He was surprised to find me here. After exchanging names, we talked for a short bit, but it was mostly him sitting quietly, patiently waiting for your arrival.”
 
   “Why didn’t you ask how he knew me?”
 
   “He had a key, which probably meant he knew you on a personal level, and it was Daddy’s business partner. I didn’t want to go into that with him.”
 
   “You knew who he was when I introduced you? You said it was nice to put a face to the name. In a really embarrassing way, thank you.”
 
   “I wasn’t going to announce I Googled him. It would’ve been fucking awkward.” She gives me a scrutinizing gaze. “Seriously, Gabrielle, you’re screwing Dad’s business partner and your boss?”
 
   “Butt out.” I shove her, and she giggles, pushing me back. “What do you want to do?”
 
   “I still haven’t eaten lunch. Want to go out for a bite?”
 
   The only thing I want to bite is Hunt’s golden, toned flesh.
 
   “I’m down.”
 
    
 
   Hunt delivered the Ferrari to my building, so we take her out for a spin. We eat at a hip new restaurant in the Mission District. The name escapes me. I think it’s called Eat, or Chair, or some typical name for a modern establishment such as this. I would’ve preferred a place a bit quainter, but Maya is like my mom, always on top of the latest trends and fashion. 
 
   We talk over our chicken Caesar salads and ice tea, mostly of her trip to Europe. She goes on about the beauty of the architecture and men who were more than willing to give her intimate tours of their cities and countryside. She talks of one guy more than any other, obviously he imprinted on her. 
 
   The lunch is relaxing and enjoyable, but Hunt doesn’t leave my thoughts, which makes getting threw the colloquy difficult. After we finish, we head over to Ghirardelli for a sweet, tasty treat. Our father brought us here almost every weekend. We loved it because you felt as if you’re walking into the past, but it’s changed a bit since then. The ice cream and candy is the best in the city. We’re enjoying our ice cream, when Maya exclaims, “We should go shopping!”
 
   I groan. “Didn’t you do enough shopping? You won’t find anything here that you didn’t see there.”
 
   “Why do you hate shopping?”
 
   “I’m not a lingerer like you. I get what I want, and I’m out. Besides, I don’t need anything. Hunt purchased me enough clothes to last me a lifetime.”
 
   “Did he? I’m going to take a shot in the dark…he gave you the car as well.”
 
   “Yeah, but this is my favorite. I love it.” I hold out my hand and show off the ring. She snatches my hand and whistles.
 
   “Nice. A belt though?”
 
   “It’s an inside joke.”
 
   “It’s spectacular. He must be obsessed with you to bestow so much, so quickly. He’s showing you he can provide you with a comfortable marriage.”
 
   “Why do I keep hearing the word marriage? I talk about it all the time lately.”
 
   “Is Mom pestering you?”
 
   “No, but she’s absolutely crazy about Hunt. No, he’s been bringing it up.”
 
   “What?! He’s proposing marriage already? You must’ve done serious damage to this guy.”
 
   “He wants me to move in. I’m supposed to give him an answer at the end of the week. Is this crazy? Are we moving too rapidly?”
 
   “Yes and no. When you know, you know. Who cares where in the timeline of a relationship you are when you fall. Does it feel right being with him?”
 
   “Yes, from the moment we met it felt meant to be. But I don’t know basic things about him, and I’m considering taking a major plunge with him.”
 
   “Ok, let me ask you a question. If no one else existed, if no one’s opinion of you mattered, what would your answer be? Would you marry him, even if it’s fast?”
 
   I lick my cookie dough ice cream and take a moment to think. “Yes, to both.” I bite at the corner of my mouth.
 
   “Then you know your answer. Don’t stress. I’m a firm believer in knowing when it’s right and going for it.”
 
   “Thanks. I appreciate the help.”
 
   I receive a text, and when I check, I see it’s from Damian. Even his texts are consuming and dominating, demanding attention.
 
    
 
    
 
   From: Hunt
 
   To: Elle
 
    
 
   I CAN’T GET YOU OUT OF MY MIND. 
 
   I MUST KNOW WHAT YOU’RE DOING,
 
   THINKING.
 
    
 
   Received:
 
   Tues Jan 29, 2014 2:25 PM
 
    
 
    
 
   From: Elle
 
   To: Hunt
 
    
 
   YOU’RE NOT ALONE IN YOUR MENTAL
 
   STRUGGLE. I’M CURRENTLY TALKING
 
   ABOUT YOU WHILE LICKING ICE CREAM,
 
   AND THINKING OF YOU.
 
    
 
   Sent:
 
   Tues Jan 29, 2014 2:26 PM
 
    
 
    
 
   From: Hunt
 
   To: Elle
 
    
 
   THINKING OF ME WHILE YOU LICK ICE 
 
   CREAM? GREAT, IT’S GOING TO BE
 
   IMPOSSIBLE TO FUNCTION. WHAT
 
   FLAVOR?
 
    
 
   Received:
 
   Tues Jan 29, 2014 2:28 PM
 
    
 
    
 
   From: Elle
 
   To: Hunt
 
    
 
   COOKIE DOUGH, BUT I PREFER DAMIAN 
 
   FLAVORED. THAT’S AN OPULENT TREAT.
 
    
 
   Sent:
 
   Tues Jan 29, 2014 2:29 PM
 
    
 
    
 
   From: Hunt
 
   To: Elle
 
    
 
   DAMN WOMAN. IT’S A GOOD THING I’D
 
   DIE FOR YOU CAUSE YOUR GOING TO
 
   BE THE DEATH OF ME. I’M COUNTING
 
   THE MINUTES.
 
    
 
   Received:
 
   Tues Jan 29, 2014 2:32 PM
 
    
 
    
 
   From: Elle
 
   To: Hunt
 
    
 
   GOOD. I’LL KEEP AN EYE ON THE 
 
   SECONDS. LOVE YOU, SLICK.
 
    
 
   Sent:
 
   Tues Jan 29, 2014 2:32 PM
 
    
 
    
 
   From: Hunt
 
   To: Elle
 
    
 
   LOVE YOU, GORGEOUS.
 
   P.S. CHECK WALLET.
 
    
 
   Received:
 
   Tues Jan 29, 2014 2:33 PM
 
    
 
   I open my wallet and there, with a small piece of paper wrapped around it, the card key to his home. I unfold the piece of paper and there’s a note in Hunt’s handwriting. I smile to myself, and my heart flutters.
 
    
 
   This opens the door to my home, but you open the
 
   door to my soul’s darkest desires and brightest 
 
   aspirations.
 
    
 
   Forever yours,
 
   Hunt
 
    
 
   I softly whimper, clenching the note in my hand.
 
    
 
   We end up shopping at a few cute boutiques. Maya’s the only one to buy anything. Afterward, we go to the market to pick up a few groceries for dinner. She’s not as enthusiastic about it but helps me find what I need. By the time we finish, it’s a quarter to six, but we’re only a few blocks from the apartment.
 
   We get back, and I start prepping vegetables and seasoning the steak while Maya pours us wine. She turns on my iPod in the living room and chooses Joan Jett’s ‘Bad Reputation’. I bump and sway as I prepare food and drink my glass of delish red wine. Maya shakes and shimmies her way back to the kitchen. We can’t help ourselves and start to move and dance around the island, using spoons as a faux mic, singing at the top of our lungs. We laugh and sing off key to the catchy tune while gyrating and shaking our asses off. We’re startled out of our groove by Hunt’s amused laughing. 
 
   “Honey, I’m home,” he says with a wicked tone.
 
   We laugh along, and I return to getting dinner ready, still jamming out to the music. He places his infamous black duffle bag by the front door, which I eye curiously as he struts over to me. He’s wearing a black cashmere, V-neck sweater and worn-out jeans with black chucks. The song changes to ‘I Want Your Sex’ by George Michaels. Hunt and I glance at one another, smiling sensually.
 
   “Hello, dear, how was your day?” I ask playfully. Maya skips off to the guest room, leaving us alone for a proper hello.
 
   “I missed you terribly. Other than that it was dull.”
 
   “I missed you. You look nice.”
 
   He tosses me a devilish grin. “Nice? Is that all I get?”
 
   “You look smokin’ hot.”
 
   He yanks me into him and plants a rough kiss on my waiting lips as if he hasn’t seen me in weeks. 
 
   “You look damn hot yourself.”
 
   He goes at my neck, and I giggle when his stubble tickles me.
 
   “Oh, gross. Get a room! Seriously, there are plenty to choose from, all with doors and locks,” Maya teases.
 
   “Why don’t you pour, Damian, a glass of wine?”
 
   “As you wish, Master,” Maya responds sarcastically.
 
   I stiffen, and Hunt whispers into my ear, “I would love to hear you say those words while we play.” He gently licks my ear lobe, and my eyes close, immobilized by his prowess.
 
   Maya pours wine into a free glass on the counter and hands it to him, which he takes graciously. He hesitates before taking a slight sip, letting it sit on his tongue before swallowing it happily. He almost appears surprised by my taste in wine.
 
   “You like?” I question with a pleased smirk.
 
   “I love. It’s exceptional. What is it?”
 
   “The wine’s called La Luna Bella. It’s from our vineyard in Napa. You seem surprised by our palates, Mr. Hunt.” Maya giggles at my remark but stifles it with her hand.
 
   “I’m constantly in awe of you, Miss Hyde,” He admits in a low tone as if we’re alone, and my sister’s large, scrutinizing eyes aren’t watching us.
 
   “Please behave yourself, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   Maya chuckles again, oblivious to our private joke.
 
   “I’m always on my utmost behavior, Miss Hyde.” I roll my eyes and grin. “What’s for dinner?” he asks, curiously scanning the ingredients.
 
   “Steak with sautéed mushrooms, bell peppers, onions, and roasted golden potatoes.”
 
   “Mmmm…mouthwatering. I can’t wait to taste.”
 
   “Behave,” I teasingly reprimand. “Why don’t you put on another song and relax with the wine, while I get this prepared.”
 
   He kisses me on the temple, lingering a bit. He struts into the living room and gives my iPod the once-over. I bring my attention back to Maya who’s poking at the steak and sipping on the wine.
 
   “Do you want to help?”
 
   Her face says no-way. “I’m a klutz in the kitchen, unlike you, Ellie.”
 
   I shake my head at her. “Fine, then make yourself handy and entertain our guest.”
 
   ‘A Sunday Kind of Love’ by Etta James sensually comes over the speakers, setting a lazy, stay in bed kind of ambiance.
 
   I wonder if he wants our present company not so present. 
 
   I glance at him after I slide the steaks into the broiler. He’s sitting on the couch, gazing at me in a way that melts my heart like candlewax near a flame. Maya has always been fairly talkative, but since her trip, she’s been downright loquacious, causing my ears to actually ache. Poor Hunt’s ears must be ready to bleed as she goes on about her trip and all the fabulous men. 
 
   I throw the veggies into a skillet with butter and cook it over a low flame. I join my guests on the couch, sitting contently nuzzled in my nook at Hunt’s side, sipping on the delicious wine and listening to her adventures. Hunt physically relaxes and listens patiently to her outlandish tales, tenderly stroking my arm.
 
   I get up occasionally to check on dinner, which is finally ready. Hunt joins me in the kitchen and sets the plates and silverware around the island while I call Maya and set out the food. Damian sits at the head of the table with Maya and me on either side of him.
 
    
 
   The night is going remarkably well, and Hunt’s getting along with my sister famously. We’re having a pleasant conversation over our scrumptious dinner and fragrant wine, which depletes quickly as the evening goes on. Then Maya starts her interrogation of Hunt.
 
   “What do you do for fun?”
 
   He gawks at her for a moment. I can tell he’s thinking about our bedroom sessions because he flushes slightly.
 
   “I enjoy many hobbies and interests.”
 
   “Wow. By far, worst interview answer I’ve heard. You didn’t even try.”
 
   “I play different instruments, enjoy photography, and collect fine things. I also own a number of toys I enjoy playing with.”
 
   “What type of toys?”
 
   “Expensive,” he replies dryly. He takes my hand, rubbing my knuckle with his thumb. “Priceless, even,” he whispers.
 
   “What’s your favorite color?”
 
   He stares at her, confused, then replies, “Black, white, gray, green, blue.”
 
   He’s about to take a bite of steak.
 
   “Do you enjoy sports?”
 
   He pauses, mouth open with the steak half an inch from its intended location.
 
    “Yes, but I don’t follow much.”
 
    “What…”
 
    “Maya, what are you doing?” I mutter with annoyance.
 
    “You said you couldn’t tell him yes until you knew basic things about him.”
 
   Hunt’s eyes find mine, and he appears…elated.
 
   “I can ask him myself. Thank you.”
 
   “Ok, alright,” she yawns out, “I was only trying to help. I think I’m going to skip the movie and hit the hay. I’m beat. Damn jetlag.” She lets out another loud yawn. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Damian”
 
   “The pleasure’s all mine. Goodnight.”
 
   “Love ya, Ellie. Goodnight.”
 
   “I love you, too. Goodnight, sweet dreams.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Fit to be Tied
 
    
 
   We watch her leave the room attentively, listening to the creaks of hardwood floor as she heads to the end of the hall. Once we hear her bedroom door shut and lock, we fly at each other, assaulting with our lips and hands. He grazes my mouth with his and mutters, “I missed you, doll. I was going fucking crazy without you, and then those texts sent me over the edge.”
 
   I nip at his bottom lip. “They were supposed to.”
 
   He lets out a low growl and licks his lips, beaming at me from burning eyes.
 
   “You’re a naughty girl. You require a spanking and a thorough pounding for your disobedient behavior.” He bites down on my lower lip, causing me to melt in his arms. “Before I fuck you senseless, we should discuss what your sister said.”
 
   “What about it?” I ask, dazed. His glare lets me know he’s serious. “I want to get to know you before I give you my answer.”
 
   “She used a very specific answer for your response.”
 
   “I thought you weren’t going to push it.”
 
   I push away.
 
   “I wasn’t until I heard her drunken confession. I couldn’t help my urge. I don’t mind answering questions, you need only ask.”
 
   “Right now?” I’m buzzed and confused by the change in direction. “I thought we were heading toward the bedroom.”
 
   “We’ll retire in a moment. Do you have any questions?”
 
   “What college did you attend?”
 
   “Stanford.”
 
   My eyes burst open. “Stanford?”
 
   “You don’t have to look shocked.”
 
   “I’ve heard it’s a good school.”
 
   He laughs.
 
   “Did you have any girlfriends, besides your Dom?”
 
   “She wasn’t my girlfriend…Yes, one girl after I dropped out of college. Though, I wouldn’t call her a girlfriend. We didn’t share what you and I possess. Anyway, I couldn’t give her what she needed and vice versa. I made the decision to only involve myself with submissives, and you know the rest.”
 
   “Not exactly, but I’m curious to learn more about our lifestyle, women you’ve dominated, the one who dominated you.”
 
   “I’ll tell you another time…Our lifestyle. I like that.”
 
   “Me, too.”
 
   “How many boyfriends have you had?”
 
   “I’ve had four serious boyfriends. Others, I’d rather not say, just as you probably prefer not to tell me the amount of your…lovers. You’re the only one I’ve ever loved on this scale. By comparison, I’m unsure I ever really did before you.”
 
   His face is staid, but his eyes are illuminating.
 
   “I’m the luckiest man because I found you. I always assumed I would never find a woman who accepted me wholly, even parts of me I can’t accept and the secrets I keep hidden.”
 
   “You’ll tell me when the timing’s right. We don’t have to rush things.” I shoot up a brow and pucker my lips. He lets out a mock laugh and quickly returns to a straight face.
 
   “Not funny.”
 
   “I’m not joking. I want to take my time and enjoy you. There’s no finish line. This is it. We need to admire the present. If we race through it we’re going to miss everything.”
 
   He scoops me into his chiseled arms and mashes quivering, tender lips on mine, equally as shaky. His tongue probes my mouth softly, caressing and petting eagerly. He breaks from me, breathing stressed and gaze on fire. 
 
   He holds my face in his hands, staring deep into my eyes. His thumb runs over my lips as he licks his with a shadowy stare, penetrating me. He viciously attacks my mouth with his, and I leap up into his arms. He catches me with both hands planted on my rear while mine cling to his broad, golden shoulders, and my legs enfold about his waist.
 
   We attack each other with the same core melting fervor. He’s taking me over, possessing me to the depths of my darkest self as our lips leisurely stroke and graze one another, entranced by our love. His delectable scent envelops my nose, causing shockwaves to tremble through my mind and body. 
 
   I’m in awe of this bewildering man’s essence, his moves in and out of the bed, his heady scent, his mind, an intricate puzzle waiting to be solved. Damian’s very presence makes me swoon and pine for his worshipping touch.
 
   He walks us across the living room and down the hall to my bedroom. His hips shift between my thighs, his hard cock rubbing and arousing me. I whimper against his lips, and he growls low in the throat, taking me by the back of the head and immersing us further. 
 
   We enter the bedroom, and he shuts the door, allowing our moans to get louder. The skyline’s glow and bright moon bathes the room in a pale blue light. I barely make out Hunt, but I don’t need to see him, his perfect face is etched in my mind.
 
   “You feel so fucking amazing against me,” he murmurs through our rough kisses. Suddenly, he lowers me to the ground and takes a step back, panting. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” I ask, bewildered.
 
   “I want to make tender, passionate love to you, but your misbehavior today can’t go unpunished. You were a naughty girl, and your disobedient conduct must be reprimanded.”
 
   Playtime! 
 
   I jump for joy on the inside and get into the submissive stance without hesitation.
 
   “That’s my girl.” Hunt’s proud words send shivers down my spine. I’ll never tire of hearing those three words. They let me know I please him, and I’m his. 
 
   I keep my eyes plastered to his Converse.
 
   “What are you going to do to me, Mr. Hunt?”
 
   “Do you trust me, Elle? Answer yes or no.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then let me surprise you. You may look at me.” I gaze up fixedly into those hypnotic fields of green, anticipating his next move. “Let’s get you out of these clothes. You’re far too exquisite to cover up your luscious form.” He lifts the hem of my shirt, removing and tossing it aside. “If it were my decision, you would be naked, always.”
 
   He reaches around with one hand and deftly unhooks my bra, tugging the cups down under my breast with the other, heaving them up.
 
   “I would if you’re naked with me, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   He grins down at me.
 
   “It would be my pleasure.” 
 
   He unbuttons my jeans and pulls them down as he kneels before me. He unties and removes my shoes and socks. His fingers entwine with my panties, yanking them down to my knees, and he leans in to breathe my scent.
 
   Sensing my timid aura, he says, “Your aroma is heavenly.” He rises. “Wait here.”
 
   Where am I going to go with my pants and panties binding my trembling body?
 
   I stay as I am and leave them where they are. A moment goes by, and then another, then a few more slither along. The anticipation is agonizing and thrilling, adrenaline coursing through me. The sensation causes my skin to tingle and a hyperactive heart rate.
 
   I hear the creaking of the wood under his solid footsteps coming down the hall, growing louder until he enters with the large, dark duffle bag in hand. He shuts and locks the door behind him, walks over to the black velvet bench at the end of my bed, and sets the bag upon it. He retrieves a few toys, though I’m unable to identify the items due to the lack of light in the room.
 
   “No peeking. That’s cheating and it’s punishable, Hyde.” I shoot my eyes forward and peer into the vanity. My bare, trussed up form makes me uncomfortable, so I stare back at the ground. “Detangle your fingers and finish taking off your pants, then come to me.”
 
   I release my grip, allowing my bra to fall to the floor, kick off my jeans and slide off my panties. I practically skip to his side.
 
   “You’re a zealous little thing, considering I’m going to rigorously tan your hide.” He peers down at me with fire in his hunter green eyes. “You’re like a doe, who not only doesn’t know to be frightened of the wolf but happily invites him to prey upon you.”
 
   He smirks wickedly at me and licks his bottom lip as I remain silent, watching him cautiously.
 
   “Stand at the bench facing the bed, head down, hands behind your back.”
 
   “As you wish, Master,” I repeat Maya’s words and swiftly stand as commanded.
 
   “Aren’t you afraid in the slightest? You may look me in the eye.” His eyebrow is cocked and he has a wicked smirk firmly planted on that stunner he calls a face.
 
   “Why would I be frightened of you? I trust you won’t hurt me…Well, not too much, anyway.”
 
   His face tenses and brow crinkles, but he recovers and places the black bag on the floor. He tosses the toys on the bed and hauls the bench from the wrought iron footboard. 
 
   “I want you to kneel and bend over the bench.”
 
   I do and clasp my trembling fingers onto the opposite edge of the long velvet seat. I hear the clunking noise as his shoes hit the floor across the room. I watch him chuck his sweater carelessly, landing on a side table lamp. He casually swaggers to my iPod speakers and glides his into the cradle. He selects a song and saunters back as the slow, sexual beat of the music teases and entices. AWOLNATION’s ‘Sail’ thumps throughout the room, vibrating around us, through us. It’s a driving rhythm, setting up the game were about to play.  
 
   “I’m going to use a lollipop slapper. Do you know what that is?”
 
   “No,” I whisper and twist around to study the device. There’s a small red circle on the end of a long, thin, black handle. It looks like the cherry lollipop you get at a Doctor’s office. 
 
   “I am going to give you your punishment, and then I’m going to fuck you. Ready, Gabrielle?”
 
   “Yes,” I pant.
 
   The first snap is shocking, the sting concentrated into a small circular area with a pulsating warmth spreading out. I clench my fingers and try to prepare for the next, but I’m not. He thrashes down with immense power, jerking me forward, causing the bench to tilt with me.
 
   He doesn’t stop, switching cheeks with each pop, occasionally hitting the center of my sensitive apex. I like those. I count each bite as they snap on my raw, flaming flesh. I’m on fire, aroused by the force of his jarring lashes. Hunt is ablaze, too, snarling and breathing harshly through gritted teeth with every swing. 
 
   “Don’t…ever…leave…me…again…Under…stand?”
 
   The anguish in his voice is far more excruciating than the pain of his sharp snaps to my stinging flesh.
 
   “I’m sorry!” I yelp. “I won’t do it again!”
 
   Hunt ceases immediately. “Why am I upset with you, Gabrielle?” 
 
   My ass is blazing. I feel the heat radiating from it. “I left without a word and frightened you. I was a bad girl,” I breathlessly mutter.
 
   He’s silent, but I feel him standing there, staring down on me. I don’t dare glimpse at him.
 
   “Yes, you are. I have never been so panicked. It was the longest two hours of my life.”
 
   Suddenly, he’s kneeling and pressed against me. He grabs my ponytail, roughly tipping my head back, and leans over me to gaze into my eyes, whispering, “You’re unbelievably gorgeous with your mouthwatering, polka dot ass ablaze. Oh, Gabrielle, you constantly challenge me. Why do you insist on disobeying?”
 
   “I don’t know why,” I weakly mutter.
 
   He yanks my head back further. “Unacceptable,” he snarls.
 
   “Because it feels good and you want it.”
 
   “Is that right? Why would I want you to defy me?”
 
   The song changes to one of mine. Charli XCX’s ‘How Can I’. The dark, rough beat fills my room and my ears. She sings about bound hands in chains, the suffering she has inflicted on herself, and the undeniable punishment about to ensue. Suddenly, the lyrics take on a whole new meaning.
 
   “It gives you the opportunity to do what you love, punishment and me. It satisfies you to discipline me when I’ve misbehaved.”
 
   “Yes, I love disciplining you. Now, I’m going to fuck you.” He bites at my ear and releases my hair as I moan. “Spread your legs and clasp your hands behind your back.”
 
   Are we playing cops and robbers?
 
   I position myself as I’m told, expecting the bite of cold steel, but instead, it’s fuzzy and only slightly uncomfortable. What I’m not expecting, the leather straps around my ankles or an inability to open and shut my legs.
 
   “It’s a spreader bar. Are you alright?”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt.” 
 
   He doesn’t say another word. He massages a soothing cream and blows cool air onto my raw rump. It relieves the sting and heightens my desire. Hunt’s tongue strikes in the blink of an eye. The precise attack on my pulsating clit propels overwhelming, electric waves everywhere. I let out vociferous moans and aggressively shove myself back onto his tantalizing tongue. He pulls away, causing a dull pain from the waist down.
 
   “Don’t move,” he orders.
 
   He commences again, and the ache is replaced with the mind-altering waves of pleasure. I groan as his lips suckle and his tongue flicks wildly. I writhe on his mouth, but he doesn’t stop this time. Instead, he inserts a long able finger into my gooey caramel center. My mind goes blank, and I allow my body to take over. I need him. I can’t take it any longer.
 
   He licks rapidly and rolls his finger in me to the knuckle. The current I know well rises, builds, surges forward, pushing me over the edge, and I growl out his name as my hands clench tight, and my toes curl. The restraints strain against my wrists and ankles while my arms and legs spasm with pleasure, and I let out a deafening moan, going limp across the bench. 
 
   He comes near again, pressing his muscular thighs into mine, and scoops his arms around my weak torso. He lifts me to him, towing his hips back and plowing himself into me, ruthlessly driving me onto him. His fingers clasp to my waist and shoulder, smashing his solid, wide chest against the soft flesh of my back. My head rolls back against him as I allow the pleasure to take me, push me closer to careening over the edge of the sweet abyss. 
 
   Our pace is hurried, frantic. The sound of skin slapping and breathy moans advances us. Our bodies glisten with a mist of sweat, and quake until one last deep thrust causes us to come savagely together. Hunt’s calming, liquid orgasm quietly spills far inside me, his grip cradling me closer as tremors take over my moaning, limp form. The tenderness is comforting, and I relax in his arms, spent and ridiculously satisfied.
 
    
 
   I can’t remember him releasing me or taking me to the bed to snuggle with him. When I come to, he’s spooning me with an arm and leg draped over me, his breathing is even and steady. I peer at the clock, it’s only nine p.m., and I’m wide-awake. Damian stirs, bringing me closer into him and burrows his face in my hair.
 
   “You smell like coconut.” We play footsy under the sheets, and he kisses my ear.
 
   “You feel wonderful against me,” I purr.
 
   “I couldn’t agree more. You were incredible as always. I hope I didn’t hurt you. I got a bit carried away.”
 
   His breath hits my ear, causing my back to arc and sore ass to grind into his heavy length. The sensation is both arousing and agonizing, and I lightly whimper into my pillow.
 
   “I’m definitely going to feel achy the next few days. At least when I sit or walk or think of moving. But I like feeling you after the act. I wouldn’t mind if you lost control…”
 
   “You don’t understand what you’re saying. I could seriously hurt you. I’m capable of it. I have to control myself with you.”
 
   I turn to face him.
 
   “Everyone is capable of hurting someone one way or another. What is it you’re fighting to control? Besides me.” I smirk.
 
   “My obsession with you, urges to dominate and fuck you senseless. I’ve never felt the irresistible desire to bring anyone into total submission, except you. After you told me your story, I was ashamed of my wants…I’m petrified to show you who I really am.”
 
   I can comprehend his fear, but I know he would never harm me the way Nicholas had. 
 
   “Is he the reason you haven’t ‘unleashed’ yourself on me? You shouldn’t be embarrassed of your urges. I don’t know why you fight it. I wouldn’t try to stop you.”
 
   His eyes are wide, a confused/shocked expression on his lovely face, then he sighs. “I haven’t unleashed myself on you because I can’t degrade you like the others. You deserve more. The story made me realize I was a monster for yearning it.”
 
   “You’re not a monster. Murderers, rapists, and abusers are monsters. You just like to play rough.” I sigh. “How would you degrade me?”
 
   “For example, when I said I want you naked all the time, I meant it. If I had complete say, I would expect you to obey my rules whether in the privacy of our home or in public. I would dominate you fully, Gabrielle.”
 
   There’s a part of me intrigued by the idea of him controlling me, but I know I could never give up the right to make my own choices. I could never give into him that way.
 
   “I wouldn’t want you to possess so much power over my life, but we could have naked Saturdays, and we can spend the day in our birthday suits. Maybe even a weeknight or two.” I smile at him.
 
   “I’d like that.”
 
   “Tell me what you had the subs perform.”
 
   He’s quiet for a few moments and then finally speaks in a low voice, “They were naked at all times in the apartment. They had no say in what I choose to do to them, but with guidelines discussed previously, there was a mutual understanding. Many choose to relinquish absolute control to me.”
 
   “What types of…acts would they request of you?”
 
   “One slave enjoyed being on all fours in a collar and leash while I whipped her, one who liked me to choke her during sex, another who asked to be debased. I’ve done far worse, but I would really rather not go there. I don’t like discussing them with you.”
 
   I’m jealous of his girls, but I’m curious, too, and I want to know who he was before me. I realize he’s different with everyone else, but I want to uncover how obscure he can be. I’m not going to nag him about it. I’ll wait until he’s ready to open up like a flower in spring. 
 
   “Ok. How about me? What would you do if you could dominate me?”
 
   “If I had control of you but not myself, I’d whip your ass violently. You wouldn’t be able to sit for a week. I would fuck you viciously, you wouldn’t move without remembering I was there and you belong to me.” 
 
   He slips his hand below the sheets and cups my exposed sex, sliding the length of his middle finger along the instantly soaked lips. “This belongs to me, only me. I own you, body, mind, and soul.”
 
   He softly growls in my ear then nibbles on the hypersensitive lobe. I approvingly moan and clench his solid thigh.
 
   “What else?” I whimper.
 
   “I would command you to do what I desire,” he murmurs as he nips at my ear. “When I desire it.” He sucks on the lobe, and I writhe. “How I desire it.” He traces his tongue along the rim. “Whether sexual or ordinary.”
 
   His words swirl in my head while his hand skillfully torments and lips gently entice. I’m drunk on him, his desires. I knead his thigh, moving closer to my new best friend. 
 
   “What I do isn’t entirely beatings, tie-ups, and sex. It’s about control of another human being and yourself. It’s about exploring yourself, your darkest fantasies and wildest desires.”
 
   “I want it. I want you to dominate me, but I can’t give into you completely. I will not give up the right to choose for myself. However, I’m open to being your submissive to the best of my abilities. Our time will be yours to do as you see fit, but I get time for me. I won’t be your submissive twenty-four/seven.”
 
   “I wouldn’t ask that of you. I’m happy as we are. It’s enough for me. I don’t want you giving me control outside of fucking and the occasional situations I deem perilous. I don’t want this to be like all the other relationships. I love that you have an opinion and fight me if you feel I’m being unjust. I love that you stand toe to toe with me and don’t allow your intimidation of me to overtake you. I love that you’re a strong, independent woman who wants me for me, not what I can do for you or give you. I love you and everything you are.”
 
   “I love you, too, Damian, scars and all. I even love dominating Mr. Hunt. I want him as much as I want you…Last night at dinner, when you were talking about your slaves, your high expectations for them, I was jealous. I felt like they were giving you something I wasn’t.” He gives me the stunned look again. “Seriously, stop looking shocked by everything I desire from you. I don’t think I say or do anything shock-worthy.”
 
   “You’re wrong about them and yourself. You give me what they never could. You’re more than they could ever be…You never do what I expect. It’s exciting and surprising, whether it’s your willingness in the bedroom or jumping on a plane and leaving me in Seattle stunned, furious, and hurt. You stupefy me constantly.”
 
   He begins to flick my throbbing clit, and there’s a knock on the door. 
 
   “Ellie?”
 
   I groan and jump out of bed, throwing on a robe en route to the door, swinging it open wide. I find Maya wide-eyed, practically drooling. She stands there awkwardly quiet, with a bashful grin stretched across her rosy face. She turns a deeper shade and her grin broadens when she catches sight of Damian. He’s still lying in bed, arms folded behind his head, casually lounging against the headboard. The muscles in his arms are accentuated by their positioning. I hear Maya let out a soft whimper of approval. 
 
   “Yes?” I ask with a slight tone, jealous for an instant by my sisters shameless gawking. “Did you need something?”
 
   She breaks her focus away from my man, slowly regaining her wits.
 
   “Um…uh…You have a phone call.”
 
   She hands me my cell, and I lift it to my ear. 
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hey, kid.” Chase’s calm, deep voice comes through the receiver. 
 
   “Hey!” I say, a little too overzealous. “I miss you. I feel like I haven’t see you in weeks.”
 
   “Me, too, kid. How have you been?”
 
   “Great! You?”
 
   “Swell.”
 
   I look over at Hunt, and he’s giving me a curious gaze. I mouth Chase’s name, and he curls his upper lip into a disapproving snarl.
 
   “Down boy,” I whisper, with my hand over the mouthpiece.
 
   “I’m fine,” he mutters.
 
   “Chase, hold on a sec. I’m going into the other room.” I walk into the living room and over to the large arched window with the sparkling view.
 
   “What’s up?”
 
   “I was calling to invite you out tomorrow night to celebrate your big promotion, and since Maya is home, we can kill two birds with one stone.”
 
   “Oh, that would be great. Maya would love it. What time do you want to pick us up?”
 
   “I was thinking sevenish.”
 
   “Ok. I’ll let her know.”
 
   “Awesome…Do you need a lift to work tomorrow?”
 
   “No. Hunt is spending the night and driving me in the morning. He wants to take me on my first day.”
 
   “Well, isn’t that thoughtful…I guess I’ll see you at work. It sounds like I’m going to be the one to show you the ropes.”
 
   “That’s a relief. I’m nervous, but having you around should calm me.” 
 
   “See ya tomorrow, kid. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
 
   “Yeah? What would that be exactly?” I retort.
 
   He laughs out, “Bye.”
 
   “Bye.” I giggle and hang up, shaking my grin bearing head. I’m startled by Hunt’s voice directly behind me. 
 
   “What did the fucker want?”
 
   I freeze at his icy cold tone. I spin around to find him red faced, arms crossed firmly over his chest, standing by the hallway.
 
   “He wanted to check up on me and make sure I was ok. He also invited Maya and I out to celebrate her return and my promotion.”
 
   “He doesn’t need to worry or protect you anymore. That’s my job. He’s relieved of his duties.” 
 
   “Chase is not your employ…You can’t dismiss him like that.”
 
   “The hell I can’t…He only invited you out to make me jealous. He knows I’ll love that.”
 
   “Damian, you’re being ridiculous. He’s just taking us out to celebrate. It’s not unheard of…Why would he want to make you jealous? He has no reason to do so.”
 
   “There’s one reason, and it’s the only one he needs, Gabrielle.”
 
   I’m really starting to get annoyed.
 
   “You’re fucking incorrigible.”
 
   “Perhaps I am, but you’re blind.”
 
   I loudly groan and stomp past him, babbling to myself. I march into the bedroom and throw myself face down on the bed. I hear him enter, open and close a dresser drawer, and take a seat on the bench. It gently creaks and pops under his weight. I glimpse over at him, and he’s hunched over, shoving a worn-out, black work boot on. He stands without lacing them.
 
   “What are you doing?” I inquire, panicked, my heart drumming a quick beat.
 
   “I’m leaving,” His response is glib. 
 
   “Why?” The panic causes my voice to crack.
 
   “You don’t appear to want me here. Why would I stay?”
 
   “I want you here. I needed a minute to think before it got bad.”
 
   He stands tensely in front of me with a black tee in his fisted hand and his torso still gloriously exposed. I notice how damn good he looks in his low hanging jeans and worn-out boots untied. 
 
   Holy shit, he’s gorgeous. Jaw dropping, fall on your ass, gorgeous.
 
   “I think I should go.”
 
   “I think we should stay and take a shower.” I rise onto my hands and knees. “Or you can drop the shirt and come teach me a lesson. I’m really digging the half-naked construction worker getup.”
 
   He relaxes and laughs. 
 
   “We’re forgetting the fight?”
 
   “Is it going anywhere? I understand you’re upset, but why ruin what’s been a wonderful evening with pointless arguing. Instead, we could be in each other’s arms.”
 
   “You’re very reasonable and quite right. I would love to play pervert construction worker, but I’d prefer we take a nice, long shower then make love until you fall asleep in my arms.”
 
   “Yes, please. Can we do this look another time?”
 
   “Well, since you’re being so polite, I don’t see why that can’t be arranged.”
 
   He holds out a hand, and I take it happily, following him into the bathroom. He turns on the water and kicks off his boots, which make a loud plopping noise when they hit the tiny, white, octagon tiled floor. I slither out of my robe while I watch him slowly unzip his jeans, revealing his attention-grabbing package. 
 
   Steam builds and swirls about the room in a misty haze. The mirrors have a light layer of condensation, fogging them over. Hunt pushes off his pants and steps in under the hot water. I watch it trickle down his stone hard muscles, flexing with every subtle movement.
 
   “Don’t stand there. Get your insane body in here before I bring it in.”
 
   I swiftly leap into the shower, slipping a bit, but he catches me before I can do real damage, snatching me up into him.
 
   “See you next fall,” Hunt says lightheartedly. I mockingly glare at him. “What? Clumsy much?” 
 
   He smiles his youthful, frisky grin, and I nearly melt. I notice there are shower products that don’t belong to me.
 
   “When did you store these here?” I point to the shelf harboring his expensive products.
 
   “I came back while you were out with your sister to clear out space and hang up a few suits, shirts, ties in the closet. I figured if you want me to stay here, I should have essentials and make myself at home.”
 
   “Welcome home, Damian,” I whisper lovingly.
 
   He pauses, eyes plastered to mine. He smashes me firmly against him and traces a finger from my cheek to my chin.
 
   “Home’s wherever you are, Elle. You are home.”
 
   “Like I said, welcome home, Hunt. Now, why don’t you cum inside.”
 
   I cautiously curl my arms around his neck, and when he nods his approval, I bring his lips down to mine, kissing them tenderly. His lips sweep across my face, showering me with caressing kisses. He moves down to my neck, and I moan, thrusting my hands into his lush mane.
 
   “I wish I had been here with you.”
 
   He pulls his lips away and pecks my nose. “You technically were. I texted you while I was storing things.”
 
   “You were here? I pictured you sitting behind a large, ominous desk with the foggy city behind you, pitiful mortals crawling the streets below while you play lord and master of your vast empire and all those you reign over.”
 
   “You got all that from a text?” He grins mockingly at me, and I return one, lightly chuckling and shaking my head. “I want to be your lord and master.”
 
   “You already are.” 
 
   I stand on my tiptoes and kiss his chin. I grab his body wash off the shelf, pour the yummy scented liquid in my hand, and lather it up. He steps out from under the showerhead, allowing me to slide under its soothing warmth. He turns his wide back to me, and I massage the suds onto his skin, noticing the way his impressive muscles glide under my wet touch as I cleanse him to the root. While I’m knelt behind him, he turns to face me, and his thick, hard member stares me square in the eye. 
 
   “Ignore him. When you’re around, he has a mind of his own.”
 
   “He seems to really want to say hello.”
 
   “Later. I’m enjoying this.” He grins down at me and lends me a hand. I squirt more soap in my palm and start washing his front from shoulders to torso. I marvel at how taut and firm they are, like steel. When I near his member, he stops me.
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   I sigh and continue in my task. I work on his legs and head back for his hardy length, but he blocks it and does a tsk-tsk gesture with his pointer finger.
 
   “Naughty girl.”
 
   “I know where you could shove that finger, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   He hauls me up and crushes me into him.
 
   “As do I, Miss Hyde,” he purrs, running one along the crack of my ass! I swallow the lump in my throat and gaze wide-eyed at him. “Don’t fret. I won’t claim your ass until you want it. You’re an adventurous lover, Elle. I know you’re going to love it.”
 
   “Why don’t you give me a taste now?”
 
   The slick tip of his finger presses on the pucker and slides in just below the surface. I clamp about the foreign object suddenly probing me lightly but relax when I realize I’m sexually aroused, and I whimper in delight. 
 
   “You love this. Don’t you, angel?”
 
   “Yes,” I murmur.
 
   He spins me around, the tip of his thick finger still in place. He reaches his other hand about my waist and runs it down to my aching apex, splaying his palm on my womb and slithering his middle finger between the wet lips. He finds my clit with the pad of his finger and ever so lightly teases it. I feel my grip on his other finger release as I succumb to his touch and my arousal.
 
   “Further?” he mutters in my ear.
 
   I shake my head relaxing on his chest. He glides it in little by little, spreading me slightly as it enters to the knuckle. He circles his finger, petting the separating wall, his other skilled finger keeping at my pulsating clit, flicking and stroking me ardently. I reach behind me and clasp onto his rear, digging my nails into the taut flesh as I’m taken over by a myriad of overwhelming sensations.
 
   He was right. I love it, and it only makes me want thicker appendages shoved deep inside.
 
   “More. I want your cock.”
 
   He nips at my ear.
 
   “I told you. I wish I could, but I can’t just thrust this thing in there. I could literally rip you a new asshole. We’ll work our way to it, and then I’ll conquer it. Until then, we’ll have a lot of fun with this forbidden orifice.” He slowly pulls out. “Let’s get you clean, so I can get you dirty.”
 
    
 
   We get out after he’s pampered and cleansed me from head to toe, turning me into putty. He towels me off, sensually buffing and grazing. After he takes care of me, he dries off and hangs the towel on a hook. 
 
   I walk into my bedroom with Hunt following not far behind. He scoops me up into his arms, and before I can catch my breath, his lips meet mine in a fury, his tongue urgently fucking my mouth. I cling to his neck as he makes my head spin and cleft pine. Our semi-damp bodies grind together, his rock-hard dick pressing against my stomach and apex. Hunt freshly showered smells nearly as tempting as he does sweaty and madly fucking me. 
 
   His lips creep down my neck and shoulders. I oblige him and tip my head back to expose the flesh to him. He slithers his arms about my lower back, and I bow at his touch, elevating my plump breasts. He must notice because his voracious mouth trails down to meet them greedily, and I gasp on impact. I grab at his hair and run my fingers roughly through it, yanking when he suckles just right. I’m being taken over by him, every part of him calls to me, making me crave him fervently. I wasn’t prepared for him, for a man this consuming and carnal. My dreams didn’t do him justice. 
 
   He lifts me up and lies us on the bed, his massive form hovering over mine.
 
   “I’m nothing without you. I feel as though I’m not broken when you’re near. I love you, Gabrielle, infinitely.” His words touch my heart, and I yank him to me, smashing quivering lips to his with tears quietly falling from my clenched eyes. 
 
   “Take me, Damian. Take me away.”
 
   He moans.
 
   “I want you to kneel on the bed, facing the headboard.” He orders, eyes dark with sexual intention. He climbs off and saunters over to the walk-in closet. I clamber up onto my knees and face the wall. “Grab onto the railing.” 
 
   I grasp the top rail and glimpse back at him. He’s standing beside my bed, infamous black belt in hand and a dangerous grin on his delectable face. I stare excited and hesitant, as my ass is still sore.
 
   “I’m not going to punish or spank you. This will be very intense, and I don’t want you to move.”
 
   I give him a nod and face the wall. He crawls on the bed next to me and weaves the belt around the bar and my hands. Once satisfied I’m securely fastened, he relocates behind me and gently taps my ass.
 
   My stressed breathing is filling the silence of the room. My heart is pounding, crease aching, desire bursting through my veins, causing a tingling numbness across my skin.
 
   The bed shifts and creaks behind me as he adjusts his solid body. His warm breath hits the curve of my neck, and he meets it with forceful kisses. I arc my back and tilt my head, giving him free range. He roughly clamps his fervid hands onto my lifted breasts, groping the soft, sensitive tissue, tenaciously pinching my nipples. He yanks slightly, and I convulse, tugging on my restraints, as pleasure wrenches my body. His lips caress their way up to my ear where they jerk on the lobe with gritted teeth.
 
   He disappears for an instant, and I sense him lying on the bed. I feel his weight on my calves and feet, pinning them to the mattress. I glimpse down and spy two intense, dark emerald eyes peering up at me from between my legs. His shoulders are immobilizing my calves, ensuring I really can’t move. Hunt’s masterful tongue skims the inside of my thigh, taking his sweet time to lick his way up each one. His hands clasp to my hips, keeping me still. 
 
   He teases me, nipping the delicate skin on occasion. His tongue gradually makes it to my wet, wanting slit, and he traces it along my lips, driving me wild. I gyrate my hips, attempting to compel his tongue to dip between the lips onto my throbbing clit, but it only enters enough to make me whimper. 
 
   “God, Damian, please take me.”
 
   He grazes my clit with his nose, and I writhe, then he does it again. I fight the belt, sit back, and meet his face.
 
   “Damian,” I breathe.
 
   “You smell delicious. My mouth is salivating.” I wrestle with my restraints as his words possess me. “Relax. I promised I was going to take excellent care of you, and that’s what I intend to do.”
 
   His tongue plunges into my crease, making sweet contact with his target.
 
   “Oh, fuck!” Comes exploding from my trembling lips. I arch and bow with each stroke and flick of the tongue. He moans, hungrily tonguing my clit while running his skilled finger along the lips and probing my wet opening, keeping focus on the knot of nerves with that tongue. The slippery, fleshy muscle swivels with perfect precision, every hit causing my body to spasm.
 
   His hands clasp to my thighs, pressing me tightly to his mouth, suckling my little pink pleasure button. Moans escape my mouth, head thrown back as I succumb to the sensation of his tongue, his expert tongue. I circle my hips with every blow, coiling and twisting in euphoric delight. His pace quickens with great enthusiasm and need. He growls, “Your comely cunt’s so sweet my teeth ache. You’re my favorite dessert.”
 
   I thrash and hopelessly yank at the belt, dying to touch him, feel his hair between my fingers. His tongue is merciless, spiraling and twining in rapid succession. My body jolts and tremors as he hits the right spot. Suddenly, the tip of his long, thick finger begins its descent into my soaked, clenching opening. He sinks in just shallow enough to feel it and make me beg for more. I drive back onto his finger with little success of impaling it further.
 
   Hunt spanks my ass hard. The sting makes every other sensation agonizingly sweeter. His muffled groans inform me how much he enjoys and takes pleasure in me. They vibrate up my body, shooting straight to my brain. He clamps a free hand onto my swollen breasts, fondling roughly. He pinches my nipple with his eager fingers concurrent with a particularly delicious flick of the tongue. Oh god, it’s mind-blowing.
 
   He finally thrusts his finger into me, and I’m lost. I experience the most incredible orgasm of my life, so far. My body quakes while the warm currents of ecstasy rush divinely up and down my sweaty, panting body.
 
   “That’s my girl.” 
 
   Hunt’s words cause my body to tremor violently then collapse, slumping as every muscle in me goes limp. My head droops between my arms as I gasp for air, too weak to keep my eyes open. 
 
   Hunt shifts, releasing my calves, and my legs spread under the weight of my exhausted body. He tows himself through my weary, trembling thighs and slides his head between my arms, so I’m straddling his lap. He hugs an arm about the curve of my back and presses our damp, glistening torsos together, allowing my arms room to sag and his broad shoulders to partially push through them. I rest my head on the space between his neck and my arm. 
 
   He nips sharply at my lobe, waking me a bit. I begin to notice how his moist chest, abs, thighs feel against me, his fierce cock sandwiched between us as it flexes and pulsates against my lower region. He grasps my hips and grinds my slippery sex along the length, rubbing my clit and lubricating his concrete cock. I bite my bottom lip and gape into his penetrating green gaze with unrelenting need. He lifts me up and sets me onto the tip.
 
   “Make me cum,” he breathlessly commands, boring his eyes into mine, grasping frantically to my waist. I shut my eyes and take my time lowering myself, relishing every perfect inch. He spreads me wide-open and crams me full, to the hilt until I whimper with pained satisfaction. Damian hisses out a ‘yes’ and rolls his head back against my bound hands, biting and licking his lower lip. 
 
   I rise and fall sluggishly, watching his wrenched face as I cloak him. He guides my hips in a circular motion, gyrating his beneath me, hugging me about the waist, holding me down onto his rapturous cock. I lean my face into his neck and lick his Adams apple. Low animalistic growls emit from deep within his throat, vibrating my tongue, shooting straight to my core. He lifts me up, almost extracting himself completely, and his ravenous, pouty mouth claims my erect nipple. His tip is barely inside me, floating about my entrance, causing my unyielding desire for his possession to bubble over. The feeling’s exquisite. 
 
   He nips softly and drags his teeth along my sensitive nipples, extracting me from his warm mouth. He thrusts his hips and plunges me back onto him with remarkable force. I let out a loud cry of pleasure and pain from receiving him rapidly. He removes himself and slams me back onto him, hitting my pleasure zone again and again. Damian’s solid cock pounds veraciously with concentrated, unwavering blows. I keep time with him while grinding and thrashing my hips into his rough drives. Our breathing is harsh, bodies dripping in a cold sweat, grunting with each thrust. 
 
   Hunt slithers his thumb onto my throbbing clit and gently strokes in a window wiper motion. I coil and tense, every muscle clenching tighter as the orgasm builds. I can’t hold on any longer, and we come undone, calling out one another’s names, clinging desperately to one another. We collapse in a sweaty heap, bodies trembling from pure erotic bliss. 
 
   Hunt reaches up without looking and unfastens the belt, allowing my arms to fall dead at my sides. He cradles my exhausted body to his, holding me comfortingly, still nestled deep inside me. My head lies heavily upon his shoulder while he caresses the length of my back. After a bit of cuddling and tickling, Hunt whispers in my ear, “Sleep now, Elle. Close your eyes.”
 
   He kisses the top of my head, and the world fades around me as I fall into an abysmal slumber. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-one
 
    
 
   Crime and Punishment
 
    
 
   I rouse before my alarm, before Hunt. He’s sleeping sprawled out on his back, one arm bent on the pillow over his normally chocolaty caramel hair. It shines in the sunlight peeking through the large arched window, revealing more honey and gold. He looks so peaceful. The tense lines aren’t there, and his mouth’s slightly slack. He’s naked under the sheets, highlighting every curve and contour on his able body. ‘Little’ Damian’s up, as well, greeting me a pleasant good morning.
 
   Damian begins groaning and mumbling, but I can’t make out what he’s saying. His hips gyrate, causing the sheets to stretch taut against his cock, showing his impressive width and length. His fingers clasp to the pillow and sheet while he moans and writhes. I’m unsure if it’s a nightmare or dream until he growls out, “Gabrielle.”
 
   He’s dreaming of me, of fucking me, and from the sound of it, spectacularly. I’m curious and a bit jealous of myself, because I’m not involved in the kinky fun. I want to be, and I don’t see why I shouldn’t. I yank the covers off, fling one leg over his waist and hover, the tip grazes my cleft. 
 
   I angle myself so the next thrust claims me and it does, ramming into me to the root. He clasps to my hips, pushing me down and undulating beneath me, asleep. He bites and licks his lips, brows furrowed as he concentrates on me, the pleasure. He moans louder and cries out my name. I respond to his pleads, unsure if he can hear me, “Yes, Damian? Do I feel good, slick?”
 
   He pounds harder at the sound of my voice. 
 
   “Yes,” he hisses.
 
   “Do you want me?”
 
   “God…yes.”
 
   “Then take me. I’m all yours.” 
 
   I moan, head thrown back as I meet his avidly charging hips with my own. I splay my palms on his chest for extra balance and leverage. I’m totally immersed in him and his need for me, even in his dreams.
 
   “Gabrielle?” Hunt’s sleepy, husky voice breaks through my sexual reveries. I gaze down at his curious, happy face.
 
   “Hi,” I purr.
 
   “Good morning,” he replies with an enormous grin that travels to his alert, shadowy eyes. 
 
   He allows me to take control and clasps his hands to my thighs, eyes cemented to mine. I plunge and swivel my hips in a hurried pace fueled by our strained breathing and impassioned moans. Our hands press into slippery flesh, fingers curl and dig from the growing sensation waiting to explode from us. 
 
   I watch his lovely face go slack and tense when I hit the right button. I’m close, so close to coming unwound, and Hunt is, too. I feel it in his jerking muscles, see it in his hungry stare.
 
   “Take me, Damian. Show me how it’s done.”
 
   He hugs me to him and rolls us, taking me as demanded. His magnificent drives are exactly what I need, and the electric, body-shaking, mind-altering waves rush everywhere. I clench around him, and we cum savagely.
 
   “Fuck!” Hunt cries, rolling us over again, allowing me to go limp on his heaving, hair-speckled chest. I lie there gasping and juddering from the aftershocks of our unreal wake-up call. We wrap our bodies around each other and bask in the afterglow of our lovemaking.
 
   “What compelled you to fuck me awake?”
 
   “I figured if you were going to screw me, I should be included.” He gawks at me, perplexed by my cryptic response. “You were having a wet dream about me, writhing and groaning out my name. I was jealous, so I climbed on.”
 
   “You were jealous? Of yourself?” He chuckles and tilts my face to meet his lips for a chaste but loving lip-lock. “I’m pleased you joined me. Dream Elle doesn’t compare to the real thing.”
 
   He shoves his face in my hair and inhales sharply.
 
   “The pleasure was all mine, Mr. Hunt.” I rest my head on his chest, and he runs nimble fingers through the messy strands. “Are you ready to join the real world?”
 
   “No,” he mumbles through the thick disaster atop my head.
 
   “Well, too bad, mister. We don’t have a choice.”
 
   “I believe the word you were searching for was Master.” I laugh, and he sighs. “Can’t we postpone until next week?”
 
   “Fat chance. I don’t want the new boss to fire you or me. I hear he’s a real ball-busting, tight-ass.” I smirk up at him.
 
   “Ha. Ha. I really don’t think termination is an option.”
 
   I roll my eyes, and he cocks a brow. 
 
   “I want to go to work. I’m ready to learn the new position and get my hands dirty. I’ll see you later tonight.” I wince at the idea of being without him until this evening.
 
   “No. I don’t think so,” he says in a stern tone. 
 
   “You don’t want me to come over tonight?” I ask, wounded. I attempt to climb off him, but with his grip firmly in place and hard cock still shoved deep inside me, I’m trapped.
 
   “No, I’m not going all day without being near you, touching you. We’ll have lunch together, and I’ll drive you home after work.”
 
   “I’m having lunch with Chase, and he’ll drive…”
 
   “I’ll be at your office at noon. I expect you to be ready and waiting.”
 
   “You’re being ridic…”
 
   “No, I’m not. He’s going to be around you for the majority of the day, and I want time for me. Is it so terrible I can’t be without you for longer than a few hours?”
 
   “No, I feel the same, but I’ve been neglecting my friends, and I want to make it up to them since I’m in a better place.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll see you at lunch.”
 
   He isn’t going to give up. It’s not as if I expect him to, because he wouldn’t be who he is if he quit easily. I’m not in the mood to continue arguing, so I wave the white flag of defeat. I groan and shove my face against his chest.
 
   “I’ll be ready and waiting,” I mumble from smashed lips.
 
   “Thank you. You should jump in the shower, and I’ll make us coffee.”
 
   He lifts my face to his and sweeps wavy tendrils behind my ear. He cups my cheeks and brings me onto his lips. His able hands relocate to my hips and pull me off him. He sits up and hugs me into him, grasping the back of my head, smashing our lips together until they sting and tingle.
 
    
 
   I totter into the living room and spot a cup of coffee waiting for me on the kitchen counter. I grab the tasty brew and spot Hunt on the couch reading the newspaper, sipping on his coffee. I prepare my cup of Joe, adding hazelnut creamer and sugar. 
 
   Hunt glances up at me, and I walk over to the couch, taking a seat next to him. “Are you done with the front page?” I inquire.
 
   “Sure. I’m reading the business section.”
 
   “Of course you are.”
 
   I snatch the front page off the pile on the coffee table. I settle in, flinging my legs over Damian’s lap and lean into the soft leather of the couch cushion. I’m reading and sipping on the delish coffee a few minutes later, when I hear Maya giggle from the hallway. I glimpse up at her, and she’s shaking her head with an ear-to-ear grin, leaning against the frame. I get up and meet her in the kitchen.
 
   “You two appear extremely cozy.”
 
   I snag the eggs and bacon out of the fridge and set them on the island.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “It’s like watching an old married couple. You’re in sync, as if you’ve been together forever. It’s cute.”
 
   I crack the eggs into a bowl and whip them into submission.
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Did you get enough sleep?”
 
   “Plenty. I’m starving. Are you making breakfast?”
 
   “No, I’m painting a portrait. What does it look like?” I grin at her, and she turns red.
 
   “Ok, dumb question. Could you make me some?”
 
   I roll my eyes and sigh. “Yes I can. I’m going to teach you how to cook. How long were you thinking of crashing?”
 
   “I was actually hoping I could talk to you about that.” 
 
   I pause as I’m lying the bacon in the pan and stare at her. 
 
   “Spill it.”
 
   “Maybe we’ll talk after breakfast, when you’re not hungry or irritable.”
 
   “Ask already.”
 
   “I want to move in. I don’t want to live alone, and I don’t think I could live with my friends. I promise to pay rent, clean, anything. Please?”
 
   I glance over to Hunt, but he’s already in the shower.
 
   “Fine. You have to help me around here. No parties without my knowledge, and I teach you to cook because I won’t be your personal chef and maid.”
 
   “I got it. Teach a man to fish and all that. I promise I won’t disappoint.”
 
   “I may not be here most evenings, but I’ll show you the alarm code and whatever else you need to know.”
 
   I go back to fixing breakfast.
 
    
 
   While Maya is setting the table, Hunt saunters out fully dressed in a black suit, crisp white shirt, and silver tie. He’s stunning, but I still prefer the construction worker look he had on last night. Maya whistles.
 
   “Looking sharp, D.”
 
   He shoots her a killer smile heading over to me and plants a chaste kiss on my temple.
 
   “Breakfast smells wonderful,” he comments and takes a seat at the head of the island. I sit next to him and serve out the food, attacking mine as if I’ve never eaten before.
 
   “What’s the rush?” Maya asks.
 
   “Babe, slow down. You’re going to choke,” Hunt adds.
 
   “I have to get ready, and I don’t have much time,” I reply with eggs in my mouth.
 
   “Don’t rush. We’ll get there when we get there.”
 
   “I don’t want to be late. It’s not professional. Besides, I thought you’re never late for anything, and you love to work.”
 
   “Baby doll, I would never work again if it meant you’d spend your days and nights with me.”
 
   Maya lets out an, “Awww,” Then a longing sigh. “That’s sweet, Damian. You’re not callous like everyone seems to think you are. You’re very charming.”
 
   Hunt’s shy smile swells my heart. “Thanks. You and Elle are the only people who think so.”
 
   “Our parents think very highly of you. Marshall’s nervous about your reputation, but Lizzy loves you. She’s rooting for you two.”
 
   I feel hot with humiliation. My skin turns a deep shade of pink. “I think I should get dressed. I won’t be long.”
 
   I dash into the bedroom, pick out a cream pencil skirt, purple silk button-up blouse, and nude platform pumps. I secure the top half of my wavy hair with a few well-placed bobby pins and settle on a little liner, mascara, and nude lips as usual. I chose a tan knee-length coat and rush out to the living room.
 
   “You’re sublime, very professional. I’m impressed how quickly you manage to get ready,” Hunt comments as I walk toward the island.
 
   Maya’s nowhere to be found. 
 
   “Where’s Maya?”
 
   “She headed to the gym. She said to tell you to have a wonderful first day.”
 
   I check the time and notice it’s eight thirty. We should be leaving. 
 
   “Are you ready to go?” I ask anxiously.
 
   “No, but let’s get this show on the road.”
 
   He rises from the table, folds the newspaper, and slides into his black coat before helping me into mine. We walk out hand in hand and remain linked together until we reach Hunt Industries Inc. The butterflies flap their tiny wings violently in my stomach. My skin vibrates from the nervous rush bursting through me when we arrive.
 
   I notice the name of this man-made marvel etched above the doors in bold, frosted letters.
 
    
 
   THE HUNTSMAN
 
    
 
   It’s a modern, glass monster, hungry for fresh meat, ready to chew me up and spit me out. Terrified as I am, I’m in awe of the sleek architecture and size of the behemoth structure. Larger than life, same as the man who owns it and rules over those inside its walls.
 
   Hunt climbs out and meets me on the curb next to my door. While I gawk petrified at his building, I spot black curtains hanging in tall, narrow windows across the street, the dungeon reflected in the mirrored glass.
 
   Damian follows my gaze to the reflection. “Are you alright? Does it bother you?” he asks cautiously.
 
   “It’s convenient,” I tease. “No, it doesn’t bother me. I’m nervous about today.”
 
   “You’ll be exceptional. I have faith in your abilities. I wouldn’t have given you a promotion unless I felt you were qualified and deserving.”
 
   He clasps my hand and squeezes it tightly. I feel better knowing he’ll be right above me, and Chase would be there to guide me. I inhale the crisp morning air and concentrate on the bustling sounds of the city street.
 
   “I’m ready.”
 
   He escorts me into the building, and people scramble to get out of his path. His stride never falters. Hunt is a powerful man, answering to no one. He is the kind of man people fear and respect. They practically lunge out of his line of fire. The men slouch in his presence, like boys compared to this man, this Adonis. 
 
   Women are worse. They ogle and strut around, swaying their hips with more swagger than necessary. When they finally notice Blondie attached to him, they glare and snicker at me. I can’t take it personally. I’d be jealous, too, if I saw him clinging onto another woman. He’s a walking sex fantasy, an erotic god that women dream about when their men aren’t quite doing it for them. 
 
   Unfortunately, for them, he’s mine. He is my own personal Master of Pleasure, Aficionado of Fuck. The realization thrills me. A surge of euphoria eases my nerves and leaves me ecstatic, confident.
 
   The lobby is huge, with black marble walls and floors. There are seven elevators, with stainless steel doors, lined up in a row toward the back, and a massive crowd of people waiting in front of them. Once again, when they notice Hunt headed toward the elevators, they part like the Red Sea for Moses. 
 
   The mob gawks as we pass them, and I keep my head down. We walk up to the car in the middle, and he slides a card, with the sleight of the hand, across a black plate. The doors open promptly, and we walk into our private cab. I glance up at the group of people waiting, and every eye is focused on Mr. Hunt and his blue-eyed accessory. The doors slide shut, and I’m finally able to breathe without the public’s eyes on us.
 
   “I’m going to keep a watchful eye on the women around here.”
 
   He glances down at me, baffled. “Why?”
 
   “You didn’t notice them falling over themselves at the sight of you?”
 
   “No. I only notice the beauty grasping onto me.” He squeezes my hand and bends down for a kiss, which I surrender happily. “I’ll miss you, angel face.”
 
   I throw myself into his welcoming arms. “I’ll miss you, too, slick.”
 
   He culls me into him and holds me until the ding goes off for my floor. I kiss him one more time and exit the elevator. 
 
   “Later, babe.” His lovely face harbors a sexy, crooked smirk. He’s leaning against the back wall with his hands in his pockets. He looks like a model in a chic French magazine. He’s so gorgeous I can’t comprehend it.
 
   I smile back at him and wave as the doors shut behind me, severing us from one another. 
 
   The reception area is posh and contemporary. The floors are white marble, and the walls are frosted glass. The front desk, which Kat’s sitting behind, is all curved, frosted glass and stainless steel. The three-dimensional, stainless steel letters on the frosted glass partition behind her, reads, View, with two entrances on either side of the wall. It’s has Hunt written all over it.
 
   I greet Kat, “Hey. What an office.”
 
   “I know, right? The other digs were a dump by comparison.” She giggles. She’s a chill chick with short, dark brown hair, brown eyes, and mocha skin.
 
   “I better get in there. We should do lunch this week.”
 
   “Yeah, I could go for that. I’ll show you this frickin’ awesome place around the corner.”
 
   “Perfect. I need to find out what’s around here. I’ll talk to you later.”
 
   “Bye, honey. Good luck!” she calls out to me on my way into the main office. It’s a huge, open floor plan with frosted glass offices encircling the enormous, desk-filled space. 
 
   I head straight back toward my office, where Hunt told me it would be. There on the clear glass door is my name and title proudly displayed in frosted letters, except, the title isn’t complete yet. It reads, Editor.
 
   “Hello, sunshine. What do you think?” Chase’s voice breaks my attention from the door.
 
   “Hey…I think there’s been a mistake.” I point to the wording, and he shrugs.
 
   “Your boyfriend’s decision. May want to take it up with him.”
 
   I sure as shit am. 
 
   I rip off my coat, tossing it, along with my purse, on the floor in the office and storm off.
 
   “I’ll be upstairs if anyone asks.”
 
   I choose to take the stairs since his office is a floor up. I stomp through the reception area, right past the tall, brunette beauty at the front desk. She urgently tries to stop me, but I blow past her as if I were a tornado fueled by rage and betrayal. Hell hath no fury like I’m about to thrust upon Mr. Hunt.
 
   I charge toward the back where I know I’ll locate his office. There is an impeccably dressed brunette sitting at her desk to the right of the towering black doors. She rises from behind her desk to greet me, but I haul ass past her. 
 
   She anxiously calls out after me, “Miss, you can’t go…”
 
   I open the door and slam it behind me, cutting her off.
 
   Damian peers at me, self-possessed and stoic, from behind his titanic, black desk with the phone receiver to his ear.
 
   “I’m going to call you back…Emergency.”
 
   He hangs up the phone slowly, with cautious vivid green eyes cemented to my infuriated blue. His office is roughly the size of his living room with a floor to ceiling glass wall displaying downtown behind him. 
 
   “I knew it wouldn’t be long before you had to see me.” The lackluster in his voice tells me he was expecting this.
 
   “Do you mind explaining why it reads Editor on my door?” I stand with my arms crossed, foot tapping on the white marble floor.
 
   “You earned it.”
 
   “I thought I received the Assistant Editor position. This is too much. I can’t fucking believe you didn’t tell me.” 
 
   “I didn’t think you would get like this. I was expecting you to be overwhelmingly happy and appreciative. Certainly not vein popping mad.”
 
   “How could I not be? I’m not prepared!” I stride into his expansive office and lean on the opposite end of the desk.
 
   “Gabrielle, lower your voice, or I will spank you. You have one warning, and then I take action.” His face remains emotionless, as if none of this daunts him, but his voice reveals the anger brewing within. “Shannon will train you. You’ll do fine.”
 
   I pound my fist on his desk, rattling the picture frames near my hand.
 
   “That’s what this is about? You didn’t want Chase to train me, and you changed my position at the magazine so he couldn’t.”
 
   “It was either promote you or fire him. I chose the lesser of two evils. You both win.”
 
    I’m beyond furious now.
 
   “You are a spoiled, selfish child thinking of only what benefits you! Don’t plan on lunch, driving me home, or being with me tonight.” I turn swiftly, making my escape for the doors. When I reach them, they’re locked. “Unlock the damn door, Damian!” 
 
   I thrash at the knob, yanking sharply. Hunt’s on me in a second, hands planted on the door, so I’m wedged between his extended arms. My back is pressed up against the blockade, and I’m panting.
 
   “I told you to behave, and you disobeyed my wishes. I meant what I said. Go to my desk and bend over with your skirt hiked up past your ass.”
 
   “Damian, I’m not in the mood to play,” I growl.
 
   “I’m not playing. I’m punishing you for your atrocious behavior.”
 
   I glare at him and duck out from between his arms. I walk over to the desk and sit on it with my legs crossed. “Go fuck yourself. You aren’t touching me.”
 
   “Gabrielle, bend over and take the punishment like a big girl.”
 
   “Go…fuck…yourself.” I reply with a determined look in my eyes, making sure to emphasis each word. I want him to know I mean it.
 
   He struts over to me on the desk, scoops me up, and stands me on the floor. I start to walk away, but he snags my hand and pulls me into his arms. He plants a turbulent kiss upon my lips, wildly attacking my mouth with his tongue. I manage to push away, and I slap him in the face as hard as my hand will let me. He stares at me for a moment and comes back at my lips, hedonistically devouring and ravaging me.
 
   Who am I kidding? I can’t fight him. I want him. I fling my arms around his neck and bring myself into him. We go at each other with a ferociousness that sends me reeling. 
 
   He lowers me to the floor, spins me around, and tugs my skirt up over my rear. He grasps the back of my neck and bends me over his desk. I hear a rip, and my panties vanish. He glides his thumb into my aching slit and flicks my clit with his finger. I gasp and moan in approval, even though I’m still furious, I can’t stop what he does to me.
 
   His palm snaps across my cheek, jolting me into the desk, but he doesn’t stop. He fingers my cunt while wreaking havoc on my tender ass. He spanks me an excruciating total of ten times, and once he’s done, continues the agonizing raid on my tensing cleft.
 
   He twines his fingers and thrusts his thumb repeatedly, claiming me greedily. I cry out his name and begin to clench around him ready to cum intensely, but he pulls out abruptly.
 
   I lie across his desk, gasping for air, trying to understand what just occurred. I realize he wasn’t pleasuring me. He was building me up in order to deprive me of what I need. I rise, tugging down my skirt and smoothing out the creases. I’m horny, humiliated, and furious. 
 
   Hunt takes a seat in his chair, eyes heavy and full of darkness. I stand before him flushed and ashamed, but that doesn’t last long, and I become enraged.
 
   “I warned you,” he says casually.
 
   “You son of a bitch,” I shakily whisper as tears well up in my eyes. I turn before I can gauge his reaction and sprint for the door, which is damn near impossible in high heels. I’m about to reach the door when he snatches me up and crushes me to him. 
 
   “Let me go,” I cry.
 
   His grip only tightens, and I struggle to break free, but it’s a futile effort. I push, shove, hit him fervently, but he won’t release me. 
 
   “God damn it, Damian, let me go,” I plead, tears flowing liberally down my face.
 
   He loosens his grip enough for me to escape, and I lunge for the door. Before I exit, I murmur with hurt and anger, “Fuck off.”
 
   I bolt from the office with tears stinging the corners of my eyes and a sharp ache piercing my heart.
 
    
 
   I have many new things to learn, which keeps me busy and my mind occupied. Shannon’s a tremendous help, taking the time out of her heavy workload to gingerly guide me along.
 
   I ask Chase if he wants to do lunch, in desperate need of his company, but he has plans with the new girl at the magazine. Some cute blonde recently hired to be Olivia’s new assistant. 
 
   When noon rolls around, I half-expect to find Hunt at my door, but he doesn’t show. I gather my things and head to the reception area to find out if Kat’s free. No such luck.
 
    
 
   I’m exiting the main lobby when a strong hand grazes my bicep. I swirl around with hopes that Hunt would be standing there. He isn’t. Dante’s icy blues bore into me, an alarming smirk smeared from cheek to cheek. 
 
   “Hello there, gorgeous. What a pleasant surprise.”
 
   “Hello. Yes, quite a surprise.” I eye him skeptically. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I was visiting Damian, of course. Would you like to have lunch with me? I’m starving.”
 
   “I probably shou…”
 
   “Oh, come on. You look famished. Allow me to buy you something to eat. We can go to a fantastic Brazilian restaurant around the corner.”
 
   Damian told me to stay away, not to spend time alone with him, but this would be public. How bad could it be?
 
   “Ok. I suppose that’s fine,” I reply suspiciously.
 
   “Wonderful.” 
 
   I wish I had my fucking panties. Damn you, Damian.
 
   He opens the door and follows me out to the lively streets. I keep a distance while we stroll down the curb, but he closes the gap. I’m relieved it doesn’t take long to get there. The hostess seats us in a horseshoe shaped booth toward the back. Not ideal.
 
   I sit across from him, checking out the atmosphere. The lighting’s dim, soothing Brazilian music softly serenades in the background, and beautiful murals depicting Rio de Janeiro brighten the otherwise tan walls.
 
   “Don’t worry about ordering. I have a delectable dish in mind for you.”
 
   “Thanks,” I reply with a cautious tone.
 
   I guess controlling runs in the family.
 
   Dante orders in Portuguese, trying to show off I suppose. I sit there, shifting my thighs, uncomfortable about my nude state. It’s odd. I feel like walking sex. It makes me very aware of myself in my lower regions. When he finishes, he turns his attention back to me. “How are things with Damian?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   I stare anywhere but at him.
 
   “Is that all? Fine?”
 
   “I prefer we didn’t talk about it.”
 
   “I see. Well, if you do, I’m here.”
 
   “Yeah, thanks,” I mumble, clipped.
 
   He slides his hand across the table toward where mine rests. 
 
   “I know he told you to stay away from me.”
 
   My large eyes shoot up to his. He’s grinning with a know-it-all air about him. 
 
   “He has his reasons.” I straighten up and look him in those unnerving, glacial eyes. 
 
   “He does. Good ones, too.”
 
   “If you know he doesn’t want you around me, why ask me to lunch?”
 
   “Why accept?”
 
   This was starting to feel familiar, total Déjà vu. Except, I’ve never felt unsafe with Hunt.
 
   “I’m hungry.”
 
   He laughs uproariously, causing fellow patrons to whisper and ogle us. 
 
   “I think you know why, and that’s not it.”
 
   “Oh? Please, elucidate.”
 
   He scoots agilely to the center of the booth and leans in. 
 
   “You want to teach him a lesson.”
 
   “What lesson might that be?”
 
   “Not to fuck with you.” I gasp sharply as the words from the other night come back to me. How is he able to get in my head like this? How does he know how I feel? “I know how we could teach him a lesson he’d never forget.”
 
   He slides nearer, so the space between us is practically nonexistent.
 
   “I would never cheat on him. I can’t believe you would attempt to screw your brother’s girlfriend. You’re repugnant.”
 
   Dante peers up at me through inky lashes, creepy grin firmly in place. His hand crawls over to mine, latches on, and he skims my knuckle with his thumb. I jerk back with no success.
 
   “Release me instantly.” He holds on, and I wrench again, but his grasp cemented to my trembling palm. “Let go, or I’ll make you,” I snarl.
 
   “Get your fucking hands off of her,” Damian growls over me, glowering at Dante with venom in his eyes. 
 
   Dante disconnects his large paw and leans back into the booth. 
 
   “Damian, as always, your timing is impeccable. We’re having an intriguing conversation. You should join us,” he replies, sneering at Damian.
 
   “We’ll pass. Come, Gabrielle.” He extends out his hand, which I eagerly grasp. Damian glares back at Dante, challenging him, waiting to strike at the slightest move. He tows me out, never speaking or glancing back at me.
 
   My tummy turns in on itself, churning from a combination of hunger and the ominous silence. He tramps back towards The Huntsman with elongated strides. I prance double-time to keep up, and I’m still dragged along half the time.
 
   We near the building then make an abrupt turn towards the dungeon. He yanks me along through the lobby and into the elevators where his infuriated silence is exacerbated by the close quarters. I broke a promise to him, and now I’ll pay the price.
 
   The doors open, and he hauls me out across the marvelous foyer. He opens the door with a jolt and drags me into the privacy of the living room. He releases my hand and slams the door shut. He paces back and forth with his hands clasped into his hair.
 
   “Do you enjoy disobeying me, putting yourself in harm’s way?” His agitation grates against my ears.
 
   “No,” I snap snidely, like…well, a disobedient teenager.
 
   “Why do it then? I told you to keep yourself clear of him, and you have lunch together?”
 
   “I didn’t think…” 
 
   He halts and growls, “No, you didn’t. If you had, I wouldn’t have received a call from Banks informing me of your indiscretion…Gabrielle Sophia Hyde, I can’t believe you. You can be completely irrational sometimes!”
 
   Crap. Full name. Code red.
 
   “I was livid from your dominating fuckup. I wanted to get back at you for trying to keep me from Chase, switching my position, spanking and degrading me. I wanted to hurt you.”
 
   “Smart. Put yourself in a shitty situation to punish me. How did that work out? What if I hadn’t found you? What if he…” He grimaces and shivers.
 
   “What?”
 
   “What if he took advantage of you or got you alone to force himself onto you?”
 
   “I had a handle on him.”
 
   “No, you didn’t. He was handling you. Damn it, Gabrielle!”
 
   I need to defuse this bomb, fast. Where’s the Bomb Squad when you need them?
 
   “Are you going to punish me?”
 
   “No. I think you’ve punished yourself enough.”
 
   “You’re right. I shouldn’t have gone to lunch with him. It was a mistake. A mistake I won’t make again. You’re also right about him wanting what you have. He’s insidious. But what I did doesn’t change the fact that your actions were despicable and unwarranted.”
 
   “Are you going to remain in the Editor position? If not, you can come work for me.”
 
   “I’m going to stay in the position. I couldn’t work directly under you.”
 
   “But that’s where I like you,” he utters with a low rumble. “Did it turn you on?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Were you turned on, by the incident in my office?”
 
   “What does that…”
 
   “Answer me. Were you turned...”
 
   “Yes, ok?! I was incredibly aroused, but you hurt me when you broke away. I wanted you, and you refused me while I lay half-naked and ready for you. I don’t enjoy being deprived of you, and I don’t want it used as punishment.”
 
   Hunt’s body goes slack, his jaw unclenches, and fists unwind. He’s on me in a few strides and takes me into his arms, mashing his fierce lips to mine, ceasing my mouth with his ardent tongue. His greedy hands roam and cling to my burning flesh, his lips travel to my neck where he kisses slow and concentrated.
 
   I clamp my hands into his lush locks, tugging acutely as he raptures my neck, his demanding hands gripping my thigh and the hem of my skirt. He’s back on my lips with a relentlessness, penetrating my mouth with his astounding tongue, demolishing me. He relinquishes and stares down at me with scolding eyes, his breathing strained.
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask breathlessly.
 
   “We can’t do this, Gabrielle. There isn’t enough time.” He cradles my face in his big hands and gives me a loving look. 
 
   “I’m sorry for my part in this morning’s mishap in my office and switching your title without informing you of my decision to do so first. My whole morning has been horrendous knowing I hurt you, humiliated you, but I couldn’t control myself. I was angry about this evening, and I was dying to be near you, to fuck you whenever I desired. Instead, I’m stuck in my office while you’re downstairs with loverboy.” 
 
   “I’m sorry, too. I shouldn’t barge into your office, freak out, and slap you around. I should’ve come to you calmly to discuss how I felt.”
 
    I slither my arms about his lean waist and hold myself close, continuing, “You’re not the only one. I was ready for you to take me. I wanted you badly. I would love to be hold-up with you at home, never leave our bed, but we can’t.”
 
   I sigh. “We should get back to work before the boss whips our hides.” 
 
   He smiles seductively at my choice of words. 
 
   “Ah, but he takes immense pleasure in whipping your hide.”
 
   “I do, too, but don’t tell him. I wouldn’t want him to get a big head…well, bigger anyway.”
 
    
 
   The rest of the day flies by, considering I couldn’t get my racing mind off this afternoon. Hunt’s unsettling rant about my transgression left me bereft. I agreed to meet Damian at his office after work. Overall, my day goes exceptionally well. The best part, I didn’t see Olivia once. A relief after our horrifying encounter in Seattle yesterday. 
 
   At five, I gather my belongings and head for the elevators. When I arrive, I spot Liam standing in reception looking authoritative, alert.
 
   “Good evening, Miss Gabrielle.”
 
   “Good evening, Mr. Liam.” I greet him, cracking a smile, and shaking my head. He smiles back and guides me into the waiting elevator. 
 
   He escorts me to Hunt’s office, saying nothing to his Assistants as we brush past them. He opens the door for me, and I nod appreciatively to him as I stride through. “Thank you, Liam.”
 
   He nods and closes the door behind me. Hunt rises from behind his enormous desk and meets me at the door.
 
   “Hi,” he greets, cautiously assessing me.
 
   “Hello…I missed you.”
 
   He relaxes, tension draining from his face and body.
 
   “I missed you, too. Come, I want to show you something.” He extends out a hand and I clutch it. He leads me over to his desk, and as we round it, he places his hand over my eyes.
 
   “Is this necessary?”
 
   “No, but I want to.”
 
   He gingerly guides and sits me on his lap facing the desk. When he removes his hand, I gawk flushed at three photos in black frames scattered on his desk. I’m the common denominator in each one. I’m a brilliant red. I’m as red as a robin’s ass, mortified at having to look at myself.
 
   The first two are the best only because Hunt’s in them. In the one on the far left side, he’s smiling as I drag him down the street on our quest for food. He looks so youthful and lighthearted. The day he propositioned me for a sex-based relationship, what seems a lifetime ago.
 
   The middle one depicts us at the charity. Lizzy hired photographers for the evening, and it seems they caught us after dinner as we were heading for my bedroom. Hunt and I are walking across the lawn with the distant blurry twinkle of lanterns in the background. I’m glancing down, watching my footing as he attentively guides me with a hand on my elbow, the other hidden behind my back. He’s gazing at me, fire blazing in his eyes while he eagerly anticipates what lies ahead.
 
   “That’s my favorite.” I nod.
 
   “I love that one, but this is my favorite.” He points to the one I most dread. The one of only me, curled up on the couch admiring the view. It’s a close up of my profile. The fire causes my hair to glow around me, a divine light framing my captivated face. 
 
   “I’m not too keen on the subject, but the photograph itself is breathtaking. You’re a master of your crafts”
 
   I feel him twitch against my behind.
 
   “Gabrielle, you’re what makes it breathtaking. That’s you, and you’re an angel, my angel.”
 
   He shifts in his seat.
 
   “What? What’s wrong?” I ask grimly.
 
   “I snapped a candid of you, and I’m second guessing displaying it.”
 
   “What am I doing in it?” I twist my body and sit across his lap.
 
   “How about I present it to you tonight? You can tell me if you approve or not.”
 
   “Ok. I’m sure I’ll love it. You have a true gift.”
 
   I’m anxious now, knotting my fingers in my lap and licking my plump bottom lip.
 
   “Stop. I can’t stand to watch you behave like a trembling child. It’s below you. Besides, licking those lips is my job.”
 
   He twines his arms around me, holding the back of my head, and leans in to plant a bracing, possessive kiss on my craving mouth, bruising my lips, making me dizzy with desire. He drags himself away, but not before snatching my swollen lower lip between his pearly white teeth and gliding his tongue along the clamped flesh. I moan and writhe on his lap as I become aroused, starving for his dark touch. I want him on his desk. 
 
   Apparently, my stomach is just as starved as my insatiable libido because it cries out a gut-wrenching, grumbling gurgle, breaking our impassioned encounter.
 
   “Gabrielle, did you eat lunch?”
 
   “No, you got me out of there before it arrived.”
 
   “We need to get you home.”
 
   “I’m fine. Ignore it, please. I’m going to dinner in a few hours, and I’d rather you fuck me on your desk, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   His emerald gaze is dark with lust. He closes them and shakes his head, slowly. When they open, there’s only concern and focus.
 
   “Another time. I’m taking you home now, and I don’t want to hear an argument. Are we clear?”
 
   “Crystal.” I frown.
 
    
 
   We arrive back at my place, my stomach babbling incessantly.
 
   “Go take a shower, and I’ll have soup ready for you when you get out.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” I salute him and march out of the room. I jump in the shower and do a thorough wash-down. I stand under the warm water and allow its soothing touch to caress my sore rump and achy muscles, stress knotting them into pretzels. 
 
   I get out and throw on my fluffy white robe. I head back out and find Hunt sitting on the couch with one leg tucked under his rear. He’s dressed in loose black sweatpants and a white tee, looking absolutely fuck-worthy. Then again, he looks that way in whatever he’s wearing. 
 
   He’s chatting with Maya about tonight’s plans when she notices me. “Hey! How was your first day?”
 
   Hunt’s wide eyes dart to mine, and he slowly shakes his head.
 
   “Hectic. I’ll tell you later.”
 
   “There’s a mug of soup on the counter,” Hunt remarks.
 
   I grab it, walk over to the couch, and nuzzle into my nook. He slinks his arm over my collarbone and holds me close.
 
   “Oh! I almost forgot,” she exclaims, shoving her hand into her back pocket and pulling out my cell, which she hands back. “You left this here today. Julie called while you were at work, and I invited her to join us tonight. She’s bringing Sloan along.”
 
   “You left your phone?” Hunt asks disapprovingly.
 
   “Crap. I know. Don’t say it. Unacceptable.” 
 
   He chortles. 
 
   “Well, it is.”
 
   “Are you ok with Julie coming along?” Maya inquires.
 
   “Yeah, except I don’t think Chase will be as enthused. Jules has a thing for him, but he…”
 
   “Wait. Julie has the hots for Chase?” Maya appears to regret her decision to invite her.
 
   “He doesn’t feel the same,” I reassure.
 
   Hunt huffs and lets out a HA!
 
   “What?” I ask with a tone.
 
   “Don’t mind me. I had something in my throat.”
 
   I glare at him over my shoulder.
 
   “So, you see it, too?” Maya asks Hunt. “How Chase doesn’t have eyes for anyone but her?”
 
   “I knew I wasn’t the only one,” Hunt comments victoriously under his breath, as he takes a sip of chicken noodle soup.
 
   “Oh, shut up, enough of this malarkey.” Hunt pinches my shoulder. “Ow!”
 
   “What happened?” Maya asks, giving me a concerned, inquisitive look.
 
   “The mug is still hot.”
 
   “Be careful, klutz.” Maya smiles at me then at Hunt. “Hey! Would you like to join us? It’ll be fun. Plus, with you there, Chase can’t hang on Ellie all night. Ellie, you can distract Julie, and I’ll keep an eye on Chase. Please? Throw a girl a bone.”
 
   I shake my head and giggle into my mug.
 
   “I wouldn’t want to impose.” 
 
   “You wouldn’t,” Maya ensures. 
 
   “Then allow me to set up the arrangements.”
 
   “Fabulous. Julie and Sloan should be here soon. We can do the girl thing.”
 
   “Yay,” I reply apathetically.
 
   “Gee, thanks,” Hunt murmurs.
 
   “Oh. No. I’m not big on the girl thing. I’ve perfected looking my best without actually trying too hard. With Jules and Sloan, getting ready is always a production. They take forever and always end up turning me into a life-size Barbie doll.”
 
   “You know you love it,” Maya says with a roll of the eyes.
 
   “Ehhhh, I don’t wanna,” I whine. 
 
   “Oh, come on. It’ll be fun. We can blast some tunes and have a drink while we get ready.”
 
   “I guess it doesn’t sound like total torture.”
 
   Hunt chortles lightly in my ear. I nudge him in the side, and he jerks. Suddenly, there’s banging on the door. Jules and Sloan are hollering for us to let them in, chanting and giggling. Maya jumps up and rushes to the door. They come in screaming and hugging, as if they were in high school, simultaneously gushing and chatting at a rapid pace. 
 
   Hunt reluctantly removes his arm so I can rise to greet them, and they spot me.
 
   “Ellie. Oh, Ellie,” They taunt in unison, “Time to play dress up.”
 
   I crinkle my nose, and they giggle, giddy and ready to experiment on their guinea pig. I stare back at Hunt, as they tow me toward the bedroom, and mouth, “Help me.”
 
   He lounges nonchalantly on the couch, arm draped along the back, legs crossed, ankle resting on his knee. He’s laughing, amused by my current predicament, shaking his head in response to my urgent plea.
 
   Bastard. You would think he enjoys the idea of me being punished.
 
   I’m yanked into my room, and the door slams shut behind me. I’m trapped. I have nowhere to run and hide. They plop me in front of the vanity, and I make an attempt at rising, but Jules and Maya hold me down. Sloan walks over to my highboy and pops her iPod into the portable speakers, choosing Sky Ferreira’s ‘You’re Not the One’. 
 
   The girls swarm me, prodding and pulling at me with every device known to torment a woman. Sloan smears goop on my skin, applying evenly all over my face while Jules and Maya brush, blow-dry, and tease my hair. I think a curling iron is involved, definitely hairspray as a cloud of fumes is forming around my head.
 
   They turn me away from the mirror, and Sloan disappears for a few moments. Jules keeps at my hair while Maya rifles through a selection of clothes they brought with them. I pray its nothing too revealing. Sloan returns with a martini in hand.
 
   “Here, this will calm you. Just a tini martuni. Drink up.” She hands me the glass, and I take a few sips. “No, no. The whole thing. I need to finish your make-up.”
 
   “Ok, but not too much foundation, please.”
 
   “No prob. I got you, girl. I kinda do this for a living. I’m pretty sure I know what I’m doing.” She reassuringly pats my shoulder while I down the rest of the delish martini. I know I shouldn’t second-guess her since she is one of the premiere make-up artists in the city maybe the country, but I’m finicky about too much make-up. It’s as if I’m wearing a mask.
 
   “Yes,” Maya squeaks, “This is the one.”
 
   “Oh, that’s perfect.” They gush, and when I swivel my head to sneak a peek, they quickly turn it back.
 
   “Don’t look!” Julie snaps.
 
   Damn it.
 
   “Please, take it easy guys. I don’t want to look ridiculous.”
 
   “Oh, shut it, Hyde,” Julie orders. “Trust us. We’re going to make Damian drop to his knees when he lays his eyes on you.”
 
   They don’t allow me to see myself or the ensemble they have decided on. About fifteen minutes and two martinis later, I’m standing fully dressed, dumbfounded by what I see in the full-length mirror. 
 
   My hair hangs in long, lush waves, teased a bit on top for added height. My make-up is flawless, with dramatic cat eyes and matte nude lips. The knee-length bandage dress is black, formfitting, and sexy as sin. The neckline goes straight across my plump, trussed up bust line. A thick halter strap loops about my neck, scooping back down under the girls, cupping and pushing them up. Adorning my feet are platform fuck me pumps with straps crisscrossing over the arch of my foot and clasping around the ankle. I appear to be ready for a night of bondage and kinky debauchery.
 
   Holy crap, it’s bondage Barbie. Hunt will definitely love this. 
 
   “Well, hello, Miss Bardot. Vava Voom,” Sloan chimes in, and I flush all over. 
 
   There’s a light rapping at the door and Damian’s voice on the other side.
 
   “Everyone attired?”
 
   “Yes!” they cry out.
 
   He walks in with his hand jokingly shielding his eyes.
 
   “Open them and look at your woman,” Maya blurts out.
 
   He removes his hand, and his eager green eyes scan the room until they finally set sight on me. Hunt’s mouth goes slack, chest heaves, eyes are aflame with lust and a sexual darkness I crave. 
 
   “Ladies, could you give us a moment, please.”
 
   They giggle and trot out of the room hastily. Hunt closes the door slowly as he attentively focuses on me with dark hunger. He prowls to me like a predator stalking their prey. He is the ravenous wolf, and I’m the petrified doe welcoming his carnal consumption. I can only gape at him as he creeps nearer, my lead feet firmly welded to the floor. My heart hammers against my chest plate, breathing’s erratic, and muscles clench.
 
   He clutches me tight, hauling me into him, and plants a body-trembling lip-lock on me. My body melts into his touch, and I meet his pace. I’m breathless when we break, yearning his body on mine. 
 
   “You look like a fantasy, my fantasy. I’m going to fuck you so hard tonight.” I groan at his dirty promises, desperate for him to take me. “You’re a Siren calling to my depraved soul.” 
 
   He cups my face in his hands and strokes my cheek with his thumb.
 
   “I’m pleased you like it.”
 
   “Like it? That generic word doesn’t express how I feel about this sensuous look. You’re the sexiest creature I’ve ever seen.” He grabs my hand and thrusts it onto his thick, long, rock-hard cock. “That won’t be going away until I fuck you senseless, over and over…I want to try something tonight, and I hope you’re game.”
 
   “What?”
 
   He releases his grip, and I remain latched onto his magnificent solid hunk of manhood.
 
   “Be patient, Hyde.” He stares me in the eye. No looking down required with the stilts clamped to my feet. We’re almost eye-to-eye. I lean in and kiss him, using my tongue to gently coax his lips open, and he enters my mouth with a forceful tongue. 
 
   “I should get ready,” he mumbles through the sensual oral caress, “Your friends…are waiting…on us.”
 
   “Let them. I need you. This is torture.” He pulls away reluctantly and sighs. “I’ve gone without you inside me long enough. Claim me. I’m mad with desire.”
 
   “Patience seems more like a pain in the ass rather than a virtue. Still, you shouldn’t leave them hanging, and I want to be ready before loverboy arrives. Why don’t you go spend time with your friends while I shower and dress?”
 
   He grazes his finger along the length of my nose, and I sigh, content. “Don’t take too long, Hunt. Being away from you is utter agony even for a moment.”
 
   “I wouldn’t dream of tormenting you.”
 
   I raise a brow and pucker my lips, scanning him questioningly. “Oh, wouldn’t you?”  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-two
 
    
 
   Playing with Dolls
 
    
 
   It’s seven thirty, and Chase hasn’t arrived yet. I make a round of martinis and pass them out to the girls, placing Hunt’s on the coffee table for a pre-dinner cocktail. I’m on my third, and with only soup in my stomach, I feel a teensy tipsy.
 
   Jules selects Fitz & the Tantrums on my iPod. A fun, upbeat number called ‘Out of My League’. We move over to a clear area and start to dance and sing along, belting out the words off key. Fits of laughter come roaring out as we sound more like howling monkeys. 
 
   We spot Hunt leaning on the doorframe to the hallway with a huge grin on his glorious face, observing us act like dorks. We rush him, and his palms fly up as we surround and force him over to the ‘dance floor’. 
 
   Hunt chortles and goes along with it while we dance and bellow out the song around him. I’ve never seen him laugh so hard. He pleads for us to stop, tears streaming down his cheeks. It’s sweet and unshielded and heart stopping. 
 
   Suddenly, Maya waves toward the front door with a huge enthusiastic grin plastered on her lovely face. We turn to find Chase coming through the door, keys in hand.
 
   “Hey!” Maya greets him, skipping to his side. 
 
   The other girls follow suit and give him a barrage of kisses and hugs. I stay near Hunt for two reasons. One, I know if I go to Chase, he would be terribly jealous. Two, he has a pretty possessive grip on my wrist, keeping me from doing so. I smile over to Chase, and he gives me an overwhelmed one in return.
 
   “You should always keep your door locked, Elle,” Hunt lectures softly.
 
   “I do. Chase has a key,” I respond, knowing perfectly well he wouldn’t like hearing it.
 
   “He can get in here at any time? Unacceptable.”
 
   “Yes, well, it is what it is. If you want to discuss it further, it will be done later at the penthouse where my friends can’t hear.” I lightly tug my arm from his protective grasp and head for Chase who welcomes me warmly. I don’t know where this ballsy confidence is coming from, perhaps the dress, but I like it.
 
   I notice how nice he looks dressed in a deep red button-up and dark jeans with chucks in place of his normal slip-on Vans. 
 
   I give him a huge hug and whisper in his ear, “I’ve missed you. There is a plan to keep us distracted and away from one another, but if you find a window, I would really like to talk.”
 
   “What plan?”
 
   “I’ll tell you later.”
 
   We break, and the girls swarm him once again. Out of the group of girls, he seems to favor Maya’s attention the most. He smiles at her and slinks an arm about her shoulder as she asks him about his day. They would make a charming couple. I would love for him to be my brother-in-law one day. He could always be in my life.
 
   I stand off to the side, admiring them, and begin thinking about the future, what it would be like. I picture our children growing up together, weekends at the vineyard, barbeques in the backyard, Hunt by my side. What a wonderful life it could be.
 
   My reveries are shattered by Hunt’s arm clinging to my waist and warm, soothing breath on my ear. “Have I told you how fucking delectable you look?”
 
   “In so many words, yes. Have I told you how fucking cum-worthy you look?” I whisper back in his ear. He’s dressed in a charcoal gray V-neck sweater, black slacks and leather square-toed dress shoes. He looks amaze as usual, and he’s all mine. I’m going to ravage his ass as soon as I get the chance. Maybe, I’ll ravage him at the club or in the car. I won’t make it until later this evening. I haven’t felt him inside me since this morning, and its making me sick with lust.
 
   I clasp my arm about his waist and kiss him on the cheek, no tiptoes required. He gives me one on the side of my head in my hair and lingers, inhaling me slowly.
 
   “Mmmm, coconut,” he murmurs from my hair, and I close my eyes, comfortable and completely in love with this sensually dark man.
 
    
 
   We dine at a restaurant Hunt owns called The Gate, which is perfect because it sits atop a tall building overlooking the Golden Gate. Hunt and I can’t keep our hands off one another all through dinner. We greedily fondle the others thigh beneath the privacy of the table.
 
   The meal is superb, which is expected from an establishment owned by Damian. We drink expensive wine, talk loudly, and enjoy one another’s company. Hunt even seems to really enjoy himself, talking it up with everyone including Chase. The gesture both shocks and pleases me to no end. 
 
   After dinner, we head to a nightclub, Damian’s of course, and we’re seated in the upstairs VIP lounge where we are the only occupants. There is a huge glass wall, giving us a view of the dancing patrons down below. It’s much quieter in here than down with the thumping music and screaming crowd. 
 
   The décor is modern, sleek, inviting, with black couches, white throw pillows, dark wood floors and a long rectangular stone fireplace in the center of the room. It’s very much like Prey or Damian’s penthouse. 
 
   We settle in and order our drinks from the waitress assigned to attend to us all night. Hunt orders a few rounds to start us off. 
 
   “Hey,” Sloan blurts, “I invited that guy from the bar. I thought it would be a good idea to do the casual group thing instead of a formal date. He just texted that he’s outside, and I was hoping he could come hang here with us.” 
 
   I give Hunt a look, and he takes out his cell to make the call.
 
   “What’s his name?” he inquires.
 
   “Shane Cooper,” she responds with an enormous, thankful grin on her glowing face.
 
   Damian says a few swift words and hangs up the call. Shane’s tall, lean frame strides through the door no more than two minutes later with a drink in hand.
 
   He has his dark chocolate, almost black, hair slicked back, and incredible hazel eyes like Sloan. He’s wearing a plain black T-shirt and dark skinny jeans with worn-out boots. The look isn’t that appealing on most people, but on him, it works. He looks like a punk Elvis Presley.
 
   He comes up and shakes our hands confidently, thanking Hunt for the golden ticket. Damian smiles and tells him it was his pleasure. He walks over to Sloan and takes a seat, slinking a tatted arm around her waist, culling her in as if they’ve known each other intimately. I realize they just may.
 
   Sloan looks perfect next to him, with her fire engine red hair and sexy tight silver mini. His little punk princess. She has a few tattoos, but none I can mention.
 
   He whispers into her ear, and she giggles sweetly. He goes in for her neck and nibbles, making her squirm and push at him playfully. He reaches into his shirt pocket and pulls out a huge joint.
 
   “Yay!” Sloan cheers.
 
   Shane holds it up so Hunt can see it, looking for approval. When Damian nods his head, yes, he lights it up and passes it. Sloan takes a hit passing it on. Each guest takes a draw and circulates it about the room until Maya hands it to me. I glance over at Hunt and wait. 
 
   He reaches past me and plucks the joint out of her hand, placing it to his lips and inhaling deeply. I watch the smoke slowly billow out from his sensual lips, and I can’t keep the shocked look off my face. He passes it over with a cocked brow and a sly smirk.
 
   I take a hit, relaxing into the soft throw pillows, and pass it back to Hunt after a few more draws. He goes to hand it back to Shane, but he motions for Hunt to keep it and takes out another. 
 
   I scoot over into my nook, easing into him, and we cuddle while we finish off the rest, lounging and caressing one another as the subtle high sweeps over us.
 
   “I didn’t know you still smoke.”
 
   “On occasion I do. I didn’t know you partook.”
 
   “I was a chimney in college. I smoke socially every now and then.” I chortle. “I’m still in shock at the sight of the J in your mouth.” 
 
   “I thought this was a celebration.”
 
   “It is. I’m not saying it’s a bad thing, obviously. That would make me a hypocrite.”
 
   He kisses me on the crown and glides a finger down the side of my face. I roll my head back against his shoulder and close my eyes. He combs his fingers through my hair, gently twirling the ends. He pets, tickles and kisses me tenderly as I drink in the moment, sighing.
 
   I turn my attention to Jules sitting on the other side of Chase while he engages in a deep conversation with Maya. She doesn’t appear pleased so I sluggishly rise and walk over to her with my hand extended out.
 
   “Let’s go shake our fucking asses.”
 
   She smiles up at me weakly, snatching my hand. We start to walk out when the drinks arrive, and we grab two shots off the tray on our way through the curtained entryway. We carefully make our way down to the dance floor, throwing back the shots and setting them on a table en route to the dancing crowd. As soon as our feet hit the floor, our bodies start swaying in time with the Hip-hop beat of M.I.A’s, ‘Bad Girls’. It’s great for dancing, and I let it take me away.
 
   I sing and bump along to the hard pounding of the bass as it pulsates through me. The stress melts from her face, replaced with a slow spreading grin. Once it fully invades her lips, I spot Jules there, my Jules. I see the girl she was before Nicholas’s suicide, happy, vibrant, full of life, and I’m genuinely happy for the first time in a long while. Thanks to Hunt. I think about my love for him and his for me, how he protects me, cares for me, fucks me. Dear god, the skills this man has in the bedroom and out of it. 
 
   I look up toward the tinted glass wall above us, and even though I cannot see him through the darkness, but I know he’s there watching me, wanting me, my body. I decide to put on a show like the first night we met. I sway and swivel my hips in a leisurely, sexual rhythm, dipping and bending, running my hands up and down my aching body, imagining they were his eagerly roaming me.
 
   I feel him, he’s near, and then his hands are on me, encompassing me in him. His hands slide along my body, kneading hungrily over my swaying form, tummy, thighs, collarbone, and ass. I reach my hands around and clamp onto his firm rear, pulling his solid cock into my gyrating rump. He growls in my ear and nips at the lobe. My head slumps back against his broad chest as we dance, erotically grinding into one another.
 
   We don’t care who sees our inappropriate groping. We’re desperate for each other, for our bodies to entwine passionately. It’s been too damn long. I pine for his carnal touch, his cock thrusting violently into me, his hands giving pleasure and pain. I want it all, and I want it now. 
 
   He reads me like a book and spins me around, taking my mouth with a vengeance, probing his tongue deep inside, quickly flicking it with mine. I meet him, and we cling to one another as people dance about us. He lifts me up and attacks my mouth with a fury that causes me to lose my breath and myself. The sensational tingling in my slit takes charge, and I ravage him as if it were the last time I ever would. 
 
   He strides us off the dance floor and up the stairs, never taking his lips or eyes off me. He sets me down just outside, disappearing into the room. A moment later, everyone walks out with drinks in hand, heading down to the action. They don’t even seem to notice me as they pass. I duck in, and Hunt mentions to the two guards at the door to wait downstairs, that no one was to come up until he gave them the go-ahead. They nod and take off to their post.
 
   The song spins into another by Queen of Hearts called ‘Black Star’. It’s a rough, sluggish beat for slow dancing and hard fucking. Hunt shuts a hidden, milky-glassed sliding door and locks it. He turns and saunters over to me, eyes boring into mine with a sexual grin planted on his face.
 
   “Have I been patient?” I ask seductively, eyelids heavy, tongue gliding over my lips. I lie on the couch and wait for him to claim me.
 
   “Yes, you have.” He adjusts his hefty length. “I’ve been waiting to pound that tight cunt of yours all day. I’ve never wanted you so bad. I honestly think I’ll die if I don’t have you, my oxygen. Let me breathe you in deep, baby.” 
 
   He strides over to me, lifts me up in his arms, and sets me on my feet. He yanks the hem of my constricting dress up around my waist and rips my panties off, literally.
 
   “At this rate, slick, I won’t have any panties to wear,” I breathlessly comment.
 
   “I’ll buy you more,” he growls, “But I’ll probably tear those off, too.” He claims my mouth for a long, urgent oral caress, grasping onto my thighs and rear while my arms wrap around his large torso. He fucks my mouth so good, I nearly convulse from the sheer skill of his tongue. 
 
   He creeps his lips across my chin and down the center of my neck, causing my head to involuntarily tilt back and give him free reign. I thrust my hands into his hair and tug roughly, hoping to evoke Hunt. He heeds the call and growls deep in his throat, nipping at mine. I sharply gasp at the sudden delectable sting and moan when it sends an arousing sensation down my body. 
 
   He releases me, spins me around, and yanks the neckline of my dress down under my breasts, heaving them up. His nimble fingers twine and twist the hypersensitive pink tips, hardening in his pinching grip. My back arcs and bare ass grinds into his hardy cock, still tucked away in his slacks. I sway against him slowly, and his length grows harder along the split of my rear. I cannot wait for him to claim it.
 
   “I’m so fucking hard for you. Are you wet for me, angel?” He slides his hands down my torso and cups my sex in his palm, gliding his middle finger along my soaked lips. “Mmmm. You’re always ready for me. I’m going to fuck this sweet cunt of yours so hard,” he murmurs in my ear and then bites roughly on the lobe. 
 
   He guides me over to the couch, hands still groping stridently. 
 
   “Sit on the couch with your legs spread as far apart as they’ll go.” I do as commanded, and Hunt stands over me, studying attentively, licking his lips. “I want you to pleasure yourself. I want you to show me how you make yourself cum.”
 
   He sits in a chair opposite the couch and leans back, casually assessing my panting, sprawled out body.
 
   “I want you to make me cum. I want you to touch me,” I plead.
 
   “Oh, I’ll make you fucking cum, but first, I want you to show me how you get yourself off.” His eyes are shadowy pools of emerald, his lips parted slightly. I close my eyes and start kneading my breasts. “Open your pretty eyes. I want to see them. I want them to see me.”
 
   They fly open as I begin my descent down my torso. I caress and rub, grab and grope. I slowly make my way down to my pulsing V, adrenaline rushing straight through me, causing everything to vibrate and my hairs stand at attention.
 
   His eyes bore into me, to the very core of me. He’s watching me absorbedly, hands running up and down the length of his thighs, tongue drifting lazily over his sumptuous lips. I want them on me desperately. I crave for his mouth’s dark magic to put me under their spell.
 
   The thought of him pleasuring me takes control. I explore myself as if I were Columbus and my body, the new world. My hands sashay greedily down my trembling thighs as I imagine him on me, in me, taking me so completely that I never come back down.
 
   I massage my thighs eagerly, slithering slowly up the inner soft flesh until I reach the part of me that yearns for his deep, thrusting touch. I glide my fingers over the smooth, moist lips, dipping slightly and grazing the slick pink knot of nerves just right. I spasm at the overwhelming pleasure as it sweeps across me, and I moan approvingly.
 
   Hunt is biting his lower lip while a hand caresses the length of his stiff cock running along his thigh. The sight of this sexual being gratifying himself because of the desire he possesses for me is intoxicating, even more so than the alcohol flowing through my veins. 
 
   I can’t take it and touch myself. I rub the knot softly and moan, delighted by the feel of my own carnal caress. I shut my eyes as the eroticism of the moment overcomes me, and I hear Hunt’s deep growl. An instant later, his tongue is on me, devouring me with a ravenous fury that sucks the breath right out of me. My hands fly into his hair and fingers clasp aggressively. His tongue flicks and swivels with precision, declaring me as his own without having to say a word. 
 
   He scoops his hands under my rear and hauls me up to his mouth, giving me a deep, erotic kiss on my clit, suckling and humming as he eats his dessert. I writhe and squirm as my orgasm builds inside me until I cannot hold on, and I unravel around him, my body arcing and winding as I savagely cum.
 
   “Hunt,” I cry out. 
 
   He doesn’t wait for me to finish coming down before he slams into me, sheathing himself to the base. I enfold him with my legs, and he wraps his arms about my waist, hauling me up. He strides over to the glass wall and smashes me up against it, my bare rear pressing into the icy cold glass.
 
   “So, public sex turns you on. Is this public enough for you?” he murmurs against my slack mouth, his breath filling my lungs as I inhale him. 
 
   I groan and crash my lips into his. “Yes. Fuck me,” I mumble through the kiss.
 
   He pounds into me voraciously, thumping me into the cool, vibrating glass, which causes my hypersensitive clit to pulsate to the beat of the music. My body jolts into it with every hard thrash of his perfect cock, filling me up. I use the wall as leverage and meet his ardent blows to my tensing cleft. He growls and pumps harder, making me bounce wildly onto him. His tip hits the back occasionally, causing jagged moans to explode from me.
 
   He pulls out, sets me down, and spins me. I bend over, planting my hands on the glass, and he crashes back into me with a force that sends me jerking forward. I use my hands to push back onto him, and he clamps his onto my breasts. I observe oblivious dancing patrons and friends while he takes my slit vigorously, unmatched by any before and still it’s not enough.
 
   “Spank me,” I order, “Hard.” His hand releases a breast and comes down on my ass with a swift snap. “Again. Don’t stop until I cum,” I growl.
 
   He does as I command, pounding his solid dick into me, wreaking havoc on my raw ass. It fulfills the need, and I cum with a screaming moan. He follows suit, pumping me full of his warm, rushing nectar. My whole body goes limp, and Hunt cuddles me into him. I gasp for air as convulsing waves spread through me.
 
   “I want more,” I groan.
 
   “Later, angel, I have something special in store for you. This was a quickie to take the edge off, our fix. I couldn’t take it any longer. Now we can enjoy the evening rather than focus on the urges.” He kisses the back of my head and clenches me tightly. “Would you like to rejoin your friends?”
 
   “Yes, that would be nice.”
 
   We hold each other for a few moments, allowing reality to sink back in, then tidy up and head back down to our group on the dance floor.
 
    
 
   We dance, drink, and have an exceptional time. Once we’ve had our fill, we all head back toward the lounge to relax, talk and have a few more drinks before calling it a night. Hunt and I are the last of our posse. As we follow them over to our private entrance, we’re halted in our tracks by a sweet voice behind us.
 
   “Hello, Master.”
 
   Hunt spins around and stares at the stunning brunette with a cold, distant gaze.
 
   “Brooke,” he says stiffly, his eyes are cold. I’ve never seen them so emotionless, so distant.
 
   “It’s good to see you,” she comments with a shy smirk, eyes cast down.
 
   “What are you doing here?” he asks curtly.
 
   “I didn’t know you would be here,” she says timidly.
 
   All I can do is gawk. I look her over and notice her clothes. She is wearing a loose, flowing top with dark skinny jeans and black flats. I realize she looks a bit like Olivia, same coloring and willowy beauty. She is tall and slender as well. In other words, she is the polar opposite of me. The only similarity we share are our large blue eyes, which turn their focus on me.
 
   “Brooke Evans.” She extends a hand out to me confidently, total turn-around from the trembling girl a few seconds ago. Apparently, he gets that reaction from all his girls. I’m relieved I’m not the only one.
 
   I take her extended hand firmly and shake. “Gabrielle Hyde, but you can call me Ellie.”
 
   “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ellie.” 
 
   When we break our contact, I feel a folded piece of paper tucked into my palm and slip it into my clutch before Hunt notices. “Likewise. Any girl of Hunt’s, etc.”
 
   We giggle and smile at one another.
 
   “I suppose you would like to rejoin your friends now,” Hunt suggests.
 
   “Yes. I just wanted to say hi and introduce myself,” she quietly murmurs. “It was lovely, Ellie. Enjoy the rest of your evening.”
 
   I reply with a sympathetic smile, “You do the same, Brooke.” 
 
   She turns and strides back to her friends at the bar. Hunt roughly snatches my hand and leads us back to the lounge quickly. I sit with the girls, chatting it up, and take the opportunity to check the folded slip of paper. It reads. 
 
    
 
   If you bring the questions, I’ll supply the answers.
 
    Meet me in the girl’s room in fifteen minutes.
 
    
 
   I crumple the note and toss it back in my purse. Hunt seems to notice me, so I smile sweetly at him and blow a kiss. He relaxes and goes back to the conversation with Chase and Shane.
 
   Fifteen minutes later, I excuse myself. Jules and Sloan offer to escort me, but I tell them I’m good and head to the restroom. When I get there, I find her sitting on a plush couch in a waiting area. She smiles up at me, and I walk over to her.
 
   “Please, take a seat.” She gestures to the empty space next to her, and I oblige. 
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I know we don’t have much time, so I’ll be quick and get straight to the point. I’m sure you’re curious about Damian’s subs, how he behaved with us. I know I was when I first met him.” She furrows her brows and looks at me inquisitively. “Do you have any questions?”
 
   I have a million. The problem is. Where do I start?
 
   “What was he like?”
 
   “He is stern, authoritative, and cold, but he’s also the most generous and considerate Dom I’ve served.”
 
   “What did he like to do to you or you to him?”
 
   “He enjoyed walking me around on a leash and collar, having me stand beside him with a drink in my hand until he asked for it, or watching me do my household chores completely naked. To name a few. I was his slave twenty-four/seven, doing anything he expected of me. When I didn’t do something expected of me…well, let’s just say he was big on obedience and punishment. His favorite form was orgasm denial.”
 
   “Yeah, I got a taste of that gem today.”
 
   “What was your crime?” she asks with a crooked smile and an intrigued gleam in her eye. 
 
   “Screaming like a mad woman in his office and refusing to stop once asked.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s Damian.” She shakes her head to herself, appearing to be reminiscing over a particular incident. 
 
   She comes back from wherever she’s just been and continues, “He’s a good man, better than he gives himself credit for. When we were together, my mother became terribly ill, and I had to fly back home to see her. He not only paid for my first class trip and accommodations, but he footed the entire hospital bill, aftercare, and mortgage on their house. He took care of everything, so she could focus on getting better, which she did. All thanks to him.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “Yeah, generous doesn’t come close to his kindness, but his dark side can be just as extreme.”
 
   “When did you end?”
 
   “We ended about a year ago after two years of servitude.”
 
   “You were with him for two years?” I ask the question dripping with astonishment.
 
   “Yes, his longest to date.”
 
   “Do you know how many others?”
 
   “Yes. Seven.”
 
   “Seven?” I repeat back to myself.
 
   “Yes. Damian is the long-term monogamist type.”
 
   “Do you know any of them?”
 
   “Yes, I know a few.”
 
   “I’m curious. What do you do for a living?”
 
   “That’s an interesting question.”
 
   “I wonder what type of woman would choose to be a submissive.”
 
   “I’m a lawyer.”
 
   “A lawyer? I would think a woman in such a position would prefer to be Dominant.”
 
   “You would, but the appeal of being a sub is giving up control to someone else. When your whole life consists of endless decisions, unavoidable responsibilities, balancing friends, family, and long, hectic workweeks, the idea of relinquishing power can be alluring. Everything is taken care of, including your pleasure.”
 
   “I can see the appeal.” I sigh staring down at my fidgeting fingers. 
 
   “You aren’t like us, are you?” she asks in a way that sounds more like a statement.
 
   “No, I’m not. Why do you ask?”
 
   “Well, Damian would never allow us to speak without permission, let alone yell at him. You seem to possess privileges I never had. What are you to him, if you don’t mind me asking?”
 
   I don’t mind her asking. I feel oddly comfortable telling her things I couldn’t talk about with even Chase.
 
   “No, I don’t mind. I’m his girlfriend with submissive benefits. However, I’ve been considering giving him more power over me. I’m just not sure I can give up my independence.” 
 
   “I hear you. I was the same way when I started participating in this lifestyle, but once I let go and enjoyed the experience, I loved it. It isn’t for everyone, but I highly recommend you at least try. Who knows?”
 
   “I have a hard time with control because of my past.”
 
   I can’t believe I just told her that.
 
   “Ex?” Being a lawyer, she seems to understand instantly. I think I found a kindred spirit in this erotic stranger from Damian’s recent, dark past.
 
   “Yes,” I murmur.
 
   “There is no need to feel shy around me. I won’t judge you or your past. We all have skeletons in our closets.”
 
   “I suppose we do. Did Hunt ever show you his?”
 
   “No, but it’s obvious he has more than a few, and they’re probably pretty grotesque. He may be a dominant man, but he’s also a very damaged man, which I’m sure you know by now. Once he lets you into his private life, it doesn’t take long to spot the cracks.”
 
   “He tries so hard to hide them.”
 
   “I bought him the mask.” My eyes shoot to hers. “And by the look on your face, I’m guessing you’ve seen it.”
 
   “It’s amazing, and I’m glad it was you rather than Olivia.”
 
   “Don’t mention that horrendous woman’s name, please. I can’t stand that fucking bitch.” 
 
   I laugh really hard.
 
   “I like you more with every word. I feel the same way.” 
 
   “What did she do to you?”
 
   “I don’t care what she does to me, more like what she’s done to Hunt. She isn’t good for him.”
 
   “No, she isn’t,” she agrees, shaking her head gently.
 
   “What did she do to you?”
 
   “What didn’t she do? She was one of the reason’s I left. I couldn’t take her any longer.”
 
   “You left?”
 
   “Yes. I might’ve stayed if it weren’t for her vindictive behavior. She seemed to believe she had claim on him. However, she isn’t the one you need to worry about.”
 
   “Who is?”
 
   “Marlena, his ex-Dom, is the sneaky one. She acts sweet at first, especially in front of Hunt, but once he’s out of earshot, the claws come out.”
 
   “How much do you know about her?”
 
   “I don’t know much, only what he told me and what I’ve seen. It was in our contracts that we were never to look up information on him, ever.”
 
   “The contract,” I murmur to myself.
 
   “Did you sign one?”
 
   “No, he didn’t deem it necessary in our arrangement, but I asked for one. I wanted the guidelines laid out for me, so he’s having one drawn up.”
 
   “Wow, you sounded like him for a moment, but it’s hard for him not to rub off on you.” She pauses and sniffs the air around me. “I don’t mean to be rude, but you smell of him.” She smiles shyly at me, knowing what had occurred a short while before our meeting. I smile back at her and blush. “I’m glad we could talk.” 
 
   “Me, too. I’ve needed it.”
 
   “Well, let me give you my number. If you ever need to talk to anyone, I’ll be there.”
 
   “That would be amazing.” I hand her my phone, and she punches in her info. She gives it back, and I press send. Her cell goes off, and I hang up.
 
   “Now, you have mine if you ever need the same.” 
 
   “Thanks. Maybe we can do lunch or something.”
 
   “That would be great. Call me.” I smirk at her.
 
   “I will.” She gives me a big, genuine smile. 
 
   “We better skedaddle before Hunt comes in search of me.”
 
   “Concurred.” She agrees with a gentle nod of the head.
 
   We gather our things, laughing and talking as we exit to the loud atmosphere of the bar. I’m looking back at her when I slam into a huge object. I spot the look of fear on her face, and I don’t need to turn my head to know whom I crashed into, but I do so anyway.
 
   He’s glaring at us with his arms crossed over his torso. He doesn’t say a word to either of us, only stares in that intimidating manner. Even though the music is blaring, and the mob is a thunderous roar, his silence is the most deafening. I can’t take it, and I break through it, attempting to get Brooke out of his line of fire as soon as possible. I turn to her and say, “It was nice talking with you, Brooke.” 
 
   I reach out and shake her hand, giving her a run look with my eyes.
 
   “Same, Gabrielle,” she replies with a stunned expression on her extraordinary face and rushes off. I take a moment before turning around. When I do, his blazing emerald eyes are piercing into me. I take a big gulp before speaking, “Hi, slick.”
 
   He doesn’t reply. He watches.
 
   I don’t know how long we stay like this, but it’s a few minutes at least. We stare at one another, neither ready to make a move, and then he snatches up my hand. 
 
   He tows me back over to the private lounge, where he announces, “Gabrielle and I will be taking our leave. Please, feel free to stay and enjoy. My driver will wait for you outside, and when you’re ready, he will escort you home. Have a good evening and get home safely.” He’s polite, but rigid.
 
   I gawk at my friends, and they gawk right back. Chase looks as disappointed as I am. I really want to spend time with him, but at this rate, I may never get the chance. I shoot him a small smile and a shrug. He gives me a weak one back. 
 
   Hunt doesn’t wait and hauls me out of the room with an extra tight grip on my scrunched hand. We rush through the thick mess of people and break out into the icy air. The black Koenigsegg is sitting out front waiting for us. We didn’t take it, so I’m guessing Liam brought it over. He walks us to her and opens my door. I pause before entering, gazing up at him pleading him to speak, to look at me, but he doesn’t. He stares off into the night and pretends as if I’m not even there. 
 
   I flop into the low vehicle, slide my legs in, and buckle up. He slams the door so hard the car shakes, and the thud hurts my ears. I sit silently, waiting for him to get in and scream until my ears bleed, but he doesn’t. He stands outside of the car for a long moment, and when he enters, he doesn’t say a word to me. He buckles in and starts her up. She violently awakens, her engine coming to life with a thunderous roar, and he takes off like a bullet from a gun, shooting down the partially deserted street.
 
   My hand grips the door handle, and my heeled feet dig into the floorboard as he weaves between cars and cuts sharp corners. I feel my body forced back into the chair, and my heart pounds as if we were about to take off into flight. If all that weren’t enough, his anger is thick in the air, packing the small space full of negative energy. I can’t breathe, as if the oxygen is made of Jell-O.
 
   He doesn’t talk all the way home, and once we’re there, he continues his agonizing torture. I don’t know what to think.
 
   Is he mad? Hurt? Does he feel betrayed? What is wrong with him?
 
   I’m about to give up and go home, heading toward the elevator, when he speaks, “Do you want to see the portrait I took?” He’s calm, eerily so.
 
   I turn to stare at him, wide-eyed and confused.
 
   “Ok,” I reply, befuddled.
 
   He gently clamps onto my hand and guides me up to his bedroom. He flips on the lights, and my eyes cast upon the photo in question, hanging center on the wall to our left. I’m taken back by the subject matter. I knew to expect to be in it, but I didn’t expect to be nude.
 
   My shadowy silhouette is cloaked by the misty shower glass, as steam billows and flows about the room. I appear to be rinsing down, hands running through my hair, every curve on my body exposed from head to toe. 
 
   I study it, intrigued by the raw beauty of the moment captured forever. This is how Hunt sees me. I’m beautiful through his eyes, and with his masterful photography, I can see what he does. 
 
   “What do you think? Can I keep it up?”
 
   “As always, your work is breathtaking. I’m proud to be displayed for your visual pleasure. You can keep it up.” I take a quick glance around the room, realizing the photos of the others are missing. I wonder which one belonged to Brooke. “Is that it?”
 
   “What were you expecting? I thought you liked it.”
 
   “I mean about earlier. You didn’t say anything until now, and it’s about the photograph. What the hell was wrong with you?”
 
   “Gabrielle, my ex approaches us at a club, and you behave casually about it, then I find you laughing and joking with her coming out of the restroom where women talk. At this point, I’m unsure what I feel or think of the situation. I only brought up the photo to keep you from leaving.”
 
   “Don’t leave would work, too. Why were you standing outside waiting for us?”
 
   “I wasn’t. I came to find you, and you ran into me.” 
 
   “Come on, slick. I know you have questions.”
 
   “What happened in there? What did she tell you?”
 
   “No more than I asked her to. We did talk, it was about you, and it won’t be the last.”
 
   “What do you mean?” he asks with an annoyed curiosity.
 
   “We have plans for lunch.”
 
   “No,” he says curtly
 
   “Excuse me?” I ask with a tone, arms crossed over my chest.
 
   “No, you will not.”
 
   “Yes, I will. I like her, and I want to get to know her.”
 
   “You can’t be friends with my ex-sub.”
 
   “Who the fuck says?”
 
   “It’s an unspoken rule.”
 
   “Who’s? That’s bullshit.”
 
   “It’s a general understanding.”
 
   “Fuck that. I’m going to have lunch with her. End of discussion.” I stride past him, but he firmly clasps my wrist and keeps me from leaving.
 
   “No, it’s not.”
 
   “What is there to talk about?” I turn hurriedly, back to him.
 
   “What did she tell you about me, about us? What do you feel about what she told you? Why does Chase have a key?”
 
    I sigh.
 
   “She gave me a few examples on what you expected of her, what you did to her. She told me you were big into obedience and punishment, but I’m familiar with that. She said you were extremely dark, but also giving and thoughtful. She told me about her mother, how you took care of everything. She spoke very highly of you and your relationship. Plus, she told me about how it ended after two years of servitude. You liked her.” 
 
   “Is that a question?”
 
   “No, you don’t keep someone around for two years if you don’t like them. This is a question. Would you still be with her if she hadn’t broken it off?”
 
   “No. I would’ve ended it eventually. Yes, I liked her. She was an excellent slave and companion, but it couldn’t go anywhere.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I didn’t want it to. I didn’t want an attachment.” He takes a steadying breath. “How do you feel about what she said?”
 
   I take a breath to catch my bearings. 
 
   “As far as how I feel about it, I feel no difference in the level of love I possess for you.”
 
   I giggle when I remember a part of our conversation.
 
   “What?”
 
   “She said I sound like you, smell of you.”
 
   “Did she?” he asks with lackluster and an arched brow.
 
   “Yes. I think she knew what we had just done.” I remember how stern he was with her. “Why do you act cold toward her?”
 
   “I always behave in such a manner with my subs.” Even now, he sounds cold, distancing himself from the conversation.
 
   “I figured, but she isn’t your sub anymore.”
 
   “In one form or another, they are. They always will be.”
 
   “What?!” I ask, unsure of what I just heard.
 
   “You still haven’t answered my question about Chase.”
 
   “I’ll answer when you tell me what you mean.”
 
   He gives me that stare, that gaze that tells me he isn’t to be challenged. “Answer me.”
 
   “I tried to kill myself,” I blurt out. I’m surprised it came out easily.
 
   “You attempted suicide?” he asks with a disturbed look. He almost seems to deflate, his stiffened, defensive posture sagging as if the weight of the world just plopped itself upon his shoulders.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Pills,” I respond casually. “Your turn.”
 
   “It’s a possession I can’t explain.”
 
   “I understand the concept of possession. It answers why the cradle robber feels she still owns you.”
 
   “Let’s not talk about her.”
 
   “Agreed. What shall we discuss?”
 
   “Are you fucking serious?” He aggressively runs his fingers through his hair. “You only just told me you attempted suicide, and you want to know what we should discuss.”
 
   “I don’t want to.”
 
   “Gabrielle…”
 
   “Don’t Gabrielle me. I don’t want to. Respect that. I respected you all those times you asked the same of me.”
 
   “Gabrielle…”
 
   “Damian. Enough,” I snap.
 
   He appears stunned by my moxie.
 
   I know people don’t order him around, but I’m not just a random person, and he has to accept my right to privacy. I say when I’m ready to talk, not him.
 
   “Fine. I’m dropping it…for now,” he says through tight lips.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   I glance at the clock. It’s fifteen minutes to one, and I’m surprisingly awake.
 
   “Yeah, actually, I’m starving.”
 
   “What would you like?”
 
   “I want a cheeseburger with french fries.”
 
   “That’s my girl, always with the junk food.” He picks up the phone and makes a brief call. Who the hell would he call at this time a night? “Status?” he asks the mystery caller. “Both of them…? The others…? Excellent…Yes…I need you to pick up two cheeseburgers and fries…Yes, that will be fine…Keep me informed of any changes.” He hangs up and saunters over to me at the end of the bed.
 
   “Who was that?”
 
   “Banks. I asked him to pick up food on his way back.”
 
   “You shouldn’t do that. I don’t want to be a bother.”
 
   “I pay him to be bothered. He just dropped Chase and Maya off at your place, so he shouldn’t be long.”
 
   “He dropped them off at my place? Together?”
 
   “Is that a problem?”
 
   “No, I suppose not,” I reply, trying to feign an undaunted demeanor, but even I can hear the uncertainty in my voice.
 
   “Good.”
 
   “I should get out of these clothes. They’re binding.”
 
   “Keep the dress on.”
 
   “Why? It’s tight,” I softly whine.
 
   “I have a plan for you and that dress. Keep it on,” he commands sensually.
 
   “Can I at least take off my shoes?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Ok. I’ll play your kinky, depraved game.”
 
   “Color me depraved.” 
 
   I put my hands on my hips and tilt my head to the side. “So what do we do until Liam arrives with the late night grub?”
 
   He grabs my forearm and pulls me into him, planting his strong, urgent lips on mine. I throw my arms about his neck and lean into him. I allow his kiss to sooth and arouse me, send me soaring through the clouds. I’m glad he doesn’t stay mad at me for long because I hate fighting with him.
 
   His hands run softly up and down my back and rear. I slide mine into his hair and massage his scalp with my nails. He seems to take pleasure in it because he groans appreciatively. His competent hands latch onto my ass and knead roughly. My head is swimming, and my body is aching. I need him, but I know Liam will be here soon, and I gradually break away, pecking light kisses across his face.
 
   “I love you, Elle.”
 
    Finally back to Elle.
 
   “I love you, Damian.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-three
 
    
 
   Dominating Mr. Hunt
 
    
 
   We sit on the couch eating our burgers and fries, washing them down with refreshing, sweet root beer. I’m savoring the tasty, late night treat, but I want out of my bondage wear. 
 
   “You and Brooke having lunch together makes me uncomfortable,” Hunt comments, but he doesn’t look at me, his focus remains on his half-eaten burger.
 
   “I know.” I spot where he’s going, but it’s nonnegotiable. “What if we had met by accident, on the street or at work? Would you feel the same?”
 
   He glances over at me and replies, “I don’t see how you met her changes the circumstance. She would still be my ex, and you would still be my girlfriend. How you met isn’t the issue, it’s whom you both are.”
 
   I look away, disappointed by his lack of empathy. 
 
   “So, it’s purely a possessive thing. Even if it means I have someone who understands what I’m going through, you won’t allow it.”
 
   He pinches my chin between his skilled fingers, turning my face toward his, forcing me to look into those hypnotic eyes.  “I understand what you’re going through. I was there. Why don’t you talk to me?”
 
   “It’s not the same thing.”
 
   “This is true. You and I love one another.”
 
   “No, I mean it isn’t the same thing, because you don’t know what it’s like to be dominated by Hunt.”
 
   “Are you unhappy with our arrangement?”
 
   “No, of course not, but you can overwhelm me, and it’s nice to have someone who understands. Plus, I feel comfortable with her. She’s someone I would be friends with even if you weren’t in the equation.”
 
   “This complicates things.”
 
   “Yes, a bit, but I promise I won’t tell her anything you told me in confidence. Who knows, you may not even come up.”
 
   “Look what happened with the last thing you promised me.”
 
   I sigh and shake my head. “I thought we were over today.”
 
   “Hardly, but I apologize.” He takes the last bite of his burger, drinks a large swig of soda, and tosses the wrapper back in the bag. “Since you won’t budge on this, I suppose we can come back to it another time. Instead, we can talk about your confession earlier.”
 
   “I told you no,” I huff.
 
   “You can’t tell me you tried to kill yourself and not expect me to be curious about the details. Don’t you understand that hearing you confess you would’ve rather been dead kills me? What if you had succeeded? Don’t you realize what it could’ve meant for us? I would’ve never met you, and then where would I be?” He tosses his hands over his face and rubs vigorously. “What if you attempt it again?” he mumbles from his hands, and his eyes fly to mine. “What the fuck would I do then, Gabrielle? I won’t live without you.”
 
   I hadn’t considered the possibility of how my suicide attempt might affect him or us. I never had to before.
 
   “Woulda, coulda. But I’m not dead. I’m here with you, where I intend to stay. I did it because I was scared and alone, or so I thought. I’m not alone anymore. I’m completely surrounded by you. I would never kill myself knowing what it would do to you.”
 
   “Would you do it if I wasn’t with you? Would you do it if I hurt you?”
 
   I take his hand from his lap, holding it in both of mine. “No, I wouldn’t. I’m not the same girl anymore.”
 
   “Why? How? When?”
 
   “Before I met Walker, I was in a bad place. I made great strides with fixing my issues, but I was severely depressed and terrified Nicholas was going to come find me once I was back in the city. I was getting ready for an evening out with Chase when I received a call from him. He threatened me, told me he was going to find me and finish me off.
 
   “I was petrified out of my mind, and without thinking, I downed a bottle of Vicodin. Chase found me like always and forced me to throw them up. He had to bust down my door to get to me. That’s why I gave him a key, so he could get to me whenever I needed him.”
 
    Hunt studies me for a moment then speaks softly, “You told me you never heard from him again. Did he come find you?”
 
   “No. I think it was a last attempt to keep me under his thumb. I didn’t lie. I said I never saw him again, and I didn’t.”
 
   “Semantics. Let me guess, no charges were filed.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Jesus, Gabrielle.” He curls his upper lip, obviously disappointed in how I choose to handle the situation.
 
   “I told you I was a different person. I was weak of mind, no self-worth. I had no evidence. What was I supposed to do?”
 
   “I’m sorry, angel. I…I’m angry with myself for not being there for you. I wish I could go back, find you, and save you from everything. I would give anything to protect you.”
 
   I slide close and wrap my arms around his carved shoulders, setting my head on it with my face nuzzled into his neck. I inhale a long breath, smelling his musky scent, and kiss him. 
 
   “You can’t change what happened to me. I wouldn’t want you to. I know it’s hard to understand, but I wouldn’t be who I am. I wouldn’t have found you if things had gone differently. I would go through it again if I knew you were waiting for me.”
 
   “Don’t say that.”
 
   “Why? It’s true. I would walk through the fires of hell to be with you.”
 
   “You already did.” He scoops me up and cradles me in his lap, his forehead tenderly pressing against mine. “From this point on, I will never, ever let anyone hurt you.”
 
   I thrust my hands in his hair behind his head and yank his lips onto mine, forcefully invading his mouth with my tongue. He growls and comes at me with a voracious tenacity. I lick the opening and bite down on his bottom lip, tugging harshly.
 
   He tosses me onto the couch and pounces me, pining my body into the soft cushions. His massive form hovers over me, shadowing me. He breaks away abruptly and gazes at my face, into my eyes. He doesn’t speak. He carefully studies every line and crease on my admiring face.
 
   “I want to try something. I think it could be healing for you.”
 
   “What?” I inquire sweeping my finger over his dark, arched brows.
 
   “I want you to dominate me.”
 
   “I don’t think I heard you. Can you repeat that?” I ask with a bemused look in my wide eyes.
 
   “I want you to dominate me. I want to be your sub. Obviously, this wouldn’t be a regular occurrence, but tonight I want to belong to you. I want you to take any hurt, rage, frustration you harbor and let it out on me.”
 
   I feel the look of horror spreading across my face.
 
   “I could never do that to you.”
 
   “I’m not asking you. I am still Master. I command you to do as I say.”
 
   “We said we would discuss options in the bedroom. I need to agree to it, and I refuse.”
 
   “Gabrielle, listen to me.”
 
   “Do I have a choice?” I interrupt, staring down at my body wedged between him and the couch.
 
   “No…Three things brought me to this conclusion. The first is your past. I believe I can teach you to harness the pain and control it. It’s a healthy outlet for you to express your emotions. The second is this morning when you came charging into my office screaming and demanding answers. I was upset with you, but extremely aroused. Then you slapped me across the face, and I went wild. The satisfaction I received was immense. I wanted to bow down at your feet and allow you to do as you will to me.”
 
   He caresses my nose with his. “The third is the moment I saw you wearing this dress with those shoes, I knew I wanted you to be my Mistress…Dominate me.”
 
   Even when asking to be my sex slave, he’s domineering.
 
   “Ok,” I reply. “Go upstairs and prepare for me. I want you to arrange a blindfold, gag, and riding crop on your bed, then stand in the center of the room naked in the submissive stance and wait.”
 
   He doesn’t hesitate. He rises and quietly heads upstairs. As soon as he’s out of sight, I grab a pillow and scream into it. 
 
   I don’t know the first thing about being a Mistress. I don’t even know what I’m going to do to him. How can I inflict pain on him? Purposely anyway. What am I going to do...? Oh, shut up, you whiny baby. This man is offering himself to you, an opportunity to heal, and you don’t know? Of course you do. It’s in you. Now, get your ass up there, and I’ll handle the rest.
 
   I rise off the couch, close my eyes, and breathe, allowing my dark side to emerge and take control. I sense the darkness sweep over and seize my body, my mind, transforming me. I open my eyes, but they’re heavy with desire. I am no longer Gabrielle, obedient sub. I am reborn into Gabrielle, Dominant.
 
    I take my time getting to him. I head into the kitchen, pouring and sipping on a glass of sweet pineapple juice, leaning against the counter, casually assessing my surroundings. I finish it, placing my cup in the sink, and slowly make my way to him. 
 
   I saunter into the dimly lit bedroom where Damian stands, positioned as I expressed. His head is tilted down, hands clasped behind his back, and legs spread slightly, well-carved body exposed. He is fully aroused.
 
   I spot a plethora of toys and gadgets neatly laid out on the bed, more than I asked for. I pick up the touchscreen pad off the side table and select Of Verona’s ‘Dark In My Imagination’. 
 
   I snatch the riding crop and prowl up behind him. I slide the flap of the black leather plated crop up his spine. His muscles clench at the contact, and I saunter about him, studying every flex. 
 
   “I gave you very specific instructions, and you couldn’t follow them. Did I not make myself clear?” I ask sternly, snapping the riding crop across his broad back. He remains motionless, quiet. “Answer me. You may address me as Miss Gabrielle.”
 
   “Yes, Miss Gabrielle, you did,” he says in a staid, deep voice.
 
   “Then why didn’t you follow?” I slap it across his firm butt cheek.
 
   “I wanted you to be prepared, Miss Gabrielle,” he replies in a gentle voice. “I want to please you.”
 
   “And you will,” I growl, and his breathing hitches. 
 
   I swagger in front of him.
 
   “Look at me,” I order, and he obeys. I’m startled by the softness of his bottle green eyes. The aggression normally beaming from them isn’t there. He’s in his submissive state. “I want you to undress me, only the dress.”
 
   He walks around me and gingerly pulls the zipper down. He slithers his fingers under the halter strap and lifts it over my head. I jolt at his touch. Even when I possess the power, he manages to keep his own. 
 
   My dress falls to the floor and pools around my strappy-heeled feet. I step out of it and turn toward him, so he can admire the black lace corset and matching thong. His eyes never leave mine. “You may admire.”
 
   His eyes hungrily scan my body while I stand before him, holding the riding crop, staring him down and smiling seductively. “You may speak freely.”
 
   “My god,” he breathes.
 
   He drops to his knees, clasping onto my calf, kissing up my thigh stridently. His lips drag across my sensitive flesh, and for an instant, I forget my place. When I remember, I snap out of it and order him to stop.
 
   “Forgive me,” he replies.
 
   “You must learn to do as I ask. Why do you disobey?” I slowly shake my head in disapproval. “I want you to stand at the corner of the bed and hold onto the post with both hands, legs spread shoulder width.” 
 
   He stands and struts to the post, grasping it so tight his knuckles turn white. He still obtains that virile male presence. He’s meant to be my Master, not the other way around. But I’m going to give him what he wants and pray this will give me the healing I’m realizing I still need. My damage is mirrored in him, and I finally see myself clearly. 
 
   I come up behind him and take a deep breath.
 
   “Ready?” I ask with a shaky voice.
 
   “Do as you will.”
 
   I raise my arm and come down weakly. 
 
   “Come on, baby. Let it out. Let him go.”
 
   Nicholas flashes through my head in a disorientating whirl of terrifying images. The memories flood back in a rush of fear and self-revelation, the abuse, the rape, the control. Damian no longer stands before me, only Nicholas offering himself up on a silver platter, anticipating the torment he once inflicted upon me, and I’m more than willing to give him a taste of his own medicine. The rage inside me builds and boils until I explode.
 
   The next thing I know, the riding crop flies high into the air and comes back down onto his sacrificial flesh with a thunderous snap. I raise my arm again, and again I whale on him with everything I have. I repeat this violent act in a continuous flow of thrashes across his firm ass and wide back.
 
   “YOU SICK SON OF BITCH! YOU FUCKING COCKSUCKER! YOU RUINED ME! IM GLAD YOU’RE DEAD! I HATE YOU! I HATE YOU!”
 
   I don’t know how long this goes on, or how many times the crop has scorched his flesh, but when I come flooding back, I find Hunt before me, back and rear covered in bright red triangular welts, and I drop the torture device. I back away from him and scream at the top of my lungs, dropping to my knees. Tears burst from my eyes, and I cup my hands over my face.
 
   “I fucking hate you,” I weep out softly.
 
   “Angel?” 
 
   He scoops me up, clears the toys off the bed with a sweep of the arm, and lies us across the mattress. He wraps himself around me as I wail fiercely. I let everything I’ve been holding onto for years go.
 
   “I hate what…he did to me. I hate…what I let him…do,” I sputter out.
 
   “Me too, babe. Let it out. Let him go.”
 
   The song changes to Lana Del Rey’s ‘Blue Jeans’. A symphony of violins and bass play an enchanting, lulling melody, picking up the pace slightly then melding softly into the background as the measured western-esque strums of a guitar breathe a different air into the song, an ambient style that enthralls and captivates. It’s a passionate, somber, down-tempo ballad with a subtle Hip-hop infusion. 
 
   It’s about finding the one person who fits you, so completely, you couldn’t live without. Songstress, Ms. Del Rey, artfully swoons in her low, sultry voice to her absent lover, expressing the endless love she possesses for him. I can’t help but think Hunt’s expressing himself through the heart-wrenching lyrics. 
 
   He lifts my face to his and kisses my tears. He blankets my face in salty, wet caresses of the lips. I slowly contain myself, letting out small spurts of tears and whimpers. I begin to kiss him back, and he meets my lips with his, claiming them forcefully. I cling my arms about his torso and hold him close. The occasional sob still erupting from my throat. 
 
   He pulls away. “This isn’t right. I’m taking advantage of your vulnerable state.”
 
   “No, you’re not. I need you. Heal me, Damian,” I murmur, staring up at him with glossy red eyes, and he crashes back onto my lips. He rolls onto me and thrusts a hand down between my trembling thighs, spreading me apart. He shifts my thong to the side and plunges into me in one swift move. He exhales an extended breath, and I let out a shaky moan as he sinks into me.
 
   He gyrates his hips sluggishly, pumping his weighty cock into me in lazy drubs. He kisses my moist cheeks and gently licks the stream of tears off with his tongue. He’s taking them into himself, taking in my sorrow.
 
   I scratch my nails along his back, and he purrs in my ear. I lean my face into his shoulder and kiss roughly, licking my way up his neck to his ear, biting down and suckling on the lobe.
 
   He enfolds his arms about me and rolls us over. I continue my assault on his ear and writhe my body over him. I swivel and dip my hips, meeting his slow, deep thrusts. I rise up and unclasp the hooks of my corset, revealing the slit of flesh between my hoisted breasts. He reaches up and nimbly unhooks the remaining clasps. It falls open, and he explores my exposed torso patiently. His hands cup and massage my plump, swollen tits, pinching the erect tips and plucking sharply. 
 
   My head flies back, and my hands cover his, moving with every caress. He bucks sharply, causing moans to explode from me. His hands run down to my waist and latch on, guiding our ever-increasing pounding. Our pace quickens, and our breathing becomes stressed from the pleasurable exertion. My hands splay on his chest for balance as he thumps into my tensing sex, fucking me viciously.
 
   “Cum for me, angel.”
 
   He glides his thumb onto my clit and places his hand on my womb, pressing slightly, increasing the pressure and pleasure. He slams into me, and I cum hard. My body weakens and flops onto his chest, panting and trembling as he cums, deliciously pouring himself into me, filling my cup. 
 
   “Oh fuck, Gabrielle,” he groans, bucking into me as a wave seizes his clenching body, his head digging into the mattress. He collapses, sinking into the bed with a relieved sigh. He cups his hands on the sides of my face, bringing my lips to his, gently grazing and pecking me. 
 
   I lie my head on his chest as exhaustion washes over me. Hunt’s still buried within me when I shut my eyes, allowing his tender lips to lull me to sleep.
 
    
 
   I wake the next morning, feeling well rested and ready for the day ahead. I turn over to Hunt and nuzzle into my nook. He’s still asleep on his back, an arm flung over his face and one leg poking out of the sheets. I rub his chest and kiss him over the heart. 
 
   He stirs, and I glance up at the clock. It’s ten thirty! We’re late!
 
   “Damian, wake the hell up.” I shove at his chest with my palm.
 
   He rustles. “Go back to sleep, babe.”
 
   “Damian, wake the fuck up.” I slap his stomach, and he springs up.
 
   “What did you do that for?”
 
   “We’re late. We need to get dressed and get out of here.”
 
   He casually glimpses at the clock.
 
   “No, we’re not. I called your office to let them know you wouldn’t be in today.”
 
   “You did what?!”
 
   “You heard me,” he replies, lying back, resting his head on his folded arms.
 
   “Why would you call in sick for me?”
 
   “You need the rest after last night.”
 
   “Damian, you can’t just make decisions for me.”
 
   “Yes, I can,” he replies confidently.
 
   “Are we going do this again? I’m attempting to establish myself, and you’re sabotaging what I’ve worked hard for.”
 
   “You’ll be fine.”
 
   “You don’t get it. I don’t want to be the bosses arm candy. I don’t want to take advantage of your position or our relationship. I don’t want to be that girl.”
 
   “I was only trying to help.”
 
   “I understand, but you aren’t helping me by doing this, you’re hindering.”
 
   “I apologize. My intentions are not to hinder or sabotage your career. What would you like to do today?”
 
   “I’m going to work. I can’t call in sick on my second day and  then be photographed out and about with you.”
 
   “I think they’ll know we’re together regardless. I’m not at work either and…”
 
   “And what?”
 
   He grabs his laptop off the side table and places it on my lap. He must have done work while I was asleep. It wakes out of sleep mode and the Dirty Dog website is up. I spot a new article with photos and open it. The headline reads.
 
    
 
   DAMIAN HUNT TAKEN!
 
    
 
   I skim the article, which talks about our recent sightings out, and head to the pictures. There are tons, including one’s of us at the party, kissing and making up, at the funeral as we talked about Nicholas, driving to the D.O.D., and from last night outside the club. Then I zone in on one of me showing Maya my ring. The caption below says.
 
    
 
   Heiress and infamous ex-party girl, Gabrielle Hyde, shows off stunner to sister Maya Hyde. Is there a wedding in the near future?
 
    
 
   “Oh, fuck me.” I fall back into my large soft pillow, placing my hands over my face.
 
   “I think the jig is up.”
 
   “This only gives my point validity,” I mumble from my hands. I jolt up and leap out of bed. “Come on. Get up. We’re going to work.”
 
   “Gabrielle, get back in bed. We’re staying home today.”
 
   “Fine, I’m going to work.”
 
   “Babe, come back to bed.”
 
   “I’ll take one of your cars,” I continue as if I don’t hear him, and his eyes fly open, panicked. 
 
   “Babe…”
 
   “Slick, I’m going into work, and I don’t want you to argue.”
 
   “Fine. I’m going in, too, then. I’m not sitting around here by myself while you’re at the office with loverboy.” 
 
   “I thought we we’re over this. You two got on so well last night.”
 
   “We did that for you. We didn’t want to ruin the celebration.”
 
   “Great. Back to normal,” I reply sarcastically. “Well, let’s get ready. I don’t want to be any later than we already are.”
 
   We head into the closet to ready for work.
 
    
 
   I arrive at my desk at eleven thirty and get to work. I speed up my pace to ensure I make up for the few hours I missed, and I’m all caught up by one. I’m looking over a spread when my cell goes off.  I recognize the number, but I can’t place why.
 
   “Hello, Gabrielle speaking.”
 
   “Hello, love.” My mouth goes dry when I hear Walker’s soft Irish brogue on the other end, and I freeze. “Ellie dear? Are you there?”
 
   “Yeah, sorry. Hi.”
 
   “Hi. How are you? Well?”
 
   “I’m good. You?”
 
   “Great.” He takes a large breath and proceeds to sputter out, “I’m callin’ to invite you to my gallery openin’. I miss you, and I was hopin’ we could talk.”
 
   “Walker…” I think about how Hunt will react, but I don’t want to let him down, either. I broke his heart and left him out of the blue. I figure at the very least I owe him this. “When is it?”
 
   “Tomorrow night. I’m havin’ an early showin’ for close friends and family around eight. I know it’s short notice and ages since we last spoke, but I’ve been workin’ up the nerve to call you. Can you come?”
 
   “I have to check my schedule, but I should be free.”
 
   “Would you like to have supper with me beforehand?”
 
   “I don’t think it would be a good idea. I’m seeing someone, and he wouldn’t appreciate it.”
 
   “You are? Good for you, love. Well, maybe we could do lunch. I’ve been thinkin’ ‘bout you. I miss you.”
 
   “I miss you, too, Walker. I think lunch can be arranged.”
 
   “How ‘bout tomorrow? We can talk, and I’ll tell you ‘bout the openin’.”
 
   “Ok,” I reply hesitantly, “Meet me at The Huntsman, noon tomorrow. I’ll be waiting in the lobby.”
 
   “Tomorrow then. I can’t wait to see you…Bye, love,” he says and hangs up. 
 
   My mouth feels like there’s a large wad of dough enveloping it, and my hearts beating a million miles a minute. My palms are sweaty and twitching. I shake it off and dive back into the paperwork strewed about my desk.
 
   Why didn’t I stay in with Hunt? Every time I leave our bed, bad things happen.
 
    
 
   At two, Chase strolls into my office with a huge grin and takeout bags in hand. “I thought you’d be hungry.”
 
   “Starved. I didn’t eat breakfast.” He sets the white paper bag on my desk and takes out the fresh hand-rolled sushi. “Yum…It looks delish.”
 
   He places a handful on my plate and hands them over. I pop a spicy tuna roll in my mouth and hum as I devour it. 
 
   “Good?”
 
   “Are you kidding? They’re amazing.”
 
   He shoves one in his mouth. “Mmmm. They are.”
 
   “How have you been? I can’t tell you how much I miss you.”
 
   “Yeah?” he asks, seemingly surprised. 
 
   “Of course, you’re my best friend. I love you to death. I hate not talking and seeing you on a daily basis. I’m dependent on you, kid.”
 
   “Me, too, Ellie,” he says with a sigh but perks up a bit. “I’ve been alright, banging away at work and the ladies.”
 
   “Nice. That’s really cute.” I shake my head at him. “Where did you spend the night? Or to be more specific, whom did you sleep with last night?”
 
   “I slept at your place,” he replies casually, popping another roll into his mouth.
 
   “Where did you sleep?” I ask with slight annoyance. I hate playing the vague game.
 
   “In a bed.”
 
   “Damn it. Did you fuck Maya last night?” I say it louder than I intended, and an assistant walking by halts in her tracks to stare at me, staggered.
 
   “Sorry.” I gesture a hand at her, and she continues.
 
   “No, but I slept in her bed.”
 
   “Ok. I can handle that.” I sigh, relieved.
 
   “Handle what?”
 
   “I don’t mind you dating my sister, but you can’t treat her like one of your random skanks.” 
 
   He appears a bit offended. “First of all, we aren’t dating. Secondly, I wouldn’t date or fuck her, because I wouldn’t want to complicate things between us. If she and I were to date then break up, I wouldn’t want you to feel you had to choose between us…Mostly because I would lose. I’d rather have you as a friend than nothing at all.”
 
   “What do you mean by that?” I shoot him a perplexed stare.
 
   “Nothing. Drop it,” he says, tossing another roll into his mouth. “I’m just saying, as far as your sister goes, there’s nothing to worry about.”
 
   “Are you not attracted to her?” I ask, suddenly affronted by the idea that my sister may not be good enough for him.
 
   He looks at me like I’m nuts, which I am, and chokes a bit on a sushi roll.
 
   “No, I think she’s stunning, but that isn’t the point. It would mess with the order of things, and I don’t want that.”
 
   “Ok, fine. I’m just glad you didn’t pull a Chase.”
 
   “Thanks. Love you, too.”
 
   “I do love you. I’m just protective of my sister. You know I am so don’t act surprised.”
 
   “I hear ya.” He eats the last piece sushi and sets his plate down. “How are you? Is everything alright with Hunt?”
 
   “Yeah, we’re great.”
 
   “What was with last night?”
 
   “We ran into one of his ex’s, and he didn’t want to be there anymore. He didn’t want to ruin your evening, so he invited you guys to stay. Not to mention, I was spent from the long, wary day.”
 
   “What happened?” He tilts head to the side, a curious gleam in his eyes.
 
   “It’s a long story, and I’m exhausted just thinking about it. I’ll tell you another time, when it’s not still fresh on the brain.” 
 
   “Sounds good. So what does his ex look like?”
 
   “She gorgeous. She looks a lot like Olivia. She’s sweet. We’re going to have lunch together. Which reminds me, I should text her and plan a date.”
 
   “You talked to her? You have her number?” he asks with a stunned look.
 
    “Yes, I like her. She’s really nice and intelligent, and she hates Olivia, which is a plus in my book.”
 
    “Since when do you hate Olivia? You used to worship the ground she walked on, lapping up every word that came out of her mouth.”
 
   “Things have changed. Again, long story.”
 
   “You used to tell me everything,” he mumbles to himself, agitated.
 
   “I’m sorry. I have a lot on my mind I need to work out. I can tell you one thing, I’m not in denial about Nicholas anymore. I realized I have a lot of healing I still need to do. I was thinking about having a session with Dr. White.” 
 
   “That’s great, kid. You should talk to him. I’m sure he’ll have plenty to say on Hunt.”
 
   “Why would I talk to him about Hunt?”
 
   “I figured you would. You said he’s complicated. From what I’ve seen, you aren’t lying. Plus, you guys are moving quickly, and I think you should find out what Doc thinks about it.”
 
   “You don’t know the half of it. We already said the L word, and he’s asked me to move-in. He’s even talking marriage.”
 
   “Gabrielle.” He never calls me by my full name.
 
   “I know. I’m just as nervous about it as you are, but I like the idea of sleeping with him, coming home to him, waking up to him. I want to be with him.”
 
   “I would ask Dr. White before making any hasty decisions.”
 
   I sigh. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I need to make an appointment ASAP. I’m giving Hunt my answer tomorrow.”
 
   “Are you going to Olivia’s party tomorrow?”
 
   “Tomorrow evening?”
 
   “No, tomorrow morning.” He gives me a no-duh look. “Yes, tomorrow evening.”
 
   “I didn’t know it was tomorrow. We hadn’t really talked about it.”
 
   “You better go shopping because there’s a dress code and theme.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “It’s black and white, sexy but semiformal. The theme is carnal carnival or some crap like that.”
 
   “Shit. I better ask Damian.”
 
   “Yeah, probably…Is there anything else going on with you besides Mr. Boss Man?”
 
   “Yeah, actually, I got a call from Walker.”
 
   “Really? What did he want?” He only seems slightly fazed by Walker’s sudden reappearance.
 
   “He invited me to a showing of his latest work. We’re getting together for lunch tomorrow to talk and catch up. Shoot the shit. He said he missed me.”
 
   “How do you think Hunt will react to lunch with an ex?”
 
   “I know where he stands on lunches with ex’s. I’m not living my life based on what he wants, at least when it comes to friends.”
 
   “Walker was more than a friend. You dated for two years. That changes things.”
 
   “Then you could say the same about us.”
 
   “We are not you and him. We’ve something much deeper than that.”
 
   “You’re right. We’re soul mates, two peas in a pod, thick as…”
 
   He throws his hand into the air, halting me. “I get it. We’re close.”
 
   “Anyway, I’m having lunch with him. Maybe you could come along to keep it casual.”
 
   He laughs lazily. 
 
   “Oh yeah, he’ll be thrilled at the idea of you out to lunch with two exes.” He pauses. “I’m in.”
 
   “I figured you would be. I’ll stop by your office before noon, and we’ll head down to the lobby together.”
 
   “Cool. I’ll be waiting with bells on.”
 
   “Please don’t. I don’t want any extra attention thrown my way.” I giggle.
 
   “Yeah, I’ve seen the pictures and gossip online. How are you dealing?”
 
   “I fucking hate it, but it comes with the territory, and I’m no stranger to it. I just need to lay low and try not bringing any focus onto myself.” 
 
   “I better get back to work. Do you need a ride home?”
 
   “No, I’m good.”
 
   “Ok. I’ll call you tonight.”
 
   “I’ll answer tonight.” I smirk up at him.
 
   “Hilarious. Love you, kid,” he says, heading out.
 
   “Love you,” I call back.
 
    
 
   At four thirty, while I’m hustling to get the final details of my day finished up, Hunt sends a text.
 
    
 
    
 
   From: Hunt
 
   To: Elle
 
    
 
   CAN’T TAKE YOU HOME. EMERGENCY.
 
   CALL WHEN POSSIBLE. 
 
    
 
   Received: 
 
   Thurs Jan 31, 2014 4:34 PM
 
    
 
   He referred to me as an emergency yesterday in his office. I wonder whom the emergency is today. I hope it isn’t the succubus. 
 
    
 
   From: Elle
 
   To: Hunt
 
    
 
   OK. GOOD LUCK. TALK TO YOU LATER. 
 
   LOVE YOU, SLICK
 
    
 
   Sent:
 
   Thurs Jan 31, 2014 4:35 PM
 
    
 
   I wait to hear back, but after fifteen minutes of silence, I head over to Chase’s office. 
 
   “Hey.” 
 
   He glimpses up from his work and shoots me a wary smile. “Hey.”
 
   “Looks like I’ll need that ride after all. Is the invitation still open?”
 
   “Of course. I’ll be ready in ten.”
 
   “Great. I’ll be back then.”
 
   I head back to my office and finish my work. At five, I arrive at his office, and he’s waiting for me outside.
 
   “Ready?” he asks.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   I link my arm with his, and we head down to the main lobby. We stride out onto the sidewalk, and Chase whistles in the direction of the street.
 
   “Nice fucking wheels,” he comments.
 
   I look where he’s gawking and sitting in the street is Scarlett. Liam is standing beside her.
 
   “Would you like me to introduce you?” I walk over to Liam, and he hands me the keys. “Chase Cahill, this is Liam Banks. Liam, Chase.” They shake hands, his eyes still plastered to the car. “Chase, meet Scarlett.”
 
   “This is yours?”
 
   “No, I’m just so pretty I can walk up to perfect strangers and they give me their car keys. What do you think genius?”
 
   “Can we take her?”
 
   “Why not.” I turn to Liam. “Will you bring Mr. Cahill’s car to my building, please? I would appreciate it.”
 
   “I’m at your service. Anything you need, Gabrielle.”
 
   “Hey! You did it,” I reply enthusiastically.
 
   “Yes, but let’s keep it between you and me. When Mr. Hunt is around, we’ll stick with the other.”
 
   “I’m going to talk to him about it. Thanks for the help. I guess you can leave the keys with the doorman and bring Scar back to Artemis.”
 
   “No need. I have a ride back. You keep it in case you need it.”
 
   I turn to Chase. “Toss me your car keys.” He chucks them, and Liam reaches in front of me, snagging them. “Where are you parked?” I call out to Chase.
 
   “The employee parking structure,” he replies with his eyes still glued to my baby.
 
    “It’s a black BMW,” I add.
 
    “I won’t be far behind,” Liam informs me then turns, heading for the car, and I head for mine. I hop in, unlock the passenger door, and buckle up. Chase clambers in and fastens his seat belt quickly. His golden eyes scan the black leather interior as he fondles the dashboard. 
 
   Wow. This gives a completely new meaning to autoerotism.
 
   “This is amazing. I’m guessing Richie Rich got it for you.”
 
   “It would be a good guess.” I slide the key into the ignition and start her up. She purrs for me.
 
   Chase relaxes back into the seat.
 
   “Wanna see what this baby can do?” he asks with a ridiculously huge grin on his face. “Let’s take her out of the city for a quick joyride. We don’t have to be at your place when his butler drops off the car.”
 
    “He isn’t a butler, and his name is Liam.” I pause and think about it for a second. “I really want to, but I’m worried about Damian, and I’d rather hang at home until I hear from him. Would you like to come back to my place? We can do dinner and a movie.”
 
   “Sounds great. Let’s bounce.” 
 
   I put her in gear and merge into rush hour traffic.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-four
 
    
 
   Midnight Rider
 
    
 
   We make shrimp spaghetti with olive oil and garlic dressing and settle in on the couch to watch, The Godfather. I’m glad we decided not to go with tomato sauce and meatballs. I dig in and make it through about half the movie before checking my cell for a return text to the three I’d sent Hunt since I got home, but there’s still no reply. 
 
   My stomach churns at the flurry of thoughts that whirl through my head. Then I realize I have Liam’s number. He left it with the keys. I leave the den and head into my room to call him. He picks up on the first ring.
 
   “Banks.”
 
   “Hey, it’s me. I was calling about Hunt. I haven’t heard from him, and I’m worried. Have you?”
 
   “Everything is fine. He’s in a meeting with someone, and he left his cell with me, asking not to be disturbed.”
 
   Someone? Who is this mystery person? I want to ask, but I decide against it. I don’t want to be one of those girls.
 
   “Well…as long as he’s alright.” I murmur with trepidation.
 
   “Yes, fine…I’m glad you called. I have a message for you. There’s a package waiting for you at your door.”
 
   “Really? Thanks, Liam. See you later. Bye.” I rush off the phone and run to the front door. I find two large white boxes stacked on my welcome mat. I pick them up and bring them inside, setting them on the coffee table.
 
   “What’s that?” Chase asks, leaning forward to admire the loot.
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine.” I open the first box to find a black leather jacket and calf-height biker boots. I look at Chase with a confused expression, and he shrugs. I open the taller, square package, and my eyes burst open, my mouth goes slack. I reach in and pull out a sleek, black biker helmet. 
 
   “What the fuck?” I blurt.
 
   I notice a note taped to the side of the second box, pluck it off and read.
 
    
 
   Wear the boots and jacket with a pair of jeans. Be ready when I text you, and meet me downstairs.
 
    
 
   Love,
 
   Slick
 
    
 
   Just as I finish reading the note, Maya walks in.
 
   “Hey, guys.” She tosses her purse and coat on the table near the front door. “How was your day?”
 
   “Good,” Chase replies, and I follow with. “Fine.”
 
   “Don’t get too excited,” she says. “I wouldn’t want you to strain yourselves.”
 
   “Nothing to report on,” I comment.
 
   “I have to disagree,” Chase chimes in.
 
   “Well, tell her yourself while I jump in the shower.” I leap up with the boots in hand and head into my bedroom.
 
    
 
   I head back out to the living room, dressed in a white long sleeve tee and dark skinny jeans tucked into the boots. I take a seat next to Chase who appears uneasy, nervous, and Maya is nowhere to be found.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “Nothing…I better go.” He practically leaps off the couch and hauls ass for the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   “Chase, wait, what…” The door slams hastily behind him. “…happened?”  
 
   I jump up and head for Maya’s room.
 
   Holy hell! Can’t I have five minutes of peace? I haven’t had a real moment to breathe since I met Damian, not that all of it is his doing, but I’m exhausted, and I feel overly stressed as of late. 
 
   I knock on her door.
 
   “Go away!” she shouts, muffled by her tears.
 
   “Maya, it’s me. Can I come in?”
 
   “No! I want to be left alone!”
 
   “Baby, what happened? Are you alright?”
 
   No reply. 
 
   I stomp into the living room to search for my phone then back to the end of the hall to my room, slamming the door shut and plopping onto the bed. I fling my arm over my eyes, and before I know it, my phone goes off. I check the message.
 
    
 
   From: Hunt
 
   To: Elle
 
    
 
   I’LL BE THERE IN FIVE.
 
    
 
   Received:
 
   Fri Feb 1, 2014 12:31 AM
 
    
 
   I blink at the date and time. I must have passed out. I shake off the last of the sleep and slide out of bed. I grab my cell and wallet and totter off to the living room. I throw on the jacket and shove my stuff into the pockets. I snatch the sleek, black helmet and lock the door on my way out. 
 
   I anxiously head down to the lobby and out the entrance. When I exit, I find a mysterious helmeted rider on a lustrous, black sports bike. He’s wearing a leather jacket, worn-out jeans, and leather boots, very Marlon Brando.
 
   I slip on the helmet and stride over to my midnight rider, taking his offered hand and flinging my leg over the bike. I straddle the seat and Hunt between my thighs, hugging him into me. 
 
   Suddenly, his voice comes over a speaker in the helmet.
 
   “Hold on tight and don’t let go.”
 
   “Never,” I reply, and I can almost sense his smile. 
 
   I hear a light click and a sultry tune begins to play, ‘Burning Desire’ by Ms. Del Rey. As always, she sets a sensual mood to play into our darkest desires. Her lilting, dreamy voice crooning artfully.
 
   Hunt turns the bike on, doing the same to me in the process, as the seat wedged between my thighs begins to vibrate. We take off, shooting down Green. I clasp onto his waist tighter as we turn and zip down Hyde St. toward downtown. I rest my head on his wide back and shut my eyes.
 
   Images of Chase’s anxious face and Maya’s locked door flood into my head. I hear her voice yelling for me to go away, and I become annoyed by the fact no one would talk to me, but I know what went down, at least the gist of it. 
 
   I open my eyes, snapping out of my reveries. I focus on Hunt and the wind whipping about the ends of my hair, rushing over me. I focus on the way the gentle hum of the motor and texture of the road causes my seat to vibrate between my legs, and I moan. It’s exhilarating.
 
   We make it downtown in no time and fly through the oddly deserted streets. I glance up and get flashes of the tall buildings watching over us. I scan the roads and sidewalks, but we’re alone. Only the late night glow of offices, closed storefronts, and antique street lamps surround us. I take in the city as it speeds past us, observing the old and new styles of the architecture, mingling like relatives at a family reunion. 
 
   If the older structures could talk, I wonder what they would tell us. What stories would they share with me? No pun intended. What secrets do they keep?
 
   I get glimpses of Hunt, a turn of his head, a leather clad shoulder, his broad back, and I dig into him, breathing a sigh of relief, happy that he’s back in my arms. 
 
   We cut through the city and head back north toward the Golden Gate. Once we begin to cross over the midnight bay, I realize how chilly the air really is. The salty ocean breeze washes over my back in icy, whirling gusts, causing me to shiver violently. I try to ignore it and focus on the warmth of Hunt’s body against mine. 
 
   I look back at the shimmering city reflecting proudly off the dark waters, growing smaller in the distance, and I smile fondly on the home I hold so dear. I stare up at the lit towering Art Deco pillars of brilliant red as we pass under them. They’re so tall, they make me dizzy. They look like frozen giants as we speed between their legs. I turn my attention to the black bay, Alcatraz eerily floating in the middle like a ghostly, stranded ship. A moderate fog rolls in off the water, giving everything a supernatural glow.
 
   I clasp onto his jacket and rub my helmeted head against his back. He places a bare hand over mine, and the contact causes goose bumps to spread along my skin, the only area where flesh touches flesh. He puts his arm at his side, over mine, and clasps onto my thigh, running his tightly gripped hand up and down the length.
 
   I return the favor and reach forward, grasping his semi-erect cock into my palm. It becomes hard instantly. I feel the rush of blood filling him up, making him firm and ready to fuck. He rips his hand away abruptly and grips back onto the handle bar. 
 
   I release him, spreading my arms out shoulder height and shut my eyes. I’m flying. I’m soaring through the air, and I never want to come back down.
 
   “Gabrielle,” he reprimands over the speakers, and I return my arms to his waist and clench my thighs about his. He shudders slightly, and I smile to myself, nestling my head into his solid, wide back.
 
   This is my favorite mode of transportation.
 
   We head up US-1 about half a mile and then turn off toward the huge hill running alongside the highway. We cut through it using a long tunnel and breakout the other side, past fields, houses, and old batteries hidden in the hillside. They’re cement structures used during WWII for storing weapons and military equipment, or looking out toward the sea for oncoming enemies. These forts are hidden all throughout San Francisco, including Angel Island. 
 
   We ride the semi-curvy, dark roads. When we turn off, I know exactly where we are. We come to a stop and park atop the famous lookout facing the Golden Gate and just beyond it, our city by the bay. It’s truly the most romantic view in the whole city. We have the ocean to our right, flowing into the bay on our left. The city is alive with twinkling distant lights, and the bridge is aglow, it’s vibrant red shade displayed under the scrutiny of the bright lights shooting up the length of the behemoth columns. The fog is now blanketing the city and monstrous landmark giving it a haunting, misty radiance. We sit there for a moment, gazing out at our city, admiring the beauty of our home. 
 
   He rubs my hand and yanks off his helmet. His deliciously messy hair blows in a light breeze, and I thrust my hand into it, brushing my fingers through. He tilts his head back and moans.
 
   “I missed you, angel,” he says in a trance, and I rustle my hand in his hair. I pop off my helmet and the thick, mist of ocean air hits my face.
 
   “I missed you, too, slick.” I hand it to him over his shoulder, and he takes it, hanging it on a handlebar. I dismount the bike and stretch, every tense muscle loosening, and I groan happily. I love a good stretch.
 
   “What did you think?” he asks, flinging his leg over the seat and climbing off the sleek bike.
 
   “That was incredible. I always wanted to do that.”
 
   He opens a side compartment, grabbing a blanket and basket out, smiling at me seductively. I shoot him a huge, enthusiastic grin.
 
   He places the basket on a small flat rock and lies the blanket out on the ground beside it. He gestures a hand to have a seat, and I comply. I unzip my jacket and slide off my boots. He does the same, except he takes his jacket off and sets it on the blanket next to him. I place my arms behind me and lean back, gazing out at the ocean and the moonlight playing off the gentle waves.
 
   “I have a gift for you.” 
 
   I turn and stare at him with a cocked brow.
 
   “You aren’t giving me the motorcycle, are you?” I ask dispassionately, my head tilted to the side. He chortles and reaches into the basket, pulling out a single red rose with a white satin ribbon tied about the stem. He hands it to me, and I take it appreciatively. I think the simplicity of the gift is what makes it special, endearing.
 
   “It’s perfect, all of it, the moonlight, the rose, the romance, everything. Thank you, Damian”
 
   I lean over and kiss his defined cheek. He slinks an arm about my waist and hauls me into him, whispering in my ear, “It’s my promise to you. One I couldn’t make when we first met, but I love you, and I want to give you everything I never thought I could.”
 
   I place my head against his while he covers the side of my face in chaste, sweet kisses. I shut my eyes and soak in the beautiful tenderness of this broken man’s love for me. He cups a hand around the back of my head, holding me to him. “Are you hungry? Would you like a glass of wine?”
 
   “Yes to both.” 
 
   He releases me and turns back to his treasure trove of goodies. He pulls out a wine bottle, two glasses, and an assortment of treats, setting them out, displaying the spread prepared for us. There’s a jar of beluga caviar and an array of cheeses, grapes, and other fruit.
 
   He grabs a corkscrew and opens the bottle with a skilled touch. I pick up our glasses and hold them up. He pours half a glass in each, twisting the bottle at the end to ensure there’s no spillage. I hand him a glass, and we toast, staring deep into one another’s eyes.
 
   “To us,” I say, and he nods his head, gently swirling the glass and fragrant wine in the cup. He sips on it, letting out a gratified moan as it slides down his throat. I taste mine and realize it’s from my family’s vineyard. I would know it anywhere. “How did you get a bottle of my father’s private reserve?”
 
   “I have my ways,” he replies, clinking his glass with mine and taking another delicate sip. 
 
   “Slick,” I reply, puckering my lips.
 
   He smiles his wicked grin and pinches my chin between his pointer finger and thumb, bringing my lips to his for a passionate kiss. His tongue invades my mouth with a forceful thrust, and I welcome it with a quick flick of my own. He moans and snatches it between his sculpted lips, suckling ever so gently. I whimper, and he ravages my mouth, fucking it sensually with his tasty pink tongue. His arms clasp greedily about my torso, his large hand splayed on the back of my head, smashing me against him.
 
   We break away, breathless, and he culls me into my nook. 
 
   “Would you like something to eat?” he asks with his face in my hair.
 
   “Yes, I would.” 
 
   He leans in and picks up a cube of white cheese, placing it in my open, waiting mouth. I savor the creamy, nutty flavor and hum as I chew.
 
   “I love the way you eat. You moan with every bite.”
 
   I finish chewing and smile up at him. “It’s hard not to when everything you feed me is scrumptious and moan-worthy.”
 
   “You’re scrumptious and moan-worthy,” he whispers in my ear, biting down on the soft curve of my lobe. I groan and roll my head back onto his firm shoulder. He kisses down my neck, and I slink an arm behind me, placing my palm on the back of his head. I bring him into me, and he slithers his fingers under the collar of my jacket, removing it and kissing down my shoulder.
 
   “Let me finish feeding you.” He reaches for a couple grapes and pops them in. I bite down, and they burst open, squirting sweet, cool juice in my mouth, enveloping my taste buds. I hum, and he chortles. 
 
   “Every bite,” he murmurs, and I nudge him in the side. 
 
   I close my eyes and open my mouth, ready for another bite of a tantalizing treat. Suddenly, the salty, fishy taste of caviar sweeps over my taste buds as the tiny black pearls melt on my tongue. I close my lips, around what I thought was a spoon, but it’s not.
 
   I suckle on Hunt’s finger, licking the flavor of the sea off. He moans in my ear, extracting himself from my warm grasp. He lifts the glass of wine to my lips, lightly trickling the burgundy liquid over my tongue and down my throat. 
 
   He sets the glass down casually, calmly, but turns back to me and attacks my lips with his, shoving his tongue into my mouth. It dips and swivels, tasting me greedily. Hunt’s hungry, too, hungry for me. 
 
   “Ready for dessert?” I ask flirtatiously. 
 
   “I would love to taste your muffin,” he growls back, nipping at my jawline.
 
   He rises, extending a hand to me, and I latch on. He lifts me up into his arms. His fingers curl and grasp onto the hem of my shirt, ripping it off me, exposing my bare breasts. He does the same to his, throwing them on the blanket. He goes for his zipper while studying me intently, licking his lips. I quake in delight at the visceral male vision anticipating me, wanting me, needing me. He undoes his fly and allows the soft, worn jeans to fall to his feet. His stiff, thick length flops out under its immensity, and I moan. 
 
   He links a finger in a belt loop and yanks me closer. He makes quick work of my pants and kneels before me, taking them with him. I step out of them, and he places my leg over his shoulder. He runs his hands along my thighs, rear, stomach, and breasts, breathing deeply against my apex. The sensation of his warm breath caressing me softly as the cold, hazy ocean breeze embraces every other inch of my sensitive naked flesh causes my sensory system to go into overdrive, and I notice how there he is.
 
   I glide my eager fingers into his hair and clench onto his thick, messy strands. He moves in and kisses along the crease between leg and hip, repeating this on the other side, and his hands clasp to my rear, massaging firmly. He laps his tongue over my wet lips and moans. 
 
   “Delectable,” he growls, and I quiver.
 
   He doesn’t wait any longer, plunging onto my slit with a sensual aggression, eating me, devouring every crumb. His tongue works its masterful prowess on me.
 
   I tug at his hair then smash him onto me, writhing at his stubble’s prickly touch, squirming as he dominates my clit with his tongue. He slides two thick fingers knuckle deep into me, sluggishly moving in and out with perfect precision, hitting my G-spot over and over while he assaults my pink knot of nerves. His other hand remains clamped to my rear, pulling me deeper and grinding my slit against his eager mouth while he tongues me with ravenous delight.
 
   I whimper and coil about while he plunders my tensed pleat, robbing me of breath and sanity. I can’t hold on any longer, my body is wound tight, every muscle clamping up until a final lap of the tongue and a thrust of his thick finger sends me tail spinning out of control, and I cum vigorously. My body quavers, and my back arcs harshly until every muscle unclenches, and I collapse in his arms.
 
   “That’s my good girl, my beautiful, innocent angel.” He smirks devilishly, and I cock an eyebrow, too tired to do much else.
 
   “Scoundrel,” I breathlessly reply.
 
   He lies my limp body onto the blanket, facing down, and hovers over me, pecking me on the temple. He trails his lips down to my back and bathes it in loving kisses before clamping my legs shut with his. He scoops an arm around my womb and lifts my ass slightly, so I’m angled for entry. He inserts two fingers and spreads me open, pressing the tip of his rock-hard cock into the entrance of my core. 
 
   He rears back and thrusts into me with driving force, jolting me forward on impact, sinking in to the root. He pulsates into me with fast, unyielding lunges, exiting to the head and plummeting back in balls deep. He writhes above me. His solid, toned body grinding into my back and elevated rear. His body is hot, but the dew in the air coats him in a cool sheen, causing him to slip against me as he carnally attacks my clenching core. 
 
   He grips my hair at the nape of my neck and yanks my head back, grunting and nipping at my ear while he pulverizes my tight, tensing center. I toss my arm behind me and splay my hand on the back of his head, shoving his face against my neck. He bites the tender flesh, and I scream out a boisterous moan, thrashing myself back onto his slippery, exacting cock. 
 
   He exits rapidly, flips me over, and places my knees on his shoulders. He scoops my ass up, severely arching my torso, and pounds into me with the same rigorous, rolling rhythm. I clasp onto his firm, dimpled ass and meet his violent drives, head thrashing back and forth as he fucks me into a euphoric state.
 
   The electric pulses of pleasure waft through me in appetizing ripples. His relentless pounds keep hitting me just right, building me up. He coils and rotates his hips in hard, wild thrusts, groaning above me as he claims what’s rightfully his.
 
   The overwhelming sensation is so intense, I’m not sure if I want to cum or cry. My body tenses and explodes as I do both in a deafening, hedonistic scream. My body spasms and convulses as I both laugh and weep. 
 
   “What’s wrong with me?” I cry.
 
   He wraps his arms about me and lifts us to our knees. He takes his jacket and cloaks my trembling, whimpering body with it, shielding me from the eyes of any possible passerby. I slither my arms through the sleeves and cling them around his neck, our sweaty, bare fronts pressed tightly into one another. 
 
   “Nothing is wrong with you, Gabrielle. Shedding of tears is good, healthy. It’s the softening of your will. It’s bonding you to me. It makes me feel close to you.”
 
   He cradles me in his arms, holding me in the soft, blue glow of the pale moonlight while I weep softly onto his shoulder.
 
    
 
   I roll off Hunt, onto his massive bed, panting and convulsing. I gasp for air as my body becomes sedated, sinking into the mattress. I run my hands through my hair, letting out an extended breath. 
 
   Hunt runs his fingers along my stomach, kissing my temple. I turn and fling an arm over his torso, resting my head on his heaving chest. I listen to the rapid speed of his heartbeat and smile to myself, knowing I do this to him. I nuzzle my head against his peck and kiss over his heart.
 
   “This is heaven on earth,” he comments, and I shake my head lazily. “Are you tired?”
 
   I glimpse at the clock, one forty-five.
 
   “No, I’m pretty awake. The motorcycle got me charged up.”
 
   “Are you hungry? Would you like me to make you food? I make a killer bowl of cereal.”
 
   I giggle.
 
   “Junk food? I’m in.”
 
   We rise and head down to the kitchen in our birthday suits. Hunt holds my hand, guiding me through the dimly lit main room. The only light is the bluish glow of moonlight softly outlining the frame of his muscular, defined form, and I study every flexing curve with an entranced admiration. I want to run my tongue along every dip, rise, and crease. 
 
   When we enter the kitchen, Hunt pushes a button on the green glowing touchpad screen placed on the wall next to the entryway. Dimmed light gradually floods the room, and Hunt leads me over to the massive marble island in the center. 
 
   He saunters, bare-ass naked, over to the glass cabinets and gets out two bowls. He swiftly slides open the top drawer in front of him and pulls out two spoons. I watch him move about the kitchen, setting our utensils on the island, striding to the glass-front refrigerator to extract milk and my muffins, and finally into the pantry where he snags Fruity Pebbles.
 
   I observe every detail, making a mental note on where everything might be stowed away, on how lithe he is sweeping about his kitchen. He almost looks as if he’s waltzing gracefully with his shoulders squared and his posture impeccably straight, every gesture an intricate, seamless flow of deft movements. 
 
   He sets the ingredients for our late night sugar orgy on the island.
 
   “I love those. They were my favorite when I was a kid,” I remark, pointing at the box of cereal.
 
   “Me, too,” He grins. “Another thing we have in common.”
 
   “We would,” I vaguely comment, gesturing my hand in the air as if to gingerly shoo away a pesky fly.
 
   “Why is that?” he asks, headed skewed to the side and a curious twinkle in his piercing eyes.
 
   “Because were two halves of one soul. It makes sense we would share similarities.”
 
   He runs a finger over my lips and licks his own. “I love you so fucking much, Gabrielle.”
 
   “I love you so fucking much, Damian.” 
 
   He scoops me up and kisses me ardently. I cling my arms about his neck and smash myself into him. His tongue probes my mouth gently, and I caress it with mine. He sets me down and kisses my forehead before letting go completely.
 
   He makes our cereal and cuts a muffin in half while I lie a couple dish towels on the cold marble countertop. We take a seat and dig in.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me the party was tomorrow? Or this evening if you want to get technical,” I ask, taking a bite of fruity cereal.
 
   “I was going to, but…”
 
   “But it slipped your mind. I swear I don’t know how you run a multibillion-dollar company,” I tease.
 
   “I’m not usually like this. I’ve been scatterbrained lately. Anyway, Aubrey sent over an outfit for you. It’s hanging in the closet.”
 
   “Aubrey, bought me an outfit for the party?”
 
   “Aubrey and Keira didn’t want you to have to worry about meeting the family and figuring out an ensemble as well. They’re excited to meet you.”
 
   “I am, too, nervous but excited.”
 
   “Why are you nervous?” he inquires, running his thumb over my cheek. “They’re going to love you.”
 
   “I hope so. I want them to.”
 
   “I know, babe. They will.” He softly rubs my lower back.
 
   “I hope they didn’t go nuts. I have very simple taste in clothes.”
 
   “There is nothing simple about this getup.” He lets out a quick chuckle then digs into his fruity cereal.
 
   “You saw it?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s smokin’.”
 
   “Now I’m anxious. I want to see it.”
 
   “When were done.” I remember the other detail I need to discuss with him, and I nervously lick the corner of my mouth. Hunt shoots me a scrutinizing gaze. “What’s wrong, Elle? What are you hiding?”
 
   “I’m not hiding anything. I’m contemplating.”
 
   “Contemplating what?”
 
   I know he’s going to be upset with me, so I hesitate before answering. “I received a call from Walker today…He invited me to lunch tomorrow afternoon and an exhibition of his work tomorrow evening. I invited Chase to lunch as a chaperon so you’d feel comfortable with it.”
 
   The forbidding look on his face says it all. He’s not happy. 
 
   “I’m not comfortable with it, not in the least. I don’t want you having lunch with your exes…Plus, the party’s tomorrow evening. You’ll have to tell him no.”
 
   “What time is the party?” 
 
   “Nine,” he replies, pushing the cereal around with his spoon.
 
   “Perfect. We can make a detour to his show before we head to the party. I would really love for you to join me and meet him.”
 
   “I don’t want to meet him. I don’t want you…”
 
   “I know,” I interrupt. “You can dislike it all you want, but I’m going to attend his show and have lunch with him tomorrow, so you need to deal with it. I owe him.”
 
   He appears bewildered, his eyes widening for an instant. “Why do you owe him?” he asks with a cross tone.
 
   “He was mad about me, and I couldn’t return his affections, even though I loved him too. He wanted everything you’re asking of me, and I broke it off. He was devastated and completely blindsided by it.” I sigh, remembering how we ended.
 
   “He proposed?”
 
   “Yes, sort of. He was about to, but I broke up with him before he had the chance. He bought the ring, planned this whole big evening and everything. The ring was in his hand when I dumped him. I saw it, and I ended it. I just told him I didn’t want to be with him and bolted without so much as an explanation. I owe him a reason and an apology.” 
 
   “Fuck,” he murmurs. His tense face slackens as he seems to empathize with Walker or perhaps it’s something else entirely. 
 
   “Mr. Cahill will be there?” His voice is lower, calmer.
 
   “Yes. I figured it would help if you knew I wasn’t alone with him.”
 
   “It doesn’t, but I know if I tell you not to, you will anyway. I may as well go with it.” He sounds defeated.
 
   I hate hearing the disappointment in his voice, knowing I made him feel that way, but I need to do this. It’s not just for Walker. It’s for me, too. I need to close those chapters of my life if I’m to have any chance at a happy future with Hunt.
 
   “Thank you for understanding…Does this mean you’ll attend the art show with me?”
 
   He exhales and rolls his eyes dramatically. “Yes, we can make an appearance before the party.”
 
   “Good,” I giggle out. “I was terrified at the idea of going alone.”
 
   “Yeah, like I would let you.” He takes a big bite of my chocolate chip muffin. “Mmmm. Wow, Gabrielle, these are fucking delicious. Best muffin I ever had…Besides the moist one between those thighs.”
 
   “You have to say that,” I retort, pinching a piece off. “You’re my boyfriend.” I toss it in my mouth and savor the chocolate melting over my tongue.
 
   “I would never tell you anything that wasn’t true.” He takes another bite and moans. “Seriously, these are amazing. Have you ever considered selling them? Starting up a bakery?”
 
   “When I was a kid, I did. You really think they’re good enough to sell?”
 
   “Yes,” he says, sucking chocolate off his thumb. “I would pay for these.”
 
   “Thanks.” I check the clock on the microwave. “I have a big day ahead of me. Which reminds me, I need to call Dr. White and Brooke.” 
 
   “You’re still hung up on that? I figured you would be over it by now.”
 
   “Nope. I’m going to call her in the morning, but I should leave a message for Doc tonight.”
 
   “What kind of doctor is he? Are you ok?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine physically. He’s my shrink. I need an appointment for tomorrow afternoon. I need to see him before I make my final decision.”
 
   “I’m not comfortable with you speaking about me or us to anyone, let alone a fucking shrink.”
 
   “Why can’t I talk about us? I’m not going to tell him about our lifestyle or your past. What I know about it anyway.”
 
   “No, that’s what Brooke is for,” he murmurs satirically, taking a spoonful of vibrant multicolored speckles into his mouth.
 
   “Get over yourself.” I jump off the counter and toss my bowl into the sink, striding out of the kitchen and through the living room. I make it halfway when his hand gently but firmly grasps my hand. He presses my back against his hard torso and wraps me in his arms.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he whispers into my ear, his warm, silky breath brushing past it. “I’m just scared. She knows who I am. I don’t want her to tell you about our history. I want to be the one to do so. I want to reveal my demons to you.”
 
   I clasp my hands around his forearms and lean my head into his chest.
 
   “If you don’t want me to find out through her, then you need to tell me. I want to hear it from you. I crave for you to let me in. How can I make a proper decision if I don’t know whom I’m moving in with? I don’t need to know about your uncle or parents, not now anyway, but your exploits are another issue entirely.”
 
   “I can’t talk about it.” I roll my eyes and sigh. “But I can show you.”
 
   My eyes spring over my shoulder to his calm, dark seas of green. “Show me? How?” Dear god, please don’t let him have video footage.
 
   I turn to face him.
 
   “I will demonstrate on you. After the party, we will go back to the apartment, and I’ll perform for you, on you. Would you like to really meet Hunt?”
 
    Without hesitation, I reply, “Yes, I want to meet him.”
 
   “Then you shall.” 
 
   “Why can’t you present him to me now?”
 
   “I need time to mentally prepare myself. I made the decision to put him away when I chose to be with you. I never wanted you to see how dark I could be, but this is what you want, and I promised to give you whatever you desired.”
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   “I am warning you. You will be handled just as they were, and I need you to fully comprehend the scenario.”
 
   “I understand,” I reply, enfolding my arms about his waist and resting my head on his broad chest. “I am your girlfriend. You love me, and you’re only giving me a taste of who you were to appease me.”
 
   He sweeps his finger under my chin and lifts my face to peer into his sobering eyes. “Yes, but I won’t be holding back. I don’t want you take it personally.”
 
   “I won’t. I want this.”
 
   “You will do as I say. Anything I say.”
 
   I stand on my tiptoes and kiss his chin.   
 
   “Anything you desire, Master.”
 
    
 
   I managed to get an appointment between patients at five thirty with Dr. White. It won’t be a full session, but I just need a few minutes of his time anyway, so it worked out. I sent Brooke a text this morning about getting together. She sent me one back, and we made plans for Sunday brunch. 
 
   Work is hectic. I’m swamped, but I make a huge dent in my workload by lunch, and I’m able to relax…to an extent. I head over to Chase’s office at five minutes to twelve. He’s deep in conversation on the phone with a ton of paperwork scattered across his desk. He glances up at me and taps the face of his watch with a shake of the head. I know what he’s telling me, and I wave to him on my way out. 
 
   Great. Hunt is going to be pissed. I should send him a text to inform him of the change in plans.
 
   I type out a quick text and hit send. I don’t hear back from him by the time I reach the lobby and take it as a sign he’s probably busy. I exit the elevators and stride across the enormous marble lobby toward the doors. There is a lot of traffic rushing through the lobby. 
 
   The crowd dissipates and Walker’s tall, fit frame emerges from the hustling mob, standing by the front doors. He’s wearing the hell out of a black blazer, a formfitting, gray V-neck tee, dark jeans, and slip-on dress shoes. His normally messy auburn hair is slicked back, and his light blue eyes shine at me. His beautiful, straight white teeth displayed proudly between two abysmal dimples as he smiles wide. 
 
    I forgot how gorgeous he was, and now I’m regretting my decision to have lunch, but it’s too late for that. I walk up to him, and he opens his arms, inviting me in. I step into him, and he flings them around me.
 
   “You look amazin’,” he says in that delectable brogue, nearly crushing me in his strong grip. I’m in a simple, gray sheath dress with black pumps, and my hair is up in a sleek ponytail. He pulls away and gazes down at me.
 
   “Thanks. So do you. You’ve changed.”
 
   “Eh, not really. It’s just clothes and combed hair. I’m still the same Walker I’ve always been. You on the other hand are far different from the girl who left me over a year ago.”
 
   “I guess. I assume you want to ask me why.”
 
   “Aye, but not this second. Come on, let’s get some lunch and catch-up. I’m starvin’.”
 
   He places his large hand on the small of my back, and an electricity sizzles between us. I look up at him wide-eyed, chewing at my upper lip. I step aside slightly, and his hand falls away, but his eyes never do. He surveys me closely and after a moment of awkward, sexual tension, he speaks, “After you.” 
 
   He opens the glass door for me, and I walk out with him just behind me. I start walking down the street, and he whistles at me. When I turn, he’s leaning against a brand new, black Mercedes McLaren.
 
   “Need a ride, hot stuff?”
 
   “Sure. Are you going my way?” I kid back.
 
   “I’ll go wherever you want, love.” He’s teasing, but he has a serious, sexual gaze. 
 
   Shit.
 
    “I have a boyfriend,” I blurt, and his gaze lightens.
 
   “I’m not stealin’ you away. I just want to have lunch. Come on, love, hop in.” He opens my door, and I hesitantly clamber in. He walks around and slides into the driver’s seat. “I’m glad we could do this,” he comments.
 
   “Me, too…So, are you going to tell me how the hell you managed to afford this fine automobile?”
 
   “I’ve been doin’ extremely well lately.”
 
   “Yeah, I can see that.” I gesture my hand at him and about the car.
 
   “Buckle up,” he commands, and I realize there is something different about him. It’s emanating from the inside out. Whatever it is changed him. 
 
   I harness myself in, and he starts her up. Just as we’re about to pull into the busy lunchtime traffic, I look out my window and spot Hunt on the sidewalk with…oh, fuck…Olivia! He gawks at me with confusion, betrayal, and anger splashed across his beautiful face.
 
   I notice her hand slowly rubbing his bicep as she leans in, giggling and whispering god knows what into his ear. Whore! Get your fucking hooks off my man! I’m beyond furious. I want to jump out of this car and tear her ass apart, but I won’t. Instead, I take Walker’s hand in mine and clasp it tightly. He looks up at me from under his dark lashes with a twisted smirk adorning his lips. I smile back at him coyly then turn my focus on Hunt with narrowed eyes. I see the rage simmering under the surface, and I can’t resist the urge to make him boil over. I mouth fuck you and flip him the bird.
 
   “Gabrielle,” Hunt calls, but it’s too late. We take off, and we’re flying down the road when my cell goes off. I grab it out of my bag and see Hunt’s name displayed over a picture of him sleeping soundly. I hit ignore and shut off my phone, tossing it back into my purse. I lean back into my seat and stare blankly out the window while my stomach ties itself into acidy knots.
 
    
 
   We decide to eat down at Fisherman’s Wharf. We dine at a great seafood restaurant at the end of the pier overlooking the bay and the Golden Gate, which only reminds me of last night. I smile each time I look at it, then I picture Hunt standing outside The Huntsman with her, and I burn with rage. 
 
   Suddenly, my seething reveries are busted through when Walker speaks, “I was devastated when you left me.” His voice is deep, husky. 
 
   The comment creates an awkward tension in the air, but it’s welcome because it takes my mind off Damian.
 
   “I know. I’m so sorry for hurting you. I never wanted to. You must know that.”
 
   “I do,” he sighs. “I’m not here for an apology or explanation. I know why you left me.”
 
   “Why? What are you here for?”
 
   “You didn’t love me,” he says simply.
 
   “No, no, you have it wrong. I loved you very much, but you must understand I was in an extremely bad place, and I didn’t know how to express it. Instead of telling you what I was feeling, I ran. I didn’t know what else to do. I panicked.”
 
   “That’s all I needed to hear.” He pauses. “I want you back.”
 
   “Pardon me?”
 
   “I want you back. I’m still head over heels in love with you, and I want to be with you…In the year we’ve been apart, I haven’t been able to stop thinkin’ about you. I eat, drink, and breathe you, Gigi.”
 
   I’m speechless. He used his nickname for me, with that accent, and my heart flutters. It was almost always impossible to resist the melodic lilt of his voice. I stare at him for a while, shocked, and then finally respond, “I have a boyfriend.”
 
   Good one, dummy. You already fucking said that. Obviously, not a deterrent. Why did I grab his hand in the car? 
 
   “So you’ve said. Are you serious?”
 
   “Yes,” I blurt, “He asked me to move in with him.”
 
   “What did you answer?”
 
   “I didn’t. I mean I haven’t yet.”
 
   “What are you goin’ to answer?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I reply honestly, shrugging. “I need to talk Dr. White before I make my final decision.”
 
   “How long have you been together?” he asks before taking a sip of his ice tea.
 
   “Not long.” 
 
   “What exactly is not long?” he asks with an arched brow.
 
   “We’ve been dating about three weeks.” I lie, but it doesn’t sound much better than one week.
 
   “You’ve been datin’ three weeks, and yer already considerin’ shackin’ up with him? Do you love him?”
 
   “Yes,” I answer with an offended tone. “Of course I do. I wouldn’t consider moving in with him if I didn’t.”
 
   “Have you told him?” he inquires, cocking his head to the side. I suspect where he’s heading with this, and I could lie, but if I do, he may find hope in a future relationship.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He appears pained, but he must hear the truth.
 
   “I don’t mind a challenge. I embrace it.”
 
   “Walker, I’m not telling you this to seem more challenging. I’m telling you because I need you to know where we stand as far as a future together goes.” I sigh. “I thought you weren’t stealing me away?”
 
   “Do you still love me even in the slightest?” He ignores my question.
 
   I gawk at him silently, longer than I should. The truth of the matter is I do still love him. He meant a great deal to me, but unfortunately, our timing was off. My love for Hunt is infinite, but there’ll always be a part of my heart that belongs to Walker. How could it not? He was an extraordinary boyfriend. 
 
   I admire him in his new clothes. A big difference from the paint covered shirt and ripped jeans, once his uniform. His hair was longer, shaggier, and always had a just rolled out of bed appearance. His once lean frame is now bulkier, solid. His muscles flex under the sleeve of his jacket, and I squirm.
 
   “I’ll take yer silence as a yes,” he says, snapping me out of my admiration.
 
   “Yes, but…”
 
   “Enough said. Now, let’s move onto the show tonight.”
 
   I shake my head stridently from side to side, but I don’t look at him, not even when I reply, “I can’t go. It wouldn’t be right.”
 
   “Why? Because I love you?” he asks like it shouldn’t play a part in my decision to attend. How can he say I love you so casually as if saying hello? What is with the men in my life? Are none of them sane? Or am I crazy?
 
   “Well, yes. That complicates things, and I can’t handle any more complications in my life right now.”
 
   “I don’t want my love for you to deter you from comin’ to the show. You can even invite yer little boyfriend along. I’d love to meet the young lad I’m goin’ up against.”
 
   Little boyfriend? Young lad? Hardly.
 
   “Damian isn’t a man you want to go to war with,” I retort condescendingly, slightly aggravated. 
 
   “We’ll see. Anyhow, I want you at the gallery for support. I also feel you should see my current work because you inspired it. Yer opinion always meant a great deal to me.”
 
   “I inspired it?” I ask with a stunned expression plastered on my face, eyes wide and wary.
 
   “Aye, and I want to hear yer take on what I’ve done.”
 
   “You’re putting me in a tight spot.”
 
   He beams up at me, a mischievous grin spreading across his youthful face, and I gasp.
 
   “I’m not tryin’ to put you between a rock and a hard place. I’m attemptin’ to ensure you come. Will you please attend?”
 
   “I shouldn’t, but as long as Hunt comes along, I don’t see why it would be a problem. You must promise me you won’t try anything or I won’t come.”
 
   “I promise to be a good lad.”
 
   Hunt and the succubus on the sidewalk flash through my swimming head, and I become enraged. “Then I’ll be there,” I reply, aggressively shoving a bite of my seafood medley into my mouth.
 
   “Grand.” He grins to himself. “Now, let’s relax and enjoy our meal,” he says, digging into his lemon grilled salmon and wild rice. 
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-five
 
    
 
   Gigi Bared
 
    
 
   I’m still in a daze from lunch. At four thirty, my desk phone rings, and I pick it up quickly. 
 
   “Hey,” Kat says.
 
   “Hey. What’s up?”
 
   “I’ve been informed you have a meeting with Mr. Hunt. I was asked to call you ASAP. Hope you aren’t in trouble.”
 
   “Oh, I probably am. Alright, thanks.”
 
   “No prob.”
 
   I hang up and head out of my office to confront Hunt. I take the elevator up, and the front desk receptionist greets me. She smiles enthusiastically at me and guides me to his office toward the back. I feel the angry hornets buzzing about violently in my stomach from a combination of fear and rage.
 
   We approach the single desk in front of the tall, ominous doors leading to Damian. The head Assistant rises and walks to the door, opening it for me.
 
   “Mr. Hunt is ready for you. Please, come in,” she says sweetly.
 
   “Thank you,” I reply, confidently strutting through the door, which shuts promptly once I’m inside. 
 
   I spot Damian at his desk, pounding away at his laptop and speaking heatedly with someone on the phone. He doesn’t look up at me.
 
   I walk over to a couch to my right and take a seat, waiting patiently until he finishes a few moments later. I watch him hang up and lean back in his chair, letting out a long, exasperated breath. He places his hands over his face and rubs sluggishly. When he removes them, his eyes are dark, hooded, and peering at me absorbedly, but he doesn’t say anything.
 
   I rise from the couch, as my jealous anger morphs into a wild lust, and saunter over to him. He watches me as I hike up my skirt, revealing my garter and black lace panties. He shifts in his seat, adjusting himself through his pants. I lift a stem and climb on, sitting astride his lap, facing him with one leg on each side. I feel his erection poking into my clenching apex and place my hands on his shoulders for balance.
 
   He slinks his arms about my waist and comes in for a rough, passionate kiss. He stands up, sweeping his desk clean of the laptop and paperwork, and lays me on the desk. I wrap my legs about his waist, culling him into me. His kisses become unrelenting and desperate. His hands grasp my gartered thighs and squeeze until it burns, until I burn. I writhe at the carnal need of his touch, moaning against his lips.
 
   He rises and unzips his pants, ripping his cock out as he shifts my panties to the side. He thrusts into me, spreading me wide, sinking to the base in one swift stroke. He clamps onto my waist and thrashes me onto him in slow, rough drives. I glance up into his earthy eyes, and they’re blazing with desire and rage. His upper lip curls into a snarl, his brow furrows.
 
   So, this is angry sex. Hot.
 
   “Mine,” he growls, pounding into me so hard my body slides across his desk. He slams me back onto him, and I moan stridently, clasping my hands onto my breasts, compressing them together. He groans, battering my slippery slit with his concrete cock, taking me so completely, I squirm and bow, crying out with every rough drub. He picks up the speed and fucks me vigorously until he collapses onto me, shooting his warm honey inside me, and I crumble under him. 
 
   “Yours,” I cry.
 
   His hot, stressed breath rushes past my neck, and he groans as he extracts himself from me. I shiver at the emptiness and yank my skirt down. He reaches up the opening and shifts my panties back in place. He shoves himself back into his pants and zips them quickly. He runs his fingers through his hair, fixing the sex mussed strands. 
 
   I sit up, and he takes a seat in his chair.
 
   “Would you like to explain earlier?” he asks sternly.
 
   “Sure. You first, slick,” I retort, panting, with a cocked brow.
 
   “I was coming down to you, and she stopped me before I reached the car. Now, it’s your turn.”
 
   “I went to lunch alone with Walker because Chase couldn’t make it. I sent you a text.”
 
   “I received it. Why do you think I was trying to get to you? Why would you go to lunch with him alone?”
 
   “My plan was to go whether Chase accompanied me or not. I told you we needed to talk about our relationship, the way it ended.”
 
   “How did that go?” I bite anxiously at my bottom lip and look up at him from under my long, black lashes. “Gabrielle? What happened?”
 
   “He kinda…sorta…told me he still loves me.”
 
   “It doesn’t surprise me.” He runs his hands through his just fucked hair again and sighs, leaning back into his large, black leather chair.
 
   “Are you going to punish me?” I ask, unable to keep the nervous tremble out of my voice.
 
   “Yes,” he replies in a stern tone, face unreadable.
 
   “Oh,” I mutter, staring down at my lap. “For my behavior in the car?”
 
   “Yes,” he replies, lips fixed in a razor-sharp line.
 
   “Now?” I glance up at him. 
 
   “No, not now.” He rolls his head back and shuts his eyes, letting out a calming breath. “Well, that settles that.”
 
   “What settles what?” I ask with a probing gaze, eyes focused on his resting face.
 
   He opens his eyes and gazes at me, his head still lazing against the chair. “I assume you won’t be seeing him again.”
 
   “Don’t assume,” I retort, crossing my arms. “It makes an ass out of you and me.”
 
   “You’re going to see him after his confession?” he asks, lifting his head, obviously revolted by my response.
 
   “Yeah. We’re attending his art show tonight.”
 
   “The hell we are,” he replies with a huff.
 
   “Ok, then I’m going, and I’ll meet you at the party later.”
 
   “The hell you are.”
 
   “Hunt, you have two choices.” I uncross my arms and clasp my hands to the edge of his desk, leaning my weight forward. “You can accompany me, or I attend it alone. Either way, I’m going to support him and show up. I prefer the first option to the second…Which is it, slick?”
 
   “Of course I fall for the one woman who refuses to do anything I ask of her,” he mumbles to himself. “You know I could just command you to do what I want, forbid you to go.”
 
   I shoot him a look.
 
   “Yeah, because that worked out real well for you last time.”
 
   He groans and rubs his face. “Fine, I’ll escort you,” he replies, defeated.
 
   “Excellent.” I scoot off his desk and stand in front of him with a suggestive grin. “Now, let me show you how much I appreciate it.”
 
   I get on my knees and unzip his pants, gazing deep into his eyes. He relaxes into the chair with a wicked grin, and I go down on him until he cums, moaning my praises.
 
    
 
   “Dr. White will see you now.” His receptionist announces from behind her desk. I rise off the flower-patterned couch and put down the several months old magazine I was skimming threw. The majority of the ‘new’ celebrity it couples are either split, married, or expecting.
 
   I step through the light oak door, finding the good Doc sitting in his worn leather armchair, jotting down notes from his last patient. He’s in his late thirties and terribly handsome with a strong jaw and cheekbones, midnight black hair, and kind dark brown eyes. He’s wearing rectangular glasses and a gray bow tie, which matches his vest, and a white button-up dress shirt with pleated tan trousers. Very geek chic.
 
   “What’s up, Doc?”
 
   He glimpses up from his notepad and shoots me a wholehearted grin.
 
   “Ellie, how good to see you. How have you been?”
 
   “That’s why I’m here.”
 
   “Well, you’re in luck. I’m here to help.”
 
   We laugh, and I take a seat on the brown, plush leather couch.
 
   “What can I do for you? How have you been dealing?”
 
   “I’m better, but I realized I still have a ways to go before I’m truly healed.”
 
    “Yes, I agree,” he replies, crossing his legs. “Your past will always be there, but I know you will conquer it. Though you may never fully heal, you can move on from it. You went through an exceedingly traumatic experience. That tends to weave itself into the fabric of who you are and will become.”
 
   “I’m starting to comprehend the depth of its hold.”
 
   I clear my throat and continue, “I’m actually here to discuss my new relationship, whether I’m making the right choices regarding it. We’ve been together a short time, and we’re already making plans to move in, get married, have kids. The fact of the matter is, I want all of it, but I’m not sure if I’m ready, if we’re ready. We’ve had many obstacles thrown in our path, and I’m unsure we’re handling it in a healthy fashion.”
 
   “Ok. Let’s take a calming breath and discuss your issues one at a time, shall we? First, how long have you been seeing this current boyfriend?”
 
   I wriggle. “One week tomorrow.”
 
    Jeez, I sound freakin’ crazy.
 
   “Gabrielle,” He gives me a gentle reprimanding stare, “You hardly know the boy, and you’re already talking about a very serious future. You should be taking time to get to know him, so you understand whom you’re moving in with.”
 
   “I know it’s nuts,” I reply, sinking further into the couch with my hands over my face, “But he wants it all right now, and I don’t know how to stop this runaway train.” 
 
   I slap my hands back onto the couch, suddenly drained just thinking about it.
 
   White leans forward, stiffening his posture, and points his pen at me, sporadically wagging it to emphasis the key points of his resolution. “First, you tell him you aren’t ready for such a momentous commitment or step at this present juncture. You must communicate your thoughts and feeling with him. If he loves you, he’ll respect your decision to take time. You aren’t a victim anymore. You’re a survivor, and you need to take charge of your present and future. You decide what’s right for you. No one else. You’re a magnanimous young woman with great potential. Don’t allow anyone to determine who you are or what path you choose to walk in life. Not even me.” 
 
   He sinks back into his chair, placing the butt of the pen between his lips.
 
   “Thank you.” I sigh. “So, what you’re saying is, I shouldn’t take the next step yet.”
 
   “I can’t tell you what to do. You must make your own decision on the matter. However, in my professional opinion, I wouldn’t advise you to make the leap at this time. I would wait several months before I would even consider such a decision.”
 
   “I hear you.” I reply disappointed, licking at my dry bottom lip.
 
   “Do you?” he asks with a creased brow and skeptical gaze.
 
   I shake my head. “Yes, loud and clear.”
 
   “You’re still going to move in with him, aren’t you?” he asks, seeing right through me as if I were made of glass.
 
   “Yes,” I answer truthfully.
 
   “Then why are you really here? Were you looking for my approval?”
 
   “Yes, but I guess whether or not I have it, I’m still going to do what I want.” I shrug.
 
   “That’s because you’re stubborn. You’re also taking my advice, which is to think for yourself, and I support that. What type of relationship would you say you have? What unhealthy methods are you using to cope with these obstacles you were speaking of?” He places his chin in his palm as his elbow rests on the leather chair’s armrest. 
 
   “We have an amazingly complicated, overwhelmingly consuming, deeply passionate one. Quite simply, I’m mad about the boy. He’s incredible, but we’ve been dealing with a lot of deep-rooted issues and poisonous people seeking to break us apart. We manage to articulate our feelings and thoughts when it comes to certain topics, but in other circumstances, we tend to mask the issues with sex or make it worse by yelling. It may sound crazy, but I’m happier with him than any man before, even when I’m miserable.”
 
   “Even though your choice to move in together is a hasty one, I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you giving yourself to someone. This is an enormous improvement from Walker or Chase. You would’ve never considered such a huge stride in a relationship before. What do you believe is the cause of this?”
 
   “He’s the one. He’s opened me up in ways I never knew I could. He loves and cherishes me with every well-formed molecule in his body. He would do anything for me, which makes me want to do the same for him. He makes me want to be a better person.”
 
   “I have to say, he does seem to have done wonders for your self-esteem.” He lets out a long breath, removing his chin from his palm, and rubs his forehead. “I want you to come back to see me in a few weeks. I want to keep an eye on you, make sure you aren’t getting yourself into trouble. Will you come back to see me? You can bring him along if you like.”
 
   “I’m unsure if he would be willing, but I will most definitely come back for a session.”
 
   “Good,” he replies with a large, genuine smile. “Unfortunately, our time is up. I’m sorry I couldn’t see you longer today, but I’m swamped with patients.”
 
   “I understand. I appreciate you seeing me on such short notice.”
 
   “Anytime. My door is always open…metaphorically speaking.”
 
   I rise, extending a hand out. He clasps on and gives one good shake. “Bye, Doc.”
 
   “Goodbye, Ellie. Good luck.”
 
   “Thanks. I’ll need it.” I smile back at him and exit his office.
 
    
 
   I step out of the shower and towel off quickly. I wrap myself in a white silk robe and walk over to the counter to apply my make-up. I go with a charcoal smoky eye and matte nude lips. I leave my hair down, allowing it to cascade over my breasts. I put on my ring, diamond earrings, and black and white diamond tennis bracelet. Hunt bestowed it upon me this evening while we sipped on wine and relaxed in front of the fire, gazing out at the breathtaking view from the main room. 
 
   I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to having money or having it lavished upon me with such extravagant gifts. I think to myself as I gaze into the mirror.
 
   I head into the bedroom where Damian is dressing. He’s in a black suit with a blood red tie adorning his lickable neck. I stride over to my Adonis and scoop my arms about his waist, placing my head on his broad, muscular back. I inhale the delicious, heady fragrance of Hunt. He smells of soap, fresh laundry, and a musky scent that causes my hairs to stand on end and cleft to pine. 
 
   He reaches behind me and pulls me into him. I peck his upper back and release him to get ready. 
 
   I strut into the closet and snag the getup off a hook. It’s a white chiffon, strapless dress with a mullet skirt and fitted sweetheart bodice. A strip of flowing chiffon gathers between the breasts, gracefully cascading into multiple tiers to just above the knee, forming a chic layered high-low skirt. It was designed by a Native up and coming genius. I actually have a few pieces of hers hanging in my closet. Adorning my feet are YSL red satin, round toed pumps, which match Hunt’s tie perfectly. 
 
   I put on my white lace panties and garter, and then slide on sheer stockings, snapping the garter clasp to the lace top. I get into my white corset, with a black satin ribbon lacing up the back, and hook it up, but it’s just a tad too big. 
 
   “Oh, Hunt, darling. Will you come in here and assist me for a moment?” 
 
   I know he’ll enjoy lacing me up. He saunters in, scanning me from head to toe. “Jesus, Gabrielle…You’re stunning.”
 
   “Thank you. You look quite ravishing yourself, Mr. Hunt.” I turn my back to him and glance over my shoulder. “Do you mind?” I inquire flirtatiously.
 
   He strides over to me and runs his finger along my upper back. 
 
   “My pleasure,” he replies and laces me up slowly. He tightens each section, tugging firmly, and ties it securely. I turn around to show him his handy work while I slip into the dress and heels. I walk over to the full-length mirror in the center of our private boutique and admire myself for a moment.  
 
   “Gabrielle, you’re a vision in white. You’re a goddess, my goddess. I worship you,” he whispers as he saunters to me with a dark, emerald gaze.
 
   “Sorry, Hunt. You’ll have to wait until later to come out and play. We should leave soon.”
 
   “I look forward to our playdate, Miss Hyde.” He has a frisky grin painted across his gorgeous mug, and I swoon.
 
   “What are you doing?” I ask.
 
   “Making you mine, Gabrielle.” He culls my back against his solid torso and kisses me on the neck. I moan graciously, sinking back into him. I fling my arm about his neck and run my eager fingers in his hair, clasping when he pushes the right button. 
 
   “I wish we could skip the whole night and stay in bed,” he murmurs against my neck. His warm, silky breath sends shivers down my body to my aching sex. 
 
   “Me, too, but we can’t. I promise, once the evening’s over, I’m all yours, slick.”
 
   “You’re always mine,” he growls and squeezes his arms about me.
 
   “Forever, babe,” I reply, shutting my eyes as he sways us in place. I let out an immense breath and pat his forearm softly. “Let’s skedaddle. I don’t want to be late.”
 
   “God forbid, we miss your ex’s finger paintings.”
 
   “Don’t be mean. He’s very talented. He does with a paint stroke, what you do with a camera. Genius,” I remark.
 
   “Thanks, angel.”
 
   “Did you ever consider selling them?”
 
   “When I was in high school, I wanted to be a world famous photographer. I guess I couldn’t find the beauty in myself, so I found it in other places. I dreamt of traveling the world, taking shots of beautiful far off lands and the native women.”
 
   “Yes, I can tell. You seem to enjoy your landscapes, whether living or not.”
 
   “I’ve found my new muse. I want your pictures all around me, to admire you even when you aren’t near.”
 
   “Can you take some of us for my apartment?”
 
   “If you like.”
 
   “I’ll hold you to that.”
 
   “I have something I want you to wear tonight.” He spins me around, planting a hand on my cheek, and kisses me sweetly. He releases me and takes a step back, yanking a pair of white lace panties out of his pocket. He kneels down and slides a hand up my skirt not far past the hem, nimbly unfastening my garter straps.
 
   He peels my panties off, and I lift my heeled feet to step out. He guides my foot through the leg hole of the new but very similar pair of underwear. I raise my other foot, and he slides that one through as well. He lifts them up, grazing my soft, nylon adorned flesh on his ascent. 
 
   Once they’re in place and my garter straps are hooked onto my lace stocking tops, he rises. He steps back and shoves his hand into his pocket, pulling out a small black device. He presses a button, and my panties begin to vibrate gently, sensationally pulsating against my sensitive clit. I moan with delight as the vibrations become stronger, building until I go weak in the knees, groaning raucously. 
 
   He snatches me up and smashes his lips harshly onto mine. I whimper against his ravaging mouth and go lax in his arms while the panties go to town on my nether regions. Suddenly, they cease, and his lips are ripped from mine.
 
   “This is going to be fun,” he growls, taking my hand and rushing us out of the closet. “Come on, gorgeous, let’s get this fucking ordeal over with.”
 
   I snag my black clutch and shawl off the white leather bench in the center of the room on our way out. 
 
    
 
   We’re driving to the gallery in Hunt’s classic Porsche Spyder, the same model as James Dean’s car, with the top down. My hair whips around in the cool evening breeze as the city buzzes around us. 
 
   I watch him handle the car with confidence and skill, dressed in his jet-black suit, hair wildly rustling in the wind. He’s just so debonair, so male. I can’t help but worship him and everything he is. 
 
   He breaks his focus from the road, glimpsing at my gartered thighs poking out from my skirt, licking his sumptuous lips. I lift my skirt to give him a view of the panties, and his eyes fly to mine. I smile wickedly at him, and he returns one, placing his hand on the bare flesh of my thigh. He places his focus back on the road but keeps his hand securely clasped to my inner thigh. 
 
   My head rolls back as I become aroused, his hand kneads and rubs, gropes and tickles, teasing me. Then suddenly, his hand is gone, ripped away, and my skirt is yanked back into place. We come to a stop, and I give him a disappointed look.
 
   “We’re here.”
 
   My eyes shoot over to the brightly lit gallery, a massive group of chatting people mingling inside. Hunt climbs out as the valet opens my door, walking about the front of the car to offer me a hand. I clasp on and slide out. He guides me into the building and comes to an abrupt halt. His hand squeezes mine, squishing my fingers together.
 
   I gawk up at him and follow his gaze.
 
   “There isn’t any doubt whom Mr. McQueen’s inspiration is,” he snidely comments. 
 
   Crap.
 
   I discover what he’s snickering about. The walls are covered with my face. Every one of his paintings are of me. I spot the one Hunt’s peering at directly across the room, center stage. I’m nude! My arms wrap about my knees, which are curled into my chest, my smiling face resting upon them as I gaze lovingly out at the admiring crowd. There above the revealing portrait in 3-D metal letters, his nickname for me.
 
    
 
   Gigi
 
    
 
   My mouth drops open while I gawk stupefied by what I’m seeing. I’m on display, raw and exposed for all to critique. I look about the large gallery and observe the others. Everywhere I turn, me, smiling, frowning, laughing, dancing, sleeping, living. 
 
   “Gigi?” Hunt asks with lips clenched tight.
 
   “Yes, his name for me.”
 
   “Are you alright?” he inquires with a furrowed brow and tight lips.
 
   “I’m not sure what I am, but alright is not it.” 
 
   “I need a drink. Would you like a glass of champagne?”
 
   “God, yes, please.” 
 
   Hunt lets go of my hand, dexterously weaving and disappearing into the crowd. I’m about to walk over to the portrait in question when a hand grazes my back. I spin about to find Walker watching me with a concerned expression on his face. He swallows before asking with that panty-dropping Irish brogue, “Well? What do you think, love?”
 
   “Walker…There incredible, but I’m fucking naked for Christ sake.” I point to the painting and frown. “I brought Hunt. He’s pissed.”
 
   I notice how good he looks, taking a quick scan of his hulking form. He’s dressed in a black suit and white button up open at the collar. It’s one of my favorite looks on a man, simple, allowing him to shine. His copper hair is wet and slicked back, crystal blue eyes beaming at me from hooded lids, pearly whites flashing between those damn dimples. I gasp, and my lip trembles.
 
   “Where is my competition anyway?” he asks, eyes skimming the room.
 
   “Don’t start. You promised,” I whine.
 
   “Fine…Where is he?”
 
   “He’s getting me a much needed drink.”
 
   “That’s not very smart of him. If I had you with me, I’d never leave yer side. I wouldn’t want some handsome devil from yer past stealin’ you away from me.” He winks.
 
   All of a sudden, my panties go off in low pulsating waves, causing my knees turn to jelly. I clasp onto Walker’s sleeve, digging my nails into his toned flesh, whimpering. He clasps his hands onto my biceps to hold me up. 
 
   “Are you alright, love?”
 
   “Yeah, I…ohhh god,” I half moan as the level of vibration increases. I know Hunt is watching me, toying with his remote, reminding me whom I belong to. 
 
   Walker holds me closer, slinking his arms about me, and the panties go wild. I bite down on my bottom lip and fight back the screaming moans struggling to escape. 
 
   “Do you hear a buzzin’?” Walker asks, checking his cellphone.
 
   “Nope,” I squeak.
 
   I feel Damian’s strong hand wrap firmly around my bicep and haul me back into my nook. His arm slithers about my waist, and he hands me a flute of champagne. I dig my face into his side and moan softly. The panties are still on, driving me closer to the edge.
 
   Hunt slides his hand into his pocket and relieves me of the torture. My whole body unclenches, and I can finally think straight. When I regain my wits, I glance up to find Walker and Hunt glaring at one another. Their lips are tight, set in straight lines, with fists clenched at their sides. I attempt to break the uneasy silence.
 
   “Damian Hunt, Walker McQueen. Walker, this is Damian.”
 
   “Her boyfriend,” he practically snarls, grasping onto Walker’s extended hand.
 
   “Ex-boyfriend,” Walker replies in a way as to say, That’s right. I’ve fucked her, I’ve been inside your girl.
 
   He smiles impishly with an arched brow and a cocky expression. Hunt’s grip tightens around his hand, and Walker yanks it back. 
 
   “The key word is ex,” Hunt retorts with aggression.
 
   “Can’t you two behave for my sake at the very least? We get it. You both fucked me. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve had enough of the dick measuring contest.” I snicker and turn to get away from the immense tension thickening the air. 
 
   I vanish into the crowd and walk about the large, bright space surveying Walker’s phenomenal work. I sip my champagne and graciously nod my head to those gawking at me then the pictures. 
 
   I keep an eye out for Hunt and Walker, avoiding them at every opportunity I get. A full walk through and three champagne flutes later, Walker finds me tucked away in a shadowy, remote corner. He stands beside me with his back up against the wall. 
 
   The DJ spins the music into a familiar track. One I’d recognize anywhere. The song was playing the first time we made love, our song. ‘Fade into You’ by Mazzy Star. It’s a dreamy ballad with an acoustic guitar leading the melody and a piano accompanying a sleepy, crooning female voice.
 
   “You had him play this? Didn’t you?”
 
   “I may have,” he replies casually.  
 
   “You promised me you wouldn’t behave in this manner. You lied, and now I’m in a sticky situation. Thanks,” I say sarcastically.
 
   “I’m sorry. I couldn’t resist.” He turns to me, propping his shoulder on the wall, leaning his bulky weight into it. His large form blocking me from view of any nosy passerby. “You look gorgeous. I nearly toppled over when I saw you walk in.”
 
   He reaches up and delicately grazes my collarbone, sweeping my hair back over my shoulder. I tremble under his brazen touch.
 
   “You shouldn’t talk to me like this,” I remark softly, staring down at my blood red pumps.
 
   “Why?”
 
   I glare up at him. 
 
   “Don’t play dumb. You’re too smart for that.”
 
   “Gigi, I love you. Do you honestly think I wouldn’t take the opportunity to tell you so or touch you if I get the chance? If I could, I would scoop you up into my arms and kiss you until you couldn’t see straight.” 
 
   Oh, that accent. It never ceases to work on me.
 
   “You really shouldn’t talk to me this way,” I reply breathlessly.
 
   He smirks crookedly at me, caressing my bicep, staring longingly into my eyes. He steps in a bit closer, our bodies almost touching. I smell his fragrance of paint, testosterone, and cologne, triggering memories and feelings I once held for him.
 
   I gaze back into his eyes, entranced by him, the music, memories of our most intimate, tender moments. The champagne bubbles fizzle in my head, and I forget myself. He leans in, readying to place his lips on mine, and for a brief instant, I allow him to, I invite it. 
 
   I shut my eyes, and his mouth grazes mine, his velvety breath warming my lips. I regain control of my cognitive faculties and shove him away. I’m about to reprimand him when he’s forcefully spun around and punched in the face. He flies into the wall with a deafening thud, and I scream. The patrons around us gasp and fight one another to investigate what just occurred.
 
   Hunt is standing there, eyes ablaze, fists wound up tight. He’s breathing harshly with a heart-stopping scowl chiseled on his perfect face. He snatches up my hand and hauls me out of there quicker than you can say oh my fuck.
 
   I glance back at Walker, he’s rising up off the floor with the help of a few friends. He rubs his jaw, and his eyes dart about the room, searching for me. When he finds me, our eyes lock, and he calls out, “Gabrielle!” 
 
   He weaves through the surrounding mob, bumping and pushing into people, desperately trying to make it to me. I break eye contact and hang my head as Hunt tows me out onto the street. He grabs the keys away from the valet and heads toward a parking lot a few structures down. He hastily strides down the sidewalk, yanking me along behind him.
 
   “Gigi!” I halt, and Damian turns back as Walker approaches us.
 
   “Don’t you fucking call her that,” Hunt snarls through clamped teeth, heading back at him. I pull on his arm with all my strength and manage to stop him, putting myself in between. “Gabrielle, get out of the way,” Hunt barks, staring deep into my eyes, pain wrenching his face.
 
   “It’s over! You’ve done enough,” I holler with my hands splayed on his chest.
 
   “I should beat the fuck out of him!” he yells at Walker. “Gabrielle, get out of my way,” he orders with seething rage, clenching his teeth.
 
   “Don’t talk to her in that tone! You don’t own her,” Walker snaps. “Gigi, love, come to me, I’ll take care of you. I’ll love you like he never will.”
 
   That’s it. Hunt swerves past me, charging at Walker, taking off his jacket and tossing it onto the sidewalk. He slams into him, taking them both down hard into the cement. The crashing sound of their large bodies hitting the ground is immense. Hunt’s on top. His fist smashes into Walker’s face, but Walker manages to sock him back and knock Hunt off. They go at each other with a boiling hot wrath, and I scream, begging them to stop. I bolt over to them and pull at anything I can get my hands on. 
 
   Suddenly, Liam comes running over and gets between the brawling virile males. “Gabrielle, get back. I got this,” he orders as he struggles to keep them apart. 
 
   Walker’s friends, Brian and Charlie, come running up, snagging their friend and pulling him away. Liam is holding Damian back while he attempts to get back at McQueen. He hollers at Walker as his friends haul him away, “Stay the fuck away from her! Or I’ll fix you for good!” 
 
   “Try and stop me, langer!” Walker calls back, flipping him off.
 
   Hunt goes crazy, but Liam keeps him at bay. “You fucking cocksucker!” Hunt’s deep voice roars.
 
   “Hunt!” I cry and cautiously walk up to him. His vicious emerald eyes turn on me, piercing my soul, my heart, and he storms off toward his car, snatching his jacket off the ground. I gawk at Liam, and he nods his head in Hunt’s direction, signaling me to go after him. I don’t hesitate and chase him down the street. 
 
   “Hunt, please!” I plead. “Stop! That’s an order,” I holler, and he turns back to me.
 
   “What?!” I stand there like a deer in headlights. He throws his hands into his hair and grasps the thick strands. “Fuck!”
 
   His screams echo about the street, causing people to stop and stare, some recognize him and snap a few photos on their phones.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I murmur with trembling lips, in fact, everything tremors gently. “Please, don’t be upset with me.”
 
   His face whips to mine, and I see the anguish in his eyes. “I’m not upset. I’m extremely hurt.” I tilt my head down, ashamed. “You were very naughty, Gabrielle. I’m going to have to teach you a lesson,” he rumbles, and my eyes shoot up to his, sexual need emanating from them. He’s turned on.
 
   He strides back to me and scoops me up, taking my mouth onto his. He kisses me roughly, erasing any trace of Walker left on my lips, and I wrap my arms about his waist, holding him firmly to me. 
 
   He rips his mouth away and peers at me, breathless. “You belong to me, I own you.”
 
   “Yes,” I murmur, shaking my head quickly, eyes hooded. 
 
   “Then why do you insist on disobeying me, why would you kiss another man?”
 
   “I…I didn’t…I don’t...” I murmur.
 
   I glimpse up into his eyes and notice there’s something different about them, something darker. Then it dawns on me, I’m not looking into the eyes of Damian, my lover. I’m gazing into the eyes of someone much darker…Hunt.
 
   “Well, Gabrielle, you wanted to meet me, and after your little stunt, I certainly wanted to meet you. Tonight, you’re mine.” He turns and clutches my hand, walking us back to his car in deafening silence.
 
    
 
   Thankfully, once we reach his parent’s home in Napa, he’s calmed. Well, his anger has. His desire only seems to have heightened. His hand remained glued to my upper thigh the entire ride up. His thumb gently caressing the sensitive, exposed flesh of the inner most part, stroking my aching cleft occasionally. By the time we make it there, I’m wound up and dying for his cock. 
 
   It took us a little over an hour to get here, and we arrive at around ten. From what Hunt told me, these things can go all night. We drive up an extensive gravel driveway, through a massive vineyard, passing row after extensive grape-filled row. The Mansion finally materializes, and we park in front of the enormous, brightly lit Italian villa inspired manor. The sand colored walls and red-shingled roof must be lovely at sunset. The home meshes well with the surrounding tan and green earth. There are vines growing up the walls and pillars as if the home was birthed from the ground, grew like the grapevines surrounding the considerable property. 
 
   The wrap around veranda is filled with guests all dressed from head to toe in black and white. There’s not a splash of red in the bunch. There are numerous terrace doors open for easy access throughout the home. Tony Bennett croons about where he left his heart, floating out of every window and door, filling the sweet night air about the property with mellifluous music. It gives the manor a welcoming, make-yourself-at-home vibe. 
 
   Hunt’s hand finally unclasps from my leg, and he lithely climbs out of the car. I don’t wait, and I slide out with surprising nimbleness. He meets me at my door, extending out a gentle hand, and I take it, following him up the front stairs to the portico. He pauses and gives my hand a reassurance squeeze before entering the lively home. 
 
   We’re making our way through the partygoers when I hear a familiar voice calling out behind me. “I’m so glad you’re here!” The youthful female voice giggles out, and I turn, stunned by who I see standing in front of me.
 
   “Oh…my…god,” she mutters, just as stunned.
 
   


 
   
 
  

Chapter Twenty-six
 
    
 
   Nice to Meet You
 
    
 
   “Ellie?”
 
   “Bree?” 
 
   I stare stunned at the green-eyed, fair-haired beauty. Her sunshine hair swept up in an elegant bun. She’s dressed in a long, white halter dress with a slit ending high on her thigh and black strappy Manalo’s on her feet. 
 
   We giggle and squeal, hugging one another. Bree had been one of my closest friends in high school. She hung out with Jules, Chase, and I all the time, but we lost touch during college when she went off to Brown.
 
   “You know one another?” Hunt asks curiously.
 
   “Wait. This is Gabrielle?” Bree inquires, baffled.
 
   “What am I missing?” I ask with confusion.
 
   “Gabrielle, this is my little sister, Aubrey.”
 
   “You’re Aubrey?” I can feel the dumbfounded look spread across my face.
 
   I can’t believe I hadn’t made the connection.
 
   “You’re the woman who captured Damian?” She gives me the same stunned expression.
 
   “Yeah, I suppose I am.”
 
   “I can’t believe it’s you. Keira is gonna just die. Come on, follow me.” She snatches up my hand and pulls me away from Damian, but he’s trailing not far behind us, keeping a watchful eye. We make it through the foyer, entering the opulent main room decorated in a tan, gold, and eggplant color scheme. We approach the platinum blonde vision from the photos, flirting it up with a group of young men vying for her affections. Her back is turned to us, showing off the dramatic draping of her dress, revealing her flesh to just above her rear. Adorning her neck is a long string of black pearls that hang down her back almost the same depth as the dip in her dress, a very old Hollywood white gown. 
 
   “Keira.”
 
   “What?” she huffs, turning to face her sister.
 
   “Look who it is.”
 
   Her eyes float over me. When she glances at my face, hers lights up like a Christmas tree.
 
   “Ellie?! My god!” She comes in for a hug and cries out into my ear. We giggle and talk, completely ignoring the ogling group of boys and poor Hunt until he lets out a loud throat clearing noise. 
 
   “Would anyone like to tell me what the hell is going on?” They continue to ignore him as they gush over how fabulous I look.
 
   “Oh, we need to find Mom and Dad. They’ll be thrilled,” Keira comments, and they guide me, once again, away from Damian. I glance back at him as he trails behind with an annoyed look.
 
   We wander the house, searching every cram packed room for their parents. When we’re unable to find them, we finally head out to the back terrace overlooking the yard and vineyard. There’s a huge white circus tent and popcorn lights strung over the entire yard, burning bright against the starry night sky. There are fire breathers, stilt walkers, trapeze artists, and contortionist in cages. It is nuts.
 
   Everything and everyone is in black and white. Hunt and I appear to be the only ones wearing red in our ensembles. I wonder if they did this to make us easy to spot in the sea of white. 
 
   Keira must see her parents because she yanks me down the stairs with Aubrey in tow. Hunt steps in front of us and asks in an annoyed tone, “May I have my girlfriend, please?”
 
   They reluctantly release me with a boo, and I take Hunt’s hand. He escorts us across the lawn while his sisters stride next to me. His mother spots us as we approach them. They’re with her.
 
   “Mother,” he greets with a nod of the head, and she comes in for a hug. She discovers me over his shoulder.
 
   “Ellie, dear?”
 
   “Yes. How are you, Vivian?” 
 
   She is petite with midnight black hair and light blue eyes. Dante is the spitting image of her. She’s wearing a black strapless gown with diamonds dripping from her ears, wrists, and neck. She’s absolutely breathtaking.
 
   “I’m wonderful. Are you…”
 
   “This is Gabrielle. Damian’s Gabrielle,” Keira blurts out.
 
   “I’m so pleased.”
 
   “Told you,” Keira remarks with a self-satisfied grin.
 
   “Pierce, come meet your son’s girlfriend,” Vivian says over her shoulder. Her husband walks up to her side and finds me blushing furiously, clutching onto Hunt. He’s about half a foot shorter than Damian is, but just as dashing, with dark brown hair and piercing aquamarine eyes.
 
   “Ellie, how amazing. You look lovely, my dear.”
 
   “Thank you. It’s good to see you both.”
 
   “You have no idea how happy we are,” Pierce states. 
 
   “Would you please excuse us?” Vivian says, preoccupied, gawking over our shoulders. We glance back to find Dante sauntering toward us. They walk over to him, greeting him with open arms. Olivia, emerging from behind her parents, strides up to our little group and gives me a snide look. She’s wearing a blood red toga dress with a high slit going straight up the front, ending about a half inch from a place I would never hope to see. Her long, chocolate strands are tied back in a sleek, straight ponytail.
 
   “Don’t worry about her. She’s a fucking bitch,” Aubrey whispers in my ear.
 
   “Will someone please explain to me how you know my Gabrielle?” Hunt asks, frustrated. 
 
   Olivia’s eyes snap to mine, and I smile, gratified by Hunt’s clarification of our relationship and my importance in his life.
 
   “We went to school together. She was one of my closest friends. She spent the night at our house almost every weekend. In fact, she slept in your bed,” Aubrey replies with a smirk.
 
   “That was his bed?” I ask, stunned.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Where was I while she was sleeping in my bed without me?”
 
   “You were in college or out making your fortune. Who the hell knows? You never came home, so whenever she spent the night, she would sleep in your room.”
 
   “I remember,” I comment, smiling to myself. 
 
   “Well, isn’t this a small world.” Olivia comments with malice.
 
   “Oh, shut up,” Keira snaps. “Who invited you into this conversation? I sure as shit didn’t. Why don’t you hop on your broom and fly the hell out of here.”
 
   “Who asked you, you little bitch?”
 
   “Hey,” Aubrey shouts, “Don’t talk to my sister like that! You old washed up, bitter hag.”
 
   “Why don’t you find a house to fall on you?” Keira adds.
 
   “Damian, please, say something,” she pleads. 
 
   I answer for him in a sickeningly sweet tone, “I believe you were asked to leave.” 
 
   “I wasn’t speaking to you, whore.”
 
   “What did you call her?” Hunt growls. “Did you call my future wife a whore?”
 
   “Damian, I…” Olivia mutters with trepidation wrenching her face.
 
   “Don’t ever call her whore, again. I don’t want you to do as much as speak to her,” he interrupts with a curled upper lip.
 
   “Dam…”
 
   “Leave, Olivia. Now!” he snaps.
 
   She rushes off with tears streaming down her angry face, past Dante and their parents into the crowded house. Dante gives Hunt a spiteful glare and chases after her.
 
   We turn our attention back to one another, and Aubrey asks with a ridiculous grin, “Future wife? Is there anything you’d like to tell us?”
 
   “Not particularly,” Damian replies curtly but shoots her a small smile.
 
   “Fine. I’ll just pry it out of Ellie.”
 
   “It was a mistake. He didn’t mean…” My panties go off in a fury, and I clamp my mouth shut to hold back the pleasured groans forcing themselves up my throat.
 
   “I meant every syllable,” Hunt cuts me off, gazing fixedly into my eyes. He shuts them off, and I let out a sigh of relief.
 
   “Interesting,” Keira comments, as a man on stilts walks over us.
 
   “You’re telling me,” I say, gawking up. “A circus theme seems fitting.”
 
   Keira and Aubrey giggle while Hunt gives me a look expressing his understanding in my meaning. “Ladies, will you excuse us for a moment. I’ll let you have her once I’m done.”
 
   Hunt clasps onto my elbow and leads me off to a quieter location. He takes me into the house and upstairs into the library, shutting and locking the door behind me. I turn, waiting for him to attack me, but he doesn’t. Instead, he walks over to a dark wood bar and pours himself a drink. He takes a sip, sighing as it slides down his throat.
 
   “I’m ready for your answer, Elle,” he says, setting his glass on the bar, eyes focused on his current task.
 
   “To get to the other side,” I reply flippantly.
 
   His eyes creep up to mine, serious, concentrating on me. “Please, don’t. Don’t be facetious, Elle, not now. I need your answer about moving in. I can’t take it any longer.”
 
   “Can’t we do this later? What’s the rush?”
 
   “I consider myself a patient man normally, but I can’t take one more second of not knowing your decision. Elle, please, give me your answer.”
 
   I glance down at my knotting, fidgety fingers and inhale sharply. “I’ve given it a lot of thought and weighed my options.” I pause and purse my lips. “People keep telling me to wait and I understand why…”
 
   I stare at him for a moment, directing my attention on his lovely, anxious face, instead of the panic attack growing within me. My breathing is strained. I feel hot, boiling hot. My palms are sweating, and I begin to shake. I clamp my eyes shut and push the overwhelming sensation back down into the deepest regions of my psyche. I take a steadying breath. “However, I want to be with you, share my life with you, and no amount of time will convince me otherwise.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “Yes, Damian, I’ll move in with you.”
 
   He strides over and dips me, kisses me, caresses me, loves me. He takes my lips and claims them as his. I fist my hands in his hair and hold his abrasive mouth to mine. When we part, we’re desperate for each other, chests heaving, hearts rapidly thumping, and our need palpable. 
 
   “I wish we could celebrate, but it will have to wait until later. Do you still want to go to my other place tonight?”
 
   “Yes. I’m ready for you to show me. You know my thirst for you is quenchless. I want all of you, Damian, every drop.”
 
   He bathes me with light kisses, over my face, neck, and chest, cradling my lustful body roughly against his. I want him now. I can’t wait until later. I need him thrusting deep inside, where he belongs.
 
   “Damian?” I purr with my head hanging back as he ravages my chest.
 
   “Yes, gorgeous?” he mumbles between kisses. 
 
   “I need you. Will you take me, please?” I breathe.
 
   “I want to wait until later. A little delayed satisfaction never killed anyone.”
 
   “Then I may be the first, because I’m dying for you. Please,” I beg.
 
   He cocks his brow and smirks devilishly at me. “I have an idea.” He lifts me up and guides me to a brown leather couch in the middle of the room.
 
   “Lie down.”
 
   I submit and lie on the couch, aroused by the command. Hunt stands over me, peering down from emerald eyes, and I shiver under his wanton gaze.
 
   “Close your pretty eyes and keep them closed.”
 
   I shut them and wait. I wait for the slightest touch, kiss, or whisper, but there’s nothing. I hear the sound of leather as solid weight is pressed into it, but it’s not the couch. It comes from a few feet away. I furrow my brows, confused, and then the delicious pulses from my panties tingle against my wet cleft. 
 
   “Does that feel good, angel? Do you want more?” he rumbles.
 
   I grasp the edge of the cool cushion and writhe as they go to town on me. I moan and squirm as goose bumps riddle my skin. The speed quickens, and I call out to him, “Hunt, please. I want to feel you.”
 
   “I know, baby,” he purrs, “But I’m enjoying you writhing for me. I want to watch you cum hard.”
 
   He switches it up another level, and I groan rowdily, mouth open, head digging into the couch while my back arcs violently. He turns it down low, and I lax into the cushions, groaning appreciatively, but the relief is short lived. 
 
   “What’s that? You want more?”
 
   He turns it up full blast and it pulverizes my clit. I wriggle and bow with the throbbing ripples, licking my lips and clutching my trussed up breasts. My heels dig into the leather cushion as my torso twists, and I cry out, “Hunt, please. Take me.”
 
   His lips abruptly collide with mine, muffling my euphoric bellows, taking them into his mouth. He slithers his fingers down the top of my dress to free the girls and tears his mouth from mine, clamping it down onto my erect nipple. He nips the tip, causing my back to spasm, forcing my breast further into his rapacious mouth. 
 
   His hand explores up my leg, grasping and kneading until it reaches my cleft. He runs the pad of his finger over the vibrating lace panties, along my wet lips. He stops over my clit, pressing it against my hard pink nub, causing the pulsations to increase and reverberate through me, building me up until I can’t take anymore.
 
   I peak and come rolling down. 
 
   “That’s it,” he encourages seductively, “Cum for me, gorgeous.”
 
   My cries burst from me, echoing throughout the large room, as the intense orgasm possesses every inch of my coiling body. I drag my nails up my thighs, moaning and relaxing into the couch. I open my eyes as my arms rise above my head, and I stretch with a gratified smile on my face. 
 
   Damian crookedly smiles down at me, and I giggle.
 
   “I love watching you cum. It’s captivating.”
 
   “I love when you make me cum. It’s mind-blowing.”
 
   He bends forward and kisses me gingerly. “We better rejoin everyone before my maddening sisters come searching for us.”
 
   “I don’t appreciate you speaking ill of my friends. Thank you very much.”
 
   “I can’t believe you know them.”
 
   “I’m thrilled. There won’t be any awkward phase of getting to know your family. I feel at home with them.”
 
   He smiles, pleased. “That’s all I could hope for.”
 
   I sit up, and Hunt gingerly assists me to my feet. I plop my breasts back into the snug bodice and adjust my skirt. He brushes his fingers through my hair, fixing the muddled disaster. I tilt my head up to him with my lips puckered, and he plants a chaste, loving peck upon them.
 
   He clutches my hand, and we go rejoin the party. When we’re about to descend the stairs, I hear Aubrey calling up to me. She rushes up to us with Keira not far behind. 
 
   “Might we borrow her?” she asks Hunt, grabbing my hand and pulling me back down the hall. I glimpse back at Damian, and he looks daunted. I smirk and shrug my shoulders.
 
   They yank me back into the library and shut the door. Keira heads to the bar, pouring an amber liquid into three ornate crystal whiskey glasses, filling them about half full. She hands one to Aubrey and walks over to me on the couch.
 
   “This’ll put hair on your chest,” she kids.
 
   I courteously take the glass from her out stretched hand and nod. They sit beside me, sandwiching me between them.
 
   “How long have you been official?” Keira asks.
 
   “A week.”
 
   “Hmm. He’s already talking marriage?” Aubrey replies.
 
   “Yeah, I mean he’s mentioned it.”
 
   She looks pleasantly surprised. “Truth be told, we wondered if he would find someone. He never seemed interested in anyone before.”
 
   “Truth be told, I’m surprised by his feelings for me.”
 
   “Why? You’re incredible, Ellie. He’s lucky to have you,” Aubrey praises, patting me on the knee in a paternal way.
 
   “I want to believe you with everything I have.”
 
   “Give it time. You’ll relax and realize you two are right for one another. New relationships can be shaky in the beginning. You’re both trying to find your footing on common ground. You’ll be fine. Are you serious about him, the relationship?” Aubrey inquires.
 
   “I would say pretty serious.”
 
   “Good,” Keira interjects.
 
   “We want to talk to you about him.”
 
   “What about?” I ask, glancing back and forth between them with a quizzical gaze. 
 
   “Ian has never brought anyone to meet us,” Aubrey responds, shrugging her shoulders. “In all honesty, he’s very reserved and doesn’t open up much to us, but he’s been through a lot, and we understand. We aren’t sure what happened with our uncle, but we know he was abused. He sacrificed himself to protect us from the bastard.”
 
   “He was a monster,” Keira interrupts. 
 
   “But that’s not what we want to discuss. Do you know how our parents died?”
 
   “No.” I shift in my seat, anxious about where this conversation is heading.
 
   “They we’re murdered,” Keira says.
 
   Aubrey continues, “Someone broke into our house, tied them up, and butchered them in the middle of the night. There was blood everywhere…” She rubs the back of her neck, and for a spilt second, I see the resemblance. “Ian discovered their bodies. He walked into their bedroom to find our parents in a gory, horrific scenario…It was his birthday. He never celebrated one after that.” 
 
   She takes a moment, staring down at her glass. “It traumatized him as it would anyone. He was never the same. When we came to live with Vivian and Pierce, he was a shell of the boy he once was. We should let him tell you about the details, but we feel you have a right to know the basics of what happened to him. Give you an idea of why he’s the way he is. He’s been through a lot, more than we could ever understand.”
 
   “Murdered?” I murmur and take a big swig of the smooth golden liquid. “My poor Hunt.”
 
   Could this be why he needs control, to participate in our depraved, kinky games? An abusive uncle and butchered parents would explain the need to dominate. Could the scenario of his parent’s demise be the reason he enjoys bondage and controlling his lovers?
 
   “We figured if you knew, when he finally came to you with it, you wouldn’t freak out,” Aubrey clarifies. “Instead, you’ll be prepared for the devastating details and focus on healing him…We think you could be his salvation.”
 
   “Why me?”
 
   “He’s different with you. We’ve never seen him so enamored with anyone. Well, actually, we’ve never seen him with anyone, period. The fact he brought you to meet us proves he’s mad about you, Ellie,” she says, taking a sip from her glass and sinking back into the couch.
 
   “Let’s face it. The boy is whipped,” Keira remarks, flinging her hand in the air and making a snapping noise. I blush, giggling awkwardly at her choice of words, and take another swig of whiskey, finishing off the last bit. 
 
   “Refill?” Keira asks, and I hand her my glass. She gets up and refreshes our cups. 
 
   “Are you alright? I hope we didn’t scare you off. Don’t leave him…”
 
   “I would never leave your brother cause of his past. I love him, nothing will change the feelings I possess for him.” 
 
   “Good,” Bree says, seemingly satisfied. “He needs stability in his life. Someone he can rely on no matter what.”
 
   “Who would do anything for him,” Keira adds, handing back my drink. It’s heartwarming to see how much they care for and protect their big brother. 
 
   “I’ve got it under control,” I reassure, using Hunt’s words.
 
   “Thank you. We feel better knowing you’re watching out for him. He may come off strong and sure of himself, but it’s a façade.”
 
   “I’ve noticed,” I reply.
 
   “We should get you back to Damian before he has a conniption,” Keira suggests, and I nod my head in agreement. 
 
   We gather our drinks and belongings and head out to the house crammed with partygoers. I scan the crowd as we head down the stairs, searching for Hunt’s beautifully male face, but find only strangers. I decide to float about the party for a bit, and if he didn’t find me, I’d hunt him down. 
 
   I place my whiskey glass on a silver tray and exchange it for champagne as a server walks past me. I stroll through the large manor, bumping and weaving my way around rowdy guests. I sip on my bubbly and admire the lavish home. Nothing like the home I remember. Damian must have purchased it for them after he made his vast wealth. I make my way down a long hallway on the first floor, seeking an island of silence in the ocean of noise. 
 
   I sluggishly saunter down the dimly lit hall, observing family photos on the walls. I notice many of the photographs are Hunt’s black and whites. As I’m standing and appreciating one of Keira and Aubrey, laughing and hugging one another, I hear a faint noise coming from the end of the hallway. I cautiously walk toward the muffled sound, becoming clearer as I approach the room. It’s the stifled moans of passionate, phenomenal sex. 
 
   I turn and walk away, making it about halfway down the hall before I hear Olivia’s impassioned voice cry out, “Oh god, D!” 
 
   Her heated wails are returned by the deep, carnal groans of a male as he pounds voraciously into her. My heart stops when he growls out her name.
 
   I halt in my tracks, frozen with fear and trepidation. It can’t be…He wouldn’t…Would he? Would he fuck her to get back at me for tonight and earlier? My heart is pounding against my breastplate, jolting me. My head spins from the horrific images twirling in my mind.
 
   I spin around and march toward the room. I don’t hesitate, busting my way through and halting at the sight I find in front of me. I gasp, and they turn to face me. Olivia is straddling Dante, his hands clasped firmly to her thighs.
 
   “I…I…” I turn quickly to bolt, but I slam into a hulking figure, and I stumble backward. He clasps my wrist, keeping me from tumbling back, and brings me into his arms. His eyes never find mine. Instead, they burn into the twisted lovers scrambling out of the bed, staring back with terror and rage, clutching to their crumpled clothes. 
 
   He never looks at me, not even when he says, “Gabrielle, go wait for me outside and shut the door on your way out.” I gladly obey and zip out of the room, loudly slamming the door behind me. I collapse on the ground outside. I put my trembling hands over my scarlet face as hot, stinging tears liberally run down my cheeks. All the stress of the last week comes flooding out.
 
   I hear Damian screaming and cursing, his voice is a deafening roar as he rips into them. They yell back with the same anger and aggression. This goes on forever. Time ceases to exist. Damian barks out at them, then nothing, silence. I listen carefully for any noise or movement within the room, but there’s only silence. Minutes pass by like this until the door opens, and Damian takes a large stride out.
 
   I stare up at him, and he kneels down, scooping me up into his sculpted arms. I snuggle my head into his neck, and he places his atop mine. He walks down the shadowy hall and turns into a dark bedroom, setting me on the bed and shutting the door. 
 
   I cry quietly, allowing the hot tears to roll down and soak the comforter. I whimper, and Hunt lies down next to me, cradling me into him. He tickles my arms and back, calming me, kissing the crown of my head. He breathes deeply.
 
   “Why do things keep happening to us? Why can’t things go smoothly? I just want to be with you, without constantly having to worry what’s coming next.” 
 
   He doesn’t say anything, and I realize how awful he must be feeling. I wrap myself around him and lie my head down onto his chest, listening to his strong, rapid heartbeat. 
 
   “Are you alright? Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   “What is there to talk about?” he asks glibly.
 
   I shoot up, staring down at him with red, burning eyes and a befuddled face. “Really? Did we just experience the same thing?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well? What do you have to say about it?”
 
   “What do you want me to say, Gabrielle?” he sighs out, sounding emotionally beaten down.
 
   “How you’re feeling. What you’re thinking.”
 
   “Our relationship is finished.”
 
   “Who’s?”
 
   “Olivia, Dante, and I, we’re done.”
 
   “What happened in there?”
 
   He shuts his eyes and pinches the bridge of his nose. 
 
   “Elle, enough, please. I’m not in the mood for twenty questions.” He aggressively runs a hand through his hair and lets out a long, harsh breath. 
 
   “Fine,” I huff, lying down beside him, and gaze up at the ceiling. “Is this what it’s like for you all the time?”
 
   “No, it isn’t always like this, certainly never in such suffocating waves.”
 
   “So, I’m not the only one overwhelmed by the past few weeks.”
 
   “I am human, Elle. I’m not made of stone.”
 
   “I wonder sometimes.” I kid, smirking over at him, and he smirks back, peeking out at me from under his hand.
 
   “I’m working on it.”
 
   I roll over, resting my head on his chest. “I never asked you to change anything about yourself. I just want you to fight your demons. I want you to be happy, genuinely happy.”
 
   “I am. You make me happy. You make me feel…whole.”
 
   “Ditto, slick.” I nuzzle the side of my face against his hard peck. He softly grazes his fingers along the exposed part of my back.
 
   “Are you ready to join the party? Together?”
 
   “Yes, but I don’t know how much more I can take.”
 
   “Of us?” he inquires, and I detect a slight tremor in his voice.
 
   “No, everyone else. I want to go back to the apartment and immerse myself in you until the sun comes up.”
 
   “Sounds perfect,” he breathes out, wrapping his arm around me, pressing me into his hard body. “It also reminds me. I’m heading back to Seattle tomorrow.”
 
   “For the meeting you cancelled?”
 
   “Yes. I’ll be back tomorrow evening.”
 
   “I’m not going with?”
 
   “No. I plan on heading to the meeting from the airport, catch up with my friend and his new family, and get back to you as quick as I can. I’ll introduce you next time were in Seattle.” 
 
   “I’d like that.”
 
   “What did my sisters talk to you about?” he asks unexpectedly.
 
   “You. They were asking me to take care of you.”
 
   “What else?”
 
   I turn my face into his chest, and with a muffled voice, I murmur, “Your parents.” I don’t dare look at him. I can only imagine the look of horror on his face.
 
   He scoops his finger under my chin, coaxing my face to look at his. “What about them, Gabrielle?”
 
   “You know what,” I reply, looking up at him with sadness in my eyes. “Do you really want to talk about it now?”
 
   “Why would they do that?” he inquires, but it’s an aimless question.
 
   “They wanted me to be prepared when you told me. They also said your uncle abused you, and you protected them from him, but they didn’t go into detail. They wanted you to tell me.”
 
   He’s silent. He doesn’t speak, move, or breathe even. He lies there, peering up at the ceiling with a flurry of emotions rushing through his eyes.
 
   “Let’s rejoin my family,” he finally says sternly.
 
   “Are you alright?” I ask, coiling my arm about his waist and resting my head on his wide chest.
 
   “To be honest, I’m a bit relieved.”
 
   “Because I haven’t run?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Ye have little faith,” I remark and kiss his chin.
 
    
 
   We don’t leave each other’s side for the rest of the party, except when I excused myself and headed to the little subs room to freshen up and tinkle. We drink delectably sweet cotton candy martinis and eat buttery popcorn and salty peanuts while we watch the performers about the estate. We chat with senators, actors, internet geniuses, models, and San Francisco’s elite. We spend time with his parents and sisters. Olivia and Dante have been pleasantly absent.
 
   An enchanting, melodious ballad drifts across the property. Beautifully intense violins and other instruments I can’t identify, accompany a lovely chanting female voice. 
 
   Hunt takes my hand and nods towards the dancing crowd under the tent. I shake my head, and Aubrey offers to take my drink. I hand it over to her, and Hunt leads me to the dance floor under the large white circus tent. Once we’re in the center, he places his other large hand gently on my upper back and waltz’s us about in long, agile strides, twirling and sweeping me about the semi-crowded space. 
 
   People move out of our way as he glides me gracefully across the floor, spinning me every few steps with a lithe ease, making it seem so effortless. We flow perfectly throughout the room. Our eyes fixated on the other as he takes me away, sweeping me off my feet.
 
   I found him. I found my dance partner for life. 
 
   He moves with confidence and grace as we drift amongst the gawking patrons studying us with curious fascination. They have never seen him with anyone. I’m sure it’s comes as quite a shock. I’m positive most thought he was gay with a lack of any serious girlfriends in his life, impeccable sense of style, and flawless manners. If I didn’t know him in the biblical sense, I would probably assume the same. Few straight men these days behave or present themselves in such a manner.
 
   I’m yanked out of my reverie when the music ends, and we come to a stop. He takes my hand and guides me back over to his family standing off to the side. 
 
   “You we’re lovely out there. Both of you,” his mother commends us.
 
   “Thank you,” I acknowledge, and Hunt gives a head nod.
 
   Aubrey hands back my cotton candy martini, and I take a nice draw.
 
   “Darling, have you seen your sister and brother?” Vivian inquires, scanning the partygoers around us. “I haven’t seen them since you arrived.”
 
   I feel my face flush, and I choke on the sweet, pink liquid, sputtering and coughing. Damian rubs my back to ease the coughing fit and replies, “Yes, they we’re in the house together.”.
 
   “Ellie, are you alright, dear?” Vivian asks, fretfulness wrinkling her normally smooth porcelain skin. 
 
   I realize I’m nervously suckling on my thumb nail. I catch myself, ripping my thumb from my mouth. “I’m fine,” I reply sweetly, with a huge grin.
 
   She pats my shoulder and returns my pleasant smile. “We should have lunch. Just the girls.”
 
   “That would be wonderful. I’d like that.”
 
   Hunt tenses next to me and clears his throat, but I take his sisters method for handling Damian and ignore him.
 
   “Great!” Aubrey cheers. “I’ll call you next week to make plans.”
 
   “I look forward to it.” 
 
   “Damian tells us you work for View,” Viv, as her husband refers to her, inquires.
 
   “Yes. I was recently promoted, actually.”
 
   “Oh, superb. Congratulations.” Vivian applauds.
 
   “Thank you,” I reply shyly, uncomfortable with the attention. 
 
   “Isn’t View the magazine Olivia heads, the one Damian just purchased?” Keira asks, flummoxed.
 
    “Nothing gets past you,” Aubrey teases, and I smirk at them. They have always reminded me of Maya and I.
 
    “Oh, shut your trap,” she giggles out.
 
    “We should do something with Maya. I’m sure she would love to see you both,” I remark.
 
   “Yes. I haven’t seen her in like forever. We can go shopping,” Keira suggests.
 
   Knowing me well, Aubrey and Damian reply in unison, “Ellie, hates shopping.”
 
   “I really do,” I half laugh out, “But Maya loves to shop. I’ll give you her number. Maybe you can call her and get together. She loves a good shopping partner, besides my mom.”
 
   “How is your mother, dear?” Vivian inquires.
 
   “Good. She’s working with many charities. My parents are currently in Hawaii for their anniversary.”
 
   “Have her call me when they get back. We haven’t spoken in ages. Damian will give you my number, and you can pass it on to her.”
 
   “Of course I will.”
 
   Damian glances down at his Cartier and up at me with a ready-to-go look. I take his wrist and check the time. One fifteen? Where did the time go?
 
   “Thank you for a lovely evening, Mother.” He steps into her and leans in, planting a chaste kiss on each cheek. “Aubrey, Keira.” 
 
   He nods his head, and they grab him, bringing him in for a group hug. He groans, and they giggle. 
 
   “We love you, too.” They reply, releasing him. They walk over to me, snatching me up into a suffocating hug. “We’ll see you soon. Call me. Damian can give you our numbers,” Aubrey says softly in my ear.
 
   “I will. See you soon.”
 
   “Have a safe trip home,” Keira says in my other ear.
 
   Home. Our home.
 
   I get a surge of excitement when I realize the moment I set foot into The Artemis I will be home, my new sanctuary. I grin like an idiot and notice Hunt gazing heatedly at me. He’s ready to play, and I’m more than happy to be his playmate.
 
   I pull away from the girls, giving them a kiss on the cheek before hugging Vivian goodbye. She whispers her best wishes into my ear and says, “Thank you.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For loving my son,” she replies gently, giving me a big kiss on the cheek and patting my back.
 
   “There’s no need to thank me. I’m the lucky one.”
 
   “You both are. Enjoy the rest of your evening, and tell your mother to contact me. Maybe we’ll do a day at the spa.”
 
   “I’d love it. Enjoy the rest of the party.”
 
   “Drive safely.”
 
   We break, and I take my place at Damian’s side. He clutches my hand tightly, fingers entwining seamlessly with mine. Every part of our bodies fit like puzzle pieces connecting perfectly. 
 
   He tilts down, so his lips graze me ear, and whispers, “I can’t wait to get inside of you.”
 
   I shiver everywhere.
 
    
 
   We arrive at the dungeon around two. We enter, and he invites me to take a seat on the white couch. I comply, and the fireplace turns on, casting the room with a warm, golden glow. The space is decorated in intricate dark wood pieces, giving it a comforting masculine elegance. 
 
   “Would you like a drink?” he inquires, standing at the bar in the kitchen.
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   ‘Gymnopedie’ by Erik Satie floats through the room, creating a tranquil, soothing setting. I’m swept up in the beautiful sorrow of the piano as it mournfully serenades me. 
 
   I admire the room as he pours a burgundy wine into two glasses. I stare into the hypnotic radiance of the blazing fire, entranced. I ease back into the couch and lax into the plush cushion. 
 
   “Your drink,” Hunt interrupts my mesmerized state, handing me my glass of wine. 
 
   “Thank you.” I take it, nodding gratefully, and sip on the excellent wine. He takes a seat next to me, extending an arm along the back of the couch, crossing his ankle over his knee. He drinks the scarlet wine and watches the fire dance gracefully in the darkness. I watch our shadows cast against the wall, bobbing and flickering in the firelight. 
 
   “Is this place mine? Could I come here if I ever needed to?”
 
   “Yes, if you like,” he replies, obviously a bit taken back by my inquiry. “Why would you need to come here?”
 
   “To escape family, you, the world.”
 
   “Yes. You are more than welcome to stay here.”
 
   “Thank you.” I smile softly then take a long sip of wine. 
 
   Mmmm.
 
   “No need to thank me. It’s yours as much as it’s mine, especially now that you’ve agreed to move in with me.”
 
   “Are you happy?” I inquire, glimpsing over at Hunt. 
 
   “Ridiculously.”
 
   I scoot over and curl into my nook. “When do we begin our session?”
 
   “Are you in a rush?”
 
   “No, but you said you have a meeting tomorrow, and I don’t want to keep you up all night.”
 
   “I want you to keep me up all night. I can sleep when I’m dead.”
 
   “That won’t help you when you’re passing out in the middle of your conference.”
 
   “I’ll be fine. I’m a big boy.”
 
   “Yes, you are,” I retort in a kittenish tone, glimpsing over my shoulder.
 
   “Oh, Gabrielle, what am I going to do with you?”
 
   I turn to him and reply with the straightest of expressions, “Fuck me until we’re raw.”
 
   His eyes briefly widen then narrow, becoming heavy with desire. “Fuck, you’re a dirty, dirty girl.”
 
   “You make me want to be naughty.”
 
   “I see where this is going, and we’ll head there soon, but right now, I would rather we unwind and talk a little. It’s been a long night.”
 
   “You can say that again.”
 
   “It’s been a long night,” he repeats, simpering to himself, with the wine glass lightly pressed against his curved lips, about to take a sip.
 
   I nudge his side with my elbow, fumbling his attempt to drink his wine, and smirk up at him. “You think you’re so cute.”
 
   “Cute is never a word I would use to describe myself.”
 
   “Oh, come now. You’re downright adorable,” I tease, twisting about and kissing his cheek. 
 
   “Gee, thanks.” He smirks down at me with an arched brow, amused. 
 
   The fire plays off his face and hair, giving him a golden glow. His lush mane is a delicious caramel hue with honey and chocolate streaks blending seamlessly. I could comb my fingers through it all day. His light green eyes glimmer in the soft, amber light of the flames. He licks his supple lips, and the flicker of the fire sparkles along the sheen of moisture. I must be gawking blankly because he snaps his fingers in front of my face, bringing me back to earth.
 
   “Are you alright?” 
 
   “Yes, just admiring the view.” I smirk up at him softly.
 
   He smiles reservedly at me and takes a sip of wine.
 
   “It’s only a pretty face, don’t be fooled, Elle,” he retorts dolefully, staring vacantly into the fire. “Sometimes the prettiest packages contain the ugliest offerings.”
 
   I squirm uncomfortably and decide to change the subject, though I know I shouldn’t because of the day’s endless parade of mishaps and discoveries, but I cannot resist.
 
   “Are we going to talk about today?”
 
   He comes back to me and answers casually, “Yes, amongst other things.”
 
   “Where do you want to start?”
 
   “The beginning is always a good place.”
 
   “Ok,” I reply in a tone as to say you-first. 
 
   “Would you like to explain what happened with Mr. McQueen?”
 
   “Are you referring to lunch or the opening?”
 
   “You’re behavior at lunch was appalling,” he replies, shaking his head in a reprimanding manner. “It was very selfish of you to give him hope…Not to mention, your blatant lack of respect for me. I’m not happy with it, and you will be punished for it, but I’d much prefer to discuss this evening’s transgressions.” 
 
   I fell the oh-shit look wash over my burning face as I take a mouthful of wine, swishing it around before swallowing. I nervously clear my throat then answer, “He tried to kiss me, but I didn’t allow him to.”
 
   “I saw you, Gabrielle. You were inviting it.”
 
   “For a moment,” I reply, shamefully staring down at my glass of wine, “It was hard to resist with our song filling my ears and champagne swirling in my head. I realized what was happening and stopped it.”
 
   “He didn’t seem to get the message,” he huffs, taking another sip of wine.
 
   “He’s still in love with me. I can’t help that.”
 
   “No, you can’t…The question is, do you still love him?”
 
   “On some level, I suppose I always will,” I answer candidly.
 
   I turn toward him, curling my legs up and setting them onto his lap, and I spot the look of hurt in his eyes. “Do you love him more than me?”
 
   “No, of course not,” I reply with a disgusted, pained tone in my voice. “He is a part of my past, and he meant a great deal to me, but I do not feel for him the way I feel for you...I don’t love anyone as much as I love you.” 
 
   He breathes out a sigh of relief, culling me into him.
 
   “Anyway,” I continue, “I’m still upset about your attacking him. I know he was out of line, but you’re above such violent behavior.”
 
   “No,” he says sternly, “Not when it comes to protecting what’s mine. You are mine.”
 
   “Yes, I am, wholly,” I reply with utter certainty. “Why was Liam there?”
 
   “He follows me wherever I go. He was probably watching from the Land Rover and came to help him.”
 
   “Help him?” I ask with shocked confusion.
 
   “Gabrielle, I’m trained to kill a man. If Banks hadn’t stepped in, who knows what could’ve happened. I haven’t felt such rage since I was a boy. It actually terrified me.”
 
   “I trust you not to take it too far,” I rub his forearm, draped over my shoulder. “You have a good reign on yourself.”
 
   “Or so I thought.”
 
   “Does he go everywhere you go?”
 
   “Yes, everywhere.”
 
   “Is he here? Downstairs, I mean.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Oh,” I utter, turning back to the trance-inducing fire but keeping my legs curled up on his lap.
 
   “Does that bother you?”
 
   “I feel bad for him,” I shrug. “He’s always waiting around for you.”
 
   “It’s his job.”
 
   “I suppose it is.” This reminds me of my name issue. “Speaking of his job. I don’t want him to refer to me as miss. I feel more comfortable with plain, old Gabrielle.”
 
   “I prefer he didn’t, but if it will please you, I’ll allow it.”
 
   “How generous of you,” I reply mockingly.
 
   “Very, considering I could simply say no,” he replies, sober in tone. I pause and turn back to him to study his face. When I trace the ghost of a smile, I relax back into my nook. 
 
   “What happened with Olivia and Dante?”
 
   “In short, I informed them our relationship was over.”
 
   “No more Olivia?”
 
   “No more as far as a personal relationship goes. I will only deal with her if it pertains to business.”
 
   I breathe a sigh of relief and roll my head back onto his shoulder, watching the enchanting glow of the fire. “What about seeing her at family get-togethers?”
 
   “I’ll behave courteously, no more, no less.”
 
   “I can’t say it upsets me, but how does it make you feel?”
 
   “Betrayed.”
 
   “What a fucked situation this is,” I state, shaking my head lazily. “Are you going to tell your parents?”
 
   “No, that would kill them and could possibly expose our demented affair.”
 
   “Demented?”
 
   “Yes. I was wrong about what we had. I guess I couldn’t see that until I was looking from the outside in. On top of the relation, I was too young and stuck in an extremely dark place. She took advantage of my situation, of me.”
 
   “Yes, she did,” I agree, placing my hand over his heart, staring up at him lovingly. “Dr. White asked me if I would return for another session and invited you to join me.”
 
   “How thoughtful of him,” he replies sardonically.
 
   I roll my eyes and shake my head. “I’m sure he could really help you. He’s a specialist in sexual abuse and childhood trauma. Now that you’ve admitted it, you can heal from it. Will you join me?”
 
   He tenses, his face emitting consternation and irritation. I kiss his cheek, and he eases, sinking into the couch. 
 
   “I’ll talk to your Dr. White.” He takes in a long breath. “I don’t want to avoid myself or the pain anymore.”
 
   “Oh, Damian!” I throw myself at him and fling my arms about his broad, sculpted shoulders, digging my face into his neck. He holds me to him, placing a hand on the crown of my head and back. I kiss and pet him enthusiastically. I bathe his neck and face in soft, tender pecks.
 
   “I love you, Gabrielle.”
 
   “I love you, Damian,” I murmur between kisses. When I pull away, he has an enormous grin and admiring eyes. 
 
   “I can’t wait to get you home,” he whispers and comes in for a long, deep, slow oral caress that sends me bouncing off the walls. My grasp stiffens, and I haul myself into his hard, wanting body. I shift onto his lap, and his firm erection pokes into my hip, twitching happily when I bite down on his supple bottom lip. He groans, and I tug sharply, aroused by his consuming need for me.
 
   He snaps his teeth down on my upper lip, biting and suckling on it hungrily, holding us in that delicious, stinging lip-lock. It shoots electrifying surges of pulsating streams down to my moist slit, and I writhe on his lap, ass grinding into his solid, heavy length.
 
   I rip away panting and eager, needing him far inside me, filling me until it burns. I gaze at him from under lowered lids, finding his emerald stare fixed on mine with a darkness radiating from their green depths. I shudder when I sense something dangerous in his presence. His tense body and fiery eyes exude this unsettling danger. He is the wolf, and I am his prey, the innocent doe inviting him to feast upon my flesh.
 
   “Nice to meet you, Hunt.”
 
    He smiles his sexy wolfish grin with that menacing undertone, and I shiver.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-seven
 
    
 
   Great Sexpectations
 
    
 
   “Stand,” he orders with a raspy voice. I obey and jump to my feet, facing him. “I want you to undress with the exception of your jewelry, heels, and stockings.”
 
   He sinks back into the couch, legs spread casually, sipping on his wine, watching me absorbedly. He presses a button on the touchscreen sitting on the cushion next to him and changes the song to Zola Jesus’s ‘Tower’. 
 
   I reach under my arm and slowly drag the pull-tab of the side zipper down, listening to the course sound of the metal teeth lightly grating together. I allow the white chiffon dress to fall open and flutter to the floor.
 
   I reach behind me, tugging on the black satin ribbon of my corset, nimbly loosening the binds and then leisurely unhooking the front snaps. I free the last one and strip myself of the binding medieval bodice, dropping it on the floor beside my clumped up dress. I unclasp the snaps on my lace stocking tops and turn my back to him, slithering my fingers into my panties, and shimmy my hips as I take them down.
 
   I bend over, giving him a sneak preview of the goods. I run my hands up the back of my legs, straightening my stockings, teasing him. I seductively smile at him in my exposed state, and he scoots to the edge of the couch, reaching out to me. He slides a thick finger into my wet entrance and swirls it around, flicking my clit with his thumb. My head flies back, and I moan loudly, but the ecstasy is short lived. He rips his hand away and thrusts the glistening finger into his mouth, sucking me off, moaning while he takes pleasure in my flavor.
 
   “Delicious,” he purrs.
 
   I smirk at him coyly and lick my bottom lip, knowing how much it turns him on. He seizes one of the straps from the back of my garter, towing it toward him until it’s taut and releases, allowing it to snap back. It makes sweet contact with the center of my right cheek, leaving behind a hot, stinging reminder of my station. I bite down on my bottom lip and clamp my eyes shut, whimpering at the fine line between pleasure and pain, ecstasy and agony. 
 
   “You’re being a disobedient little girl, and I won’t stand for it.” He thrashes his hand across my rear, and I let out cry of unadulterated carnality. “Straighten up and turn to me.” I stand and face him. “Refill my glass, gorgeous.”
 
   He hands me his nearly empty crystal wineglass, and I take it into the kitchen to pour him another. He watches every move I make, intently studying every bare inch of me. My heels click against the hard wood floor as I saunter about. I grab the open bottle off the bar, filling another glass, and head back over to him. I hand it back, and he takes it with a nod.
 
   “I want you on your knees, facing the fireplace.” I drop to my knees facing the blazing fire.
 
   “You’re absolutely breathtaking in the golden glow of firelight. There’s a heavenly radiance about you. You’re my savior, my ethereal angel sent to bring me into the light.”
 
   I gasp at the abrupt change in tone. He loves me so much he can’t help but worship, even when he’s attempting to debase. I look over my shoulder from doe eyes and whisper the one word I know will bring him back, “Master?”
 
   He peers at me with a wicked gleam in his eyes and a sensually kinked smirk. “I almost forgot myself. You do this to me.”
 
   He fists his hand into my hair at the nape of my neck, stridently yanking my head back. He looms over me, piercing me with his amorous eyes, and then smashes his demanding mouth onto my parted lips. He thrusts his delish, pink tongue into my mouth, and I meet it with the same relentless rhythm, swirling and probing the opening slightly, teasing and enticing him to ravage my mouth further. 
 
   He heeds the call and devours my mouth with an aggressive, messy touch that leaves my lips burning and clit pulsating. He grips my chin, keeping me in place, and fucks my mouth with his tongue, tasting me, savoring me. 
 
   He hauls himself away, chest heaving erratically, eyes wild with sweltering desire. He releases my head, and I look back at the fire flailing and crackling, the only source of light in the dim apartment. 
 
   The song changes to a sluggish, carnal beat. I recognize the song, ‘Obsession’ by Animotion, but it’s a cover, a dark rendition weaving a sensual web that entraps me in its intricate design. An ominous, husky, male voice sensuously declares his possessive desire for another, willing them to give in to him.  
 
   Suddenly, a smooth, thin material slides over my head and down to my neck, where he tightens it. I glance down at the blood red tie adorning my neck, hanging between my breasts, running down my tummy. The tip gently rubs against the vibrating lace panties, tickling the sensitive flesh beneath. I whimper and delicately run my nails along the length of my thighs, awaiting his next move on bated breath, with desperate anticipation clenching my abdominal muscles in the most delightful way.
 
   Hunt slowly rises to his feet, grasping the end of the tie, and slowly walks toward the hallway. He leaves me no choice but to follow on hands and knees. I crawl behind him, across the cool wood surface, with my head down and my heart beating a million miles a minute. 
 
   Why does this turn me on? Why do I enjoy being degraded in such a fashion? Truth is I do, and I don’t care why. I want this. I need this. 
 
   He leads us into the bedroom as I keep my focus on his shiny black dress shoes. He sluggishly saunters us onto the soft fibers of the bedroom rug, leading me over to the foot of the bed. He pauses then gently coaxes me off the floor by the necktie. I rise to my feet, still staring down at the floor. 
 
   He struts over to the nightstand, and I hear a cling as the glass of wine is set down. He saunters back over to me, clasping my biceps, and guides me onto the bed. I sit with my legs crossed over the edge, hands placed in my lap with my fingers entwined nervously.
 
   He sweeps a finger under my chin and tilts my face up to his.
 
   “Muffin?” he inquires.
 
   I shake my head vigorously from side-to-side, and he grins down at me approvingly, tracing his finger along my jawbone. I lean my head into his touch, and he cups my face with his strong, large hand, admiring me with sexual fascination. 
 
   I exhale a shaky breath, gazing back up at him with a determined innocence I know will drive him over the edge, and nuzzle my face into his palm. He nods his head, and I shift mine, taking his thick, bulky thumb into my mouth, drawing on it as if it were his fat cock. I twirl my frantic tongue about it, cradling it in my warm, soft mouth, sucking ever so gently.
 
   When he attempts to pull out, I suck harder, nipping the pad with my teeth. He moans and yanks it out of my moist grasp, taking my hand and giving it a firm tap. I smirk slightly, and I think I spot a tinge of one spread across his sumptuous lips. 
 
   “You make this quite difficult.”
 
   “What did I do?” I ask, feigning ignorance.
 
   “You know your crime. You’re just asking for a severe spanking.”
 
   “I’m begging for it,” I retort, licking my lips and gazing from hungry eyes.
 
   He reaches into his pocket, and the subtle vibrations of my panties go off, causing a delectable tingling sensation against my hypersensitive clit. I fall back on the bed, allowing the teasing pulses to overcome me, and they amplify to a mind-blowing rate.
 
   I bow as my fingers claw frantically at the ridiculously soft, black satin sheets. They clasp on and pull as the vibrations rise and fall, prompting me to do the same. My muscles clench and release with each orgasmic wave. I writhe for him, his dangerous gaze fixed on me as I wildly thrash before him, satisfaction emanating from that cocky grin I haven’t seen in a while. 
 
   He revs the pleasing panties into a maddening speed, and I can’t hold on any longer. The intoxicating mix of relentless pulsations and his scrumptiously boastful expression, drive me over the razors edge until I fall helplessly, shaking and twisting as the sensational orgasm renders me powerless. I cry out, “Hunt,” and collapse onto the bed. 
 
   I’m gasping for air, eyes shut tight, when he hauls me up by the tie. I rise, my head lazily hanging back, too heavy in my sedated state as he brings my mouth to his. He traces the opening with his tongue and dips it in, superficially probing and tempting me. I whimper at the contact and part my lips slightly, giving him greater access to my tongue and waiting mouth. 
 
   I nip at it with my lips, and he lets out an animalistic growl, attacking my mouth with a savageness that arouses and terrifies me. He breaks away and pushes me back onto the bed. 
 
   “Lie in the center.”
 
   I scoot my body up, and he grabs my ankles. The next thing I know, I’m flipping over onto my stomach, and my legs are forced open wide.
 
   “Extend your arms out over your head, so your body resembles an X.”
 
   I place my arms out and lie my cheek on the soft sheet. I feel the leather binds clasp about my ankles then my wrists. I tug on them, but it’s useless, I’m restrained, completely immobilized. I lie helplessly on my stomach, bare-assed and panting.
 
   He removes my heels and tosses them aside. They make a clunky noise when they hit the floor. He pinches the toes of my stockings and pulls them off, the thin, silky material easily sliding through the restraints. 
 
   His lips are on my calves, feeling their way up to my thighs, stopping at the crease below my ass. He runs his tongue along the responsive flesh, and I clench tight at the alien feeling. 
 
   He moves back down to my calves and works the other stem, licking the pleat once again under the cheek. My back arches, and my butt muscles clasp together. I hear him chortle with a sinister air, and I gasp. 
 
   “Keep your head turned to the right, and no matter what, remain this way.”
 
   He shifts off the bed, leaving me wanting while he moves steadily about the room. I shut my eyes and silence my breathing, focusing on the noises he makes. The sound of the cabinet unlocking and the doors creeping open shoots euphoric flashes of pleasure and fear through my coveting body. When they shut, my breathing quickens. I am aware of every movement he makes, the sound of his heavy footsteps on the hard floor, his rapid breath and my own, the bed creaking as he kneels beside me.
 
   Abruptly, I’m overcome with a myriad of feather lite kisses along my spine, and I squirm, yanking on my restraints in a desperate attempt to coil my body. They glide over my bum and along the crack.
 
   I clench my buns together, and those feathery kisses become a swarm of stinging hornets as the object in question comes down on my rump with a firm, reprimanding snap. I’m unable to keep myself from peeking at the source of my biting pain. I turn my head, discovering a black suede-strapped flogger with tiny beads strung at the ends and a braided leather handle, clamped firmly in Hunt’s hand.
 
   “Don’t move…or else,” he warns.
 
   I unclench and ease as he continues his tantalizing assault on my extremely responsive skin. He guides it down the backs of my thighs and knees, and I twist violently at the overwhelming tingle. He only descends further to my calves, and I know exactly where he’s headed. 
 
   He teases the suede ribbons over the bottoms of my feet, and I squeak impishly, kicking my legs as best as I can. I cannot take it, and I giggle erratically, arcing my torso as I fight the torment of the gentle strike on my ticklish feet. 
 
   In the middle of my hysterics, I snort loudly, and he halts his attack, falling over on the bed, laughing spiritedly. I look at him with a mocking annoyance and join in.
 
   “Jerk,” I exclaim, and he rolls over, still chuckling, and kisses the side of my face. He lingers and inhales deeply.
 
   “Mmmm, coconut.” He nuzzles his face into my hair. “You smell like paradise.” 
 
   “I need you. Don’t keep me waiting,” I plead.
 
   He sits up, rising off the bed, and I notice he’s already half-naked, his cut torso proudly displayed, the well-defined V showcased by the low-fitting black dress pants. I study the way they hang off his hips and toned rear. He’s so tasty I actually lick my lips as I scan his chiseled form.
 
   He lithely unfastens the button with one hand, while the other unzips his fly. He allows his pants to fall to the rug, and his thick, lengthy cock springs free and hangs under its weight. As I ogle his delicious form, my heart beats erratically, and my mind goes blank. He crawls onto the bed in all his naked glory and kneels beside me, peering down from narrowed eyes with a scowl on his cum-inducing face. I shiver. 
 
   I am helpless. I have no way of escaping. I am subject to whatever he has in store for me. I watch him in my confined state, waiting, wanting, with a breathlessness that leaves my head spinning. I am in a thick sexual fog, and I desire nothing more than to give into the darkest part of him and his depraved fantasies.
 
   He reaches out and securely clasps his hands on my rear, kneading and groping in deep strokes. I sink into the softness of the mattress, my body easing with each fondle of his demanding hands. He palms the plump flesh with loving care, but his fingers grasp with a raw intensity that causes me to become alert, aware of his immoral intentions.
 
   “I am going to punish you now. Do you understand why you are being punished?”
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   He removes a hand quickly and slaps me on the ass with a firm palm.
 
   “Yes, what, Gabrielle?” he growls.
 
   “Yes, M-Master,” I reply with a shaky voice.
 
   “Good girl. Don’t forget, or I will add to your lashes. Clear?”
 
   “Yes, Master, crystal.” 
 
   “Very good, Gabrielle…Why am I punishing you?”
 
   “You’re punishing me for my indiscretions with Walker, Master.”
 
   “Yes, you were extremely naughty today, and for that, I’m going to give you twenty lashings. Are you ready, Gabrielle?” I hesitate. “Gabrielle, answer me now, or I add five more.”
 
   Without thinking, I reply, “Yes, Master, I am.”
 
   His hands disappear, and the instant they do, I regret my answer. I turn my head to face him, but I’m too late, and the flogger is coming down on my ass with a blazing fury that causes me to scream out.
 
   “You were a wicked little thing. You enjoy driving me mad.” He thrashes down again, and I whimper, biting furiously at my bottom lip. 
 
   “No, Master,” I yelp.
 
   “You betrayed my trust.”
 
   He snaps the flogger rapidly across both cheeks and every muscle seizes, clenching aggressively to the point they burn.
 
   “Yes, Master.”
 
   “You wanted him to kiss you,” he growls, whipping the beaded ends against my already blazing rear.
 
   “I’m sorry, Master.”
 
   “You disobey me constantly, over and over and over…”
 
   He whips my hide with a ferocity that makes my bum sting and my eyes burn. I cry out with each wail of his hot hand, urgently clawing at the braided silk ropes tethering me to the antique four-post bed. 
 
   He continues his bittersweet assault on my inflamed, ruby red rump. I feel tears forcing their way to the surface, clamping my throat shut and stinging my eyes with a vengeance almost as painful as Damian’s. I can’t take the anguish for another second, and I allow the streams of lava to swell in my eyes and pour out over my face. They fall onto the sheets like little wet drops of sorrow.
 
   I whimper through the excruciating agony, “Muffin, muffin.”
 
   He halts his attack and unfastens my restraints in a flash, freeing me, and I coil into a ball on the mattress, cradling my arms about my legs and bringing them into my chest. I quietly weep with my head tucked into my knees, but when I feel his tender touch on my spine, I begin to wail stridently. The tears rush down my face in endless supply.
 
   “Angel,” Damian whispers, panicked.
 
   He scoops me up, hauling me into his lap, rocking me in his able arms. He kisses the top of my head as it lies heavily upon his shoulder. I can feel the rapid hammering of his heart against his chest. A beat so strong it thumps into the side of my blotchy, soaked face while he cups a trembling hand onto the other. 
 
   “Damian,” I sob, flinging my arms about his neck and digging my face into his shoulder, crying hysterically like that awful night back in my apartment.
 
   I gasp jagged intakes of air, but my throat clamps shut, making it nearly impossible, and I choke on my tears. I cough and clear my airway, continuing my shrilly sobs into his toned, wet flesh.
 
   “I don’t know what came over me. I’m so sorry, angel. Forgive me, please. I couldn’t live…”
 
   He buries his face into my messy strands, and I feel the familiar, moist warmth of tears spilling into my hair and onto my scalp.
 
   We hold one another and allow all the emotional, life-altering misery of our fucked pasts to flood over and drown us in its sorrow. We sway, weeping silently into one another, fingers grasping tightly into hot, sweaty flesh. 
 
   The song comes to an end and then repeats.
 
   I wipe away my tears onto his shoulder, rubbing my face against it in long, slow strides. I breathe in the radiating pheromones fizzling in my nostrils like champagne bubbles. My breathing is stressed as I inhale the exhilarating cocktail of sweat, cologne, and Damian’s natural fragrance. 
 
   While I admire his aroma, a teardrop runs down his neck and over my lips. I lick them, savoring the salty taste of anguish, and attack his neck. I glide my tongue up the wet trail left behind, tracing it up to his chin, his lips, his cheek, where I peck softly. He groans, gently grasping the back of my neck and pulls me back, peering into my eyes with bewilderment and an urgent need that astounds me. I gape up and study him attentively, waiting on bated breath. 
 
   “Fuck, you’re beautiful,” he states with a husky voice, scanning his dark eyes over my moist, flush face hungrily.
 
   He smashes my mouth onto his, palming the back of my head, forcing me against him. He leans, lying us down on the bed, and fucks my mouth with his cogent tongue, ravaging it with a need unmet by any before, by any one in the vast history of time. 
 
   He breaks from me, breathless.
 
   “Have me. Take me, please,” I plead.
 
   “In due time,” he promises with a dark tone. “Be patient, my dear.”
 
   He shifts on top of me, adjusting his hips so he’s between my arousal-saturated thighs, and I whimper. I love the feeling of his hips filling the empty space between my thighs, that special place made just for him, to harbor him, cradle him, sooth him and his licentious needs. 
 
   The tip of his steel cock crowds my entrance, and my juices coat the head, causing him to enter me slightly, just enough for the thick of his head to spread me open, informing me of his presence. I cry out a shaky moan.
 
   “Do you want me, angel?” I shake my head, and he fists his hand in my hair, tugging sharply, forcing my face to tilt up. “Tell me. I need to hear it, Elle.” 
 
   “I want you. I want you so much it hurts,” I whimper breathlessly.
 
   “I want you, too, baby. I need you so fucking bad,” he groans and reaches up to the nightstand. He rears back onto an elbow and holds the glass of wine over my face, tilting it slightly, allowing a few large drops to drizzle onto my lips. His tongue comes down onto me, licking and tasting the wine off my lips. He breaks away, holding the glass up again, and I oblige, opening my waiting mouth.
 
   He slopes the glass, and the fragrant burgundy liquid trickles over my thirsty lips and tongue. He comes back in and savors my mouth, moaning with a thirst for me. 
 
   “You taste so good,” he rumbles from our impassioned oral caress, “I want to devour you, drink you in.”
 
   He drags his pink stained lips from mine, scooting himself down so his face hoovers over my tender breasts. He slants the cup, dripping the wine onto my erect nipples. It seeps down my cleavage and over the plump sides of my breasts, soaking Hunt’s blood red tie and saturating the sheets. The wet sensation causes my back to arc and thrusts my girls into the air. They meet his coveting mouth with a biting nip of his pearly whites, and I cry out a jagged moan, licking my lips, tasting the mix of perfectly aged grapes and Damian. 
 
   He descends further, his face eclipsing my tensing apex. He inclines the glass, pouring the scarlet liquor down my pink slit. His tongue laps up the excess in a swirling tornado of pleasurable strokes. I writhe and bow as he devours me, pummeling my clit with his veracious, twirling tongue. He builds me up, higher and higher until I feel like I can’t hold on.
 
   Abruptly, he pulls away, leaving me hanging onto the edge of that bottomless abyss, and I feel a dull ache deep with my womb. He nimbly slides up my quaking body, shoving me higher onto the mattress, and sets the wineglass onto the nightstand. His tip presses into my wine-soaked opening, making me squirm, shifting my hips. The repositioning causes him to sink root deep inside me, stretching me out, hitting the back wall.
 
   I sheath him to the hilt and tense from the sudden fullness from his twitching cock. He lets out a husky growl in the depths of his chest and thrusts his hands into my messy strands, fisting them and yanking hard.
 
   “I fucking love being inside you,” he growls. “Mmmm. You love it, too. You’re wet, greedy cunt gives you away.” 
 
   He lifts his hips and glides out of me to the tip, teasing me with a few shallow pumps before plunging back in balls deep. They slap against my ass, and my head rolls back, digging into the mattress with my mouth wide-open. 
 
   “Do you feel me? Do you feel me possessing you, filling you up?”
 
   He slowly exits me again, allowing the head to float about my entrance, taunting me with its delicious thickness. 
 
   Is he trying to drive me fucking mad?
 
   “Yes. Oh god, yes.”
 
   I drop my hips and plummet onto him, bouncing back up when he drives into me at the same rough speed. This starts our deliberate pace, hard, abysmal plunges that cause our bodies to slide across the bed. We creep closer to the side of the mattress until my head is hanging over the edge, swaying and bobbing with each body-arching, lip-licking pump. 
 
   Suddenly, an overwhelming thought enters my head, a need I must have met.
 
   “Choke me,” I moan out my command, gripping my tender, swollen breasts with my eager hands. “Use the tie,” I growl.
 
   He hesitates for an instant, but when he sees the stern gleam in my eyes, he tightens the silk about my neck, just enough to apply slight pressure and stress my breathing pattern. I groan out, palming my girls as he pounds into me fervently, inching my shoulders over the side of the bed. As gravity takes hold, I begin to slide off, but he miraculously manages to adjust us so I fall on top of him. 
 
   His back crashes with a thud onto the floor, and his cock slams into me viciously. The colliding force of the hard ground doesn’t stop his tantalizing assault. I straddle his waist, and he clasps onto my gyrating hips, guiding me onto him until our thighs mill together, grinding in a savage circular motion.
 
   “I can’t get deep enough. Fuck me, angel. Show me how you like it.” 
 
   I splay my hands on his chest for balance and leverage, shoving myself onto him until his tip grazes my back wall. His head violently tilts back as a hedonistic growl burst from his parted lips, hands clasping roughly to the curve of my hips. His thick shaft hits my G-spot flawlessly, and I feel the familiar tightening all over. I’m rising to the peak, climbing higher until I reach the top.
 
   “I feel you. Cum, baby. Cum for me.”
 
   With a few more hard pumps, I answer his plea and tumble down hard. I quake wildly above him as he releases himself into me, the generous surges of warm, gooey honey fills me to the brim until it drips down my thighs. My head falls back lazily while I struggle to take in a sufficient amount of air, my chest heaving rapidly.
 
   His worshipping hands run over my waist, hips, breasts, neck. He gazes up at me from pained, heavy lidded eyes.
 
   He doesn’t say anything as he lifts me up off him, shifting me onto the floor. He doesn’t say anything as he puts on his clothes, and I lie naked on the rug, studying his sullen manner. He doesn’t say anything when he heads out to the living room and returns with my party getup, tossing it on the bed. 
 
   He stares down at me for a moment and strides back out of the room, never uttering a word.
 
   What is his problem?  
 
   I jump up off the floor and head into the bathroom to clean up. I’m wiping Damian off from between my thighs when I notice how sore my ass feels. I turn around to get a look at the damage in the mirror above the sink, shocked by the blotchy, hot pink mess that was my rump. I spot a jar of Hunt’s soothing cream on the counter and apply a generous amount on my warm buttocks. 
 
   Once my back end isn’t as raw, I head into the closet to scrounge up an outfit and find it full of Damian’s clothes, opting for an oversized V-neck tee and faded jeans with holes in the knees. I slip a belt through the loops and fasten it on the last hole. They hang low, but they stay on. The hem drags quite a bit, but when I put on my cherry red pumps, they barely touch the floor. I find my clutch in the pile on the bed and snag a hairband. I throw my hair into a sloppy bun atop my head, with loose, wispy strands falling about my face.
 
   I pick up my clothes and shove them into an overnight bag I found on the floor of the closet. I snatch it up and head out to the living room where Hunt sits on the couch with a crystal whiskey glass in his hand, filled a third full with an amber liquor. He glances over his shoulder and finds me with vacant, green eyes, though I swear I can see a hint of a smile, I can’t tell because it’s so minute. 
 
   Did I do something? What the fuck went wrong? 
 
   Once again, he doesn’t say a word. In fact, he remains silent the entire ride home. Liam drives us in the black Land Rover after our long night of champagne, hard liquor, and even harder sex.
 
   I only make one attempt to open the lines of communication. I place my hand over his, resting between us, but he jerks it back and sets it in his lap. He just stares out the window, chin in his palm, gliding his forefinger across his bottom lip. I turn away from him and gawk out the window, sulking silently. 
 
   Why won’t he talk to me?
 
    
 
   The elevator doors slide open into the palatial main room, and I clamber out after an excruciatingly awkward, tense ride up. I stride across the large space, heels clicking loudly on the hard wood floor as I make my escape for our bedroom. I rush upstairs, kicking off my heels once I’m inside, and sprint to the bed, tossing myself onto it face down. I scream at the top of my lungs into the mattress.
 
   I flop over onto my back and stare blankly up at the high ceiling. The room is dark except for the dim light coming through the glass wall from the buildings below and the hallway light beaming from the open doorway.
 
   Then a long shadow casts across the room, blocking the light from the corridor. I slope my head up to glimpse at him then let it fall back onto the mattress. I turn onto my side and curl up, my hands tucked under my head. I shut my eyes and let out a long breath. 
 
   I feel the bed shift as he climbs in next to me. He scoots closer, spooning me, wrapping his well-defined arms about my torso. He culls me into his hard chest, pulling out my hairband, and buries his face into my hair. Still, he says nothing. He lies there with his face shoved in my sex-mussed strands, breathing steadily until his body relaxes into mine as he falls into an abysmal slumber, and I follow him willingly into the blackness.
 
    
 
   I wake abruptly to the violent shaking of the bed. Earthquake flashes through my mind, and I fly up, panicked, my heart beating like the wings of a hummingbird. I’m about to jump out of bed when I hear Hunt’s urgent cries echoing into the pitch-black of the room. I spin around to discover him fighting his dream, limbs flailing fiercely about him. His jaw is clenched, and his hands clasp urgently to the sheets, body stiffened and torso bowed severely. 
 
   “Please, I’m sorry…I didn’t mean to…No, don’t. Stop! Stop!” He thrashes about, and I leap out of the bed. “Don’t. Please, I need you.” 
 
   He’s breathing heavily, and the moonlight reflects off a thick sheen of sweat blanketing his normally golden flesh. 
 
   “No…please. Don’t. Don’t leave me,” he begs. 
 
   I assume it’s another dream about his parents until he groans, “Elle, please stay…You can’t leave…I need you.”
 
   “Hunt.” I shove his shoulder, but he’s deep in his nightmare. 
 
   “Angel,” he whispers in response, still asleep.
 
   “Hunt, please wake up,” I cry, smacking his chest, but he won’t wake.
 
   “I won’t…let you go. You’re mine,” he growls.
 
   Since he won’t wake from the night terror, I change tactics and try calming him instead. 
 
   “I’m yours. I’m not going anywhere. I love you, Damian.”
 
   “No,” he replies, shaking his head, eyes clamped tight as tears build around his lashes. “You left me…You’re gone.” His wounding words cut me to the bone. “I can’t.”
 
   “What, Damian? You can’t what?”
 
   “Live,” he murmurs. “Breathe.”
 
   My heart stops. I’m paralyzed as I stare down at him, tears welling up in my eyes, and as if he senses the intensity of my piercing gaze, he shoots up. He is pale, green even, almost as green as his terror filled eyes scanning the room, searching the dark.
 
   “Elle!” he cries. 
 
   I crawl onto the bed out of the shadows, kneeling beside him. He snatches me into him and lies us back down, resting me on his chest, hugging me to him as if I were a comforting security blanket. 
 
   I finally realize we’re naked when I feel his hot, moist flesh flush against mine. He must have undressed me before tucking us in. I listen to his heart and rapid, shallow breaths, but after a few moments of tickling him, he eases around me. I sigh, breathing in his nerve calming scent, and lax onto his hair speckled chest.
 
   “You were having another nightmare.”
 
   “Was I?”
 
   “Yes,” I reply, nuzzling my head into his neck. “You were.”
 
   “What did I divulge this time?”
 
   “I…” I have reservations about telling him. I wouldn’t want it to upset him further. He would never get back to sleep. “I couldn’t make out what you were saying, but it didn’t sound good.”
 
   He studies me carefully, examining every line of my telling face. He puckers his lips and cocks a brow. 
 
   “Bullshit, sweetheart, tell me now,” he orders.
 
   “I left you. I broke your heart…Feel better?” I ask with a frown. “You were begging me not to leave you. You said I didn’t love you, didn’t want you.”
 
   He breathes out a long sigh, shutting his eyes. When he opens them again, he appears torn, but oh so yummy. 
 
   “It’s only my fear of being away from you manifesting itself. I’m nervous about leaving you here.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I wouldn’t want anything to happen, and I’m not here to protect you.”
 
   “I’ll be fine. I promise.”
 
   “I worry.”
 
   “Really? You could’ve fooled me,” I tease.
 
   . I rest my head on his chest while he runs his nimble fingers through my untidy strands. I trace a finger over his peck and around the nipple, which hardens under my touch.
 
   He shuts his eyes and takes a couple drawn out breathes. I wait as he gathers himself, and once he has, he opens his tired, dark emerald eyes, watching me with a delicate crooked smile kinking the corner of his mouth up. I lean in to kiss the curve of his lip and lightly skim the tip of my nose across his face. 
 
   “Better?” I whisper, and he nods his head in a slow, trance like motion.
 
   I kiss his cheek, my plump lips spreading across the stubble covered flesh, and I linger, holding them to him while I tickle his arms with soft, extended strides of my nails. He tilts his head back, raising his hips so his considerable, uncovered erection pulverizes my exposed knot of nerves. His shaft slips between my wet lips, his cock becoming slick with my essence. We moan appreciatively, as the friction of our bare, urging, connecting parts mill into one another. 
 
   He clasps his hungry hands onto my thighs and slides them up to my waist. He sits up, wrapping his arms about me, culling me close, and kissing me warmly. I return his embrace and open my mouth to allow him easy access to the slippery, pink tongue inside. He takes it between his lips and retracts, sucking gently to the pointed tip. I attack his mouth with a deep kiss, and he falls back onto the bed, bringing me with him. We fondle and claw at one another, yanking on hair and nipping at flesh. 
 
   He clasps his hands to my shoulders and lifts me away from him.
 
   “I want you to turn around, facing away from me, then sit back on my waist with your legs spread and slightly bent. Clear?”
 
   “Yes. Reverse cowgirl,” I reply, dismounting him. 
 
   He stacks a few large pillows behind him and leans back at an angle. I stand, turning away from his beautiful face, and set my left foot on the other side of his waist.
 
   “Now this is a spectacular view,” he seductively comments.
 
   I playfully glare down at him over my shoulder. He shoots me a huge, youthful grin, and I giggle. 
 
   I lower myself down and crouch above him, steadying myself on his thighs with my hands. As I’m about to complete my descent, the hard peak of his cock presses into my soaked opening, stretching me divinely. Once he’s aimed to enter me, I drop down onto him, packing me quickly. He roars out my name as the sudden sensation of total immersion seizes his body, arcing his back. 
 
   He clasps my waist, and I lean back, digging my heels into the mattress. My legs are bent, spread wide in an primal exhibition of carnal compulsion that leaves me feeling uninhibited with reckless abandon. 
 
   I lift myself off, keeping only his head tucked inside me, and come back onto him heavily. He digs his fingers into my sides and hauls me up, slamming be back down and stretching me wide. My head goes flying back as I cry out into the blackness of the room. 
 
   All I can see, feel, or think of is Hunt and his amazingly talented cock as I plummet back down onto it. He arches his back and bucks his hips, vaulting me back up. I meet his drives and lean my back against his toned chest and abs, tilting my head back onto his broad shoulder. 
 
   I use my planted feet and hands as leverage, and he rears his hips, unclasping his grasp on my waist, reaching around to cup my supple breasts into his palms. He roughly pinches the hard pink gumdrop nipples forcing my back to arc and wet grasp on his cock to tighten. He captures the fleshy lobe of my ear between his teeth and bites sharply, grunting a raspy, hedonistic cry. 
 
   I gyrate above him, wildly grinding into his hot, sweaty skin, slipping and sliding against him in a raw display of passion. I envelope myself in the primal urges of our bodies while I take him deep inside me, over and over, again and again, until I’m so wound up that I explode into the blackness of the night like a billion brilliant stars scattered across the evening sky, setting it ablaze.
 
   He clasps back onto my hips as he spills into me with thick gushes of warm, liquefied satisfaction. I collapse against him, huffing and puffing, as the aftershocks of pleasure sweep over my weak, glistening form. He entwines his arms and legs with mine, merging me with him as our arousing, post-sex scent wafts about me. It doesn’t last long as he kisses the side of my face, uncoiling, and shifts me onto the mattress. 
 
   He rolls off the bed and saunters into the bathroom where he switches on the lights and turns on the water in the bathtub. I hear the gentle strums of an acoustic guitar complementing the rich, dreamy vocal styling’s of Lykke Li’s hypnotic ‘I Know Places’ echoing and drifting out.
 
   He comes back out resplendently nude, the bathroom light shrouding his golden, rigid flesh, allowing me an opportunity to ogle and drool over the masterpiece that is Damian Hunt. 
 
   He strides over to me on the bed, scooping his arms under me, lifting and cradling me securely en route back to the massive, brightly lit bathroom, leading us out of the darkness into the light.
 
   “I’m not done with you,” he purrs in my ear. “How about we take a nice, soothing bath?”
 
   “Divine,” I reply.
 
   He sets me down next to the partially filled, sunken Jacuzzi tub and grabs two white robes from a towel cabinet on the other end of the room. He brings them over and sets them on the immaculate white tile floor, level with the top of the tub. 
 
   I step into the hot, revitalizing water and slowly ease myself onto a built in seat opposite of the spewing faucet. I lean back into the slanted wall and sigh, settling into the welcoming caress of the water, which feels heavenly against my overly sensitive, sore flesh. 
 
   I shut my eyes and tilt my head back, allowing the water to soak every achingly raw inch, from my pleasantly battered ass to my thoroughly fucked slit. 
 
   I sigh and swish my arms sluggishly in the water, leaving trails of ripples in my wake, as the ends of my hair float about me in swirls. I sense Hunt standing over me, studying me attentively. I crack open an eye, glimpsing sassily up at him with a curve in the corner of my lips. 
 
   “Can I help you with anything, Mr. Hunt?”
 
   “I’m just admiring the view.” He smirks crookedly.
 
   “Well, stop admiring and get your cute ass in here.”
 
   He chuckles lightly, amused. “Yes, Miss Gabrielle.”
 
   I mockingly glare at him, and he smirks, shaking his head slowly.
 
   He dims the lighting to a nearly muted level, lights a few candles, and pours a lavender scented bath oil into the tub before stepping in and sinking below the waterline. He dunks his head, turning his caramel brown hair into a rich chocolaty hue.
 
   He emerges from the depths and runs his hands over his hair, forcing the excess water to spill out down his shoulders. I watch the drops of water drip off the tip of his nose and chin, the way it collects on his golden flesh, causing it to shimmer when the candlelight reflects off the pearls of beading water.
 
   I observe every miniscule movement with curious beguilement, paralyzed by the sheer magnificence of this Adonis before me. I rest my head against the cold acrylic of the tub and shut my eyes. Suddenly, a moderate, bubbling pressure pummels my back and massages the knots deeply embedded into my aching muscles.
 
   “Good?” he asks.
 
   “Yes, exactly what I need.”
 
   “Besides me of course.”
 
   “Of course,” I reply, extending my foot out to his leg and caressing the calf.
 
   “Are you happy…with us?”
 
   I pop up, gazing with curious fear at his staid face. 
 
   “Beyond,” I reply with utter certainty. “Are you?”
 
   “Extremely,” He pauses, rubbing the back of his neck, and continues. “I know these last few weeks have been strenuous.”
 
   “That’s an understatement,” I interrupt with an exaggerated roll of the eyes, and he reaches forward, pinching my inner thigh. I return the gesture and pinch his sack with my toes. He jerks, raising a brow and casting a lopsided smirk, a mock warning. I cock a brow and grin at him as he slowly shakes his head and smirks back. 
 
   “If you can’t stand the heat…get out of the bathtub,” I provocatively state.
 
    He chuckles, cupping his hands and dipping them into the water. He scoops up the clear liquid and brings his hands to his face, rubbing them over it and back through his hair. Holy fucking shit.
 
   “So as I was saying. These past few weeks have been nerve frazzling and trying, but I hope this evening’s events have changed that.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Well, I don’t intend on associating with my brother or sister, and I assume you won’t be seeing Mr. McQueen again. I know Mr. Cahill isn’t going anywhere, but I can deal with him.”
 
   “Actually, I was going to call Walker tomorrow, when you were on your daytrip, to discuss this evening and his actions.”
 
   “Gabrielle,” he utters, in such a way as to warn a child not to disobey.
 
   “Damian,” I retort with the same tone.
 
   “Why on god’s green earth would you want to speak to him?”
 
   “Because I want to know why he behaved the way he did. I want an explanation for his actions, the paintings, antagonizing you. I want an apology for putting me in a compromising position, exhibiting my body and our most tender moments, allowing his friends, family, and complete strangers to ogle me in such a vulnerable position.” I rest my head against the white acrylic wall and shut my eyes.
 
   “You’re never going to give into me, are you?”
 
   I open my eyes to look straight into those enchanting pools of green and shake my head from side to side, lips clenched tight.
 
   “Good, that’s the trait I love most. It gives me the opportunity to wallop your perky, round ass.”
 
   “As if you need a reason,” I comment with a coy smirk, leading my intrepid foot up his muscular thigh.
 
   “No, you’re right, I don’t.” He smiles wolfishly, creeping his foot up my inner thigh.
 
   “I should call Chase,” I murmur randomly, with a scowl, and his foot stops its ascent.
 
   “I touch you and you think of him?” he asks with hurt and annoyance on his lovely mug. I tense, and my eyes get large.
 
   “It popped into my head. I don’t know why I said it.” 
 
   “I’m fucking with you.” He winks and flashes his gigawatt smile. I relax and return one. “What did he do?” 
 
   “Something went down with my sister Thursday night. Maya won’t tell me what happened, and I haven’t been able to speak with him. He was supposed to attend the party, but I didn’t see him. He probably didn’t show up because he didn’t want to run into me and have to clarify what occurred between them.”
 
   “What do you believe transpired between them?”
 
   “I think she kissed him, and he rebuffed her advances, or they kissed and he welcomed it, which in turn made him push her away, because he doesn’t want to complicate things for him and me.”
 
   “Of course not, then his window would shut forever, losing any chance of ever being with you again.”
 
   “You truly believe he’s in love with me?”
 
   “He shows all the familiar symptoms of a man desperate for you, for your love.”
 
   “You know this how?”
 
   “I’m tormented by the same affliction,” he responds with a sexy as hell smirk.
 
    “If I’m an affliction, you’re the bubonic plague.” 
 
    He laughs and dunks his head under the water, rewetting his drying hair. He comes back up, with the sexy grin still firmly planted on his face, and relaxes against the side of the tub, resting his outstretched arms along the ledge. 
 
   As I watch him, I remember another detail about Thursday I wish to discuss.
 
   “What was your big emergency Thursday?”
 
   “Nothing you need worry about.”
 
   “Damian.” I scowl.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Don’t ‘what’ me.” 
 
   He sighs. “I was with Marlena.”
 
   I feel my burning face blush a bright red. “You were with your ex-Dom until twelve thirty?”
 
   “No, I went back to my place around eleven to take care of some business and get ready.”
 
   “What was so urgent, you spent over six hours with her?”
 
   “She’s going through issues I’m not at liberty to divulge. She needed me. I took her out to dinner, we had a drink, and we talked.”
 
   “Did you talk about me?”
 
   “Yes. I told her all about you.”
 
   “So, let me get this right. You’re allowed to talk about us, but I’m not?”
 
   “I have no problem with you speaking about us to your friends and family, as long as you aren’t divulging the specifics of our lifestyle. However, I do have an issue with you speaking to my ex’s and your shrink about us…Look, I know you’re jealous, but she’s dealing with a lot of issues, and I wanted to be there for her.”
 
   Jealous? 
 
   “Jesus, do you have any normal friends? What kind of person takes advantage of their position by seducing a student? She has issues alright, but she’s not the only one.”
 
   “Excuse me?” he asks, annoyed.
 
   “You heard me,” I snap. 
 
   “At least I can admit I have issues. You pretend as if you’re whole, but we both know that’s far from being the case. You informed me of your suicide attempt as if it were nothing, as if it didn’t even happen to you.” He shoves his hands through his damp hair, clamping his eyes shut. “As far as Marlena goes, she didn’t force me. I wanted it. I needed it. I wouldn’t be who I am without her.”
 
   He’s right. I am just as fucked-up, and he was only trying to help someone in need. Besides, I haven’t a right to say anything, especially after my semi-intimate, candid lunch with Walker and this evening’s mishaps.
 
   I exhale noisily and take a long breathe as my calming body sinks below the surface. I can’t see much, only whirling bubbles and occasional flashes of tan limbs and hard cock. The thunderous roar of the blasting jets and fizzling bubbles drown out the lulling melody of the music. 
 
   I allow the effervescing streams to gently knead and tickle every inch of my submerged, bare body. It’s both calming and arousing. The swirling water fondles my erogenous zones, shooting electric tingles through my weightless form.
 
   I am abruptly ripped from my erotic soak by Hunt’s large hand grasping my bicep and hauling me out. I sputter out water and run a hand over my face, removing the leftover liquid as it pours liberally out of my drenched hair. 
 
   My eyes flutter open, and I find Damian gazing at me with a boyish grin spreading his mouth broadly. He tows me into him and sits me across his lap, kissing me softheartedly. I melt in his arms. 
 
   “I’m sorry for my jealousy and snapping at you. It wasn’t fair of me.”
 
   “No, I’m sorry. I should’ve informed you of my meeting with her.”
 
   “I’m not thrilled, but it’s in the past.”
 
   He reaches over to the glass shelf on the wall beside us and picks up a bottle of my favorite body wash. He squeezes the tropical scented soap into his palm, places the bottle down, and kneads the suds into my shoulders, neck, and upper back.
 
   I adjust my body and slip between his legs, facing away from him. I shift my hair over one shoulder, giving him free reign of my back. He rubs and strokes my soapy flesh, cleaning me tenderly, thoroughly, and my head bobs from side to side while I groan approvingly. 
 
   “Stand,” he commands gently, and I oblige.
 
   I rise with my back turned to him, and he begins massaging my sore rump. He gropes and cleans until my well-punished backside starts to feel normal again. 
 
   “Rinse off.”
 
   I dip back into the water, taking my place between his thighs, and he recommences his tantalizing rubdown. 
 
   “I wish to speak to you about tonight,” he states.
 
   “What about tonight? You have to be a little more specific.”
 
   “My reaction earlier, back at the apartment, I couldn’t handle it. I felt like I was him.”
 
   “You mean when I asked you to choke me?”
 
   “Yes, that and parading you around on your hands and knees by my tie. It wasn’t even close to how I treated my other girls. It killed me to think what I put them through.”
 
   “Why? They wanted it, same as me. I enjoyed myself. It was fucking hot. I wish you hadn’t held back. I told you I wanted to see who you were. I wanted more. You aren’t Nicholas and you never will be. Everything you are, everything you do, I want, I crave.”
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you,” he replies, wrapping his arms about me and hauling me back against him.
 
   “You haven’t, you won’t. I trust you. I love you.” I lie my head on his shoulder.
 
   “I love you, angel,” he whispers in my ear, kissing it gently. “I’m so pleased to hear you trust me. I need that from you.”
 
   “I do. I’m glad that it wasn’t something I had done. I want to please you so much.”
 
   “You please me more than you know.”
 
   “It’s all I want…Do you think your parents are genuinely happy we’re together?”
 
   “Where did that come from? Why would you think they aren’t?”
 
   “No reason in particular, I’m just curious of your take on their impression of me.” 
 
   “I know they love you as I do. Both my mother and sisters texted me already, gushing about you. They’re crazy about you, just as I knew they would be, just as I am…I still can’t wrap my head around the fact that you know my family,” he comments, pushing my softly away from him, and continues his marvelous cleansing massage, working the deep-seated knots out.
 
   “See? How do you think I felt when I found out you were business partners with my father...? I’m curious. Why were there no pictures of you at your parent’s old house?”
 
   “I was never fond of having my photo taken. Pretty fucking ironic, considering I have people and paparazzi snapping shots of me constantly. I still hate it. I suppose I never liked looking at myself.”
 
   I face him.
 
   “Why? Look at you, Damian. If I were you, I wouldn’t be able to stop staring at myself. I would be the biggest narcissist. You’re an Adonis, a demigod sent down from the heavens for woman to worship.”
 
   “Do you know the mythology of Adonis?”
 
   “Yes, vaguely.”
 
   “Would you like me to tell you?”
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
   “Adonis is the demigod of beauty and desire, a deity of life, death, and rebirth. Apparently, his mother managed to trick her father into impregnating her after Aphrodite convinced her to do so. When her father found out what she had done, he came after her, and the gods turned her into a Myrrh tree. Eventually, she gave birth to Adonis with the help of Aphrodite, who was so enamored by his beauty, she took him to live with her. 
 
   “Anyway, she entrusted the beautiful male youth to Persephone, goddess of the underworld, and when Aphrodite came for the child, Persephone refused to give him back. She, too, had fallen for the young male. They went to the gods, who told them Adonis would spend one-third of the year with Aphrodite and one-third with Persephone. The last third, he would spend with the goddess of his choosing. 
 
   “He spent two-thirds of the year with Aphrodite. They fell in love, but there was no happy ending for them. Adonis was killed while hunting by a wild boar sent by Artemis, angry over the death of her favorite. Aphrodite heard his cries and rushed to his side, only for him to die in her arms.”
 
   “Wow, that’s fucked. Incest, pedophilia, love triangles, death, and yet it feels oddly familiar.” I reply with a mocking tone.
 
   “Yes,” he replies simply. “You are the goddess of my choosing. I could only hope to be as lucky as him, taking my final breaths in the caring embrace of the one I love.”
 
    A fiercely cold shiver shoots up my body, and I’m suddenly freezing, sitting in the hot bathwater. “Please, no more. I can’t stand the thought.”
 
   He envelopes me in his arms and kisses the top of my head. “I’m not going anywhere. Relax, babe.”
 
   “Still, let’s not mention it again.”
 
   “Alright, I won’t. I promise.”
 
   “Thank you. Let’s change the subject.”
 
   “Ok…How did you meet Aubrey?”
 
   “We were in a couple classes together and got to talking one day. We became immediate friends. Chase and Jules know her as well.”
 
   “I can’t get the thought of you young and innocent out of my mind, wrapped in my sheets, sleeping soundly in my bed. You were already testing my boundaries, and you didn’t even know me yet.” He shakes his head slowly from side to side. “Tsk, tsk.”
 
   I smile sweetly and blush profusely. “If I don’t push them, who will?” I respond smartly. 
 
   He squirts some more fragrant soap into his competent hands, and I turn away so he can return to working his spellbinding magic on my lower back. 
 
   “Good point.”
 
   His hands explore the curvature of my waist and fullness of my hips and rear. They grope at the dramatic hills and valleys of my form, travelling to my thighs. I lean back against his chest, sighing. 
 
   “It turns me on,” he whispers into my ear, and I grind my rear against his erect cock.
 
   “I couldn’t tell,” I purr.
 
   His fingers slither between my thighs, separating them, spreading me wide. He enfolds his arms about my torso and spins us around. The jets that were massaging his lower back now beat into my clit with a steady stream of vibrating bubbles. He forces my stomach against the wall, clasping onto my thighs, holding them open and allowing the jets free reign of the sensitive pink nub. 
 
   He adjusts himself, readying for entry, and pumps into me with a violent thrust. He takes me from behind. His long, thick shaft glides in and out with forceful rotations of his thrashing hips. He wraps his arms about my bowing torso, a firm hand around my neck, pinning me onto him as he claims me with his commanding dick. 
 
   “Fuck, babe. Your perfect cunt’s so fucking taut. I love cramming myself inside you, spreading you wide until it burns.”
 
   I reach back and thrust my hands into his hair, yanking the dense, wet strands when he hammers into me with a ferociousness I’m desperate for. The choppy water splashes about us, and the jet stream pulverizes my pussy while he perfectly thumps my quivering core.
 
   “Would you like me to finger you here?” he asks, releasing the arm about my stomach and depositing the point of his finger just below the surface of my pucker. 
 
   I whimper as I push myself back onto it, and the tip enters a bit further. He adds another digit and traces my asshole slowly. I shove myself onto his fingers, which slide in easily due to the bathwater lubricating them. They fill my forbidden orifice, and I clench about them. He uses his other hand to palm my plump tits. I wriggle and shake, overwhelmed by him. He’s everywhere, filling me, fondling me, fucking me, in every orgasm-provoking spot of my coveting body.
 
   “I’ll never get enough of this, of you,” he groans.
 
   It doesn’t take long for me to cum, not when he is possessing me so completely, I can think of only him and the desire that smolders between us. He pummels into me relentlessly, until we climax in unison. He bursts into me with a warm blast of tasty nectar, and I convulse on him, draining him of every sweet drop.
 
    
 
   I nuzzle my head into his chest and shut my eyes. We lie there for a few moments before I feel Hunt’s dead weight sink into the mattress, his tired body sagging with sleep. As much as I want to follow him into the consoling darkness of slumber, I can’t. I feel unnerved, though I’m unsure what’s causing this nagging feeling. 
 
   Could it be about tomorrow? Is it Damian’s unsettling nightmare, and his feelings about my loyalty to our love? Could it be something unforeseeable? 
 
    Whatever the reason, I’m unable to shake the dreadful feeling of a looming disturbance in our already turbulent waters.
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

Chapter Twenty-eight
 
    
 
   A Pound of Flesh
 
    
 
   I wake Saturday morning blanketed by naked Damian. His arm and leg flung over my body, clinging onto me for dear life, morning wood pressing into my hip. I feel warm, too warm, and I shift his arm off me, but he tosses it right back. I try scooting my body out from under him, but he only tightens his grip. I sigh, giving up hope.
 
   “Good morning, gorgeous,” Hunt greets me with a sleepy voice.
 
   “Morning, slick. Sleep well?”
 
   “Yes, extremely,” he replies, rolling off me and rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “You?”
 
   “Like a baby.” I lie, not wanting to upset him before his important meeting. “Want me to make you breakfast?”
 
   He stretches his arms above his head, arching his back and letting out a guttural, labored groan. He smiles at me and flings an arm about me, bringing me into my nook. I lay my tired head on his broad, golden, hair-speckled chest, and kiss the center over his heart.
 
   “I love when you do that.”
 
   “Kiss your heart?”
 
   He nods his head. “It makes it skip a beat.”
 
   I lean in, kissing it again, then trail my lips up to his neck. 
 
   “What if I kiss you here?” I press my puckered lips into the crook of his neck, where his life pulse thumps against my lips, and he moans, tilting his head back, giving me better access. 
 
   “My heart stops,” he murmurs.
 
   I moan and go at his neck, nipping and sucking. I thrust my hands into his sleep-muddled hair, pulling harshly. I climb on top and lie on his hard, lean body, attacking him with my brazen lips. His hands clasp to my plump ass, his fingers grip and nails dig. The sting is both painful and delectable.
 
   I growl against his neck, and he grips tighter, flipping us over so his large body eclipses mine. He kisses me, cramming his tongue into my slack mouth, claiming me with lush, tantalizing strokes. He moves down my body with his sensational mouth as my fingers entwine with his hair, and he proceeds to make mind-altering love to me for the rest of the morning.
 
    
 
   Damian’s in the shower while I prepare brunch for us. I whip up eggs, bacon, toast, coffee, and slice up some cantaloupe. I’m setting everything on the dining room table when he walks in fully dressed in a black suit, white dress shirt, and black tie. It’s simple, yet sexy as sin. 
 
   “I don’t eat at the table,” he reminds me.
 
   “Yeah, I know, but today you do, so sit.” I point to the chair at the head of the table, and he does as he was told.
 
   “That’s my boy,” I commend with a huge smile smearing form ear-to-ear, and he returns the sweetest, shiest, close-lipped smirk. My heart melts. “I could get used to telling you what to do.” 
 
   He pauses his descent about midway to the chair, cocking a brow, and shakes his head slowly. He finishes his descent and scoots in his chair.
 
   “It looks delicious.”
 
   I lean over and kiss him atop his head. “It’s taste even better,” I purr.
 
   He gives me a lopsided grin and dives in. I take the seat next to him and watch him savor my work.
 
   “Superb.”
 
   “I’m pleased.”
 
   He takes a bite of the eggs and toast. “What are your plans for the day?”
 
   “Lounge around, maybe read, make a few phone calls.”
 
   “To whom?”
 
   “I have to call my parents, Chase, etc. I pretty much have to touch base with everyone. I’ve been so preoccupied with you, which means I haven’t had much time for them.”
 
   “You should go out to lunch or a movie. I would suggest taking my card to shop, but I know how much you love shopping for clothes.”
 
   “I don’t know. I guess I could see if anyone’s free. I really shouldn’t stay cooped up on such a beautiful sunny day. They’re so rare this time of year.”
 
   “You can take my credit card. Do whatever you like, go nuts.”
 
   “Thanks, but no thanks. I can pay for myself.”
 
   “Gabrielle.”
 
   “Damian.”
 
   “Is this going to be our thing? I try to give you something, and you reject it?”
 
   “No, not every time. I told you I don’t want to be a kept woman. Until I bear the name Hunt, I’d prefer to pay for myself, keep some form of independence. Once I’m a Hunt, we can revisit and revise the terms of our relationship.”
 
   His eyes bore into me, wide with shock. “Did you just…” He stands up and grabs my arm, yanking me to my feet and smashing me into his body. I stare up into his electric pools of green, and my breathing hitches, knees weaken. He feels my body going limp and holds me closer. 
 
   “Let’s not make this a big deal. I’m already anxious thinking about it.”
 
   “Understood,” he agrees with a nod of the head. “I wouldn’t want to scare you off.”
 
   “I will say this…I see my future with you, and I want to be your wife, but I’m not in a rush. I’m with you, and no piece of paper or ring or vows will change what we already have. We will always simply be Damian and Gabrielle. You’re mine, and I’m yours, truly and completely.”
 
   “Forever,” he utters, cupping my face and swooping his lips down onto mine with mindboggling fervor. I relax into him, arms clutching about his lean waist. He plucks my face away, staring lovingly into my heavy-lidded eyes.
 
   “I love you, Elle.”
 
   “I love you, Hunt. More than you’ll ever know.”
 
   “I think I have a small inkling.” He kisses the tip of my nose.
 
    
 
   Hunt leaves at about two, with Liam escorting him to the airport, but not before planting an amorous kiss on my pouty lips, professing his undying love for me, and I rewarded his sweet treat with of my own, handing him a muffin for the road.
 
   I check-in with my parents who are having an utterly fabulous time in Hawaii. Jules is coping with Nicholas’s death and her parents, and Chase will be here in a few hours. We’re going to dinner and then taking Scarlett out of the city to stretch her legs and see what she can do. 
 
   Last but not least, Walker. I find his number in received calls and press send. He picks it up on the second ring with an unexpectedly cheerful disposition. It’s totally unwarranted if you ask me, after last night’s appalling demonstration of the male ego and exhibition of my naked form. 
 
   “Hello, love, I’ve missed you,” His gentle brogue sends shivers down my spine and not in a bad way. I shake it off and catch my bearings. 
 
   “Don’t. Don’t play this shit with me. You should have your fucking tail between your legs.”
 
   “I’m not a dog, Gigi.”
 
   “That’s a matter of opinion.”
 
   He laughs uproariously, and I can’t help but smile. “I can hear yer lovely grin. I’ve had dreams of that angelic smile.”
 
   I wipe it off my face quickly. “I’m calling because I want to discuss last night’s events with you. I want you to explain your decision to display my body and our most intimate moments together. I want you to apologize for your actions.”
 
   “You have to understand, you were all I could think about. The portraits started out as a form of therapy, but they turned into much more. I’ve never been so inspired before. Yer my muse. I just wanted everyone to know what you mean to me, how I see you.”
 
   “Walker…”
 
   “As far as my behavior last night, I’m not sorry. I want you back, and I will do whatever I must to succeed.”
 
   “I told you I’m with Hunt. I made myself clear.”
 
   “You didn’t seem too clear when you were invitin’ me to kiss you.”
 
   “It was a mix of champagne and insanity. I would have to be crazy to ever give you the idea you had a chance.”
 
   “Bollocks! I think you were fully aware of what was occurrin’. Yer just afraid to admit you wanted it, too.”
 
   “Stop. This is not how this conversation is going to go. I was hoping we could work this out and come to some kind of understanding, but I’m starting to believe that will never happen. Since that seems to be the case, I have no choice but to say goodbye.”
 
   “Gigi, wait. I’m sorry I put you in an uncomfortable situation, and I’m sorry for displayin’ you for all to see, but I love you, and I refuse to apologize for doin’ so.”
 
   “I’m not asking you to, but you must understand nothing can come of it. My heart belongs to another. It always will…I can’t do this. I have to go.”
 
   “Gigi, wait. Listen to me.”
 
   “Goodbye, Walker.”
 
   “No, Gabrielle, stop…”
 
   I hit the end button and toss my cell onto the couch next to me. My phone rings, and when I see it’s him, I pick it up, hitting ignore, and turn my ringer to vibrate. I rise and head upstairs for a nap. After my lack of sleep last night and the physically and emotionally draining week I’ve had, I’m in much need of sleep. Plus, I need to reenergize for the multitude of mind-blowing, body-arcing sex Hunt and I are sure to have upon his return.
 
    
 
   It’s dark when I wake. Rain is coming down in buckets, putting a damper on our plans to go for a drive. Hopefully, by the time we’re ready to go for a drive, it’ll have stopped. I turn over to the clock, which reads five forty-five. I’ve spent the whole afternoon napping, but I’m glad I did because I feel refreshed.
 
   I’m supposed to meet Chase down in the lobby at six, so I leap out of bed and hop into the bathroom for a brisk shower. It’s splendid and wakes me right up. I get out quickly and head into the closet to get dressed, choosing a lavender blouse and dark  skinny jeans, tucked into a pair of black calf-boots.
 
   I head back into the bathroom and toss my hair up in a floppy loose bun with a few tendrils hanging strategically about my face. I apply little make-up, only mascara and gloss, and snag a black blazer out of the closet on my way back downstairs to wait for Chase’s call. 
 
   The second my foot hits the last step, my ass begins to vibrate. I grab the phone from my back pocket and find a text from Chase, two missed calls from Walker, and ten missed calls from Damian. He must be freaking out by now. 
 
   I’m heading to the elevators, texting him back, when suddenly the haunting music of Mozart’s ‘Requiem’ begins playing loudly. I’m overcome by the music. Did I leave the music on and forget?
 
   The living room is unsettlingly dark, even the outside light from the city seems muted. That’s when I notice the elevator doors are wide-open, the brightly lit cab ominously waiting. An eerie sensation deep within my stomach seizes me. Oh, fuck. This isn’t right.
 
   The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, and a spine-wrenching shiver shoots up my back. My heart is beating rapidly, irregularly drumming an unsteady tune against my chest plate.
 
   Something is off, something’s terribly wrong here. 
 
   I feel as if I’m being watched, stalked by something in the shadows. I bolt for the doors, reaching them as they’re about to slide shut, but it’s too late. A large, forceful hand clamps over my mouth and my waist, hauling me violently back into the living room. My legs go flying into the air like a rag doll from the sheer power of the halting action. I kick and scream, but it’s useless with their hand firmly melded over my mouth. I struggle with all my might, kicking my legs and twisting in their grasp.
 
   “Now, I’m going to teach you both a lesson you’ll never forget.”
 
   My eyes pop open. No.
 
   I don’t hesitate. The training with Caleb kicks in, and I use an escape maneuver he taught me. I stomp the heel of my boot into his toes, and when he releases slightly to grab at the injured foot, I elbow him in the face. Dante stumbles back, holding his face, screaming muffled profanities. I’m back at the elevator, desperately pushing the call button and Hunt’s speed dial number into the phone.
 
   “Come on. Come on. Why won’t you open?” I shakily whimper. “Come on, god damn it. Open, please.”
 
   I hear him. He’s coming back for me. I turn to flee, but I’m not quick enough, and he snatches the phone away and slams me against the wall near the closed elevator doors, his hand firmly squeezing about my neck. I hear Damian’s worried voice calling to me on the other end of my cell. “Gabrielle? Angel, are you…”
 
   “Damian! Help me!” I cry pointlessly.
 
   “Gabrielle!” he yells back, terror filling his trembling voice.
 
   “Please, Damian,” I whimper.
 
   Dante cuts off the call, tossing the phone aside, and pins my arms above my head with one hand, keeping the other clamped securely to my neck. He uses his weight to wedge me between him and the wall. I scream and writhe, urgently calling out for help.
 
   He leans into my ear and whispers, as if speaking the sweetest nothings, “Scream, baby, scream just for me. I’m the only one who can hear your cries.”
 
   He breaks his face from my ear, and in a falsetto voice, shouts, “Damian, help me. Save me, please.” 
 
   He chortles malevolently, seemingly pleased with himself, as his teasing cries echo about the expansive room along with intensely mournful voices of a choir.  
 
   He brings his face into my neck. I turn my wrenched face away with my eyes clamped shut. He inhales a long, steady breath and purrs, “You smell divine. I would love to fuck you, show you how a real man feels between those thighs.”
 
   I spit in his face. “Fuck you,” I snarl.
 
   He keeps my arms pinned with one hand, using the other to wipe away the spit. He takes the hand and latches onto my jaw, wrenching my head back, forcing me to look up into his glacial blue eyes.
 
   “You two have complicated things for me greatly. You’ve made it impossible for me to be with the one I want, so now I’m going to return the favor.”
 
   “What did we do to you, you vindictive son of a bitch?”
 
   He releases my jaw and smacks me across my face violently. My head thrashes to the side.
 
   “I know he plans on telling our parents. I’m no fool.”
 
   I turn my head to face him with a confused, angry expression. “Why would he do that? He would expose himself,” I snap.
 
   “What the fuck are you talking about, whore?”
 
   “Ahhh. You don’t know?” I laugh lazily. “Olivia fucked Damian, too. You’re not the first brother she’s conquered.” I smirk snidely at him.
 
   “You’re lying,” he growls.
 
   “I wish. Olivia is nothing more than a cradle-robbing, brotherfucker.”
 
   “Shut up!” he bellows into my ear, and I shudder. 
 
   “What do you want?” I murmur.
 
   “My pound of flesh,” he snarls. “Now, listen to me you fucking cunt. You’re going to tell Damian you don’t want him, you want out of your relationship. You’re going to leave him.”
 
   “And if I don’t?”
 
   His demeanor shifts, becoming contained, arrogant.
 
   “I’ll take him from you, permanently. I will fucking slit his throat while he sleeps soundly in his bed. I swear I’ll do it,” he says disturbingly calm, self-possessed.
 
   “You wouldn’t.”
 
   “Wouldn’t I? It wasn’t hard to take your precious Nicholas’s life.”
 
   My eyes fly to his. “What did you…say?”
 
   “Did I fucking stutter? I was surprised to hear of your relationship with such a callous monster. He really was a horrid human being.” He notices the horror on my face, and his creepy, all-knowing smile slithers across his lips. 
 
   “You and Damian really should be more mindful of your surroundings. What were you arguing about at the funeral, anyway?”
 
    “You attended the…”
 
    My head spins as his words whirl about my brain. He murdered Nicholas? He murdered Nicholas...? He murdered Nicholas.
 
   “Now, you see I mean what I say. I will fucking kill him without hesitation. I will rip him from your life, the way you ripped her from mine. Say it. Say ‘Yes, Dante, I will break his heart the way I broke yours’.”
 
   I clench my lips shut and shake my head vigorously from side to side. He clasps his hand around my neck again, pressing me into the wall, causing my airway to close.
 
   “Say it!” he roars, his face blanketed with rage, teeth clenched tightly.
 
   “Yes, Dante, I will break his heart the way I broke yours,” I brokenly whisper, tears silently falling down my flushed, burning cheeks. 
 
   He stares down at me with an intense, icy gaze. “You really are stunning. Terror is quite fetching on you.” He comes in slowly, mouth slack, hand firmly placed about my neck.
 
   He’s going to fucking kiss me! 
 
   His lips creep ever closer, inching towards mine, and I struggle with everything I have, but it’s pointless. I’m pinned, immobilized by his massive body. His hips grind into my pelvis. He’s fully aroused. 
 
   He entwines his fingers with the top buttons of my blouse, yanking at them, tearing the top portion open. My cleavage exposed to him, he growls, causing my whole body to quake with fear. 
 
   His rock-hard erection is blindly stabbing into me while his hands deftly unclasp the top button of my jeans. I feel vomit rise in my throat and swallow the acid down, but it rises again when his breath brushes my lips, his mouth about to ravage…no, rape mine.
 
   “Stop, please,” I beg, hot tears streaming down my face, “Don’t do this.” 
 
   I buck wildly, fighting him urgently, using the wall as leverage, but I can’t budge him, not a goddamn inch. His fingers slither down the opening of my unfastened pants, creeping toward my apex. His lips move in, caressing mine, tongue surging forward about to enter. I feel the weight of his body against mine as his hot breath brushes my lips. The tip of his wet tongue grazes the opening of my mouth as fingertips skim the top of my slit.
 
   “Damian,” I whimper pleadingly. 
 
    Then he’s gone. His devious endeavors foiled by a merciful, dark, hulking mass smashing into him with crashing force, colliding them into the ground.
 
   I fall to the floor, gasping for air, confused by what just occurred. I clench my throat with my hand, rubbing away the pain left from his grasp.
 
   “Gabrielle, look at me,” A concerned, distant voice calls. I slowly come back from my terror-filled state and gawk at Chase crouching next to me, cupping my face. “Ellie, you’re ok. It’s all right. We’re here.” 
 
   He snatches me into his arms, closing my blouse and covering me up. 
 
   We’re here?
 
   My vacant gaze turns to the struggling figures wrestling on the floor. It’s Damian. He’s straddling Dante, smashing his fist into his stunned face.
 
   “You’re fucking dead,” Damian growls.
 
   He grabs Dante’s collar and smashes his head against the hard wood floor repeatedly. The loud cracking noise it makes reverberates about the room. His fist comes back down at Dante’s face, but he manages to weave out of the way, and Damian’s hand collides with the ground.
 
   “Fuck!” Damian screams.
 
   Dante makes his move. He leaps up and, in a series of graceless movements, makes a B-line for the open elevator doors. Chase spots what’s happening, sets me down, and jumps up. 
 
   “The fuck you’re leaving!” he shouts, chasing him into the elevator, tackling him into the back wall as they wrestle one another. Chase’s fist is pummeling Dante’s already mangled face when they gradually vanish behind the sliding elevator doors.
 
   “Banks…Dante’s attacked her…Yeah. He’s heading down to the lobby. Don’t let him get away,” he orders sternly, teeth clamped.
 
   I curl up on the floor, holding myself, and allow the tears to flow. I cry good and loud, as the events of the last few agonizing moments sink in, and I fall apart.
 
   “Gabrielle, angel.” Hunt kneels down, and I jerk away from him. 
 
   “I can’t,” I whisper.
 
   He goes in to lift me up, but I move away again. I shot up, smashing my back against the wall like a terrified, cornered animal. I cradle my legs into my chest and glance up at him. He stands over me, appearing understandably devastated by my reaction to him.
 
   “You can’t…what?” he asks, fear wrenching his words.
 
   I do not reply. I cannot. I sit there frozen. I am unable to tell him it’s over, so I wait. I wait for the call from Liam, for a miracle. I don’t want to leave him, and if they catch Dante, I won’t have to. Therefore, I wait and wait and wait. Time drags, crawls by, the seconds become minutes and minutes become an eternity. 
 
   Then finally, the phone goes off, causing me to jolt and my muscle to clench with anxious anticipation. Hunt, who has been silently studying me this whole time, reaches into his pocket and snatches out his cell, mashing it against his ear.
 
   “Hunt…” Rage seeps onto his face, his brow furrows and jaw clenches. “What the fuck do you mean? How did he get away from the two of you...? Un-fucking-acceptable!” Hunt screams into the phone. “Find him, Banks. Track him down and take care of him.” He hangs up the phone and throws it at the wall, causing it to explode and shatter. 
 
   He got away?
 
   I know what I must do, and though it pains me to the point of excruciating agony, I have no choice. His safety means more to me than my own. I take a deep breath and shakily rise to my feet, fastening my jeans and adjusting my blouse.
 
   He steps toward me, and I hold up a hand, halting him. I can’t let him touch me, if he touches me, I might collapse under the weight of its tenderness. He stares at me with a helplessness, horror distorting his mind-melting face. He’s tense, wound-up tight, his hands fisted at his sides. 
 
   “You can’t what, Gabrielle? Answer me, angel,” he breathlessly pleads. 
 
   I stare red-eyed into his, but the grief radiating from them is too much. I turn my face away and whimper, “I can’t do this.”
 
   “What? What can’t you do?” he asks, tortured, then snaps, “Look at me, damn it.”
 
   My head snaps back, and I stare him dead in the eyes. “I can’t do this.” I gesture my hand between us. “I can’t be with you.”
 
   His eyes go wild, scanning my face in search of something, for what I’m unsure. I remain stone-faced, giving nothing away. If I removed my mask, it would reveal the immense suffering tearing me apart inside. 
 
   When he finds what he’s looking for, his mouth goes slack, as he takes in a loud, sharp intake of air. He looks as if he’d just been punched in the gut, his face wrenched with pain. He throws his hands into his hair, grabbing at the muddled, thick strands. He takes a moment, shutting his eyes and shaking his head. When he looks at me again, he seems to have gained composure.
 
   “You don’t mean it. You’re upset…I’ll make you a drink.” He holds up his pointer finger in a gesture to keep me from leaving and turns toward the kitchen. “You can go up to bed and sleep on it. In the morning, you’ll have a different outlook on everything.”
 
   “No…” He stops, quickly spinning back to stare at me with a new wave of panic washing over his eyes. “No alcohol, no sleep, no sex, no time will change anything. My mind is made-up. I can’t handle this.”
 
   “Gabrielle…” he trails off, coming back for me.
 
   “Please, Damian, don’t make this any harder. It’s too much. You’re too much for me. I can’t live like this. Ever since we met, there has been one thing after the next, each issue worse than the one before. I can’t take it anymore.”
 
   He ceases his determined stride, as if my words were an invisible wall keeping him from me.
 
   “Is it my lifestyle? Was it last night? I’ll change. Was it the incident with Dante? We’ll find him. I’ll take care of everything that comes our way. You won’t have to worry about anything. I’ll up the security and change the access code. I’ll…”
 
   “Damian, you aren’t listening to me. No, it’s not our sex life, or our sessions, or anything you’ve done. It’s me. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t.”
 
   “You’re honestly going to insult me with this cliché dribble. It’s not you, it’s me? Really?”
 
   “In this case, it’s true.”
 
   “You can’t do this to me. I love you. I refuse to be without. You promised, Elle. We made promises to each other. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”
 
   “I’m sorry. I…I have to go.”
 
   I stride over to the couch where my purse lies and snatch it up. Hunt picks my blazer up off the floor and hands it to me, holding onto it as I try to take it from him. I gaze sorrowfully into his heartbreaking, earthy eyes and give him a pleading look. 
 
   “Allow me.” 
 
   I release the jacket so he can hold it open for me. I slide my arms through and shrug it on. His fingers slither under the collar, adjusting it, gently grazing my neck, and I tremble.
 
   I compose myself and toss my purse strap onto my shoulder. I pinch my fingers around the black and white diamond ring and slide it off before turning toward him. I hold it out, and he takes a step back.
 
   “No, it’s yours. I don’t want it. I don’t want any of it.”
 
   “I can’t take it. Please, it wouldn’t feel right, knowing what it’s a symbol for.”
 
   He hesitantly takes it from me, extreme pain emanating from his heart-melting emerald eyes. I give him a sympathetic nod and head toward the elevator. I press the call button, fighting my boiling tears back. 
 
   “Gabrielle, I love you. You are everything,” he gently professes. 
 
   When I don’t acknowledge him, he grabs my bicep, hauling me roughly into his arms. His persuasive lips crash down on mine, forcefully making their argument, convincing me to stay. I wrap my arms about his neck, but he doesn’t flinch, and I allow him to ravage me, prove we’re meant to be as I know we are.
 
   But we can’t. We can never be. I promised that little boy I would take care of him and that’s what I intend to do.
 
   I break away as my senses flood back and turn to walk into the waiting elevator cab. As the doors slide shut, cutting us off from one another, I watch him, the anguish torturing him, that desperate look in his shadowy emerald eyes. The doors inch closer until only a sliver of his beautiful face peeks through.
 
   Suddenly, his hand slides through the tiny crack, reopening the doors. I tilt my head down, obstructing his view of my face and the tears that have broken free, liberally spilling over it.
 
   He doesn’t say a word as he steps on and the doors shut behind him, encasing us in the tiny space. We ride in silence, his eyes burning into my profile. I turn my face away, and he pinches my chin between his long, firm fingers, forcing me to face him. 
 
   When my red, puffy eyes meet his, he gasps and lets out a pained moan, wiping the salty traitors from my cheeks.
 
   “I don’t understand why you’re doing this. Why are you running from me?” 
 
   I rip my face from his grasp. “I told you already. I can’t do this anymore.” Why is he doing this? Why won’t he let me go? Why does he insist on torturing us?
 
   “You’re a coward,” he growls, and my face flies to his. 
 
   “Coward? I’m a coward?”
 
   “Yes. You know what we could be, and that terrifies you. You’re running just like you always do. That makes you a coward, Elle.”
 
   The elevator stops, and the doors mercifully open.
 
   “You don’t know anything,” I mumble softly, tearing my eyes from his magnetic stare, and stride into the white marble lobby. I was hoping I’d find solace, hoping Chase would miraculously be waiting for me, but he isn’t here, and neither is Liam. They must’ve taken off after Dante.
 
   “Then make me understand.” I halt in my tracks, but I don’t turn around. I can’t look at him. “How can you go from accepting a future together to saying it’s over? Explain it to me.”
 
   I remain silent, standing in the middle of the massive lobby, trying to figure out what I could say that would keep him from following me, make him understand. Then it comes to me, and my heart breaks all over again, a queasy wave rushing over me.
 
   I compose myself, stiffing from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. I slowly turn to him with a cold face, glaring at him as he stands just outside the closed elevator, staring back at me with a desperate look on his anxiety-ridden face. 
 
   Remember, Ellie girl, you’re doing this for him. This is for his own good. 
 
   “I saw who you really are, and I don’t want anything to do with it. I don’t want you,” I frigidly retort, fighting the overwhelming urge to cry hysterically. 
 
   “Elle, I love you. And whether or not you’ll admit it, you love me, too. I can see it in your eyes, in your body. You want me as I want you,” he vehemently states.
 
   I yearn to run into his arms and tell him everything, but I can’t. I nearly vomit at the next thought that pops into my head, but it has to be said.
 
   “How could I ever love anyone as fucked-up as you?”
 
   The verbal blow seems to knock the wind right out of him, pools of pain forming at the bottom of those endless fields of green. I turn before the tears building in the corners of his eyes trickle out like tiny rivers and I lose my nerve.
 
   As I bolt for the glass doors, thoughts of when we first met flash through my mind. I think about the first time I laid sight on him, the way his piercing eyes bore into me during the meeting debacle, his prediction at our first lunch about us ending in tears. I picture our conversation in my apartment about having respect for myself when it was over, and I feel an intense suffocating burn in my throat, struggling to hold in my inevitable breakdown.
 
   Just as I’m about to escape, as if he could read my thoughts.
 
   “Gabrielle, I won’t let you go. This isn’t over,” he emphatically declares. “We’ll never be over.”
 
   I can’t resist glancing back at him over my shoulder, spotting the determination written across his face.
 
   “I know,” I whisper to myself, turning my face back toward the street as the smoldering tears finally win the fight and pour out. 
 
   I hastily escape through the doors into the pouring rain and an uncertain tomorrow, floundering in the unbearable misery of my self-inflicted torment.
 
    
 
    
 
   Thank you, thank you, thank you, for reading my first novel and the first book in the series. To all those who enjoyed Elle and Hunt’s story, stay tuned. I leave you with one last song by Barcelona called ‘Please, Don’t Go’.
 
   Lena Black
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[bookmark: CHAPTERONE]Chapter One
 
    
 
   A New Perspective
 
    
 
   It’s a relatively unspectacular day. However, every day since she left me has been worse than the one before. It’s been four long months since she tore my heart out and left me to wither away. I’m in my office, peering blankly out over the bustling city, bathed in the early evening light. I’m pondering what I’d done wrong, which I seem to do a lot as of late, every fucking second of every fucking day to be exact.
 
   It’s been torture. I’ve never felt such agony before, and I never want to again. It’s over for me. I’ve lost the love of my life, and I will never love again. I could never pervert what we had. No woman could ever compare to her. 
 
   I’ve been biding my time by working, exercising, tracking down Dante, or sitting outside her apartment like some psychotic stalker, watching the dark windows. I go over our last night together, the way she looked when she cowered from me, the sorrow on her face when she glanced back at me for the last time. I imagine all the ways I could get her back, make her forgive me, but nothing seems good enough, nothing’s worthy. I’m not worthy.
 
   If the thought of her becomes too much to bear, and that’s often, I picture Dante and the horrific things I’ll do to him when I hunt him down. I will find him, and when I do, he’ll be fucking sorry. I’m thinking about my favorite form of torture when my desk phone goes off. I turn my chair back, take a deep breath, and run my hands through my unruly hair, attempting to put myself back together before answering.
 
   “Yes?” I ask with a clipped tone.
 
   “Mr. Hunt, there’s a gentleman waiting here to see you. He said his name is Chase Cahill, and he’s here regarding a common interest.”
 
   Gabrielle.
 
   “Send him in and hold my calls.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” she replies shakily.
 
   I hang up with an utterly ridiculous grin on my face, wiping it off when the doorknob turns. Chase walks into my office with a staid, rigid look on his face, though this isn’t because of me. This has pain and bewilderment mixed in.
 
   “Mr. Cahill, what can I do for you?”
 
   I rise and walkover to him, extending a hand. I don’t know why I’m being so goddamn friendly towards him. He’s able to be around her, and it kills me, not knowing what she’s doing or whom she’s with, but he was kind in informing me of the passing.
 
   He takes my hand, giving it a firm shake, making eye contact. 
 
   “I need to talk to you.”
 
   “Of course, take a seat, please.”
 
   Calm down, Hunt, don’t want to seem too overzealous.
 
   He walks over to a black leather chair in front of my desk and takes a seat. I go to my chair, easing back into it. 
 
   “How can I help you?” I ask, stolid, emanating a sense of control.
 
   Better.
 
   “Look, I don’t like you,” he states with a firm voice, “and you sure as shit don’t like me, but I feel you have a right to hear this.”
 
   “Understood,” I assure. “What is it you need to tell me?”
 
   He takes a deep breath then mumbles to himself, “Gabrielle is going to kill me…I’m here to inform you of what occurred that night at your home.”
 
   “What about it?” I ask, inching forward in my seat.
 
   “Gabrielle didn’t leave you because she couldn’t handle you or your relationship. She’s strong. As you know, she’s been through a lot of shit. I mean, fuck, she stayed with the cocksucker forever and look at the way he treated her…Dante threatened your life. He told her if she didn’t leave you, he would kill you like he killed Nicholas…”
 
   “He did what?” I ask with a sickened tone.
 
   Did I hear him correctly?
 
   “Yeah, apparently, he confessed while he was attacking her.”
 
   “That’s why she left me?” 
 
   I feel so fucking stupid. How the hell did I ever think she would leave by choice?
 
   “Yup, and from what she told me, it was pretty heinous. But, that’s her place to tell you…I’ll say this, man. When she told me, I didn’t know if I wanted to kill him or throw up,” he says, shaking his head with a disgusted look on his face, but then his thought seems to take a different direction, and he chuckles to himself. “To be honest, I’m surprised you believed her when she said she didn’t love you. I didn’t think you were that dumb. I was positive you’d figure it out and come after her. Why didn’t you?”
 
   Are we seriously having this discussion? Am I seriously going to answer him?
 
   “I wanted to go to her and demand that she be with me, demand that she give me another chance to prove myself to her. Don’t think it didn’t cross my mind on more than a few occasions…However, more than my love and my need to be with her, I respect her. I respected her choice to leave me. Besides, what’s the point in chasing after someone you believe doesn’t even love you?”
 
   “I should’ve asked myself that question a long time ago,” he murmurs under his breath, and I actually feel for him. “Anyway, I thought you should know the truth, let you make up your own mind.”
 
   “I appreciate it. Thank you, Chase…Where is she?” I ask, standing to grab my coat from the rack behind my desk.
 
   “You may want to take a seat.”
 
   I pause, leaving my coat on the rack, and slowly turn to peer at him for a moment, panic and anger seizing me. “Why…? What’s wrong?”
 
   He thrusts a hand into his copper hair, sighing. “We don’t know where she is. We haven’t heard from her since the funeral a week ago.”
 
   “What the fuck do you mean you don’t know where she is? You’re supposed to watch out for her. You fucking promised me you would,” I roar. “Unacceptable.”
 
   “I know. I tried, but…” he trails off.
 
   “What?” I ask, furious.
 
   “I kissed her at the funeral, and she freaked out about it, amongst other things, but once again, she can tell you.”
 
   “You did what?” I growl through gritted teeth. I’m seething. 
 
   “Oh, come on, man,” he says with an almost insulted look on his face. “You knew how I felt for her. Did you really think I wouldn’t try to get her back?”
 
   Oddly enough, this calms me because I did know. This isn’t a surprise.
 
   “What did she do?” My heart beats rapidly when I ask this.
 
   “She kissed me before freaking and running out on everyone. She’s obviously still hung up on you.”
 
   I feel a bit of relief flood me.
 
   “And no one knows where she is?” I inquire with a cocked, inquisitive brow.
 
   “No one’s been able to get in contact with her. We keep texting, but we’ve only received one back from her. That was yesterday. It said to leave her alone, and she would contact us when she was ready…I wouldn’t have come to you with this if I wasn’t desperate. I was hoping you might know where she went since no one else does…I actually went as far as to call your fucking ex-sub, but she didn’t have a clue.”
 
   I’m floored.
 
   “My ex-sub? Gabrielle told you about me?”
 
   “Not every little dirty detail, but she explained what you had, and it isn’t hard to put two and two together…I personally don’t give a flying fuck what you do behind closed doors. I only care that you make her happy, which you did…Do you know where she is?”
 
   I think for a moment. There are only two places that come to mind, my house in Seattle or…Then a conversation from the night before the incident comes back to me. I know exactly where she would go. If she isn’t there, I don’t have a clue.
 
   “I think I know where we could find her,” I tell him, “but I want to go alone.”
 
   Chase throws his hands into the air, rapidly shaking his head. 
 
   “I wouldn’t ask to come anyway. She doesn’t want to see me right now.”
 
   I rise, snatching my black wool coat off the hat stand, and stride toward the door. On my way out, I say over my shoulder, “Thanks for being honest with me.”
 
   “Thanks for not killing me,” he retorts.
 
   I nod and rush out the door.
 
    
 
   I stride out of the main lobby of The Huntsman into the madness of downtown and the mild chill of May. I walk with purpose across the street, through the Art Deco lobby, and into a waiting elevator.
 
   She has to be here.
 
   It seems to take forever. I feel as though the walls are closing in on me, the air becoming thick until it’s nearly impossible to breathe. My heart’s pounding, sweaty palms trembling, and mind racing. Finally, the doors open and I rush out, taking in a huge intake of air.
 
   I stride up to the front door, yanking my keys out of my coat pocket. I shove the key into the slot and unlock it, swinging the door open wide and striding through. 
 
   “Gabrielle? Are you here, angel?” No reply. “Come on, baby. Where are you?”
 
   I walk down the hallway, calling her name again, but again there’s nothing, not a whisper. The door to the playroom is shut and I open it without hesitation, praying she would be on the other side. She isn’t. There’s only emptiness. 
 
   I let out a long breath, defeated, and turn around, ready to head for the airport.
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERTWO]Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Barely Surviving
 
    
 
   Every second of my pitiful, broken existence is excruciating torture. I can’t sleep, concentrate at work, or breathe. I’m a shell of who I once was. I fight to get out of bed in the morning and dread the moment I lay my weary head down at night because that’s when I think about him most. I lie in the dark, staring blankly at the ceiling, picturing him. I think about our final moments together. The look on his face just before I exited those doors, and his life, flashes through my mind constantly. The memories that hurt the most are the good ones because it reminds me of what I had and lost.
 
   When I shut my eyes, he fills my dreams. Though, they are far and few between. Mostly, I have the same reoccurring nightmare. The darkness is all around me, I’m lost in a black haze. I can see a blinding light in the distance, and Hunt’s voice beckons to me from its incandescent depths. I run toward it as fast as I can, and just as I’m about to reach the light, just as he comes into view, emerald eyes ablaze, he disappears. He vanishes, taking the light with him, leaving me in the pitch black, alone and crying.
 
   The night I left Hunt, Chase came searching for me back at my apartment, scuffed up and furious. He was pissed about letting Dante get away. He told me that he and Liam went after him, but he had managed to evade them. When he noticed the state I was in, he asked why I had left Hunt’s, and I explained the whole thing in whimpers and broken words, wrenched by the flood of tears pouring out of me. 
 
   He made me a stiff drink to calm my overwrought nerves. Once I calmed down a bit, mostly because I was smashed, I proceeded to tell him everything. I mean, I went way back. I told him all about the extent of Nicholas’s abuse, my relationship with Hunt, Dante’s attempted rape and his threats. The only thing I didn’t mention was Hunt’s past, because it wasn’t my place to divulge. I finally got the opportunity to talk with Chase, and it got real.
 
   I talked forever. His golden eyes were wide and glued to mine the whole time. He would take swigs of his whiskey when he heard something particularly unpleasant, especially when I talked about Nicholas. He got up a few times to refill his glass.
 
   When I finished, he sat there for a while, thirty minutes at least, staring vacantly at me. I just stared back. I didn’t know what else to do. Finally, he spoke with tears streaming down his cheeks, apologizing for not protecting me from Nicholas or Dante, and I assured him there was nothing he could’ve done.
 
   Once he calmed down, he asked about Hunt and our relationship. He asked about our bedroom escapades, arguments, and break-up. I answered honestly, the booze working as a truth serum of sorts, and I told him everything. By the time I was done, we were wasted off whiskey and my confessions.
 
   “Jesus, kid,” he uttered. “I hate to admit it, but he sounds like a great fuck and a pretty amazing boyfriend. I mean, he has issues, and he’s kinky as shit, but who isn’t nowadays?”
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief and weakly giggled. I was sure he would tell me I was fucking crazy, but he didn’t.
 
   “What are you going to do if they catch Dante?” he inquired.
 
   “I don’t know. I want to be with him, but it’s all so damn complicated, and I can’t think straight,” I replied.
 
   We talked and drank the night away.
 
   It’s been four awful months since that fateful night, the hardest of my life. I bide my time reading, crying, and hanging out with friends. I’ve actually spent quite a bit of time with Brooke. She knows what it’s like to love Hunt and leave him. We’ve become rather close, spending much of our time talking, watching movies, and drinking…a lot. I split the rest of my free time with family and friends.
 
   I keep asking Chase and Maya what happened between them, but I still can’t get an answer out of either one. I can’t even get them in the same room together. 
 
   Poor Jules, my bestie, struggled with her brother’s, Nicholas, death and stayed locked in her old bedroom at her parents’ home in Snob Hill. I’d brought her a few batches of my chocolate chip muffins, which she always took appreciatively. Then, about a month ago, she started becoming her old self again. She actually seems genuinely happy.
 
   Sloan is dating Shane from the nightclub, which eats up most of her time, but she still manages to set some aside for me. She keeps dragging me out to clubs and bars. I dance and drink, which distracts me for a minute, but I feel empty. I usually end up leaving early and head home to wallow in my misery. 
 
   Drunk crying isn’t pretty.
 
   I forgave Walker for his indiscretions, and we began spending time with one another. He keeps hitting on me, and I keep turning him down, but he makes me laugh. He attempts to woo me by bringing me flowers, chocolates, and trinkets. He’s even sent me a few of the paintings from his exhibit that last night with Hunt. One being the very intimate portrait named, Gigi Bared. I can’t stand looking at myself so I packed them up and sent them off to my parents’ house for storage.
 
   We go out to dinner, movies, museums, and picnics in the park. The newspapers and paps still follow me around, though they don’t as much as they did in that first month after Hunt, but they still buzz about. They’ve written about how close Walker and I have become and speculated our possible relationship status. 
 
    
 
   Gabrielle Hyde, ex to Damian Hunt, CEO of Hunt Industries Inc., gets cozy with Walker McQueen, her up-and-coming artist boyfriend.
 
    
 
   They haven’t tried to confirm it, and I have yet to deny it. I don’t like them fabricating stories to make a buck, but it’s best to have it out there, considering Dante is likely to keep an eye on me to ensure my end of our deal is held up. 
 
    
 
   It’s a mundane Monday morning. I’m sitting in my office, gawking at the ceiling and wondering what he’s doing. I think this has been the worst part about the breakup, avoiding him at work, knowing he’s right above me all day, the overwhelming urge to run up and see him. I want desperately to be in his arms, loving him, but I can’t. I made a promise to myself to do whatever’s necessary to protect him, and it’s a promise I don’t intend on breaking. 
 
   Suddenly, my cellphone goes off, startling me out of my thoughts. I check the screen. It’s Maya. It strikes me as odd because she never calls while I’m at work. I pick up and place the phone against my ear cautiously.
 
   “Hello?” I answer warily.
 
   “Gabrielle…” she replies in a weak voice.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I ask, concerned by her tone and use of my full name.
 
   “It’s Dad.”
 
   “What? What’s Dad?”
 
   “He…He.” I hear her whimper, and then my mom comes on the phone.
 
   “Ellie, darling, your father…he’s gone.”
 
   “What do you mean gone? Where?”
 
   “Darling…your father died this morning,” she whispers, tears wrenching her words.
 
   I can’t comprehend what she just said. I’m not sure I heard her correctly. How could he be dead? I saw him last night. He was fine.
 
   “No…No, you’re lying…Please, tell me you’re lying,” I beseechingly whisper.
 
   “I wish I were,” she cries.
 
   “I…He…” I sputter and burst into a steady flow of tears. I leap out of my chair with the phone firmly planted to my ear and grab my bag out of my desk. I rush out of my office, slamming the door behind me, and head for Chase’s office toward the front. When I get there, he’s in the middle of a call. He must sense me because he glances up from the mess on his desk and tilts his head to the side when he spots the anguish on my face. I stare at him from red, puffy eyes, shaking my head back and forth, fighting the urge to scream and freak out.
 
   “I’ll call you back. Something came up,” he says into the phone and hangs it up. 
 
   “Ellie, what’s the matter?” he asks with a creased brow and alarmed golden eyes. 
 
   “My dad...” I cry, holding the phone up to him. “Mom,” I murmur, and even with my mumbled, broken speech, he seems to understand instantly. He jumps up, snatching his blazer off the back of his chair, and strides over to me.
 
   “Come on. I’m taking you to your mom.” He takes the phone from me and places it against his ear. “Elizabeth? Yes, we’re on our way. Where are you, doll…? Okay. We’ll be there in less than an hour. Bye.”
 
   He hangs up the phone and shoves it in my purse. He wraps an arm about my shoulder and guides me out. We make it to reception, where Kat eyes me enquiringly. 
 
   “Ellie, are you okay?”
 
   “Family emergency,” Chase answers her. “Inform Olivia we’re leaving and take messages for us. I’ll be back tomorrow.”
 
   “Sure, of course,” she responds with concern written across her face. I nod faintly, tears soaking my cheeks, and head into the waiting elevator. When the doors shut, Chase whips out his phone and swiftly punches in a few numbers. He smashes it to his head and waits.
 
   “Who…are you…calling?” I brokenly inquire.
 
   “Hunt,” he replies simply.
 
   “No. Don’t,” I plead.
 
   “Quiet. I’m not going to tell him about you, though I probably should. The guy has a right to know why you left him, the right to make up his own mind about it.”
 
   “Please, don’t.”
 
   “I won’t. Trust me.” He squeezes his strong arm about my shoulder, giving me a reassuring smile, and I nuzzle my heavy head into his side. “Yes. Hello. My name is Chase Cahill. I’m calling to speak with Mr. Hunt regarding personal matters. Let him know he’ll want to take this call. It’s urgent…Thank you. Yes, I’ll hold.”
 
   He taps his foot and lets out a long sigh, decompressing from the strain of the situation. He perks up.
 
   “Yeah, it’s me. Listen.” The doors open, and we walk out. “Hold one second…Gabrielle, could you give me a moment. I’ll meet you at the front doors.”
 
   I stare nervously up at him, and he gives me a look as if he’s not to be questioned. I turn to walk away, slowly, so I can still hear what he’s saying. Once he turns away from me, I creep back toward him.
 
   “I’m guessing this morning…I wanted to inform you of your business associate and Gabrielle’s absence at work…I think they have enough on their plates…Not good…I don’t think that would be wise…Yeah, I will…You’re welcome…I swear I will. Bye.”
 
   He hangs up and turns back. 
 
   “I asked you to wait by the doors, kid… Come on. Let’s get you to your parents’ house,” he says, throwing his arm about my shoulder and guiding us out the doors.
 
    
 
   It’s been a week since my father passed from a massive heart attack in his sleep. I thought the previous months had been the worst, but I was wrong, dead wrong.
 
   I haven’t been to work all week. I’ve stayed up in Marin County at my parents’ home, helping take care of the many details to planning a funeral. I’ve cried so much, I’m unable to shed a single, measly tear during my father’s service. All the while, scanning the enormous, cram packed church for Hunt, but he isn’t here, and I feel a sense of relief and disappointment.
 
   I worry about Dante and his looming threat on Damian’s life. I’ve contemplated telling him about that awful night, but I decide not to, because he would insist I come back to him, putting himself in even more danger of Dante’s promise. 
 
   After the service, we head back to the manor, along with an endless parade of funeral parishioners. The first floor is packed with mourners, friends, family, business associates, but the one face I wish were here next to me, isn’t.
 
   I head upstairs to my room, escaping the non-stop flow of overly sympathetic guests and settle onto my bed. I’m enjoying my moment of solitude, thinking about the last time I was in this room with Hunt, when someone peeks their head into the room. I spot the jet-black hair. It’s Jules come to check on me. Her glittering amethyst eyes find me on the bed, and she smiles a sympathetic smile. 
 
   “She’s in here,” she calls to someone, and a second later, my mom walks through the door with Chase trailing not far behind.
 
   “Why are you up here? Why aren’t you downstairs with everyone else?” Mom asks with puffy hazel eyes and a red face. But, even in mourning, she’s absolutely gorgeous.
 
   “I can’t be down there right now. Please, don’t make me.”
 
   Suddenly, a shrieking cry comes from downstairs, echoing down the hall. We jump up, rushing out the door to find Maya at the top of the stairs with seething anger in her large blue doll eyes and on her blotchy face, a manila folder clutched tightly in hand.
 
   “Do you want to explain this?” she cries, tossing it onto the floor in front of my mother. I bend over, collecting the scattered papers, and pick them up. I glance at my mom. The look of horror on her face is alarming. She’s paralyzed by it.
 
   “Well?” Maya asks insistently. 
 
   She remains silent, staring at her with terror in her wide eyes. I open up the folder and inside I find our birth certificates and a few letters.
 
   “Mom, what is this?” I inquire, confused.
 
   “Where did you find that?” Lizzy asks in a shaky whisper.
 
   “In Dad’s office…Now, would you care to explain this?!” Maya shouts.
 
   “I think we should find somewhere private to discuss this…”
 
   “Discuss what?” I interrupt.
 
   “I think here is fine,” Maya insists.
 
   “It’s…paperwork indicating…”
 
   “Mom, tell us!” Maya barks.
 
   “Marshall wasn’t your biological father! Caleb is!” she blurts, thrusting her hand over her mouth too late, devastated by the accidental slip.
 
   I stand there, stunned, unable to move, to breathe. 
 
   “What did you just say?” I ask, unsure I really heard what she said. She turns to me with pain and tears in her eyes.
 
   “I’m so sorry…We…”
 
   I scream at the top of my lungs. I don’t know what else to do. It’s too much. I can’t take this. I spin around, desperately running back to my room.
 
   “Ellie,” Chase calls, rushing after me.
 
   I don’t stop. 
 
   I slam my bedroom door behind me and throw myself onto the bed, screaming into my pillow. I feel the stinging tears build in my chest up to my throat, burning until they break free, and I cry. A great sense of loss and betrayal leaves me empty as if I’ve lost him all over again, a man I thought I knew.
 
   There is a light tapping on my door, and an instant later, Chase slinks through. I watch him slowly walk toward the bed, cautious not to make any quick movements as if I were a rabid animal. He gradually lowers onto the bed and scoops my head up onto his lap, running his fingers through my hair.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Ellie.”
 
   I cry harder.
 
   “I can’t believe they lied to me. I’m so…angry. I’m angry they didn’t tell me. I’m angry it came out like this. I’m angry he’s gone, and I can’t tell him how furious I am. But, I’m most angry at myself for being angry at him…I’m a horrible person.”
 
   He scoops me up, cradling the upper half of my body in his caring arms, and attempts to console me. “No. No, you’re not. You’re wonderful.”
 
   “No. I’m not,” I brokenly murmur from his chest.
 
   “Gabrielle, you’re incredible…I love you.”
 
   My crying ceases at the gentle, intimate tone of his voice. I’ve heard Chase tell me he loves me a million times, but this was different, this is how he expressed his feelings when we were together. I stare up at him, bemused and dazed, and he gazes right back with soft topaz eyes. 
 
   “Chase…I…”
 
   He places the tip of his finger softly on my lips, tracing it along the plumpness of the bottom one. 
 
   “This is the worst time to tell you, I know. But, I couldn’t hold it in any longer. I can’t…I love you, Gabrielle, madly.”
 
   I don’t know what to say. I can only stare up into those amber eyes as they beam down at me with love and admiration. I’m befuddled and a little curious. Hunt and Maya were right. He does love me. 
 
   How could I not see it?
 
   “Chase, I love you too, but…”
 
   “Shhh. Don’t say anything.” 
 
   He leans in, creeping ever closer to my lips. I’m freaking out. I’m so confused. I don’t want him to get the wrong idea, but at the same time, I want this. I’m inviting it. Perhaps it’s the overwhelming grief or loneliness, but I open my mouth slightly, welcoming him onto my eager lips. 
 
   His mouth grazes mine and I whimper, grasping onto his thick, shaggy auburn hair, twisting it in my fingers. I shut my eyes as his mouth takes mine in a flurry of soft nibbles and caressing licks. He pulls me into him, groaning as he ravages my mouth, sinking his warm tongue inside.
 
   Suddenly, Hunt floods my mind, and I begin to panic. I push myself away as tears reappear in my eyes, and my breathing becomes stressed.
 
   “I can’t…I’m sorry. I…” 
 
   I have to get out of here. This is too much, too fast. I can’t be here anymore. I need to process this. I need to be alone. I need to escape.
 
   I leap up, ripping myself out of his arms, and bolt. I throw open the door, brushing past Maya, Julie, and my mom, watching me, stunned. I escape down the stairs and through the house toward the front door. I grab my purse off the foyer table, and I’m out. 
 
   I make it to Scarlett, the silver Ferrari F12 Hunt gave me when we were together, which I tried to send back after the breakup, but it was parked outside my building the next morning and the keys were left at the front desk. I clamber inside and slam the door shut behind me.
 
   I yell. I yell loud and long, until I choke on it. I slide the key into the ignition as Chase and everyone else comes rushing out to find me.
 
   “Ellie, stop!” he cries, scrambling down the veranda stairs toward me. “Wait!”
 
   I press the start button on the steering wheel, bringing Scar to roaring life, and take off. I speed down the driveway, glancing back to watch his distressed face disappear in my rearview mirror. When I make it to the end, I stop, wondering what the fuck I’m doing.
 
   “Where the hell am I going?” I ask myself aloud. 
 
   Then it hits me. I know exactly where I could go to hide from everyone and everything. I turn on my iPod, selecting Night Flowers’, ‘Bound’, hoping to distract myself. I put the pedal to the metal and speed down the open highway toward my hideaway, taking a deep calming breath. 
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERTHREE]Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Ugly Truths
 
    
 
   I’m walking back into the bedroom, freshly showered and naked as a jaybird, towel-drying my long, honey-hued hair, when I spot this tall, dark figure striding out. I freeze with fear until I notice the dense mess of chocolate hair and realize it’s Hunt.
 
   “Damian?” I whisper, disbelieving he’s really, truly here. It has to be a dream or a hallucination. I’ve gone mad with sorrow and loneliness.
 
   He halts in the doorway and places his hands on the frame, leaning his weight on it as if he can’t stand on his own. He straightens and spins around, finding me with those intense pools of green that pierce my soul. I’m stunned and gawking in confusion at the Adonis before me.
 
   Fuck, he’s gorgeous. However, he appears a bit pale, rundown even. 
 
   He’s wearing a knee-length wool coat, a razor-sharp black suit, and a silver tie, looking as dashing as ever. Suddenly, I realize I’ve been standing here butt ass naked, and I rush back into the bathroom, grabbing my robe. I cautiously walk out; afraid I’ll find it was my mind playing tricks on me, a cruel joke. But, when I come back out, he’s still there, staring at me with an astonished look.
 
   “Gabrielle,” he murmurs with a gasp.
 
   Oh, my name, caressed by his tongue. 
 
   I want to run up to him and fall into his arms, but I know that wouldn’t be wise…Then, I glimpse into those dazzling emerald eyes, and I’m lost. 
 
   Fuck it. 
 
   “Damian!” I cry, bolting across the room and leaping into his longing arms, which he tightly enfolds about me. Our eager mouths collide in a mind-altering, body-awakening kiss. His tongue aggressively claims my mouth, and his lips take mine with a rough passion I return, clutching onto the lush, chocolate strands. 
 
   I am alive. I feel alive for the first time since…I left. Then, as suddenly as the overwhelming joy came on, it vanishes as I remember why I had to make the hardest decision of my life, why I had to leave. 
 
   What if Dante’s watching us and saw Damian coming to me? What if Damian just ruined everything I worked so hard to do, to protect? All these months of sacrifice thrown down the drain for a few moments of happiness. 
 
   I rip my hands from his mane and begin slapping his chest and arms. 
 
   “What the hell are you doing here, Damian? You’re going to ruin everything,” I growl through my clenched lips and shove hard at his chest, jolting him. He snatches my wrists and peers at me, affronted. It’s splashed across his face, furrowing his brow. 
 
   “For your information, I own this place,” he replies with calm and collected tone. “So, I believe the question at hand would be…what are you doing here?”
 
   “You said I could use it if I needed to. Well, I needed to…You aren’t upset, are you?” I ask with an annoyed tone.
 
   “I’m furious,” he responds with a much darker yet eerily calm voice.
 
   Oh, shit…Wait. Why am I scared? What is he going to do, punish me?
 
   “Why are you furious? You gave me permission,” I state, taking a few steps back and crossing my arms under my chest, accidentally heaving them up. He notices and licks his lips, scanning my curves, but snaps out of it swiftly. 
 
   “I’m furious that you lied to me, Gabrielle.”
 
   “Lied to you about what?”
 
   “Why did you leave me, Gabrielle?” he inquires with a stern tone, taking a large stride toward me.
 
   “I told you…” I answer, stepping back.
 
   “Are you really going to lie to me again? Do I need to take you over my knee?”
 
   “You wouldn’t dare!” I exclaim, thrusting my hands on my hips.
 
   “Wouldn’t I?” he asks with a cocked brow and a don’t-test-me expression. “You seem to forget the office debacle. Do you really question my ability to do so or think us not being together would change that?”
 
   “Yes, actually, I did. And, no, I haven’t forgotten the incident in your office. How could I forget?” I murmur under my breath.
 
   “Then you know I mean it…Now, you have one more chance to be honest, but if you aren’t, I will take you over my knee and wallop you until you are. We are in the perfect place for me to punish you properly. Do not test my patience.”
 
   Fuck. Does he know? How would he…Chase.
 
   My body deflates from its tense state, arms falling to my sides, and I ask in a defeated tone, “You know, don’t you?”
 
   “Answer me, Gabrielle. You have to the count of three before I come over there and teach you a lesson.”
 
   “Yeah, like you wouldn’t love to get your hands on my ass!” I bark at him.
 
   “One…” He counts off, holding a finger up.
 
   “Fine! Dante threatened to kill you if I didn’t leave after he fucking attacked and attempted to rape me!”
 
   “He did what?!” he roars, thrusting his hands into his hair, pacing back and forth in quick succession. 
 
   “I’m going to fucking kill him! I’m going to fucking strangle him until the life drains from his eyes and I filch the last breath from his fucking body! He’s dead!”
 
   “Hunt!” I cry, terrified by his outburst and lack of control. “Calm down before you have a stroke. Please, you’re scaring me,” I plead.
 
   He halts in his tracks and stares contritely into my wide, terrified eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry, angel, but I won’t allow anyone to fucking put their hands on you, especially with intent to harm and vandalize you…I want to know exactly what happened.” 
 
   “I can’t. I can’t relive it, not now.”
 
   He seems torn, the overwhelming need for knowledge written across his lovely face, but he doesn’t say anything. “I’ll tell you when I’m ready.”
 
   His eyes widen, and his mouth goes slack. “Does this mean you’ll have me?”
 
   “Hunt, I…” He’s on me in a few elongated steps, snatching me into him and taking my mouth with a fury.
 
   Oh, that feels good. He smells so tasty, of fresh laundry, soap, and himself…No, I won’t do this! 
 
   I place my hands on his chest, shoving him away. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Loving you. Let me love you, angel.” 
 
   He moves in for a kiss.
 
   “No.” I place my hand over his mouth. “This doesn’t change anything.”
 
   He removes my hand, holding it in his, and replies softly, “No, you’re right. It changes everything.”
 
   “No. I won’t put you in danger. I promised to protect you.”
 
   He shoots me a curious gaze. “Who did you promise?”
 
   “I promised myself, you, the broken boy inside of you. I promised him I wouldn’t let anything happen to him, that I would protect him no matter what. I refuse to break that vow to him. Too many have done it before…And, now, after all these months of sacrifice, you’ve put yourself at risk of his wrath.”
 
   “Gabrielle, I can protect myself.”
 
   “Really? Were you able to protect yourself from Olivia, your uncle, yourself? No, you couldn’t, so I’ve taken the liberty of doing it myself.”
 
   He pinches my chin between his fingers, keeping me in place with his other arm about my back. “I’m fine. I don’t care what threats he put on my life. You were selfish for not telling me, for leaving me.”
 
   “Selfish?” I ask, stunned. “Do you think I wanted to leave you? It fucking killed me, Hunt. I died when I left you.”
 
   “It wasn’t up to you to make that kind of decision without me, without telling the truth. That was selfish of you.”
 
   “Are we really doing this?” I manage to wriggle out of his grasp and take a step back.
 
   “No, you’re right. I’ve come to take you home.”
 
   “I don’t want to go back to my apartment. I’m trying to get away from everyone…Things have been complicated lately.”
 
   “Yes, I heard about your father’s passing and the kiss at the funeral. I’m sorry, baby…However, I wasn’t referring to your apartment. That isn’t your home, I am, Artemis is. I’ve been miserable without you. I want you to come home, Elle.”
 
   His words wrench my heart, breaking me down.
 
   “Damian, I told you this doesn’t change anything,” I state, taking another step back.
 
   “Yes, it does.” 
 
   He takes a large step toward me.
 
   “No, it doesn’t.” 
 
   I take another back.
 
   “Yes, it does,” he says with an insistent tone and snatches my hand, towing me into him.
 
   “Damn it, Damian. No.”
 
   “Damn it, Gabrielle. Yes…Stop being such a stubborn ass.”
 
   “Me?” I huff out.
 
   “Yes you. Stop,” he orders. “I can take care of Dante. I want you back, Elle. And, you want me. Admit it.” 
 
   I don’t say anything. 
 
   “One…” he warns.
 
   I try to resist it, but the words spew out of me like verbal vomit. “Yes, of course I want you. I never stopped wanting you.”
 
   That’s all he needs. He mashes his lips onto mine and kisses me with a ferocity that pilfers my breath and makes my head reel. His lips graze mine, his tongue probes, his hands roam.
 
   Oh god, I forgot how good it could be. I forgot how good he feels against me.
 
   I’m lost. I’m lost in him, and I never want to find my way out. He fists his hands into my hair, yanking my face away, gazing at me lovingly, passionately.
 
   “Tell me what I want to hear. Tell me the three little words I’ve missed so much.”
 
   I can’t fight him anymore. I can’t fight the intense feelings I possess for him. What I’ve come to realize in my time away from Hunt, I need him, to be loved by him, possessed by him. There’s only him.
 
   I take a deep breath. “I love you, Damian.”
 
   “I love you, Gabrielle. My Gabrielle,” he whispers before crashing his lips back on mine. They’re rough, taking me, ravaging me, devouring me.
 
   When we pull away, we’re panting, chests heaving, bodies trembling. 
 
   “Don’t ever leave me again,” he murmurs breathlessly. “Never.”
 
   “I won’t,” I whimper out, “I promise.”
 
   “You promised me last time and look what happened.”
 
   “Well, not exactly…I promised that your past would never be the cause.”
 
   He shoots me a glaring look of disapproval. 
 
   “Gabrielle, you promised never to leave me, period…I have half a mind to take you down to the courthouse and marry you now. Then, it wouldn’t be as easy to just leave me behind.”
 
   “Damian, I love you, but I won’t get married just to prove myself,” I state, placing my hand over his heart. “You’ll just have to trust me.”
 
   “I do,” he says, but there is apprehension in his voice. I can’t be offended by it, because I know I caused the mistrust by leaving.
 
   “Good.” I pat his chest gently. “Then, no more talk of marriage.”
 
   “As long as you realize you are mine, forever. Don’t forget that,” he declares, coming back at me. He claims my mouth, my neck, my collarbone. I whimper and moan with every masterful stroke of his lips. 
 
   “Oh god, angel, when you uttered my name, it was the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard. Then, I laid sight on you, standing there in all your unashamed, exposed beauty, biting nervously at your bottom lip. I couldn’t fucking breathe. I wanted to take you, fuck you as you’ve never been fucked before, and then punish you for what you put me through.”
 
   “Wanted to…?” I ask breathlessly.
 
   “Want to.” He corrects himself.
 
   “Then take me,” I beg. “I’ve missed you. I need you,” I moan out from our arousing oral caress. He pulls away, staring deep into my eyes.
 
   “I’ve missed you, too, and I don’t intend on ever doing it again. Oh, Gabrielle, I’m going to throw you down and fuck you until you faint, but not now.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I want you in my bed. I want to take you home and stay wrapped up in you the rest of the weekend. If I start fucking you now, I wouldn’t be able to stop.”
 
   “Technically, this is your bed.”
 
   “Gabrielle, please,” he says, setting his hand over my cheek. “We still need to talk before I can take you.”
 
   “Yes, we do,” I sigh. “I’ll get my things. I’m ready to go home.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “Wherever you are,” I reply, softly smiling up at his glowing face.
 
   “That’s my girl.”
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERFOUR]Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Hunt Sweet Hunt
 
    
 
   We make it back home by seven thirty, just as the sun fades beyond the horizon and the city lights gradually flicker to life. Hunt punches a few buttons on the touchscreen near the elevator and the recessed lighting comes on, bathing the large main room in soft glow. I feel a sense of uneasiness wash over me as I remember that night, Dante’s furious icy eyes, his strong hands about my neck, my body, his threatening words, his arousal pressing against my thighs. Even though I’m wearing jeans and a sweater, a cold chill seizes me. 
 
   I glance around; unnerved by the place I once considered my safe haven, my escape from the real world.
 
   Hunt must notice my uneasiness because he says, “I’ve upped the security, changed codes, and added 24-7 surveillance around the entire building. You’re safe here.”
 
   “It doesn’t change what happened.” I shrug.
 
   “Would you like to leave?” He gestures toward the elevator. “We could go to a hotel.”
 
   “No,” I say, shaking my head, “I refuse to let it get to me. I’ll be okay.”
 
   “Are you sure?” he asks with a furrowed brow and a concerned, searching look.
 
   “Yes,” I assure him with a nod of the head.
 
   “If you don’t want to live here anymore, I can find us somewhere new to call home. I just want to be sure you’re comfortable.”
 
   “No, please,” I blurt, holding up my hand in a halting manner, “I love this place.”
 
   “Ok,” He takes my hand in his, “but if you can’t be here anymore, I want you to let me know. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes,” I nod my head, “if I can’t take it, I’ll tell you.”
 
   “Good…Would you like a glass of wine? I still have a few bottles of your private reserve.” His soothing, rich voice helps ease my nerves.
 
   “Yes, thank you,” I reply, walking over to the huge C-shaped cream couch and settle in while Hunt heads into the kitchen.
 
   I look around the two-story high, main living area, which is still breathtaking, masculine, cozy, and inviting. The walls, a dark shade of gray, are adorned with Hunt’s superb black and white photos of San Francisco. There’s such depth and beauty in them, showing not just the beauty of the images, but the artist’s soul, Hunt’s soul. They’re extraordinary.
 
   I admire the black crown molding framing the massive white ceiling. The large cream rug that embellished the polished, dark cherry wood floors has been replaced with a deep, rich blue. 
 
   Hunt comes back out sans jacket and tie, with a bottle of wine, two glasses, and a small tray of cheese and crackers. He sets the food down on the couch and masterfully pours the Pinot, handing me a glass. He sinks onto the couch beside me and crosses his leg over his ankle, placing an arm about my shoulders. He holds up his glass, and I clink mine against it.
 
   “To new beginnings and…possibilities,” he toasts, taking the glass to his sumptuous lips. I sip on mine, moaning. “I’ve missed that. The sounds you make when you taste something you like.”
 
   “I love the taste of you,” I retort with a flirtatious smirk. 
 
   “Yes, I remember how verbal you could be.” He takes a sip of wine, smiling to himself as he reminisces about our erotic adventures.
 
   “Thinking dirty thoughts, Mr. Hunt?” I smirk up at him.
 
   He comes out of his sexual reveries, the smile draining from his face. 
 
   “I really want to do this, but let’s talk first.” 
 
   Now, my smirk disappears.
 
   He picks up the tray with fancy cheeses and crackers, and I take a piece of each, gobbling it down happily. He picks up the portable touchscreen pad, presses a few buttons, and sets it back down beside him. Suddenly, the sweet, sullen serenade of violins floods the room, immersing us in its lulling waters. The fire erupts in the fireplace, swirling in a mesmerizing, glowing dance. I watch the fire, entranced by its raw, primal beauty. 
 
   Hunt breaks the trance, cutting through it with his deep, husky voice, knelt upon one knee as he removes my gray chucks. “Chase said there might be some things you need to tell me.”
 
   “Where do I start?” I shrug, tucking my feet under my butt. 
 
   “What happened at the funeral that caused you to panic, besides Chase kissing you?”
 
   “It’s my dad, or to be accurate, the man who raised me.”
 
   “Excuse me?” He glances up at me from curious emerald eyes.
 
   I sigh. “Marshall wasn’t my biological father…Caleb is.”
 
   “Your driver, Caleb, is your father?” He doesn’t even try to hide his shock.
 
   “Yeah,” I reply, going in for another cracker and tossing it in my mouth. “Twisted, right?”
 
   “Did your mom cheat on Marshall?”
 
   I sigh. “I didn’t get the details. I ran away, and I haven’t talked to my mom since, but I don’t think she cheated.”
 
   He rises, pulling his phone out of his back pocket.
 
   “That reminds me. I’m going to text your mother and let her know you’re alright.” He punches in a quick message, settling onto the couch next to me, and tosses the phone onto the cushion beside him. “How do you feel about it? Your father I mean.”
 
   “Which one?” I ask dryly.
 
   He cocks a brow at me. “I’m referring to the man who raised and loved you.”
 
   “Again…which one?”
 
   “Gabrielle,” he reprimands.
 
   Crazy enough, I actually missed his dominating nature.
 
   “I’m fucking furious. They betrayed my trust. I’ve spent my whole life thinking one thing only to find out I was wrong. I haven’t even been able to grieve his passing properly. I haven’t been able to cry or process what this means. I shut down…One second my father is gone, and the next he isn’t. Oh, no, he’s alive and well, chauffeuring my mother around. It’s just too fucking much.”
 
   “When you’re ready to properly grieve,” he says, cuddling me into my nook, “I’m here.”
 
   “Thanks.” I sigh, tilting my head onto his wide carved shoulder.
 
   “What happened with the kiss?” he asks with his penetrating green eyes boring into my wary blue.
 
   “Do you really want to know?” I ask, turning my face away from him and staring down at my lap, emotionally and physically exhausted from the day’s events.
 
   “Yes, Gabrielle.” He pinches my chin between his strong fingers and shifts my face to look him in the eyes. “I wouldn’t ask a question to which I don’t want to know the answer. Why would you kiss him back?”
 
   “I was confused,” I confess. “I missed you. I missed my dad. I was angry and depressed. I couldn’t help myself. Besides, we weren’t together so, technically, I didn’t cheat on you.”
 
   “You’re right. I’m not mad. I understand. So long as you understand, it’s not to happen again. Really, Elle, you need to stop kissing everyone,” he teases.
 
   “Ha! More like everyone needs to stop kissing me.” Suddenly, an awful, vomit-inducing thought pops into my head, and I have to ask, “Did you…hook up with anyone?”
 
   “Hook up?” he asks, feigning ignorance.
 
   “Did you screw anyone else?” I ask, annoyed he doesn’t give me an answer he knows I desperately need to hear.
 
   “I know what you meant, but I would never call it hooking up.” I shoot him a peering look of mock irritation then smirk. “No, I didn’t hook up with anyone.”
 
   I feel relief rush over me, and I ease into my nook, tossing my legs over his thighs.
 
   “Good,” I reply with a satisfied grin.
 
   “I’m glad you’re pleased,” He throws me a narrowed side-glance and a cocked brow. “And, a little offended you would need to ask.”
 
   “Honestly, I don’t know why I did.”
 
   “You asked because you were making sure I wasn’t naughty like you.” He sweeps his finger down my nose.
 
   “Are you going to punish me?” I ask, unable to hide the anxious excitement in my voice.
 
   “Possibly,” he answers with a nod.
 
   “Great. So you’re going to taunt me with possible punishment.”
 
   “You know me too well.” He smirks devilishly. “Besides, it isn’t fitting to call it punishment when you receive such pleasure out of it. I may have to find new ways to discipline you.”
 
   “What might they be?” I inquire, a little too overly eager.
 
   “What would be the fun in telling you?” he replies with a cocky smirk.
 
   “This is a part of the punishment, isn’t it?”
 
   “Perhaps,” he retorts nonchalantly, shrugging his shoulders and going in for another sip of wine.
 
   I decide to drop it and change the subject. I’m curious about what info Chase may have divulged, so I go with that. “What did Chase tell you exactly?”
 
   “He told me about the kiss, Dante’s threat, and hinted toward other issues.” He gets this look of sudden recollection. “Ah, yes. He also mentioned my ex-sub.”
 
   “Brooke?” I squeak.
 
   “Yes. He called her looking for you…Did you tell him about me? Be honest.”
 
   “Why would you think I did?”
 
   “Answer me, Gabrielle, now,” he warns.
 
   “Yes, I did. I told him I was your sub.”
 
   “What else did you tell him?”
 
   Oh, here we go. The dreaded interrogation. Why did I bring this up? Dummy.
 
   “Not much. Only that I was your submissive, though I use that loosely, and how I felt about it.”
 
   “Why would Chase call Brooke?” he inquires in that calm yet intimidating manner.
 
   I squirm. 
 
   “We’ve been spending a lot of time together,” I respond truthfully, knowing he won’t like my answer. “He probably thought I ran to her place to hide out.”
 
   “Have you?” He sounds displeased.
 
   “Yes, she’s been amazing. She’s really helped me through our breakup.”
 
   “Did you two talk about me?” he asks, and I can almost hear the fear in his tone.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What about me?” he asks impassively, but I know he’s dying to know.
 
   Really? We have to do this now?
 
   “About lots of things,” I answer, slightly annoyed.
 
   He replies in a gentle reprimanding manner, “Gabrielle, please stop being vague.” 
 
   “We talked about our lifestyle, your relationship with her, etc.”
 
   “Would you like to elucidate?” He turns toward me slightly.
 
   “She taught me about being a sub.”
 
   “Really?” He perks up, eyebrows rising with curious fascination.
 
   “Yes,” I smirk crookedly at him, “Really.”
 
   “Oh, come now. You must tell me what she said.”
 
   “I’d rather show you…Actions speaking louder than words and all.”
 
   “I look forward to it,” he responds with a huge shit-face grin, but it fades and his brows crease. “How do you feel about being my sub?”
 
   “I loved it,” I assure him, taking his hand in mine and gently caressing the knuckles. “You know I did.”
 
   “Do you still wish to participate?” He appears apprehensive.
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt, I do very much.” 
 
   He lets out a satisfied sigh, taking a gulp of the wine.
 
   “Excellent. Then, you may have this back.” He pulls my black and white diamond ring, a replica of his belt, my favorite belt, out of his shirt’s breast pocket. “I want you to wear this and never take it off again.”
 
   He pinches my most significant finger and slides it on. 
 
   “Thank you. I’ve felt naked without it.” I run my finger over the white diamond buckle, gazing down at it fondly.
 
   “I’ve been carrying it with me everywhere,” he confesses with a low, melancholy voice.
 
   “You have?” I think I nearly swoon. “Then it makes it all the more special.”
 
   “Yes, I carried it as a reminder you were real and not a dream.”
 
   “I think you meant a real nightmare.” I smile up at him and he gives me a disapproving look. “Are the rules still in place?”
 
   “Yes,” he answers with a firm nod. “Shall we review them?”
 
   “No, I have them memorized by heart. However, I still want a contract as a guideline.” 
 
   I take another sip of my father’s private reserve. It’s flavorful and fragrant, the same wine I’ve always loved, yet there’s something different about it. 
 
   “I had them drawn up after our discussion in Seattle,” Hunt replies, breaking my train of thought. “We can go over it at later time. I would like to ease you back into the lifestyle. Ashamedly, I let my lust get the best of me last time.”
 
   “I would like that. I want to learn. I desire this life with you as my Dom.” I smile up at him and nuzzle my head into his shoulder like an affectionate, little kitten. 
 
   He smirks down at me, amused. “I want to teach you and guide you in this life as my sub.”
 
   “Well,” I breathe out, “now that everything is on the table, what shall we do, Mr. Hunt?”
 
   “I would like to show you something if that’s alright with you?”
 
   “They aren’t pictures of me sleeping while we weren’t together, right? I mean, you didn’t break into my apartment or anything.”
 
   “I missed you, smartass.”
 
   I roll my eyes. “I missed you too, control freak.”
 
   He smiles down at me and chastely kisses my lips.
 
   “Come. I want to show you.” He removes my legs from his lap and rises, extending a hand out to me. I take it, and he lifts me into his arms. “I can’t wait to get you naked and fucked thoroughly.”
 
   “Well, what the hell is taking you so long?”
 
   “Patience, my dear,” he gently reprimands. “We must teach you patience.” 
 
   “Delayed gratification sucks.” I pout.
 
   “Yes, it can,” he agrees with a kinked smirk.
 
   He releases me, taking my hand, and guides me upstairs. He walks us down the long hall to a door I’d never noticed before at the very end. We come to a halt and he turns back to me.
 
   “I did this for you.” He has a nervous gleam in his mesmerizing emerald eyes. “Remember that.”
 
   “Oh, shit, I’m not about to walk into a room full of bloody, hacked-up corpses, am I?” 
 
   He looks aggrieved for a moment, and I remember the detail about him finding his dead parents. I instantly cower, shooting my eyes down to my feet. 
 
   You stupid fucking girl. Are you really that dumb? Way to have a blonde moment you fucking…
 
   He scoops a finger under my chin, lifting it, forcing me to face him.
 
   “It’s okay, Gabrielle. You didn’t mean it.”
 
   “I’m a fucking moron,” I utter.
 
   “Hey! I don’t want to hear you talk about yourself in that manner. Ever. Do you understand me?” he asks with a stern yet loving tone.
 
   “Yes,” I reply, nodding my head and smiling softly up at him.
 
   “If you do, I will take you over…”
 
   “Yes, your knee,” I interrupt, holding my hand up to halt him. “I got it.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome?”
 
   He steps out of the way, allowing me to open the door to whatever lies behind. I grip the cool metal of the knob and firmly turn it, swinging the door open, baffled by what I discover.
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERFIVE]Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Hear No Lies
 
    
 
   I scan the bedroom with a hurt curiosity. There is a massive bed with a plush white comforter, black sheets, and black pillows. The floor is white-stained wood with a huge white shaggy rug in the center. There is a sitting area in the corner furnished with black reading chairs and a little white table in between, with a large bouquet of white lilies, my favorite flowers, in an intricate crystal vase sitting atop of it. I notice there aren’t any dressers in the room.
 
   There are three white walls with black crown molding, and one massive wall made of glass to our right, highlighting the same splendid view of West San Francisco and the brightly glowing Golden Gate in the distance. Everything is white and black, including Damian’s beautiful photographs of our spectacular city. There are a few of us mixed in from the charity, Olivia’s birthday, and about town.
 
   He must notice me admiring them because he says, “Who knew the damn paparazzi were actually good for something besides sticking their cameras in everyone’s business.”
 
   “Yeah. The vultures wouldn’t leave me the hell alone. It was really the cherry on my sundae. I’d done a good job of staying low key until you.” I smirk at him over my shoulder, and he gasps. “I’m happy I can still do that to you.”
 
   “You do many things to me,” he murmurs, pulls my back into his hard torso, and shoves his face into my neck, breathing me in.
 
   “You aren’t alone,” I purr, resting my head on his broad chest.
 
   “No, not anymore, not since I got you back, and I never intend on letting you go again.”
 
   “I don’t plan on going anywhere except your bed.”
 
   “It’s our bed, Gabrielle,” he whispers into my ear, “yours and mine.” 
 
   “Fine, our bed,” I reply, lifting my head up and observing the setup of the room. “Would you please tell me what I’m looking at right now?”
 
   “This is your room.”
 
   My room?
 
   “I’m not sleeping with you?” I turn to face him, still wrapped in his secure arms. “I thought you said it was our bed.”
 
   “Of course you are, and yes I did. This is for you, when you need space or time alone.”
 
   “I thought that’s what my apartment was for,” I retort, cocking an inquiring brow.
 
   “You won’t be living there anymore. This is your home now. I’ve provided you with a hideaway. I can stand you needing time away from me, but I can’t actually be away from you.”
 
   I want to tell him no, that this is ridiculous, but I won’t. Well, not now anyway. I don’t want to ruffle any feathers before we’ve had a chance to settle back into the relationship. Plus, I have no plans of going back there anytime soon.
 
   “It’s a little odd, but terribly sweet.” I stand on the tips of my toes and kiss his chin softly. “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome, angel.” He tilts his face in and returns my loving gesture on the forehead. “I used black and white for a semi-blank canvas. I figured you could add color, art, whatever you like. It’s your space. Feel free to do with it as you please.” 
 
   “Would you take pictures of us? Like the photos you replaced in your room?”
 
   “Yes, I’d love that greatly. Are you sure you wish to expose yourself to my camera? It can be quite revealing.”
 
   “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t want to.” I set my hand on his chest, feeling his strong heart beat under my palm. “It would be an honor to pose with you, for you, an artist of your caliber.”
 
   He lifts his hand to my face, tracing a finger down the side. “It would be an honor to photograph a woman of your caliber.” 
 
   He grips me tighter, heaving me into his hard body. 
 
   “Are you going to fuck me now?”
 
   “No, I’m not going to fuck you, Gabrielle,” he replies, and I stare up at him, hurt by the fact he hasn’t taken me yet. “I’m going to make love to you, but not now. I want to make us dinner, unwind, and enjoy you on more than just a physical level. I want to spend time with you. Please, be patient.”
 
   “Alright,” I reply, defeated. “I’ve just missed you. I want to be as close to you as possible.”
 
   “Believe me when I say, I want you, angel. I always want you. However, we don’t need to fuck for me to feel close to you. Now, let’s get you changed into something comfortable and fed. You look famished.”
 
   I try to remember the last time I ate. That is, besides the cheese and crackers I had downstairs. Three days ago. No good. Just then, my stomach gurgles, and I wrap my arms about my waist.
 
   He eyes me inquisitively, seeing right through me. 
 
   “Unacceptable,” he states, and I giggle at him. “What?”
 
   “You being you I guess.” I shrug. “I’ve missed it terribly.”
 
   The grave look on his face melts away, leaving behind a huge, teeth-bearing grin. 
 
   “Alright, angel, what do you want to eat?”
 
   “I don’t care. Whatever you decide is fine with me.”
 
   “Why don’t you go slip into something comfortable,” he says, running his finger across my collarbone, “While I start dinner.”
 
   I shiver with need. 
 
   “Would you like my help when I’m done?”
 
   “No, thank you. I wish to serve you tonight.” The tone of his voice promises a lot more than tasty food, causing my insatiable appetite for him to rise. I’m starving and only his carnal flesh will satisfy my cravings. 
 
    
 
   Once I’m dressed in one of his white oversized tees, I saunter downstairs where the smell of his mouth-watering cooking wafts through the air, enveloping my nose with its tantalizing scent. I walk through the massive main room into the kitchen where Hunt is chopping up vegetables at the island in the center of the room. 
 
   “It smells amazing. I can’t wait to get it in my mouth,” I say flirtatiously, walking up behind him and kissing his back. He peers over his shoulder, giving me that kinked smirk that drives me mad. I walk around the counter to the opposite side so I can face him.
 
   “Thank you. Are you hungry, angel?”
 
   “I was, but after smelling the grub, I’m starved,” I comment, patting my empty stomach.
 
   “I would imagine so.” He puckers his lips and cocks that damn brow. “It’s probably been days.”
 
   He knows. But, how? 
 
   “How can you tell?”
 
   “You’re pale with dark circles under your weary eyes, which also means, you haven’t been getting enough sleep. Your body and face appear thinner; your cheeks have begun to hollow and your curves have lessened. I felt it when I held you.”
 
   Suddenly, I feel self-conscious about how I look. I feel my cheeks and realize they do feel sunken. I run my hands over my hips and waist and they feel smaller too. 
 
   “Every time I thought of eating, I wanted to vomit,” I confess, ashamed of my appearance. “Things haven’t exactly been easy for me either, Damian.”
 
   “Hey,” he says, taking my attention off myself. “You look beautiful. Nothing will change how gorgeous you are to me. Plus, it’s nothing a warm meal and a good night’s sleep won’t take care of. We’ll get some meat back on those bones, even if I have to personally feed you breakfast, lunch, and dinner.” 
 
   He smirks at me, and I smile back, giggling at the idea of him feeding me like a baby. I sigh and relax, feeling much better about my new undead appearance. 
 
   “I’m sorry, angel,” he blurts out of nowhere. “I should have been there for you.”
 
   “It isn’t your fault.” I shrug.
 
   “Yes, it is…I haven’t been there to watch out for you, take care of you.”
 
   “It isn’t your fault,” I repeat. “It’s mine. I shouldn’t have left you, but I was terrified. I was terrified for me, for you, for us…I’m still terrified.”
 
   He strides around the island with a powerful green gaze and takes me into his arms, gliding his knuckle over my cheek. 
 
   “Elle, I’ll take care of him. I don’t want you worrying about it anymore. Am I clear?” he inquires with a deep, smooth voice, calm, confident.
 
   “Yes. I’ll try not to,” I reassure him, but even I’m not convinced.
 
   “You’re so strong, brave, kind, and selfless. You’re more than I could ever hope to be…I should’ve seen the truth. I should have known something wasn’t right. I should have come after…”
 
   I place the tip of my finger over his lips, quieting his thoughts.
 
   “It’s over, and we’re together. Let’s just enjoy our weekend.”
 
   He opens his lips slightly and takes the tip of my finger into his mouth, gently clamping his teeth down, swirling his tongue, suckling with his sensual lips. He stares his overwhelming sexual gaze, and I’m lost. 
 
   He rips my finger from his mouth and claims mine roughly, dipping his silky tongue in, playing with mine. 
 
   “If memory serves, you’ve never had sex in a kitchen,” he mumbles through our lips.
 
   “No, have you?”
 
   “No, but that’s about to change.” There’s a growl in his voice.
 
   He scoops his hands under my ass and lifts me onto the island, adjusting his hips so he can slide into his space. 
 
   “I’ve missed having you between my thighs,” I utter, wrapping my arms about his neck.
 
   “I’ve missed being here…I’m home.”
 
   I moan, wildly claiming his mouth, and he meets my rough, quick pace. His hands roam and cling all over my back, neck, hips, and thighs. I tear my lips from his, breathless.
 
   “What are you going to do to me, Mr. Hunt?”
 
   “I fully intend to give you a vigorous whipping for your actions,” he states, tapping me on the tip of my nose.
 
   “What actions might those be?” I ask flirtatiously.
 
   “Oh, come now, Elle. You know what you did.”
 
   “No, I don’t. Why don’t you tell me?” I lean in and nip at his chin. He moans.
 
   “Are we playing games now…? Fine, let’s play. You lied to me. You broke promises and my heart. I think those are all worthy offenses to be punished.” 
 
   Hearing the words spill from his lips with that rich, sumptuous voice causes a sharp pain in my chest.
 
   “I understand,” I reply, sliding off and turning to face the counter. “I’ll take it like a good girl.” 
 
   I bend over, pleased, pulling my t-shirt above my bare ass, and wait for my corporal punishment.
 
   “Oh no,” he replies in a husky voice. “Now is about pleasure. I will discipline you soon enough, but right now is about worshipping you, your body.”
 
   I stand up and spin toward him. “Are you ever going to spank me?” I ask with an irritated tone.
 
   He laughs softly, shaking his head in amusement. “Yes, Gabrielle, I will spank you…later.” 
 
   I can only imagine what he has in store for me. Before I can think about it too much, he snatches me up into his arms, sitting my bare ass on the cool marble surface of the island. He slides his fingers under the hem of my oversized shirt and rips it over my head, leaving me totally naked and ready for him. 
 
   He comes onto my lips with a desperate fury that shows me how much he’s missed me. I kiss him back with the same fervor and need, grabbing onto any bit of flesh I can grasp. His hands roam up and down my back, fingers kneading with an urgent aggression that sends tingling waves of warmth up my body.
 
   I wrap myself about him, clinging my legs to his waist and arms around his neck. He groans against my lips, cradling me in his large arms, smashing my bare breasts into his hard pecks. He leans his large body toward me, causing me to tilt with him. 
 
   The cold bite of the marble is shocking and I shriek, fiercely arcing my back. My breasts lift up, meeting Hunt’s warm, wet grasp. His mouth seizes my hard nipple, teasing it with his tongue and yanking with his teeth. My hands fly to his back, clawing urgently at it. 
 
   We’re totally immersed in each other when Banks’ voice calls out to Hunt from just outside the kitchen. “Mr. Hunt?”
 
   We don’t have much time to react before he comes through the door. “Mr. Hunt, We have a…” 
 
   He stops dead in his tracks when he finds Hunt facing him, aggravated, and me behind him, bashfully poking my head out. I grab my shirt off the counter and hastily throw it on.
 
   Hunt answers him with a stern tone, “What is it, Banks?”
 
   I take a peek at Liam, who looks a bit stunned and embarrassed, but there’s a hint of a smile slightly spreading his cheeks. 
 
   Hunt clears his throat in an attempt to get Liam’s attention off me. He succeeds. Liam looks at him with an alert, straight gaze. “We have new information that needs your immediate attention.”
 
   Hunt turns to me and his demeanor seems to have shifted. He’s no longer upset, but he’s still tense, concern radiating from his eyes. 
 
   “I have to take care of this. I want you to go upstairs and wait for me. I will let you know when dinner is ready,” he orders, turning back to the counter and grabbing a small, assorted fruit platter. “Take this with you.”
 
   “What’s wrong?” I ask, alarmed, as he hands it to me.
 
   “It’s nothing,” he replies in a low, husky voice.
 
   “Damian…” 
 
   “I’ll let you know when dinner is ready,” he interrupts, kisses me on the forehead, and gently guides me toward the door. I turn back to him on my way out of the room, ready to argue with him, and spot an anguished look on his face. I decide to drop it.
 
   Something isn’t right.
 
   I head upstairs with my snack, but instead of going to our room, I rush past it to my bedroom at the end of the hall. I shut the door and turn on the recessed lighting, glancing about the lavish space. I walk over to the bed and set the plate on a table beside it. I view the photos on the walls, scan the books I hadn’t noticed before next to my reading area, and admire the breathtaking evening skyline. 
 
   Once I’ve thoroughly inspected my surroundings, I leap onto the bed with a book in hand. I lie back, allowing my body to sink into the cloud-like mattress. Just like my bed. I prop up a few pillows against the contemporary white headboard and lean back into them. I crack open the book and listen to the crisp sound it makes as I turn the pages to chapter one. 
 
   I sink into the comfort of the bed and the story as it immerses me into another world. I flip through the engaging thriller, popping pieces of fruit in my mouth, until my eyes become heavy with sleep. The words begin to blur, coming in and out of focus, and with one large yawn and a nod of the head, I’m out. 
 
    
 
   I’m slowly woken by gentle kisses all over my face and neck. When I realize it isn’t a dream, I lazily smile to myself. I moan with each graze of his soft, supple lips as they lure me into almost wakefulness. 
 
   “Wake up, angel. Dinner is ready,” he whispers into my ear. 
 
   “Mmmm…” I groan, stretching my arms over my head. 
 
   “Did you sleep well?” 
 
   “Yes, very well, perhaps too well. What time is it?” I ask, searching the room for a clock. 
 
   “It’s almost ten. My work took longer than I expected, but dinner is ready and waiting for you downstairs.” He sweeps some loose strands out of my heavy-lidded eyes. “You’ll eat and then you can go back to bed.”
 
   I groan at the idea of sleeping when I want so desperately to be with him, but I’m also exhausted. I haven’t gotten a good night of sleep in months. I lethargically nod my head once, and he scoops his arms under me, lifting me up, and carries me out of the room. I fling my arms about his neck, clinging to him. My lifeless legs swing from side-to-side as he walks us down the hall and stairs, my head weakly lying upon his shoulder. He sits me on the cream couch, facing the stunning view. I realize it’s raining and fairly hard, putting the glowing city behind a thick curtain of water, giving it a ghostly radiance. 
 
   A fire is dancing in the fireplace, bathing us in its warm, golden light. I watch it for a moment, hypnotized by its weaving waltz. I’m so entranced, I hadn’t even noticed Hunt leave and come back with a single plate in hand. He sits down beside me and I scan the contents. It’s roasted chicken, linguini with a creamy white sauce, and steamed broccoli. It looks delicious.
 
   “Where is your plate?” I inquire, confused.
 
   “I already ate. I wanted to let you sleep a little while longer. You looked so peaceful…Now let me feed you.” 
 
   I ease back into the soft couch cushion and wait for the first bite. He twirls the fork in the noodles and cuts off a slice of chicken, raising it to my open lips and sliding the tantalizing food inside. I close my lips around the fork as he pulls it out and chew with my eyes closed, moaning in delight. As I savor the creamy sauce lingering on my tongue, I hear him chuckle and know exactly why he’s so amused.
 
   Once I’ve finished, I open my eyes and mockingly glare at him. “Do I amuse you, Mr. Hunt?”
 
   He has a ridiculously huge grin spreading his cheeks broadly, pearly whites proudly displayed between his razor-sharp lips. “You amuse me greatly, Miss Hyde.”
 
   I feel more awake now. It’s easier to keep my eyes from lowering with exhaustion. I remember earlier and the sudden emergency that took place. “So, what was with earlier…? What new information was Banks talking about?”
 
   “It was nothing,” he replies, shifting in his seat, staring down at the plate as he forks a piece of broccoli, “Just some work related stuff about a shipment.”
 
   “You’re lying.”
 
   His face snaps to mine, appearing stunned. “Why do you think I’m lying to you?”
 
   “Your body language speaks volumes, Hunt. I’m not a fool.”
 
   “No,” he says, shaking his head, “You’re most certainly not.”
 
   “Then why lie to me? Why can’t you just tell me what’s wrong?” I ask with a furrowed brow and pain in my eyes.
 
   “Gabrielle, it’s nothing you need worry about. Trust me when I tell you this.” He shoves the broccoli into my mouth and once I swallow it down, he shoves in some noodles and chicken. I think he’s trying to keep me from talking by gagging me with food. I chew it quickly, and when I finish, he tries to feed me more, but I move my head back with my mouth clamped tight.
 
   “Come now, angel. You need to eat.”
 
   “Not until you talk to me,” I insist with a slight scowl, and he sighs, placing the fork on the plate. “You’re asking me to trust you after you only just lied to me. Really, Damian?”
 
   “I’m not lying. It does have to do with work, but it’s not something I wish to discuss at the moment. Please, Gabrielle, you need to eat something.”
 
   “Fine, but I’m not giving up.”
 
   “I know,” he says softly, casting a weary smile.
 
   He picks up the fork and proceeds to feed me until I’m stuffed and satiated.
 
   “Are you finished?” he asks once the last morsel has disappeared from the plate.
 
   “Yes,” I groan, holding my rounded tummy, and he smiles to himself, satisfied.
 
   “Good…Now it’s off to bed for you. You need to get some sleep.”
 
   “But,” I mutter, too full and, quite frankly, too tired to argue. He chuckles, lifting me up once again, and takes me back upstairs. As he carries me down the hall, I slur out, “Our bed.”
 
   “Yes, angel, I’m taking you to our bed.” He nuzzles his cheek on top of my head and it’s the last thing I remember. I’m out like a light. 
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERSIX]Chapter Six
 
    
 
   All Dressed Up
 
    
 
   I wake up the next morning to the sound of hard rain hitting the large glass wall behind the bed, feeling refreshed and ready for the day ahead. I haven’t slept so well since the night before Olivia’s party, and now that I’m back in Hunt’s bed, our bed, I was finally able to catch up on some much needed sleep.
 
   I roll over and find Hunt sitting up against the headboard with his laptop resting on his boxer-brief adorned thighs, typing away at something. I watch him, studying every slight movement he makes, smiling to myself. I love the view.
 
   Suddenly, my father’s kind blue eyes flash through my head, which is finally clear after a real night of rest and nutrition, and it hits me…he’s gone. He’s really gone, and he’s never coming back. I’ll never hear his gentle yet strong voice. I’ll never be able to call and confide in him. I’ll never smell his familiar cologne when I hug him tight. I will never see him again, and the realization hits me like a ton of bricks, right onto my heart.
 
   I feel the lava hot tears rise in my throat, making it hard to breathe, up to my eyes where they form stinging pools of pain. My lip trembles, and my heart actually aches. That’s when Hunt notices me. 
 
   “Angel, what’s wrong? What’s the matter?”
 
   That’s it, hearing his worried voice is more than I can handle and the tears break free in an explosion of choked breaths and gurgled cries. 
 
   “Dad,” I sputter out.
 
   Hunt doesn’t hesitate, tossing his laptop aside and snatching me up into his lap. He cradles me in his arms, rocking me to and fro as I let out every bit of sorrow and betrayal that has built up inside me for the past few months.
 
   I cling desperately to him, nuzzling my red, tear-soaked face into his neck, wetting it. He holds me tighter as I bellow and tremble, unable to control my wailing cries. Hunt combs his fingers through my knotted, sleep-mussed hair, attempting to calm me.
 
   “I know, baby. I know it hurts. Let it out. Just let it all go,” he whispers into my ear and kisses it lightly. “Shhh…shhh. You’re going to be okay, I promise.” 
 
   “I…I’m s-sorry,” I cry out.
 
   Hunt grasps my hair and hauls me back to stare into those crazy-gorgeous emerald eyes. 
 
   “Why on earth would you be apologizing to me?” he asks with a befuddled expression.
 
   “For…for this…For la-last night and now,” I sputter, sniffling and choking on my tears.
 
   “I still don’t understand what it is you’re apologizing for. You have done nothing wrong,” he assures me.
 
   “This isn’t…how I thought it wo-would go.” I can hear my voice becoming calmer, steadier. I feel my pulse slowing, and I’m able to take full, deep breaths. 
 
   “Oh,” he says, seemingly understanding what I’m referring to, as realization washes over his eyes and face. “Angel, you have no need to apologize for such ridiculous things. As I said before, I don’t need to fuck you to feel close to you. I’ve enjoyed my time with you.”
 
   He opens the bedside table drawer and grabs a handkerchief out, wiping my eyes and then my nose. He stares at me for a moment, studying my face carefully, and then says in an awestruck tone, “You’re exquisite. I will always want you, Gabrielle. But, these are the moments I feel closest to you.”
 
   He pulls my wet lips to his and kisses my pain away, kisses me until my head spins and my heart flutters a rapid beat, until I can think of only him, only us. 
 
   Suddenly, there’s a knock on the bedroom door, and Banks announces his presence, “Sir?”
 
   Hunt shifts his face away from mine, appearing frustrated, but his voice is composed as he answers him, “Yes, Banks. What is it?”
 
   “Sir, we have new developments on the…situation,” Liam responds with a strong, concerned voice. 
 
   “Yes, ah, I’ll meet you in my study in a moment,” Hunt says to Banks, but his torn eyes are planted on my blotchy face. 
 
   “Yes, sir, very good.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I have to take care of this.”
 
   “Of course,” I reply, trying not to seem disappointed. “Does this have to do with last night?”
 
   “Yes,” he replies simply.
 
   “And you still won’t tell me what it’s about.”
 
   “No…Why don’t you take a shower…or I can prepare you a bath. Then, once I’ve finished with Banks, I will make us breakfast.”
 
   “I don’t want a damn bath or shower or food, I want you. All I need is you.”
 
   “I know, angel, and believe me, if this wasn’t terribly important, I wouldn’t be leaving your side, but it is.”
 
   “Fine,” I say with a much lighter, more understanding tone. “I will let you take care of business while I take that bath you mentioned, then I will make us breakfast…I need a distraction.”
 
   “Ok, that sounds great,” he utters, shifting me off his lap onto the bed. “I promise I won’t be long.”
 
   He rises and jumps out of bed, heading toward the all-white bathroom. I hear the tub turn on and the water filling up its empty depths. 
 
   I’m sitting in our king-sized bed, decked out in dark blue satin sheets and a cream comforter with a modern, tufted, wingback headboard. I remember it being black, but it’s now a cream color, matching the bedspread. The enormous scarlet rug it once sat on, covering a large portion of the dark wood floor, has been replaced with a blue one, same as the sheets. The furniture is modern, black-stained wood pieces, and the walls are still gray adorned with black and white photos of me. 
 
   Hunt comes walking out of the bathroom and into the closet, emerging a few moments later fully-dressed in a white open-collared shirt, sleeves rolled up to the elbow, with dark jeans and bare feet. 
 
   He’s lip-licking yummy.
 
   “Your bath should be ready, and I shouldn’t be more than thirty minutes, maybe an hour depending on how well this goes. Will you be okay?” he asks, putting on his Cartier watch and clasping it shut.
 
   “Yes, I’ll be fine,” I assure.
 
   “Are you positive?”
 
   “Yes, Hunt, go take care of the situation,” I wave my hand toward the door, “I will be downstairs in the kitchen when you finish.”
 
   “Ok.” He smiles at me, though it doesn’t reach his eyes, and walks over to me, rewarding me with a chaste kiss on the lips. Then, he’s gone. 
 
    
 
   I took a nice, long soak, sporadically crying when my father popped into my head. When I couldn’t sit still any longer, I jump out of the bath and head downstairs, dressed in jeans and a black, form-fitting V-neckline tee with my hair tossed up in a sloppy bun atop my head. 
 
   I walk through the kitchen door and punch the music setting on the touchscreen near the entrance, selecting Fitz and the Tantrums’, ‘The Walker’. It’s upbeat, perfect for a morning pick-me-up. I whip up some scrambled eggs, hash brown potatoes, and chopped bananas and strawberries all while grooving to the cheery tune, singing along off key.
 
   Abruptly, I’m a part of a duet as a familiar female voice joins in. I spin around to find Maya standing at the door, a sad smile on her refined face. 
 
   “Maya,” I whisper and run to my sister, snatching her up into my arms.
 
   “Hi, Ellie,” she shakily whispers into my ear, hugging me tight, then she hauls me away, holding me at arms-length, giving me a good scanning. “Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way…Where the hell have you been? Why the hell did you leave me behind…? Jeez, Ellie, you look…thin.” She brings me back in for another hug. 
 
   Wow, her mood swings are worse than mine. 
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetie. I wasn’t in a good place…What are you doing here anyway?”
 
   “Well, I’m here for your well-being. From the sound of things, you still aren’t in a very good place…Hunt called me. He’s worried about you.”
 
   “Is he now?” I ask, pulling away to study her. I notice that she doesn’t look too good either, worn down even. 
 
   “Yeah, he said you aren’t processing things well. He thinks you should talk to someone and I was the only one who could possibly understand what you’re going through…That maybe we needed each other.”
 
   “Do you need me, Maya?”
 
   Her eyes widen. “Are you joking? Please, tell me you are…Of course, I need you, Ellie! We lost our dad and found another and I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with all this new information. I haven’t spoken to Mom or anyone since the funeral.”
 
   “Oh, Maya,” I utter, grabbing her into my arms and shutting my eyes tight. “I’m so sorry. I haven’t been there for you when you needed me most. I’m an awful sister.”
 
   “No, you’re an amazing sister, you just couldn’t handle things, and I get it. I’m here for you, Ellie. Just like you’ve always been there for me. We’re here for each other now.” She squeezes me tighter, swaying us back and forth.
 
   “Yes, we are,” I reply, opening my eyes and finding Hunt at the door, leaning on the frame with his arms crossed. He’s watching us, with joy and sorrow mixing in his eyes. I just watch him for a moment, attempting to figure out what’s going on in that head of his, that complex puzzle that I want to solve desperately. 
 
   Maya breaks from me, turning to look at Damian. 
 
   “Hey,” she greets him, walking over and giving him a big hug, whispering in his ear. I can’t quite hear what she says. 
 
   They separate and Hunt smells the air like a wolf sniffing out his prey’s scent wafting in the breeze. 
 
   “Smells amazing,” he states, sauntering over to me. “I’m famished.”
 
   He cups my face with his hands, gently pulling it up for a soft kiss, but I want so much more, and now it will have to wait. He turns back to Maya, holding me at his side, and says, “You’ll join us for breakfast, won’t you? Please, feel free to stay as long as you like. I know you two have a lot to talk about.”
 
   Okay, it’s really going to have to wait. 
 
   But, I couldn’t be happier that Maya is here, and I look forward to really talking with her. Though, I dread having to tell her about Chase, knowing how much she cares about him. 
 
   “Thank you,” she replies with a huge, genuine smile. 
 
   “Alright,” I interrupt, “Breakfast is ready. How about we eat in the dining room?”
 
   “I think that would be fine,” Hunt says. “Why don’t you two go and take a seat at the table, and I will serve you.”
 
   He taps me on the butt as Maya and I head out to the dining room, taking a seat across from one another at the table, reserving the chair at the head for Hunt.
 
    
 
   Breakfast was delicious. Once we’ve finished, Hunt excuses himself and heads into the kitchen to clean up, leaving us girls a chance to talk. We settle in on the couch in the living room where Hunt started a fire for us and served us hot chocolate, perfect for the gloomy, wet weather outside. We sit and drink our cocoa, gazing out at the view as the rain comes down in sheets, making it nearly impossible to see the outlines of buildings. 
 
   “It’s nasty out there,” Maya finally comments, taking a sip of cocoa with both hands wrapped about the warm mug.
 
   “Yeah,” I respond with a nod of the head. “So, I want to start off by saying, I’m sorry for running out on you. I shouldn’t have done it. The news and dad’s passing were only a part of the reason that I left.” 
 
   Oh god, how am I going to tell her that Chase kissed me? I need to get it out. I need to get it out of the way, so we can move on to more pressing matters.
 
   “Maya…” 
 
   “I know that Chase kissed you,” she blurts out, staring down at her cup. “He told me after you left.”
 
   “Oh, Maya, I’m so sorry…I…”
 
   “It’s alright. It’s nothing I didn’t already know. He loves you, and I will always be second best in his eyes.” I can hear the pain in her voice and it nearly kills me.
 
   “No, sweetie, you should see how he looks at you.” I sigh. “He’s just confused about how he feels, but I know he does care about you. He’s just felt a certain way for me for so long, he doesn’t realize that it’s become a different kind of love. Trust me.”
 
   “You really think so?” she asks, glimpsing up at me with her big blue doll eyes.
 
   “Yeah, look, just give it time. Don’t push him out of your life completely. Get to know one another again, spend time with him without me, and you’ll see, things will change.”
 
   “Do you plan on talking to him ever again?”
 
   “Do you?” I ask, referring to that night at my apartment.
 
   “We have spoken a little,” she replies softly.
 
   “Yeah, right, that’s not what I meant. Are you two ever going to talk about what happened at the apartment? Are you ever going to tell me what happened?”
 
   She sighs, twisting her fingers in her lap. “We kissed.”
 
   “Yeah, I kinda figured that out myself. I just want to understand.”
 
   “We were sitting on the couch, talking about the night before and how nice it was. Liam had dropped us off, and Chase was too drunk to drive, so he stayed the night in my bed, but nothing happened,” she assures me, as if she would need my approval. But, this wasn’t new to me, Chase had already explained what went down that night we went out to celebrate my promotion. 
 
   “Anyway,” she continues, “We were talking about it and something shifted between us, something I’d never felt from him before. All of a sudden, we were holding one another and our lips were touching. It took us a second to realize what was happening, but once we did, we attacked one another. It was so intense.
 
   “Then, as quickly as it began, it was over, and he was ripping away from me. He said he couldn’t do it, he couldn’t betray you like that. It killed me, and I slapped him.”
 
   That explains the look of distress and confusion on his face when I walked into the living room that night.
 
   “It only confirms what I said…He cares about you, but he’s confused about what he feels for me.” I take a deep breath. “We had talked earlier that day. After I screamed at him about what he had done with you, he told me about the night he slept over. I told him that I was happy about it as long as he didn’t treat you like every other random skank that jumped into his bed…Anyway, he told me he was attracted to you, but he wouldn’t want something to go wrong between the two of you and then screw things up for all of us.”
 
   “Are you ever going to speak to him again?” she inquires with a curious gleam in her eyes, twisting the ends of her blonde tresses.
 
   “Of course I will, but I still need time. I can’t see him right now.”
 
   “What about Mom?”
 
   “Same answer,” I retort, drinking the last of my hot cocoa. “I just feel so betrayed by her…What about you?”
 
   “She keeps calling me, but I tell her I don’t want to talk. She sounds torn up, and it kills me to reject her attempts of communication, but…”
 
   “I hear ya. I feel the same…She filled up my voicemail with pleading, heart-wrenching messages. How the hell do we go back to the way it was, when everything has changed?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she replies in a daze.
 
   Just then, Hunt comes up from behind us and says, “Are you done with your drinks, ladies?”
 
   “Yes,” we reply, handing him our cups, “thank you.” 
 
   And just as quick as he appeared, he disappears into the kitchen again to finish his chores. 
 
   I miss him.
 
   “He’s really amazing, Ellie,” she praises. “I’m glad you two got back together. You guys seem good for each other. You mesh well.”
 
   “Yeah, he’s incredible.” I nod. “I don’t know how I made it without him.”
 
   “So, why did you leave him?” she inquires with a baffled crease in her brow and a wrenched upper lip.
 
   “I’d prefer we didn’t go into that.”
 
   “Oh, come on, tell me.” I shake my head rapidly. “Why not?”
 
   I sigh. “Because, I wouldn’t want it to get back to Mom. It would devastate her.”
 
   “I promise I won’t tell her. Besides, it’s kinda hard to blab when I’m not even talking to her. Please, tell me.”
 
   “Fine,” I breathe out, slouching my shoulders in defeat. “But if you tell her, I swear I will hunt you down…”
 
   She runs her fingers over her razor-sharp mouth, mimicking a zipping gesture. I take a deep, steadying breath before taking her through the need-to-know events leading up to our last day together, leaving out the details of our kinky bedroom escapades. 
 
   Then, I tell her about the horrific night that took place in the very room we sit in now. I think it intensifies the chilling details, which I go through step by terrifying step. Her eyes scan the large space as she makes mental notes of where each act occurred, horror splashed across her face.
 
   I’m astounded at how easily it all flowed out of my mouth, as if I hadn’t even been there. Once I finish, ending at the moment I stepped out of the lobby doors, she cries, “Oh, my god, Ellie…I had no…Where is Dante now?”
 
   She throws an arm around my shoulder, rubbing my bicep with her hand.
 
   “I don’t know,” I answer honestly, “But, I have a feeling Hunt may. He’s been really secretive, and I think it’s about Dante…Whatever’s going on, it isn’t good.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t he tell you? Don’t you have a right to know?”
 
   “He’s protective of me,” As I say this, I get a chill up my spine, which is odd considering it’s toasty warm. Suddenly, I feel Hunt, his eyes watching me. I turn my head back toward the dining room, but I find only empty, quiet space. “Can we change the subject? I’m getting the creeps.”
 
   “Yeah, of course, whatever you want…Would you like to talk about Caleb?”
 
   “Agh, no,” I complain.
 
   “How are we going to deal with Caleb…Dad…whoever the fuck he is?”
 
   “Beats me,” I shrug.
 
   “Well, whatever we do, we do it together,” she replies.
 
   “Together,” I repeat, taking her free hand and squeezing it tight. 
 
   “Do you miss him?” she asks, and I can hear the tears in her voice.
 
   “Yes,” I mutter, “terribly.”
 
   “Me too,” she says, the tears straining her words slightly, as she places her head on my shoulder. “I miss him so damn much, Ellie.”
 
   She begins to cry on my shoulder, and I can’t hold back any longer. My tears fall liberally over my cheeks, dripping into her hair as we hold each other close, taking solace in our common pain.
 
    
 
   By the time Maya leaves, the sun has begun to set into the ocean, saying goodnight to another day. I kiss her goodbye and see her off, waving like a fool as the elevator doors shut between us. I think back on the past several hours, and how I’ve missed Hunt. He had checked in on Maya and me a few times, to make sure we had whatever we needed, a drink, food, anything. He was attentive without being overly so. 
 
   It’s been a long, emotional day, and all I want to do is crawl into bed with Hunt, make love, maybe watch some TV, and then fall asleep in each other’s arms.
 
   As I walk upstairs, I hear his voice coming from behind his closed study door. He’s yelling. I creep nearer, attempting to listen in on what he may be screaming about, but the door is thick and all I hear are the mumbled ranting of a mad man. Suddenly, it stops, and I hear a hard slam, followed by heavy footsteps coming toward the door.
 
   I try to run, but it’s too late, I’ve been caught snooping. Hunt stares at me, stunned, but it gradually morphs into anger.
 
   “Gabrielle,” he gently growls, “What did you hear?”
 
   I am frozen, trembling before him like a little, wide-eyed Chihuahua. 
 
   “Nothing,” I whimper, “I didn’t hear anything.”
 
   Abruptly, the raging fire burning in his eyes extinguishes itself, becoming only a dim flicker. 
 
   “Elle, I’m so sorry, angel,” he softly whispers, taking me into his arms. “I shouldn’t have snapped at you like that. Please, forgive me.”
 
   I wrap my arms about his lean waist, holding him close to me, smelling that intoxicating scent that calms my nerves and heightens my desire all at once. “It’s okay, slick. I get that you’re under a lot of stress right now. I just wish you would let me in, let me help you.”
 
   “I could say the same about you, Elle.” 
 
   “What do you…You were listening to my conversation with Maya, weren’t you?”
 
   “No, not all of it,” he replies truthfully.
 
   “Just the part about Dante.” I finish for him.
 
   “Yes, and I want to know how you could sound so disconnected when you speak of these things that have happened to you. Why won’t you deal with everything that has occurred? Why won’t you let me in, Gabrielle?”
 
   “I’m terrified, okay?!” I shout back and tears trickle from my eyes. I cross my arms and begin to silently weep. He grabs me up into his arms and places his cheek atop my head, rubbing my back in a soothing motion until the crying stops. 
 
   He pinches my chin between his thumb and finger, tenderly lifting my face up. He stares down at me with that conflicted air and then quickly diverts us away from the subject. “I’m going to make us dinner, and I want you to get in the shower and get ready.”
 
   “Get ready? Get ready for what?” I ask, perking up a bit.
 
   “It’s a surprise,” he answers with a sweet, soft smirk on his face.
 
   “Well, if it’s a surprise, how will I know what to wear? I wouldn’t want to overdress.”
 
   “I don’t think that will be a problem.” He kisses me on the tip of my nose.
 
   “I was hoping we could stay in tonight.” He can hear the disappointment in my voice. 
 
   “Elle, trust me.” I take a deep breath and shake my head weakly. “That’s my girl. Now, go take a nice, long shower and everything you need will be lying on the bed when you finish. I will be waiting for you in the main room when you’re done. Clear?”
 
   “Yes, crystal.”
 
   “Excellent.” He releases me, and I stand there for a moment, waiting for what, I’m unsure. “Go ahead.” 
 
   He gently spins me around and taps me on the butt, sending me on my way.
 
    
 
   After buffing and shining myself from head to toe, I head back into the bedroom, and just as Hunt said there would be, this evening’s getup has been laid out on the bed for me. It’s a black taffeta gown, strapless, with a sweetheart neckline, fitted bodice, and a curve-hugging fit. It’s simple yet elegant.
 
   Lying next to my gown is a corset, garter belt, and stockings, all black, but no panties. I realize what he means by this, as he never misses a detail, especially one that involves my panties.
 
   He’s probably saving himself the trouble of having to rip them off. Damian Hunt, Pantie Killer. This thought perks me up. I wonder what he has in store for me tonight.
 
   I walk over to the bed and grab the contents placed neatly atop it, taking them into the closet with me to get ready for my night of surprises.
 
    
 
   Once I’ve applied the last coat of make-up and pinned the last of my wavy hair in place, I take a long scan in the bathroom mirror, studying the strange woman I see before me. I make sure my make-up isn’t plastered on and my half up half down do is in order. Flawless. 
 
   Shit, Maya and Hunt were right about my appearance, I do appear smaller. 
 
   The gown that would’ve been snug on me a few months ago, feels a bit loose now. As I stare blankly at my altered image, I hear the faint sound of music coming from downstairs, my cue to join him for dinner. 
 
   I sigh heavily and exit the bathroom, nervous and excited. I’m actually becoming anxious about sleeping with Damian, as if it were our first time. Maybe it’s just jitters from not being together for so long, an eternity it seems, or the constant turn of events hindering us from consummating our newly mended relationship, building it up to nerve-wracking expectations. I shake it off.
 
   I walk out of the bedroom and down the hall, the music growing louder as I near the top of the stairs. When I arrive, I pause to stare at Hunt, my dark prince, looking downright awestruck, his penetrating green gaze fixed on me. A look I return, as I take in the vision of male beauty in his black tuxedo, chocolaty brown hair slicked back, and a pearly white grin. 
 
   He’s standing next to a small square table with a black tablecloth, two long tapered candles, and a short bouquet of brilliant purple lilies in the center. 
 
   I slowly make my way down to him, being careful not to trip in my white six-inch heels, but never taking my eyes off him. I gradually make it to the bottom step, where he meets me with an extended hand. I take it, grateful for the help, and he leads me over to the set-up, pulling out my chair.
 
   I lower into my seat and gaze out at the glittering view beside us as Hunt slides me toward the table. 
 
   “Thank you, Damian. This is lovely.”
 
   “You’re welcome, angel. You are absolutely remarkable. I’m in awe,” he replies, handing me a flute of champagne, still standing over me. “Excuse me.”
 
   He turns around and heads into the kitchen, returning with two plates a moment later, which he places on the table near one another. I skim the contents of my plate, ten large prawns on a bed of wild rice with a side of snow peas, which smells oh-so-delicious. It makes my mouth water.
 
   Hunt sits in the chair adjacent to mine, directly facing the glass wall, as close to me as he can get without me sitting in his lap. He picks up his champagne and holds it out, gazing deep into my eyes. “A toast, to us and the special evening ahead.”
 
   I clink my glass with his, feeling that anxious sensation again.
 
   “To us,” I repeat, bringing it to my mouth and taking a slow draw of liquid gold. He sets down his glass and proceeds to cut one of my prawns in half. “Hunt, you don’t have to feed me every meal. I appreciate the gesture, but I would like to feed myself.”
 
   He stares at me for a moment, noticeably hurt by my statement. “I want to take care of you, nourish you, love you.”
 
   “You do,” I pause for a second. “Fine, then, I get to feed you, too.”
 
   He shoots me a big, cheek-spreading grin. “Yes, I would enjoy that.”
 
   I pick up my fork, stab the fattest half of the prawn, and hold it up to his lips. He parts them slightly, and I slide the tasty, pink morsel in, which he snatches up with his teeth and chews slowly. When he finishes, he slices into the largest crustacean on his plate, holds it up to my mouth, and slips it in. Right on cue, the instant the succulent meat touches my tongue, I moan with delight. His superb cooking never ceases to amaze me. In fact, he cooks almost as well as he fucks.
 
   “Mmmm,” I moan appreciatively, “you’re truly gifted.”
 
   “I’m so glad you enjoy,” he replies, reaching for my hand and bringing it to his lips. “I only wish to please you…Do I please you, Gabrielle?” 
 
   The way he utters those last words, the way he caressed them with his tongue calls to something deep inside me, something primal. I catch a sinister gleam in those pools of emerald, a look I haven’t seen since our last night together, since our session after the party. I spot Hunt radiating from his eyes as they watch me from under those thick, black lashes, framed by his dark, manicured eyebrows, and I shudder. 
 
   I manage to collect myself enough to say, “Yes, Hunt, you do…greatly.”
 
   “You please me, too, Gabrielle.” There’s something in the way he keeps saying my name that causes me to mentally stand at attention and physically tremble. 
 
   I’m becoming restless again, so I move the conversation in another direction. “Where are we going tonight?”
 
   He seems to notice what I’m doing and smiles his cocky grin, leaning back into his chair and rolling the stem of the flute between his fingers. “It wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you what I have planned for you, would it?”
 
   “No,” I reply, sinking back into my chair, “but as you’ve probably noticed by now, I’m not one for surprises.”
 
   “Why do you think I do it?” His tone is a tad arrogant but still playful. 
 
   “Because you know it tortures me,” I reply with a light-hearted smirk.
 
   He leans in, lifting the hem of my floor-length skirt and places his hand midway up my thigh, rubbing the inner most part with his thumb. “You look lovely in this gown. Do you like it?”
 
   “Yes,” I whisper, my voice small from the hypnotized state his thumb is putting me under, “I love it.”
 
   His hand creeps higher, kneading the silk stocking covered flesh, never stopping his ascent. He finally reaches the bare skin above the lace top, inserting his finger between the delicate fabric and soft flesh, running it back and forth at a ridiculously slow pace. This repeated act, so close to my exposed slit, makes me very alert to his seductive presence.
 
   Finally, I feel the gentlest graze across my moist lips, and I whimper quietly, grasping the sides of my seat cushion. 
 
   “I see you got the message,” he purrs, teasing my crease by lightly gliding his pinkie between the lips, going just deep enough to spread them slightly.
 
   “Yes, I did,” I answer, my head rolling back. 
 
   Oh my fuck, yes. I’ve missed this, his touch.
 
   “That’s my girl.” He rips his hand away and sucks me off the tip of his pinkie. “Now, let’s finish eating.” 
 
   My head flies up, and I stare at him with bemusement. He picks up his fork, appearing unfazed by the feel of my flesh beneath his fingertips, and stabs the other half of the prawn on my plate. He puts the fork to my lips and I take it, still in a daze.
 
    
 
   Once we finish our delicious meal and engage in some captivating conversation, we sit back and enjoy our second glass of champagne. All through dinner, we’re serenaded by the masterful compositions of the greats, currently listening to one of my favorites, ‘Clair De Lune’ by Debussy. I don’t know why, but it always reminds me of spring, innocent love, life anew. 
 
   As I ponder this thought, Hunt sets down his glass and rises from his chair, offering a hand for me to take. I know where this is going and grasp on gently. He pulls me into his arms, but instead of sweeping me about the room in some grand display of his skills on the dance floor, he holds me close so our cheeks lightly caress, swaying us in place. 
 
   He runs his hand along my back, tickling me down the length of my spine, and lets out an extended breath. His other arm curls about the small of my waist while mine wrap about his large back, pulling myself as close to him as humanly possible. 
 
   We remain this way, petting and swaying, until Hunt pulls away from me. He cups my face in his hands, staring deep into my eyes. 
 
   “I love you, Elle. I love you more than I could ever express.” My heart begins to beat rapidly and a nervous vibration rushes across my skin. “You are everything I want and will ever need…When you left me, I thought I was going to die. I mean, how could I live, when my reason to breathe just walked out on me? I’ve come to a decision that I hope you will agree to…”
 
   Suddenly, I become full-blown petrified, that old familiar panic ceasing me.
 
   He wouldn’t. He wouldn’t…He would. 
 
   He reaches into his jacket’s inner pocket and before he can extract the mystery object, I blurt, “Damian, wait. I can’t do this.” I yank myself out of his grasp and take a step back. “I won’t marry you.”
 
   He appears stunned and hurt by my sharp words, but then it fades and morphs into amusement as a smirk plays across his lips. 
 
   “Oh, Elle, you really can be quite difficult sometimes. If you had waited a moment more, you would have realized that’s not where I was going with my speech…well, not exactly.”
 
   He pulls out the iconic blue jewelry box from Tiffany and Co., and hands it to me, examining me as I open it hesitantly, floored by what I find.
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERSEVEN]Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Collar Me Yours
 
    
 
   The inch wide, solid platinum collar glistens in the golden flicker of the firelight, hypnotizing me. I notice there is a delicately engraved word on the side when the light plays across it. I pick it up to take a closer look, Hunt filching the box from my hand, and I’m able to read the intricate writing.
 
    
 
   Hunt’s
 
    
 
   There are no more words necessary. This one word, this name says it all. I stare down at the symbol of servitude, the symbol for Master and slave. There are a million thoughts flying through my head. 
 
   They must show on my face because Damian chimes in, “As I was trying to say, I want to be your Master, and I want you to be my sub. No more testing the waters or figuring out what works for us. Yes, we will continue to experiment and explore limits, however, I want to make this official...I want you to belong to me, totally.”
 
   Holy fucking Jeez. What the hell am I supposed to do with this information? How do I even begin to process this? 
 
   Then, my head fixes on one question and I go with it. “Do you expect me to wear this in public?”
 
   “This is for when we play,” he explains, “or when I deem it fitting whether in or out of our home. I do not expect you to wear it twenty-four/seven, though you would be my sub all day, every day.”
 
   I glimpse at him with narrowed eyes. “I thought we had agreed that we wouldn’t be doing that.”
 
   “We did before you decided to lie, break my heart, and run off. I realized that I needed to take you in hand and these rules will do you good.”
 
   “Well, you should’ve also realized that I am not one to be tied down,” I state, realizing my choice in words may not have been the wisest, “uh, you get what I mean. We’ve gone over this.”
 
   “I don’t want to limit you like I did the others.” He clarifies. “I told you, you aren’t what they were and you never will be. I don’t intend to put you on a leash with no freedoms to live a life outside of us. My demands and expectations are simple.” 
 
   He runs his hands through his hair, appearing as if he were trying to find the right words to express his meaning, finally getting a look of clarity. 
 
   “Yes, we discussed this all before, and I told you, I don’t want you to change that feisty, opinionated nature of yours…I don’t want to put you in a cage, Gabrielle. I want to set you free.”
 
   While I watch him blankly, I remember what Brooke had said to me about never knowing if you’ll like it until you try. I’d enjoyed what we had before, even his dominant behavior, and it probably wouldn’t change much from that…It seems what he’s actually asking for is commitment, some reassurance that I am his and I won’t be leaving again.
 
   “You just want a commitment,” I affirm. “Things won’t change, correct?”
 
   “No, things will change. Once you place that collar about your neck, you will begin your training, and I will hold you to a higher standard of subservience. If you break the rules, such as you did when you broke it off, I will punish you. I expect you to follow my rules without question, as they are there to benefit us both. However, the dynamics of our relationship and your right to an opinion will not be affected by this.”
 
   “Bullshit!” I exclaim. “The dynamics would change completely…”
 
   “How?” he interrupts.
 
   “What do you mean, how? How do you think?”
 
   “Let me ask you a question…” he says then places a finger over his lips, tapping on them gently.
 
   “Shoot, slick.”
 
   “How do you see me?” he queries. “Do you see me differently then you did before you left?”
 
   “That’s a ridiculous question,” I huff, rolling my eyes. “You’re Damian, now, then, tomorrow.”
 
   “I know who I am, Elle. I meant, what was I to you? Was I your friend?” I stare at him awkwardly. “Well?”
 
   “Yes,” I reply.
 
   “Was I your lover?”
 
   What is he getting at?
 
   “Yes,” I answer again.
 
   “Was I your protector, your companion, your boyfriend?”
 
   “Yes, yes, yes,” I say repeatedly, slightly annoyed.
 
   “Was I your Dominant? Was I your Master?” He continues.
 
   “Yes,” I whisper with my face tilted down, finally realizing where he’s going with this. He pinches my chin between his finger and thumb, gently forcing me to glance up at him.
 
   “Do you still see me as all those things?” he asks in a tender, loving voice, setting his hand on the side of my face, and I nuzzle into it.
 
   “Yes, of course.” I place my hand over his. “You know I do.”
 
   “Then, how would the dynamic change? I don’t intend to stop being all those things to you. In fact, if I did, I couldn’t call myself your Dom, not a good one anyway…I told you, angel, the relationship between a Dom and his sub have many levels of commitment and dedication. Not everyone’s relationship is like ours, but we are not the minority either.”
 
   “But, you want me to follow all those rules without question, and I don’t think I can,” I state.
 
   “I don’t understand why.” He removes his hand from my face and wraps his arms about my waist. “I don’t think my rules were too farfetched, and you agreed to each one when we went over them in Seattle. You’re just frightened because I used the word ‘official’.”
 
   “Yes, well, it’s just so…”
 
   “Finite,” he adds, and I nod my head in agreement. “Yes, well, I am asking for a commitment from you, and not one you should take lightly…Which is why I will give you time to think about it and properly weigh out the choices.”
 
   “What if I decide not to, will you end our relationship completely?” I ask, realizing the stupidity of the question too late.”
 
   The look of appalled horror on his face speaks volumes, but he verbalizes anyway, “How the fuck could you ask me that? Did I suggest that it was all or nothing, one or the other?”
 
   “No,” I reply softly, “but you didn’t exactly say it wasn’t either.”
 
   He takes a deep breath, steadying himself. “Touché,” he retorts, seemingly defeated for the moment.
 
   “Yes, but you shouldn’t have to specify that.” I quickly add. “I should know you would never leave me.”
 
   “No, never.” He grabs my wrist and pulls me into his arms, sweeping his finger over my cheek. “Will this factor make your decision easier?”
 
   “Yes.” I nod my head.
 
   “Good,” he murmurs, tilting his face in and pecking me softly of the temple. “I eagerly anticipate your answer.”
 
   I breathe a sigh of relief, relaxing in his arms. “Well, you weren’t kidding when you said you had a surprise for me.”
 
   He chuckles. “That was only the beginning. I have more in store for you this evening.” 
 
   He kisses me on the tip of my nose, releases me, and walks over to the couch, picking up a black wool coat and throwing it on. I watch him curiously, as he snatches up something else and walks over to me, tossing it over my shoulders. It’s a black satin shawl with white lining on the reverse side. 
 
   While I admire the smooth, cool fabric with my fingertips, Hunt walks over to the table and blows out the candles, snatching my clutch before heading back over to me. I take it from him, and he guides us over to the elevator. He presses the touchscreen a few times, killing the fire and the lights, leaving only the glow of the city to give us sight. I gaze at Hunt, noticing the outline of his face gently etched by the soft light, the corners of his lips curving up slightly as he smiles to himself.
 
   “What’s so amusing?” I ask, smirking up at him.
 
   The elevator arrives and the doors slide open. Hunt doesn’t look at me; he just stares into the elevator with that omniscient smirk plastered on his face. Before he steps inside, he casually says, “You may want to put that away.”
 
   I realize what that mockingly smug look was for when I glimpse down at my hand clasping onto the collar. I open my clutch, slip it in, and snap the clasp closed, inhaling a large breath before taking my place next to Damian in the cab.
 
   “Do you like it?” he inquires, still refusing to make eye contact with me.
 
   “It’s…interesting,” I reply, glancing out the corner of my eye, and I spot the laughing smirk broadening his cheeks. 
 
   “Interesting,” he repeats with a shrug.
 
   “It’s stunning…I love it,” I answer honestly.
 
   “Just not what it stands for,” he retorts.
 
   “I’m not sure what to feel about it.”
 
   He finally turns to me, looking me in the eyes with an intense stare. “Do you hate the idea of being my sub full-time?”
 
   “No.” I shake my head weakly.
 
   “Do you like the idea?”
 
   I turn to him. “I love being your sub. I love pleasing you, but…”
 
   “But?” he asks with eager curiosity, though he tries to hide it.
 
   “But, there’s a part of me that wonders if I’ve seen just how dominant you can be,” I admit candidly. “I know you won’t hurt me, but your need to control is so overwhelming. If this is how you are now, what will you be like when I give into you?” 
 
   “Once again, you’re seeing this as a cage, not a way out of the one you’re already in.” I can see the frustration on his face, but his voice remains collected.
 
   The elevator comes to a stop and the doors open. He turns away from me and grabs my hand, yanking me out into the underground garage. 
 
   “We’ll discuss this later,” he states, hauling me toward the waiting black Land Rover.
 
    
 
   Hunt remains silent as Banks drives us down Van Ness, staring contemplatively out the window with his chin resting in his palm. I take the time to think and run through everything that just happened in my head. I open my clutch and glide my fingers over the cool, smooth metal, feeling Hunt’s name etched in its hard surface. 
 
   Hunt’s does have a nice ring to it. His to do with as he pleases. Mmmm. 
 
   My thoughts are suddenly on our last night together, at the dungeon, bound and helpless, his to possess. My reveries are abruptly ripped through by Hunt’s voice. “Are you afraid of me?”
 
   I stare at him with a perplexed expression on my face, though the car is dark, so he doesn’t seem to notice. “Are you serious?”
 
   “Of course, I am.”
 
   “No, Hunt, I’m not afraid of you,” I answer. “I’m afraid that I won’t be a good sub, I won’t please you the way the others did. What if I can’t do it?”
 
   “Then, we go back to the way things were before,” he states in a nonchalant tone. “You did enjoy that, correct?”
 
   “Yes, greatly.”
 
   “That’s what I thought,” he replies, turning his head to stare back out the window. The headlight’s of passing cars occasionally flash across his wounded face. 
 
   How could he be upset that I didn’t accept his proposal of submission? He must’ve known I would need time…Maybe he was hoping it would be different this time, hoping our time apart would affect my decision and how quickly I gave it. I want to keep some sense of independence, but I also want to give him all of me, give him everything he desires.
 
   “We’ve arrived, sir,” Banks announces, interrupting my dazed state. I actually forgot he was there.
 
   “Thank you, Banks.” Hunt exits the vehicle, never glancing at me. He walks around to let me out, offering me a hand. I step out and smell the clean, sweet scent of the city after a long rain. I glance up at the massive white Beaux-Arts structure before me and realize we are at the War Memorial Opera House.
 
   I stare at Hunt with a huge grin plastered to my face once I spot the large banner hanging above us.
 
    
 
   A Night with Tchaikovsky
 
    
 
   He smiles back at me, pleased with himself. 
 
   “How did you know I love Tchaikovsky?” I inquire with delighted wonder.
 
   “When I want information,” he says with a seductive tone, “I have my ways of obtaining it.”
 
   “Once again, Hunt, you’ve managed to amaze me. Well played.”
 
   He chortles. “Thank you, gorgeous.” 
 
   He bends an arm, offering it to me, and I take it willingly. We walk inside to the enormous lobby with an intricately carved, arched ceiling. The space is packed full of people dressed in their finest. Men in tuxedos and women in long evening gowns, their makeup perfect, every hair in place. The conversation about the vast hall is a dull roar, just loud enough to have to speak directly into each other’s ear.
 
   Hunt leans in and remarks, “I can’t believe how absolutely ravishing you are, tonight.”
 
   I smirk up at him, and he returns the gesture and grabs two flutes of champagne off the tray of a passing server, handing one to me. He holds out his flute and lightly clinks it against mine. I take a sip, scanning the room, when I notice a tall fiery-haired beauty, early thirties perhaps, with alert steel-hued eyes, watching us in a way that makes me feel as if I’m being judged. 
 
   She is dressed in a blood red strapless gown with tall black pumps. Her hair is down and swept over one shoulder. She is walking sex with an air of confidence and control that leaves me feeling green.
 
   She smirks this seductive lopsided grin in Hunt’s direction, and I look up to him, expecting the customary ignorant haze that comes over him with other women, but that’s not the case. His eyes are glued to hers with an intense awareness that makes me squirm. He doesn’t smile back or wave, even though it’s evident they know one another. He simply stares with an uncertain look I’ve never seen before. It’s almost as if it were a struggle of power. 
 
   After a minute or two of awkward silence, he breaks their staring session and puts his half-hearted focus back on me. 
 
   “Gabrielle, will you excuse me for a moment? I’ll be right back.” He sounds distracted, distant.
 
   I peer back over at the flaming red-haired beauty who stares right back with an almost teasing smirk. 
 
   “Sure, of course,” I reply, turning my attention back onto Hunt.
 
   “Thank you,” he murmurs, but he’s already walking over to her with purpose. They greet one another, kissing on each cheek, and I feel my blood boil. 
 
   Who the hell is she? Why is she kissing my man?
 
   They speak for a few moments, laughing and touching, little touches like the graze of his hand over her bicep, her adjusting Hunt’s tie and gently placing a hand on his broad shoulder. She links her arm with his as they speak, standing a little too close. She giggles flirtatiously at something he says, playing with her necklace, and tucks a loose chunk of ruby hair out of her face.
 
   They turn to me abruptly, smiling and talking, clearly about me, but her fake smile doesn’t reach her bright gray eyes. Then, they begin to walk over to me, weaving through the noisy, well-dressed crowd as they drink champagne and mingle. 
 
   Are they coming toward me? Oh, no, I don’t think so. I don’t need to meet this woman to know that she is a part of Hunt’s past. 
 
   A group of patrons crosses their path, blocking their view of me and causing them to pause and wait. I take the opportunity to make my escape, swiftly meandering about until I can’t see them anymore. I make it to the other side of the large hall when I hear a perplexed female voice. “Ellie?”
 
   I turn around and find Brooke, blue eyes wide with disbelief, standing beside a tall, stunning man with chestnut hair and blue eyes like hers. 
 
   “Hey!” I reply, going in for a hug, and sigh with relief. “I’m so glad to see you.”
 
   “Me too,” she replies as we pull away. “Ellie, this is Wade.”
 
   She doesn’t have to say anymore. She had told me all about him during our drunken movie parties. Wade is her Master.
 
   “Hello, Wade, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” I extend a hand, and he takes it, shaking firmly.
 
   “It’s a pleasure, Ellie.” He smiles at me with a warm, welcoming grin. He really is very attractive, especially when he smiles.
 
   “Who are you here with, sweetie?” Just as she asks this, her eyes drift behind me, widening. I glimpse over my shoulder, spotting Hunt as he scans the room for me, the mystery woman still on his arm. I look back at Brooke who is staring at me with worry on her face.
 
   “Hide me,” I plead. “I don’t want them to see me.”
 
   She shakes her head slowly. “It’s too late.”
 
   I turn and spot them walking toward us. Hunt has a scowl on his face, clearly upset with my disappearing act, or perhaps it’s whom I reappeared next to.
 
   “Ellie, do you know who that is?” Brooke inquires, giving me a worried look.
 
   “No, I ran before he could introduce me, but I know she’s someone from his past.”
 
   “Sweetie, that’s Vanessa, his ex-girlfriend.” What?! “Smile and act like you aren’t bothered by this.”
 
   I muster a grin just as they make it over to us, but I can’t bring myself to turn and face them. Brooke must notice because she pulls me in between her and Wade, placing an arm through mine, showing her support. 
 
   “Brooke,” Hunt greets her, politely nodding his head. 
 
   “Damian,” she replies with a tone and noticeable annoyance on her face. He seems taken aback by this, his eyes popping open for an instant then returning to a cool gaze that turns on me. “Gabrielle, where have you been?”
 
   I’m not sure if it’s Brooke or the fact that Vanessa’s arm is still locked with his, but I get a surge of courage, and I go with it. I stare down at their entwined limbs, understandably hurt by the sight of them intimately linked. 
 
   “I’ve been here with my friends,” I reply with a slightly irritated tone.
 
   He doesn’t seem to like my ‘tude. But, what is he going to do about it? He can’t do anything, and by the time we get back home, he will have cooled.
 
   Damian glances over at Wade, giving him the once-over. He must not know who he is, because he appears unsure of this tall, dark, and handsome man beside me. Jealousy. I do something a tad over the line and shove my arm through Wade’s to get my point across. I glance up at him, and he’s smiling down at me with approval. I think he feels bad for me.
 
   It seems to work because Hunt notices and drops his arm from Vanessa’s. She glances at him, confused by his action. He spots her befuddled expression and says, “Gabrielle, this is Vanessa, an old friend. Vanessa, this is Gabrielle…” 
 
   “The girlfriend,” I interrupt with an overly enthusiastic grin, but on the inside, I’m screaming and stomping my feet.
 
   Brooke murmurs under her breath, “You could’ve fooled me.”
 
   I realize I’m not the only one who hears her snippy comment, as Hunt turns his focus on Brooke, recognizably affronted by her sudden disobedient behavior. I try to break the awkward tension, extending my hand out to Vanessa. The look of contempt on her face, the snarl on her lip as she stares at my hand makes my blood boil and my skin crawl. She takes it, squeezing tightly.
 
   “Yes, Gabrielle,” she says with an evident tone. She scans me up and down, studying me, judging me. “I’ve heard so much about you.”
 
   Oh, you bitch! Game on.
 
   “Vanessa, was it?” I inquire. It gets to her. I can see the distain on her smug face. “I wish I could say the same, but I’m afraid Hunt hasn’t mentioned you.”
 
   Hunt looks at her and then me. He appears bewildered and conflicted, and I realize that this woman may have meant more than he originally let on. 
 
   Who is this person? Does she hold a special place in his past, his present, his heart? 
 
   I come out of my head and spot Hunt glancing down at my arm still comfortably tucked in Wade’s. His eyes move up to mine, and he offers his hand to me. I clasp on hesitantly, taking my sudden uncertain place at his side. He flings an arm over my shoulders, glaring at Wade, and pulls me into my nook. 
 
   “Hunt,” he introduces himself using my name for him, “Damian Hunt, and you are?”
 
   Wade senses his jealousy and lightly chuckles to himself, pulling Brooke into his side. “Wade Cole,” he retorts, not having to utter a word about his place or position. His possessive grip on Brooke’s small waist is enough.
 
   Hunt eases, quietly sighing, and leans into me. 
 
   Suddenly, the lights flicker on and off, announcing for us to find our seats. We make our way into the opulent space, with a massive powder blue, oval ceiling and a stunning, Art Deco chandelier directly in the center. 
 
   There is a main first floor and an extensive balcony, which narrows and extends to just over the stage. Hunt leads us to our seats at the very end of the balcony, just over the red curtained stage. Thankfully, Vanessa is nowhere near us, but, pleasantly, Brooke and Wade have seats right next to ours. I sit between Hunt and Brooke, with Wade on her other side, sloping an arm about her shoulders. We chat and laugh as we wait for the program to start. 
 
   Hunt’s possessive hand never leaves my thigh. Brooke nudges my shoulder, nodding her head across the room. Vanessa is sitting on the balcony across the huge auditorium, glaring in our direction. I lean into Hunt, and he wraps his arm about me as he converses with Wade, clueless to my plan to piss her off. It works. Her eyes narrow and lips tighten. She’s furious. I smile to myself and then at Brooke when she giggles.
 
   Once everyone is seated, the lights dim to a muted level and the curtain rises, bathing the blackened theater in bright, warm light. The beautiful music of Tchaikovsky fills the space. They begin with ‘The Nutcracker’s, Dance of the Mirlitons’. The ballerinas come out and begin their entrancing, elegant series of graceful movements. They spin and twirl, leap and frolic across the stage in time with the captivating piece.
 
   I can feel Hunt’s eyes on me while I watch these beautiful gazelle-like creatures’ stunningly fluidic movements with delight and wonder. 
 
   A few more compositions pass. The next is an entrancing piece, another favorite, ‘Dance of the Swans’. The soft melody fills the air with a sweetness you can almost taste. Then, the music intensifies into a much more ominous tone, which causes Hunt’s strategically placed hand to tighten about the soft flesh of my thigh as arousal overtakes him. I can feel it in his touch, in the electricity zapping through every cell of my body. The energy builds around us. I glance over at him, and he’s watching me with an overwhelming gaze that leaves me breathless. He wants me, and from the look of it, desperately. 
 
   Why hasn’t he given into me yet? If he had, I wouldn’t be pining for him like this, with an overcoming need that causes my heart to race, palms to sweat, and core to vibrate, radiating out to the flesh I need worshipped urgently.
 
   Then it dawns on me, he’s punishing me for lying, for leaving him. He knows I love being spanked and hate being deprived of him. That fucker!
 
   I scowl to myself. Hunt must notice because he gives my thigh a firm squeeze to get my attention. I turn it on him and snatch his large hand with mine, tossing it onto his lap. He snarls at me with a low grumble deep in his throat. He slaps his hand back in place, and it makes a loud snapping noise, which causes Brooke, Wade, and a few others below to stare at us. The sting of my thigh is nothing in comparison to the humiliation of everyone’s eyes on us.
 
   I jump out of my seat and bolt for the entrance of the auditorium, making it out before Hunt’s large hand clamps onto my bicep, hauling me into him. 
 
   “Let me go,” I plead. “I want to be alone.”
 
   I don’t look at him. I stare at anything but him, with a desperate look in my eyes, trying to find a place to make my escape. He clasps his rough hand onto my jaw, pinching my cheeks with his fingers, forcing my mouth into a pucker and my face up to his. He comes down on my lips with a ferocity that makes me dizzy. For an instant, it works, and I lose myself, but it doesn’t last long as embarrassment takes over again. I splay my hands on his wide chest and shove him as hard as I can, jolting him only slightly. 
 
   “Gabrielle, be a good girl. You have been very naughty, and I have half-a-mind to punish you right here. Don’t test me,” he advises with an unyielding tone.
 
   “Haven’t you punished me enough? I’m onto you, slick!” I shout, but luckily no one’s around.
 
   “What are you talking about, Elle?” he asks, looking insulted. “I’ve done no such thing.”
 
   “You haven’t fu…You haven’t made love to me, you’ve barely touched me,” I reply a little too loudly.
 
   “Gabrielle, keep your voice down,” he says in low, rumbling voice, “or I will take action. You know I will.” 
 
   I huff and squirm out of his firm grasp. 
 
   “Angel, I’m not punishing you.” His tone is softer, appeasing. “I told you I wouldn’t deprive you of me yesterday and meant it.”
 
   Something calms in me, the raging anger becoming dull. “You aren’t…? Then, why haven’t you made love to me? Why don’t you want me the way I want you?”
 
   A look of disgust washes over his face and his upper lip curls.
 
   “How the fuck could you think I don’t want you? I want you more than I could ever have of you. I could fuck you all day, every day, and it wouldn’t be enough…”
 
   “Then, why won’t you give us what we both want?”
 
   “Because I need you to know that I desire you for more than your luscious body. I want to develop a connection outside of the bed. What’s the rush? Why can’t we just enjoy one another’s company?”
 
   “It just doesn’t make any sense…You haven’t seen me in months, felt me from the inside.” I step into him, pressing my soft curves into his hard body. “Don’t you want to fuck me?”
 
   He releases a long, held breath, and his lips part, readying to speak when Brooke’s voice chimes in from behind him, “Is everything alright?” 
 
   We turn and find her standing beside Wade as patrons exit for intermission. She’s glaring at Hunt, which I believe pisses him off because he has that ‘unacceptable’ look on his beautiful face.
 
   “Fine,” he replies with a flat tone. They stare at one another for a moment, stone-faced. “Brooke, this doesn’t con…”
 
   “Brooke, would you accompany me to the ladies room? I need to freshen up,” I interrupt them before they head into an irreversibly damaging situation. I catch her attention, and she nods. We walk to the restroom with our arms linked.
 
   “Are you alright?” I ask.
 
   “A little shaken…I’ve never stood up to Master Hunt before. I never had to. Are you okay?” she questions, concerned. 
 
   “Yeah…” But, even I hear the uncertainty in my voice. “No, I’m not…Hunt hasn’t made any advances since we got back together yesterday. He’s kissed me, petted me, fed me, but nothing past that. Don’t get me wrong, I love spending time with him, but…”
 
   “You missed him, and he’s Damian.”
 
   “Yes,” I breathe, relieved that I’m understood and not a sex-crazed nympho unable to control her desires. We walk into the powder room and head over to the mirrors. She pulls a lip-gloss tube out of her purse, Chanel I think, and applies it evenly across her full lips. 
 
   “Well, his lack of advances is odd for him,” she agrees, nodding her head. “Maybe you need to do something to shake him up, get under his skin. But, what could you do?” 
 
   We think for a moment, and then I remember the collar tucked away in my purse. I unclasp the snap and pull the solid silver symbol of submission out, holding it up for her to see.
 
   “Would this do the trick?” I have a pleased smirk on my face.
 
   Her eyes widen with excitement. “Yes! That would send him over the edge…It’s stunning. May I?” she asks, holding her hand out.
 
   I nod my head and pass it to her. She examines it in the light, spotting Hunt’s delicately scripted name on the side. “This is a lot nicer than mine…It was just a black leather piece with a tag that said, ‘Property of Master Hunt’. This is jewelry in comparison.”
 
   “He gave you one?” I hear the disappointment in my voice. She does too and shoots me a soft, friendly smile. 
 
   “Yes, but he didn’t love me, Ellie. He loves you…Here, let me help you put this on. It could be tricky for a novice like you.” She giggles, and I smirk at her, blushing slightly.
 
   “Please.” I turn my back to her and the cool metal gently clamps about my neck. I hear the sound of the clasp being fastened in place, and a lump forms in my throat, which I swallow deep down into my gut. I run my trembling fingers over the chilled metal, lightly tracing his name with the tips. I feel my skin flush as a hot wave of arousal and anxiousness washes over me. 
 
   “Let me see,” Brooke says, spinning me around to face her. “Oh, Ellie, it’s lovely. You should be proud to wear this. As much as it means you belong to him, he belongs to you.”
 
   She’s right. I should be proud to wear this. Besides, it is quite discreet. It does look like a piece of fashionable jewelry. But, beyond all that, I promised him on our one night in Seattle that I would follow the rules. I promised I would wear anything he obtained for me with pride.
 
   “So, you are the sub who’s stolen Damian’s focus,” A cold voice says from behind us. We spin around to find Vanessa glaring at me from icy eyes so cold, I feel like I’ll get frostbite. 
 
   Brooke huffs at her. “She isn’t only his sub, and you know it. Talk to her with some respect.”
 
   She turns her wicked stare on Brooke, outrage painted across her face. “How dare you, sub. You should know your place when speaking to someone superior to yourself…Besides, I didn’t hear Damian address her as anything more.”
 
   Who does this bitch think she is?
 
   “There is nothing superior about you,” I growl in a low voice. “You are not our Mistress or Master or anything even resembling a decent human being. You mind your mouth or I’ll mind it for you.”
 
   “Who do you think you are?” she inquires, repulsed.
 
   “I know who I am. I am Damian’s lover, companion, and when I so choose, his sub. I am his special someone and you are nothing, a blemish on his past.” I smirk at her wickedly.
 
   “I’m sure Damian doesn’t feel the same.” A smug look comes over her face. “He sure didn’t feel that way when I was consoling him.”
 
   “You’re a fucking liar!” Brooke steps in, defending me from her paralyzing words. “He would never go to you for emotional support. You require a heart to feel emotions, something you lack greatly.”
 
   “I never said I did. I said I consoled him,” Vanessa retorts snidely. “The only way I know how, over and over. He seemed to forget about you real quick.” 
 
   I’m going to vomit. The crooked, cocky smirk on her ruby-hued lips makes my skin crawl and my hair stand on end. She peers past us into the mirror and fixes her lipstick, running her pinkie under the plumpest part of her bottom lip. She smoothes out her hair and dress and then says with a sickeningly sweet, controlled tone, “You have a lovely evening.”
 
   She strides confidently out of the powder room with a sassy sway to her hips, leaving us to stand awkwardly gawking after her. Finally, after a long moment, we turn to one another with the stunned looks still plastered on our faces. 
 
   “He wouldn’t do that to you, Ellie. He loves you. I saw pictures of him after you left and he was devastated. He would never do anything to jeopardize his chances of getting you back.”
 
   “I know…but…”
 
   “But, her words still put the awful thought into your head.”
 
   “Yes,” I reply with my face tilted down.
 
   Brooke grabs me by my biceps and spins me toward the mirror. “Look at your neck…What does your collar say?”
 
   “Hunt’s.”
 
   “That’s right, Hunt’s. And, nothing she says will change that. She was lying just to get your goat.”
 
   “Well, it worked.”
 
   “Are you going to ask him about it?”
 
   I shrug. “I already asked him if he slept with anyone and he said no. I have to trust what he tells me is true. He’s given me no reason to believe otherwise. And, he’s nothing if not honest.”
 
   “Yes,” she replies, nodding in agreement, “Damian was always truthful with me…Are you ready to go back out there?”
 
   I shut my eyes for an instant and take a deep breath. “Let’s do this.”
 
   She hooks her arm, offering me both physical and emotional support. I link my arm with hers and we walk out into the large crowd that has gathered. It only takes us a moment to spot Hunt standing above much of the chatting patrons, next to Wade and her. My arm clenches about Brooke’s as I stare, irritated at the conversing trio. 
 
   “Oh, dear god,” Brooke gripes. “Should we just keep our distance?” 
 
   Just as the last word escapes her lips, Hunt’s intense, sexually raw gaze turns on me. His eyes drift from mine down to my neck, widening.
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTEREIGHT]Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Pretty Little Pictures
 
    
 
   The mixed look of shock and pleasure on his face is hypnotizing. He absently excuses himself, catching Wade’s attention and he follows close behind. 
 
   Hunt makes it over to me quickly, his large strides gracefully carrying his hulking form across the massive room in double-time. He snatches me up, ripping me from Brooke’s supportive hold, and kisses me roughly on the mouth. I wrap my arms about his neck, holding him to me, taking his mouth with the same desperate vigor. 
 
   When we break, my breathing is stressed and my cleft is pining for his touch. He’s just so damn hot; I melt in his arms. I’m not sure I’m going to make it to the end of the night. He moves his lips to my ear and whispers, “I love the necklace, angel…I can’t wait to get home and fuck the living daylights out of you.”
 
   I whimper and clench my thighs together as that delicious yearning ache I’ve missed comes back in full force. I peer in Vanessa’s direction, and just as I knew she would be, she’s glaring at me with utter contempt. 
 
   What is with the possessive nutbags in his life?
 
   Hunt suddenly tightens around me, his fingers clawing into my lower back. I glimpse at his face and find it peering in Brooke’s direction, spotting the look of sheer disdain on her face as she sneers at Vanessa through the crowd. 
 
   “What’s wrong, Evans?” Hunt asks, sensing something wrong in his former lover, his former sub. He doesn’t wait for an answer before he traces her gaze to Vanessa’s piercing stare. 
 
   He turns back to face me with an uncompromising look on his face, brows furrowed into a thick, rigid crease. “Gabrielle, I want you to answer me honestly, as I know you most certainly will…What happened in the restroom, why are you wearing your collar?”
 
   I look away.
 
   I want to tell him everything, but I don’t want to be that girl, that girl that rats on people. I don’t want to seem jealous and petty, as I know I will. Suddenly, Brooke chimes in, coming to my defense once more. “Vanessa came into the powder room and verbally attacked our Ellie. She’s vicious, Damian. You’re just too blinded by her to see it…Come on, Ellie, tell him.”
 
   I look up at Hunt whose eyes are boring into my face and then at Brooke.
 
   “I…I don’t want to go into it here…I want to go home. I can’t take this right now, not now,” I murmur the last two words, suddenly too tired to deal with this. 
 
   Hunt pulls me away from him, an agitated gleam in his eye. 
 
   “If you’ll excuse me, I won’t be but a moment,” he states, turning and walking away before I can protest.
 
   “Hunt,” I quietly call out, but he’s too far to hear me, or he’s just choosing to ignore me. He strides up to Vanessa with a determined pace, snatching up her bicep and weaving her through the crowd, out of eyeshot of Brooke, Wade, and I. 
 
   Abruptly, Wade’s hulking form gracefully slides between me and my fading view of Hunt.
 
   “Come on, sweets, you need a drink,” he says, plucking a few glasses of Champagne from a passing tray and handing them out. They hold up their glasses, smiling wide, eventually causing me to do the same. “To the loveliest women in the room, perhaps all of San Francisco.”
 
   Brooke and I giggle, clinking glasses, then take long swigs of the chilled golden liquor. I try peeking through the crack between their shoulders, attempting to get even a glimpse of Hunt’s whereabouts. But, I can’t find him, especially when they close the gap, staring at me in that reprimanding way that Hunt has down pat. I sigh.
 
   Then, finally, I feel his large hand clasp onto my forearm as he pulls me into his side. He scoops his finger under my chin, tilting my face up to look at his. “Are you ready to take our leave, angel?”
 
   “Yes, please,” I reply, easing into my nook.
 
   We say our goodbyes, promising to get together soon for a couple’s night out, and then make our way out of the massive, crammed hall onto the quiet streets of San Fran. This would strike me as odd if it weren’t pouring buckets, which is not totally unusual for May, but Liam isn’t out front. Hunt glances down at me and nods toward the street. I smirk up at him and nod in agreement.
 
   He grasps onto my hand and runs out into the rain, pulling me behind him. I laugh and try to keep up with him. We run down the sidewalk, trying to get to the parking lot, letting the rain shower down on us. He glimpses back at me over his shoulder, laughing like a kid with a huge grin smeared across his face, spreading his cheeks wide. I love seeing him like this.
 
   Suddenly, he halts, swinging me about and pulling me into his arms. We’re soaked and laughing, holding each other close, then he ceases and an intensity washes over his eyes. He places his hand over the side of my face and I nuzzle into his palm, practically purring.
 
   “God, you’re so fucking stunning,” he says with awe. It’s almost a whisper.
 
   “You’re lying,” I tease. “I must look an absolute mess.”
 
   I can almost feel the mascara and liner running down my cheeks. He gently caresses his thumb under my eye, cleaning some of the disaster that is my face.
 
   “Stunning,” he states with an unwavering, firm tone. 
 
   His free hand thrusts into my drenched hair at the crown, fisting a handful of strands, and shoves my lips onto his. He kisses me roughly, passionately. His tongue dances across my lips, dipping inside and tasting me greedily. He moans with delight when my tongue meets his, mingling in this mind-melting oral waltz. 
 
   He rips himself from me, keeping me in place with his powerful hands, and stares down at me with raw desire, breathless. I’m pleased with myself, knowing I cause him to lose control. 
 
   “You’re mine, always. Do you understand, Gabrielle?”
 
   “Yes,” I reply, rapidly nodding my head.
 
   “And I’m yours,” he declares with concrete certainty.
 
   “Yes,” I agree, entranced by him, his seductive voice, “Always.” 
 
   As sheets of water weigh down on us, we promise our undying love to the other in one of the most beautiful moments of my existence, a memory that will stay with me for a lifetime. 
 
    
 
   We sit in silence, on our way back to The Artemis, cuddling closely with a blanket wrapped about us. 
 
   Of course, Hunt is prepared for everything, I think, rolling my eyes to myself. 
 
   The rain is still pouring, streaming down the windows in thick streams. I’m gazing out at the now bustling streets, thinking about the events of the evening, when Hunt’s deep, velvety voice caresses my ear.
 
   “Why did you wear the collar, Elle?”
 
   I twist my head around to look up at him. His face is turned away, staring fixedly out the passenger window. I hesitate, longer than I should. His face whips around to study mine in the flashes of outside light that seep in. But, instead of the hard reprimanding gaze I’m so used to, I see only gentle concern. 
 
   “I wanted to get your attention,” I nearly whisper.
 
   His brow raises and lips pucker, giving me an almost overly dramatic quizzical look. I giggle, stifling it quickly with my hand. A smile slowly spreads his cheeks from ear to ear. 
 
   Suddenly, I blurt, “You’ve changed.”
 
   His smile fades with a nod of his head and a darkness, as familiar to me as my own, creeps into his narrowed, bright green eyes. 
 
   “Yes, Gabrielle, I have,” he concurs.
 
   “Was it…?”
 
   “Your leaving me?” He finishes my sentence, and I nod my head. “Yes, it was. I’m not the same man I was then, angel. You changed me forever when you left that night,” he answers honestly.
 
   Even though it kills me to hear what I did to him when I walked out that night, it’s the truth. 
 
   The dour look in his eyes disappears, replaced with a dark, sensual gaze that leaves me panting. His tongue peeks out, gliding sluggishly across his lips, wetting them in the most delectable way.
 
   It’s good to know not everything has changed. His appetite for me seems to be just as voracious…So, why the runaround?
 
   “Now that you have my attention,” he interrupts my thoughts, his finger gently gliding over my cleavage, “What are you going to do with it?”
 
   My thighs clench together at the sensual growl of his silky voice and tender caress of his skilled digit. My breathing is stressed, and my cleft is wet, pining for his erotic touch. I can’t take it anymore. I quickly unbuckle my seat strap and leap at him, smashing him against the door as my lips slam into his. I ravage his mouth, thrusting my tongue deep into the opening. I toss the blanket off and grab onto the skirt of my dress, hiking it up around my waist. I clumsily climb onto his lap and straddle him between my thighs. His hands roam my body, sliding over my waist and grasping my ass as we attack one another. 
 
   I thrust my hands into his soaked hair, ruffling it with my exploring fingers. I grip and yank a handful of strands when his cock becomes hard against my exposed, swollen lips. He lets out a growl into my mouth, clasping the back of my head. I’m expecting him to smash me against him further, but, instead, he rips me away, holding me only inches from his lips. 
 
   “What are you doing, Gabrielle?”
 
   I attempt to get back at his mouth, but his grip has me pinned in place. “I want you, Hunt. I want you now.”
 
   “Elle, I know you enjoy public sex, however, I won’t fuck you with Banks only inches away.” His voice is low, just low enough for only me to hear.
 
   “Oh, please. I can’t take it anymore,” I softly beg, shoving my hands between us and ripping his zipper down. I plunge in and whip his rock hard cock out with eager need. “Fuck me.”
 
   “Banks.”
 
   I twist my head around to make sure he isn’t looking. He isn’t.
 
   “Yes, sir,” he replies, keeping his focus on the road.
 
   Hunt pinches my chin between his fingers, wrenching my face back toward his. His eyes drill into mine as he gives out his orders, “At no point are you to look back here, is that clear?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Excellent.” He lifts me up and sets me at the head, keeping me there. He leans forward, turning the music up to camouflage the boisterous moans that will surely escape our lips. “If you feel a particularly loud one come on, I want you to bite into my neck.”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt,” I answer quickly. A satisfied smirk graces his lips just before he brings mine back on them with a forceful longing that leaves me reeling and gasping for air. 
 
   He reaches between us, grabbing his thick shaft in his palm, and slowly glides the tip between my soaked lips. His other hand dips into the top of my dress, gently pulling my plump breasts out and allowing them to hang under their weight. 
 
   “My god, I’ve missed you,” he murmurs, kissing my neck. “I’ve missed your beautiful breasts.” He takes one into his palm, heaving it up to his mouth, and ravages it, nipping and licking the tip roughly. I take in a sharp gasp. 
 
   “I’ve missed your tight, always ready cunt,” he utters from my breasts as the head of his cock continues to trace along my slit, occasionally hitting the sensitive knot, spot-on. I whimper every fucking time. I grab at him, anything I can get my greedy hands on. 
 
   “Fuck, I missed you, too. Please, Damian, enough teasing, I can’t take it another second…I’m going to burst.”
 
   He shifts his hips under me and I come falling down onto him, taking in every thick, hard inch all at once. The sudden fullness of him buried far inside me causes him to shut his eyes tight, viciously biting down on his bottom lip, and me to let out a loud gasp. I’m sure Banks heard, but I don’t care, not in this moment, not when Hunt is finally where he belongs. In fact, the idea of him hearing, watching, turns me on, drives my need to exponential heights. 
 
   Hunt clasps onto my hips, ramming me onto him in a furious, relentless rhythm that sends me spinning. My palms fly up to the roof, splaying and pressing them firmly against it for leverage. Every time he brings me up to the tip, I use the roof to slam myself back onto him. Our thighs slap together, soft against firm, in a quick, hard tempo that surely gives us away. 
 
   Hunt wraps his arms about the small of my back, bringing me back down on him and holding me there. His hips undulate beneath me, grinding my clit into his pelvis, keeping him deep inside me while his shaft pulverizes my O-zone. I can feel it throb within me, his heartbeat rapid from our intense public sex.
 
   I throw my arms about his shoulders, digging my face into his neck as I feel my orgasm build deep down in my womb. It curls my toes and makes my sweat-slicked skin vibrate. Hunt mimics me by cradling me tightly in his arms, his hands thrust into my sex-mussed hair. He tugs the strands at a particularly delicious twist of his wildly rotating hips and I unravel. I cum so hard, I can’t control my quaking body or the impassioned moans bursting out of my mouth. 
 
   Hunt rapidly smashes my lips onto his, taking my screams into him as he finally releases his warm, sweet cum deep into my clenching core. The familiar sensation of his satisfaction spilling into me both satiates and arouses my need for him.
 
   Holy fuck! Will my thirst ever cease?
 
   We hold one another as our bodies and minds finally ease. I start to pull away, lifting myself off his still very erect cock, but his grip on me is concrete, and he shoves me back down to the hilt. I gasp and whimper at the sudden sharp ping of sensational pain. 
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?” he breathlessly inquires.
 
   “Nowhere…ever again.”
 
   He takes in a rapid breath and moans, pulling my lips onto his. 
 
    
 
   We make it back to Artemis about fifteen minutes later, my high heels and stockings clenched in my hand as Hunt holds me in his arms. My head lies lazily on his chest while I bask in the sexual high that has yet to cease. We quietly ride the elevator up, but instead of stopping at the Penthouse, the doors open to the floor just below it. He steps into a small hallway with only two doors occupying it, walking us to the closest one.
 
   “Where are we?” I ask. “Why are we here?”
 
   He doesn’t say a word. He sets me down and clings an arm about my waist to ensure I don’t fall from my post-fucking exhaustion. He shoves his hand in his pocket and pulls out a key, sliding it into the slot and turning it slowly.
 
   Good Lord, what’s behind this door? 
 
   I feel my muscles clench tight as anticipation rushes over me. My heart is racing and my palms are clammy. I know I have nothing to fear, not with him, yet this is what he does to me. Every day is an adventure with him, every moment is a new opportunity to peel back one of the many layers that is Hunt.
 
   “It’s okay, Elle. You have nothing to worry about,” he says, mimicking my thoughts. He takes my hand and opens the door, guiding us inside.
 
   We step into the pitch-black room and he shuts the door behind us. I wait for an instant, cloaked in darkness, then, finally, soft, warm lighting floods the space. It’s a massive apartment with an open floor plan. 
 
   “Are you giving me my own apartment now?”
 
   He laughs hard. “No, Gabrielle, I’m not.”
 
   Just then, I notice the enormous four-post bed with a camera set up at the end, angled at the mattress. 
 
   What the fuck? Is he going to take pictures of us fucking? Does he document his conquests?
 
   I’m speechless. I want to ask him what this is, why he brought me here, who else has been here before me? But, all I can do is gesture my hand toward the bed with an annoyed, confused look on my face.
 
   “Yes, that would be a bed,” he states in a smart-alecky tone that causes me to smirk and blush. 
 
   “That’s not what I’m talking about,” I giggle out, “and you know it.”
 
   “What are you trying to ask me, Elle?” He reaches up, caressing my cheek with his thumb. “Please, use your words.”
 
   “Where are we? And why is there a camera at the foot of the bed?”
 
   “This is my studio, and the camera is there for your photo shoot.”
 
   “My photo shoot?”
 
   “Yes, you said you wanted to reveal yourself to my camera…Well, here we are.” He extends his hand out, scanning it across the room. “You aren’t backing down, are you?”
 
   The cocky, face-splitting grin that spreads across his lips agitates me, as if he’s challenging me. 
 
   I just screwed his brains out with Liam only inches away for fucks sack. Why would he think this would cause me to back down?
 
   “Because, angel, there’s nowhere for you to hide. My camera sees everything, capturing not just your sensuous form, but your soul, your innermost secrets.”
 
   Shit! Okay, now I’m nervous.
 
   My face falls, as I suddenly feel self-conscience, unsure of my ability to pose for him the way Brooke and the others have. He grabs my hand and pulls me into him. “Why so shy, Miss Hyde? You aren’t second-guessing your decision, are you?”
 
   “A little,” I reply honestly.
 
   “Gabrielle, you have no reason to be shy in front of me…Truthfully, I’m amazed you are. After everything we’ve been through, everything I’ve seen, our public display of affection earlier. When most people don’t do more than a little inappropriate groping, you take my cock like you can’t live without it.”
 
   “I can’t,” I interrupt. “But, it’s more than that…I can’t live without you. I wasn’t whole when we were apart, I wasn’t…right.”
 
   “I know, baby. When you left me, I ceased to exist…”
 
   “Damian, I’m…” He places his finger over my lips.
 
   “Let me say this.” He shuts his eyes and lets out a long, harsh breath. “When you left me, I was in agony. I couldn’t breathe, sleep, or think, at least not about anything that wasn’t you. The vision of you walking out those doors into the rain is etched into my brain. I didn’t know what to do with myself or where to turn…”
 
   Suddenly, the thought of Vanessa’s comment in the powder room comes flooding back and I huff.
 
   “What?” Hunt asks with an insulted look on his stunned face. 
 
   “Nothing,” I reply, shaking my head and crossing my arms, “just forget about it.”
 
   “Gabrielle,” he softly reprimands.
 
   “Va…” I hesitate telling him. I don’t want to seem like a jealous girlfriend, sub, whatever. But, I know he expects complete honesty from me, just as I expect it of him. “Vanessa confronted Brooke and me while we were in the powder room, as you know. What you don’t know is how she spoke to me. She treated me like a common whore! She told me she consoled you after I left you…the only way she knows how. I didn’t want to believe her…”
 
   “But, there is a part of you that does,” he interrupts.
 
   “I don’t want to. I trust you, but we weren’t together, and I had no real claim on you. I gave up that right…”
 
   “Gabrielle, we were never, not together, emotionally, or mentally at least. I always had hope that you would come back to me. I had to, otherwise, I would’ve had nothing to hold onto, nothing to keep me going from one day to the next…That being said, I never went to Vanessa for that type of support. Yes, I went to speak with her about you leaving me, had a few drinks, shot the shit. But, I didn’t have a lot of options…Well, except for…” He trails off.
 
   My heart pounds. “Except for who?” 
 
   Please, don’t say Olivia or Marlena. Please.
 
   “I didn’t have anyone else, except for my mother and sisters.”
 
   Phew.
 
   “So, you didn’t screw Vanessa,” I clarify.
 
   “No, Elle, I already told you, I didn’t fuck anyone while we were apart.” I let out a low breath, relieved that Vanessa was just trying to get my panties in a bunch. Well, if I had been wearing any. “We should really get you out of that wet dress…Come, let’s get comfortable.”
 
   “It’s actually not that bad,” I reply as he takes my hand and guides me over to the bed in the center of the room. 
 
   He grabs a throw off a chair near the bed and wraps it about my shoulders before I take a seat at the end of the bed. I watch him walk into the kitchen, searching through cabinets and drawers. I listen to the way the glasses clink together and the sound of his hard-heeled shoes on the kitchen flooring. 
 
   I glimpse about the room, but most of it is shrouded in darkness. The only source of light is the recessed lighting above the bed and me. 
 
   He saunters back over, two glasses of whiskey in hand, and passes one to me. He takes a seat next to me on the bed and sets his drink on the side table then removes his nearly dry jacket and tie, unbuttoning his collar. He picks up his glass and takes a long draw before turning toward me and asking, “Do you have anything else you wish to ask or get off your chest before we begin?”
 
   “No…Do you?” I give him an I-know-buddy-so-you-better-not-lie face.
 
   “You’re referring to Vanessa,” he states the obvious.
 
   “Yes, that would be the one…There are things you haven’t told me about her or underplayed.”
 
   “Yes, I underplayed her role in my life. I will tell you everything, but not now.”
 
   “Please, tell me something, anything, Hunt. You give me only enough to understand you are broken and that your past is the reason…If we’re going to do this, if we’re going to attempt to be a real, honest-to-goodness couple, we have to truly comprehend the person we are giving our hearts to.”
 
   He looks at me with a conflicted stare that breaks my heart. 
 
   “She was more than my girlfriend…Gabrielle, would you mind if we talk about this later?”
 
   “Damian,” I reprimand.
 
   “No, I mean it. After our session, we can go upstairs and I will tell you all about her.”
 
   “Really…? You’ll tell me everything I need to know?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Cross your heart?”
 
   He smirks weakly. “Cross my heart,” he answers, drawing an invisible X over his chest.
 
   I smile back at him. Even though I feel a sense of relief, I can’t help but feel dread as well. I mean, who knows what kind of things will come out of his mouth. I want to know his past, desperately, but with everything he has been open enough to share with me, I find myself more and more stunned with each tragic memory.
 
   Oh, jeez! Please, don’t start this back and forth crap! You wanted to know and he is willing to tell you, so stop being a fucking baby and woman-up!
 
   I raise my glass to my lips and tip it up as far as it will go, inhaling the contents. I smack my lips and let out an, “Ahhh,” Before wiping my lips of the few amber droplets left behind with the back of my hand.
 
   Hunt chuckles, sweeping his knuckle along the corner of my lip, retrieving a single drop, which he sucks off slowly. 
 
   “What’s the rush, Miss Hyde, big date?” I let out a sputtered giggle, feeling much better, and hand him my drained glass to set on the table. “We really should get you out of that dress. I wouldn’t want you catching a cold.”
 
   I straighten my expression, going for sensual and suggestive, and nod my head sluggishly. I stand up and turn toward him, reaching behind me to unzip my dress, attempting sexy, but it snags, and I struggle with it. He smirks at my fumble, but places his hand over his mouth to hide it. Mission failed.
 
   He wipes the amused smirk away and rises off the bed, strutting about me, grazing his knuckles down my spine to the top clasp on my dress. I shiver with delightful anticipation. 
 
   He nimbly unfastens the hook and slides the flap of the zipper down to just above my bare ass. I lift my arms slightly, and a second later, my dress is on the floor, puddled around my feet. 
 
   Next, he loosens the ribbon laced up the back of my binding corset, removing it so the corset falls open and onto the floor. Then, lastly, my garter belt, making quick work of it, he unhooks the clasps and tosses it aside. Hunt runs his hands along my shoulders and down my arms, every stroke sending me into a haze. 
 
   Then his hands are gone and I’m alone. I turn to investigate his sudden disappearance when I spy him walking out of the shadows behind me with something clenched in his hands. He walks up to me and holds open a long, white silk robe. 
 
   “Put this on,” he gently insists. I stare at him for a moment, confused by the simple gesture and command. “Gabrielle, I’m not going to fuck you, not yet at least. I am a professional, and I expect you to conduct yourself in the same manner.”
 
   I slide my arms in both sleeves and shrug it on, tying it up in the front. He thrusts his hands into my hair and skillfully plucks out the pins holding the top half of my hair up. The wavy tendrils fall about my face, framing it. I spin around with an exaggerated pout and tease, “You’re so serious, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   He smirks down at me and leans in, giving me a soft, tender, extended kiss on my forehead. He pulls me into his arms, rubbing the back of my head as he rocks me there. “I missed you so very much, Elle, even your smartass mouth…Are you still nervous?”
 
   “Yes, a little…Perhaps, another glass of liquid courage would settle my nerves.”
 
   “I think that could be arranged,” he replies, pecking me on the tip of my nose. He releases me and struts back into the shadows and a light comes on above a mahogany bar. “What would you like, Miss Hyde?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter as long as it’s a double,” I retort with a pleased grin.
 
   “Smartass,” he murmurs under his breath, with his head tilted down as he searches for something below him, but the smirk smeared on his face tells me he doesn’t hate it quite as much as he puts on.
 
   “Would you want me any other way?”
 
   He pauses, looking up at me with a dark gaze. “I’ll take you any way I can have you…However, I do enjoy our little game of cat and mouse. It certainly keeps things interesting.”
 
   He prepares my drink and brings it over to me. I take it from him and notice it’s nearly half-full. I take a large swig, then another, downing the smooth golden liquor from the intricate whiskey glass. 
 
   He takes our cups back into the kitchen, placing them in the sink. It doesn’t take long for the warm, fuzzy feeling to come over me, starting in my delicates. I don’t know why the fuzzy effect of alcohol begins on my V, but it always has, which is why I was a tad on the sluttish side. 
 
   It tingles and warms, radiating up my body and down my limbs to the tips of my fingers. I feel amazing. I feel fuzzy. I feel…willing.
 
   “Well, I see the scotch has done its job,” Hunt comments as he walks out from the shadows, dressed in jeans and a plain white tee. He looks phenomenal.
 
   Suddenly, I feel the stupid, drunken smile stretch across my face, my eyes heavy with both well-aged liquor and sexual need. I shake my head lazily. “I’m ready.”
 
   “I want to start you off slowly. I’m going to take simple, clothed photos to get you used to being in front of my camera…I want you to sit at the end of the bed.”
 
   He takes my hand and guides me over to the bed. I sit at the end and entwine my numb fingers in my lap, waiting patiently. He grabs his professional camera from a bag sitting on a chair to the right of the bed and saunters back over, standing directly in front of me. He’s so close to me, the soft fabric of his jeans graze my bare shins. 
 
   He lifts his camera up to his face and begins snapping close-ups. I feel it focused on my face, piercing me. I begin to squirm and crinkle my nose as the scrutiny of his camera starts to take effect. 
 
   He puts the camera down. 
 
   “Elle, you’re stunning,” he states, reaching out to caress my cheek with a few tender fingers. “You are simply the most beautiful, funny, intelligent, fiery, deeply sexual woman I have ever met…Own it.”
 
   He notices the faint smirk spreading my rosy cheeks. He lifts his camera back to his face and begins snapping shots, all the while building me up. 
 
   “Your face is so angelic, it’s captivating.” He leans in closer, causing me to lie back on the mattress. My hair fans out around me, my robe falls open just enough to give him a peek of bare cleavage and thighs. “Your smile, your sweet smile makes my heart skip a beat. Your eyes reflect all the beauty and pain of your tantalizing soul. You’re strong, so much stronger than I could ever be, Elle. You are everything.”
 
   I start to feel confident, sexy, beautiful. I run my drunk fingers over the swell of my breasts, up my neck, through my hair. 
 
   “That’s my girl.”
 
   I stare up at him in a sexual fog with heavy-lidded eyes, chest heaving with shallow breaths, lips parted. I lift my arms above my head and give him my best Marilyn. I allow her sexual grace to consume me and guide me. What would Marilyn do?
 
   I grasp the comforter and pull myself from under him, kneeling on the bed. I sit my rear back onto my heels and arc my back, thrusting my hands into my hair. I notice the smile creep onto his lips, a smile of pride and satisfaction.
 
   “Beautiful, angel, truly stunning,” he commends.
 
   I’m comfortable now. 
 
   It’s Hunt. This is for Hunt, only him.
 
   I slide my fingers under the collar of my robe, opening it slowly and shrugging it off. It falls down my arms and back, clumping about the curve of my hips. 
 
   Hunt lowers the camera, watching me with the erotic darkness I’ve missed. He looks absolutely captivated by me, by my beauty. It’s intoxicating. 
 
   He sets his camera at the end of the mattress, walks back over to the lounging chair next to the bed, and pulls his black duffel bag from behind it. He pauses and turns to me with trepidation on his face.
 
   “Do you trust me, Gabrielle? Do you trust I would never do anything to shame you?”
 
   Without having to think about it, I reply, “Yes, of course I do.”
 
   “Very good…I want you to close your eyes and hold your hands out in front of you, wrists together. Understand, angel?”
 
   It seems simple enough. I shut my eyes tight and hold my hands out. 
 
   “Yes,” I reply.
 
   “Good girl,” he commends.
 
   I hear the zipper on Hunt’s bag of goodies and the sound of metal clinking together. I expect the cool kiss of handcuffs, but instead, it’s the creamy caress of silk. He ties the soft restraint about my wrists with only enough pressure to bind them together, but it isn’t uncomfortable. 
 
   The feel of silk presses against my lids and the bridge of my nose as he places more silk about my eyes, ensuring I can’t peek. It’s amazing how being sightless can suddenly make you very aware of the space around you, every sound, scent, taste, touch is intensified. It even heightens my ability to sense him. It’s as if I can sense his presence, his energy, his lust for me in every fiber of my being, awakening me. 
 
   He takes the robe wrapped about my waist and removes it, leaving me totally exposed. 
 
   “Place your hands in your lap and look slightly to the side."
 
   I follow his directions and wait, and wait, and wait, but nothing happens. 
 
   “Damian?” I softly call for him.
 
   “I’m right here, baby. You’re doing great.” 
 
   Oh, he’s already taking pictures of me. 
 
   I squirm and bite my lip. 
 
   “Beautiful. I love your innocence, your vulnerability. It’s so fucking hot, angel,” he compliments me. “Now, lie back with your arms above your head like before.”
 
   I lie on the bed as told, and after a few moments, I feel his fingertips brush across my stomach and breasts. My mouth goes slack and my body arcs, reaching for his touch, desperate for more. But, his hand disappears, and I am left wanting.
 
   “Well, Mr. Hunt, that didn’t feel very professional, in fact, that was quite personal. I expect you to conduct yourself in a professional manner,” I taunt him.
 
   I can sense his amused smile, but it wasn’t the smartest move in my exposed, trussed-up state. His strong fingers tenderly pinch my left nipple, rolling it until it becomes hard and protrudes from the delectable stimulation of his mastered touch. I writhe and bow as my arousal takes over, saturating my thighs.
 
   Then, the sweet teasing turns to a sharp bite when he yanks stridently, sending hot, piercing electric waves down my core to my eager V. 
 
   I cry out, “Ah, ohhhh yessss.”
 
   “Behave,” he warns with a rumble deep in his chest and then he’s gone. I groan and nod my head rapidly. “That’s my good girl.”
 
    
 
   After a few poses, he removes my restraints but not my blindfold. 
 
   “This will be the last shots for now. You’ve done extremely well, Gabrielle, but I don’t want to push you past your limits.”
 
   His hand grasps onto mine and guides me off the bed. He walks me a few feet and stops. “You are going to stand over at the window, facing the city, palms on the glass above your head and legs spread out slightly wider than your shoulders.”
 
   He clasps onto my shoulders and stands me where he wants me, spreading my legs and pressing my hands onto the cool surface. 
 
   “Arc your back, angel,” he instructs, and I follow, flinging my head back, allowing my wavy, honey-hued tresses to cascade down and brush the top of my plump rear. I hear his audible gasp, as he snaps away a few more shots. 
 
   “Very good, baby. You were made to be in front of my camera. My muse…You are fucking perfection, Gabrielle,” he says in a low, raspy voice, coming closer to me at the window. “I want to show you how perfect you are.”
 
   He presses his firm torso into my back, smashing my breasts against the coolness of the glass, and clasps my wrists in his hands, pinning them above me. I grind my rear into his growing erection, coaxing a deep groan in the depths of his chest. 
 
   “You know,” he whispers into my ear, nipping at the lobe, “I’ve made it a rule to never fuck my subjects during a shoot.”
 
   I moan, tilting my head back against his broad shoulder. 
 
   “You’ve never fucked any girls here before?” I inquire.
 
   “No, never,” he murmurs, tracing his lips down my neck, “I thought it unprofessional, and I take my crafts very serious.”
 
   “Well,” I pluck my hands from his grasp and face him, still blinded by silk. I trustingly jump up into his arms, flinging my limbs about him when he catches me, “Rules were made to be broken.
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERNINE]Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Lie To Me Once
 
    
 
   Hunt settles me in on the couch with a blanket, a cup of coffee, and a few chocolate chip cookies from a local bakery. It had begun to rain on our way back up to the penthouse after our mind-blowing fuck-fest, so he started a fire and dimmed the lights. He really knows how to set the mood.
 
   I sip on my hazelnut-flavored coffee, admiring the stunning misty view, and ponder what Hunt will divulge to me about Vanessa. How much he will let me in.
 
   He walks out of the kitchen with a cup of joe and a plain buttermilk donut, taking a seat beside me. He sips on his coffee and takes a bite of his treat as he stares blankly out the window. He’s probably going through all the information he’s about to drop on me, same as me only a moment before, thinking about the newest complication in our path…Vanessa.
 
   I don’t want to be the first to mention it, and by the looks of it, I’m not going to have to. Hunt turns his body toward me, tosses his arm along the back of the couch, and crosses his legs, ankle over knee. As I watch him adjust and ready himself, I become more alarmed about what might possibly come out of that beautiful mouth, a mouth that has caused such pleasure and pain. 
 
   “I suppose I should start from the beginning, with Marlena. After some time as her sub, I came to the conclusion that I wanted to master the art of, well, being a Master. She took me under her wing and taught me everything I would need to know to take on my role as Master. She told me, she wouldn’t have even considered showing me the ropes, no pun intended, if she hadn’t seen the ability in me. She said I was a natural Dominant.
 
   “Anyway, a few years after I left college, I met Vanessa at a club. Though, not the type you might think. It’s an establishment where people like us can practice our craft and find others like us. I trained to be a proper Dom there, taking some time to master my craft before deciding to take a sub. When I was ready, I was introduced to her by the house Mistress. Vanessa was my first submissive.”
 
   I stare at him, unable to move or breathe. 
 
   “Are you alright, Elle…? Do you wish me to continue?”
 
   I want to tell him to stop, that I don’t want to hear another word, because I know the worst is still to come. However, all I can do is nod my head, urging him to finish.
 
   “We fell for one another, though, my feelings for you eclipse anything I had with her…I need you to know that, Elle.” 
 
   He uses the hand draped over the couch to brush my cheek gently.
 
   “I do,” I murmur.
 
   He seems relieved, but it fades, replaced with fear. “We had been together for about nine months when she told me she was…pregnant.”
 
   I can’t stop the word vomit as it rises up my throat and out my mouth. “You have a child with her?” 
 
   I leap off the couch, spilling some of the hot coffee on my hand. “Ouch, fuck!” I yelp.
 
   Hunt jumps up and grabs the cup from my hand, setting it on the coffee table next to his.
 
   “Angel, are you alright? Let me see,” he says, concerned, going in for my burnt hand, but I yank it away. He becomes agitated with me and orders, “Gabrielle, let me see.”
 
   I reluctantly give him my wounded paw and he examines it carefully. He takes my other hand and tries to lead me toward the kitchen.
 
   “No,” I protest, plucking myself from his grasp.
 
   He turns on me, furious. “Elle, don’t make me carry you in there. I will do it. Do not test me.”
 
   He grabs my hand once more and guides me into the kitchen over to the sink. He turns on the faucet and shoves my hand under the chilly water. 
 
   Oh, that feels good. 
 
   “Keep it under there while I get the First Aid kit.” 
 
   He goes over to a drawer near the kitchen entrance and retrieves a small white box. He walks back over to me, shuts off the water, and picks me up with one arm, setting me on the counter with ease. He places the box next to me and opens it up, selecting a multi-purpose ointment with a pain reliever. He takes my palm in his hand and gently applies the soothing gel on my scorched flesh, cooling the fiery sting.
 
   He blows on it for a second, before placing a large bandage over it. “This way you won’t hurt the sensitive skin further,” he explains. 
 
   “You didn’t answer my question…Do you have a child with her?” He doesn’t look me in the eye; he just keeps them focused on my hand as he holds it in his. 
 
   “Damian, do you?”
 
   He takes a deep breath before continuing, “When she told me, I didn’t know what to do with myself. She suggested marriage, but I wasn’t sure I was ready to be a father, a husband. I was too young, twenty-one, and just starting to establish myself in business and life, but I also knew that I wasn’t the kind of man to turn my back on her or our child…We decided to get married and raise the child together. Everything was perfect. Then, six months into the pregnancy, she miscarried. She gave birth to our stillborn baby girl.”
 
   He thrusts his hands into his hair and tears pool in his eyes.
 
   “Oh, Hunt.” I leap off the counter and throw myself at him, flinging my arms about his big frame. He catches me and smashes me into him, burying his face in my neck. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   I feel his hot tears pour down my neck and back, soaking the silk robe. He’s silent. He just holds me tighter as another part of his dark past has been thrust into the light, exposing him to me. We stand there for a long while, holding and swaying back and forth, as his tears trickle out quietly. 
 
   Finally, after an eternity of silence, he speaks, “I was so lost.” 
 
   He tightens his grip about my waist with a whimper.
 
   “Hey. Hey now. You’re alright. You’re not lost anymore, Damian. I’m here. I found you.” 
 
   I pet the back of his head, running my nails across his scalp, which seems to calm him. His tears have ceased and his grasp on me isn’t as brutal as it was. He pulls away, backing up to the island behind him and resting himself against it with hands gripping the edge and his head down.
 
   I walk over to the glass-front fridge and open the freezer, snatching the vodka out. I walk over to the cabinet near the sink, take two glasses from the lowest shelf, and pour us a couple stiff drinks. I leave the bottle open and ready. I take his glass over to him, placing it in his line of sight, and he slowly takes it from my hand. He raises it to his lips, taking two quick swigs, and it’s gone. 
 
   Suddenly, he seems to snap out of his low state, whipping his head up to me, clarity coming back into his eyes. “Oh, Gabrielle, I’m sorry. I can’t imagine how much this must hurt you.”
 
   I set my glass next to his on the island and tuck myself into his hard body. He wraps his arms about me as I rest my head against his wide chest. “I’ll admit, I’m shocked, confused, hurt, sad, but more than anything, I feel sorrow for your loss. I’m sure she would’ve been beautiful and kind, just like her father.”
 
   “Oh, Elle,” he whispers, “you truly are perfection. You always put me and my feelings before yourself.”
 
   “I have so many questions.”
 
   “I’m sure you do…”
 
   “But, we should get to bed and talk about it at a later time,” I say, figuring out exactly where this is going.
 
   “Actually, Miss Know-it-all, I was going to say, I’m sure you do and I am more than happy to answer them.”
 
   My head pops up. 
 
   “Really?” I squeak out with disbelief.
 
   “Yes, I want to be honest with you, but there are still things that will take me time to reveal to you.”
 
   “I understand. I have parts of me I’ve yet to show you, too, but right now, I need to know about this…Is that the reason you aren’t married to her? Or did you marry her and then divorce?”
 
   “We broke off the engagement…Well, to be accurate, I broke off the engagement. As I’ve said before, I didn’t love her the way I was supposed to, the way I love you. When she told me she was with child, I was already in the process of emotionally distancing myself from her. 
 
   “So, when she laid the news on me, I found myself conflicted with what I wanted and what was right. I thought about my parents, their love for my sisters and I, how much I craved human connection with someone of my own blood. I wanted a family; I wanted to give my love to someone. 
 
   “But, once our daughter was gone, I saw no real reason to stay together…At least as lovers, I took care of her afterward, and we remained close friends.”
 
   “Don’t you have any friends with a dick? Or that you haven’t slept with?” I tease, and he smirks down at me.
 
   “You always know how to make me feel better, Elle,” he chuckles out, grazing my cheek with his thumb. “Yes, I have a few male friends whom I have no desire to screw. One of my best friends was a good friend, a good man.”
 
   “Was?” I ask with concern.
 
   “Mm-hmm,” He nods, “Your father, Marshall.”
 
   “No, Damian, not now, I can’t talk about him now,” I state with my eyes shut tight, shaking my head vigorously from side-to-side.
 
   “Ok, alright, we won’t. I promise.” He runs his fingers though my hair and then cups his hands about my face. “I know how hard it is, I understand, but I can’t possibly comprehend how hard it must be to digest all the new information about his role in your life, literally.”
 
   I don’t want to do this now. I can’t handle it. So, I change the subject to something a bit brass, but it may just do the trick. 
 
   “Is her pregnancy the reason you had insisted on two forms of birth control during sex…? Why aren’t you strict about it with me?”
 
   He appears stunned for a moment, but sees what I’m doing and goes with it. 
 
   “Yes, her pregnancy was the reason. We had used a condom, but it broke, and after that, I wouldn’t touch a woman carnally without a backup.
 
   “As far as why I don’t use a condom with you, well, I want to feel you, connect with you on a deeper level. I love you, Gabrielle, and the thought of having a child with you doesn’t frighten me. The thought of sharing my life with you and our children not only doesn’t frighten me, it excites me. I can’t wait to start my life with you, Elle.”
 
   “Damian,” I whimper, and he takes my mouth with a fury. He smashes his lips against mine so hard, my lips burn. 
 
   I break away when something dawns on me and, with a breathlessness, say, “Now I understand why you had asked me about kids when we were leaving for Seattle, before you collared me…You were making sure I was marriage material.”
 
   “Well, Elle, when you think about it, isn’t that what everyone does? I mean, you ask questions in order to find out if someone is compatible with you, and as I want offspring someday, it seemed like a crucial inquiry to make.”
 
   “I hate when you’re right.” I pout, and he smirks down at me.
 
   “Then you must be spiteful all the time,” he teases with a youthful grin, the tip of his tongue pinched between two rows of pearly white teeth.
 
   “Oh, hush,” I playfully hiss out, gently slapping him on his large bicep, “you cocky bastard.”
 
   He nods his head and leans in, kissing me on my temple. “Well, this cocky bastard wants to go to bed and fall asleep with you in his arms.”
 
   I glance at the clock on the wall over the sink, which reads one-forty-five. 
 
   How did it get so late? 
 
   Suddenly, I feel utterly exhausted.
 
    
 
   We crawl into bed, spooning with my head on his outstretched arm while he rests his head on mine. My eyes become heavy, and my body sinks into the soft mattress and Hunt’s warm body. Sleep starts to take me. 
 
   “Damian?” I murmur.
 
   “Yes, Elle?” he says, tracing the side of my face with the tip of his nose.
 
   “What would you want?”
 
   “What do you mean, angel?”
 
   “Boy or girl?” I clarify.
 
   “Oh, well, both. But, if I could only have one, I would want a girl. There’s nothing like a daughter….Especially, if she turns out like you.” He kisses my ear, and I moan, nuzzling into my nook. “I love you, Elle…Sleep now.”
 
   “I lov…” I drift into the comforting darkness of sleep.
 
    
 
   I wake the next morning to the sound of the shower running in the master bathroom and the sudden need to pee. I leap out of bed, ready to haul ass to the bathroom down the hall in “my” room, but it can’t wait. 
 
   Crap! I don’t want to pee in front of Hunt!
 
   With the pinching pressure nagging at me, I realize I have no choice. 
 
   Fuck it. 
 
   I bolt into the bathroom and onto the toilet, lifting my robe only enough to do my business. My body sinks and my eyes cross as the relief rushes over me and I let out a long sigh.
 
   I look up at the massive, all-glass shower in the center of the room and Hunt is smiling back at me. 
 
   Kinky bastard..
 
   “Feel better?” he asks, as he scrubs his sudsy, chocolate-hued hair, amused by my current predicament.
 
   “Yes, much, thank you…What’s up with you?” I ask, trying to make small talk in this awkward, revealing situation.
 
   “Not much…Just hangin’ around,” he answers, glancing down at his heavy, erect cock hanging under its weight. “Would you like your daily protein shake, angel?”
 
   I snicker and crinkle my nose. “You’re a pig!”
 
   “I’m a man, baby, flesh and blood.” He smirks at me wolfishly, washing his tan, muscular shoulders. 
 
   Damn, he looks so good, soaking wet and sexy as fuck, while I squat over a toilet looking less than appealing. I need to wipe, but I refuse to do it while his gorgeous, scrutinizing gaze is plastered on me. 
 
   “Could…Could you turn around, please?”
 
   “Why, Miss Hyde,” he says, his teasing voice echoing about the glass shower walls, “are you shy? Do I make you nervous?” 
 
   The playful smile on his face makes me want to hide.
 
   “No, I would just appreciate a little privacy.”
 
   “This is coming from the girl who only just ran in here, invading my privacy, in order to perform an act she considers private…in front of me. Not to mention, the idea of anything between us being private is a ridiculous notion. I have done things to and with you that most people could never conceive of attempting. Why is this any different?” 
 
   “I don’t know…It just is. I really didn’t have a choice. I had to piss.”
 
   “Gabrielle, I want you to wipe your pretty little pussy for me. I want to watch.”
 
   “Damian!”
 
   “It wasn’t a request. I want you to spread your legs and clean that pretty little pussy for me.”
 
   “You’re fucking weird! Like, really twisted.”
 
   “I’m not asking you to piss on me, Gabrielle. I want you to be comfortable with me, with yourself. Now, do as I told you.” I look away as I spread my legs, too embarrassed to stare him in the eye. “Elle, look at me.”
 
   I whip my head about, staring at him with contempt, yet I’m aroused. 
 
   Maybe I’m just as warped as he is. 
 
   “Good girl…Now, untie your robe and open it so I can see you.”
 
   “Damian, this is ridiculous,” I state.
 
   “It serves a purpose. I told you why. Now, do as I told you, Gabrielle.”
 
   I unknot the tie and open the front, revealing myself to him. I reach for the paper and clean myself off, never breaking eye contact with him. Once I’ve finished, I snap my legs shut and jump up, roughly shutting my robe closed. 
 
   The toilet is self-flushing and goes off when I stomp over to the sink to rapidly wash my hands. I don’t bother drying them off, I just make my way out of the bathroom with a determined pace.
 
   “Gabrielle,” Hunt tauntingly calls out my name as I’m about to step out. I halt in my tracks, even though I want to run screaming. “Gabrielle, turn around.”
 
   I spin around, peering at him with my head tilted to the side and pout. He is standing at the opened door of the shower with his arms crossed over his chest and a cocked brow. “Would you please come over here, Gabrielle?”
 
   I casually saunter over to him and thrust my hands onto my hips. “Yes?”
 
   Swiftly, his hand reaches out and snatches up my arm with the speed of an attacking cobra, yanking me into the shower and under the overhead spout. The warm water rains down on us, soaking my white silk robe until it clings and reveals every soft, rounded curve of my body.
 
   He takes a step back, studying me attentively, scanning every inch of my drenched form. He stops back on my face. “Why are you upset?”
 
   “Why do you think, Damian? I’m embarrassed. I didn’t want to do it and you insisted instead of listening to me.”
 
   “If you had simply taken care of it, acted as if it wasn’t a huge deal, I wouldn’t have had you do it that way. I’m trying to tear down that wall you keep between us. You can’t be so timid or self-contained. Gabrielle, couples do that in front of one another. This is not a kink thing, it’s a comfort thing.”
 
   I realize he’s right and I may have overreacted. I do have a track record of that. “I’m sorry I acted that way. It actually wasn’t too bad.”
 
   “Perhaps, you would even go as far as to say you enjoyed it,” he says, stepping into me so our bodies graze but don’t fully touch. “I saw your arousal, Elle…Did it turn you on?”
 
   “Yes, it did,” I reply, slumping my head down, ashamed of my reaction to his command.
 
   “Did I ask anything of you that caused you shame?”
 
   “No, I suppose not.”
 
   “I mean, it’s not as if you haven’t touched yourself in front of me, legs spread eagle.”
 
   “The nightclub,” I utter.
 
   “Yes, the nightclub…How about last night in the car? You weren’t too timid or self-contained then, with Banks only inches away from us. Why did this bother you so much?”
 
   I think about it for a moment and come to the conclusion that I don’t have a fucking clue. 
 
   Why did it bother me so much? Why do I fight him on matters of sex and self-exploration? Especially, when he’s opened me up, both sexually and emotionally, when he’s taught me to see myself as beautiful, as more than what I am.
 
   “I honestly don’t know. I suppose it’s a control thing. I’m still not used to your need to dominate me, but I’m trying to learn.”
 
   “Do you enjoy it? Do you wish to continue?”
 
   “Yes, I enjoy it and wish to continue. And, even if I didn’t, which I do, you are a dominant man. It’s not a trait you can simply turn on and off, because it’s weaved into the fabric that makes up who you are. I would never ask or expect you to change this about yourself. However, I do wish you would ease up a bit outside of the bedroom.”
 
   “Excellent,” he sighs and pulls me into him, planting his lips on mine, kissing me until my legs weaken and my mind goes blank. 
 
    
 
   We’re lying in bed, kissing and petting, nibbling and groping. His lips move down my neck and across my collarbone, leaving a hot, tingling trail of sensation in its wake. He adjusts his naked, hulking form over mine, shifting himself between my thighs so the hard tip of his stiff cock teases and caresses my wet lips.
 
   I throw my arms about him, digging my nails into the taut flesh of his back, and nibble on the lobe of his ear. 
 
   “Damian? Ellie? Are you up here?” A sweet female voice suddenly calls out to us from not far down the hall.
 
   “Is that…?”
 
   
 
   
   
 
  

[bookmark: CHAPTERTEN]Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Smoke And Mirrors
 
    
 
   Fuck, Aubrey,” he murmurs to me. “Give us a minute. We’ll be right down,” he calls back to her.
 
   “Alrighty,” she replies in a tone as if she knows what was about to occur.
 
   “What is your sister doing here?” I ask with panic in my voice.
 
   “I forgot about the plans I made with them.”
 
   “Them? As in…”
 
   “As in, my whole family, minus Dante and Olivia. We are going out to dinner after you’ve had a girl’s day with my mother and sisters. My father and I will meet you at the restaurant later tonight.”
 
   “What?! I can’t deal with this today.”
 
   “I should’ve told you, but it’s too late to back out when they’re waiting for us downstairs.”
 
   I let out an exaggerated sigh and reply, “Alright, let’s get ready.”
 
    
 
   I walk out of the closet, dressed and ready-to-go, fifteen minutes later. I find Hunt next to the bed, wearing a white cotton button-up open at the collar, and tan linen pants with a pair of black chucks. I giggle when I realize we match. I chose a form-fitting, white cotton eyelet dress with cap-sleeves and sweetheart neckline, paired with tan suede flats. He notices as well, casting that crooked smirk that drives me wild.
 
   “Great minds,” he murmurs. “You look ravishing, angel, a true vision of beauty.”
 
   I swept my honey hair into a French twist and applied only a little mascara. I’m happy with the results.
 
   “Thanks, slick. You look quite dashing yourself.”
 
   He struts over to me, as only he can, and takes my hand in his, raising it to his cheek. He presses it to his face and nuzzles against it. “I still can’t believe you’re here, you’re really back with me.”
 
   “Yes, Hunt, I am, and I don’t intend on going anywhere.”
 
   “It’s still hard for me to believe,” he murmurs, pained.
 
   “I know, but you will.” I gently caress his defined cheek. He removes my hand, kissing the palm before taking it into his own.
 
   “Gabrielle, I want you to do something for me…When you meet me at the restaurant, I want you to wear your collar.” I stare up at him anxiously. “Will you do that for me?”
 
   “I’d do anything for you; you know that.” Truthfully, the idea terrifies me. When I wore it at the Opera house, I was with people involved in our lifestyle, but this will be in front of his family. I don’t understand his reasoning for this, but I’ll suck it up and do as he asks of me. “I would be honored.” 
 
   He grins down at me, releasing my hand, and heads into the closet. He returns with my white leather handbag and the solid silver collar, engraved with his name, and slides it inside, handing it to me. 
 
   “I can’t wait to see it on you,” he states, smirking that lopsided grin that drives me fucking bonkers and extends his large hand out to me. I toss my purse over my shoulder and take it, walking out of our room and down the hall toward the staircase. When we hit the top step, they spot us and rise about the large space. Each one smiles up at me and I return their warm gesture. 
 
   Once we make it to the last step, Aubrey and Keira rush me, green eyes aglitter, trapping me in their vice grip and hugging me until I can hardly breathe.
 
   “Oh, Ellie,” Aubrey whispers in my ear, “It’s so good to see you. I’ve missed you so much. We all have.”
 
   “Yes, Ellie,” Keira chimes in, “thank god you’re back. Take him off our hands, please.”
 
   I giggle. “I’ve missed you all, too.”
 
   They release their hold on me, only to push me into Vivian’s waiting arms. 
 
   “You look lovely, dear,” she says, patting and rubbing my back in that motherly way. “I’m so pleased you decided to give our Damian a second chance.”
 
   I look back at Hunt, and he’s watching me with concern and admiration, a mix that melts my heart. 
 
   “Mother,” Damian steps in, “I think this can wait until later.”
 
   “You’re right. We really should leave if we want to make our appointments at the spa.” She releases and holds me at arms-length, staring at me with the same icy blue eyes that sent me running from this place only months before, yet it feels like a lifetime ago. “We will catch-up then.”
 
   “Sounds good,” I reply with a soft smile, but it’s a conversation I’m not too eager to have. 
 
   Pierce steps up behind his wife and clasps her biceps with both his hands. “Hello, Ellie dear. It’s great to see you. You’re looking very well.”
 
   “Yes, thank you. It’s great to see you, too, Pierce.”
 
   Hunt comes up to me and places his hand on the small of my back, rubbing the curve with his thumb. 
 
   “Are we ready to go?” he asks everyone, but his emerald eyes beam at mine.
 
   “Yes, dear, let’s go,” Vivian answers. 
 
   We make our way over to the elevator, sliding in, and ride it down to the lobby. A place I’ve not seen since our fateful night.
 
    
 
   We end up at the spa, Pure, my favorite place to go with my mom and Jules, and head to the lockers to undress and throw on our terrycloth robes. It is the softest, plushest thing I’ve ever had the pleasure of cocooning myself in. 
 
   We receive full-body massages with skin treatments, and after, while Vivian is getting a waxing, Aubrey, Keira, and I head into the steam room. We are the only ones in here, which is nice, but also terrifying. I know they’ll want to talk.
 
   I take my place on the top step, unwrapping my towel and laying it over the hot, wet royal blue tiles. I sprawl out and take a steadying breath, readying myself for the barrage of questions and comments about to come my way.
 
   “So,” Aubrey says, right on cue. “How have you been, Ellie? We heard about your father…We’re so sorry for your loss. I understand what you’re going through…”
 
   “We both do,” Keira intervenes. 
 
   I don’t look at them; instead, I stare up at the dark-tiled ceiling. “Thank you, but if we could not talk about it, I would really appreciate it.” 
 
   “Sure, of course, honey,” Aubrey assures.
 
   “How’s the restaurant, Bree?” I ask, attempting to keep the conversation from steering into any heavy topics.
 
   “It’s wonderful,” she replies, but doesn’t go into any detail, leaving me hanging. We sit there in awkward silence, waiting, waiting to talk about all the things I know they are dying to ask.
 
   “Alright, fine.” Keira finally breaks the quiet. “I guess it has to be me. What the hell happened that night, Ellie?”
 
   Oh god, here we go. What do I tell them? How much do they know? How much would Hunt tell them? They must notice something is off. I doubt Dante has made an appearance, which probably raises even more questions. CRAP!
 
   “I wasn’t ready for a commit…”
 
   “No,” Aubrey interrupts, “what really happened, Ellie, with Dante?”
 
   I sit up rapidly, and my wide eyes meet theirs. “Excuse me?”
 
   “We know…Damian came over the night you left, crying and soaking wet, confused and depressed. I’d never seen him like that before. Ever. He was…hollow. After a few stiff drinks, he told us about Dante attacking you, Olivia, the break-up.”
 
   “He did?” I ask, amazed by his openness.
 
   “Yeah, but he filled us in Friday night with the other details of that night…We just want to hear it firsthand from you.”
 
   I’m still stunned about Hunt being so open with his family. “I really can’t go into it. I’m trying to forget any of it ever happened. It was terrifying…What did he tell you about Olivia?”
 
   We all stare at one another, unsure of what the other knows and how much we can divulge.
 
   “How much do you know?” Keira utters, shooting me a dramatic side-glance, and we have a good laugh. It bounces off every surface.
 
   “I know everything I need to know about her. Hunt informed me about that part of his life. I can’t get him to open up about his earlier memories, like your uncle and parents.”
 
   “Then I think we’re all on the same page,” Aubrey replies. “What a sick fucking bitch. I wanted to rip her eyes out and punch her in the tit when he told us.”
 
   I laugh out, “I couldn’t agree more…Wait, is this why they aren’t with us today?”
 
   “Yep,” Keira answers, “Mom pretty much disowned them. None of us have seen or heard from Dante since the night before your attack, or Olivia since my parents cast her out. What a night that was.”
 
   “Wow,” I murmur to myself. “So, has Hunt told you anything about the search for Dante?”
 
   “No,” Aubrey responds, “only that he was going to track him down and not to inform the cops.”
 
   She has a suspicious look on her face, as if she knows something she shouldn’t tell me.
 
   “Bree, what aren’t you telling me?” She glances away in an attempt to conceal her telling face. “Bree,” I snap.
 
   She snaps her head around, staring me in the eye. “Hunt had Liam follow you around while you weren’t together except when you went to stay with your mom in Marin.”
 
   “What!?” I yelp.
 
   “Yeah, he had Chase keep tabs on you while you were there, to ensure that you were being taken care of, protected, in case Dante came after you again. Apparently, he took very good care of you.” She smirks at me, and I can’t stop myself from smirking back. “Hunt said you ran away and hadn’t talked to anyone since…Anyway, have you spoken to him yet?”
 
   “Jeez. How much did Hunt tell you…? No, I…He wasn’t the only reason…It’s complicated.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s obvious,” Keira giggles out.
 
    
 
   A few hours later, we leave Pure feeling refreshed and fabulous, with our new mani-pedis and freshly blown-out hair. The girls brought extra clothes for dinner, including a black midi dress and electric blue pumps for me. It has an adi neckline, peplum waist, and fits me like a glove. 
 
   Like brother, like sisters. 
 
   I managed to get the collar on myself, twisting it around so his name is toward the back, under my hair, which I left down for just this reason. Vivian complimented me on it, and I blushed furiously.
 
   We are now on our way to the restaurant to meet Hunt and Pierce for dinner. It’s now dark out and my focus is on the hunk of metal about my neck so I don’t notice where we are until we pull up to a cozy little bistro right down the block from my apartment, literally. Frascati, a neighborhood gem, sits on the corner of Hyde & Green St. with a wonderful view of the cable cars passing by. I’ve dined here quite a bit with Chase, Jules, and my…
 
   I love how the intimate restaurant is located in a two-story Victorian. The side and second floor were left to appear as if still a home, yet the bottom half was converted into the restaurant’s main floor, with an all glass edifice. 
 
   Hunt and Pierce are at the curb when we step out, offering us a hand when needed. 
 
   “Good evening, ladies. You all look stunning,” Pierce greets us. I’m the last to exit. Without hesitation, Damian holds his hand out to me and I take it, gratefully, holding on for dear life. I don’t trust myself in heels.
 
   “You’re simply magnificent, Gabrielle.”
 
   I notice he changed his outfit to a black suit and a white button-up, collar undone. 
 
   I do love this look on a man, my man. 
 
   His chocolaty hair is slicked back, and his five o’clock shadow looks good enough to lick. He’s completely fuckworthy right now, not as if he ever isn’t, and I can’t have him. 
 
   He peers down at my collar with a pleased grin, a grin that gives me a warm, satisfied feeling deep in my gut. He looks as if he wants to give me a proper greeting, as if he wants to take me in his arms and never let go, but, instead, he offers me an elbow and guides us into the bistro, radiating a sense of pride.
 
   I grin to myself, delighted by the pleasure he takes in me, even out of the bedroom.
 
   From the street, it appears small, but once inside, you spot the tall ceiling adorned with antique, iron light fixtures. I admire the way they bathe our inviting surroundings in a soft, golden glow, giving a romantic charm to its already alluring ambiance. I love the warm, summery-hued walls with their accent molding, and the lightly worn wood floors. The small tables are draped in crisp white linens. I absolutely adore the old country charm of this San Fran hot spot.
 
   We are escorted to the back, under a large balcony that spans the width of the narrow venue, by an enthusiastic hostess. She smiles pleasantly as we take our seats, placing our menus in front of us. Once we are all seated, she announces, “Your waiter will be with you in just a moment.”
 
   “Thank you,” Hunt and Pierce respond in unison. It’s sweet.
 
   We study our menus, but I only skim mine to check for anything new. Besides, I’m sure Hunt will insist on ordering for me, so the point seems moot. 
 
   Our server walks up, a handsome man with ash blonde hair and sparkling hazel eyes, and says, “Hello. My name is Chad and I’ll be taking care of you this evening.”
 
   I notice that he glances at me when he says, ‘I’ll be taking care of you,’ and I’m not the only one. Hunt tosses his arm about my shoulders, cuddling me into my nook. 
 
   “Can I start you off with any appetizers, or your drinks, perhaps?”
 
   “Yes, Chad,” Hunt chimes in, staring him down and emphasizing his name. “This will be for everyone…We’ll take two bottles of the 2010 Thibault Liger-Belair, Les Saint Georges, Nuits Saint-Georges Premier Cru., and the burrata with prosciutto di parma.” 
 
   Chad seems slightly nervous under Hunt’s scrutinizing gaze. “Very good, sir. Will that be all?”
 
   “Yes, Chad, that will be all.” His tone is less than polite. I nudge his ribs with my elbow, but it doesn’t faze him.
 
   Our server slumps away and we begin chatting and catching up, keeping the topics pleasant, light, Dante and Olivia free. 
 
   We sit about the table, as our server clears our salad plates, waiting for the main course to arrive. The food is a blend of Mediterranean and local influences. It’s truly delectable.
 
   “So, Ellie,” Vivian says, “how is your mother doing, dear? I haven’t seen her since the funeral. She’s been a hard woman to get a hold of.”
 
   “You were there?” I ask with shock.
 
   “Yes, but we felt it was best to keep our distance…We didn’t want you to be any more uncomfortable than you already were,” she replies, with a look of sympathy and concern on her face.
 
   “That,” Keira adds, twisting the stem of her glass between her fingers, “and Ian told us to stay away.”
 
   “I’m sorry? He told you?” 
 
   I slowly shift my head in his direction, peering at him with a how-dare-you glare. I turn back to them and say as if he isn’t even in the room, “I’m sorry he demanded that of you. It was not and is not his place to tell my friends to back off, even if they are related to him.”
 
   “Agree to disagree,” Hunt murmurs from his wine glass as he tilts it back for a nice, long sip.
 
   I sigh quietly, annoyed.
 
   “Anyway,” I utter, “to answer your question, Vivian, I don’t know how she’s been either. I haven’t spoken to her since the funeral.”
 
   “Oh, dear, why?” she asks, alarmed.
 
   “Mother, now is not the time to discuss this. Elle will talk about it when she is ready.” Hunt steps in to save the day. He is my knight in shining armor, my dark prince.
 
   “Thank you,” I mouth to him. 
 
   “You’re welcome,” he mouths back.
 
   “Damian,” his mother says, “you’ll never guess who I spoke to yesterday.”
 
   “You know I never will…Who, Mother?”
 
   “Vanessa.” 
 
   Oh. My. Fuck. No. 
 
   “Is that right?” Hunt responds, shifting in his seat, visibly uncomfortable. “You didn’t happen to mention where I would be last night or whom I would be with, did you?”
 
   “Yes,” she replies, “it may have come up. Why?”
 
   “Oh, no reason.” He shoots me a quick side-glance, letting me know he’s thinking the same damn thing as me. The psycho is stalking him.
 
   “Wait,” Aubrey says, shaking her head and sticking her pointer finger up in a gesture to pause the moment, “did she show up at the Opera?”
 
   “No,” Vivian answers, but clarity seems to wash over her face. She stares at Hunt with wide eyes and a slack mouth, and then asks, “Did she?”
 
   “This is not up for discussion,” he states, clearly irritated by the choice in topic. I’m not too thrilled either. They must notice our discomfort because Keira blurts out, “Ah, that’s a total yes!”
 
   “Ladies,” Pierce, who has been quietly hanging in the background, finally interjects, “can we change the topic to something a bit more appealing, please?”
 
   That’s when Hunt’s phone goes off. It’s Banks’ ringtone. I remember those final moments with Hunt, waiting for news of Dante. I’ve come to dislike the sound of it.
 
   “Hunt,” he answers the call, “Talk to me, Banks.”
 
   He sits for a moment, listening attentively to every word as an array of expressions cross his face. For an instant, his eyes widen. “Hold on, Banks…I have to take this outside. If the food arrives before I get back, start without me.”
 
   “But,” I sputter out as he rises from his chair and kisses me atop my head.
 
   “I won’t be long,” he assures and walks out of sight and the restaurant. Right then, the food arrives and they dig in, but I wait. I’m too edgy to eat. I want to know what he’s talking about, whom he’s talking about. I can’t help but search for him through the crowd.
 
   “Ellie, dear,” Vivian says, grabbing my attention, “you have no need to worry. He’ll be back in a few moments.”
 
   Her words aren’t very comforting since I can spot the noticeable worry on her lovely, porcelain face. However, I comply, staring down at the tantalizing meal set before me. Hunt ordered my favorite, the almond breaded Alaskan halibut, drizzled with a tasty sauce, on a bed of barley and spring vegetables, arranged in a visually pleasing presentation of artisanship.
 
   I pick at my meal slowly, taking small bites to ensure I would have something on my plate when he comes back. I guess it’s the submissive in me, that part of me that desires to please him, to ensure he is taken care of before myself. I reach up and touch the cool metal of the collar securely clamped about my small neck…Then again, it’s also called being a loving girlfriend. 
 
    
 
   Twenty long minutes later, I am nearly finished with my fish and Hunt-less, sitting back in my chair with my wineglass firmly in hand. I can’t take it any longer.
 
   “Will you excuse me for a moment?” I stand up, and with determined purpose, I stride through the bistro and out the front doors. I don’t see Damian at first glance, but when I peek about the corner, I find him in the dark, leaning against the side of the building with one foot up on the wall. I don’t notice the cigarette in his hand until he lifts it to his lips and inhales deep, causing the cherry to glow. 
 
   “I didn’t know you smoke,” I state the obvious. 
 
   “I used to, not so much anymore.” He takes another drag.
 
   “Could’ve fooled me,” I retort and he gives me a not-now glare.
 
   “I only have one if I’m really stressed, which isn’t too often…Odd, considering my career is stress-based.”
 
   I suddenly feel emotionally drained, overwhelmed by the last few days, weeks, months. “Let me have a drag,” I say, walking over and leaning on the wall next to him. He elevates a brow and then hands it over.
 
   “I didn’t know you smoke,” he repeats back to me, smirking that lopsided grin. I roll my eyes at him and take a puff, sucking 
 
   in deep and holding it for an instant. 
 
   Holy shit. I forgot how good they could be, how mellow they make me feel. I take one more before handing it back to him.
 
   “Where did you get that anyway…? Do you have some secret stash hidden in your pockets?”
 
   “No, I bummed it off a guy walking his dog.”
 
   “Interesting choice in words,” I comment, taking the cig from between his scissored fingers and inhaling another long drag. 
 
   “What was your call about?” I don’t even try to dance around it.
 
   “There were company issues that needed my immediate attention.”
 
   “I think you’re not telling me something. You’re keeping things from me and I don’t like it. I wish you wouldn’t keep me in the dark.”
 
   “Gabrielle, it’s nothing that concerns you. I would inform you of anything you need to know. But, this isn’t one of those times. You have nothing to worry about.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   “Yes, I promise…Look,” he says, nodding his head toward Hyde St. I turn my head and spot the moon peeking through the cloud cover over the white Art Deco apartment building I once called home. Not any more, not since I found my home with Hunt…Right then, I come to a concrete decision.
 
   “Hunt?”
 
   “Yes,” he answers, with his head tilted against the wall, eyes closed, taking another draw off the cancer stick as Jules likes to call them.
 
   “I want to move my things out of my apartment, preferably, this week. I would like to have my personals with me…If Artemis really is my home now, it should have touches of me there, too. Don’t you think?”
 
   Hunt flicks our smoke into an ashtray I hadn’t noticed before. “I couldn’t agree more. I will send someone to pack everything up immediately.”
 
   He pulls two pieces of spearmint gum from his pocket, handing me one. I cram it in my mouth and chew stridently. I open my purse and grab a travel-size perfume bottle, spritzing it twice over me and then Hunt. 
 
   “How do I smell?” I ask, leaning into him.
 
   He traces his nose in the air about me. “You smell lovely as always. The breeze carried most of the scent away…I don’t want this to become a habit with you, understand?”
 
   “Do as I say, not as I do. Yeah, I got it.”
 
   “Smartass,” he murmurs and clasps my hand in his, guiding us back into the lively bistro.
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERELEVEN]Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Encounters
 
    
 
   We make it home around ten and head upstairs to undress and take a bath. We make it up to the top step when Banks steps out from Hunt’s study with a dour look on his face. He doesn’t have to say a word.
 
   I turn to Hunt beside me and say, “I’ll be in the bedroom.”
 
   I kiss him on the cheek and walk into our room, striding into the closet to change into a black silk robe. I strip down and throw on the silky garment then head into the bathroom to remove my make-up and toss my hair into a loose bun atop my head.
 
   Once I’m comfy, I turn off the lights using the touchscreen pad on the bedside table and lie across the mattress, curling up about a large, plush pillow. Before I know it, I’m fast asleep.
 
    
 
   I wake to the sound of running water and a bright light coming from the master bathroom. I stretch and yawn, rubbing my eyes until they adjust to the light. When they do, I spot Hunt’s massive, stark-naked form walk past the door and his clothes carelessly tossed on the floor leading to the bathroom. 
 
   I slide off the bed and stroll into the bathroom, losing my robe along the way. I step into the bathroom and find Hunt soaking in the sunken bath with his head resting on the edge and a washcloth over his eyes. 
 
   The jets are on, and the soothingly sweet scent of lavender and vanilla bath oil fills the air. I walk over to the wall near the tub where the touchscreen is placed and press the lighting setting, dimming them to an almost muted level. His eyes must be shut tight or he’s deep in thought because he doesn’t notice. I find a long lighter and a handful of candles on a shelf and set them about the edge of the tub, lighting them as I go. The gentle hum of the jets must camouflage the click of the lighter because, again, he doesn’t make a move. I walk over to the touchpad and punch in the music selection, finding my list of songs. I select Cat Power’s ‘The Greatest’. The gentle tune of a piano begins to play slowly, and a sorrowful female voice begins to coo. 
 
   Hunt reaches for the makeshift blindfold and pulls it off, staring at me with tired, tormented eyes, and I know what he needs…Me.
 
   I step into the tub and settle into the warm, bubbling water, dunking myself beneath its turbulent surface. I move toward him, rising between his legs and slithering my body up his until we’re face-to-face, nose-to-nose. He doesn’t say a word or move. He watches me with those emerald eyes, eyes that tell of the pain and secrets he keeps.
 
   He cradles me in his arms and shifts me onto his lap so I straddle him. His fingers dance up the sensitive flesh of my arm and shoulder to my neck. He has a tentative look in his eyes as he traces his digits over my forgotten collar. There’s something arousing in this simple act. I toss my arms about his neck and take his mouth onto mine with a fiery heat, smashing them together until they sting. His hand glides into my hair, pulling me away from him.
 
   “I don’t want to fuck you, Elle. I want to make love to you. Take me gently, angel.” I moan at his words and come back in a little too eagerly. “Gently,” he whispers, halting me for an instant before I place my lips tenderly on his. 
 
   I tease and pet him, kiss and lick him, gently coaxing his mouth open with my warm, pink tongue, meeting his in an oral waltz. Our hands lightly roam the others wet, aching body, exploring every inch of flesh not melded together in our electric fusion. 
 
   His lips trail away from mine to my neck, over my collar, and across my chest. He kisses his way down to my breasts, tracing the edge of my areola and taking the hard, pink nub into his hot, moist mouth. He suckles and flicks it with a tender touch, causing the same explosions of arousal deep within me as if he were working it over roughly, with that primal tenacity that drives me to a maddening state of ecstasy.
 
   I lift myself up and grasp him in my palm, aligning his throbbing head with my taut opening. His lips find mine once more, before I allow myself to sink onto him at an excruciatingly slow pace. He moans against my lips as I take every hard inch of him into me. We both whimper when I reach the base, taking a moment to feel our intimate connection.
 
   He shifts his hips, commencing our sluggish rhythm, holding me tight against him with one hand firmly grasping my wet strands and the other arm curled about the small of my back. He lifts me off him to the tip and allows the weight of my body to pull me back down to the root. 
 
   Our lips don’t break until he moves them down my chin, neck, over my shoulder, and across my chest, bathing me in sweet kisses.
 
   “You’re…so…beautiful…angel,” he utters between tender pecks. He moves his face into my hair. “You smell so good, Elle. I want to devour you.”
 
   “Oh god, yes,” I moan out when he thrusts just right. “Ahhh.”
 
   He quickens the pace slightly, when he feels me tense about him. Our wet bodies rub, and our breathing becomes harsh. I feel the warmth rise and my muscles tighten as the orgasm builds within me, driving me closer to the edge. He loops his fingers about the collar, between metal and flesh, grasping tightly as his orgasm takes over his trembling body. 
 
   “I love you, Elle,” he proclaims breathlessly, and it’s all it takes for me to topple over into the abyss.
 
   “Oh, Hunt…I love you!” I groan out as I cum hard, clenching up and then going limp in his arms.
 
   “That’s it,” he purrs, petting the back of my head while it rests heavily on his shoulder, still clinging to the symbol of submission. “Come for me, angel. Let it out.”
 
   I twitch and jolt in his arms as his liquid orgasm pours deep inside me. I’ve been thirsty for it, desperate for the comforting, healing satisfaction it brings.
 
   “I really missed you, Elle. I missed this, us,” he pants out, removing my collar and placing it aside. I lazily lift my head and he shifts some hair away from my eyes and caresses my cheek with the back of his hand. The look on his face is soft. 
 
   “I really missed us, too, Hunt. I was lost without you. I don’t think I realized how much I loved you until I didn’t have you anymore. I hadn’t realized how truly lucky I was to have a man who was willing to give up everything for me. I’m sorry I didn’t let you know then.”
 
   “Oh, Gabrielle, you did. I know…”
 
   “No, you don’t…I love you, Damian Nathaniel Hunt. I never want to be without you again, ever.”
 
   He smiles the softest crooked smirk. His eyes are bright and fixed on mine. 
 
   “I love you, Gabrielle Sophia Hyde, and I always will.”
 
   We talk late into the night before falling asleep in each other’s arms.
 
    
 
   I awaken with a sharp pain in my heart and panic rising in my throat. I’m depressed. I’m scared. I’m confused. But, it all ceases an instant later when Hunt’s gentle breath blows across my face, reminding me that I’m back at The Artemis with him. He’s lying on his side with an arm flung over my waist, mouth slack, and face peaceful. I watch him for a moment, admiring how beautiful he really is. 
 
   I’m thanking the heavens for having him back in my life when his eyes open, awake, alert. It startles me, as if I’ve been caught. A smile creeps across his lips, pleased by my reaction to him, to his presence, to his all-knowing gaze. 
 
   “Good morning, Hyde. Did you sleep well?” The cocky grin on his face makes me want to poke him in the gut, but I know I would just end up with a sore finger and perhaps a tender rump. 
 
   “Yes, thank you, Hunt. You?” I ask with a tilted brow and a suspicious tone. He laughs uproariously, rolling onto his back with his hand over his youthful face. “Jerk!”
 
   He stops laughing and stares at me, startled for a second, then notices my smile.
 
   “Jerk, am I?” He gets that mischievous gleam in his eye and I gasp. His hands go flying at my sides, and his fingers attack, tickling and gently poking. 
 
   “No, stop!” I yelp, squirming and attempting to shove him away. He laughs at my pleas, going in for my neck with his mouth, nibbling and licking. I try to tuck my neck into my shoulders, but it’s useless. “Mercy! Mercy! I give up!”
 
   He ceases, lifting his face up to stare down at me. The satisfied smirk on his face is really endearing and annoying at the same time. 
 
   “You just love torturing me, don’t you? You just love watching me beg for mercy.” I tease with a mock angry face.
 
   “You have no idea,” he retorts with his cocky smirk firmly in place.
 
   “Oh, I think I do.”
 
   “You look very beautiful in the morning, your eyes heavy with sleep, and a fresh glow in your skin. You are quite simply the most exquisite thing I’ve ever possessed.”
 
   “You always know just what to say.” I smile up at him, and he comes down on my lips, kissing me until I become drunk on him. 
 
    
 
   It’s my first day back at work since…We’re silently riding the private elevator up to my floor. I’m terrified out of my mind because I know I’ll have to confront Chase today. 
 
   “Will you have lunch with me today?”
 
   I want to tell him I can’t, but we’ve been apart for so long, and I’m already dreading leaving him.
 
   “Yes,” I reply, gazing up at him, “I would love to.”
 
   I notice we’re about to hit my floor and pucker my lips, seeking a last kiss. He grabs me and pulls me into him, mashing his mouth onto mine. He takes it with a vengeance and doesn’t stop when the door opens for my office.
 
   Fuck it. 
 
   I kiss him back with the same desperation and need, feeding his desire. We break but cling to one another, breathless and wanting. We glance into the front lobby of View, and there, waiting at the elevator is Olivia, stunned and furious. I spot Kat grinning stupidly at me from behind her desk.
 
   I look up at Hunt, unsure of what to do. He just stares her down with a look of contempt that causes me to shiver in his warm embrace, catching his attention. 
 
   “Olivia,” he greets her coldly.
 
   The look of rage on her face seems to subside as she remembers her current standing with the Montgomery’s and Hunt. 
 
   “Damian,” she replies with a small voice.
 
   “That’s more like it,” he snarls, glaring at her, but quickly changes his tone to nearly a gentle whisper when he looks back at me to say, “Come, angel. I’ll walk you to your office.”
 
   He snatches my hand, yanks me out of the elevator, and heads back into the main office space. I stare at Kat and call out as he pulls me back, “We’ll talk in a bit.”
 
   “Ok, darlin’!” she calls back.
 
   We walk through the office, me skipping to keep up as usual, and zip past Chase’s office. It’s so rapid; I can’t even glance in to see if he’s there. Though, knowing Hunt, he probably fired him already. 
 
   We make it to my office in the back, just under Hunt’s, and he escorts me inside, shutting the door behind us. “Will you be alright, Gabrielle? You don’t have to come back to work just yet. I can set you up at The Artemis and you may work from there if it would make you more comfortable.”
 
   “No, it’s a lovely offer, but I miss the interaction with people, and it will keep my mind occupied. Plus, you’re here. I want to be close to you.”
 
   “Let me rephrase that, I can set us up back at The Artemis, and we’ll come back to the office later, when you’re ready.”
 
   “I’m ready now. Besides, do you think we would get any work done if we were together?”
 
   A lopsided smirk crooks the corner of his mouth up. “No, probably not…Good point.”
 
   “Look, if I can’t handle the whole day, I will let you know. Okay?”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   “Yes, I promise.”
 
   “Excellent. I’ll see you at lunch, then?”
 
   “Yes, lunch, you and me.”
 
   He kisses me one more time before exiting and disappearing into the hustling flow of people rushing about the office. I already miss him.
 
    
 
   An hour later, I’m at my desk going over spreads, when I hear a light rapping at the door. I look up hoping to find Hunt, unable to stay away from me for another moment, but, instead, I find Chase with two coffees and a chocolate croissant in hand.
 
   I stare at him for a moment like a deer in headlights, too stunned to say anything.
 
   “May I come in, Ellie?”
 
   “If you must,” I retort, finally mustering up the nerve to speak. He steps inside and shuts the door behind him. 
 
   “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” I ask with a tone.
 
   “Gabrielle, I’m sorry. I’m sorry that I ever made a move. I’m sorry that I took advantage of your situation. It wasn’t my intention. You must know I would never do anything to purposely hurt you, but I love you, and I couldn’t take not having you for another second…”
 
   “Whoa, hold on. Take a breath and have a seat. Let’s take it one sentence at time. You’re making me dizzy.” I place my hands at my temples and he laughs, taking a seat.
 
   “Oh lord, I missed you, Ellie,” he confesses with a huge, teeth-bearing grin, but it fades when he pleads, “Please say you forgive me. I can take you not loving me back, but I can’t take not having you in my life. You’re my best friend, Ellie girl.”
 
   “Of course I forgive you,” I sigh out, leaning back in my chair. “I don’t want you out of my life, Chase…Besides, you aren’t totally to blame. I kissed you back. I invited it. I led you on…”
 
   I move back in, taking his hands on the desk in mine. “I suppose there will always be a part of me that loves you as more than a friend, but it’s because you were my first real boyfriend, and you were an amazing one at that. However, I’ve come to depend on you as a friend, a brother. We’re soul mates, Chase, just not the lover kind. Can you understand that? Could you truly be okay with that?”
 
   He clenches my hands in his and stares at me with those pleading topaz eyes. “Yes, Ellie, I miss you. I want my best friend back.”
 
   I feel tears burning my eyes, and I jump up, meeting him around the desk for a long, tight embrace. 
 
   “Thank you,” I murmur from his chest.
 
   “For what, doll?”
 
   “Thank you for telling Hunt, for being my friend when I needed one most, for protecting me when no one else would. Thank you for being my rock for all these years.”
 
   “I’ll always be your rock, Ellie. I’ll never let you down again…ever.” He holds me tighter and sways us back and forth, rubbing my back until my tears subside. 
 
   We split and smile at one another fondly. “I’m so glad we’re friends again. I’ve missed you so much, and there’s so much to tell you.”
 
   “Want to grab a drink after work?” I shoot him a look. “Oh, come on, Ellie. I won’t try anything. I already promised you I wouldn’t.”
 
   I shrug and nod my head. “I think we can grab a drink. Where should we go?”
 
   “What about our regular spot?” He grabs my coffee and my chocolaty treat off the desk, handing them to me. “I could drop you off at home after.”
 
   “Yeah…” I utter, taking them happily. “I don’t live there anymore. I gave it to Maya. I mean, it’s still mine, but I won’t be living there anymore.” 
 
   The expression on his face speaks volumes. “Oh.” The disappointment in his voice kills me.
 
   “Chase, I thought we were moving past all this.” I shoot him a do-we-have-to-go-through-this-again look
 
   “Uh, no, it’s not that, doll. If you’re living with him, things will change. We won’t be able to hang out or go places like we used to.”
 
   “Who the hell says?”
 
   “Come on, Ellie. Damian hates me. He will never let you spend time with me, especially, alone.”
 
   “Let me?” I ask, annoyed. “He doesn’t let me do anything. I decide what I do and who I see.”
 
   “But, I thought he was your Master or whatever.” He emphasizes ‘whatever’ with a sweeping hand gesture.
 
   I blush; suddenly shy about the details I divulged to him. “Yes, he is, but it isn’t like that. I’m not his slave.”
 
   “But, you believe he’ll be okay with it?” he asks with genuinely concerned expression. He’s never cared about Hunt’s opinion before.
 
   “Well, he won’t be thrilled, but he’ll get over it.”
 
   “So, drinks, then?” he inquires with a face-splitting grin and his amber eyes lit with joy.
 
   “Yeah, sounds great. I’ll meet you up at your office after work.”
 
   “Oh, so, he didn’t tell you.”
 
   “Tell me what?” I ask with a searching look.
 
   “He promoted me. I took over your work while you were gone…My office is right next to yours.”
 
   “He promoted you?” I hear the astonishment in my voice.
 
   “Yeah, when I came back after the funeral, there was a note informing me of my new position, etc.,” he explains.
 
   “Wow…I mean, wow.” I don’t know what to say. I’m speechless.
 
   “Yeah, well, I better get back to it.” He gestures his thumb at the door behind him. “I’ll come to your office at five.”
 
   “Alright, see you then.” I wave him off.
 
    
 
   At eleven-fifty, I finish-up my morning projects and gather my things. I’m walking out of my office when I receive a text from Hunt. 
 
    
 
   To: Elle
 
   From: Hunt
 
    
 
   EMERGENCY MEETING. WILL CALL AFTER.
 
    
 
   Received: 
 
   Mon. May 12, 2014 11:54AM
 
    
 
   Emergency meeting? Whenever he uses emergency, I know it’s not good. The question is with whom is this emergency meeting? Olivia? No, I don’t think he would blow me off for her. Vanessa? With her sudden appearance in his life, I wouldn’t be surprised. Marlena? She has yet to make her presence known to me.
 
   I find myself becoming aggravated with all of his secretive behavior and shady phone calls. I’m tired of being kept in the dark. I can’t take it anymore. I won’t.
 
   I leave my things at my desk and march toward the front lobby where I find Banks waiting for me.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I ask with a slight attitude then catch myself. “I’m sorry, Liam. I’m just on edge…What can I do for you?”
 
   “Mr. Hunt asked me to bring lunch to you and Mr. Cahill.”
 
   “How did he…? Never mind. I don’t want to know. I won’t need it, but I’m sure Chase would really appreciate it. I believe you know where his office is located.”
 
   I don’t wait for him to respond. I walk past him and into the elevator as someone gets off. It takes only a few seconds to make it up to his office. I walk into the main lobby and the receptionist isn’t at her post. I take the opportunity to sneak in and past the countless rows of desks until I arrive at his private reception area where his personal assistant, Rebecca, is banging away at her computer. She looks up from her work, a confused look springing onto her face and her mouth flopping open. 
 
   “Miss Hyde? Is Mr. Hunt expecting you?”
 
   “No,” I reply as I stride toward his door. “I hope this doesn’t get you in trouble.”
 
   I open it up and step through, ready to rip him a new one. I stomp inside, but I’m halted in my tracks by the devastatingly handsome man with Hunt, lounging in his sitting area. This is not what I was expecting.
 
   They stare at me, confounded by the red-faced blonde who just came bursting into their meeting. “Gabrielle? What’s wrong, angel?” 
 
   “I…uh, I…I’m sorry,” I sputter out, spinning around to make my escape, but I’m stopped by Damian’s hand about my waist. He turns me about, but I keep my head down, too ashamed to stare into those eyes, those drop-me-to-my-knees eyes. 
 
   He scoops his finger under my chin, forcing my face up to his. “Elle, are you alright? Did Olivia do something?”
 
   “No,” I whisper.
 
   “Then what’s the matter, baby? Why do you look so upset?” he inquires with a tender voice, concerned by my erratic behavior.
 
   “I…I thought you blew me off to have lunch with…” I can’t even finish the sentence. I’m so fucking embarrassed by my overreaction and jealousy. I just want to run out of here. 
 
   “I see. Well, since you’re here, I would like to introduce you to someone.” He places his hand firmly on my back and guides me over to the stunning mystery man. “Gabrielle, this is my friend from Philadelphia, Alexander Drake. Drake, this is my Elle.”
 
   He holds his hand out to me, taking mine into his. He’s tall, has a lean, muscular build, with slim features, intense brown eyes, and chestnut hair. He could go toe-to-toe against Hunt in the looks department. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Drake.”
 
   “The pleasure is all mine, Gabrielle. Please, call me Alexander. I’ve heard so much about you, I feel as if we are already good friends.” 
 
   Oh god, what did he tell him about me? 
 
   “All good things,” he answers my unasked question.
 
   Weird. Like Hunt. 
 
   Then, it hits me. I know they share more in common than just hefty bank accounts. It’s visible by his body language, his presence. He is a Dom.
 
   “Do you share any other interests with my Hunt?” He smiles a kinked smirk, and I feel flushed suddenly. 
 
   “That we do, Gabrielle.” He’s still holding my hand when Damian clears his throat, grabbing our attention. Our hands fall to our sides.
 
   “I’m sorry for barging in on your meeting. I…”
 
   “It’s perfectly fine with me…Would you care to join us?” Alexander offers, gesturing a hand over to their spread. “There’s more than enough food.”
 
   I glance over at Hunt to gauge his reaction. He has a ghost of a smile on his lips. “Our guest asked you a question, Gabrielle. Don’t be rude.”
 
   “Are you sure I wouldn’t be intruding?”
 
   “No, not at all. Please, join us.”
 
   “I will. Thank you.”
 
   Hunt offers me an arm and guides me over to the couch, setting me up with a plate of salmon and a mixed salad. I eat while they chat about business, family, me. Hunt practically gushes over me.
 
   Finally, after a short while, Alexander says, “Hunt tells me you weren’t a sub before you met him.”
 
   I swallow down the lump in my throat. “I’m sorry?”
 
   “You’ll have to excuse Drake, he tends to be…blunt.”
 
   “Forgive me if you feel I overstepped some boundary…You don’t have to answer anything you feel inappropriate.” 
 
   Jesus. Hunt squared.
 
   “No, I mean…We all know we partake in this lifestyle…No, I was never in a true Dom/sub relationship.”
 
   “True?” he asks with a bewildered look.
 
   “It’s hard to explain, and I would prefer we not talk about it.”
 
   “Understood,” he says with a nod. And, there is something that tells me that he does understand. “How are you enjoying the new position?”
 
   I choke on a piece of fish and reach for a glass of iced tea on the table in front of me. 
 
   “Gabrielle, are you alright?” Hunt asks, inching up off his seat, but I hold my hand up to stop him and swallow down the dislodged morsel. My face is red, and my eyes are watery. When I catch my breath, I ask in a squeaky voice, “New position?” 
 
   Hunt and Alexander laugh.
 
   “With the magazine,” Our stunning guest clarifies.
 
   “Oh, ah, I love it. I’m just getting back after dealing with personal issues, but I’m ready to jump back in…What is it you do…? When you’re not disciplining your subs,” I ask with a challenging tone, and it seems to jolt him for a moment.
 
   “Damian,” he says, still staring at me, “you certainly found a feisty one.”
 
   “Forgive me,” I interrupt, “if you feel I overstepped some boundary.”
 
   He laughs, laughs good and hard, his head rolling back, mouth wide open. Once he regains his control, he replies, “When I’m not disciplining my sub, I am running my advertising and marketing agency.”
 
   “Come now, Drake. There’s no need to be so humble…Alexander is the co-owner of the most successful advertising and marketing agency in the US. They just bought out their biggest competitor in a multi-million dollar deal.”
 
   “Oh, lord, another billionaire.” I say teasingly, rolling my eyes.
 
   Alexander chortles a few times, shaking his head. “No, actually, we don’t all have ridiculously big piggybanks like my friend here.” He nods over to Hunt, smirking at him. “But, I live a very comfortable life. I have no complaints.”
 
   “Oh, good, so not another typical, Dominant billionaire…I was starting to think they produce you in a factory somewhere.”
 
   They shoot each other side-glances with amused, lopsided grins firmly planted on their smug faces. 
 
    
 
   After about ten more minutes of light chatting, Alexander rises and announces, “I should be off. I have others I must drop in on for a visit, but I’ll be in town for a few more days. I’ll call you and see about a round of golf.” 
 
   Hunt stands, holding out his hand. 
 
   “Sounds like a plan,” he replies, taking his hand and giving it a firm shake. 
 
   Crap. Hunt and I alone, this could go one of two ways, but only one option leaves my rump red and raw.
 
   Alexander walks over to me and offers me a hand, lifting me up off the couch. He holds it in a kind, gentle embrace and says, “It was truly a pleasure to meet you, Gabrielle. You are a delight.”
 
   I smile up at him and retort, “You’re too kind…really.”
 
   He chuckles once more before Hunt walks him to the door and sees him out. He shuts it behind Alexander, standing there for a few agonizingly long moments with his back to me. 
 
   Yipe!
 
   I watch him with that familiar fear rising up my throat, clamping it shut. 
 
   Get a hold of yourself!
 
   Finally, he turns to me, but not all at once. First, his head slowly shifts until his dark eyes are focused on me then his whole body follows suit. He strides over to me with elongated steps, with determined purpose. My body tightens, preparing itself for impact. However, it’s not what I expected. 
 
   He lifts me up into his arms and slams his mouth onto mine. It takes me some time to realize what’s occurring, but when I do, I fling my arms about his neck and kiss him back with the same smoldering desire.
 
   When we part, I’m woozy and breathless, I feel as if I might actually faint. He keeps me in his arms, staring down at me with searching eyes and a heaving chest. “I missed you so fucking much, angelface.”
 
   “You’re...you’re not mad?”
 
   “I’ll admit, at first, yes, I was. Actually, I was more hurt than anything else, but you were very charming, and I’ve been dying to be with you ever since I left you at your office. I don’t want to waste what little time we have disciplining you…Who did you think was up here, and why?”
 
   “I thought you were up here with Marlena or…Vanessa. As far as why I believed it was either of them, your use of the word emergency in your text.”
 
   He gives me a bewildered look, eyebrows creased. “Why do you think it would be them by my use of that word?”
 
   “You’ve referred to me as an emergency. You’ve referred to 
 
   Marlena as an emergency. What am I to expect when you use that word in reference to women?”
 
   “Hmmm. Yes, I can see how you might come to believe that’s the meaning of that word, but it’s not. I use it when there is something I must attend to immediately. There is no double meaning in the word.”
 
   “Well, why are you so secretive? I mean, you’ve opened up more, but you’ve also been really sneaky lately. You’ve always been guarded when it comes to your past and the women in your life. It makes me feel insecure, and I don’t do insecure, Damian.”
 
   “Oh, Elle, I would never purposely attempt to make you feel insecure about yourself. You know that, don’t you? I’ve only ever tried to build you up and help you see yourself for what you are…Everything. You are everything to me.”
 
   “You’re right. I can’t read into everything you do as you betraying me. That shows a lack of trust, and I do trust you. You have never made me feel anything less than wanted and loved.”
 
   “You know you never have to apologize for your feelings or insecurities, Elle. I realize we have much work to do on how you see yourself.” He places his large hand over the side of my face, rubbing the apple of my cheek with his thumb. “You are loved, angel, and very wanted.”
 
   He leans in and kisses my forehead, lingering there. I shut my eyes and let out a mixed breath/sigh as I relax in his arms. “I love you, Damian. More than I can express.”
 
   We hold one another for a while, with his defined cheek atop my head resting on his chest. 
 
   “So,” he finally speaks, “have you kissed and made up with Mr. Cahill yet?”
 
   I hear the teasing tone in his voice. I push myself away from him and spot his shit-faced grin. 
 
   “You jerk!” I firmly smack him on the peck and he laughs boisterously. “Not funny.” I mockingly pout.
 
   “Yes, it was,” he chuckles out, and I smirk, shaking my head at him.
 
   “No, it wasn’t,” I giggle. “And, yes, we did. Thank you for sending us lunch…Though, it was a bit presumptuous of you.”
 
   “How so…? I knew you would eventually run into him and want to talk. How could you not? He’s your best friend, Elle. I know how much he means to you.”
 
   “Suddenly, you like him? You must since you had him keep track of me while I was staying at my par…my mother’s home.”
 
   “I beg your pardon…Who…?” 
 
   A sense of clarity comes over him. 
 
   “Aubrey,” he murmurs with annoyance under his breath. 
 
   “Yes, when we were at Pure, she told me how you had Banks follow me before that as well.”
 
   “What else did my dear little sister tell you?” He seems to be gritting his teeth a bit, aggravated.
 
   “She told me about you coming to them for emotional support after I left, how you informed them of what went down with Olivia and Dante…Do you know where he is…? Do you have any new information?”
 
   “No, please, drop it,” he snaps, and it takes me aback. 
 
   “You do know something, don’t you? What aren’t you telling me? Is he the reason Banks always has ‘important’ information for you or you receive all these odd phone calls?”
 
   “Gabrielle, it wasn’t a request, it was an order…Drop it.”
 
   He releases me and takes a large step back. The look in his eyes is terrifying. However, it’s not the unsettling stare that scares the shit out of me, but what’s behind it. The realization that I’m right petrifies me. He wouldn’t be this upset if it weren’t true. 
 
   “I better get back to work,” I mumble, but I have no plans of dropping it. In fact, I may have to look into this myself. I’ll just need the right time to do some investigating in his study at home. If I were him, my personal office is just where I would keep any information about Dante. “I’m grabbing drinks with Chase after work. I’ll meet you at home later.”
 
   I start to walk away, but he clasps my hand. “I don’t like the idea of you out and about at this time, much less with Chase when alcohol is involved.”
 
   I give him an are-you-serious look. 
 
   “Hunt, it’s alright. He won’t do anything. He promised. Plus, he can take care of me if Dante decides to make himself known.”
 
   “No, I would rather you drink at home…You can invite him over for dinner and a few drinks.”
 
   “You’re joking, right? You want Chase in your home, for dinner?”
 
   “It’s better than having you unsafe and vulnerable.”
 
   “I…” I want to argue, but I won’t. I need to choose my battles wisely. “I think that would be lovely. But, please, behave yourself.”
 
   “Gabrielle, I’m not an animal. I know how to entertain a guest. You just worry about enjoying yourself.” I kiss him on the cheek and make my way out. “Just not too much,” he calls out in a joking tone. 
 
   I open the door and turn back to him, sticking my tongue out and crinkling my nose in an infantile gesture to his teasing remark. I slip out of his office to the sound of his loud, deep laughing. 
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERTWELVE]Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Blindsided
 
    
 
   We ride the elevator up to the penthouse at around five forty-five, as I stand silently between them. We’re all quiet. The air is thick and hot from the discomfort of having them in such close quarters. I’m starting to regret my decision to have Chase over for dinner.
 
   When the doors slide open, I can’t jump out quick enough. I take a deep breath and my body deflates from its tense state. 
 
   “Why don’t you go put something comfortable on while I make our guest a drink,” Hunt suggests. 
 
   I turn back to them and they appear edgy. I don’t like the idea of leaving them alone together, but I head upstairs to change anyway. I just have to get out of my work clothes.
 
    
 
   Fifteen minutes later, I walk back downstairs dressed in a long sleeved, form-fitting button-up with worn jeans and no shoes. I can hear Hunt and Chase in the kitchen, speaking in low voices. As I walk nearer, I begin to make out what they’re saying. 
 
   “So, she doesn’t know?” Chase asks.
 
   “No, I haven’t been able to bring myself to tell her about it. I don’t want her to worry about it more than she has to, you know?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess you’re right. But, you’ll have to eventually.”
 
   “I know,” Hunt sighs. “I’m not looking forward to that conversation.”
 
   Chase lets out a single burst of laughter. “I wouldn’t either…Fuck, that’s some messed up shit, Hunt.”
 
   I hear the clink of a glass cup placed on the counter. “You’re telling me. I don’t feel out-of-control or unsure often, but this has me fucking puzzled. The only other time in recent history was when Elle left me.” There’s raw pain in Hunt’s voice, and my heart breaks a little. 
 
   “That had to have been hard. It fucking killed me when she left me.” He clears his throat. “Except, she came back to you…It’s you, Hunt. You’re the one she wants. I never had a chance in hell.”
 
   I push the door open enough to catch a sliver of two large backs.
 
   “Thank you, Cahill,” Hunt says, genuine in tone, and pats him on the back with a few loud slaps. “That actually means a great deal to me. But, I think there is enough room in Elle’s life for both of us. Besides, I need you to keep an extra close eye on her while we’re dealing with the situation. If anything happens to her…”
 
   “Hey,” Chase interrupts firmly. “Nothing’s going to happen to Ellie. We’ll keep her safe at whatever the cost.”
 
   “How the fuck am I going to expose her to this?” He sounds emotionally defeated.
 
   “You’ll find a way, man. You always do, right?”
 
   Then, I hear something more shocking than this conversation, they laugh. They laugh hard and long to this almost inside joke. It’s the perfect time to make myself known. I step through the door, smiling from ear-to-ear, attempting to keep them off my trail. 
 
   “Well, hello, boys…It’s good to see you’re getting along. What’s so funny?”
 
   The sobered look on their faces is hilarious, as they look at one another, trying to communicate with stares. “Chase is quite funny. He was telling me a joke I would prefer not to repeat in the presence of a lady.”
 
   “What lady? I don’t see any ladies here,” Chase utters under his breath, with a shit-eating grin firmly planted on his face.
 
   “Really? Because I’m looking at one right now,” I retort and the grin washes from his face. Hunt chuckles, taking a sip of the golden liquor in a crystal whiskey glass. When Chase gives him a look, he shrugs. 
 
   “So, who do I have to fuck to get a drink around here?” I smirk.
 
   “There she is…There’s the Ellie I missed,” Chase says, and just then, the sound of the elevator doors opening, quiets us. I stare at them, terrified. 
 
   “Damian,” I murmur. 
 
   “D?! Ellie?!” Maya’s panicked voice calls out, and we tense further, alarmed by her tone.
 
   “In here,” Hunt calls out to her. She pops in an instant later, only to halt in her tracks at the first glance of Chase.
 
   “Oh, I didn’t know you had company,” she mumbles and gawks for a moment. She comes out of her trance and stares at me. “I need to speak with the both of you.”
 
   “Sure, what is it, Maya?” Hunt inquires, worried, joining me by her side. 
 
   “What’s wrong, Maya? I can tell something is off,” I state, wrapping my arm about her shoulder.
 
   “Yeah, well, you’re right.” 
 
   “You aren’t pregnant, are you?” I blurt without thinking and notice the look of panic on Chase’s face.
 
   “No, of course not. When I came home from work today, I found the door open and the apartment turned upside down. Someone broke in.” 
 
   “Oh, my god! Maya, are you okay? Did you go inside? What if the burglar had still been there?”
 
   Hunt pours her a glass of golden liquor and hands it over. She clasps onto it with her still trembling hand.
 
   “I only peeked in from the hallway. Once I realized they might still be there, I quietly walked back to the elevator and came here.”
 
   “Did you call the police?” Hunt asks. I can hear a slight quiver in his voice.
 
   “No, I panicked. I didn’t know what to do, so I came here…It was strange though. I know I set the alarm and locked the door when I left for work this morning, but it didn’t look like they had a hard time getting in and the alarm was off when I arrived.”
 
   Fuck! Dante. It must’ve been Dante.
 
   I shoot Hunt a look and he returns it with a nod of the head.
 
   “Maya, we can’t call the cops, okay? You have to trust me on this,” Hunt asks of her.
 
   “Ok, I won’t,” she replies with uncertainty.
 
   Damian turns to Chase and says, “I want to go check the situation out. Will you accompany Banks and me?”
 
   “Sure, I will.”
 
   “Excellent.” Hunt turns back to us. “I want you girls to stay here. It isn’t safe for you two.”
 
   “I don’t want to stay here,” I softly argue.
 
   “Gabrielle, this is not the time to question me or my decisions, is that clear?”
 
   “What if he comes here? What if he’s just trying to get you there so he can get in here without you around?”
 
   “I told you, Elle, there is 24 hour security on this place.”
 
   “But, what if he figures a way around them? Don’t you think I would be safer with you and Banks?”
 
   That does it.
 
   “Yes, I do…Alright, but you will listen to me, understood?”
 
   “Yes,” I reply.
 
   “Both of you,” he says sternly, looking in Maya’s direction.
 
   “Yes, I promise.” 
 
    
 
   Maya and I were instructed to wait in Hunt’s locked Land Rover while they inspect the damage. They only agreed to allow us into the apartment because we convinced them that we would spot what was stolen. 
 
   So, here we sit, waiting for the call from Hunt, letting us know it’s clear and safe to come up. Banks accompanied them, gun ready. Maya has her head lying on my shoulder as I cradle her in my arms. 
 
   “Ellie?”
 
   “Yeah, sweetie?” I nuzzle my head on her head, trying to comfort her, but I’m panicked out of my mind. I know that they are safe together, but it still terrifies me to think about what might happen if Dante is up there. 
 
   “What’s going on? Why didn’t Damian want us to call the cops?”
 
   “We can’t,” I reply simply. 
 
   “Why can’t we?” she asks, lifting her head from my shoulder with a perplexed stare.
 
   “Do you remember what I told you about Dante, Hunt’s brother?” I don’t want to give her all the details because I don’t want her to tell my mother.
 
   “Yeah, of course, but why would they be looking for him at our apartment? Why do they believe he was the one to rob our place? What’s going on, Ellie?”
 
   She’s so damn inquisitive. I sigh. “They believe he’s still stalking me. They think this is his work.”
 
   “Why do you think he came after you to begin with?”
 
   “He said I got in the way of him and someone else, but I think there’s another reason that I’m missing. I know Hunt knows information about his whereabouts or something, but his lips are sealed…for now.”
 
   Just then, my cell goes off. I answer it and Hunt gives me the okay to come up. By the time we exit the warmth of the car, Banks is waiting for us on the curb.
 
   “What did you find, Liam?”
 
   “I think you should see for yourself, Gabrielle.” I hear the concern in his voice, genuine concern for my well-being and it warms my heart.
 
   We make it up to my floor and head down the hall to my place at the end. I haven’t been here in forever. It’s weird. 
 
   The door is cracked open, and Banks pushes on it, swinging it wide. The disaster that lies before me is heart-wrenching. The furniture is flipped over, paintings are slashed and torn off the walls, and drawers are ripped out and tossed across the floor.
 
   My room isn’t much better, clothes everywhere, dressers toppled-over, bed in a messy heap. They left nothing untouched. I feel violated. 
 
   Hunt walks into my room as I stand in the middle of the mess, shocked into silence.
 
   “Your sister’s room is…” Hunt begins to say something, but trails off. I rush past him, down the hall to Maya’s room, and shove the door open. Her room is pristine, eerily so, as if it had never been lived in.
 
   Dante.
 
   I feel it in my gut and fall to my knees, defeated. I gaze blankly out into nothingness as his name rushes through my head over and over. His icy eyes pierce my skull, and the feel of his hand around my neck suddenly overwhelms me. I can’t breathe. I can’t…
 
   “Ahhhhhhhh!” A blood-curdling scream erupts from my lips and hot tears stream from my stinging eyes. 
 
   Damian’s beside me a split-second later, holding me in his arms and petting my hair as he rocks me. I can’t take all the secrets and threats. I can’t take this anymore. 
 
   “It’s Dante, isn’t it, Hunt? He won’t give up until he’s gotten his way.”
 
   “We don’t know that, Elle…Just relax. I’ll take care of everything.”
 
   “Why won’t you tell me anything?” I’m panicking. I can feel the dread rise in my chest.
 
   “We don’t know anything, Gabrielle. Please, try to relax.”
 
   How can I relax? How can I do anything but panic about this? 
 
   I begin to cry hysterically, choking on my tears. The room is spinning. My heart is beating rapidly, pounding into my chest plate. I can’t breathe.
 
   “Ellie, it’s okay. You’re going to be okay. Breathe, Ellie, breathe,” Maya says softly, kneeling in front of me.
 
   “No, no…” I sputter out repeatedly. “He won’t stop…He won’t stop.”
 
   Hunt holds me tighter in his arms, kneeling behind me, swaying me back and forth. I try to push him away, but he only squeezes tighter. 
 
   “Please, let me go,” I plead, twisting and shoving at his chest. 
 
   “No, angel, you’re okay. Shhhh…You’re going to be okay,” he assures, shifting me into his lap and cradling me in his arms like a baby. “Liam, get me a glass of water and the bottle. Maya, grab my coat off your bed. NOW! Go, both of you, hurry.”
 
   The next thing I know, Hunt cocoons me in his long, wool coat and attempts to shove something into my mouth.
 
   “No!” I cry, grabbing his wrist and pushing his hand away. “Leave me alone, Damian.”
 
   “Come on, angel, take this for me.” When I open my mouth to protest, he pops it in and pours some water after it, forcing the mystery object down my throat. “That’s my girl.” 
 
   I continue to cry and squirm in his arms, but he just holds me closer, refusing to let me go. I fight until I can’t fight any longer. I don’t know how much time has passed, but I feel myself calm, my worries slip away as if I don’t have a care in the world. I feel…good.
 
   Suddenly, I go limp in his arms, and my eyelids and limbs feel like they’re made of lead. I look up at Hunt as I drift out of consciousness and he’s smiling down at me, but his eyes show his alarm. He looks away from me, at whom, I’m unsure, and says, “We need to get her…” 
 
   His words cut off as I sink into darkness.
 
    
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERTHIRTEEN]Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Take Me Away
 
    
 
   I wake up with the cool night breeze wafting in my face, and the gentle serenade of a woman’s voice caressing my ears. I ponder the name of the song, attempting to mentally grasp onto something factual as I come out of my confusing, sleepy haze.
 
   Ivy’s, ‘Edge of the Ocean’! 
 
   My eyes flutter open, finding Damian in the driver’s seat of his classic Porsche 550 Spyder, with the soft glow of the dashboard lights etching his face as he concentrates on the road ahead, driving us to god-knows-where. 
 
   Even though it’s quite chilly out, I’m warm, and I realize I’m wearing Hunt’s wool coat. I sit up and scan our surroundings, but instead of charming Victorians and tall city buildings, I find only blackness around us. The only light comes from the car’s headlights but they only go so far, and I can’t make out much in front of us either.
 
   Suddenly, the moon comes out from behind a cloud, its blue glow reflecting off the dark waters of the Pacific. 
 
   “Well, look who’s up,” Hunt purrs. “Did you have a good rest?”
 
   “Yes, I suppose,” I reply with a sleep-hazed voice. “Where are we?”
 
   “We’re headed up the coast to this little B&B I go to when I need to get away for a few days.” 
 
   “Where are Maya and Chase?” I ask, feeling foggy and a bit weak.
 
   “Maya and Chase are back at The Artemis with Banks. I invited Maya to stay there and Chase to keep her company. I didn’t think it was a good time for her to be alone.”
 
   “You did?” I ask with a softhearted tone, pleased with his concern for my sister. “That’s really sweet of you, Hunt.”
 
   “It was nothing, really. I know how much she means to you, which means she’s important to me. When I said I want to take care of you, I meant everything about you and your life.”
 
   “So, what happened to me?” I inquire, attempting to put the pieces together in my head.
 
   “You had a panic attack, Gabrielle. I had Banks sedate you for your own safety.”
 
   “You drugged me?” The shock and rage in my voice is evident.
 
   “I wouldn’t quite put it that way, but yes, I had you drugged. I didn’t have a choice. You were terrified and crying to the point you couldn’t breathe. I tried to calm you down, we all did, but we just couldn’t get through to you. You weren’t yourself, Elle, and it petrified me. I didn’t know what else to do.”
 
   I just sit there, unsure of how to feel about this, tranquilized like some animal gone mad. I remain quiet, lost in my head until Hunt places his hand on my thigh, grabbing my attention.
 
   “I don’t like this. I don’t like that you had me sedated. It’s just too fucking far. It’s weird, Damian. It’s overstepping a boundary. I don’t want you to do it again. I’m not asking you, Damian, I’m telling you. It’s a hard limit.”
 
   “I did it for your benefit, Gabrielle, and as I know it won’t be the last time you have an attack, that’s not something I can guarantee.”
 
   I open my mouth to argue with him, but he shoots me a look that tells me he is not to be tested. I cross my arms and huff, turning to look out at the blackness. We don’t say another word the rest of the ride up.
 
    
 
   Hunt
 
    
 
   We arrive at Beverly’s B&B around midnight, after a long, quiet ride. I tried to hold her hand, but she pulled it away. It killed me, and I didn’t try again. 
 
   The converted home is a three-story Victorian, soft blue with white lace-like trim and a wraparound porch with rocking chairs. It’s the perfect place for a quick getaway. 
 
   I park the car in front, on the gravel driveway, and grab our bags out of the trunk. As we approach the entrance, Beverly opens the door, greeting us in paint-covered overalls and her brown hair braided down her back. 
 
   “Hello, Damian darling.” She wraps her arms around me and gives me a warm kiss on the cheek. “Well, this is Gabrielle.”
 
   She releases me and I turn back to Elle, her confused expression speak volumes. “Yes, this is my Gabrielle. Gabrielle, this is my Aunt Beverly, Vivian’s younger sister.”
 
   “And prettier,” she teases, and Elle giggles. The sweet sound is a pleasure to hear after this tense day.
 
   “It’s great to meet you, Beverly.” Elle steps forward and extends a hand out to her, which she takes and brings Elle in for a hug.
 
   “It’s wonderful to meet you, Gabrielle. From what I’ve been told, it’s been a long time coming. You knew Aubrey and Keira when they were in school, correct?”
 
   “Yes, I’d heard of you as well. You’re the artist.”
 
   “Ah, yes, kooky Aunt Beverly.”
 
   Elle giggles again, but I find myself becoming jealous that I’m not the cause of this delightful noise pouring from her supple lips. I want to fuck those lips. 
 
   Get ahold of yourself, Hunt. This is not the time or place.
 
   “I’ve heard only good things. They would tell me about the summers spent with you when they were little.”
 
   “Well, I loved having them here…Come. You must be exhausted from your drive.”
 
   “Amongst other things,” Elle murmurs under her breath so only I can hear her.
 
   “I’ll show you to your room.”
 
   “That would be great,” I reply, following them up the stairs to the lover’s suite on the top floor. It was the attic, converted into a little love nest. The décor is bright and rustic with a large brass bed, worn white furniture, and Beverly’s spectacular paintings hung all over the walls.
 
   “There’s a wonderful view of the gardens, but you’ll have to wait until morning to see it. The bathroom is through the door to your right, and Damian knows the rest.” 
 
   Once Beverly wishes us a goodnight and leaves, I set our bags on the lounging sofa at the end of the bed and take a breath, scanning the room.
 
   “What do you think?” I ask, praying she doesn’t rebuff me.
 
   “I think it’s wonderful, but I really shouldn’t take any more time off work. This wasn’t the best time to leave the city.”
 
   Why does she continually fight me? She makes protecting her so difficult. 
 
   “Gabrielle, can’t you just learn to be happy? Will you ever stop fighting me when I try to do something nice for you?”
 
   She looks at me, insulted, and crosses her arms under her breasts, heaving them up. 
 
   Dear lord, give me strength. 
 
   “I know how to be happy,” she snaps.
 
   “Then why won’t you let yourself?” I retort, cocking my brow at her.
 
   “I would be happy about this if you would be honest with me about why we’re here.”
 
   Why can’t she make this easier on me? Come on, Hunt, you can handle this.
 
   “I felt that you needed time away from things. After your freak out, I knew you weren’t ready to go back to work. I want you to take some time to get yourself together before you go back.”
 
   “That isn’t for you to decide. I decide when I’m ready to go back, not you. You can’t keep interfering with my professional life just because you can. And, I’m still not thrilled that you had me sedated. I don’t like not having control over my own body.”
 
   “First of all, I wouldn’t expect any of my employees to come back to work until they were emotionally ready for it. You’re no good for the company if you aren’t at the top of your game. This isn’t about me. This is about you. Secondly, I used your medication to sedate you. Thirdly, it’s my body…Never forget that.”
 
   She lets out a shallow breath and whimpers, but regains herself. “They were mine?”
 
   “Yes,” I reply with a nod of the head.
 
   “How did you know I had them?”
 
   “The night I brought you home from the bar, I found them in your medicine cabinet when I went to grab you the aspirin. When we went back to your place before the funeral, I came into the bathroom while you were showering and took a few, just in case you ever needed them. I’m glad I did because we would have never found yours in that disaster.” 
 
   “Oh, well, I guess that isn’t as bad as I thought.” She seems to deflate a bit, not so on guard. 
 
   “I think you should see Dr. White when you get back into the city.”
 
   She looks up at me with her large, sparkling blue eyes and asks in an offended whisper, “Why?”
 
   “Gabrielle, you need to see what he has to say about everything that has happened to you lately. I know you haven’t gone to see him since before you left me.”
 
   She has a befuddled look on her stunning, angelic face. Her nose crinkles in that adorable way, as if she smells something unpleasant. 
 
   “How…?” Clarity comes to her eyes, and she murmurs, “Liam.”
 
   “No, actually,” I correct her, “Dr. White informed me.”
 
   “You spoke to him?” she asks, slumping her head to the side.
 
   “Yes, I’ve actually been going to see him once a week for the past few months.”
 
   “You have?” She appears pleased, which makes me feel the same. “It isn’t because of me, is it?”
 
   No, angel, it’s because I’m fucked in the head.
 
   “No, Elle, because of me. When you left, I was prepared to do anything to get you back, but I knew that I had a lot I needed to fix before I could even consider that. I thought I wasn’t enough for you.”
 
   “Oh, Hunt,” she cries, running and leaping into my arms. She kisses me all over my face, bathing me in her love. “You’re more. You’re so much more than I could ever hope for.”
 
   I wish I could believe that. What I wouldn’t give to believe I was.
 
   I press my forehead against hers with my eyes shut tight. “I’m sorry for dragging you up here. I’m starting to see it was a mistake.”
 
   “I’m not mad that you want to take me away, but how you’ve gone about it. You’ve been so secretive lately. Why won’t you be honest with me? What’s with those mystery calls and private conversations with Liam?”
 
   Oh, Gabrielle, if you only knew. 
 
   I want to tell her everything that has happened, everything that I’ve found, but I couldn’t put her through that kind of stress. How could I put her in the perturbed, overwhelmed position I’ve been in, when she’s already so fragile, both physically and emotionally?
 
   She stares at me, waiting desperately for information, any detail I’m willing to spare, but I won’t do this to her. I need to distract her, the only way I know how. I smash her into me and come down on her lips hard. I shove my tongue deep into her warm mouth, but she pushes me away.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asks breathlessly. I place my hand on the back of her head, clench a handful of hair, and yank her head back, pinning her in place. She looks up at me with wide sapphire eyes and a slack mouth, inviting me to take it, take her. 
 
   I pull her luscious lips back onto mine, kissing her as deep and rough as my stinging lips will allow. I dip into her mouth, fucking it softly, caressing her sweet tongue with mine. She tastes so good. I want more.
 
   I haul her away from me and grab the collar of her blouse, ripping it open so the buttons fly off. I stand and watch her milky bare cleavage rapidly heave up and down from her stressed breathing. Her prominent, braless breasts hang under their weight, nipples elevated, tempting me. 
 
   I snatch her up into my arms and come down on them, greedily kissing my way over her plump cleavage. She moans and jumps up, wrapping herself around me, cradling my waist between her supple jean-clad thighs. I love her thighs, especially when I’m tucked between them. I feel my cock hardening against her, my wild heartbeat causing the head to thump against her clit. 
 
   I eagerly glide my lips over her plump tits and move down to her little pink nipple, taking it into my mouth. I work it hard, nipping on occasion, rough, just how she likes it. Right on cue, she moans, thrusting her hands into my hair and tugging on it passionately. The jolt yanks my head back, taking her nipple, clamped firmly in my mouth, with it. She lets out a loud, primal growl and grinds her pelvis into my hard cock.
 
   I walk us around the bed and fall onto the mattress with her beneath me. I gyrate my hips into her and she meets them, pushing her cunt into the air. My lips descend, trailing along her flat tummy to the flesh just above the jean line. I rise up from the bed and watch her lie there, waiting for me to claim her. I rip my shirt and pants off, tossing them carelessly to the side. I reach for her and nimbly unfasten the button on her jeans, disposing of them quickly. She isn’t wearing any panties. 
 
   Good fucking god, I’m a goner.
 
   “Sit up, gorgeous,” I order, and she follows without hesitation. 
 
   I shove her top off her shoulders and my hands through her hair, removing the tie holding it in place. Her lush, wavy strands flow down her back and over her chest as she gazes up at me with those large blue eyes, from under long black lashes. She looks like a mythical being, a nymph, stormy and unobtainable, seducing me with her licentious ways.
 
   I reach out and graze her cheek, flush from arousal, feeling the velvety softness of her flesh against mine. I love the contrast between a woman and a man, gentle and rough, curvy and straight, soft and hard. 
 
   “I want you, Damian. Please, take me away,” she quietly pleads, gazing up at me with heavy-lidded eyes. Her lips quiver with anticipation, and I can’t wait to have her any longer. I spring onto her, attacking her mouth and neck with my eager lips. Her hands claw at my back as I descend her twisting body to her inner thighs, caressing them with my exploring tongue. I head back up to her cunt, dipping just enough for her to feel me glide along the crease, tasting her sweetness on the tip of my tongue. She’s still my favorite dessert.
 
   She jerks when I run over her hard little clit, thrusting her hands in my hair and yanking harshly as I continuously slide my tongue between her soft, pink lips. I tease and play with her throbbing clit, building her up until she’s ready to burst if she doesn’t have me, begging to have my cock deep inside her. She writhes and bows, tugging at my mussed hair, moaning with uninhibited delight as her thighs clench about my head.
 
   “I need you,” she breathlessly whispers after yanking my head back to look at me between her trembling legs. I rise up on my elbows and pull myself through so the head of my rock-hard cock presses into her soft opening. I want her so fucking bad, it radiates from every atom in my body. 
 
   She adjusts her hips, and I sink into her, immersing myself in her suppleness. I groan and shut my eyes as I merge with her, becoming one. 
 
   Mine.
 
   I rip her hands from my back and pin them above her head, holding the rest of her in place with my body. She whimpers in my ear as I slowly pull out to the tip then plunge back in balls deep, repeating this rhythm a few more times before picking up the pace. I rotate my hips so our pelvises grind together, moving in perfect sync with one another.
 
   “Oh, fuck, yes!” she cries out as I pummel her clit and fuck her across the bed.
 
   That’s right, angel, call out for daddy. 
 
   No matter how deep I manage to get, it’s not enough. I need more. She flings her legs about my waist, which causes her hips to lift and gives me the depth I crave. I circle my hips, remaining buried far inside her tightening core, pulverizing her G-spot with precision. 
 
   She writhes under me, fighting the orgasm building in her body, and yanks her arms in an attempt to touch me. But, I have her pinned in place, just as I want her, trussed up and open for me to take as I please. She is mine. 
 
   “Oh, don’t…stop. I’m…about…to cum.,” she whimpers out between each thrust. I push her further, relentlessly working her hard, building her up until one final pump sends her spinning. Her twisting body and tensing pussy throb about my cock, making it impossible to hold on any longer, and I follow, exploding like a fucking A-bomb, bursting deep inside her womb. 
 
   She cries out my name over and over, quaking viciously under me as I milk every last drop into her, draining me of any energy I possess. I weakly release her hands and they fly to my back, grasping on as tight as her delicate state will allow. I slither my arms about her waist and roll us over, pressing our wet, panting bodies together, blurring the line from one person to another. 
 
   With little energy, she lifts her heavy head, and for the first time since our last morning together, she kisses me over my heart. I sigh, content.
 
   Her head falls back on my chest, and I tickle her back and caress her silky hair until I feel her fade, sinking into my torso. A few moments later, for the first time in a long while, I find sleep, cradling her in my arms, with one soothing thought lingering in my mind. I’m home.
 
    
 
   The next morning, I rise early, Elle still sleeping soundly beside me, sprawled out, and nude as a jaybird. Her golden tresses are wildly fanned out about her relaxed face, mouth hanging open slightly. I nimbly crawl out of bed and get dressed in jeans, a black tee, and worn out boots. I cover her up with a sheet before heading downstairs to the kitchen.
 
   While I’m grabbing plates from the cupboard, B comes in from the back kitchen door, leading to her prized garden. She’s covered from head to toe in soil, with a huge smile gracing her lips and her large brown eyes bright with joy. She’s always happiest when she’s messy with paint, dirt, or food.
 
   “Good morning. How’d ya sleep, kiddo?” She places a large basket on the kitchen table and kicks her muddy rubber gardening boots on the floor. 
 
   “Good morning, B. I slept just fine. Thank you for asking,” I reply, preparing our plates from the assortment of food laid out on the counter in a buffet style spread. “You know, I would really appreciate it if you wouldn’t refer to me as kiddo around Gabrielle, preferably at all if possible.”
 
   “Aw, why not? You are my kiddo,” she states, grabbing my chin and giving me a big, muddy kiss on the cheek. 
 
   I laugh, wiping my face with a napkin. “Still, I don’t think it fitting considering my size. I’m hardly a child, and you’re only ten years older than me.” 
 
   “True, but you’ll always be little Damian to me. You know that.” She washes her hands and face then dries them off. She takes out three delicate teacups and a box of blueberry tea from the cabinet above her. She grabs the kettle off the stove and turns back to me to say, “How about this? For the sake of your manhood, I won’t call you that in front of your precious Gabrielle. Deal?” 
 
   “Deal,” I reply, pleased with our negotiation.
 
   “I think she’s wonderful, kid…Damian. She’s a keeper.” She goes back to preparing our tea.
 
   “I’ve been meaning to call you. I know mother told you about Dante. I was wondering if you’ve heard from him at all, in the last few months perhaps.”
 
   “Yes, Vivi talked to me about Dante and Olivia. I’m truly sorry to hear about everything you two have gone through. I wish I could help you, but, no, I haven’t heard from him,” she answers with her back to me. 
 
   She goes about her task of pouring hot water into the dainty cups and dunking the blueberry teabags inside, setting them aside to seep. She sighs and turns back to me. 
 
   “You know we were never really close. He was always a very odd child. I just couldn’t relate to him.”
 
   “Vivian said he was always resentful of me, but I never understood why. He had everything he ever desired, never wanted for anything. Well, almost anything…” I trail off, avoiding the secrets racing through my head. “I thought he was my brother.”
 
   “I know, honey. He was never loyal to anyone but himself. I hate speaking this way about my nephew, but I always felt closer to you and the girls, more of a connection. You know I would tell you if I’d heard from him. You wouldn’t have to ask…”
 
   I smile faintly and shrug my shoulders, attempting to focus on menial tasks like placing scrambled eggs and mixed melon on Elle’s plate, buttering toast, and pouring orange juice.
 
   “How close are you to finding him? Do you have any news?”
 
   “I’ve been tracking him down, but he evades me, always a step ahead. However, along the way, I’ve uncovered something I’m conflicted about revealing. It goes deeper than any of us realized.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   I scoop up a spoonful of hash brown potatoes and plop them on my plate.
 
   “I can’t tell you. No one knows but me, not Elle, or Banks, or anyone else. It wouldn’t resolve anything by revealing it, so I don’t see any point in having anyone else worry.”
 
   “Kiddo, you are stubborn. You need to learn to let others in. It may take some of the burden off your shoulders…You can’t control everything all the time.” This sounds familiar. “Is she alright?”
 
   Gabrielle. My sweet Gabrielle. I miss her already.
 
   “No, I don’t believe she is. I want to tell her what’s been occurring, but I can’t.” 
 
   I place my hands on the edge of the white tile counter and lean forward with my head hanging between my arms.
 
   “You can’t, or you won’t?” I can hear the disappointment in her voice.
 
   “I won’t. I won’t put her through this. She couldn’t handle it right now…She needs to fix some things before I would even consider it.”
 
   “What makes you believe she isn’t able to handle it?” She picks up our plates and places them on a tray along with two cups of blueberry tea.
 
   “Dante broke into her old apartment yesterday, and when she realized it was him, she had a total breakdown. Plus, she has family issues she needs to deal with first. I don’t want to put more on her plate than she can manage to get down.”
 
   “You should probably get back up there. I don’t want her to wake in a new place and panic if you aren’t there.” 
 
   I pick up the tray and start to walk out of the kitchen. 
 
   “Oh, wait!” she calls. 
 
   She walks over to me from the basket on the kitchen table with a single long stem, red rose and places it sideways in my mouth.
 
   “Perfect,” she says, smirking up at me teasingly. I return the gesture with the stem clamped between my teeth. “Alright, don’t keep your ladylove waiting. Off with you.”
 
   She pats me on the shoulder and sends me on my way back to Elle.
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERFOURTEEN]Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   A Softer Side
 
    
 
   I slowly rouse from my sex-induced slumber by the softest caress against my exposed flesh. It creeps up and down my body, tracing every contour. I gradually open my eyes and find Hunt standing over me with a delicate rose in his hand as he lightly glides it along my writhing form. My back twists when he runs it over my sensitive breasts and circles the erect nipple.
 
   “Good morning, angel,” he greets me with a face-splitting grin. “I assume you slept well.”
 
   “Yes, you assume right.” I stretch my arms up and let out a big yawn. “I missed you.”
 
   He leans in and kisses me chastely. “I thought we could have breakfast in bed. How does that sound?”
 
   “Delicious,” I purr, sitting up and kissing him on the tip of his nose. He picks up a bed tray off the side table and sets it over my lap, laying the rose next to my plate. He slides in next to me and I hand him his dish.
 
   “Thank you, angel.”
 
   “No, thank you,” I reply, smirking over at him.
 
   “It’s my pleasure. Now, enjoy.”
 
   I scan my plate. It all looks so good; I don’t know where to start. I feel starved, my tummy rumbling, and I grab my fork, digging in.
 
    
 
   After we finish eating, I get up, shower, and dress in a plain white tee, jean shorts, and black Converse high-tops. When I’m finished getting ready, I start to head downstairs, but my cell goes off. It’s Walker’s ringtone. I’m hesitant to pick it up because I know exactly what he’s calling about, and exactly what I’ll have to tell him. 
 
   I break down and pick up, answering with a weak voice, “Hey, Walk, what’s up?”
 
   “Mornin’, love,” he greets me in that Irish brogue that still gets to me at times. “Not much. I’ve been workin’ nonstop for the past few days, and I need a break from it. Are ye up fer a movie in the park, tonight?”
 
   “It sounds like fun, but…I can’t.” It’s harder to get out than I thought it would be.
 
   “Ah, come now. Ye don’t have other plans, do ye?”
 
   “Sorta, well, I’m out of town at the moment.” Why can’t I just tell him what’s happened recently?
 
   “Out of town?” he inquires with that adorable accent. “Are ye at yer mum’s?”
 
   “No, um,” I sputter out, “I’m at a Bed & Breakfast…with Hunt.”
 
   There’s dead silence at the other end of the phone. “Oh, I see. When did this happen?”
 
   “It happened last Friday…We’ve decided to give it another chance.”
 
   “I hope ye don’t think this will stop me, love,” he says with an air of confidence that borders on cocky.
 
   “Walker, don’t pull this,” I snap. “I’ll admit, I shouldn’t have led you on these past few months, but I was lonely, and I enjoyed our time together. You really helped me, but if you want to remain in my life, you have to promise me you will respect my boundaries and wishes.”
 
   “Alright, Gigi,” he purrs. “I’ll play along…for now.”
 
   “Walker…!” I stomp my foot on the ground.
 
   “Enjoy yer little holiday. I’ll see ye soon.” 
 
   He doesn’t wait for me to answer. The phone goes silent, and the line goes dead. I stare at my cell, with my mouth hanging open wide. I roll my eyes and huff, tossing it onto the bed. I march down to the kitchen and over to the pot for coffee, grabbing a cup out of the cupboard.
 
   “Hello,” a tiny voice says from behind me. I spin around to find an adorable, blue-eyed little girl sitting at the table, taking a big bite of multicolored cereal.
 
   “Hello,” I greet her with a soft tone. “My name is Ellie.”
 
   She smiles big at me, and I notice she’s missing the top two front teeth. “My name is Catlin.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Catlin. Are you a guest?”
 
   “No,” she giggles and shakes her head swiftly, tossing her long, dark brown hair. “I live here.”
 
   “Oh. Is Beverly your mother?”
 
   “Yep.” She goes in for another bite of her breakfast. “Are you here with Cousin Damian?” she asks with a mouthful of food, and I chuckle.
 
   “Yes,” I reply, walking over to her. “May I sit with you?”
 
   “Uh-huh,” she says, staring down at her bowl.
 
   “How old are you, Catlin?”
 
   “I’m eight,” she responds with a proud grin. “How old are you?”
 
   “I’m twenty-five.”
 
   “Wow. That’s old,” she remarks with genuine shock. “Cousin Damian is old, too.”
 
   I giggle at the thought.
 
   “I suppose it would seem that way,” I agree. “Do you like your cousin?”
 
   Her face lights up. I guess he has that effect on all females, young and old. “Yes, he’s really funny and nice.”
 
   “Yes, he is,” I agree with a fond smile and a nod of the head.
 
   “Do you like him?” she asks, never taking her eyes off her cereal.
 
   “Yes,” I murmur. “I love him.”
 
   “You do?” Her huge, crystal blue eyes shoot up to mine.
 
   “Well, sure. Don’t you?”
 
   She thinks about it for a second. “Yes, I do.”
 
   “It’s kinda hard not to,” I admit.
 
   “Are you his best friend?”
 
   “Well…” I trail off, unsure of how to answer her inquiry.
 
   “Yes, she is,” Hunt’s deep voice chimes in behind us. We turn to look at him. “And so much more.”
 
   “Hi,” I purr.
 
   “Hi,” he says back, with a sweet yet sexy smirk gracing his lips.
 
   “Damian!” Catlin cries, jumping up and running at him full speed. He bends down and holds out his arms to her, snatching her up when she gets within reach. He hugs and spins her around so her legs go flying about like a little ragdoll. She giggles and holds on for dear life. Her enormous blue eyes are gleaming with excitement.
 
   He sets her down and she clings to his waist. 
 
   “When did you get here?” she asks, looking up at him with youthful admiration. 
 
   “I arrived last night when you were already in bed.” He pets her little head with his large hand, delicate and loving, combing her long, straight chestnut hair with his fingers.
 
   “Aww. Why didn’t you wake me?”
 
   “I didn’t want you to lose any sleep. You’re getting so big, and you need your sleep, bug.”
 
   “No, I don’t,” she gripes, and Hunt laughs uproariously.
 
   He glances up at me with a sexual grin. 
 
   “It looks like you both share something in common. You love fighting me every step of the way.”
 
   When Catlin isn’t looking, I flip him the bird with a mock-annoyed look on my face. He laughs again and pats her on the back. “Why aren’t you in school anyway?”
 
   “It’s summer, silly,” she giggles out, smiling up at him.
 
   “Oh, that’s right. You’re on vacation…Where’s your mother, sweetheart?”
 
   “Mom’s outside,” she answers, pointing toward the backdoor.
 
   “Thanks, bug.”
 
   She releases him, tearing her way toward the backyard, and screams, “Mom!”
 
   He saunters over to me and grabs my hand, yanking me up into him. 
 
   “You know,” I utter, playing with the hem of his shirt, “I was thinking about what you said…Fighting you isn’t the only thing we have in common.”
 
   “No? What else?” he asks, grazing his lips against mine.
 
   “No,” I shake my head. “We’re both mad about you.”
 
   He moans and kisses me deeply, wrapping his arms about me tightly. “I’m mad about you, too, Elle.”
 
   “I have to admit, seeing you interact with her is both heart-warming and arousing. What is it about a man who loves kids?”
 
   He chuckles, sweeping loose strands out of my face.
 
   “Well, as long as we’re admitting things, I have a confession to make.” My whole body clenches, and I hold my breath. “I was watching you with her before I said anything. You were wonderful with her. It was an attractive sight.”
 
   “Don’t get any ideas. We’re not ready to talk about that. We aren’t even engaged yet.”
 
   His face lights up and a huge grin broaden his lips.
 
   “Does this mean if I ask, you’ll say, yes?” 
 
   “I guess you’ll just have to ask and see.” I smirk up at him, quite pleased with myself.
 
    
 
   It is late afternoon when Hunt and I arrive back from a hike through a nearby redwood forest. We had lunch near a quiet river, talked, laughed, and made love. It took my mind off things and gave us a chance to simply enjoy each other’s company. It was a perfect day. 
 
   When we enter the kitchen, we find Beverly running about like a chicken with her head cut off. There are pots occupying every burner on the stove and the oven is working overtime. She finally catches herself for a moment and spots us at the door, wiping sauce from her cheek but only smearing more on. Her long brown hair, thrown up in a sloppy bun, held together by long thin paintbrushes.
 
   “Hey, kid…s. How was your nature walk?”
 
   “It was a lot of fun. I’ve really built up an appetite,” I answer, rubbing my tummy. “It smells amazing.”
 
   “Thanks, Ellie. It should be ready soon. I’ll be serving dinner in the garden tonight. Why don’t you two go rest and whatnot while I finish up here.”
 
   “That’s just what we’ll do,” Hunt agrees, leading me out of the kitchen and then upstairs to our room to ready for dinner.
 
    
 
   I put the finishing touches on my hair, pinning it into a French twist, then straighten out the full skirt of my white cotton dress. It’s perfect for a dinner in this garden I keep hearing about.
 
   I walk out of the bathroom and find Hunt shrugging on his white button-up and adjusting the collar. I toddle over to him and start buttoning up his shirt. 
 
   “This is a change,” he comments, glancing down at me with a pantie-dropping smirk, and my heart actually skips a beat.
 
   “I know. I like it.” I grin up at him and kiss him on the chin when the last button is clasped, leaving the top two open. I play with the light sprinkling of hair on his chest, and he cups my face in his hands, tilting it up to his.
 
   “You are so fucking beautiful, I can’t even comprehend it. You are my world, Gabrielle Hyde.”
 
   “And you are mine, Damian Hunt.”
 
   He leans in and takes my lips gently onto his, holding me tenderly against him. I slide my arms about his neck and cradle him closer, moaning against his lips as he shows me what I mean to him through our oral dance.
 
   “Come,” he murmurs through our lips, “dinner should be waiting for us.”
 
   He breaks away from me and clasps onto my hand, guiding me over toward the staircase.
 
   “Wait, I don’t have any shoes on.”
 
   “Neither do I,” he replies, never faltering his barefooted stride. We head back down to the kitchen, out the backdoor, and step into a wonderland. 
 
   The garden is beyond anything I was expecting. It’s crammed with the usual vibrant flowers, shrubs, etc., but this place has a touch of magic. There’s a pond with a small waterfall and brilliant lights and lanterns strung across the enchanting garden. There are three large oak trees toward the back of the property with glowing chandeliers, antique birdcages, and a plethora of multicolored jars hanging from them. Under these massive, illuminated giants is a table with a white linen tablecloth and mismatched chairs. It’s quirky and charming, just like Bee. 
 
   “Hunt, this is spectacular. Your aunt is truly an artist.”
 
   “Yes, very true. She actually taught me everything I know about photography, the guitar, and cooking.”
 
   “You play the guitar…? I guess you learn something new every day.”
 
   He places his hand on the small of my back and slowly guides us along the cobblestone path toward the table. “Do you play anything?”
 
   “I played the piano and a little violin. My mother felt that playing instruments made a well-rounded individual. However, she raised me to find a man and settle down the way she had. But, my father…” I trail off and Hunt pauses, turning to me with inquisitive eyes.
 
   “What about your father, Gabrielle? Please, tell me, angel,” he softly pleads.
 
   “He…He raised me to stand on my own. He told me that I should rely on myself in this world and never let a man determine who I am or choose to become.”
 
   I notice the glimmer of a tear welling in his eye. “He was a very wise man. I can only hope to be the kind of man, father, husband that he was.”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about this,” I utter, tilting my head down to the ground, but he lifts it back up with a strong finger under my chin.
 
   “I know, Elle, and we won’t. But, I will say this. He loved you and only wanted the best for you.”
 
   “Which he didn’t feel you were,” I snap out, my face turning red. “It shows how much he knew.” 
 
   “Actually, that’s not entirely true.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, shortly before his passing, he came to me. We sat and spoke for quite a while…He told me about you, and how you had been since you left me. He said you weren’t doing well, and then he asked something of me that means more now that he’s gone…Perhaps he knew he didn’t have much longer. I don’t know.”
 
   “What, Damian? What did he ask of you?”
 
   “He asked me to watch out for you and protect you. He said he wouldn’t be around forever and he needed someone he could rely on to ensure you were taken care of, happy. He said he knew that I would allow you to be who you are but also help you grow as a person…Elle, he gave me his blessing.”
 
   “He did?” Now tears swell in my eyes, but I push it back down, deep, where I keep my pain.
 
   “Yes, and, frankly, it means a great deal to me that he did. He was a good friend.”
 
   “I was surprised you didn’t show up as his funeral. I was sure you would.”
 
   “I was,” he utters.
 
   My eyes spring open. “You were there? Where?” I ask, stunned by this revelation. 
 
   “I was up in the balcony, watching you. I had to pay my respects to your father without disrespecting you. I thought it was best if I kept my distance.”
 
   “I wanted you there beside me,” I state. “I searched the crowd for you. I wish I’d known you were there.”
 
   “You have no idea how much I wanted to be by your side, angel, comforting you. It killed me,” he confesses with pained eyes. I can’t stand seeing him this way. He must notice the torn look on my face, so he changes the subject. “Come, let’s eat. I’m fucking starved, and whatever she cooked is wafting over here.”
 
   He snatches my hand and leads us the rest of the way. Catlin is sitting at the table in a soft pink dress, bare feet dangling under her chair. When she spots us, she smiles broad and runs over to Hunt at lightning speed.
 
   “Damian, catch me!” She leaps up and he grasps her in his arms, placing his cheek on top of her little head as it rests on his large shoulder.
 
   “Hello, bug,” he whispers.
 
    
 
   We had seafood Jambalaya with a local red wine. It was delicious. Bev sends Catlin off to bed, and we sit and chat a bit. I find out that Catlin’s father died in a car accident when she was two. This house belonged to his family, and when he passed, she turned it into a B&B to support Catlin and herself. She loves it, and Caty always has children to play with.
 
   “It’s perfect for us,” she says, taking a sip of wine and scanning her garden. 
 
   “It’s a little piece of heaven,” I comment.
 
   “Now you see why I come here to escape,” Hunt states, grinning a lighthearted grin.
 
   “Yes, I do. I love it here.”
 
   “You’re welcome back anytime you like,” she offers. “I’ll always have a room for you.”
 
   “Thank you. I may just have to take you up on that.”
 
   Suddenly, as if the universe could sense our joy, Hunt’s cell goes off, halting the conversation in its tracks. We all stare at him take his phone out of his tan slack’s pocket, watching with anticipation as every call could be the one that changes everything. 
 
   He looks at the caller ID and gives me a quick glance.
 
   “Go,” I answer his unasked question. “I’ll be right here when you’re done.”
 
   He nods his head and picks up the call, getting up and walking away. “Hunt. What do you have for me…? Shoot it to me straight.”
 
   “So,” Bev breathes out, resting back into her chair. “How long have you known each other?”
 
   “Well, that’s kinda complicated.”
 
   She cocks her head to the side. “Why?”
 
   “Well, we met earlier this year, but we’ve been apart for a majority of that time.”
 
   “Ah, I see. Well, you two behave as if you’ve known each other for a lifetime. It isn’t the amount of time you spend together, but how you use it.” I can tell she is referring to her husband.
 
   “So, how long have you known Damian?”
 
   “His whole life. I used to babysit him whenever his parents would go out. Our families were very close…You want to know what he was like.”
 
   “Yes,” I murmur, surprised by her intuitiveness.
 
   “He was a very gentle child, wiser than his years. When his parents passed, he changed drastically, became introverted. I suppose the terrifying things he went through would change anyone.”
 
   “Do you know what happened with his uncle?”
 
   “Only what Vivi told me, but she didn’t know specifics. She just knows that abuse occurred. Damian is the only one who truly knows what happened.”
 
   “I figured you would say that.”
 
   “He’s always kept things to himself. I think it’s a survival tactic. He had to close up in order to keep his sanity. I think he pushes it deep down and locks it away somewhere…I don’t really know. But, I can see him fighting himself. He’s struggling to break free. Perhaps, if you ask, he will be willing to tell you.”
 
   “Perhaps,” I utter, but there’s doubt in my voice.
 
   “If he’s going to open up to anyone, it will be you…His life has vastly improved recently, and it’s all because of you, Ellie. Haven’t you noticed the change in him?”
 
   “Yes, I have. He’s already told me so much, but he is keeping something from me…I mean, beyond the secrets of his past.”
 
   “Yes, but Damian is a fairly rational person, so if he isn’t telling you something, it’s for a good reason.”
 
   I hadn’t thought of it that way. I just assumed it was because he is a hermit crab when it comes to his thoughts and past. However, he must have his reasons for keeping me in the dark. 
 
   “True. He can be pretty reasonable.”
 
   “I know you want in, hun, but if you think about it, he’s known his family his whole life and he has already revealed more to you than anyone of us.”
 
   “Thanks,” I reply, smiling softly at her. That actually makes me feel better. I lean back into my chair and listen to the sound of crickets mingling with the music. 
 
    
 
   Once Hunt returns and Beverly bids us a goodnight, we relax with our wine, our chairs pushed together. My head lies on his shoulder while we listen to Frank Sinatra croon. The song changes and the mellow sound of a sax plays a sultry tune, accompanying Dinah Washington’s soulful voice.
 
   “Would you care to dance?” Hunt asks with a gentle tone.
 
   “Yes, I would love to.” He stands and takes my hand, walking us over to a grassy lawn nearby. He takes me into his arms and holds me close, swaying us in place. His hand slides down my back and over my rear, grasping it in his palm. His other arm remains about my upper back, keeping me in place.
 
   I feel the tickle of the grass under my feet as I shift my weight from one to the next. Hunt’s warm, hard body feels so good against mine, so right. He smells of sex, soap, and nature, which still lingers from our romp through the forest. Absolutely divine.
 
   “I had planned on staying here another day, but we have to head back into the city tomorrow.”
 
   “Does this have to do with the phone call?”
 
   “Yes,” he replies softly.
 
   “But, you won’t tell me what it’s about.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well, then I will just have to trust that you know what’s best. But, will you ever tell me what’s going on?”
 
   “Yes. When I feel it’s the right time, I will tell you everything.” I roll my eyes and sigh as I lay my head on his chest. “Thank you for not fighting me.”
 
   “I don’t really have a choice, do I?”
 
   “No, I suppose not. I just don’t see any point in you worrying over nothing.”
 
   “I know, but I just want to help.”
 
   “I know you do,” he whispers, lifting my face to his, “because you’re a good girl…I’m so in love with you, Gabrielle.” He gently kisses my lips and places my head back on his chest. “I want to stay like this forever.”
 
   “I don’t know about that. My feet would kill me.”
 
   I feel him smirk down at me. “No, not dancing…Happy.”
 
   “Are you happy, Hunt?”
 
   “Yes, I am, terribly so. Are you, Hyde?”
 
   “Yes, I am, completely.”
 
   He plants his hand on the side of my face and holds it against his chest so I feel his heartbeat. “That’s all I could ever ask for.”
 
   We dance long into the night, holding each other closely.
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERFIFTEEN]Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Breaking Without Entering
 
    
 
   We make it back into San Fran by noon the next day. When we arrive back at The Artemis, Maya and Chase are gone, but Banks is waiting for Hunt in the main room with a thick manila folder in his hand and a dour look on his face.
 
   “This arrived this morning,” he says, handing the massive file over. “It should have everything you need.”
 
   “Thank you, Banks. I’ll look it over and get back to you.”
 
   “Very good, sir. I will wait for further instructions.”
 
   “Excellent work.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.” He nods his head at Hunt then turns it on me. “I hope you enjoyed your trip, Gabrielle.”
 
   “Yes, thank you, Liam,” I reply, smiling up at him.
 
   “That will be all, Banks.” Hunt gives him a reprimanding look. “Thank you.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” he says, tips his head and takes his leave.
 
   I turn to Hunt with an annoyed look on my face. “That wasn’t very nice. He was only trying to be courteous.”
 
   “I’m still not comfortable with you two being on a first name basis.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous, Hunt, and you know it.”
 
   “I’m going to take our bags upstairs then I have to get ready.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “There are matters that need my attention…I’ll be back later this afternoon. Banks will be downstairs if you need him.”
 
   He kisses me on the head before snatching our bags and heading upstairs to ready. I follow not far behind. We make a stop at his study to put the folder away, and he locks the door when we leave. I find this odd. He closes the door, sure, but never locks it. 
 
   We make it to the room and head into the closet where he sets down the luggage then goes into the bathroom for a quick shower. I undress and slip into my white silk robe, tying it up as I head back into the bedroom. I walk past the bathroom door and spot him rinsing down his hard, tan body. Wow. Mine.
 
   He steps out and dries off, paying extra nice attention to his package. He glances up at me leaning on the doorframe and smirks when he spots me ogling him. He tosses the towel on the hook and strides out of the bathroom, back into the bedroom. I follow him and, suddenly, I notice something I hadn’t when we first entered, new black and whites adorn the wall, replacing the ones he’d taken down. They’re of me, of us, from my photo shoot. 
 
   There’s a massive portrait of me on the bed kneeling and blindfolded, with my restrained hands resting in my lap. A collage of smaller photos decorate the wall about it, each of me in different submissive poses or close-ups of various body parts, the crook of my neck, the curve of my hip, the mound of my bare rear. 
 
   But, there is one that catches my eye and keeps it. I’m in silhouette against the glass wall as light streams in from the city, my legs spread and my arms reaching high above me so I look like a large X. I’m ‘gazing’ over my shoulder at the camera, at Hunt with the silky blindfold over my eyes, finding him in my sightless state, as if guided by a sixth sense. It was the moment just before he took me wildly against the cool glass of the window.
 
   “Damian,” I whisper in awe, catching his attention.
 
   “Do you like them?” he asks with a shake in his voice, as every artist seems to have when their work is up for judgment.
 
   I spin around to him standing next to the bed and shoot him a huge grin. “Oh, Damian, you know I think they’re wonderful, truly exceptional. You have a gift, slick…Well, besides your gift of fuck.”
 
   He laughs hard and walks over to me. “I’m so glad you like them, angel.”
 
   “I do. They’ll be nice to have when we’re old and gray.”
 
   “That’s a lovely thought.”
 
   “Will you still love me when my breasts droop to my socks?”
 
   He chuckles. “Yes, you know I will. Will you still love me when my balls hang to my knees?”
 
   I giggle hard, snorting. “Yes, I will.”
 
   He pulls me into him, and we smirk admiringly at one another. He leans in and plants a kiss on my temple. “I wish we could stay like this, but I really do need to leave soon. I better get ready.”
 
   I let out a disappointed sigh, kiss him on the chest, and then release him, taking a step back. “I’ll let you get to it.”
 
   “Thank you, angel,” he says, turning and walking into the closet, allowing me an opportunity to get another good look at that bangin’ body and firm ass. 
 
   Fuck me.
 
   He comes back out a few moments later, dressed in black slacks, a dark blue dress shirt, and no tie. It seems a bit casual for business.
 
   “What are these matters that need attending? Do they have to do with the folder?”
 
   “No,” he answers simply, walking over to me and kissing me chastely. “Remember, Banks is downstairs. If you need him to come up, you can press one on any of the touchscreens and he will be up here before you know it.”
 
   “Why isn’t he driving you?”
 
   “I don’t want you left alone, and Maya probably won’t be back until around dinner time. If you feel lonely or unsafe, call Jules or Sloan. Understood?”
 
   “Yeah,” I mumble.
 
   “Yeah?” he repeats, with a strict tone, and when I glance up, he has a straight look on his face. I know this stare. It’s chilling.
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt.” 
 
   “Good girl,” he commends, caressing my cheek. He turns and walks out, calling back to me, “I won’t be too long.”
 
    
 
   I spend the next few hours, unpacking, showering, and aimlessly wandering the huge home, ending at Hunt’s study door. I place my hand on the knob and attempt to open it, but it’s locked tight. I wonder what he’s hiding in there. I go back to roaming, but the nagging feeling gnawing at me won’t let my mind think about anything else. I want to know what he’s hiding from me. 
 
   I go into our bathroom, grabbing two bobby pins from a drawer and straightening them out. I head back for his office, break-in tools in hand. I learned to jimmy locks from Chase because I would always forget my keys and lock myself out. I have become less forgetful, but the trick still comes in handy.
 
   What are you doing? If he knew you were doing this, he would be furious with you…Mind your own business…This shows a complete lack of trust in him. How do you think that will make him feel? How did you like it when he did that to you…? Exactly. It’s not as if he hasn’t done this to me, and I have a right to know if I’m in any kind of danger. So, shut up!
 
   I argue with myself, attempting to weigh out my options, but curiosity wins. I slip the makeshift break-in tools into the slot and begin the process of jiggling and twisting until I hear the sound of the lock releasing, clicking open. I place my hand on the knob once more and turn it, swinging the door wide open.
 
   The room is eerily quiet, almost forbidding. I feel a ping of regret in my stomach, but I push forward, desperate to know the truth. I walk over to his desk and look about it, studying the contents laid out atop it. There’s nothing that would concern me, so I move onto the drawers. I go through them, rummaging the paperwork and avoiding anything that isn’t of importance. I find nothing that would tell me what I want to know.
 
   Then I notice the last drawer at the bottom has a lock on it. I go to open it, but it is sealed shut. I take the pins and get ready to stick them in when I hear a noise. I pause for a moment then call out, “Hello…? Maya…Liam?”
 
   I wait for a reply, but there’s silence. I listen for another noise and when I don’t hear anything, I go back to the task at hand.
 
   “What are you doing?” A deep, angry voice asks, startling me out of my concentration. I shriek and jump up, backing away from the desk. Hunt stands there with a look in his eyes that causes me to tremble with fear.
 
   “I…I…” I can’t get out anything else.
 
   “Gabrielle, what were you doing to my desk? How did you get in here?”
 
   “I…” I’m speechless, terrified out of my mind. He stands there, glaring at me in a way that makes me want to curl up and cower from him. He doesn’t say a word. He watches me this way for an eternity, staring me down. 
 
   He starts to walk over to me with heavy, menacing steps, and when he reaches me, grabs the pins out of my hand.
 
   “Sit down,” he orders, pointing at his chair.
 
   I hesitate. “What are you…?”
 
   “Sit. I won’t say it again.”
 
   I jump into the chair and place my hands in my lap, tilting my head down in shame. I hear movement and then, in a surprising twist, a box is placed in my lap. It’s a tad bigger than a shoebox.
 
   I gaze up at him, sitting on the desk right in front of me, intimidating me. “I want you to remember that you asked for this. You want to know, so here.”
 
   I lift the lid of the box and pullout a stack of journals and an envelope. I look at the bottom and notice a shiny trinket. I place the stack on the desk and the box on the floor, picking the jewelry out. It’s a locket. It’s my locket. I haven’t seen this in years, since before college.
 
   I look up at Damian with a bewildered look on my face. He nods his head toward the pile of journals and I pick one up, opening it to a bookmarked page. I skim the contents until I spy my name! I flip to the back of the front cover and find Dante’s name engraved in gold letters. I glance back at the page mentioning me and spot the date, June 16th, 2004. 
 
   “Hunt, what is this?”
 
   He doesn’t say anything. He picks up the large yellow envelope and tosses a large pile of pictures and articles on the desk. I anxiously sift through them. They’re all of me, from high school onward, with family, friends, Nicholas. Then, I spot some that pilfer the warmth right out of my body, of me sleeping in Damian’s bed. But, this is not at The Artemis, this is his room at the Montgomery’s old house in the city. I’m only fifteen, maybe sixteen years old.
 
   I pick one up of me lying on my back, sound asleep, with one leg bent over the covers. A large male hand is running up the inner part of my thigh, creeping a little too close to…I shiver and a wave of nausea washes over me.
 
   “I found this at his place. Apparently, he’s been stalking you for years. He must’ve come across you while you were staying over one night.”
 
   “Damian, this is…”
 
   “I know. I was going to tell you the other night, but the break-in put that plan on hold. I didn’t think you could handle another blow after that. Then, I decided I would tell you this weekend at my parents’ place.” I glance up at him with a befuddled expression plastered on my face. 
 
   “When did you find all this?”
 
   “I went to his apartment, not long after he disappeared, and found this hidden in his closet.”
 
   “You’ve known all this time and didn’t say anything?”
 
   “Yes,” he replies simply, but something shifts in him, and I see the darkness in his eyes. “Now, there’s a little matter of your breaking and entering. Your lack of trust and sneaky behavior is quite the disappointment, Gabrielle.”
 
   “But, you…” He shoots me a glare that causes me to shrink in my chair. My heart is pounding in my chest, and my rosy flesh warms under his penetrating gaze. 
 
   “We will discuss this further, later.”
 
   I feel a sense of relief flood over me, but it is short-lived when he orders, “I want you to stand up, walk to the center of the room, and kneel on the floor with your rear resting on the heels of your feet.”
 
   I swallow the lump in my throat. “What are you going to do to me?”
 
   “I’m going to punish you, Gabrielle…Now do as you were told.”
 
   I slowly rise from my chair, with my wide eyes glued to his, and walk over to the center of the room, kneeling as I was commanded. The stress knot in my stomach twists and turns until it burns. My breathing is shallow and quick. 
 
   I hear his heavy footsteps on the hardwood floor behind me, approaching at a leisurely pace. The panic rises in my throat as I feel him coming near, his overwhelming presence eclipsing everything else. He saunters past me, to the hat rack by the door, shrugging off his black jacket and placing it on a hook. He ambles back over, circling about my kneeling form like a wolf would its prey, until he stands before me, thighs inches from my hanging face.
 
   “Look at me, Gabrielle.” My head slowly tilts up, and he’s staring down at me with a cool gaze, lips in a tight, straight line. “Why am I doing this, Gabrielle?”
 
   You get some weird kick out of it? Or just enjoy torturing me.
 
   “To punish me.”
 
   “Why am I punishing you, Gabrielle?”
 
   “Because I was a bad girl, I broke into your private space.”
 
   “What else, Gabrielle? What else did you do?
 
   “I didn’t trust you.”
 
   “Good girl,” he commends. “Now, remove my pants.”
 
   I freeze, staring at him with a confused look on my face. “I thought…”
 
   “You aren’t to think, Gabrielle. You are to do as I tell you, nothing more.” My trembling fingers clumsily unclasp his belt and pull down the fly, allowing his trousers to fall around his ankles. “You know what to do next.”
 
   He gestures toward his underwear-clad package, bulging from his overt arousal. I slide my fingers into the waistband and yank them down, causing his hefty length to fall out and land on my face. I go in to grab it, opening my mouth for his entry, but, instead, he firmly grasps it in his palm and traces the plump head across my lips. I open them again, ready for him, but he moves away before I can. 
 
   What the fuck?
 
   “No, no…You are to keep your hands and mouth to yourself.”
 
   “Ok,” I reply, but you can hear the hurt and confusion in my voice.
 
   “Ok…? Is that any way to address your Dom?” he inquires, dissatisfied with my lackluster response. 
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt.” I correct myself, perking up my voice.
 
   “That’s my girl,” he praises, slightly cold in tone.
 
   He continues to run the hard tip of his cock across my face, occasionally teasing it over my lips. I lick them and taste the sweetness of his cum on my tongue. It only heightens my need to ravage his cock.
 
   He holds the head in front of my lips. “Kiss it,” he orders.
 
   I whimper as everything in me clenches and shakes. I tenderly place my lips on the very tip, desperate for more, but I do as instructed.
 
   A devilish grin sweeps across his mouth, and he takes a large step backwards, still grasping himself in his hand. My hand reaches out momentarily, but I lie it back in my lap, clamping it tightly with the other in an attempt to follow orders. He begins to sluggishly stroke, working from the base to the head and back again. 
 
   He’s teasing me! He’s actually fucking teasing me! He knows how much I hate being denied, and he’s using it against me! Bastard!
 
   My eyes grow large, and my mouth drops open, gaping with astonishment at this sexual, virile creature taking pleasure in himself. I’m thrilled, upset, aroused, and confused. It’s like I’m a kid on Christmas morning, except my parents just told me I couldn’t open any of the presents.
 
   He continues to taunt me, playing with the thing I want more than anything. I find myself becoming frustrated, biting on my lip just to control myself. I told you. The voice in my head gloats. Who the hell asked you?
 
   He lets out a slow, seductive chortle, seeing right through me and my need, getting amusement out of my aching frustration. He goes at his thick shaft, giving himself pleasure, taking pleasure in my torment, while I watch helplessly. His breathing picks up, and his mouth goes slack as he builds himself up.
 
   My heart is hysterically thumping and my skin tingles with desire. My thighs are soaked in my arousal. The overwhelming need to grab at him and take what’s mine tingles through me, but I know my attempts would be foiled, and my punishment would be far worse.
 
   “Stand up and take off your panties,” he orders in a husky tone, stressed and breathy from his exertion. 
 
   My eyes shoot up to his, with a mixture of excitement and shock. I jump up and remove my lace panties from under my dress. “Hand them to me.”
 
   I give them over without hesitation. He palms them, still going at that glorious cock. 
 
   “I want you to walk over to my desk, bend over, and lift your skirt for me.” I turn around and stand at his desk, bending over it and revealing my bare ass to him. “Spread your legs for me, Gabrielle. Let me see that supple ass and delectable cunt.”
 
   I open my legs and wait, anticipating that moment when he finally gives himself to me. But, he never comes. I turn my head to see what’s happening and find him releasing hard into my underwear. 
 
   Kinky bastard.
 
   He pulls up his pants, fastens his belt, and walks over to me at the desk, leaning over me with his hand next to mine. “What have you learned, Gabrielle?”
 
   Never to trust you with my panties.
 
   “To trust you,” I pant. I’m fucking panting like a dog.
 
   “Good girl…Now, go take a cold shower.” He tosses my panties on the desk in front of me and walks out of the room, never saying another word.
 
    
 
   I’m rinsing myself off, going over what just occurred and how I feel about it. I know it was wrong of me to snoop through his things, but I also had a right to know this was happening. However, he had his reasons for keeping this from me. I don’t know how to react to the information I’ve just learned as an array of thoughts and emotions clutter my head.
 
   I want to know more about it, but I want to apologize for my actions first, and I know just how to do it. I turn off the water and grab a towel, wrapping it around me as I walk out of the bathroom. I head to his office and discover him sitting with his back to the door, facing the floor to ceiling view of West San Fran. He’s on the phone, but it doesn’t sound private. I hesitate for a moment. 
 
   Maybe I shouldn’t…the hell with it! 
 
   I walk into his study, tossing my towel on my way to his desk. I stride around it, walking directly in front of him and drop to my knees. He watches me with curious eyes, listening to the person on the other end.
 
   “Yeah,” he replies, “that sounds good.”
 
   I gaze up at him lustfully and place my hands on his knees, squeezing and running them up his muscular thighs to his fly. I nimbly rip it open, thrusting my hand inside and grasping him in my palm. A rush comes over me when I find he’s already hard.
 
   His eyes become heavy, shutting as he rolls his head back.
 
   “Sure,” he continues his conversation, “I think we can arrange that, but it will take us some time.”
 
   I pull his thick, lengthy dick out and attack it, licking and kissing it, sucking and stroking it. He lets out a long breath, placing his hand on the back of my head and grasping my hair. 
 
   “I’ll give you the details…Monday.” I’m affecting him and it drives my need to please further. “Yeah, talk to you, then.”
 
   He hangs up the phone and sets his other hand on the back of my neck, moaning when I take him deep. He yanks on my hair, hauling me off him and staring me in the eyes. He thrusts his hands under my arms and lifts me up onto his lap with my legs dangling over both armrests. He shifts under me, aligning himself with my tight opening, and I drop onto him, planting my hands behind me on his thighs for balance. He fills me up and I feel relief wash over me in thick waves.
 
   With his large hands about my waist, he sets our pace, savagely bucking and bouncing me onto him. My head flies back as he takes me hard, fucking me like never before. It’s primal and messy and oh-so-good. 
 
   “Oh, fuck,” he calls out, grabbing me tightly and rising, kicking the chair out of his way as he turns around to lie me on his desk. Finally, fulfilling my fantasy, he fucks me ruthlessly on his desk while my ass hangs over the edge. He clasps onto my knees, lifting and spreading me open for him.
 
   “Ah,” I moan out, arcing my back and raising my hips. I’m climbing higher, tensing around his cock as it relentlessly pulverizes me, pumping into me over and over, again and again, never stopping, never slowing. That’s all I can take. I coil tight before erupting around him, screaming out his name and clawing desperately at him. He follows, releasing my legs and collapsing on me.
 
   “Oh, thank god,” he breathes into my ear while I spasm under him.
 
   “So,” I say breathlessly, with my grinning face buried in his hair, “I’ll take this as you accepting my apology.”
 
   He chuckles loudly, lifting his head up to look into my eyes.
 
   “Yes, your apology is most definitely accepted.” He places his hands on the sides of my face and plants his firm lips on mine, kissing me until I’m spinning.
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERSIXTEEN]Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Never Say Lie
 
    
 
   After we get dressed, Hunt in only sweatpants and me in my white silk robe, we head down to the kitchen to prep dinner. Hunt gathers the ingredients while I begin chopping veggies and seasoning the meat. 
 
   “How are you feeling?” he asks, placing spices on the island.
 
   “What do you mean?” I pause and look at him.
 
   “About your punishment?” he clarifies.
 
   “Oh,” I mutter, continuing with my chopping. “I don’t enjoy being deprived of you, but that’s why it’s punishment.”
 
   “Yes, this is true…Do you understand why I chose that form of discipline?”
 
   “Is it because I receive pleasure from spankings?”
 
   “Yes, partially, but punishment comes in all forms, Gabrielle, not just physical.” 
 
   “I’m starting to understand that,” I reply, stopping my task at hand and staring up at him
 
   “I knew that it was the one form of punishment that would drive my point home.” He walks over to the glass-front fridge and grabs the meat, placing it on the counter. He grabs the seasonings and starts adding the spices.
 
   “But…” I trail off, unsure if I should say anything.
 
   “What, Elle?” He glances at me inquisitively, with genuine concern in his eyes.
 
   “But, how can you expect me to trust you fully, if you keep things from me? That’s deceitful and untrustworthy.”
 
   He places the salt down on the counter and leans in. “Gabrielle, do you trust that I know what’s best for you? Do you trust I can handle anything that gets in our path, or that I would never put you in harm’s way?” 
 
   “That’s not the point, Damian,” I sigh out. “Yes, I trust you can protect me. Yes, I trust you can handle things. Yes, I trust you will never let harm come to me. However, I don’t think you should keep secrets from me. If you want my full trust, you must give me complete honesty. Simple.”
 
   “Gabrielle…” He gives me a look, as if he wants to tell me everything, but I can see him struggling with himself.
 
   “Don’t ‘Gabrielle’ me.” I thrust my hands on my hips. “How can you expect honesty from me, when you can’t do the same for me?”
 
   “I want your trust more than anything, angel. You know that.” The pain in his brilliant emerald eyes makes my heart break. He’s so conflicted. He wants to please me so much, but his need to protect me from the world keeps him from truly opening up to me.
 
   I reach my hand over the island and gently set it on his hand, gripping onto it. “Well, then start earning it by being truthful about what’s been happening lately.” 
 
   He takes a long, deep breath, shutting his eyes, and asks, “What do you want to know?”
 
   “You’ll answer anything I ask?” I can’t keep the excitement out of my voice.
 
   His eyes open, giving me an I-said-I-would look.
 
   “I will do my best,” he sighs out.
 
   A huge smile washes over my lips and I walk over to him on the other side of the island, wrapping my arms about his waist and lying my head on his wide back. “Was it Dante that broke into my apartment?”
 
   He nods his head. “Yes, I believe it was.”
 
   “Did he take anything?”
 
   “We still don’t know yet. The damage is just too extensive, but it’s highly likely that he did.”
 
   “When I told you I wanted my things moved, that’s not what I meant.” I glimpse back at him and notice his kinked smirk, but the confliction in his eyes remains. “Are these calls you’ve been receiving about him?”
 
   “Yes, most are.” I can hear the reluctance in his voice. I want to stop prying, but I have to know what’s going on. I pull away from him and he turns to me, leaning on the counter.
 
   “Do you have any clue where he might be hiding?”
 
   “No. If I did, we would’ve had him by now,” he responds with unconcealed disappointment.
 
   “What about Olivia’s home?”
 
   “That was the second place we checked after his place of course.”
 
   “Do you believe she has any ties to him now?”
 
   “She may. But, we’ve been watching her the past several months and haven’t found any evidence of it.”
 
   “Why do you think he attacked me when he did? I mean, why, after all these years of stalking me, would he come for me now?”
 
   “It’s always the same reason…Dante has always gotten his way with our parents, women, life, but he was never happy unless he took what was mine.” 
 
   I give him a befuddled look.
 
   “Don’t you see, Gabrielle…? I have the one thing he wants more than anything else, the one person he could never have...”
 
   “Me,” I murmur, staring down at the half chopped veggies.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you think that’s why he killed Nicholas?”
 
   “It very well could be,” he says, tilting his head to the side quickly, “but I can’t say for certain.”
 
   “But, what’s so confusing is why he’d waited all that time to do it.”
 
   “I know…I wish he had done it years ago.”
 
   “Damian,” I scold.
 
   “What…? That fucking cocksucker had it coming. I’m thrilled he’s dead,” he grumbles to himself.
 
   I sigh and roll my eyes. “Is there anything else I should know about Dante?”
 
   “No, not at this time…Unless you want to discuss what’s in the box?”
 
   “I’d prefer to wait until tomorrow if that’s okay with you.” I curl my upper lip when a surge of nausea rushes through me. “I’ve learned enough for one day.”
 
   “I’ll be happy to sit down with you and discuss it whenever you like,” he says, combing his fingers through my hair.
 
   “Thank you, Hunt.” I turn toward him, latching onto his waist, and hugging him close. He wraps his arms about me, and I nuzzle my head against his bare chest. 
 
   “You’re welcome, Gabrielle. You know I only wish to please you.”
 
   “I know,” I concur with a soft smile, “and this has pleased me greatly.”
 
   He kisses me atop my head and releases me so we can get back to dinner. I scoop up the diced veggies in my cupped hands and toss them into a pan with butter. 
 
   “Don’t make any plans this weekend,” Hunt states, walking over to the sink and washing his hands.
 
   “That’s right. You said something about your parents’ home.”
 
   “Yes. They’ve invited us up for their annual Memorial Day party. We’ll spend Friday and Saturday night up there and come back Sunday morning.”
 
   “That sounds really nice, Hunt. I can’t wait.” I smirk at him and he returns one, relaxed after our less-than-comfortable conversation.
 
   Then, Maya calls out to us from the main room, “Hello?!” 
 
   “In the kitchen,” I call back.
 
   She walks through the door with a huge grin on her face, striding over to Hunt and giving him a hug. “Thanks for letting me stay here, D.”
 
   “Of course, Maya, it’s my pleasure.” She releases him and skips to me, giving me a nice, big squeeze.
 
   “How did you enjoy your trip?”
 
   “It was great…How was work?” Maya recently started working for a renowned stylist to the rich and famous, Nola Lane. It’s perfect for her, and she loves it.
 
   “It was interesting…”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Maya says with a teasing smirk, jumping up onto the counter. “Does the name Marlena mean anything to you, D?”
 
   Hunt pauses at the island, his back toward us, and I notice his head sink a little.
 
   “Shit,” I murmur.
 
   He clears his throat before regaining composure and turning to face us. “Yes, we’re old friends.”
 
   “Friends?” I repeat with an angled brow.
 
   “Yes…Can we change the subject, please?”
 
   “Imagine my surprise when she mentioned your name,” Maya teases, biting into a raw carrot.
 
   “Maya,” I interrupt. “How about we leave Damian to finish dinner and go sit back with a glass of wine.”
 
   She perks up. “That sounds fabulous.”
 
   She jumps off the counter, grabbing a bottle that we had sitting out, and heads for the door. I grab a couple glasses and follow her soon after, grabbing a seat beside her on the couch. I pour us both half a glass and set the bottle on the floor. 
 
   “How was your day?” Maya asks, turning toward me and tucking her leg under her butt.
 
   “Frustrating,” I reply simply, noticing my exposed thighs and covering them with my robe. “So,” I murmur and take a sip of wine, swallowing it before continuing, “how exactly did Marlena mention his name?”
 
   “Yeah! What’s the deal with her anyway?”
 
   “They were more than friends.”
 
   “I figured that…Which makes what I’m about to say kinda hard.”
 
   My heart stops, and my body stiffens. “What?”
 
   “Did you know she’s a Dom?”
 
   “A Domme,” I correct her without thinking about it, freezing when I realize my mistake.
 
   “You know?” I can only stare at her, blue eyes boring into blue eyes. “Gabrielle?”
 
   “Yes, I know. But, how do you?”
 
   “Well, you know that we travel to the client. She invited us to her home, which also happens to be some kinky sex club.”
 
   “You went to a sex club?”
 
   “No one was there. I think it’s only open nights and weekends. Anyway, she was talking with Nola, who’s also her close friend, and I couldn’t help overhearing their conversation. She was talking about D…Ellie, is he involved in that lifestyle?” 
 
   The way she says, ‘That lifestyle’, makes me upset, as if it’s something to be ashamed of, as if we’re depraved. We don’t run around whipping and fucking everyone like wild animals. I find myself becoming boiling mad, but I push the raw emotion back down. “Would you think any less of him if he were?”
 
   That answers her question. Her eyes snap open with shock and realization. “Are you involved in that lifestyle?”
 
   “Stop saying it like that,” I reply curtly. 
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Stop saying it as if it’s something to feel disgraced about…
 
   You know nothing of this way of life and until you do, don’t judge it.”
 
   “Oh, Ellie, I’m sorry…”
 
   “Yes, Hunt is involved with the BDSM world, and, yes, he’s introducing me to it as well…It’s so much more than what society paints it.”
 
   “Do you enjoy it?”
 
   “Yes, I love it...Don’t misunderstand me. I’m still new to all of this, and I struggle with it at times, but it’s a big decision to give complete control over to someone, and I won’t take it lightly.”
 
   “Wow,” she murmurs, unable to say much else. 
 
   “Yeah,” I agree.
 
   She looks up at me with a hesitant look in her eyes. “There’s more I need to tell you…She happened to mention that she would be meeting up with him today to discuss something, but I couldn’t hear what. They moved away from me.”
 
   “He…” I trail off, suddenly not feeling so well. “Um, I have to go lay down…Can I sleep with you tonight?”
 
   “Sure, of course…But, what’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing…I’ll be in my room.”
 
   “Ok. What should I tell D?”
 
   “I don’t care what you tell him,” I reply, walking toward the stairs and heading up to my room in a depressing haze. I step inside, shut the door behind me, and toss myself on the bed, curling up into a tight ball. 
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERSEVENTEEN]Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Naked Truth
 
    
 
   Gabrielle,” Hunt whispers in my ear, trying to see if I’m awake. I am, but I keep my eyes shut, hoping he will get the hint and leave me.
 
   “Elle, wake up, angel. Dinner is ready.”
 
   I remain motionless, quiet, with my back turned to him. He sighs with disappointment and then quietly leaves the room. I exhale and begin to softly weep, hurt by his broken promise of meeting up with Marlena.
 
   What did they talk about? What did they do? Where did they meet? 
 
   I pray it wasn’t at this house-o’-sex Maya spoke of. I want to march down and demand he tell me everything, but the pain of knowing where he was and that he’d been secretive about it keeps me glued to the mattress. I’m not mad, or angry, or infuriated. I am hurt deeply by his betrayal.
 
   I cry myself to sleep with my hands placed over my aching heart. 
 
    
 
   I wake up the next morning back in our bed, but I’m alone. I look over on Hunt’s pillow and find a note lying on it. I pick up the paper with his letterhead on it and read.
 
    
 
   From the desk of
 
   Damian N. Hunt, CEO
 
   Hunt Industries Inc.
 
    
 
   Hyde-
 
    
 
   I don’t know what happened to you last night, but I expect a full explanation this evening when I get home. You have an appointment with Dr. White here at two and a self-defense class with Kevin at three-thirty. Do not skip either. I want a report when you are done. 
 
    
 
                                                                        Hunt
 
    
 
   I crumble the note and toss it across the room, flipping it off as if it were him. I crawl out of bed and head into the bathroom to get ready for the day.
 
    
 
   After a nice, long shower, I dress in loose boyfriend jeans and a V-neck tee and toss my hair up into a ponytail. I eat lunch and catch up on some reading. Before I know it, the elevator door opens and Dr. White steps out with Liam just behind him. 
 
   In his late thirties, he’s extremely handsome with midnight black hair, and gentle dark brown eyes, wearing his usual geek chic attire complete with his thick-rimmed, rectangular specs and a bow tie.
 
   I put my book down and greet them. “Thank you, Liam.”
 
   “You’re welcome, Gabrielle. I’ll be downstairs if you need me.”
 
   “Noted,” I reply, gesturing Dr. White over to the large, C-shaped couch. We take a seat and situate ourselves. 
 
   Once we’re comfortable, he says, “It’s been a long time, Gabrielle…How have you been?”
 
   “Yes, it has been awhile…I’ve been fine.”
 
   “Is that the way you would put it?” he asks with a nod of his head and a look as to say, ‘Interesting’.
 
   “Ok, I haven’t been fine,” I correct myself. “A lot has happened since we last talked, but I honestly wouldn’t know where to start.”
 
   “Since I believe this is the trigger for the chain of events that have unfolded for you recently, how about we start with your attack?”
 
   “Damian told you, didn’t he?” I ask with a disappointed tone.
 
   He lets out a heavy breath and sets his mouth in a tight line, not wanting to rat out his new patient. “He only informed me it happened. I know nothing of the details.” 
 
   I reluctantly run through the steps of the attack, leaving only one detail out, his involvement in Nicholas’ death. I tell him about the breakup and everything that followed, but once I get to the part about Marshall, I pause.
 
   “Would you like to talk about his passing?” He places a comforting hand on my shoulder. Though, I’m sure it isn’t allowed in his profession, he is a friend above all else.
 
   “No, I wouldn’t like it,” I answer, tucking my knees into my chest and wrapping my arms about them, which I’m sure he sees as a defensive move, and I would have to agree, “but I know that’s why you’re really here. Damian wants me to talk out my feelings, but I honestly don’t know what I feel. Ever since his death, I’ve had so much happen to me, and I haven’t had time to fully process everything.”
 
   “Why don’t you list them off to me? Perhaps, by saying them out loud, you will be better able to organize them in your head.”
 
   I place my chin atop my knees while I list them off. “Damian’s honesty issues with me, Dante’s lingering presence, I have no time for my friends, and my family is falling apart.”
 
   “The first thing I’m going to tell you, you need to speak to Damian and your family about your concerns.”
 
   “I have spoken to Damian. He’s opened up, but then I found out that he went behind my back to visit an ex.”
 
   “What about your mother?” he asks with an inquisitive, lifted brow.
 
   “I’m not ready, and, personally, I don’t think I’m wrong in feeling the way I do. I will confront her when I am prepared to take the next step toward healing.”
 
   He clears his throat and says, “I’m going to prescribe you something.”
 
   “I don’t want to take any pills. I don’t want to feel numb.” 
 
   “That’s not what I was going to recommend. Ellie, I want you to take some time off from everything. I want you to spend time with friends, Damian, yourself. You need to get away from the city for a while, away from the environment that isn’t conducive to your healing. You need to recharge your batteries so you can begin to process and heal.” 
 
   “Hunt and I just got back after a few days out of the city.”
 
   “You’re going to need longer than a few days, Ellie. I mean really get away.”
 
   “I just don’t know if that’s realistic right now.” I shrug and shake my head.
 
   “I’m sure Mr. Hunt can make arrangements…Ellie, I need you to listen to me when I tell you, this is crucial for you to heal. You need to take a step back and breathe. Plus, for your safety, it wouldn’t be the worst plan.”
 
   “That’s easier said than done, Doc, but I’ll see what I can do.” I sink back into my seat with a sigh, feeling mentally exhausted. 
 
   “Good,” he says with a wide, pleased grin and his kind brown eyes light up with approval. “That’s what I want to hear. You are a strong, smart, rational woman who just needs time to gather yourself before taking on the world.”
 
    
 
   Once I finish with Kevin, Hunt’s personal fitness trainer, I head for the shower, tossing my clothes on the way. I couldn’t help thinking about Caleb and his training me, suddenly taking on an altogether different shade. Suddenly, all those times he treated Maya and I like his daughters takes on an entirely new meaning because we are. 
 
   His kind, blue eyes, our eyes, beamed back at us from a rearview mirror our entire lives. Why couldn’t we see it? Why didn’t he say something? Did he want to tell us? How many birthdays and milestones had he wished he could’ve been a part of? He watched us grow from babies to women from the front seat of a car. 
 
   His gentle eyes flash through my head and I feel the lava tears flowing up my throat. I take a stressed breath and shove them back down in my gut. My mind goes blank as I allow the soothing water to work on my aching muscles, muscles I didn’t even know I had. I slide my fingers through my soaked hair, sighing with relief as I ease into a state of relaxation. 
 
   “What the fuck is your problem?” Hunt’s voice echoes throughout the bathroom, startling me and cruelly ripping me out of my serenity. “Do you not understand how to follow simple directions? What is going on with you, Gabrielle?”
 
   I turn and glare at him, crossing my arms under my chest.
 
   “Well?” he asks, with his hands clenched at his sides.
 
   I want to tell him that he hurt me, that he lied to me, and didn’t come clean last night when I begged for honesty. He gives me so little of his mind when he demands so much of mine. I want to tell him all of this, but, instead, I shout, “Fuck off!”
 
   I brush past him, snatching my towel off the hook by the door, and head out of the bedroom. 
 
   “What did you just say to me?” I’m bolting for the stairs when he calls out, “Gabrielle!”
 
   I skip down to the first floor, not really sure where I’m heading or why I’m trying to escape. I decide on the kitchen. I need a damn drink. I walk in, heading for the glass cupboard, when Hunt comes charging in behind me. He snatches my arm and spins me around. 
 
   “What did you say to me?” he growls.
 
   “You heard me, but in case you’re going deaf…Fuck off!”
 
   “What happened, Elle? Why won’t you tell me what’s wrong with you? All I know is one minute we were talking and getting along and then you fucking disappear…Why did you sleep in your room last night?”
 
   “It’s my room. I can sleep in it any time I want.” 
 
   “Elle, you are behaving like a spoiled brat. Do you want me to treat you like one? Is that what you want?”
 
   I yank my arm away and turn my back on him. Big mistake. The next thing I know, I’m naked and bent over the island, pressed against the cold marble with my hands restrained behind my back. My nipples harden instantly.
 
   “What are you doing?” I shout.
 
   “If you aren’t going to willingly talk to me, I’m going to fuck it out of you.” He ties something about my wrists, binding them together and leaving me powerless against him. Not that he needs restraints to do it.
 
   His hand clasps onto the back of my neck, holding me in place, while his other hand roams my thighs and rear. His thumb slides along my crack and grazes my tight pucker. When I moan and shove my ass back into his hand, I’m finally rewarded with a firm smack, dead center, catching both cheeks and my aroused slit.
 
   He leans over me, his weight pressing into my back. “Don’t move,” he snarls into my ear.
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   “Good girl,” he praises, plunging his thumb into my ass. “Now, are you going to tell me what’s wrong with you?”
 
   “You should know,” I snap, still angry about his lies and now his effect on me. “You know everything, don’t you?”
 
   “Oh, Gabrielle, wrong fucking answer.” Suddenly, the plump head of his cock parts my saturated lips, gliding up and down my sex, spreading my wetness, heightening my arousal. It teases my clit, forcing me to spasm and groan. He lines himself up with my constricting entrance, taunting me with his presence.
 
   “Are you going to be a good girl and tell me why you’re upset? Or, are you going to be a wicked little thing and make me torture this sweet cunt until you beg?”
 
   “I don’t…know,” I pant.
 
   “Unacceptable,” he growls, slapping me across both cheeks and slamming himself balls deep only to extract himself again. “Come on, Elle. Stop fighting it.”
 
   I struggle with my restraint and snap my legs shut. This is not what he wants. His hand comes down on each cheek swiftly, and his legs spread mine back apart, pinning them open. He pumps a few shallow thrusts, twisting his hand in my hair and roughly yanking it back so my head flies up and my back arcs violently. His other hand slithers about my waist and down to my throbbing apex, cupping it in his palm. “When will you learn, I own this…? I own you, body, mind, soul.”
 
   His finger dips between my plump lips, slowly rubbing my clit with concentrated precision, building me up, only to stop when pleasure begins to take me. He repeats this torturous act repeatedly before the ache in my womb overwhelms me and I scream out, “You lied to me!”
 
   He pauses and whispers into my ear, “What did I lie about, angel?”
 
   I shut my mouth tight and shake my head, still angry that he has this effect on me. He presses my body back against the island, holding my neck and teasing my hard clit again.
 
   I can’t fight him anymore, and I utter only one word, but it says it all, “Marlena.”
 
   “That’s my girl,” he purrs, petting the side of my face while my head lies on the cold surface, intensified by the sweltering warmth of my sweat glistened skin. “We will discuss this later. Now, I fuck you.”
 
   That’s my warning before he crashes into me, filling me to the rim, stretching me until I feel that divine burn that only comes from his fullness. I let out a whimpered moan when a surge of satisfaction rushes over me. He grasps onto my restraint, using it to slam me onto him to the hilt, sheathing him.
 
   He ruthlessly pounds into me, causing me to bounce wildly, and groans out, “This is what you need, isn’t it, angel? You need my cock.”
 
   His hand swipes across my rear, leaving a delectable sting behind, and I cry out in pure ecstasy.
 
   “Yes, again,” I beg. “Please, sir.”
 
   He answers my kinky prayers, going at my ass with swift, continuous blows, thumping his hard cock into me as hard as he can.
 
   “More,” I growl. He groans, keeping at it, never stopping until we seize up and explode in a carnal display of pure ecstasy. I scream out, writhing on him as he pours himself into me, cramming me with his sweet, warm nectar. 
 
   He frees me from my binds and takes me into his hold, sinking onto the floor with me cradled securely in his arms. I lie my head heavily on his shoulder while gasping desperately for air. He pets and caresses, cradling me close to his heaving chest with one hand placed firmly on my rear. 
 
   Once we’ve calmed and held each other for a bit, he speaks in the gentlest of voices, “How are you feeling?”
 
   “That’s a complicated question. My body feels amazing, on 
 
   top of the world, but my heart and mind are still aching…At least now I can check the kitchen off our to-do-in list.”
 
   “True.” Hunt chuckles, shaking me with every jolt, but it slowly fades, and he says, “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I went to see Marlena, but I needed her advice.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me…? You promised me that you wouldn’t see her anymore.”
 
   “I thought that was off the table when you told me you didn’t want me…Look, Gabrielle, she’s really a wonderful person. I don’t know why you have such a bad taste in your mouth when it comes to her.”
 
   “She isn’t as wonderful as you think, Hunt. Brooke told me that she left because of her, because she treated her so poorly.”
 
   “She’s always been protective over me.”
 
   “I don’t trust her…Besides, I’m really hurt that you hid it from me…Why won’t you open up to me, Damian?”
 
   “Honestly, I was already afraid to reveal myself to you when we first met, but I took a chance, and when you left, I closed up. I thought it was me, something I’d done or said, and even though I know now it wasn’t, it’s hard to reopen that door…I’m terrified, Elle.”
 
   My heart swells and my eyes burn. It’s my fault he won’t be honest. I’m the reason he can’t open up. He’s trying so hard to please me, and I just keep pushing for more, more, more. 
 
   “Hunt,” I whimper, and he snatches me up, squeezing tightly with his head buried in my neck.
 
   “I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you, angel.”
 
   “No, it’s my fault. I shouldn’t expect more of you than you can handle. I’m so selfish.”
 
   “No, shhhh, no,” he whispers. 
 
   We look deep into each other’s burning eyes, studying the other admiringly, and come in hard for the deepest, longest, most sensual kiss I have ever experienced in my life. When we break, we’re gasping for oxygen, still holding the other firmly. 
 
   “I want you to go get dressed. I’m going to take you somewhere,” he announces with a husky voice.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “You’ll see…”
 
    
 
   Hunt picked out my outfit for the evening, a slinky, wrap around dress that barely hits my mid-thigh. It’s white, with a low V neckline, and clings to every curve due to the light, thin material. This would be fine normally if I were wearing underwear, but Hunt ordered me to go sans bra and panties. It’s kept together by a delicate string on the side, which would release with the slightest tug of Hunt’s finger. I feel like walking sex.
 
   Hunt looks dapper dressed in all black, jacket, shirt, slacks. His collar is open, revealing a sliver of tan flesh, flesh I want to lick and kiss. He glimpses over at me, catching me ogling him, and shoots me a kinked smirk.
 
   Before long, we’re parking in front of a massive Victorian manor. I turn to look at him, confused by what I see, and find him holding my collar open for me. “I want you to put this on, and at no time while you are in there, are you to remove it. Is that clear?”
 
   “Damian?” I murmur with a worried tremble in my voice.
 
   “Is that clear, Gabrielle?” he asks in a way as if he’s asking me if I’m alright. 
 
   “Yes,” I answer, but even I can hear the hesitancy.
 
   “That’s my girl,” he commends, placing the symbol of servitude about my neck so his name shows proudly. He smirks down at it momentarily then exits the car without another word, heading around the hood to open my door. He helps me out and escorts us up the front steps to the black double doors.
 
   “Oh, yes,” he says, turning back to me before entering. “While we are here, you are to address me as Master Hunt when others are present. Do not speak unless spoken to, and do not wander about alone. Understood?”
 
   I stare up at him with terrified confusion but manage to nod my head.
 
   “Good,” he praises, opening the door.
 
   “Damian,” I mutter, realizing exactly where we are. He grabs my hand with a devilish smirk and guides me inside before I have much time to think about it.
 
   “Welcome to The Manor.”
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTEREIGHTEEN]Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Mind Your Manor
 
    
 
   I’m immediately greeted by the scent of leather, vanilla, and a hint of sex. I gawk, stunned, about the old manor, converted into a decadent palace of kink. My pulse is racing, and my skin vibrates with a nervous tingle. I feel a knot forming in the pit of my stomach, and my palms are clammy.
 
   We stand in the darkened foyer, which I scan curiously. There’s a massive, intricate chandelier hanging in the center of the room. The floors are marble and the walls are dark wood paneling with stunning photos of Doms and subs in various scenarios, all black and white. 
 
   “Did you take these, Master Hunt?”
 
   He grins down in approval and responds, “Yes, I did. Do you like them, Miss Hyde?”
 
   “You know I do.”
 
   “You are ravishing, Gabrielle. I look forward to playing with you greatly.”
 
   “Uh, I…”
 
   “Are you nervous, Miss Hyde?”
 
   “Are you serious, Master Hunt?”
 
   He chuckles loudly, stifling it with his hand and clearing his throat. He shakes his head at me. “Please, behave yourself, angel. This establishment has rules and regulations on top of the ones of those who play here.”
 
   “Like what?” 
 
   “The Mistress will go over them with you.”
 
   I realize I see no other people and all the doors, leading to the various first floor rooms, are shut.
 
   Perhaps, we’re early.
 
   “Dam…Master Hunt, why are we here?”
 
   “You’ll see, Gabrielle. Be patient,” Is all he says.
 
   He places his arms about my waist, holding me closely. We just wait there together and then his eyes drift to the top step of the opulent wood staircase just ahead of us. A jaw-droppingly beautiful older woman stands there; her chestnut hair long and flowing. Her skin is like the finest porcelain, and her golden-brown eyes are piercing and alert. Her tall, curvy form is adorned in a tight, leather midi dress with matching spiked heels.
 
   She confidently strides up to Damian, hugging and kissing him on both cheeks. “How are you, pet?”
 
   “I’m wonderful,” he replies, pulling away from her. “I want to introduce you to someone…Gabrielle Hyde, this is my close friend and ex-Domme, Mistress Marlena.”
 
   My jaw is now on the floor. 
 
   He didn’t.
 
   “Hello, Gabrielle. It’s a pleasure,” she says, holding her hand out to me. I take it hesitantly and give it a firm shake. “Mmm, strong,” she comments.
 
   “Hello, Mistress Marlena.”
 
   “Marlena will be fine for the evening. You are a first time guest, and I want you to feel comfortable.”
 
   “Thank you,” I say, unsure of how to react to her sweet, attentive behavior. It’s probably all an act.
 
   “I brought Gabrielle to show her you aren’t quite the monster you’ve been painted.”
 
   She laughs loudly, amused by the thought. It echoes throughout the foyer. “I would be more than happy to talk to Gabrielle if that would be alright with you, Master Hunt.”
 
   There’s a part of me that wants to run screaming from this place, but I’m also intrigued, wanting to know more about our venue and hostess. Hunt glances down at me, and I give him a nod of approval.
 
   “I think that would be excellent. I will be at the bar if you need me, Miss Hyde.”
 
   “Yes, Master Hunt.”
 
   He kisses the top my head before disappearing into one of the many closed off rooms.
 
   “Come, kitten. Let’s find a nice place to chat.” She holds her hand out to me, and, oddly enough, I take it and allow her to lead me toward the back of the house to the extensive grounds outback. She moves swiftly considering her attire. I have a hard time keeping up in my black velvet fuck me pumps. She leads us to a house at the very back, a much smaller version of the main house. She opens the door and guides me inside, closing it behind me. 
 
   She turns on the lights, and they’re soft and golden. The living room is modern and elegant, with a cozy, seductive feel. This must be her D.O.D. 
 
   “Would you like a drink?” she asks, guiding me over to the brilliant red couch in the center of the spacious den.
 
   “Yes, please. Thank you.”
 
   She walks over to a bar in the corner of the room, pouring us both a glass of champagne. 
 
   “You are a very well-mannered sub,” she remarks, sauntering over to me at the couch, and hands me a flute.
 
   “I wouldn’t call myself a sub just yet,” I reply honestly.
 
   “You may be in training, but that does not make you any less a sub, kitten.” She traces her finger up the bare flesh of my arm, and I shiver.
 
   “I hadn’t thought of it that way,” I state with a weak voice, an almost inaudible whisper.
 
   “From what Damian has told me, you are a very challenging woman, hard to subdue. I’m glad…Please, have a seat.” 
 
   I grab some cushion and watch as she eases herself beside me and crosses her legs with graceful, controlled movements. I scoot over a bit, and she notices. “Are you afraid of me, kitten? You may speak freely.”
 
   “If I’m being totally honest, you make me slightly uncomfortable,” I divulge. “I haven’t heard the best things about you.”
 
   “I assure you, you have nothing to be afraid of. Besides, if you received this knowledge from Damian’s former subs, you wouldn’t hear very good things. I wasn’t very kind to them.”
 
   Wow. I wasn’t expecting that kind of candor.
 
   “But, why?” I ask with a shrug.
 
   “I didn’t feel they were right for Damian. He needs a sub that will…challenge him. I didn’t feel that they could help him grow as a Dom, let alone as a man. So, I would test them, and if they left, I knew they weren’t strong enough.”
 
   “But, I left him,” I state obviously, placing my hand on my chest, and she glances down, smirking before slowly looking back up into my eyes. This woman oozes sex, it radiates from her.
 
   “Yes, you did, but you had a very good reason to do so, and you came back.”
 
   “You like me?” I ask with genuine confusion.
 
   “Yes, very much so. You are willing to do whatever necessary to protect and help Damian. You are just the type of woman he needs in his life.”
 
   “You’re nothing like I expected.” I shake my head and take a sip of the bubbly, golden champagne
 
   “I will take that as a compliment,” she says, smirking at me with the slightest twist of her lips. “I actually wanted to meet you some time ago, but I didn’t want to overstep any boundaries.”
 
   “Do you love Damian?” I blurt out, apparently missing a filter.
 
   “Yes, I do, but not in the way you are asking. I care for him and want only the best for him. However, my intentions with him go no further than friendship and to mentor.”
 
   “I must admit…I’m relieved.” I sink back into the couch, truly relaxing for the first time since we entered The Manor.
 
   “I’m glad I could put you at ease.” 
 
   She places her hand on my thigh and my heart skips a beat.
 
   “Uh, yes.” I spring back up. “I can see where Damian got his nurturing, loving nature as a Dominant.”
 
   “Yes, I taught him well, my greatest pupil.” She smiles proudly, as a mother would about a son.
 
   “Is this where he learned to be a Dom?”
 
   “Yes, much of his training as a Dom and a sub was held in The Manor. We started coming here when he was my student. I felt it was too risky near campus, so we would come back up to the city on weekends.”
 
   “May I ask you a blunt question?”
 
   “Of course, please, speak freely.”
 
   “Didn’t you feel wrong…?” My nose crinkles when I say, ‘Wrong’.
 
   “Having an affair with my student, one who was much younger than I?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “At first I fought myself, but after some time, I found it hard to resist the temptation.” She shifts herself closer, placing her arm behind me along the back of the couch. I glimpse back at it, following it to her shoulder, her neck, to her stunning face, focused intently on mine. 
 
   “Have you had many subs?” I ask with a creased brow.
 
   “I’ve had my share of slaves...Damian was right. You are a curious little thing.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I utter, tilting my head down at my lap.
 
   “It’s perfectly, alright, kitten.” She sweeps the hair out of my eyes, tucking it behind my ear. “I enjoy your enthusiasm to learn.” 
 
   Her finger trails up my arm to my shoulder, and my eyes shoot to hers.
 
   “Do you…?”
 
   “Enjoy both of the sexes? Yes, I do, very much.” She runs her finger under the thin strap of my dress, grazing her knuckle against the fullness of my cleavage.
 
   “Oh,” I murmur.
 
   “Are you uncomfortable, kitten?” 
 
   I squirm, but I do not move or remove her hand. I’ve always thought women were beautiful, and Marlena was no different. In fact, she’s one of the most attractive women I’ve met. 
 
   “Do you find yourself appealing, Gabrielle?” she inquires, running her fingers over my thighs, along the short hemline of my dress.
 
   “I’m not sure,” I answer truthfully.
 
   “You are a very sensuous woman. I must say, I find you exquisite. I do hope Damian allows me to play with you.”
 
   I just stare at her, both uneasy and aroused by the delicate touch of her fingertips. 
 
   “You two appear to be having fun,” Hunt’s voice chimes in across the room, near the front door. I hadn’t even noticed him come in. I stand and walk over to him, rewarded with a kiss on my forehead. 
 
   “She’s an exceptional woman, Damian. I would love to have a session.”
 
   “I’m afraid this one is off limits,” he replies, curling an arm about my waist and holding me close to his side.
 
   “That really is a pity. I could’ve had some fun with her.” She grins at me seductively and I blush, digging my head into Hunt’s chest. 
 
   “I’m going to take Gabrielle on a tour. I will require my private room when we’re done. Would you have it prepared for me?”
 
   “Of course,” she says, standing up and adjusting her dress. “I’ll have everything prepared for you by the time you’re done…exploring.” 
 
   She smiles at us sensually before leaving us alone. 
 
   Hunt turns to me, holding me at arm’s length, and asks, “Are you alright, Gabrielle? How did everything go?”
 
   I nod my head and answer, “It was interesting…You aren’t upset that she touched me?”
 
   “No, I hardly think any man would dislike the sight of their woman receiving pleasure in another woman’s caress. Marlena can be quite flirtatious. She enjoys the hunt…How do you feel about it?” I blush under his inquisitive gaze. “That’s what I thought.”
 
   “She certainly has a way with people,” I state with a shy smirk, and Hunt laughs, pulling me into his side and kissing me softly on my temple. 
 
   “Come, let me show you the grounds.”
 
   He holds me close as we walk back toward the main house.
 
    
 
   After an extensive tour of the first floor, my head is reeling. Every room is scarcely lit, with red leather couches, Persian rugs, and dark woods. It’s an elegant mix of antique and modern design, opulent. He showed me the bar and lounge, which is mainly for sitting and chatting, though there were a few subs in various devices being flogged, or pleasured, or whatever their Doms desired. This causes me to blush and drop my head with an overwhelming shyness. I feel a slight sense of discomfort, but I am also very curious and open to new experiences with Hunt. 
 
   Then, he shows me a room where beautiful women dance on polls, some appear to work here, but most look as if they are amateurs like me, grinding and dancing, teasing their Doms. 
 
   That would be fun to do for Hunt. 
 
   Many of the girls are in the traditional corset and garters, others wear only panties and collars, or nothing at all. They have no shame in their bodies or desires.
 
   I spot a couple tucked away in a dark corner. The sultry redhead sits on the couch, with her legs spread open wide, while her naked male sub goes to town on her. His eyes are blindfolded and his hands are bound behind his back. 
 
   I let out a whimper, clenching my thighs together as I become aroused by the carnal vision.
 
   “Does watching arouse you, Gabrielle? Do you enjoy observing others take pleasure in each other?” he whispers into my ear, tracing his finger along my collar. I nod my head, never taking my eyes off the sensual couple. “Come with me, angel.”
 
   He places his hand on the small of my back and guides me out of the room to the stairs in the foyer. 
 
   “Where are we going, Master Hunt?”
 
   “Patience, Miss Hyde. We must work on that.”
 
   As we ascend the stairs to the second floor, I smirk at myself and then notice the doors lining both sides of the floor. One side has twice as many doors as the other.
 
   “Master Hunt, why are there more doors on this side than that one?” I ask, pointing to them.
 
   “I’ll show you,” he replies, turning to the right and leading me over to one. I realize that every other door has a red ribbon hanging from the knobs, except the one we enter. It’s a dimly lit, closet-sized room, the only light comes from a window, but this doesn’t lead outside. This is a viewing window for the room next to us. 
 
   I walk over to it and find an attractive couple readying to play. She’s blindfolded, gagged, and tied down to the bed, sprawled out to her Dom’s liking. She searches the room blindly for her lover, almost as if she’s sniffing the air for his scent. He stands at the end of the bed, watching her, finding ecstasy in the sight of his beautiful sub helpless and desperate.
 
   “Does this make you uncomfortable, angel?”
 
   I feel a sense of coyness brightening my cheeks, but I am aroused more than anything else. I look back at him, casually leaning against the wall, from over my shoulder and reply, “Yes, but…”
 
   “But, you’re aroused by voyeurism.”
 
   “Voyeurism?”
 
   “You take pleasure in watching others,” he states simply.
 
   “Yes,” I answer truthfully. 
 
   “Would you enjoy being watched, Miss Hyde?” he asks with an amused, enquiring tone.
 
   “Exhibitionism?” I squeak.
 
   “Yes, angel,” he answers with a chuckle and a nod of his head.
 
   “No, I enjoy the idea of being caught I suppose, but I’m not going to say it’s a hard limit either.”
 
   He takes a step toward me and presses his large torso against my back, wrapping his sculpted arms about me so his hands splay on my womb, pressing my rear into his erect cock. 
 
   I moan.
 
   His fingers clench at the material of my skirt, bunching it up into his fists and revealing my bare slit. He kisses my neck with an expert’s touch, causing my head to roll back onto his chest and my hand to slide up the back of his head, gripping at the lush strands. 
 
   One of his hands roam my breast, kneading and teasing, while the other cups my aroused cleft, massaging my sensitive clit with the palm. I groan and writhe, giving him more friction and grinding my ass into a cock so hard, it makes diamonds seem soft.
 
   While he works me with his palm, his other hand peels the straps of my flimsy dress off my shoulders, allowing the top to fall down under my heavy breasts. His sensual lips continue down my neck to my shoulders, caressing my flesh ever so lightly. This tender touch sends shivers down my body, my skin tightening with goose bumps. 
 
   His hand returns to my exposed breasts, slightly pinching and pulling on my hardening nipples. I’m desperate for him. I have to have him. I spin around and take his lips with a vengeance, latching my hand greedily onto his cock, which presses against his pants making the material taut as if it were about to bust its way out. 
 
   He clenches a handful of my hair and loops his fingers through my collar as a reminder of my role, heaving my lips from his. 
 
   “You’re a very bad girl, Gabrielle. You were not granted permission to take charge. You must learn patience. We will work on this starting now.” He places the straps back on my shoulder and adjusts my skirt. “Come, I have more to show you.”
 
   He extends his hand to me, and I can feel the disappointment on my face. “We aren’t…”
 
   “No, Miss Hyde, I have other plans for you. This was just a bit of a warmup, to get your juices flowing so to speak.”
 
   I grab his hand, still disappointed, and follow him out toward a black door at the very end of the hall. He takes out a key and glimpses back at me over his shoulder, his brow inclined. I giggle, and he smirks back at me, blindly sliding the key into the knob and opening the door wide. It leads to a spiral staircase, which I look at in horror then down at my heeled feet. When I look at Hunt, he’s grinning seductively at me.
 
   He scoops me up and begins our trek up the tall staircase, leading to his hidden playroom. I think knowing where we’re headed makes it all the more nerve-racking and thrilling. It isn’t a question of where, but what and how. My grip about his neck tightens as we climb closer and closer, finally making it to another ominous black door at the top. Hunt places me down and gestures for me to open the door. 
 
   Shit. Why does he always make me do this? 
 
   I grip my hand tightly to the knob and feel it trembling fiercely, ripping it away from the door.
 
   “Hunt, I can’t. I’m sorry,” I state, staring down at my trembling hands while I rub them together anxiously. He sweeps his finger under my chin, lifting my embarrassed face up to his. 
 
   “Gabrielle, you have no reason to apologize or be nervous. You have done extremely well tonight. This won’t be about pain and punishment, but pleasure and reward.” I smile up at him, and he returns one, soft and caring. “That’s my girl.”
 
   He turns the knob and gives the door a light push, swinging it open slowly. I’m awestruck by the elegant beauty and raw carnality. The opulence of the room is seductive but the presence of the toys and devices takes my breath away, literally. I can’t breathe. I remind myself that he assured this is not about pain but ecstasy. In Hunt, I trust. 
 
   He steps inside the large room and holds his hand out to me, welcoming me gently into the chamber of seduction. I take his hand, gripping it tighter than a vice, and a weak step inside so I’m partially behind him. 
 
   “Elle, don’t be intimidated by the shiny toys. I won’t use anything on you without your permission or desire for me to do so. Though, I will be pushing a few of your limits.”
 
   “How? What?” 
 
   See, I knew it.
 
   “Please, Gabrielle, relax. You are in good hands.”
 
   He ain’t kidding.
 
   “Do I still have to call you Master Hunt?”
 
   He laughs hardily. “No, you no longer have to call me that. It’s only for the rest of the house. Here I’m simply Hunt to you.”
 
   He leads me to the center of the room and leaves me there to admire, sitting on the couch and watching me take in everything. 
 
   The walls are covered with the same decorative wallpaper as the D.O.D, except this has a gold base and an intricate black pattern. The furniture, the antique bed, sheets, couch, chairs, are all black and dark woods. There are restraining devices hanging from the ceiling and toys neatly hung along one wall. Plus, other apparatuses placed about the room, such as chairs with straps on the limbs and tables with leather tops. The room smells of leather and vanilla, an arousing mix, both enticing and forbidding. 
 
   “How do you feel about this, Gabrielle?” Hunt asks, once I’ve had a chance to absorb my surroundings. 
 
   “It’s a bit intimidating, with all the devices, but it’s…”
 
   “Exciting,” he finishes my sentence. 
 
   “Yes,” I utter under my breath. 
 
   “You really are a glorious creature, Elle. You’re intoxicating,” he purrs. “When I first laid sight on you, you captured me. I wanted you more than any woman I’d encountered. I was captivated by the way you gracefully moved through the crowd, swaying your hips with the nimblest of ease, how your body gyrated on the dance floor and responded when it finally felt my presence. I knew I had to have you then, as sure as I knew I needed oxygen.”
 
   He was watching me the whole time.
 
   I’m speechless.
 
   “I want you to do something for me. Will you do something for me, Gabrielle?”
 
   “What would you like me to do?”
 
   “I want you to dance for me. I want to watch you like that first evening we met.” His voice is like caramel, smooth and rich. 
 
   I stare nervously at the space around me then back up at Hunt. He stands up and walks over to a stereo system embedded in the wall, making his selection and heading back to the couch.
 
   The dark strum of a guitar and a slow, seductive beat begins, followed by a female’s whispery voice sensually crooning. It’s a cover of ‘Hey Joe’ by Jimi Hendrix. I move slowly, unsure of myself, terrified by his penetrating gaze, which is firmly set on me. My hands nervously clench to the hem of my short skirt as my hips sluggishly sway back and forth.
 
   “Oh, come, Gabrielle. You can do better than that.” 
 
   He gets off the couch and saunters over to me, circling me like that hungry wolf, stopping behind me so his arousal presses firmly into my plump rear. He places his hands on my hips, clenching at the fabric of my dress. 
 
   “You have the most sensual body,” he purrs, “every curve and dip drives me fucking mad. Don’t you know how unbelievably sexy you are? Don’t you know how much I love watching you move? I’ve never desired a woman more than I desire you. You’re everything.”
 
   I moan, sinking back into him. I feel his words swim through me, causing my body to writhe until it becomes a sensuous rhythm, keeping time with the music. His hands hold onto my waist, guiding my body against his while we melt into each other, grinding and bumping to the beat. We plunge and sway in sync, turning each other on, building each other up. Then, he’s gone, but I continue for him.
 
   I shut my eyes, circling and dipping my hips, suggestively gyrating my body while my hands greedily roam. They ascend my supple thighs, over my tummy, grabbing at my swollen breasts, taking pleasure in the feel of my tingling flesh. 
 
   I let the music sweep me away, putting me under a sexual daze, leading my body. I swagger to the side of the bed, making sure to take my sweet time. I bend over, placing my hands on the soft mattress, to give him a peek of my plump rear peeking out the back of my skirt. With an animal like prowl, I crawl across the mattress, stretching myself out and rolling over. I arc my back, feeling up my legs and thighs, groping the velvety inner flesh. 
 
   I turn back over onto my stomach, pushing myself up on hands and knees, twining my curvaceous form so my ass lifts high in the air. I rise onto my knees, flipping my hair and staring seductively over at him. He’s watching me with fascinated eyes, admiring me with uninterrupted attention. I see the desire smoldering in their depths, a wanton need only satiated by me. 
 
   I smirk and shake my rear playfully at him, receiving just the reaction I was hoping I’d get. He throws his head back and laughs loudly, tossing his hands over his face and shaking his head. I giggle and blow him a kiss when he looks back up at me. 
 
   “That’s my Elle,” he says proudly.
 
   I lick my bottom lip and stare at him darkly, showing my need for him, for his touch. The playful look on his face fades away, replaced with a wanton, shadowy gaze that urges me to continue. I grab onto a post at the end of the bed and step off, working the makeshift poll between my thighs, sinking and gyrating. I hold on tight, arching my back so my head hangs and my hair sweeps across the floor. I fondle my heavy breasts, eagerly teasing him. I fly up and spin around to face him, slowly snaking my body down the poll, spreading my legs wide to reveal my pink, exposed slit. 
 
   With one hand still clasped high above my head, the other greedily feels down my breasts and tummy, reaching my drenched sex with a desperate touch. I shut my eyes, entranced by my own touch, and my head falls back while my middle finger gently glides along the wetness, spreading it on my swollen lips.
 
   My eyes flutter open and I spot Hunt clenching his long fingers into the cushion of the black leather couch, tongue gliding along his bottom lip, chest heaving. A delicious darkness takes over his eyes, dangerously gazing up at me from under those black lashes. 
 
   He crooks his finger, beckoning me to him. I smirk and shift my weight onto my knees, crawling over to him with a lustful gleam in my eye. I slither between his thighs, pulling myself up until our lips graze. He exhales a harsh breath and smirks wolfishly at me, moving in for more, but I jerk away, slowly shaking a reprimanding finger at him. 
 
   I turn around and ease myself onto his lap, grinding and swaying my ass into his steel cock. I rest my arcing back against his torso and lie my head on his shoulder still snaking my body. His hands creep over my breasts, my tummy, my waist, latching on firmly. He stands me up with an effortlessness and grasps the back of my neck, bending me over and tracing the other hand down my spine. He moans with approval, giving my rear a firm swipe, and brings me back up to him, holding me close so his lips graze my ear. 
 
   “You’re a vision, Elle, an alluring Siren, beckoning me into the darkness,” he purrs, plucking at the delicate string holding my dress together. It unravels, allowing the barely-there dress to fall open and slide off my shoulders. It floats to the floor, pooling at my heeled feet and leaving me exposed to him, vulnerable to every kinky desire. 
 
   He nips the lobe of my ear and growls, “I’m going to fuck you until you see god.” 
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERNINETEEN]Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Worth A Thousand Words
 
    
 
   I dream of leather devices and hanging apparatuses, the scent of vanilla and sex, the feel of biting pleasure and Hunt’s flesh on mine. I’m lost in us, our desire, when I’m awakened abruptly, ripped from my lustful paradise by the blaring ring of my cell. I clumsily feel for it on the bedside table, knocking over objects in the process. I turn over to be sure I haven’t woken Hunt, but he isn’t there. I locate, answer, and place my phone against my ear. 
 
   “Hello?” I answer with a sleepy, muffled voice, but no one replies. There’s just silence. I check the caller ID but it isn’t a number I recognize. I smash it back on my ear, a little annoyed by the caller’s lack of courtesy. 
 
   “Hello? Who is this?” 
 
   No answer. But, now out of my sleep-induced haze, I can hear the faintest breathing, which seems to be getting louder, stressed as if the mystery caller were…Oh god. Suddenly, I feel a chill down my spine, the same terrifying, heart-stopping chill I felt the night Dante attacked me. I remember that horrifying nightmare as if it were last night. Realizing who it is, I hang up and toss the phone across the room as if physically distancing myself from him.
 
   I curl my knees into my chest and wrap my arms about them, cradling myself close. I look over at Hunt’s side of the bed, desperately wishing he were beside me. I check the clock and it reads ten-thirty. He’s probably already at work. 
 
   I’m contemplating what I should do when Damian comes walking through the bedroom door, dressed in a white tee and jeans.
 
   “Good morning, ang…” He trails off when he spots me on the bed, and something shifts in him. “What’s wrong, Gabrielle?”
 
   He strides over to me but stops when he spots the phone on the floor and picks it up. He looks at it quizzically then me. 
 
   “Who called, Elle?”
 
   I can only look up at him with big, terrified eyes and shake my head. He stiffens up, understanding instantly, and looks at the last number on the phone. He shoves his hand in his pocket, pulling out his cell and pressing to his ear.
 
   “Banks, I need you up here. We have some new developments on Dante…Very good.”
 
   He hangs up and walks over to the bed, taking a seat and shifting me into his lap. I rest my head on his shoulder, sighing as I take comfort in his embrace. 
 
   “He isn’t going to stop until he gets what he wants,” I state, oddly calm.
 
   “No, he won’t,” he replies honestly. “But, we will catch him, Gabrielle…I promise.”
 
   “What are you going to do when you find him?”
 
   “I’ll handle that when the time comes.”
 
   “What does that mean exactly?” 
 
   “It means, I will do everything in my power to protect and keep you safe from anything or anyone who seeks to harm you. I will do what I must.”
 
   That tingle creeps back up my spine, chilling me to the bone. Just then, Liam calls out, “Sir?”
 
   “We’re in the bedroom. Meet me in my office,” Hunt orders.
 
   “I guess I should let you go take care of business,” I say, attempting to shift off him, but his hold is tight.
 
   “Or you can come with me into the office and tell Banks what happened.”
 
   My eyes shoot up to his, wide with shock. “You want me to join you?”
 
   “If you’re more comfortable staying here…”
 
   “No, I want to join you.”
 
   “Excellent,” he says with a pleased grin. “Now, take a quick shower, throw something on, and meet us in my study in ten minutes.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” I reply with a salute and jump off his lap, bolting for the bathroom. I hear him laughing to himself, amused by my overenthusiasm. 
 
   I jump in and out of the shower in a flash and grab a soft yellow sundress from the closet, tossing it on as I make my way to his office. When I make it there, Hunt is pacing back and forth while Banks studies a file. 
 
   When they spot me, Banks rises from his chair with a pleasant, welcoming grin, and Damian strides over to me, kissing me tenderly on the forehead. “Are you feeling any better, angel?”
 
   “Yes, much,” I reply up to him, smiling softly.
 
   “That’s my resilient girl…Yellow is a fetching color on you, Elle. You are my light,” he whispers, giving me another peck on my temple. “Come, have a seat in my chair, and tell us what happened.”
 
   He guides me to his chair and pulls it out for me to take, which I do happily. He grabs the guest chair from the other side of the desk, placing it next to mine, and sits beside me.
 
   I clear my throat, nervous by their intense eyes plastered on me. “Well, I woke up to my phone ringing and didn’t recognize the caller’s number. I answered, but no one replied. I could hear their breathing on the other end, so I know someone was listening. I got this awful feeling, like the night of the attack, and I knew it was him…I just know it.”
 
   “Do you think we can track the number down, Banks?”
 
   “If he didn’t call from a burner phone, I think we can, but I doubt he would be dumb enough to give us any idea of his location…I will check on it immediately.”
 
   “Excellent,” Hunt says, nodding his head at Liam. “Was there anything else, Elle? Is this the first time he tried to contact you?”
 
   “No, nothing…This was his first attempt. Other than the apartment, I haven’t seen or heard from him. Do you think it’s because we’re back together? Do you think he knows?”
 
   “He must know we’re back together. It’s not as if we’ve been quiet about it and the paps are everywhere. I’m sure they’ve gotten a few shots of us about town.”
 
   “Oh, Damian, maybe we should’ve stayed away from each other, or, at the very least, stayed quiet about it.”
 
   “No, we made the right choice, Gabrielle,” he assures, taking my hand in his. “Though, you may be right about lying low.”
 
   “I think that’s an excellent idea,” Liam chimes in, and Hunt nods at him. 
 
   “Gabrielle, I need to take care of a few things, and it may take me some time. Would you like to have lunch with the girls while I handle some business?”
 
   I haven’t seen Jules or Sloan in ages, and I miss them terribly, but I don’t want to leave his side, not now. “I think I should stay here with you.”
 
   “I’ll be fine…Liam will escort you and the girls wherever you wish to go.”
 
   “Damian,” I murmur, ready to argue, but spot the look in his eyes and decide against it. “I think that sounds like a wonderful idea.”
 
   “That’s my girl. Now, get ready, and I will make the arrangements.”
 
   We rise, and he kisses me on the temple before patting my butt and sending me on my way.
 
    
 
   At one, I arrive at the Palace of Fine Arts for a picnic with Jules and Sloan. It’s a massive rotunda and pergola, constructed in the Greco-Roman style architecture, set in a charming park with a huge, swan-filled lagoon. It’s absolutely enchanting at night, like a mystical garden in some tragic Greek folklore. 
 
   I spot Sloan’s Kool-Aid red hair from across the lagoon. She’s sitting on a bench with Jules. I make it over to them, with Liam trailing not far behind me. They spy me walking near and jump up, hauling ass over to me.
 
   “Ellie!” they shout in unison, slamming into me and smothering me with hugs and kisses.
 
   “Hey,” I giggle out.
 
   When we pull away from each other, Jules states with an exaggerated pout, “We’ve missed you so much.” 
 
   She pauses, her glittering violet eyes wide and plastered behind me. I turn to look at Liam and then back at her with a this-is-awkward look on my face. 
 
   “Hunt wants to keep a close eye on me,” I explain. 
 
   “Why?” Sloan asks, peering back at him with those big, curious amber eyes.
 
   “It’s complicated,” I retort, twisting my fingers together anxiously. 
 
   “Boy, I’m starved. What did you get us?” I ask, attempting to distract them from my tagalong. 
 
   “We got you a Caesar salad and ice tea,” Jules answers, with her eyes firmly set on Liam. I think I spot a smirk on her face, but it fades when she notices me watching her. 
 
   “Yum,” I say, rubbing my stomach. 
 
   We walk over to a group of benches just under the enormous dome and take a seat on one, digging in. Liam stands watch off to the side, and Jules walks over to him and offers him half of her sandwich, which he takes appreciatively. I’m sure Hunt would have something to say about him eating on the job, but I love that he’s willing to let his guard down around me. 
 
   Jules heads back over to us and takes a seat, biting into her sandwich, smiling to herself. She seems to be in her own little world, which I’ve never seen before, even with Chase. While we’re chomping away at our lunch, I realize she keeps sneaking peeks over at Liam, and he smirks back at her, but it fades instantly when he spots me. She glimpses at me with a bright pink face. She never blushes.
 
   What the…? What the fuck is going on? 
 
   “I have some news,” she announces. Sloan and I stop eating, turning our attention on her. “I started seeing someone a while back.”
 
   “Oh, Jules, that’s wonderful!” Sloan exclaims.
 
   Jules turns a deeper shade of pink and steals another glance at Banks.
 
   “Jules, who are you seeing?” I ask with a curious panic in my voice. 
 
   “Liam,” she answers in a mumbled whisper. 
 
   My jaw falls to the floor and my eyes shoot open. My first thought is Hunt and his feelings on my friends dating his employees. Then, I see the look of utter happiness on her face, and suddenly, what he thinks doesn’t matter anymore. I grin warmly at her. 
 
   “That really is wonderful,” I congratulate, returning her face-splitting grin.
 
   “So, then, can we ask him to join us?” she asks with an anxious gleam in her eyes.
 
   “Of course,” I reply, waving him over. 
 
   Jules jumps up, running into his arms and kissing him square on the lips. 
 
   “I guess this means she’s over Chase?” Sloan asks, leaning into me but keeping her eyes on the happy new couple. 
 
   “I guess so,” I answer, also watching them embrace. “I’ve never seen her like this before.”
 
   Sloan looks at me with a wrenched, confused look on her face. “Right? She must be really into him.”
 
   “It appears that way. I’m glad. It was about time for her to move on from Chase. He was never going to break.”
 
   “What’s going on with him anyway?” Sloan inquires before her ruby red lips, which are brilliant against her alabaster skin, go in for another bite of her lunch.
 
   “I think he likes Maya, but…”
 
   “But, he’s still confused about his feelings for you,” she states, finishing my sentence.
 
   “Did everyone know he liked me?”
 
   “Yeah, we all knew, but you were in such denial about him.”
 
   “Well, I’m not anymore,” I utter.
 
   “So…He kissed you,” she says, avoiding eye contact and playing with her salad. “Did you work everything out?”
 
   “We had a nice chat. We haven’t had the chance to talk much more and still have things to figure out between us, but I think everything will go back to normal.”
 
   Jules and Liam walk up to us, hand in hand. It’s really kinda fabulous to see her so happy. They are a beautiful couple.
 
   “It must be a real bitch to keep this from Hunt,” I remark, smirking wickedly up at Liam. 
 
   “You have no idea,” he chuckles, and his steel eyes light up. I think it may be the first time I’ve ever heard him laugh. It’s endearing. 
 
   “I don’t think he needs to know just yet, do you?” 
 
   “No,” he says, shaking his head, “with everything on his plate, I don’t think that would be the wisest decision.”
 
   “Then, it’s our little secret…Now, sit down and have lunch with us. You can watch out for me just as well from the bench.”
 
   “Thank you,” Jules mouths to me, and I smile up at her. She takes a seat beside him and asks, “Why are you watching out for Ellie?”
 
   He glances at me, unsure of what to say, so I step in. “I’m being stalked by Hunt’s brother, Dante.”
 
   “What?!” they shout, and it echoes about the dome.
 
   “I left Damian because his brother attacked me.” It’s becoming easier to say it, but Hunt might suggest that it’s because I detach myself. “He threatened him, and I made a choice. I only just found out that he’s been stalking me for years.”
 
   “Ellie,” Jules whispers, her voice wrenched from shock, while Sloan stares with her large doe eyes.
 
   “Yeah, it’s all pretty messed up…But, Hunt and Liam have everything under control. Isn’t that right, Liam?”
 
   “Yes, she’s in good hands,” he assures, smiling and nodding at her. 
 
   “Jesus, Ellie, that’s just wrong,” Sloan says, tucking a chunk of cherry red hair behind her ear. 
 
   “Yep,” I say, picking at my salad. I desperately want to tell about Nicholas’ murder, but I don’t want it to raise more questions, or worse, have her blame me for it. After all, if Dante killed him because he was my ex-lover, I am to blame. I want to tell her, but this is neither the time nor place for that conversation. 
 
   “So, how long has this been going on?” I inquire, pointing my finger between them. 
 
   “I suppose it started that night when we all went to the club. I was really depressed about Chase and Maya, and we got to talking. We talked for about a month before he asked me on a date, and we’ve been together ever since.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell us?” Sloan asks.
 
   “Well, with all the tension between Hunt and Elle, it didn’t seem right.”
 
   “Jules,” I murmur, “you should never hesitate to tell me anything. I’m happy for you now and I would’ve been happy then. You know that.”
 
   “Thanks, Ellie. I was freaking about what you’d think.”
 
   “Your happiness is all that matters to me…And Liam is the worst guy you could choose,” I say in a sardonic, teasing manner. They both grin broadly at me. “But, now you have to worry about what Mr. Boss Man thinks about it.”
 
   “We’ll cross that rickety bridge when we come to it,” Liam responds.
 
   “I think you should let me tell him. I can soften the blow.”
 
   “I bet you can,” Sloan retorts, flexing her brow and nudging my shoulder with hers. 
 
   “Why are all my friends such pervs?”
 
   “Water finds its own level. Show me your friends and I’ll show you who you are.” Sloan smarts off, grinning proudly at herself. 
 
   “Oh, shut up. Who asked you?”
 
    
 
   By the time I get home, it’s time to eat dinner and ready for our trip up to the Montgomery’s vineyard in Napa. I’m really looking forward to spending the weekend with them and maybe recoup from everything that has happened.
 
    
 
   After dinner, we head upstairs and begin packing. I finish before Hunt and decide to help him pack the rest of his stuff. I love the normalcy of this moment, how he looks folding his shirts and stuffing them into his luggage. He glances up at me from counting his socks and boxer-briefs and smirks softly when he spots me admiring him in the ordinary moment. I think he realizes it, too. 
 
   He turns to me and leans in for a sweet kiss on the lips, taking me gently into his arms and holding me there while we smile stupidly at one another. He releases me after one more quick peck and asks, “Would you get my dark blue tie from the closet? It should be in the top drawer near my hanging belts.”
 
   “Of course I will,” I reply, smacking him roughly on the rear and giving it a firm squeeze. He glimpses back at me with an elevated browed and a kinked smirk. I return one and head into the closet.
 
   “You just want me for my body,” he states teasingly, and I burst out into laughter, shaking my head. 
 
   I turn back to him before I enter our small boutique and reply, “Oh, no, baby. I want you for your fat wallet, too.”
 
   I give him an overly exaggerated smile, and he chuckles. “Go get the tie, smartass.” 
 
   I giggle as I head into the closet and over to his drawers. I open the first one near the hanging belts and find the dark blue tie tucked away under an array of colors. When I pick it up, I notice the corners of a few photos peeking out from under the green tie below it. I hesitantly pick them up, as I wouldn’t want Hunt to find me snooping, and stare down at it in shock. 
 
   The first is of a woman, but she isn’t tied up, or being flogged, or sexually displayed. It’s a picture of Vanessa with her fiery hair fanned out around her, lying in a bed of white crumbled sheets, while she smiles and rubs her belly, rounded with Hunt’s child. 
 
   The next one shatters me. It’s her very pregnant tummy, exposed and smooth, while Hunt kneels beside her, tenderly kissing and caressing his unborn child. With his eyes shut and face serene, he pours his love, hopes, and dreams into his child, a future that would never come.
 
   I stand there, stunned and sorrowful, but it turns to jealousy. I become upset by the sight of this woman, girl really, experiencing something I realize only now, I truly want. Then, I feel an emotion that rattles me to my core, relief, relief that she hadn’t taken away the opportunity to have Hunt’s firstborn child. This disgusting thought followed immediately by depression and hatred for myself. I know what had to happen in order to make that a possibility, and it kills me that I feel the way I do. I’m a terrible, sick human being.
 
   “Elle?” Hunt calls out. 
 
   I climb myself out of the pit as best as I can, but it isn’t much. 
 
   “Yeah, I’ll be…right there,” I manage to choke out and shove the pictures back where I found them, slamming the drawer shut. I take a shaky breath, clenching his tie in my hands, and head back out to him.
 
    
 
   I haven’t spoken more than a few lousy words since I found those damn photos, and Hunt seems to be catching on to my mood shift. We aren’t too far from his parents’ house, driving down a narrow county road, and there’s a sweet smell in the warm night air. 
 
   We’re in the Spyder with the wind whipping through our hair, when he finally says, “You haven’t said much this entire ride up. What’s wrong, angel? Why are you so quiet?”
 
   I shrug my shoulders and stare out at the blackness surrounding us. 
 
   “Gabrielle, I’ve worked really hard to open up to you, so will you do the same for me?”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it,” I mumble.
 
   “You really can be a stubborn brat, Elle.”
 
   I whip around, glaring at him with rage flushing my cheeks, and reply in a huff, “I’m stubborn…? You want to know what’s bothering me?”
 
   “Yes, I do,” he says.
 
   “Fine! I found your pictures of Vanessa, pregnant and happy, with you. I know I shouldn’t have touched them, and you’ll probably punish me for it, but seeing that was more of a punishment than you could ever inflict on me…It was torture.”
 
   “Why?” he inquires through razor sharp lips.
 
   “I don’t know. I was curious I suppose.” 
 
   “No…Why was it torture?”
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me?” I whimper as tears fill the edges of my wide eyes, and before I can think much about my next words, I blurt out, “I love you, Damian. I want to be the mother of your children. I want to make you happy like that, me, not her. I want to be…”
 
   His eyes shoot to mine. I’m not sure what he’s thinking or feeling. He just stares with an unsteady gleam in his eyes, concealing whatever lurks behind.
 
    
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERTWENTY]Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   The Wrong Hands
 
    
 
   Suddenly, the car turns off the road, coming to a jolting halt in the dirt alongside it. Hunt rips his seatbelt off, nimbly climbing out and striding about the car to my door. While I stare with confusion and a bit of fear, he swings it open wide and leans over me, quickly unbuckling my seatbelt, then snatches up my hand in his to haul me out of my seat.
 
   He drags me to the hood of the car, turns me around to face it, and bends me over, flipping my skirt up and ripping my panties down to my ankles. I can hear the clinking of his belt buckle and the gravelly sound of his feet moving on the dirt as he readies himself.
 
   “No, Hunt, please don’t…” I clench together, ready for a severe spanking, but, instead, his cock plunges into me with one swift thrust of his hips. I gasp, desperately clawing at the hood of the car. He pulls out and slams himself back in to the sack, causing it to slap against my clit. He continues this rough, slow, deep attack on my aching cunt, gradually picking up the pace until he’s going at me like a fucking wild animal. I bounce and scream with pleasure as he takes me so completely, fucking me in front of the headlights so our shadows cast out along the road. I feel the warmth of the engine against my flesh as I slide across the hood. 
 
   He grasps at my ponytail and yanks sharply with a growl, keeping at me with a relentless, rolling rhythm. His stressed breath brushes across my neck, his thighs slap against the backs of mine, and his body seems to stiffen. 
 
   “Tell me you’re mine,” he groans.
 
   “I’m yours,” I moan out.
 
   “Always,” he says in a husky voice, stressed from exertion.
 
   “Yes, Hunt…Always!” I cry as we seize up and cum viciously together, quaking and writhing. 
 
   “Gabrielle,” he hisses out between his clenched teeth as he releases himself deep inside my womb, fulfilling a desperate ache only extinguished by him.
 
   He collapses on top of me, his hard chest pressing into my glistening back, nuzzling his face against mine. He places his lips on my temple and trails them down to my neck, continuing along my spine and removing himself from me. I groan as he moves over the curve of my lower back and then my rear, giving each cheek a single peck. 
 
   He slides my panties up my legs, grazing his fingers along the hypersensitive flesh, and shifts them back into place. He runs his hand over my rear, crouching and admiring it attentively while I watch him still laid out over the hood. 
 
   “I don’t know what you do to me, Gabrielle, but I find it impossible to resist you,” he breathlessly confesses and rises, scooping his arms about my torso, pulling me close.
 
   “I don’t want you to resist me,” I purr, grinding my rear into his still very rock-hard cock.
 
   He slides his hand up my neck and gasps just enough to let me know he’s there, pushing my head back with strong fingers under my chin. He nips at my earlobe and whispers in the most seductive voice, “I never want to.”
 
    
 
   We make it to the Montgomery’s vineyard a little after midnight. Everyone has retired for the evening, as Hunt sent a text informing them not to wait up. As we walk through the door, a beautiful Golden Retriever comes prancing up to greet us.
 
   “Hey, Duke,” Hunt greets him back, tossing our bags on the floor and giving him a good rubbing. “Elle, this is Duke, my dad’s partner in crime.”
 
   “Hello, Duke, you’re a beautiful boy,” I say, kneeling down to pet him. He flops down on the floor and rolls over, revealing his belly to me.
 
   “Oh, he’s in love with you,” Hunt comments.
 
   “Why is his name Duke?”
 
   “Pierce has an obsession with the Duke, John…
 
   “Wayne, yes, I know who the Duke is. My father watched his movies every Saturday when I was a kid.”
 
   “Very good, babe,” he praises, grinning over at me. “Come, let’s head upstairs and get settled. 
 
   Hunt takes our bags upstairs and sets them in what I assume is the guest room. 
 
   “Where is your room?” I inquire.
 
   “This is my room, Gabrielle.”
 
   “Then, where is mine?” I asked with a puzzled look.
 
   “You’re standing in it.”
 
   “Won’t your parents mind us sleeping in the same room?”
 
   “Gabrielle, I’m a grown man of thirty. I think they know I’m not a virgin anymore,” he teases, and I roll my eyes, smirking at his playfulness.
 
   “I just meant out of respect.” 
 
   “No, angel, they won’t mind. In fact, they expected it…Besides, this isn’t the first time you’ve slept in my room under their roof.”
 
   “Damian, that was different. You weren’t in the bed with me.”
 
   “And I never would’ve been,” he states with certainty.
 
   “What does that mean exactly?” I ask with a slightly affronted tone.
 
   “Elle, you were sixteen, jailbait, and I was of age…Believe me, if I resisted you then, it would not have been from a lack of attraction, but from a place of respect. I would’ve done everything in my power to preserve your innocence.”
 
   The thought of him resisting me for the sake of my younger self’s respectabilities only makes me want and love him all the more. I slowly stroll over to him at the bed, with his back to me, and wrap my arms about his waist, pulling myself into him. I rest my cheek on his wide back and sigh, taking in the quiet serenity of this moment, of him. 
 
   He turns to me with a look of such love and cups my face in his large hands, lifting it to look at his. “You mean everything to me, Elle. No one has ever meant more to me than you, and I will do everything within my power to shelter you from whatever comes our way.” He caresses my cheek with his thumb and places a kiss on my forehead. When he pulls away, his brow is slanted and his lips are puckered. “Now, would you like to discuss earlier in the car?”
 
   “Which part?” I inquire with a kittenish smirk. 
 
   “I’m referring to your unexpected confession that led me to fuck you on the hood of my car.”
 
   “There isn’t much to say. I think it’s pretty self-explanatory, don’t you?” 
 
   “What were you going to say when you trailed off?”
 
   “I wasn’t going to say anything.” I shake my head and shrug my shoulders. “That’s why I trailed off.”
 
   “You’re lying to me. I can see it in your eyes, face, body.” He traces his finger over my cleavage. “Do I have to punish you for dishonesty?”
 
   “Damian, I know you’re trying to get me to talk about that next step, but I think I confessed enough for one evening. Plus, it’s late, I’m exhausted, and I need to sleep before I take on your family this weekend.”
 
   He doesn’t say a word. He smiles and nods weakly then snags things out of his bag before heading for the bathroom and shutting the door behind him. I’m too tired to see straight let alone take off my clothes, and I crash on the bed, passing out as soon as my face hits the cool pillow.
 
    
 
   I wake with the early morning light and Hunt’s gentle hands and lips all over my very naked body. The sheet and comforter have been ripped off the bed, exposing me to the day and him. He’s wearing light cotton pajama bottoms that ride low on his hips, revealing that sharp V just above his very hard cock. The thick, round head pokes out of the opening, teasing me. 
 
   He looks up at me with those emerald eyes, smiling broadly. “Good morning, angel.”
 
   “Yes, it is indeed, slick,” I purr. “Why am I naked and on display?”
 
   “Because that’s how I want you.” He runs his fingers over my tummy and hip. “I enjoy admiring you.”
 
   “I don’t think it’s fair that you get to ogle me and I don’t get the same common courtesy.” 
 
   I jump up onto my knees and curl my fingers in his waistband, ripping them off and tossing them aside. I gaze down at him lying there gloriously nude, smirking playfully at me, with his hands behind his head. I scan every tan, muscular inch of his spectacular physique. I’m in awe of him, of the fact that he belongs to me. This loving, witty, devilishly charming man is mine. Forever if I want it. 
 
   “Do you like what you see, Miss Hyde?” he asks with his cocky grin.
 
   “That’s an understatement if I ever heard one. I’m completely, totally, madly in love with the man before me and it has nothing to do with what meets the eye…I love the more.”
 
   “Aw, angel, I love your more.” He reaches up for my face and pulls me onto his lips while I kneel beside him. He kisses me softly over my face and I mimic the gesture. 
 
   “Ugh,” he groans, letting his head fall back onto his pillow.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I really want to be with you, but I planned to take you riding this morning in the vineyard.”
 
   “What kind of ride…?” I mount him and sit back on his hard morning wood, cradling it along the length of my wet lips. “I’ve never fucked in a vineyard.”
 
   I begin to slide myself up and down his shaft, and he clasps onto my hips, helping guide me along. I place my hands on his chest for balance and ride him.
 
   “God, you’re beautiful,” he moans with heavy-lidded eyes, allowing the pleasure of my saturated lips to rub him right. His shaft runs over my clit continuously, and with a never-ending supply of stimulation, I feel myself building quickly. Our breathing becomes forced as we move together.
 
   Then, abruptly, the doorknob jiggles and a maternal voice breaks our not-so-dry humping session. “Damian, Ellie, darlings, are you up? Breakfast, along with the rest of the family, is waiting downstairs for you. Please, come join us.”
 
   Hunt and I stare at each other with wide eyes and huge grins as we listen to her soft footsteps grow lighter down the hall.
 
   “You don’t think she heard us, do you?” I inquire, embarrassed. He just shrugs with his grin still firmly in place. “Shit.”
 
   I try to jump up, but Hunt’s grip remains plastered to my waist. “She didn’t say right this second.”
 
   “Damian,” I scold.
 
   “Gabrielle,” he teases, and I smirk at him.
 
   “Come on, seriously. We can continue later in the vineyard.”
 
   His brows pop up and a pleased grin spreads his mouth. We get up and ready quickly, taking separate showers to ensure we don’t attempt any heavy petting or hard fucking. Though, while I’m applying my makeup, and he’s showering, I find it hard not to join him, but I manage to resist the temptation.
 
    
 
   After breakfast, we sit and chat about the party that evening. They inform me it will be larger than Olivia’s party, pausing for a moment in an awkward silence, then, continue with the details. Vivian informs me that a dress will be provided for me if I don’t have one, but I do, a beautiful white-laced dress I’m really excited about showing off to Hunt. 
 
   Once we’re done, it’s nearly eleven, so we decide to save the horse ride for tomorrow morning and go out on Pierce’s sailboat for the afternoon. Vivian stayed behind to watch over the festivities’ every detail. 
 
   The wind felt great and the sun warmed my wind-chilled skin. We cast anchor and went for a nice swim in the ocean, followed by sunbathing for the girls and I, and boat talk for Hunt and Pierce. It was truly amazing.
 
    
 
   By the time we get back, we only have a little over an hour before the beginning of the party. Hunt and I rush upstairs and jump into the shower, helping wash one another. He lingers a little too long on my breasts, slit, and rear, but I’m not going to complain.
 
   We get out and towel off. I head over to the mirror and look at the wet mess atop my head. “What am I going to do with this in less than an hour?”
 
   Hunt steps behind me, grabs my hairbrush and a hairband off the counter, and proceeds to brush my hair. He combs it into a tight ponytail, securing it with the band, and twists it into a clean, sleek bun, which he pins to perfection. It’s sophisticated and classic.
 
   I just stare up at him. 
 
   “I would do my sisters’ hair when we lived with our uncle,” he says simply, kisses me on the temple, and walks out of the bathroom. I decide to drop it and not push the subject further.
 
   I finish my makeup and dress quickly. I’m wearing a white lace sheath dress and beige pumps. Hunt is dressed in a cream almost tan linen suit, with a bright white cotton button up, open at the collar, and dark brown, square-toed slip-ons. He looks delectable.
 
    
 
   The party seems to be kicking into gear by the time we’ve gotten ready. The first floor and backyard is already filling up with chatting, laughing guests. They mingle and converse, nodding their heads at Damian as we weave past them. 
 
   He plucks a couple champagne flutes off a passing tray and hands one to me. We meander through the party, attempting to find a familiar face in a sea of the unfamiliar. Hunt escorts me throughout the first floor, introducing and showing me off to business associates and family friends.
 
   While we’re wandering about, I feel a sense of uneasiness, as if we’re being watched. I keep scanning the area around us, but I find no reason to have such an unsteady feeling. Perhaps, it’s just my imagination, or nothing at all, or a warning of what’s to come.
 
   I shake it off and take a sip of champagne, keeping an eye on the people and noises about us. While we’re talking to an Ambassador of a country that escapes me, I could swear I spot Dante. My heart stops and my body shakes, but when I take another look, I realize that it was just someone with the same coloring. I take a deep breath.
 
   Get ahold of yourself, Hyde.
 
    
 
   We make our first floor rounds and head out to the backyard an hour or so later, finding Vivian, Pierce, and the girls near their table on the other side of the dance floor. They have a large group of partygoers in their finest Hampton-esque summer wear, standing about them as they chat with them merrily. 
 
   Suddenly, I spot Maya and Chase amongst the group and wave when they see me. We walk over to everyone and join in on the story Pierce is telling about a wild college prank his frat pulled on their fellow sorority.
 
   “So, the girls come running out of the house, screaming at the top of their lungs, when I spotted Vivian for the first time. She casually walked out of the house, laughing and chatting with one of her sisters…Caroline Bennett.” Pierce and Vivian glance over at Hunt, who smiles softly at them. “The second I saw Vivian, I knew I’d found the one.”
 
   The girls in the audience let out, “Awwww.”
 
   “She spotted me off to the side and came up to me, grinning. I was a wreck, a complete goner. It turned out she wasn’t coming up to me, but my frat brother, James, who she’d been dating for a few months…But, they broke up shortly after when he met Caroline. Vivian and I became friends quickly, and I would walk her home after classes, escort her to socials, etc. After about a year, I finally got the nerve to ask her on a real date, and the rest is history.” 
 
   Pierce places his arm about her waist, kissing her gently on the temple. 
 
   “Why did Pierce look at you when he mentioned James and Caroline?” I ask with an enquiring look.
 
   “They’re my parents,” he replies simply.
 
   “Oh,” I murmur, gawking down at my shoes, embarrassed I didn’t know that. He must notice and scoops his finger under my chin, lifting my face to his. 
 
   “It’s alright, Gabrielle. You have no reason to feel embarrassed or wrong for asking. That’s where my parents met, all four of them.” He smirks down at me.
 
   “I wonder how their younger selves would have felt if they knew they would have a son as wonderful as you to love and share.”
 
   He caresses my cheek and smiles the sweetest smile. His eyes suddenly look off into the distance, concern emanating from them, but it fades when Chase waves us over. He takes my hand and guides me to them on the other side of the crowd.
 
   “Hey,” Maya greets, hugging us both when we arrive up to them. Chase and Hunt do a quick handshake, but they smile warmly at one another. This is a pleasant sight.
 
   “Thanks for the invitation, man,” Chase says to Hunt with a nod. 
 
   “Of course,” Damian replies with a faint smirk and a wave of the hand. “The both of you are always welcome.”
 
   “Thanks, D,” Maya expresses her gratitude.
 
   “Anything I can do for either of you, don’t hesitate to ask. Now, I think I need something a bit stronger than champagne. Would you like anything else, ladies?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Maya says, “I would love anything colorful and fruity with a hard liquor.”
 
   Hunt chuckles. “Would you like anything, Elle?”
 
   “A martini with three olives. Please.”
 
   Hunt starts to walk toward the bar and Chase calls out, “I’ll join you.”
 
   Once he’s left, Maya turns to me with an uneasy look on her face. 
 
   “What’s the matter?” I ask.
 
   “I’m really confused about Chase. I think he likes me, but I’m not sure. He’s been amazing with everything that’s happened, but I feel like he’s still keeping an emotional distance from me.”
 
   “Chase doesn’t take time out of his life for just any woman. You know what kind of guy he used to be. Well, since you came back into town, he hasn’t been with anyone else, and that’s not like him at all. I think he’s just as confused about his feelings as you, but he requires time to figure them out before he moves on. Just keep spending time with him and he will come around.”
 
   “Well, thank you, Dr. Hyde,” she teases.
 
   “Actually, I quite agree with everything she just said,” A familiar male voice chimes in behind us. When we turn around, 
 
   we find Dr. White standing there. 
 
   “Hey, Doc,” I greet him.
 
   “Please, Aden,” he responds, with a big genuine smirk. His jet-black hair is slicked back, and he isn’t wearing his usual square specs, covering his kind chestnut eyes, or his geek chic attire. He’s in a beige linen suit with a white button up, and he looks wonderful. 
 
   “Fine, Aden, I’m glad you agree.”
 
   “Would you have it any other way?” he inquires playfully.
 
   “No, probably not,” I giggle. “Did Hunt invite you?”
 
   “Yes, he did.”
 
   “Oh, Maya, do you know Dr…Aden?” I ask, gesturing my hand in his direction.
 
   “No, I’ve heard wonderful things about you though.” She grins and takes his outstretched hand. “Maya Hyde.”
 
   “Aden White. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Maya,” he retorts, smiling flirtatiously at her, and she blushes.
 
   “White,” Chase says curtly, breaking their little moment. He stands beside Maya, handing her a brilliant, fruity concoction, but Hunt isn’t with him. “Damian will be back in a moment. He got caught up with an old friend.”
 
   Probably Marlena, and, strangely enough, that doesn’t bother me. “Tall, stunning brunette?” I inquire.
 
   “No,” he replies with a shake of the head, “some hot redhead.”
 
   Redhead? Vanessa!
 
   “Do you know where they are?”
 
   “They walked off somewhere toward the vineyard I think,” Chase answers, but he isn’t really paying me much attention as it’s focused on Maya and Dr…Aden. I pardon myself from the group and head toward the vineyard, hoping to catch them before she can get her hooks into him.
 
   I’m rushing across the dance floor when a sultry voice purrs, “Hello, kitten.”
 
   I don’t have to turn around to know who it is, because I feel the overwhelming presence that emanates off Hunt.
 
   “Hello, Marlena,” I greet her.
 
   She leans in for a kiss on each cheek, lingering on both and grasping me gently on the nape of my neck. 
 
   “What’s the rush, pet?” she inquires with a flirtatious smirk.
 
   “Damian, he’s with Vanessa, and…”
 
   The smile drains from her face, replaced with concern and understanding. “Enough said. Come, let’s find him.” 
 
   She places her hand on the small of my back and escorts me in their direction. We spot them a few moments later, at the edge, linking arms as they did the night at the opera. 
 
   Marlena slows us as we come up to them, placing a finger over her full, puckered lips.
 
   “Damian, this is really beautiful. I miss our time spent up here, together,” she states, and I clench my hands into tight fists at my sides, attempting to keep myself from going over and pummeling her. Marlena notices because she takes one in hers and pats it gently.
 
   “Yes, it’s really splendid at night. I should go get Elle…”
 
   He’s about to turn, but she clenches his arm tighter, keeping him beside her. “Oh, you don’t have to get her just yet…I am so enjoying my time with you.”
 
   “What did you want to speak to me about, Vanessa?” he asks with a slight tone.
 
   She turns to him, grabbing onto the lapels of his jacket, and looking up into his eyes with such lust, I could vomit where I stand. I move toward them but Marlena keeps me there. “Wait, kitten…Give him a chance,” she whispers.
 
   “Don’t you miss us, how good we were together?” Vanessa inquires, rubbing his upper arm tenderly. “I can’t help but think back and wonder what could’ve been. Don’t you ever wonder, Damian?”
 
   He looks down at her with disgust and resentment. He clasps onto her hands, hooked onto his jacket, and rips them off. 
 
   “How dare you?” The words almost ooze from his mouth. “If it weren’t for that child, I would’ve never stayed with you as long as I did. What we had was nothing in comparison to what I have with Elle. I love her more than anything, and you think you can just come in here, to my home, and shit on that?”
 
   “Damian,” she utters sweetly, stepping back into him. 
 
   I’ve seen and heard all I need. I stride over to them with great purpose and do something that even shocks me. I latch my hand onto his manhood and stare the bitch square in the eye. 
 
   “Do you see this? This belongs to me, not you, me! So back the fuck off,” I growl. “I’m not going to let you or any other part of his past mess with that…Have I made myself clear?”
 
   She stares at me, horrified, and her mouth gapping open. Her eyes jump between Hunt, Marlena, and I, embarrassment and rage radiating from them. She turns and walks off with a huff, never looking back. On her way to the main house, she shoves into Marlena, who’s sneering at her. 
 
   I’m almost afraid to glance back at Damian, as my hand remains glued to his large crotch. When I finally do, he’s smiling down at me with a ridiculously big grin spreading his cheeks from ear-to-ear. 
 
   He glimpses at his package and then back up at me, brow cocked, and says, “I realize it belongs to you, but may I have it back, please?”
 
   I smirk at him, releasing my grip on his hefty package, which has hardened in my hand, and take a step back. Hunt looks over at Marlena and nods his head. “How are you, Marlena? Lovely evening, isn’t it?”
 
   She smiles at the both of us and turns to walk back to the party, calling out, “Yes, it is now.”
 
   I shake my head in her direction, smirking to myself, and turn back to Damian. 
 
   “Would you like to explain that little stunt you just pulled?”
 
   “No, I think it was very clear what I was pulling,” I reply, glancing down at the stiffy pressing against the fly of his slacks.
 
   He laughs uproariously. 
 
   “Come, let’s get back over to the rest of the guests.” He takes my hand in his, still chuckling, and we stroll back to the party guests on the dance floor. Just as we make it there, a security guard comes up to Hunt and tells him there is a situation with Vanessa in the main house. Damian gives me an apologetic look and excuses himself, leaving to handle the bitch.
 
   I watch him stride quickly toward the house and head over to the dance floor, scanning the crowd for a familiar face. The song changes and the gentle strum of a guitar twangs. It’s the haunting classic, ‘I Only Have Eyes for You’ by The Flamingos. 
 
   Suddenly, a firm hand clasps onto my wrist, culling and dragging me into a large, hard mass, and holds me possessively. When I look up, expecting to find Hunt, I’m stunned into silence at the all-to-familiar face of someone I’d never want to see as long as I lived.
 
   “Hello, Gabrielle,” Dante purrs, with that creepy smile plastered across his lips and his slick midnight black hair. He looks like the devil. “If you so much as make a fucking peep, I will kill you where you stand. Are we understood?”
 
   I can only stare with terror into the icy blue eyes that have haunted my nightmares for months. I manage a weak nod of my head.
 
   “Good,” he states and sweeps me across the dance floor, humming the tune casually, as if we’re just a couple of lovers sharing a tender moment. He lifts his hand to my face and grazes my cheek with his fingertips. “I knew we would finally get our dance.” 
 
    
 
   Hunt
 
    
 
   Once I manage to subdue and remove Vanessa, I head to the party in the back. I’m stopped a few times by dull business associates, but I’m able to sidestep most advances of conversation. I finally make it out to the back and scan the crowd for Elle.
 
   When I finally spot her, she’s dancing with…I sprint toward them, shoving my way through the thick sea of people. I can’t get to her fast enough. Every second is an eternity, pure agony. I weave through the crowd of never-ending partygoers.
 
   Why won’t they get the fuck out of my fucking way?! If he…If anything happens to her, I’ll never forgive myself. I couldn’t live without her. Why did I leave her alone? Why didn’t I let security handle that fucking wretch?
 
   Suddenly, I hear a blood-curdling shriek and Elle desperately shouting for me, “Ahhhh…! Damian!”
 
   Everyone moves in to see what’s happening, blocking me from her. 
 
   “Move the fuck out of my way!” I roar, and the crowd parts, revealing Elle on the floor hysterically crying. “Angel, I’m here.”
 
   I run to her side, falling to my knees and scooping her into my arms.
 
   “Da…Dan…”
 
   “I know, angel. I know.”
 
   The terror causes her to shake like a leaf, her chest to heave, and her tears to choke out. She grabs onto my neck as her breathing becomes rapid and uneven. I can feel her whole body tensing up. She’s in the beginning stages of a panic attack.
 
   “White, I need you,” I call out.
 
   He’s by my side in an instant. “What happened?”
 
   “Dante was here.”
 
   “We need to get her sedated and upstairs.”
 
   “I promised I wouldn’t do that to her again.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t promise her anything…I need my bag.”
 
   “Meet us upstairs,” I state, standing with Gabrielle firmly in my arms and walking toward the house. He nods and runs off. She clings desperately to me, attempting to anchor herself, her overwhelming flood of emotions. She cries and whimpers, tightening her grasp about my neck. I rub her back and attempt to reassure her. “I know, angel. I got you…I will make everything better, I promise.”
 
   The crowd of people part as I rush her across the lawn and into the house, taking her upstairs to our room. Just as I lay her on the bed, White comes charging in, bag in hand.
 
   “You’re going to have to hold her still. I don’t want to have an accident.” He takes a syringe out and collects the medication into the tube, flicking it a few times first. I hold her arm down, which isn’t easy when she keeps fighting us. I manage to keep it pinned, and he quickly injects the miracle solution into her veins. 
 
   Not long after, she gradually stops struggling, becoming weak, and then she’s out like a light. I’m finally able to breathe and take a minute to organize everything in my head. I toss my hands into my hair and practically collapse on the bed. 
 
   “Thank you, White,” I murmur with my head in my hands.
 
   He pats me on the back. “Anything for Ellie…I’m here if you need to talk.” I weakly nod my head, but I don’t look up at him. I can’t. I glance down at Gabrielle, sleeping, and I feel helpless, powerless to stop my past from coming at us. “Now may be the time to do what we spoke of, Damian.” 
 
   He’s right. As I watch her, I know exactly what I need to do.
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERTWENTYONE]Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Waking In Eden
 
    
 
   My eyes slowly flutter open, adjusting to the bright morning light as it streams through the window. I feel foggy. My eyes are heavy, and my mouth feels like I have dough shoved in it. I turn my head and gaze out the airplane window.
 
   AIRPLANE WINDOW?!
 
   I shoot up when I realize I’m in the small bedroom toward the back of Hunt’s 757. I leap out of bed and over to the window, finding only thick, white clouds. 
 
   What the fuck?
 
   “Good morning, Miss Hyde. I take it you slept well,” Hunt’s voice greets me, and I spin around to find him standing at the entrance with a tray of food in hand. “I thought you would be hungry.”
 
   I just peer at him, waiting for him to address the obvious question looming in the air, literally. He continues as he sets the tray on the end of the bed, “I made you a couple eggs, over easy, toast with butter, yogurt with mixed melon, and both coffee and pineapple juice. You should eat your breakfast then dress in the outfit on the couch. Once you’re ready, meet us upfront.”
 
   Us?
 
   He turns to walk out, and I finally speak, “Where the hell are we going, Hunt?”
 
   He glances over his shoulder and replies, “All will be revealed once you’ve finished your meal and you’re dressed.” 
 
   He walks out before I can say anything else.
 
    
 
   I quickly finish the delicious meal, slip on the turquoise strapless sundress laid out for me, and shove my feet into white wedges with cork heels. I note that it’s very beachy attire.
 
   I head into the small bathroom, to the right of the bedroom door, to brush my teeth and hair, tossing it into a high, loose bun with wispy tendrils hanging about my face and neck. I spot a bright bottle on the sink with a note attached.
 
    
 
   Put this on…I wouldn’t want you
 
   to burn that flawless skin of yours.
 
    
 
   What the hell?
 
   I squeeze the cold cream into my palm and begin to apply it to any exposed or reachable area. Once it’s massaged into my skin, I take a deep breath, readying myself for whatever lies ahead.
 
   I walk out of the bathroom, through the bedroom door, and down the corridor into the main cabin. Sitting on the couch is Maya and Chase, talking quietly to one another, flirting even. Hunt’s at the bar with his back to me, and up toward the front is Aubrey, Keira, Vivian, and Pierce. Then, my eyes meet the one person that I’ve dreaded seeing, my mother.
 
   Damn it! What the hell is going on?
 
   She is speaking with Vivian and Pierce, wearing a white halter jumper and a floppy straw hat with strappy sandals. She looks fabulous per usual, but I can see the wear on her face. She doesn’t look as bright, lively as she was when my…Marshall was alive.
 
   She glances away from her current company and spots me. Her eyes become large and watery and her bottom lip quivers. I can only stare at her, this woman I thought I knew is a stranger to me now. 
 
   “Gabrielle,” she murmurs, catching everyone’s attention and putting it on me. They just watch me, waiting for me to make my move. 
 
   “Elizabeth,” I reply with a nod and turn to Hunt. “How could you?”
 
   With that, I walk out of the cabin and back into the bedroom, locking myself in. Only a moment later, there is a wrapping on the door. “Elle, open the door,” Damian says, attempting to open it.
 
   I take a seat on the edge of the bed and cross my arms over my chest. “No, Damian, this is too much.”
 
   “Come on, angel, open the door for me…Let’s talk.”
 
   “No, I’ve got a better idea. You can leave me alone.”
 
   “Gabrielle, I’m not playing with you. Open the fucking door,” he growls in a low voice so only I can hear.
 
   “No,” I growl back.
 
   Suddenly, Maya’s voice calls to me from behind my barricade, “Ellie? Ellie, will you let me in…? It’ll just be you and me.”
 
   “Pinkie?”
 
   “Pinkie, Ellie. Let me in, Sissy.”
 
   Wow. She hasn’t called me that since we were kids.
 
   I rise off the bed and walk up to the door, opening it for her. She stands there with her big blue eyes and wrenched mouth. Hunt is right behind her, staring at me with worry and irritation swirling in his eyes. 
 
   She looks back at him and says, “I’ll be out soon. Why don’t you go check on Lizzy?”
 
   He stares at me with those piercing emerald eyes for a moment before breaking the contact and walks back down the hall to the main cabin. Maya steps into the bedroom and shuts the door behind her. I walk over to the bed and whip back around to her. “What the hell is going on, Maya?”
 
   “How much do you remember about last night?”
 
   “I remember an encounter with his ex, but everything after that is hazy.”
 
   “So, you don’t remember Dante at all?”
 
   Suddenly, his icy blue eyes and groping hands flash through my head. I remember his chilling words before I screamed for Hunt, but after that is just haze.
 
   “A little, but what happened after?”
 
   “Well, you had another panic attack…”
 
   “He didn’t…Hunt promised me he wouldn’t do that again!”
 
   “It wasn’t him…Aden, Dr. White, knocked you out. Damian didn’t want to do it…You should’ve seen him, Ellie. He was a complete mess. I’ve never seen a man like that, never.”
 
   Oh, poor Hunt.
 
   “Do you know where he’s taking us?”
 
   “To be honest, I’m not sure. He didn’t tell us.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “He hasn’t told us where we’re going. He said he wanted it to be a surprise, but I’m guessing by the appearance of our getups, it’s probably somewhere with a beach.” She scans her hands down her white cotton dress and gladiator sandals.
 
   I take a deep, calming breath then ask, “How long have I been out?”
 
   “You’ve been out for a while, since about ten o’clock last night and it’s ten in the morning now. So, you’ve been in lala land for around twelve hours.”
 
   I place my face in my hands as a wave of nausea comes over me. “I can’t take all this anymore…I wonder why he invited everyone.”
 
   “He didn’t say anything to me. He asked us to change, packed everyone up, and took us off to the airport…Your boyfriend is really secretive.”
 
   My head pops up. “He is, isn’t he…? His lips are sealed tighter than an oysters crack.”
 
   We burst out into laughter, falling back onto the bed giggling like idiots until tears run from our eyes. It feels good to laugh. But, it’s short-lived.
 
   “Ok, well, why is Mom here? Why did he invite her?”
 
   “Yeah…That wasn’t entirely his idea. I may have had a teeny tiny bit to do with her being here.”
 
   “What?! Maya!” I shriek, popping up and staring down at her, stunned.
 
   “Look,” she says, pushing herself back up, “you aren’t the only one hurt by our father’s death or confused by their betrayal, but we have to move on, Ellie. We have to make this work…We’re the only family we have.”
 
   “I know, but I’m just so…”
 
   “Mad, hurt, perplexed, scared, guilty, vulnerable…Whatever you feel, Sissy, I feel it, too…We all do for one reason or another, but it’s time to find out all the facts before we judge her for her sins.”
 
   “Oh god, I don’t want to admit it, but you’re right. I’m just not ready yet.” 
 
   She wraps her arms around me and pulls me in for a hug. I rest my head on her shoulder and let out a shaky breath. “I know, but we’ll do it together…I’ve got you, Ellie.”
 
   I toss my arms about her torso and cradle her as she pats me softly on the back. “Since when is it your job to give me advice…? I thought I was the big sister here,” I tease as I pull away from her.
 
   “I learned from the best,” she replies, wiping a runaway tear from my cheek.
 
   Abruptly, the ding goes off for us to strap into our seatbelts and there’s a knock at the door. 
 
   “Ladies,” Hunt says, “I need you to come up front and buckle up. We’ll be landing soon.”
 
   “Alright, we’ll be right there,” she answers for us. We rise and walk out with the rest of the guests, taking a seat on the couch with Chase to avoid Elizabeth. We buckle up and begin to make our descent.
 
    
 
   When we land and exit the plane, we find ourselves at a private airport with thick greenery all about us. We are definitely somewhere tropical and appear to be the only ones within miles. 
 
   We are driven from the airport down a very narrow dirt path through the jungles of our mystery location, but it’s not long before it clears and a massive colonial property lies ahead. 
 
   We clamber out, and Hunt turns to us with a huge childlike grin.
 
   “Hunt, where are we?” I ask.
 
   He gazes at me, pleased by the astonished look on my face. “We’re on our island, angel.”
 
   Everyone walks in, leaving us to stand out front. “Our island…Really?”
 
   “Yes, Elle, it’s our island, yours and mine.” 
 
   I observe the enormous colonial manor with pale pink plastered walls and intricately carved white framed windows, admiring it with wonder.
 
   “It’s lovely, but I just want someone to explain what the fuck is going on.”
 
   I start to walk toward our luxurious castaway, but Hunt snags my hand, halting me. 
 
   “No, no. You come with me,” he says, leading us back to the SUV and opening the door for me.
 
   “Damian, I don’t know if I can take any more surprises.”
 
   “Just get your ass in the car, Elle…You make it hard to experience life with you, when you fight everything.”
 
   I finally notice how delicious he looks in his white, open-collared button up, tan slacks, and black chucks. His hair is wet and slicked back, giving him a sophisticated yet laid back appearance. He’s down right fuckable, and, suddenly, I don’t feel so upset.
 
   “I’ll let you show me, if you’ll explain a few things to me after.”
 
   “Alright, Elle, you win. Now, please, get in the damn car,” he replies with an amused, crooked smirk. I smile back at him, slide in, and wait. He climbs in and buckles up, waiting for me to do the same before turning on the ignition and driving us to yet another surprise. 
 
   Will I ever get used to the ever-changing uncertainty that is Hunt’s life…? Can I really blame all of this on him? Haven’t I brought my share of issues to this relationship? I’m just so puzzled by the last four days, weeks, months.
 
   I don’t know how long I’m in my head, but when I wander out, we’re parking. The barely nonexistent road seems to narrow further into a sandy trail just wide enough for two people. 
 
   “I’m not really dressed for a hike,” I comment as I glance down at my dress and wedge heels. 
 
   “We aren’t going for a hike. The path is soft, so you should remove your shoes…or I could always carry you.” The ear-to-ear grin on his face is sweet and warms my heart. 
 
   He gets out and goes around the front of the SUV, opening my door for me. I take off my shoes, latch onto his extended hand, and scoot out, following him down the jungle-lined path.
 
   We trek our way through the tropical forest filled with emerald abstract-shaped shrubbery, trees with draping vines towering far over us, eclipsing us in their shadows, and brilliant-hued flowers in every shade of the rainbow, each genus more vivid then the last. I’m admiring our surroundings, sinking deeper into a tranquil state the farther we traipse into this oasis.
 
   I listen to the calls of the wild, a symphony of singing exotic birds and howling wild monkeys all around us. I smell the light salty scent of the ocean mixed with the sweet fragrance of paradise. I feel the shade-cooled sand of the trail beneath my feet, filling the space between my freshly polished toes. 
 
   Hunt comes to an abrupt halt and I almost walk into him in my dazed state. He turns back to me and smirks his crooked smirk when he notices the ridiculously happy grin smeared across my face. 
 
   “If I ask you to close your eyes, will you?”
 
   I shoot him a what-are-you-up-to glare, but do as requested, shutting my eyes tight. I feel his hands placed over my face to ensure I can’t peek. His body moves into mine, telling me to move forward. As I cautiously walk toward my surprise, I have an overwhelming need to place my hands out in front of me, to feel for any impending blocks in my way, but I don’t. I don’t want to offend Hunt with a gesture lacking in trust. 
 
   After about twenty or so paces, we come to a halt, and I can feel the warmth of the sun on my shoulders and the sand beneath my feet. We’ve come out of the shadow of the jungle. I feel a misty breeze waft past my face and hear the sound of waves crashing on the shore. My heart beats with excitement. As much as I hate surprises, he never ceases to amaze me, which keeps things interesting, thrilling. I have no doubt this will be one of those times.
 
   He lifts his hands from my eyes and whispers in my ear, “Open.”
 
   I do and find a breathtaking open-space home with retractable walls constructed of glass and a dark wood, local perhaps. There’s a rooftop made of weaved reeds and a wide patio with wood pillars that appear as if they were just plucked from the jungle and placed about the wrap around veranda. A large manicured lawn with palm trees and tropical shrubbery landscaping lies only inches from my toes, begging to be walked on by my bare feet.
 
   “Welcome to Eden,” Hunt purrs into my ear, nipping it before placing his hand on my back to guide us along the lantern-lined, cobblestone walkway toward our private hideaway. 
 
   I’m sure this place is absolutely awe-inspiring at night, with all the lights and lanterns burning bright. Very romantic. 
 
   We walk through the doors into a huge main space that seems to take up a majority of the palatial one-story home decorated in more dark reddish woods and white embellishments. The tall, vaulted ceilings are also constructed from reddish wood planks with multiple horizontal ceiling fans with weaved reed paddles lined across it. The walls leading to the ocean are retracted, showcasing the crystal turquoise waters and white sand beaches.
 
   “Oh, Hunt, it’s wonderful. It’s like a dream,” I state, turning back to him. “It isn’t, is it…? A dream?”
 
   He shakes his head and chuckles from sealed lips. “No, it isn’t a dream, Elle. You’re really here…Would you like to see the rest?”
 
   I smile, nod, and take his hand, following him across the living room past the open kitchen. 
 
   For someone who loves his open spaces, he sure is shut off, locked in his dark, little room. 
 
   I notice we are walking outside. “I thought you were going to show me the rest of the house?”
 
   “I am,” he answers without glimpsing back at me. “But the part of the house I want to show you first is out here.”
 
   He walks us out onto the patio past the lounge chairs made of dark wood and white plush cushions, matching the inside of course. There is an eternity pool with dark blue tiles, overlooking the white sand beach and vast crystal blue waters.
 
   He turns back to me and scoops me up, sweeping me down a short staircase. “Close your eyes,” he orders again.
 
   “Really? Again?”
 
   He just halts and shoots me a stare like don’t-ruin-this-Elle. I smile at him and shut my eyes. We walk maybe another 20 or so paces then stop. He sets me down on a hard surfaced ground, which I identify as wood planks when they softly creak beneath my feet. He moves away from me, and I stand there waiting. “Can I open my eyes now? I feel ridiculous.”
 
   A few seconds later, he speaks, “Now.”
 
   My eyes spring open to find myself standing in the center of a huge open-air bedroom with glass walls retracted wide open, allowing the warm breeze off the ocean to waft in. Hunt stands in front of the wall that leads out to the beach, with a perfect view of the crystal waters beyond.
 
   I slowly turn in place, taking in my environment with awe and wonder. The other three walls lead to the exotic shrubbery of the island, with brilliant flowers and abstract plants in almost every shade of green imaginable. The only shade missing is the mesmerizing tone of Hunt’s emerald eyes. 
 
   Behind me, there is an antique, four-post bed, with a sheer white canopy hanging to the floor, encasing the entire dark wood piece. The canopy matches the opened drapes framing the walls, and the bed matches the rest of the stunning antique furniture.
 
   In the corner near the beachfront view is a large sunken tub and glass shower beside a small door that probably leads to the lavatory. 
 
   Good. I don’t need any more of that ‘let me watch you’ crap. 
 
   The whole place has a serene, airy feel to it. I can feel my stress fall away every second I’m here, forgetting the troubles of yesterday and living for today. “Oh, Hunt, this is heaven on earth. I’m still not sure this isn’t a dream. I’m afraid I’ll wake up.”
 
   “Why do you think I named it Eden?” He lightly laughs. 
 
   “You’re so clever. It’s quite a turn on,” I flirt.
 
   “I know what you mean.” He smiles softly at me. “You are quite witty yourself, Hyde. It’s one of the many charms that I find irresistible about you.”
 
   “Can we get some questions out of the way, so we can get on with our time here peacefully?”
 
   “You want to know why we’re here,” he states.
 
   “Yes, that’s a good starting off point.” 
 
   “Gabrielle, you were having a full-blown mental breakdown. You must be stressed from everything that has happened, not just these past few days but months, as you should be. You’re constantly trying to hold it together and stay strong, but it’s wearing on you. I think you need time to relax and figure things out.”
 
   “And, of course, Dante’s appearance has nothing to do with it.”
 
   “Yes, it has something to do with it, but White suggested you get away from everything for a while. He felt it was the right time and I agreed…Now, I need to know what he said to you, Gabrielle, what did he do?”
 
   “I only remember him coming up to me and then I freaked out. I think I had a little too much to drink so the night’s hazy in parts.”
 
   “Alright, perhaps things will become clearer once the medication wears off. I’m so sorry I let him get to you.” He looks so torn. My heart breaks for him.
 
   “Hey, it’s not your fault,” I assure, wrapping my arms about him. “You are not to blame for anything that psycho does. Do you understand me?”
 
   He stares at me with such grief, but nods softly.
 
   “I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you, Elle. I would just stop existing.”
 
   “I know what you mean,” I reply gently. He comes in for a soft, loving kiss, placing his large hand on the side of my face. When we break away, the look of love in his eyes takes my breath away. He’s just so beautiful, inside and out, and I don’t know why I was bestowed with such a wonderful man. What did I do to deserve this? “I love you, Damian. I think we lose us in all the madness sometimes. I forget it’s you and I at the core of everything, but I can’t live without you. I never want to.”
 
   “I love you, too, Elle. I promise we’ll find ourselves again.”
 
   “I think this trip may help us do that, but what about work? We can’t keep missing work.”
 
   “Elle, really, you know that’s not something we need to worry about. My job’s secure, and yours will always be there when you want it. However, as your boss, I feel that you aren’t an asset to the company in your current state and some much needed relaxation is in order.”
 
   “I thought I wasn’t to think of you as my boss, but my lover,” I tease and sigh. “So, if you want me to relax and figure things out, why would you invite my mom? I hardly consider that a stress-free situation.”
 
   “Elle, you need to talk to her. If you keep running, it will be one more thing hanging over your head, causing you sorrow…Gabrielle, I’m not the only one who’s changed.”
 
   “Does it really show that much?”
 
   “No, it’s not evident to others, but to me, yes. You’re in pain, Elle, and you need to deal with it.”
 
   “What if I don’t want to deal with it, right now? Hunt, it’s a lot to take in. I don’t know if I can handle it.”
 
   He strides up to me and snatches me up into his arms, holding me close to him. He buries his head in my floppy bun and inhales deeply. “Mmmm, you smell like the island, of coconut and a fresh ocean breeze.”
 
   I sigh, relaxing into him. “Are you sure you aren’t smelling the actual island?”
 
   “No, this is you, this is how you always smell…like paradise.” He holds me tighter and kisses my temple, lingering and taking a deep breath. “If you deal with this, I will tell you something about my past.”
 
   I push myself away and stare with disbelief into his eyes. “Really?”
 
   “There may be certain things that are hard to discuss, but I will do my best.”
 
   “Oh, Hunt!” I leap up and wrap myself about him, thrilled by his willingness to let me in. He holds me with his face buried in my chest and a firm grip on my ass and about my back. I thrust my hands in his hair and yank his head back, bathing his face in quick, soft pecks. Then, his lips mimic mine until they meet in a deep, hard oral caress.
 
   The mood shifts, electrifying the air about us with a sensual charge. My fingers grip his strands and my body writhes against his as I become aroused by him, desperate for him right this second. 
 
   “Take me to bed, Damian,” I plead with a whisper. 
 
   “Yes,” he answers breathlessly, letting me know he’s just as desperate for me.
 
   He walks us over to the bed and falls upon it, pinning me beneath him. His hips gyrate between my thighs, grinding our aroused pelvises into one another in a tantalizing rhythm that drives our need further. 
 
   I thrust my hand between us and rip his zipper down, shoving my hand into the fly to adjust his cock. It flops out under its weight, resting against my wet, still-clothed slit.
 
   He groans against my lips and murmurs, “Your panties are fucking soaked. It feels so good against my cock, angel.”
 
   “Come on, Mr. Pantie Killer; take them off me like only you can.”
 
   He rises up onto his knees while my legs remain wrapped about his waist, lifting my ass into the air and arching my back. He laces his fingers with the thin strap holding my white cotton panties together and, with a gentle tug, rips them apart. He repeats the act with the other side and yanks them out from between my thighs, rubbing my clit. 
 
   He clasps his hands to my hips, feeling his way up my soft curves to my bare breasts, raising the dress with them. I remove it, tossing it on the floor next to the bed.
 
   “Sweet Jesus, Gabrielle, you are so beautiful,” he utters, studying every inch of my exposed body, running his fingers down my torso, delicately exploring my sensitive flesh. “I could watch you all day.”
 
   “How about you stop watching and start fucking me instead? Take me, Damian. I want you.”
 
   “I want you, too, angel, and I’m going to have you.” He lifts me up to him and spins us around, laying my head at the foot of the bed. “Spread your arms out and unwrap your legs.”
 
   I lie my arms out about shoulder height and unwind my gams from his waist. He stares down at me with a wicked smirk kinking the corner of his mouth while slowly unlatching his belt. He rips it from the loops, causing it to make a loud snapping noise, startling me. Hunt smiles a face-splitting grin down at me, and I giggle, covering my red face with my hands. He laughs down at me. “You’re so jumpy, Hyde. Does my belt make you nervous?”
 
   I stare at him from between my fingers and mumble, “It depends on what you plan to do with it.”
 
   “Don’t you recognize it?” he asks, rubbing his thumb over the silver-plated buckle. I remove my hands and smirk up at him.
 
   “It’s my favorite belt,” I reply, and he holds it out to me, so I can feel his engraved initials, admiring it.
 
   “Didn’t you enjoy all my kinky uses for it?”
 
   “Yes,” I reply without hesitation.
 
   “Then shut your pretty eyes and trust me.” He leans over me and kisses my forehead, causing my eyes to shut from the tender act. He shifts himself off me and walks across the wood floor, making it creak under his powerful footsteps. I listen as he retrieves something from one of the pieces of furniture and comes back over to my side. 
 
   I feel the bed shift as he leans over me, and then the coolness of his leather belt strap about my wrist. He buckles it, and I tug my hand, but it only goes so far, snapping back on the bed. Then, he does the same to the other wrist and places a mask over my head, ensuring I remain sightless. 
 
   “Are you alright?” he asks.
 
   “Yes, fine,” I reply with a nod of my head. 
 
   “Good,” he utters with a pleased voice. 
 
   He slides an arm under my rear, lifting it with ease, and jams a few pillows beneath me. He sets me back down, but my body is now at an angle that forces my pelvis up in the air. His lips are on mine, attacking them with an eagerness that leaves me wet and wanting. 
 
   He grabs my ponytail and jerks my head back, exposing my neck to him. His hot lips move over my face, down to the crook, giving the occasional nip of his teeth, and across my collarbone. His hands roam over my body, groping and clawing at me with a rough desperation that can be satisfied by only me. 
 
   “Take me, Hunt…I need you.”
 
   He tilts into my ear and whispers, “I’m not going to fuck you.”
 
   “Excuse me?” I ask, offended.
 
   “I’m going to make you cum, but I won’t be fucking you…This is all about you, angel. I’m going to make you fucking cum until you beg me to stop.”
 
   My breathing quickens, and, suddenly, his mouth is latching onto my erect nipple, suckling and robbing me of all breath. I groan as he works the sensitive nub with his tongue, flicking and teasing it until it’s so hard I’d swear you could cut diamonds on it. I want to touch him and grab at his hair, but I can’t, and it’s frustrating as hell. 
 
   He takes the other between his finger and thumb, twisting and plucking it until it’s just as stiff. His lips descend to the plump bottom-half of my breast and the crease beneath, which he traces with his warm tongue. He glides it over to the other, licking up to the nipple and taking it into his moist, comforting mouth. 
 
   He rips it away, trailing along my torso, over my tummy, and down my legs. The bed shifts as he adjusts his body and my legs are ripped apart, spread wide, exposing my arousal-soaked crease to him. Even after everything we’ve been through, I still want to snap them shut and hide myself from him, but I don’t. I know if I attempt to do so, he would just force them back open and tie my legs down. So, I keep them as they are and try to relax.
 
   His fingers clasp onto my knees and lift them up, repositioning my legs over his broad shoulders and my body to a steeper angle. His lips descend my inner thigh, working toward my cunt at an agonizingly slow pace. He nips at the soft, thin flesh, causing me to jolt viciously with pained pleasure. 
 
   He’s only inches away, creeping ever closer until I nearly burst from the sheer anticipation. I want to claw at him, yank at his thick, dark hair, but this wanton need is pointless.
 
   I hear a deep, animalistic growl and it takes me an instant to realize it came from low in Hunt’s chest. It’s my only warning before he comes down on me with a hunger I crave. I bow and writhe, tugging at my restraints, while his tongue goes to town on my hard clit, eating me as if I were his last meal. 
 
   “Oh, ahhhh, fuck!” I scream out when his tongue finds its rhythm and my sweet spot. He concentrates the tip on it, hitting it with sharp, rapid, unyielding flicks, winding me up tighter and tighter. My back arcs violently and my dewy skin heats as my muscles seize and clench together until they burn. 
 
   He shoves two thick fingers knuckle deep inside me, and I’m lost. I cum hard, shaking and moaning loudly, but he doesn’t stop. He keeps at me, causing me to cum over and over, convulsing aggressively. It feels like I cum for an eternity. I can’t stop.
 
   He pushes himself up my body, pinning me and smashing his lips onto mine. He shoves his tongue inside, muffling my clamorous moans until they subside and my breathing stabilizes. My body sinks into the mattress, every muscle releasing at once. I feel drained, spent of any energy I possessed. 
 
   He removes the blindfold, unbuckles the straps from my wrist, and slides the pillows out from beneath my bum, letting my weak lower half fall onto the bed. He rises up, scoops me into his arms, and shifts my limp body onto his lap, holding me tenderly against his wide chest. His fingers clasp onto my achy wrist and rub out the soreness, repeating with the other.
 
   “How are you, angel?” he asks with concern.
 
   “I’m fine,” I mumble with a raspy voice, still too weak.
 
   “Good,” he says, running his skillful fingers through my hair. I purr when his nails softly drag over my scalp.
 
   “Mmm…That’s nice,” I purr. 
 
   When I feel my strength come back, I entwine my arms about his neck, pulling myself up and hugging him flush against me. I nuzzle my head into his neck and breathe in deeply, admiring the delicious mix of Hunt and fresh laundry.
 
   “I missed this,” I breathe out. 
 
   He holds me tighter, resting his cheek atop my limp head. “I missed this, too, angel. I missed you…I wish we could stay like this, however, our families will be here shortly for lunch, which should be ready soon.”
 
   “Do we really need to do this now?”
 
   “Yes, Gabrielle, we do. I want you to talk to your mother and sister. You should get it out of the way.”
 
   “You just had to invite her, didn’t you?”
 
   “Yes,” he replies as if he truly did.
 
   I push myself away from him and stare him square in the eyes. “Hunt, did you?”
 
   “I told you why I invited her…What more do you want me to say, Elle?” He has a slight tone that tells me not to push the subject, and, even though, I know he’s keeping things from me, I don’t want to ruin the time we have here.
 
   “Nothing…We should get ready if everyone will be here soon.” I squirm out of his hold and climb off the bed to head for the shower. I jump in and quickly rinse the sex from my skin, skipping my hair. I climb out just as Hunt gets in, our bodies grazing for an instant. This short, simple touch causes goose bumps to spread across my damp body, from head to toe. 
 
   I shake it off and turn back to him, wrapping a towel about my torso. “What am I supposed to wear while I’m here? Where are my clothes?”
 
   “They’re stowed away in the closet and dressers.”
 
   “Already?” I squeak. 
 
   “I had them purchased and sent here this morning,” he replies, rinsing water through his hair. It cascades down his body, rushing over every defined muscle. I’m hypnotized by the epitome of male beauty standing before me.
 
   “Oh,” I utter.
 
   I don’t know why anything he does surprises me. I come out of it when I remember what lies ahead for me and head to the dresser. I sift through the top drawer, searching through the multitude of swimming attire. “I don’t see any two-pieces in here…I’m guessing that’s not an accident.”
 
   I peek at him over my shoulder with a raised brow and interrogative glare in my eye.
 
   He smirks at me with a sudsy face, squinting in an attempt to keep the soap from seeping into his eyes. He runs his hands over his face, rinsing away the residue. “You know how I feel about showing your body off in front of others, and the suits I’ve provided aren’t what I would consider matronly, angel. I just want you covered enough that you aren’t popping out everywhere.”
 
   “Really? It’s our families. I really don’t think you have anything to worry about.”
 
   “Exactly, we are with my family. I don’t want my parents to see so much of you. If you haven’t noticed, Elle, you are on the curvy side. As much as I love admiring and burying myself in that soft body, I desire modesty outside of the bed…Besides, you seem to forget, Chase is here.”
 
   “I thought you made up…” I realize my screw-up too late. He pauses and then slowly turns his head toward me.
 
   “You heard our conversation?” His eyes are wide.
 
   “Only the tail end…”
 
   He turns off the shower and steps out, standing there soaking wet and magnificently nude. “What did you hear, Gabrielle?”
 
   “I didn’t hear about whatever you’re keeping from me, if that’s what you’re asking…Yeah, I’m not a fool, Damian. I know you know more about Dante than you’re letting on…”
 
   “Yes, I do, and I’m not going to go into it, right now, Gabrielle. We have to get ready.”
 
   “Whatever, Damian.” I spin back to the open drawer, grab a black, one-shoulder monokini and a sheer lavender tunic with detailed neckline. I throw on the suit and the cover-up and snag my wedges off the floor in a scramble to get away from him.
 
   “Gabrielle,” he purrs.
 
   “Leave me alone, Damian,” I reply, walking out to the small path leading back to the main house, but halt just before I exit. I turn back to him with a glare. “Until you start telling me the truth and stop keeping secrets from me, expect me to do the same.”
 
   With that, I walk out and head to the main house.
 
    
 
   When I arrive at the main house, I notice the others have yet to arrive and lunch is nowhere to be found. I stare down at the beach, which is calling my name. Suddenly, I don’t feel like dealing with my mom or Hunt. 
 
   I skip back down the large veranda stairs, leading to the breathtaking view, and race toward the white sands ahead. I don’t know why I run. Perhaps, I’m trying to outrun Hunt or the stress of the situation, but whatever the reason, I bolt toward the crystal blue waters. I rip off my cover-up and toss it onto the sands just before racing full speed into the reviving waters. I dive under the waves and immerse myself in the cooling depths of my watery refuge. 
 
   I come back up and float on my back, allowing the warm rays of the sun to bathe my face. My body drifts up and down with the forming waves beneath the surface, easing into a state of complete tranquility. 
 
   After about fifteen minutes, I swim back to the beach and lie myself on the sun-heated sands, soaking the warmth of the rays into my cooled flesh. It feels amazing.
 
   Suddenly, the sun is gone, and I’m eclipsed in darkness. I open my eyes, covering it with my hand when the bright light sneaks past the large, shadowed figure hovering over me. “Did you put on more sunscreen?”
 
   It’s Hunt.
 
   “No, I hadn’t planned on coming down here until I saw no one was at the main house. I didn’t really think about it.”
 
   “Damn it, Elle, get up.” I clasp his outstretched hand, and he heaves me up off the ground. “Go rinse the sand off so I can apply this. You’re already getting color.”
 
   I walk back into the water, dip myself in, and walk back out to him. He’s waiting with a large beach towel held open for me. I step in, and he enfolds it about me, rubbing my arms and back with his firm hand. 
 
   Once I’m dry, he removes my towel and slides his fingers under the thick strap of my suit, shifting it off my shoulder. He hooks his finger about the bust line and yanks it down to my waist. 
 
   “What about our families? Aren’t you concerned they may see me?”
 
   “I just spoke to my father. They shouldn’t be here for at least another fifteen minutes, and if they do show up, I’m blocking you.”
 
   “You’re a walking contradiction, Hunt.”
 
   “That’s an understatement,” he retorts, taking sunscreen out of the back pocket of his jeans and squirting a generous glob into his hand. 
 
   He tosses the bottle on the sand and rubs his hands together, warming the cool cream before massaging it into my shoulders and collarbone, working down to my still tender breasts. He cups them in his palms, examining their weight with a pleased fascination, kneading and lightly pinching my hardening nipples between his fingers. They elongate as he drags his thumb and forefinger over the hard tips, pinching sharply before releasing my tender breasts.
 
   He finishes my front and orders in a deep, sexual tone, “Now, turn around.”
 
   I do as I’m told, and he applies the cream evenly all over my exposed back, working it into my arms and down the backs of my legs. The sensation of his hands groping every inch of my flesh puts me in a trance-like state. 
 
   “Mmmm,” I groan with satisfaction. 
 
   The sharp snap of his palm across my rear jolts me out of it abruptly. He pops my top back up over my breasts and kisses me on the back of my head. “Come, lunch will be served by the time we get back to the house.”
 
   I slip my arm through the strap, adjust it, and turn back to him, snatching his extended hand. We walk back in silence.
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERTWENTYTWO]Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   Lost In Paradise
 
    
 
   By the time we make it back to the veranda, a long table has been set alongside the pool and everyone is sitting about it chatting. Keira and Aubrey spot us first and the rest follow suit, becoming awkwardly silent. Pierce and Chase stand as we approach the table, which stuns me a bit. Hunt leads us to the head of the table and pulls out a chair between Chase and himself.
 
   Okay, I’m starting to think I’m still asleep. This is a dream, right?
 
   I hesitate and glance at him, unsure. He smirks at me and gestures to my place. I take my seat, and he scoots my chair into the table. I smile at everyone, noticing the lack of my mother’s presence. 
 
   “Where’s Elizabeth?” Hunt asks. 
 
   With his observant nature, it’s not a shocker that he noticed, too.
 
   “She wasn’t feeling well,” Vivian answers. “A headache I believe.” 
 
   “A headache?” I repeat, scanning the group of obverted eyes. I turn to Hunt. “She didn’t even have the nerve to show. I stressed over this lunch, our conversation. Instead of facing me, what does she do? She runs from it. This is so typical.”
 
   “Why does that sound so familiar?” he responds with an arched brow, and I sink back into my seat.
 
   Dear god…I am my mother. I wonder how much of my traits are from Caleb?
 
   His eyes flash into my head, those kind blue eyes, my eyes glancing back at me from that damn rearview mirror my whole life.
 
   How could I not see it? How could she keep this from me? How could Hunt do this to me now? I’m tired of secrets.
 
   “Ellie, are you alright?” Chase asks, rubbing my arm. 
 
   I glimpse up at his big topaz eyes and reply in a weak voice, “No, I’m not...”
 
   “What’s wrong, Gabrielle?” Hunt places his hand on my other arm.
 
   Oh, so you want honesty from me, but you clam up every time we mention a topic regarding you? I don’t think so. 
 
   I sit up straight and roll back my shoulders. 
 
   “Nothing,” I reply with a cool tone. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
   He rips his hand away and stares at me, irritated. He clears his throat then replies, “Yes, well, if you’ll excuse me, I have something to attend to.”
 
   He stiffly pushes his chair out and rises, walking away without another word.
 
   Big baby. 
 
   Our servers walk past him on his way into the main house and present us with our meal of fresh, grilled fish on a bed of mixed greens and mango relish. We eat the light, delicious food and talk, attempting to avoid the awkward energy in the air left behind by Hunt’s vanishing act. 
 
    
 
   We’re lying by the clear water, on lounge chairs set out for us, about thirty minutes later, still Huntless. Chase is swimming with Maya, seemingly having worked out whatever issues they were having. He picks her up and tosses her high into the air. She comes crashing down into a wave, laughing and wiping her face when she comes back up.
 
   Keira and Aubrey are lying out, thumbing through fashion magazines. Pierce and Vivian stayed up at the main house for a dip in the pool.
 
   I watch Maya as she giggles and plays in the ocean with Chase, suddenly pausing and looking past me. I follow her gaze and spot Hunt and Elizabeth walking toward us, with his supportive arm about her shoulder. 
 
   “Here goes nothing,” Maya utters, appearing by my side. I get up and grab her hand, squeezing it hard. I just stand frozen beside her, paralyzed with the fear of the information I’m about to take in. 
 
   They stroll up to us, and she begins to reach out to us, placing her hands back at her side when we remain latched to one another. 
 
   “Chase,” Hunt says, “will you escort my sisters up to the house? I think these ladies need some privacy.” Chase guides Keira and Audrey back, once they gather their things. “I will be just down the beach if you ladies need me for anything.”
 
   He kisses my forehead and takes his leave, heading back toward our room. We stare at her with tight lips, and she watches us back, hazel eyes wide and worried. 
 
   “Should we take a seat?” she asks with a tremble. Maya and I sit on my lounge chair, across from her. “Oh, dear, I don’t know where to start.”
 
   “How about you start with why you never told us.” Maya chimes in.
 
   “Marshall, Caleb, and I felt it would be best to keep it secret because we didn’t want to confuse you girls. We didn’t want you to see your father differently, such as you do now. We had planned on telling you, but…”
 
   “When had you planned on telling us?” I ask with a tone.
 
   “Ellie, Maya,” she says, placing a hand on each of ours. “Your father, Marshall, loved you very much. You were his daughters, his little girls. He always wanted children, especially, a daughter, and he was blessed with two. However, due to mumps when he was a child, he was unable to impregnate me. We wanted someone we could trust, someone who comes from good stock. Caleb was not only the best suited, with so many qualities we revered, but he was willing to do this most important request for us. Don’t hate him, either of them.”
 
   “Oh, Mom,” I respond, snatching her hand in mine. “We don’t hate them…We’re confused and hurt. We feel betrayed by all of you.”
 
   Tears well up in her eyes and her face flushes. “I’m so sorry, my sweet girls. You must believe me when I tell you, we didn’t want to hurt you…We love you both. We want nothing but the best for you girls. Marshall will always be your father, but maybe you can make a place for Caleb, too.”
 
   “That’s a lot to ask of us,” Maya replies. 
 
   “It is,” she agrees with a few nods of her head. Suddenly, she bursts into tears, wrapping an arm about herself. “I miss him so much.”
 
   Maya and I glance at one another then jump up and sit on either side of her, cocooning her in our arms. The tears flow freely, our cries mingling in a singular heartbreaking noise. I cry, I cry until my eyes are aflame and my throat begins to shut on itself. I finally let out all the pain, confusion, loss, anger that has held me captive in a prison of misery and doubt.
 
    
 
   We sit and talk for an eternity. By the time we’re done, the sun is beginning to set, and our first day in paradise comes to a close. Chase, Hunt, and his family join us on the beach to watch the sun kiss the day goodnight and sink into the ocean, but not before painting the sky in brilliant fiery hues. 
 
    
 
   After dinner and my emotional yet cleansing afternoon, I feel utterly drained. I decide to take a quick nap, refresh myself for a night alone with Hunt. I awaken to his soft kisses over my face and neck. My eyes flutter open, only to discover it’s light out. All the walls have been shut except for the one facing the ocean, letting in a warm, velvety breeze. 
 
   “Wake up, angel,” he whispers in my ear. “Time to start the day.”
 
   “Ugh, no,” I reply, throwing the covers over my head. “I don’t want to.”
 
   He chuckles and tosses the sheets back, exposing my naked form.
 
   “Come on, angel. I want to show you the island, and I can’t do that if you don’t get your sleepy ass up.” 
 
   I roll out of bed with a groan and stand before him naked as a jaybird. “I set some clothes at the end of the bed and breakfast is waiting for you up at the house. When you’ve finished getting ready, meet us up there.”
 
   “Us?”
 
   “Yes, Chase and Maya will be joining us…You better get ready quickly. We’re ready and waiting on you.”
 
   “Why didn’t you wake me sooner?”
 
   “I thought you would appreciate the extra time to sleep. Don’t worry about taking a shower, just get dressed. I’ll see you shortly.” He kisses me on the forehead and promptly takes his leave.
 
   I get dressed in jean shorts, a white tank top, and toss on my Converse. I throw my hair into a high, loose bun. I’m ready and walking out of our bedroom two minutes later.
 
   I head up to the main house and find everyone sitting in the open living room chatting. My mother spots me first, greeting me with a big, dazzling smile. She rises and walks up to me with open arms. “Good morning, darling. Did you sleep well?”
 
   “Good morning, Mom. Yes, I did. You?”
 
   “I haven’t slept so well since…” she trails off as a frown causes her face to droop. 
 
   “I know. We all miss Dad.” I console. Her eyes widen and a huge grin sweeps across her lips. 
 
   “What?” I ask with a confused but pleased look. 
 
   “Ellie,” Maya murmurs, placing my attention on her, an elated expression on her face, too, “you just called him Dad.”
 
   I realize I did. Probably the first time since this whole ordeal began. “I guess I did. He was…He is my dad, and I will always be his little girl.”
 
   My mom grabs my face with both hands and pulls me in for a kiss on the cheek. “Yes, you will…Alright, enough of this. Are you hungry?”
 
   “I’m a bit hungry.”
 
   “Breakfast is set on the counter in the kitchen,” Hunt informs me. I head over and scan all the food spread across the kitchen counter. I don’t want to be too full so I opt for a banana and orange juice. I peel it open and take a bite as I walk over to Hunt who has a pleased grin, and he slinks an arm about my shoulders. “Ready?” he asks, rubbing my bicep.
 
   “Yep. What is everyone else doing?” I ask, taking a sip of my OJ.
 
   “They’re going to hang down at the beach. Aubrey and Keira are already down there.”
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “You’ll see.”
 
   “Oh, a surprise,” I reply with a kinked smirk.
 
   “Yes, a surprise.” He leans into my ear. “Smartass.”
 
   “Alright, lovebirds, can we get going?” Chase chimes in, and Maya giggles.
 
   “Yeah, yeah.” I murmur, rolling my eyes, and then finish my simple breakfast. I toss the peel and cup in the trash while Hunt and Chase pick up their backpacks and toss them over their shoulders then guide us to the front door.
 
   “Bye…Have fun.” Vivian calls out. I wave to her as Hunt scoots me out. We walk out toward the small path but turn right to a second path practically hidden by foliage. Hunt leads the pack with Maya and me in the center and Chase trailing behind. 
 
    
 
   We walk and walk and then we walk some more. The trail has become steeper and rocky, having to climb at times. We hike for what feels like forever, however, the scenery is so breathtaking, it makes the trek bearable.
 
   “I hate hiking,” Maya utters as she almost stumbles over a rock, but Chase catches her. 
 
   Hunt turns around to check on her. “You, okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m just not the greatest at sweating or getting dirty.”
 
   He laughs, glimpsing at me with a wicked smirk, and I know just what he’s thinking. “It’s well worth it. I promise.”
 
   “God, I hope so,” she jokes, giggling. 
 
   About ten minutes later, we’re fighting our way through thick, green shrubbery, breaking free in front of the most spectacular waterfall pouring into a turquoise lagoon. It’s perfect.
 
   “Hunt, this is the best one yet,” I say in awe. “But, I don’t have a…” 
 
   Before I can finish speaking, Damian pulls a handful of bathing suits out of his backpack. He hands them out and says, “Ladies, you can change over there.”
 
   He points over to a huge boulder on the other side of the lagoon. We head over and change quickly, ready to get into the refreshing water and clean all this icky sweat off. When we come out from behind our natural changing room, Hunt is laying out a blanket while Chase grabs the food out of Damian’s bag. 
 
   We head back over to them, and I comment, “Nice spread.”
 
   “I thought we should eat before going for a much deserved swim,” Hunt states.
 
   “And much needed,” Maya retorts. 
 
   “I think that sounds great,” I comment, rubbing my stomach. “I’m starved.”
 
    
 
   After we finish lunch, we get up and head to the lagoon. Readying to dip her toe in the water, Maya asks, “Do you think it’s cold?”
 
   “There’s only one way to find out,” Chase answers, grabbing her into his arms and tossing them both into the crystal waters. She pops up shrieking and splashing him with water. 
 
   “You jerk,” she laughs out. 
 
   “Well,” I ask, “is it cold?”
 
   “No, it’s great,” Chase assures, scooping up water and splashing it on his face.
 
   I turn back to Damian with a huge grin.
 
   “Feeling adventurous?” he asks with a wicked smirk.
 
   “What do you have in mind, slick?”
 
   He grabs my hand and leads me up to a cliff just off to the side of the waterfall. He releases my hand, vanishing into some thick bushes, and reappears leaping off the cliff into the water below with a large splash. I follow suit, getting a running start, and throw myself over. I soar through the air and curl my body up tight, coming down with a thunderous splash.
 
   I swim to the surface and break free, taking in a large gulp of air. We swim through the waterfall, float about, splash, and play. We simply enjoy this little slice of heaven on earth.
 
    
 
   Hunt and Chase go off to do some exploring while Maya and I hang back and catch rays from the high noon sun. 
 
   “So, what’s going on with you and Chase?” I finally ask after basking in the serene, rare silence. “Did you get everything settled between you two?”
 
   “Yeah, we talked, and everything is great.” She sighs. “We’re just friends, Ellie. That’s all we’ll ever be.”
 
   “From what you’ve told me about that night at the apartment, he seems to have feelings for you beyond friendship.”
 
   “Yeah, but there is still the issue of his feelings toward you, feelings I can’t compete with.”
 
   “You don’t have to. Chase and I had a nice chat the other day and he told me that he understands that we are over…as far as a relationship goes.”
 
   “But, he still watches you all the time,” she states, sitting up and applying more sunscreen to her face and shoulders.
 
   “He has to.” I rise and grab the bottle from her hands, doing the same. “Hunt asked him to watch over me.”
 
   “Why? Because of the other night?” she asks with a creased brow and her head tilted slightly to the side.
 
   “No, he’s been keeping an eye on me for months, when Banks wasn’t.”
 
   Her eyes pop open. “Are you serious?”
 
   “Completely,” I reply, gesturing my finger for her to turn her back to me. “Bree and Keira told me, but I heard Hunt talking with Chase awhile back about keeping an extra close eye on me. It’s because of Dante’s reappearance lately.”
 
   “Have you asked him?” she inquires, turning away from me so I can add more sunscreen to her back.
 
   “Yes, he’s told me about a few things that have been going on, slowly but surely. He’s still keeping me in the dark about certain things,” I say as if it’s normal for your boyfriend to keep things from you.
 
   “Doesn’t it bother you?” She glances at me over her newly golden shoulder.
 
   “It does a little, but I’m realizing that he will tell me everything I want to know in his own time, when he feels it’s right…I trust him,” I say these last words in a way that stuns even me. I trust him. “We were supposed to talk more, yesterday, but he distracted me.”
 
   I finish rubbing the white goop into her skin and she turns back to me with a huge grin on her glowing face.
 
   “Distracted you, huh?” She wiggles her eyebrows in an insinuating manner. “How exactly did he distract you, Ellie?”
 
   “Shut up!” I yelp, playfully pushing at her shoulder. “You know how.”
 
   “Is he any good in bed? We know he likes it kinky.”
 
   “Maya! Gross!” I place my hands over my face and shake my head quickly.
 
   “Come on,” she whines, tapping my knee, “you’ve never had a problem telling me before.”
 
   I sigh and roll my eyes. “He’s the best lover I’ve ever had. He’s a master in bed, in all he does, but when it comes to the art of sex, he’s an artist.”
 
   “Holy hell…That’s hot!”
 
   “Yeah, he’s really beyond words.”
 
   “What about…?” she starts to ask, shifting her head from side-to-side, unable to get out what she wants to know so desperately.
 
   “Chase?”
 
   “Yeah, what was he like?”
 
   “I think this is something you should find out firsthand, but let’s just say, you won’t be disappointed.”
 
    
 
   We talk until the boys come back a little while later, and Chase suggests to Maya, “I think I’m going to head back to the house, give these two sometime alone. Would you like to tag along?”
 
   She grins broadly up at him and extends a hand, which he snatches and hauls her up. He doesn’t let go. 
 
   I smile at her and she returns a radiant one right back at me. She’s practically glowing. The air of pride as she clutches to him is heartwarming.
 
   “Have fun,” I reply with a smirk. 
 
   “Thanks,” Chase replies with a grin, shaking his head. He leads Maya toward the path and calls out, “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do…Oh, right.”
 
   Hunt and I laugh as they disappear into the jungle. 
 
   “Would you like to take a swim with me?” Damian asks, holding his big hand out to me.
 
   “I would,” I reply, jumping up and taking it in mine. We walk into the water, which now feels cool against my newly golden skin. Once we’re chest deep, we sink our bodies in and dunk our heads under. I open my eyes and find Hunt smiling at me through the crystal water. 
 
   We grasp onto each other and pop back up, staring deeply into the other’s eyes. “I love you, Gabrielle, so very much.”
 
   “I know, Damian. I love you, too, very much.”
 
   We kiss tenderly, his hand placed gently on the back of my head.
 
   He parts from my lips and leans his forehead into mine, taking a deep breath. “I need to talk to you about what’s been going on lately,” he utters, pulling away completely.
 
   “Yes, please, I want to know everything.”
 
   “As you know, I haven’t been entirely honest about the reason I brought you here...”
 
   “Dante,” I murmur, wrapping my arms about his neck.
 
   “Yes.” He slinks his about my waist.
 
   “Gabrielle, there’s more…When I told you that those phone calls and meetings with Banks were about work, I wasn’t lying, however…”
 
   “You weren’t entirely honest, right?” I ask, wiping a bead of water away from his brow.
 
   “No, I wasn’t…Dante managed to steal a substantial amount of money from my company, and it’s left us strapped.”
 
   “What’s substantial?”
 
   “It’s enough to put thousands of jobs on the line.”
 
   “What does that mean in cents and dollars, Damian, how much?” 
 
   He wipes his hand over his mouth, removing excess water. “A little over one point five.”
 
   “Million?” I ask, confused.
 
   “Billion,” he corrects me. 
 
   “What?! A bill...” I try to comprehend how much money that is in my head as we bob about the shallows of the lagoon.
 
   “Staggering, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes,” I reply, shaking my head slowly as if in an entranced state. “How did he manage…Where is it? Can you get it back?”
 
   “We don’t know how he got it, or where he hid it. There is no way of getting it back if it’s in an offshore account. It would be impossible,” he answers, scooping water up in his hand and slicking his hair back.
 
   “What are you going to do, Damian?” I ask with evident alarm in my voice. “You can’t let people go, not in this economy.”
 
   “I know I can’t, which is why I met with a good friend a while back. We’re working out a deal now.”
 
   “So, everything is going to work out?”
 
   “Yes, I have everything under control, which is why I didn’t want to tell you about it. I knew you would worry if you knew, and it seemed pointless for both of us to panic.”
 
   “So, Dante is after us.”
 
   “No, I think he’s just trying to intimidate us.”
 
   “How do you know…? It’s not as if we are dealing with a rational person. He threatened your life, and if what he told me about Nicholas is true, we shouldn’t underestimate the fact that he may do it again. I don’t want to lose you, Damian.”
 
   He stops us and takes me into his arms tenderly, gripping the nape of my neck, holding me in place.
 
   “You won’t lose me, Gabrielle. I’m right where I intend to stay.” He shifts some strands out of my face and pets my cheek with his thumb. “Promise me you won’t stress out about this. Banks, Chase, and I will keep you safe, angel.”
 
   “Is this what you discussed with him in the kitchen that night Dante broke into my apartment?”
 
   “Yes,” he says with a nod.
 
   “If you think he’s just trying to scare us, why do you think I need protection?” I tilt my head to the side. 
 
   “It’s a precaution, gorgeous. Just because there is a small chance of some natural disaster occurring, it doesn’t mean you don’t prepare for the possibility.”
 
   “I suppose you’re right, but…”
 
   “Elle, please, don’t worry about anything, that’s my job. Let me take care of you, angel.” He sweeps his finger along the side of my face and kisses me softly on the forehead.
 
   “Ok, I trust you.” 
 
   I tilt my head forward, kissing him softly on the cheek. He grins sweetly at me, eyes scanning my face, and comes in for a leisurely oral caress. He wraps his sculpted arms about my waist, moving us through the shade-cooled water toward the falls until they pummel us, beating down on the tops of our heads and shoulders.
 
   I break my lips away from his, laughing, and lift my hands above my head in an attempt to stop the turbulent water. I scream and giggle while Hunt laughs uproariously, taking pleasure in torturing his girlfriend. I push at him, trying desperately to get away, but, as usual, his grasp is welded about me. 
 
   He finally pulls me out, grinning like an idiot, and I playfully spit water right in his face. The grin disappears from his lips and his eyes grow large. I can’t tell whether he’s mad or not. Then, the grin bursts back onto his face as he falls back into the water, taking my shrieking ass with him. 
 
   We play, splash, swim, and lie out naked in the sun. It’s a picture-perfect afternoon in paradise.
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERTWENTYTHREE]Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Fool’s Paradise
 
    
 
   After our long talk and some fun in the sun, we head back to the house. Hunt has some things to check in on back in the city, so I head down to the beach where everyone has gathered. 
 
   “She’s back,” Keira announces my arrival, alerting everyone else. They turn around, grinning huge, glowing smiles at me. Maya, Aubrey, and Keira leap up off their lounges and run toward me. 
 
   “Well?” they ask in unison.
 
   “Well, what?” I inquire with confusion.
 
   They glimpse down quickly and clam up instantly. 
 
   Maya chimes in, but she sounds weird. “Well…how did your talk go?”
 
   “It was fine. Thanks?”
 
   “That’s great,” she says, avoiding eye contact with me. 
 
   “Weirdos,” I reply, shaking my head at them with a big grin spreading my cheeks broadly. “I’m going to go for a walk and clear my head.”
 
   “Do you want company?” Aubrey asks, rubbing my shoulder.
 
   “No, I really need time alone to figure some things out…If Hunt comes searching for me, just tell him I won’t be too long.”
 
   I head down the beach, taking my sneakers off to feel the sand under my feet. The warm breeze dances off the surf, wafting over me in thick, misty gushes. The skies are vast and blue with monstrous, fluffy, white clouds drifting lazily across it. The waters are clear and calm, tempting me to immerse myself in its soothing depths. 
 
   I glance back toward the house but it’s no longer visible. I walk toward the alluring water, stripping myself down to the flesh, and dive in. The feel of the velvety water touching every inch of my bare flesh is exhilarating and provocative.
 
   I finally feel clear-headed enough to think, to breathe. 
 
   I can’t believe how open Hunt has been with me. He changed so much since we first met, since that dominant man that first approached me on the dance floor. It’s truly amazing how one person can go from nonexistent to the most important person you’ll ever know in such a short time.
 
   I realize only now that I was never truly fighting him, but myself. I wouldn’t let myself believe that anyone could love and covet me with everything they have, who takes care of me and enriches me, who makes me feel as if I’m whole. I need to learn to let myself love him the way I know I do. I need to stop fighting the idea of us. If he’s everything I need, why does a future with him scare me?
 
   Suddenly, a sickening thought invades my head, causing a wave of nausea to sweep over me…a future without Hunt. How could I even imagine a future if he isn’t a part of it? 
 
   These chilling thoughts are too much so I focus on the trip, how nice it’s been spending time with everyone as a family. These people are my family. Then, I think about my dad and how much I miss him, how much I wish he were here to experience this with us, to guide me through everything, tell me that I’m doing alright for myself. I float there, staring up into the sky with burning red eyes, wishing desperately that he hadn’t left us so soon.
 
   Suddenly, I hear a hair-raising scream and realize it’s coming from me, I’m hollering at the top of my lungs, letting out all the hurt, rage, and frustration. 
 
   “How could you do this to us?” I scream at the sky as if he could hear me. “How could you leave us before we were ready to let go? How…?”
 
   The tears pour down my flushed cheeks as I finally release my anger out into nothingness. 
 
   “Please, daddy, answer me, please,” I plead softly, as the tears have seized my voice. 
 
   I try to contain myself, but it’s impossible. The floodgates have opened and they show no signs of stopping. I’ve held it in too long and now it’s coming at me threefold. 
 
   That’s when I feel the comfort of his familiar arms take ahold of me and cradle me close, but when I go into smell his cologne, I realize it’s Hunt. I stare up into his eyes pleadingly and he places my head back onto his still clothed chest. I throw my arms around his neck, pulling myself up and laying my head on his shoulder. I wrap my trembling, naked body about him, clinging desperately while I let out choked, stifled cries.
 
   He doesn’t say a word. He doesn’t have to. He soothingly pets the back of my head, swaying us so we’re almost dancing. I’ve never felt so safe, so free, so loved. I whimper into his neck and squeeze tighter, never wanting to let him go.
 
    
 
   I walk into our room, lying in bed on my stomach, still naked. It feels extraordinary as the warm night breeze creeps in from the open glass wall, flowing over me. I turn over and stretch, moaning happily. I actually feel happy, relieved. Then, I remember this afternoon’s cathartic meltdown, Hunt’s comforting embrace. I shut my eyes and smile to myself, fondly thinking about that tender, loving moment when I needed him most, and he was there without hesitation.
 
   “Did you sleep well, angel?” Hunt asks. 
 
   I don’t have to peek up to see the pleased smirk that spreads his cheeks widely; I can hear it in his voice. 
 
   “Yes,” I reply, lifting my head. I spot him standing near a table for two set in the center of the room, with tapered candles and a brilliant bouquet of tropical flowers. He’s wearing a cream linen button up and khaki shorts, shoeless. He’s breathtaking.
 
   “Is it formal attire?” I ask, teasingly. He holds up a slinky lavender dress and saunters over to my side of the bed. “What’s with all the lavender?”
 
   “It’s a very fetching color on you.” He runs his finger over my exposed breast, circling the nipple. “Come on, get up.”
 
   I rise and crawl out of bed, standing before him. He sluggishly scans me up and down, crossing his arms and shaking his head once his eyes meet mine. “Fuck. If we didn’t have something so serious to discuss, I would have you dine like this tonight.” 
 
   “Serious discussion, huh?”
 
   “Yes,” he replies, gathering the dress and holding it open. I hold up my arms, staring up at him with a wicked smirk, and wait for him to dress me like a little doll. He slides it over my arms and down my body, guiding it with his hands running over every curve. He slithers his hand up my skirt, over my exposed rear. I shut my eyes and wobble in a daze. 
 
   “You really are stunning,” he murmurs, tucking loose hair behind my ear. I gaze at him admiringly, finding he’s doing just the same. He leans in, and I fall into his arms, kissing him deeply. He lifts me up and walks us over to the table, removing his lips to set me down near my chair. I take a seat while he pours wine into our glasses. He takes his seat and lifts up his glass, which I mimic. “To us.”
 
   I take a sip of the wine then scan my plate, licking my lips.
 
   “It’s prawns sautéed in coconut oil with lavender rice and snow peas. I hope you enjoy seafood, we’ll be having it quite a bit.”
 
   “I love it! This looks amazing, and the view is wonderful. This is perfect, Damian. Thank you for bringing me here, and convincing me to talk to my mother…I’m still a little hurt, but now I can focus on healing.”
 
   “I only want what’s best for you, Gabrielle. Your happiness and well-being mean everything to me. I also understand that life is too short to fight with the ones we love.” 
 
   He reaches across the table and takes my hand in his, rubbing my knuckles with his thumb.
 
   “Yes, which is why I’m sorry for my overreaction yesterday. I was stressed about my mom and you keeping secrets from me. I’ve just been so overwhelmed…”
 
   “Gabrielle, there’s no need for you to explain why you reacted to me the way you did. You have every right to feel strained…Let’s eat. I have something I need to talk about once we’ve finished.”
 
   “Why not talk now?”
 
   “If we discuss anything serious before you have a chance to eat, you’ll lose your appetite, and I didn’t slave over a stove for you to let it go to waste.” He smirks at me.
 
   “Next you’ll be telling me I don’t notice when you change your hair, or I work too much.”
 
   He chuckles. “Are you trying to tell me I sound like a whining housewife?” 
 
   “You said it, slick,” I giggle out, and he laughs harder, throwing his head back. When he recovers, he plucks a prawn off his plate between his fingers, extending it across the table for me to take. I open my mouth, allowing him to place it on my tongue, and chew it with delight. I realize the energy has shifted between us, not any less electric, but open and exciting as if there are no barriers blocking us, as if anything is possible for us. 
 
   “I could get used to this, you know,” I mumble, still chewing the huge morsel and smiling cheerfully at him.
 
   He smirks at me and shakes his head. “That’s my plan.”
 
    
 
   Once he stuffs me to the brim, we take a walk down to the beach to digest and talk. We stroll hand-in-hand along the surf, allowing the cool, wet sand to bury itself between our toes. It’s a moonless night, only a sky full of stars lights our way. It’s truly astonishing.
 
   I glance up at him, on our way back to our room, and notice he’s rubbing the back of his neck. It’s his only tell when he’s worried about something. “What is it, Hunt?”
 
   He rips his hand from his neck, thrusting it into his front pocket, and then glances down at me hesitantly, slowly pulling his hand back out. “It’s nothing. I just have some work stuff on my mind.”
 
   “Anything you want to talk about?”
 
   “No,” he replies, smirking down at me, “it’s all very dull. Normal stresses of running a corporation.”
 
   “Well, if you ever need an ear, I’m here.”
 
   “Thank you.” The smile on his face is faint. Whatever’s on his mind must be pretty serious, so I decide to change the subject.
 
   “So, weren’t we supposed to have a serious conversation?”
 
   “Let’s get back to our room,” he says, ignoring my question. “I want to immerse myself in you the rest of the night.”
 
   “That sounds like paradise,” I purr, overlooking his odd behavior.
 
    
 
   I roll off him panting, content. He pets and kisses my face while I slowly come down from this incredible sexual high, listening to the beautifully intense song, ‘Au Revoir’ by OneRepublic. Hunt wraps me in his arms, spooning me until my breathing steadies and my body relaxes into his. 
 
   “Elle,” he whispers in my ear.
 
   “Yes?” I sigh out.
 
   “I’m ready to tell you about my parents.”
 
   This shocks the hell out of me, and I leap up, kneeling beside him to stare into his terrified, emerald eyes. He rises, gloriously naked, and sits on the bed, facing me with his legs crossed. He looks so…normal, nothing like the strong, alpha male that he portrays to the world, but the true man underneath it all, a Dominant fallen. For the first time ever, his wall has come down, and he is ready to let me inside himself. I mimic his pose and wait patiently for him to gather himself. I place my hand on his knee for support.
 
   “I loved my parents more than anything in the world. My family was my whole world, my safe place…It was my birthday, and I was so excited when I woke up, I could hardly contain myself. I remember realizing they hadn’t woken me up early with my birthday pancakes, which was a tradition in our family.”
 
   He takes a steadying breath and shuts his eyes, only to reopen them with fresh tears pooling at the bottom. 
 
   He continues, and I hear the tremble in his voice, “I thought it was odd, so I went to go find them, heading downstairs to see if they were in the kitchen, but they weren’t, so I searched the rest of the house. When I couldn’t find them, I headed back upstairs to their room and noticed the door was cracked open…I spotted my mother first, bound, gagged, bloody…Oh, Gabrielle, I just shut down. I couldn’t handle it. It was as if a part of me had died right along with them.”
 
   “Oh, my sweet, loving Damian.” I crawl into his lap, wrapping my arms about his neck and hold him as tight as I can. 
 
   “Please, no more,” he pleads.
 
   “No, shhhh. You’ve done so well, Damian. I’m here.”
 
   He throws his arms about me and digs his face into my neck, releasing all the pain and suffering he ever felt. His hot tears roll down my neck and back, bathing me in his sorrow. 
 
   “I will say this about them,” I mutter, lifting my face from the crook of his neck, “I will be forever indebted to them, forever grateful, because they gave me you.” 
 
   I kiss him softly on his cheek and caress the other with my hand. He lifts his head to look at me with red, glossy eyes, and I nearly break down at the sight of this closed off man, exposed, vulnerable, and raw. 
 
   I jump out of his lap and walk over to the sink near the shower, grabbing a washcloth and wetting it with cool, clear water. I walk back over to him, stopping abruptly when a thought that jolts me to my core pops in my mind. I love this man more than I could ever truly comprehend. After this afternoon, I realize I can’t live without him, I won’t.
 
   “Marry me,” I softly blurt, and his eyes find mine, widened with amazement. 
 
   “Gabrielle,” he murmurs.
 
   “Marry me, Damian.”
 
   He stares down at his lap, smiling a knowing smirk, and then climbs off the bed, naked and splendid. He picks his shorts up off the floor, sliding his hand into the pocket he was messing with earlier, and palms something. He saunters up to me with his omniscient smile and opens his hand to reveal a tiny white box, just big enough for a ring. I smile up at him with tears in my eyes.
 
   “If you think for one moment I would allow you to propose to me, you don’t know me very well,” he states, shaking his head at me.
 
   I giggle and anxiously bite on my bottom lip as he kneels before me, spectacularly naked, clutching my trembling hand in his, which is just as unsteady. He stares up into my eyes, tears returning to them, but these are different, these are joyful. He removes the belt-shaped ring from that most significant finger and places a stunning princess-cut diamond ring at the tip, holding it there while he gazes up at me with the most loving gleam in his eyes.
 
   “Gabrielle Sophia Hyde, you are my light, my love, my everything. Without you, I don’t exist. I want to spend the rest of my life taking care of you, loving you, growing with you. I love you more with every passing moment. Will you do me the honor of becoming my wife…Will you marry me, Elle?”
 
   He knows my answer, yet there’s a look of sheer panic in his eyes. 
 
   “I’m nothing without you, Damian.” I gently pull my hand away and stare down at the stunning, reasonable stone framed in tiny diamonds. I pinch it between my fingers and slide it on the rest of the way. “Yes, I will marry you.” 
 
   He leaps up and embraces me in his sculpted, protective arms, melding our bare bodies together. He’s trembling, and I toss my arms about him, burying my face into the crook of his neck. We stay like this for a few moments, basking in the brilliant glow of our love, and after some time, he clasps onto my hair, gently pulling my head back, and stares deeply into my eyes.
 
   “Are we going to make love now?” I ask in a breathy voice.
 
   “Yes, angel, we are,” he answers, coming down on my lips softly, caressing them, tasting them, claiming them as his own. I run my hands down the sides of his face, wiping away the hot tears trickling down his defined cheeks, and he moans into my mouth. 
 
   He takes me to bed and makes love to me, desperate, roaming-hands-and-lips-all-over-your-body love. 
 
    
 
   I wake the next morning feeling refreshed and ready for another day in Eden. I stretch, reaching out for Hunt, but my hand catches air. I stare at the ring on my most significant finger and smile warmly at it. I stretch with a loud groan, grinning stupidly to myself. 
 
   I rise, tossing on my robe lying at the end of the bed for me, and head out to the main house. I skip up the stairs, and as I get higher, I hear an upbeat tune blasting from the open-air living room. When I enter, I find the cutest sight I’ve ever seen in all my days. Hunt’s cooking and singing along to the song ‘You Make My Dreams Come True’ by Hall & Oates. He shakes his hips and pushes the spatula about the pan on the stove. He actually has an amazing voice, and I find myself moving to the music. 
 
   He does a turn and stops abruptly when he finds me watching and dancing along. He laughs and starts dancing towards me, snatching me up and spinning me about the space. We sway back and forth, spin and dip, singing like fools to the song.
 
   As it comes to an end, he pulls me in close and kisses me with such passion and lust that my body melts like butter, going limp in his secure arms. 
 
   “Good morning, future Mrs. Hunt. Did you sleep well, angel?”
 
   “Good morning, Mr. Hunt. Yes, I did…like a log. You?”
 
   “I slept very well. The best sleep I’ve had in ages.” He kisses me on the temple, lingering for just a moment. “Are you hungry?” he asks in a seductive tone. 
 
   “Starved,” I reply, going in for his bottom lip and tugging on it with my teeth. He moans against my mouth and shuts his eyes, latching both hands firmly onto my rear. 
 
   “Wow,” Chase’s voice suddenly breaks our lustful focus on each other. “It’s only eight and you’re already going at it?”
 
   We spot the teasing grin smeared across his face. Then, we notice Maya tucked under his arm, nuzzling into his side.
 
   “You’re one to talk,” Hunt comments with a kinked grin, nodding his head at my sister.
 
   “Yeah, I guess things change,” he replies glancing down at her. “Anyway, your folks will be here soon. So, I would probably pull back on the lovebird stuff for now.”
 
   Maya stares at me with a smile and a curious gleam in her eye. “What are you smiling about?” she queries.
 
   I hadn’t realized I was smiling, but when I take a second, I can feel the shit-faced grin dancing from ear-to-ear. I’m about to speak when Hunt chimes in, “I asked Gabrielle to marry me, and she accepted.”
 
   The ear-splitting shrieks that come from behind Chase and Maya startles us, even Hunt jumps slightly. Our families come charging at us, surrounding us. They hug and kiss and congratulate us while Hunt and I stand helplessly in the eye of the storm. They ask when, how, where.
 
   “When are you getting married?” Aubrey asks.
 
   “We hadn’t really…” Hunt tries to get out.
 
   “Where do you think you’ll do it?” Keira blurts.
 
   “We’re not su…” I attempt to answer.
 
   “How…” Aubrey interrupts, but Hunt holds up his hand, halting everyone in his or her place.
 
   “We have only just made the decision to get engaged. We will let you know all the details when we have discussed the wedding further.”
 
   Everyone takes a step back, giving us room to breathe.
 
   “May we see the ring?” my mother asks, smiling softly at us. I hold out my hand and blush, grinning like a damned fool. She admires it with a pleased smirk. “It’s truly stunning, Ellie.”
 
   “Oh, Damian,” Vivian says in a teary voice, “your mother’s ring. She would be so proud of you. They both would.”
 
   She and Pierce bring him in for a long hug, and in a manner unlike him, he grabs them both and holds them right back. It’s such a touching sight, I feel the tears welling up in my eyes before they spill out.
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERTWENTYFOUR]Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Hell Hath No Fury
 
    
 
   It’s been two months since Hunt proposed to me in paradise. It was also the last time we heard from Dante as well. Damian says, ‘It’s just the calm before the storm’. I want to believe he’s wrong, that he’s given up, but I know it’s not true. It would be a dangerous move to underestimate his hatred and desire to take us down. 
 
   I’ve been so busy lately, with work, planning the wedding, and Hunt, that I seldom have time to think about much else. We’ve decided to have the wedding at B’s place up north, in the garden, under the oak trees where we danced and professed our happiness. Beverly said she would take care of the décor, I just told her a general idea of what I like. I only insisted on one thing, that all the flowers were to be white lilies, like the ones Hunt sent to me when we first met. 
 
   In a surprising twist, Hunt asked Chase to be his best man, and Chase actually accepted! He’s also asked Alexander and Wade to stand with him as well. The idea makes me nervous, all that alpha male testosterone in one place… That doesn’t have whips or hanging sex apparatuses that is. But, I am pleased that he’s made friends with dicks, which I tease him about mercilessly. 
 
   My mother, Vivian, and the girls have taken the rest into their own hands. They’ve only asked my opinion when absolutely necessary. The truth is I don’t mind this at all. I hate shopping, they know how to put a party together, and it keeps my mother occupied. It’s a win-win for everyone. Plus, it’s a huge stress off of me as far as major decisions. I simply tell them if I absolutely hate an idea, which I almost never do, but I’ve realized there are so many aspects and facets that go into planning that special day. It’s all about the little details.
 
   I never really thought about how my wedding would be or what dress I would wear, but I always wondered who the person waiting at the end of the aisle would be, would he love me as I love him, was he thinking of me the way I thought of him? I’m pleased to say I found the answer was a resounding, passionate yes. 
 
   “Ellie…? Ellie, what do you think?” Elizabeth asks, rubbing my hand to get my attention. 
 
   “What?” I ask, shaking my head to get the last of the distracting thoughts out of my head. We’re sitting in this charming little bakery. Its décor is white molding, small octagon tiles, and antique brass light fixtures with delicate chocolate and pastel treats perfectly displayed behind glass.
 
   “The cake, dear…Which do you prefer?” Vivian asks nodding down at my plate of half eaten pieces of cake.
 
   “Oh, I like the hazelnut crème.”
 
   “Perfect,” My mom says with a huge, overjoyed smile on her face. “That’s just what I was thinking…How about you, Vivian?”
 
   “It was my top pick, too. Excellent choice, dear,” she praises. 
 
   I glimpse down at my watch and notice I’m running late for lunch with Hunt. I rise from between them and say, “I really should get going. Will you be okay without me?”
 
   “Of course, Ellie. We have this under control,” Elizabeth states, waving me off.
 
   I lean over and give them both kisses on the cheek and rush out.
 
    
 
   Hunt
 
    
 
   She’s late. 
 
   However, ever since we got engaged, she’s either late or occupied by the details of the wedding. Though, I can’t complain. She still manages to make time for us.
 
   I’m sitting in my office, waiting for her to arrive, when my desk phone goes off. I hit the speaker button and answer with an impassive tone, “Yes, Rebecca?”
 
   “Mr. Hunt, Ms. Montgomery is here to see you.”
 
   “Keira or Aubrey?”
 
   “Neither,” Olivia’s voice says from the doorway.
 
   I stare, stunned for a moment, before leaning back in my chair, asking in a sharp tone, “What are you doing here?”
 
   She shuts the door behind her and saunters over to my desk, dressed in all black. Her tall heels clack across the marble floor as she makes her way toward me. 
 
   “I need to speak with you.”
 
   She takes a seat on the other edge of my desk, picking up a picture of Gabrielle. She holds it up to me, smiling faintly, but you can see the disgust behind it. The barrier makes me feel more comfortable with her unwarranted appearance. 
 
   “I remember when I was the one that held your fancy…What happened to those days?” she inquires, staring down at Elle’s photo.
 
   “What do you want? Why have you come here, Liv?” I ask with an air as to let her know I’m not to be fucked with.
 
   “Isn’t it obvious, Damian…? I miss you. I miss us.”
 
   I let out a sluggish laugh, shaking my head back and forth, amused by this idiocy. It’s really a shame. I used to admire and respect her. “There is no us, and there never truly was.”
 
   She seems taken aback for an instant, but manages to shake it off, continuing this insanity, “Oh, Damian, you know that’s not true…”
 
   “If this doesn’t have to do with the welfare of the magazine or Dante’s whereabouts, I’m going to insist you leave.” I gesture my hand toward the door.
 
   She takes a deep breath and rises, walking about my desk and tracing her finger along its edges as she slowly makes her way to me. She bends over, grasping the armrests of my chair, and places her face close to mine. 
 
   “I’ve missed you, Damian…Haven’t you missed me even a little?” she inquires with her bed voice.
 
   This isn’t amusing anymore. I swallow down the acidy rage in my throat and push my chair away from her, causing her to stumble a bit. 
 
   “No, Liv, I can’t say that I have.”
 
   “What happened to you, Damian? We used to be so in sync, so close. Then, you met that girl, and you disappeared on me. What happened to the virile, alpha creature that couldn’t get enough of me?”
 
   “That girl’s name is Gabrielle. But, you may address her as Miss Hyde...or, after this weekend, Mrs. Hunt.” I smirk wickedly at her and she stiffens up. I rise from my chair and confidently walk over to the bar near the sitting area, pouring myself a swig of whiskey. I turn back to her and find she has settled on the couch, legs crossed and skirt hiked up a little too high. 
 
   “When are you going to learn, you are no longer a part of my life? I don’t want you, Olivia. You’re fucking poison.”
 
   I take a seat in the chair across the table from her, always keeping a physical barrier between us. I down my drink and swallow slowly, allowing the warm liquid to trickle down my throat. I set down the glass on the table and steeple my hands in front of my mouth, resting my elbows on the armrests.
 
   “She’s put that into your head. Don’t tell me you didn’t love fucking me, Damian, you couldn’t get enough…You always came back to me after every one of your pitiful subs because underneath it all, you know I’m what you want, what you need.”
 
   She gracefully rises and struts over to me, swaying her hips in fluid, exaggerated movements. She gets close so our legs graze, standing over me with that skirt still gathered a little too high about her firm, gartered thighs. I catch an unwanted glimpse of her black lace panties, and that first night together flashes in my mind.
 
   “You’re crossing a line you really don’t want to step over, Olivia.”
 
   “What if I do?” she asks, bending over me and splaying her hands on my thighs for support. “I’ve missed you, Damian. I want you…I’ve never stopped wanting you.”
 
   Her slack, plump lips are inching toward mine.
 
   “You disgust me,” I hiss out, and she pauses with a look of devastation.
 
   Suddenly, a familiar voice whimpers out from behind her, “Damian?”
 
   Ah, fuck! Perfect timing, angel, as always...This isn’t going to go well.
 
   I hastily shove Olivia away from me and rise to greet Elle at the door. “Angel, Ms. Montgomery was just leaving.”
 
   I go in for a hug, but she sidesteps me and heads toward Olivia standing by the couch. 
 
   “What do you think you’re doing with my fiancée?” Elle asks, infuriated, thrusting her hands on her hips.
 
   “This is between Damian and myself. Stay out of it,” Olivia snaps back.
 
   “The only thing that should be between you two is space, and a lot of it. I think it’s time you leave, Olivia.” 
 
   Elle points to the door. The rage in her eyes blazes, but she’s holding herself back, controlling that fire inside her. I’m incredibly proud of her in this moment, proud of the woman she’s becoming.
 
   “I’ll leave when I’m goddamn good and ready,” Olivia states, crossing her arms over her chest in a huff. 
 
   “You’re ready now,” Gabrielle says with a smart-alecky, matter-of-fact tone that causes Olivia’s face to turn a brilliant red.
 
   “How dare you, you little gutter snipe!” She raises her hand up, and I rush to Elle’s side, but it’s too late. Olivia’s hand comes down at Gabrielle’s face, but she catches her by the wrist and shoves her back with her free hand.
 
   Her self-defense training with Kevin seems to be going quite well…I’ll have to give him a raise.
 
   “Don’t you ever raise your hand to me, you child-fucker!” 
 
   Olivia catches herself on the corner of the couch, and I grab her by the bicep and haul her up, escorting her to the door. I open it up and push her out. 
 
   “Rebecca, have Banks see Ms. Montgomery out of the building, and make sure she’s put on the no entry list. She is no longer employed with the magazine or this company.”
 
   “Damian, you can’t do that to me! I started View! It’s my fucking magazine!”
 
   I ignore her. “Did I make myself clear, Rebecca?” 
 
   “Yes, sir, very,” she answers, giving Olivia an uncomfortable side-glance. 
 
   “Excellent,” I respond, turning back into my office, slamming the door behind me, but not before Olivia calls back out to me, “You motherfucker! This isn’t fucking over!”
 
   I’m dumbfounded by what just occurred, so much so, I forget that Gabrielle is watching me with an infuriated stare. She stands near the couch with a look in her eyes that would make a weaker man tremble.
 
   “Gabrielle, nothing happened,” I state, holding my hands up in a defensive manner, attempting to defuse the bomb before it blows.
 
   “And I’m sure if I had been a moment later, that wouldn’t be the case. She was going to fuck you, Damian!” she shouts at me, throwing her arms up in the air.
 
   “Yes,” I nod, “she was trying, but I had no intention of allowing that.”
 
   She crosses her arms and taps her foot on the ground, understandably upset by the situation she just stumbled upon.
 
   “Whether you intended it or not,” she says, “she was alone with you in your office, trying to screw your brains out.”
 
   “Gabrielle,” I sigh out, “I’m perfectly capable of handling her.” 
 
   “It didn’t appear so. She wouldn’t have gotten that far if you had been.”
 
   Alright, time to extinguish this inferno. 
 
   I roll back my shoulders, straighten my back, and widen my stance. 
 
   “If I remember correctly, you’ve kissed more than your share of men while you were with me…I didn’t kiss her or fuck her, and I wasn’t about to allow her to do so. Have I ever done anything to make you not trust me with other women?”
 
   She deflates, her shoulders sinking and her arms falling to her sides. “Oh god, you’re right,” she murmurs as clarity and regret washes over her face. “I’m taking my mistrust and rage out on you when it’s her I feel it towards…I’m so sorry, Damian.”
 
   I walk over to her by the couch and take her into my arms, cradling her close to me.
 
   “You have no reason to apologize.” I pet the back of her head, resting my chin atop it. “You shouldn’t trust her and you should be upset. I just want you to see that I love you, and I would never do anything intentionally to hurt you. I agree that I could have handled her with a firmer hand, so to speak. I suppose I wanted to give her the benefit of the doubt, but I was wrong, and I never intend to be again when it comes to her.” 
 
   She clings her arms about my waist and holds me tightly, sighing as she relaxes into me, satisfied.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   We met friends and family at Hunt’s restaurant, The Bridge, named after its spectacular view of the Golden Gate and bay. They’re going to cater the wedding, as the head chef, Vincent Valentine, is one of the best in San Francisco. We were doing a tasting of the specially planned, three-course dinner and the wine selected to accompany it. Everything was simply superb and practically melted in your mouth.
 
   The wine made me brave and very frisky. I kept placing my hand on his thigh and moving it up to his twitching package. He would rub my hand and knuckle before setting it back in my lap and giving me a reprimanding side-glance. It deterred me momentarily, but, in my tipsy and very randy state, I wasn’t about to give up. 
 
   Finally, he leaned into my ear and whispered, “Are you trying to test me, Gabrielle Hyde?” He plants his hand on my thigh, giving it a firm squeeze. “You’re making it extremely difficult for me to focus on our present company. If you don’t cease this behavior, I will punish you right here. Do you want me to make you cum in front of everyone, Gabrielle?”
 
   That’s when I remembered, I was wearing the vibrating, black lace panties at his request. That was all it took. I was on my best behavior after that, though, I felt antsy and eager. I fought my urge to jump into my soon-to-be husband’s lap and put on a show for our guests. 
 
   After dinner, and a few too many glasses of delicious wine, Hunt and I head home, with Liam driving. We sit in the back, my legs flung over his lap and my head resting on his shoulder. He tickles my leg with the gentlest of touches, putting me at ease and leaving me totally aroused. 
 
   When I lift my head, visually locating where we are and how far we are from home, I realize that we’re headed the wrong way. We’re driving toward the bay. Why are we going there? Right then, Liam pulls up to a long, empty pier, except for some lights and a few benches lining the sides. Before I have a chance to ask what the hell we are doing, Liam parks and Hunt jumps out to open my door for me. He holds out his hand and smirks down at me with a devilish grin and a secretive gleam in his emerald eyes. 
 
   “Why…”
 
   “No questions…only trust.”
 
   I smirk up at him and nod my head. “Yes, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   I take his hand, and we leisurely stroll down the pier. I love the feeling of the cool breeze from the bay wafting over me. It’s a nice relief from the warmer July weather. 
 
   “Thank you, Miss Hyde, for being so accommodating.”
 
   I sigh. “I’m going to miss you calling me that.”
 
   He nods in agreement. “Yes, I will, too,” he says in an almost mournful way, but perks up. “But, I could always use it when you’ve been a very naughty girl.”
 
   “I’m never naughty,” I playfully joke, with a fake appalled look on my face. “I’m a perfect angel.”
 
   He laughs so hard it seems to echo over the bay. His head flies back and his mouth is wide. When he tilts his head forward, he wipes a single tear from his eye. “We both know that is far from true, Miss Hyde.”
 
   “Would you want me any other way?”
 
   He halts and turns to me, grasping onto my arms and pulling me into him. “No, never. I love that fight in you, Gabrielle. It’s what first attracted me to you. I saw it burning in you. It’s what makes you submitting to me so satisfying…I receive no pleasure in bringing the weak to their knees, as there’s no challenge when they’re already there.”
 
   He smashes his lips onto mine, attacking them with the same fire that burns within him. He clasps the back of my head, crashing me further onto him until it stings and my breath is robbed from my lungs. When he lets go, we’re both gasping for air, as if we’d just come up from the depths of the bay’s black waters.
 
   “I want you to take off your panties and put them in your purse.”
 
   It’s late at night, and I know no one is around, but I want so desperately to hesitate and survey the area around us. However, the idea excites me, and I remind myself…Only trust.
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   “That’s my girl.” He takes off his coat and blocks me from the street’s view, using his body to block me the opposite way. I smirk up at him and hike up my skirt about my waist, revealing my black lace panties to him. I slide my fingers down my hips, taking them to my ankles in one graceful sweep of my hands, and step out of them. I place my hand on his wide chest for balance, and I think he’s enjoying the show because I hear him moan. When I glance up at him, he’s licking his lips and his eyes are dark. 
 
   I stand there for a moment, with my skirt gathered up past my very naked and freshly maintained V.
 
   “Now, I want you to take off your dress.”
 
   “Really?” I squeak out.
 
   “Did I seem like I was kidding, Miss Hyde?” His voice is steady, expressionless, asserting his role as my Dom.
 
   “No, sir, you didn’t, but…”
 
   “Miss Hyde, I ask for you to trust me…Have I ever given you any reason not to?”
 
   “No,” I reply, clearly still nervous.
 
   “Gabrielle, I promise you, no one can see you. You are completely blocked…Trust me.”
 
   I gather up the hem of my dress and lift it over my head, tossing it on the ground. I know what’s coming next.
 
   “Now, you may remove your bra,” he orders soberly.
 
   I reach about and unclasp it hastily, dropping it on my dress. Hunt sets his trench coat on my shoulders and I slide my arms through while he closes it and ties the strap into a knot. 
 
   “Always the gentleman,” I say sarcastically.
 
   “Wouldn’t want it catching a cold,” he retorts quickly, with a wicked, kinked smirk and a raised brow.
 
   Now I’m the one laughing uproariously. “Did you just make a funny, Mr. Hunt?”
 
   “It would appear so, Miss Hyde.”
 
   I fall into him, wrapping my arms about his neck, and pucker my lips. He leans in and softly pecks me on the kisser then bends down to collect my things, shoving them into my bag. He hooks his arm, offering me an elbow for balance, and I take it gratefully. He leads us to the end of the long boardwalk, arms linked and bodies close. I stand at the railing, peering out over the black water. He comes up behind me and presses his warm body into my back, setting his hands on the rails just outside of mine. 
 
   He leans his face next to my ear and whispers, “You look fucking delectable tonight. I found it nearly impossible to keep my hands off you at the dinner table.” 
 
   He raises the bottom of the coat and places his hand on the back of my stocking-clad thigh, lightly gliding it up. “One of these days, I’m going to fuck you with everyone in the room right next to us, against the wall, panties shoved deep in your mouth. Does that turn you on, Gabrielle?” 
 
   “Yes,” I whimper with a breathy voice. My chest is heaving and my head is light.
 
   He hooks his finger about the edge of the opening in the jacket and yanks it open, exposing me to the night air. “Does public sex turn you on, Gabrielle?”
 
   “Yes,” I moan, nodding my head in a sexual daze, “you know it does.” 
 
   He reaches his hand about my hip and cups me firmly in his palm, using his middle finger to trace my moist lips. “Do you want me to fuck you, Gabrielle, right here, right now?”
 
   “Please,” I beg. “Oh, please, take me now.” I push my rear back into his hard cock and grind, desperate to have him, to feel him inside me.
 
   “No, I don’t think I will,” he replies and slaps me on the ass before pulling away from me. I shut the jacket and turn back to him with an angry glare.
 
   “Why the hell not?”
 
   “I enjoy the anticipation…Besides, after tonight in the restaurant, I realize you need to learn patience and restraint, angel.” I cross my arms and stare up at him hurt. “I’m not doing this to punish or hurt you, Gabrielle, this is a lesson. I asked you to trust me, and you said you would…Now, come, let’s go home.”
 
   He extends his hand out to me, but I hesitate and continue to stare up at him.
 
   “Gabrielle, be a good girl,” he gently warns, and I oblige reluctantly. He takes my hand in his and guides me back toward the car in silence.
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERTWENTYFIVE]Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    
 
   Little Surprises, Big Decisions
 
    
 
   Once we make it home, I’ve had time to think about my actions and his lesson, and I’m not so upset anymore. However, I feel utterly exhausted from the long, hectic day. I just want to crawl into bed without taking so much as a single stitch off, but Hunt has other plans in mind. He sits me on the bed and heads into the bathroom to draw me a bath. I fall back onto the bed and moan at the softness of the mattress and comforter. 
 
   He comes back out a moment later, naked, and picks me back up, so I’m sitting at the edge, then proceeds to take off my extremely high heels. Next, he takes off the jacket, untying the strap and pushing it off my shoulders. He kneels before me and slowly peels my stockings down my legs, one at a time. Then, in true Hunt fashion, he leans in and kisses me just above my slit, causing me to moan and squirm.
 
   He rises and lifts my weak body into his arms, carrying me into the pristinely white bathroom to the sunken tub, filled with warm, lavender-scented water. He walks us in, sinking our bodies below the surface of the bubbling water, and then sits us on the bench. He faces me away from him between his legs and begins massaging my shoulders with liquid soap. 
 
   I sink back into him, resting my head on his broad shoulder, and sigh as my body goes totally limp. 
 
   “How does that feel, angel?” he purrs into my ear. 
 
   “Heavenly,” I reply with a pleased groan. “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome, gorgeous.” He kisses my temple tenderly.
 
   I turn about to face him, sitting across his lap while he cradles his arms about me. “I’m sorry about my persistent behavior earlier. I suppose I was a bit tipsy and I acted on impulse.”
 
   He gently moves loose strands away from my face, tucking them behind my ear. “I know you are, angel. I appreciate your acknowledgement of earlier. I hope you aren’t still upset with me about the pier.”
 
   “No, not really, but it still sucks.” I pout.
 
   “What sucks?” he chuckles. 
 
   “Being denied of you, the lesson of patience and restraint. I understand why you’re doing it, but it just…”
 
   “Sucks. Yes, I agree, it does suck,” he says, nodding his head. “But, it is a valuable lesson to learn. It will not only help you in becoming my sub, but in the real world as well. I only wish to guide you, Gabrielle.”
 
   “That’s an interesting choice of words, Mr. Hunt.” My lips pucker and a single brow pops up.
 
   “Why are they so interesting, Miss Hyde?” He mocks my facial expression, and I giggle, amused by this rarer peek at the lighter side of Hunt.
 
   “Because whatever this is,” I rapidly motion my pointer finger between him and I, “whatever world we are in now is anything but real. It’s a fantasy.”
 
   The amused look on his face falls away and it’s replaced with a sorrowful frown. “I’m not a fantasy, angel, I’m real.”
 
   I place my hand on his chest, attempting to comfort him. “It doesn’t feel that way sometimes. It always feels like I’m about to wake from some fantastic dream, drifting between awake and asleep.”
 
   “I can assure you, you are very much awake, and I’m most certainly real.” He sweeps his thumb across my cheek, wiping away splattered, soapy suds.
 
   “Speaking of unbelievable realities,” I perk up, wrapping my arms about his neck, “in less than a week, I’m going to be Mrs. Gabrielle Hunt.”
 
   “You aren’t afraid, are you?” He has that panicked look in his eyes, like the night I left.
 
   I shake my head quickly and smile broadly. “No, I’m impatient and excited. It’s a big change, but I want it…What about you?”
 
   He places his large hand on the back of my head and grasps onto the wet, tangled strands, staring intensely into my eyes. “I’m ready for this. I can’t wait for you to be my bride, my wife. I just get nervous about your reaction to all of it. I couldn’t stand it if you…”
 
   My grip about his neck tightens and I stare him square in the eyes. “Damian, I’m not going anywhere. I’ve told you this over and over. I only left because I thought I had to. Come Saturday evening, I will be Mrs. Damian Nathaniel Hunt.” 
 
   I turn around, facing away from him, and shimmy my way back between his legs. He wraps his arms about me and squeezes, burying his face into my neck. 
 
   “I love you, Elle,” he mumbles from my crook. 
 
   “I love you, Hunt.” I place my hands over his wrists and breathe out a long, relaxing breath. 
 
   After Hunt pampers me, he puts me to bed and tickles every inch of my body until I pass out cold.
 
    
 
   The next morning I got a call from Sloan, asking me to meet her and Jules for lunch. After the final fitting of my dress, I arrive at the Italian restaurant, and they are already seated in a booth toward the back. I wave when they spot me and head over, greeting them with a huge smile. They return the gesture, but Sloan’s doesn’t seem genuine, as if something is weighing on her. 
 
   I take a seat and order a tropical ice tea when the waiter notices me and stops by our table. When he leaves to give us a moment to figure out our order, I ask, “So, what’s up?”
 
   Jules smirks at me and replies, “Not much. I’m just wondering why Sloan called this lunch meeting. You’ve been acting weird lately.”
 
   “Yeah, I was wondering that myself. What’s been going on with you, sweetie?”
 
   “What? Can’t a girl just want to have lunch with her friends without something being up?”
 
   We both stare at her with our cough-it-up looks, and she blushes as red as her hair. She simply shakes her head nervously and glances at her menu.
 
   “Fine,” I say. “Let’s order lunch first and then Sloan will tell us her big secret…I’m starved. What’s good here?” 
 
    
 
   We head to a small park around the corner and try to walk off our very filling lunch, talking about the latest details of our misadventures. Sloan acted strange all through the meal, and she doesn’t appear much better during our walk.
 
   “Alright,” I finally say as we come to a fountain and take a seat. “Are you going to stop bullshitting and tell us what the hell is going on with you?”
 
   She nervously tucks her cherry red hair behind her ear and stares down at her restless leg, which is bouncing fiercely. Jules puts a supportive hand on her back and rubs it. “You know you can tell us anything, hun.”
 
   “I know, but that’s not why it’s so hard to tell you…I just have a hard time saying it out loud.”
 
   I scoot closer to her and wrap an arm around her shoulder. “Oh, Sloan, it isn’t anything…terminal, is it?”
 
   “No, it isn’t. It feels more like I just received a life sentence.” She takes a deep breath and shuts her eyes. “I’m pregnant.”
 
   “Awww, Sloan, that’s…that’s wonderful,” Jules congratulates her, but you can see on her face, just hearing the word preggers is overwhelming. 
 
   “Is it?” Sloan asks, understandably unsure of what she will do.
 
   “Yes,” I reply, “of course it is…But, what do you think, sweetie?”
 
   She shrugs her shoulders with a vacant look in her eyes. “I’m not sure what I think or feel or want. I just know I’m scared and uncertain.”
 
   “What made you…When did you…How did you find out?” Jules finally manages to get her question out.
 
   “I’ve never been very regular, and I hadn’t really noticed that I’d been gaining weight. I’d been so busy with my job and Shane, I hadn’t really noticed anything was different,” she confesses with a shrug.
 
   “So, when did you notice…What made you take a pregnancy test?”
 
   “I was wearing my favorite pair of jeans, which felt pretty tight, but I didn’t think anything of it until I went to sit down for lunch with a potential client and the button of my jeans went bursting off. It hit her dead center in the forehead and left a nasty bruise. I was mortified!” She places her hands over her face and shakes her head
 
   Jules and I glance past her at one another and breakout into a knee-slapping fit of laughter. Sloan rolls her eyes and fights a smirk, struggling to creep across her paler-than-usual face until she can’t hold back, joining us. She shoves us in the arms and giggles, “You assholes.” 
 
   Our hysterics finally begin to subside and reality sets back in, interrupting our moment of blissful ignorance.
 
   “Well, anyway, when I started to think about it, I realized that my eating habits had changed, I’d missed a few monthly visits, and I was always tired.” She runs her fingers through her long, cherry red hair, shifting it over her shoulder and crossing her legs. “I guess it all clicked and I took a test.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell us sooner?” I ask, placing my hand on her back and rubbing it in a soothing rhythm. “We could have been there for you while you were going through this.”
 
   “I had a hard time admitting it to myself, let alone anyone else.”
 
   “Have you seen a doctor yet?” Jules asks.
 
   “Yeah, I wasn’t going to say anything until I was totally sure…He said I’m too far along to…take care of it. I have only two choices and neither are easy to make.”
 
   “How does Shane feel about your…?” I attempt to ask.
 
   “Condition?” she chimes in.
 
   “Yes,” I murmur, nodding my head gently.
 
   “I haven’t told him yet…You two are the first to know. I don’t know if I can tell him.”
 
   “Look, I won’t pretend to know what you’re going through, but I know one thing, you need to talk to Shane about this. He has a right to know.”
 
   “What if he leaves once he does?” she inquires weakly and tilts her face down, her Kool-Aid red hair falling about it, acting as a curtain to hide her sorrow. 
 
   “Then, he’s a fucking bastard,” Jules states, tucking Sloan’s ruby red hair behind her ear, revealing the silent tears trickling down her cheeks and chin, “and you will have nothing to do with such a low creature.”
 
   I take her hand into mine and say, “Whatever you decide, whether to raise it or give it up, we will be here for you.” 
 
   “I know,” she says raising her face and smiling softly at us as the occasional tear drips from her gentle amber eyes. “Thank you, both. I don’t know what I would do without either of you.” 
 
   She slinks an arm over both of our shoulders and squeezes us close.
 
    
 
   When I make it back to the penthouse, I head upstairs to undress and shower. I’m striding past Hunt’s study when I hear his deep voice speaking to someone. He doesn’t sound happy, in fact, he sounds quite upset. 
 
   “When was this…? I don’t need maybe or possibly. I need a straight answer…Was he alone…? Is this the first time you’ve spotted them together…? I want you to watch her place. If he’s working with her, that would be the first place he goes…Yes, keep me posted.”
 
   He hangs up the phone and depresses in his chair, sighing softly. When he looks up at me, his eyes tell of the stress he’s under. The normally brilliant green is a pale, milky green, almost jade. I walk over to him, kicking off my heels, and curl up in his lap. I wrap my arms about his neck and play with the ends of his hair. 
 
   “What’s the matter, slick?” He just stares off into nothingness, shaking his head slowly. “Was that about Dante?”
 
   “Yes,” he answers simply.
 
   “What about him?” I ask, gesturing my hand for him to continue explaining.
 
   “One of my guys spotted him,” he states and sighs, placing his head in my neck. “He wasn’t alone.”
 
   “Who was he with? Was it Olivia?” I adjust myself, finding a more comfortable position.
 
   “No, it wasn’t.”
 
   “Well, then who the hell was it, Damian?” I ask with an eager edginess to my voice.
 
   He rolls his head against the back of his chair, looking up at the ceiling and avoiding eye contact with me. He lets out a breath and finally answers with a growl in his voice, “Vanessa.” 
 
   “Are you fucking with me?” I ask, almost stunned stupid.
 
   He lifts his head, and the sorrowful haze over his eyes is heartbreaking. “I wish I were, but sadly I’m not. They were coming out of a hotel, hugging and kissing.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “Yeah, I don’t think there’s a single girlfriend he hasn’t fucked.”
 
   “That isn’t entirely true,” I remark, rubbing his hard chest.
 
   He smiles weakly. “No, not you, not my everything.”
 
   He leans in, placing his hand on the nape of my neck, and kisses my forehead with his soft yet firm lips. 
 
   “Did your guy follow them?”
 
   “Yes, but they may have noticed someone following them. He lost them.” He lets out a harsh sigh and rubs his hands over his face. “To be totally honest, I really don’t feel like going over this right now.”
 
   “I understand, slick.” I pat his chest lightly.
 
   “How was your day, angel?” he asks, sweeping some hair out of my face. “Did you get more wedding plans taken care of?”
 
   “Yes, I did...Actually, I’m done with everything…But, that’s not all that happened.”
 
   “What happened, Elle?” He looks concerned, a bit edgy.
 
   “Sloan, um, she’s preg…pregnant.”
 
   “Really?” he asks, relaxing, seemingly pleased by the news. “Does she know what she’s having yet?”
 
   “No, or she didn’t tell us, but she is, and now she has to figure out what she wants to do. The doctor told her it’s too late for the abortion option, so it’s between having it and keeping it or having it and giving it up. 
 
   “Either way, she will have a hard road to tow with whatever she chooses.”
 
   “Yes, this is true,” he affirms. “I hope she can come to an arrangement that will suit her.”
 
   “I’m sure she will. She’s a tough girl, but I just don’t want her to feel that she’s alone. I’m going to be there for her, so I hope you understand.”
 
   “Of course, I understand completely. Anything she needs from us, she need only ask.”
 
   “You’re truly incredible. I’m so lucky to have you.”
 
   “Believe me, angel, the feeling’s most certainly mutual.” 
 
   I smile at him, placing my hand on his face, and then sigh, dropping it back down. 
 
   “What’s wrong, angel, stressed out?”
 
   I nod my head.
 
   “Me, too,” he agrees, and then a look creeps onto his face, as if a light bulb just went off in his head, and a wicked smirk kinks his supple lips. “I feel like going for a ride. How about you?”
 
   “On your bike?” I ask, perking up.
 
   “Or me, whichever you prefer.” He has a devilish gleam in his eyes.
 
   “Why can’t I do both?” I ask, running my finger over his chest with a flirtatious grin playing across my lips.
 
   “That’s my naughty girl,” he commends, returning my impish smile. 
 
    
 
   We whiz down the highway while listening to a haunting ballad of sticking with the one you love when everything goes up in flames around you. I believe it’s called ‘Dark Doo Wop’ by MS MR and very fitting per usual.
 
   I escape into the music, in Hunt, in the night as the cool air whips past me, carrying all the stress and strife away with it. I let the vibration of the jet-black bike sooth me, resting my head on Hunt’s back and grasping tighter to his waist as he zips us back toward the city. He places his hand over mine, fingers laced together, holding onto him for dear life. My jean-clad thighs tighten about his and my fingers grip firmly onto the leather of his jacket. I don’t know what sends more adrenaline pumping through my veins, the rush of the motorcycle or the touch of his hand on mine.
 
    
 
   Once I’ve had a chance to shower and unwind, I decide to go in search of Hunt and find out what we’re doing for dinner. I hunt high and low, but he’s nowhere to be found. I call Banks to check if he left, and he informs me that he saw Hunt going into his studio. 
 
   When I arrive at the studio door, I grasp onto the handle and jiggle, finding it’s unlocked. I enter and scan the open-floor plan, but it’s extremely dark and I can’t see two feet in front of me. I walk inside to locate a light switch and happen to look to my right, noticing a red light seeping from under a door. I cautiously move toward it, making sure I don’t bump into anything.
 
   I blindly grasp onto the knob and crack open the door, allowing the scent of chemicals to waft out. It’s overwhelming, but I slip in quickly, shutting the door behind me. Hunt doesn’t hear me as he has music blasting. It’s one of his favorite bands, Nine Inch Nails’, ‘Every Day Is Exactly the Same’, a sensually dark song about the repetitiveness of an unfulfilling, loveless life. 
 
   I stand behind him, listening to the music, observing as he dips a sheet of paper from bucket to chemical-filled bucket, bathed in the brilliant red light. I look about the little room, which is only a tad bigger than a walk-in closet, and admire the recently developed photos hanging on thin lines of string. They’re mostly of San Fran and whatnot, but there’s a row of only me. After a few minutes, I don’t even notice the harsh smell that offended my nose when I first entered. 
 
   Suddenly, he turns to me, scanning me with curiosity and befuddlement. 
 
   “Gabrielle,” he murmurs.
 
   “Hi,” I purr, moving toward him. 
 
   “What are you doing, angel?” He smirks at me with his head tilted to the side. How can he look so adorable and sexy as fuck at the same time?
 
   “I missed you,” I reply, pressing my body into his. “I want you, Damian…Do you want me?”
 
   “I always want you, gorgeous.”
 
   “Then what the fuck are you waiting for...? Take me.”
 
   He scoops me up into his arms and slams me against the wall, smashing his lips onto mine, hard. His tongue probes my mouth, fucking it roughly. He moves away from my lips, working down to my neck and chest then pulls away to look down at his oversized white dress shirt draping my small frame. He grasps onto it and rips it open, causing the buttons to fly off. He growls and comes back in for my chest, attacking with his lips and hands while I shimmy my way out of the torn shirt. 
 
   He grabs onto my wrists, pinning them to the wall above my head, and attacks me with his eager lips. His kisses sting as his delicious, abrasive stubble rubs my sensitive flesh raw. It’s divine. It’s just what I need…rough. His mouth trails back up to my lips, finding them with a desperate touch that melts my mind and weakens my body. I give into him completely.
 
   He rips a hand from mine, still restrained above my head with the other, and shoves it in-between us, shifting my panties to the side. He slides his finger between my wet lips, locating my clit with effortlessness and strikes it with masterful flicks. He pulls me away from the wall and opens the door, walking us out into the studio and over to the bed. He never ceases his assault on the hypersensitive pink knot.
 
   He stands at the end of the bed and tosses me onto the mattress. He watches me, scanning the outline of my body, highlighted by the city lights gently glowing through the floor to ceiling windows. 
 
   “I want you to take off your panties, Gabrielle, slowly, then spread your legs open wide for me.” His tone is staid yet soft, commanding my full attention without hesitation. His eyes are dark as he stares down upon me lying there for him, only him, scorching with the heat of a thousand suns.
 
   I lace my fingers with the straps and remove them sluggishly, snaking my body as I take them down to my ankles. I push them off the rest of the way using my feet then spread myself open for him, revealing everything, including those tiny scars that decorate my inner thighs. They would’ve made me terribly uncomfortable when I first met Hunt, but not now. I know without a doubt, Hunt loves me, scars and all. 
 
   Then he confirms what I now know. “Look at you, Gabrielle. You’re fucking stunning…I will never have enough, ever.”
 
   He walks about the bed, gently tracing his fingers along my aching, writhing body. He shifts himself onto the mattress, kneeling beside me with his hands placed on his thighs.
 
   “Do you enjoy being choked, Gabrielle?”
 
   What?!
 
   “I’m not sure what you mean, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   “When we were at the dungeon, that last night, you asked me to choke you while we fucked. Do you enjoy being choked, Gabrielle?”
 
   Oh! The dungeon…I remember taking a lot of pleasure in his hands firmly wrapped about my neck, but I also remember his reaction afterwards.
 
   “Yes, sir, I do…May I speak freely?” I ask with apprehension in my voice.
 
   He appears pleasantly surprised by my asking permission, but regains control of himself. “Yes, you may.”
 
   “I’m not sure you do. The way you reacted toward it in the dungeon scared me. I don’t want that to happen again.”
 
   “I love grasping my hand about that little pretty neck of yours…It wasn’t completely about choking you, Gabrielle. It was everything I’d done to you, everything I wanted to do to you.”
 
   “Like hurt me?” I inquire with a befuddled look wrenching my face.
 
   “God, no,” He appears disgusted by my question, “I could never hurt you, but I wanted to do things that would have taken you far past your boundaries, further than you were ready to go…We’ll talk more about this later. Right now, I’m going to make you cum.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” I reply with an excited tremble. 
 
   He places his hand on my legs. “I’m going to need you to remain as still as possible.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “That’s my girl,” he praises. 
 
   His hands begin their ascent, kneading at my tender skin, feeling every inch of my body. He presses his thumbs into the delicate flesh of my inner thigh until he reaches my wanting cleft, sliding a finger inside. Sluggishly fucking me with one hand, the other continues up over my hips and torso to my breasts. He pinches the hardening nipples with his fingers and sharply yanks them, snapping them back. My back arcs as he works me over. 
 
   His hand slithers up to my neck and clasps on firmly, putting enough pressure to remind me of his presence. His thumb finds my clit as his skilled finger, working my G spot, becomes two, and he quickens the pace. He goes fucking wild, fingering me hard and deep. My back bows and my whole body trembles. With his hand still holding onto my neck, he finger fucks me into submission.
 
   The rapid attack on my tensing cunt causes rowdy, pleasure-induced cries to pour from my lips. I scream and beg for more, calling out his name over and over as my fingers claw urgently at the comforter. I feel myself building higher, forced closer to the edge of that beautiful abyss I crave. 
 
   He fucks me ruthlessly, his breath is stressed, and the veins in his forearms and brow are bulging from exertion. He bites down on his lip as he pummels my throbbing slit, his grasp becoming only slightly tighter about my neck. I can’t hold on much longer. I feel nothing but his hands on and in me, all my attention focused on these two areas of my body. 
 
   “I feel it, angel. Come for me. Show daddy how much you love when I please this perfect little cunt.” 
 
   That’s it! I give up fighting these sensations overwhelming my body, and I explode in a carnal exhibition of writhing delight. I scream and twist as my orgasm overpowers, taking complete control of me. My toes curl, and my muscles release with tremoring jerks while the warm waves of pleasure wash over me. I’m in a sexual haze that causes me to lose track of time and myself. 
 
   I slowly come back down, occasionally twitching, and realize I’m straddling Hunt’s lap, with his consoling arms wrapped tightly about me. My head slumps from weakness, resting heavily on his shoulder while I gasp for air, and my arms hang lazily at my sides. I want to fling them about his neck and hold him close, but I can barely move. 
 
   “Did that hit the spot, angel?” he asks, shifting hair out of my face.
 
   “Yes,” I mumble, too tired to even speak. 
 
   He fists a handful of hair and hauls my head back to look into my sleepy eyes. “You need to rest, and I need to make us dinner. You must be famished.”
 
   “Are we going to fuck?” I ask meekly.
 
   “Ah, there’s my delicate little angel,” he softly teases and leans in to kiss me on the tip of my nose. “No, we aren’t going to fuck. This was about pleasing you.”
 
   I don’t hate that.
 
   “You know, I never claimed to be an angel, slick.” 
 
   He traces his finger down my nose and over my lips, staring deeply into my eyes. “You’re my angel, my filthy, defiant angel. And, I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
    
 
  

[bookmark: CHAPTERTWENTYSIX]Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   Glutton
 
    
 
   It was a long day at work. With Olivia gone, everyone was scrambling to keep things running smoothly, but as the day wore on, things started to settle into place. There was a memo stating that a new Editor-in-Chief would be announced soon. Eliza Prescott, Olivia’s second-in-command, took over her position for now. She seems to have a pretty good handle on things, so we all assume it will be her. However, knowing Hunt, he’ll want someone who has experience leading a magazine.
 
   At five, I head down to the lobby alone, ready to go straight home as I’d promised Hunt I would this morning. Hunt had to work late and he’s been on high alert lately with the wedding just on the horizon. He thinks Dante may attempt something. 
 
   I asked Chase to hang with me, but he had plans with Maya, so he left work early. They’ve been seeing a lot of each other lately. It shouldn’t be long before he asks her to go steady. 
 
   I’m exiting the building when I receive a text. I grab my cell from my purse and check the screen. It’s from Walker. 
 
   Shit. 
 
   I open it and my eyes fly open.
 
    
 
   From: Walker
 
   To: Ellie
 
    
 
   Look up.
 
    
 
   Received: 
 
   Wed July 23rd, 2014 5:07 PM
 
    
 
   I hesitantly glance up, finding him standing beside Scarlett, my baby. He’s in a plain black tee, faded jeans, and worn leather boots, his uniform. He looks really good, and I know once he opens his mouth, I’ll end up doing whatever he asks of me.
 
   I slowly walk up to him and say with a bit of a tone, “Why are you here, Walk?”
 
   He cocks his head. 
 
   “Is dat any way to greet an old mate?” He asks with that delicious fucking brogue.
 
   “Hello, Walker.”
 
   “Much better. Now, how ‘bout a hug?”
 
   “How about a friendly handshake?” 
 
   He chuckles and shakes his head. “Same ol’ feisty Gigi. Why don’t you and I go grab us a drink at the pub?”
 
   “Alcohol and you?” I cross my arms and shake my head. “Not a smart mix.”
 
   He smirks at me with his sexy, playful grin. “Afraid I’ll steal ye from yer little boyfriend?”
 
   Apparently, he hasn’t heard the news, or he’s choosing to ignore it. It hasn’t exactly been a secret. The newspapers and blogs have been all over the wedding, when it’s happening, where it’s happening, who I’m wearing. It’s been exhausting having them at our every move and doesn’t help to keep us well hidden from Dante. 
 
   “Actually…” 
 
   I try to get the words out, but he cuts me off. “Come on, love, come have a little drink with me.”
 
   Well, I do need to talk to him, and if I only have one drink, I can keep a sober eye on him. 
 
   “Fine, one drink,” I state, holding up a finger to drive the point home. “We have to talk anyway, and now’s as good a time as any.”
 
   “Great,” he replies, grabbing the keys out of my hand. “I’ll drive.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a wise decision.”
 
   He ignores me and opens the passenger door for me. “Get in, Gigi. I’ll take good care of her, I promise.”
 
   “Hmmm,” I contemplate. “Fine, but I still don’t like it.”
 
   I wonder how Hunt would react if he saw me with Walker, with him driving Scar. He would have a fucking aneurysm, punish me, and kill Walk. I shake the thought. 
 
   When I come out of my head, we’re headed up Hyde St. to my ex-watering hole, in my ex-neighborhood, around the corner from my ex-apartment, with my ex-boyfriend. This brings back memories of our glory days. 
 
   Before long, we are parking outside McClain’s Pub and heading inside. We find a booth in the front, near the stunning stained glass window, and Walker goes to the bar to order our poisons. I wait anxiously, ready to get this awful talk out of the way. He really was there for me when I needed him, but he needs to understand that we truly will never be. 
 
   When he arrives back at the table, he sets my whiskey neat in front of me. 
 
   “Dat’s a strong drink for a bitty thin’ such as yourself.”
 
   Besides wine and champagne, this is Hunt’s favorite drink. It’s stupid, but I feel better holding it in my hands, as if, in some weird way, it’s him holding my hand. 
 
   “Yeah, Hunt turned me onto it,” I reply honestly, taking the slightest of sips. 
 
   “Oh, I see,” he murmurs, twirling the contents of his drink with a few twists of his wrist. “Well, it’s good to see ye, love. It’s been a minute.”
 
   He takes a swig, inhaling half the contents of his amber-hued liquor.
 
   “Yes,” I nod my head in agreement, “it has. A lot has happened since I last saw you.”
 
   “Aye, the boyfriend,” he says into his glass. His brow pops up when he says the word, ‘Boyfriend’. 
 
   “Actually, he’s…” 
 
   “How’s work treatin’ ye?” he asks, interrupting my attempt.
 
   “Work is work. I enjoy it, but it’s been hectic the past few days. How’s the painting going? Hopefully, you’ve found yourself a new muse.”
 
   He lets out a quick, ha, and answers, “Aye, it’s goin’ really well…I have another show comin’ up in a few months.”
 
   “That’s great, Walk. I’m happy for you…Speaking of being happy…”
 
   I really want to tell him, but he keeps deflecting the topic. “How’ve ye been since yer da’s passing?” 
 
   Great, this is just what I wanted to talk about.
 
   “Um, much better, thank you. But, I mean, it still hurts. I’ve been taking it one day at a time.” This is it, now or never. I’m going to get this out if it kills us both, and it just may. “Honestly, I’ve been so busy these past few months I haven’t really had time to think about it. The reason I’ve been so busy is…”
 
   “I’m sorry you’ve had to…”
 
   “Walker, will you please let me talk?” I snap. “I’m trying to tell you something.”
 
   “You mean that yer gettin’ hitched,” he says with a blasé tone.
 
   “How did you find out?” I inquire; though, I know it’s a stupid question.
 
   He points to my hand. “The ring on yer finger was a pretty big clue.”
 
   I glimpse down at the rock on my hand and blush from embarrassment. I can’t believe I’ve been sitting here like a fool, trying to tell him something that was right in his face the whole time, gleaming proudly on that most significant finger. 
 
   “Ya’d have to be fuckin’ blind not to see that thin’. Plus, the fact dat it’s been absolutely everywhere I go.” 
 
   “So, you understand, then?”
 
   “I understand,” he replies, nodding his head and taking the last sip from his glass. “How much time do I have to convince ye, yer makin’ a huge fuckin’ mistake?”
 
   “It’s this Saturday, and I wouldn’t push it, Walk.”
 
   “Ah, I don’t have much time, then.” 
 
   He reaches across the table for my hand, but I pull it away quickly, foiling his attempt to woo and seduce.
 
   “It doesn’t matter how much time you have, you will never convince me that I’m making the wrong choice,” I state with concrete conviction.
 
   “That’s a matter of opinion.” He leans back in his seat, tossing an arm along the back of the booth, and stares with a cocky, raised brow. And, it infuriates me.
 
   “You are the cockiest bastard I have ever met!” I grab my purse and slide out of the booth. “I don’t have to take this from you. I’m out.”
 
   “Gigi, wait, don’t go.” He tries to grab for my hand again as I walk past him, but I rip it away and turn on him.
 
   “No! No, don’t tell me what to do. You have some nerve coming into my life to mess with things when I’m starting to find my way. I’m happy, but you’re more concerned with some dick measuring contest with Hunt.”
 
   “Ellie, love, I…”
 
   “No, Walker, it’s my turn to talk…You show up at my office building with your worn boots, cocky smile, and Irish accent, and think you can convince me to what, runaway with you? Get real, McQueen, we ain’t gonna happen!”
 
   “Gabri…”
 
   I turn, waving him off. “Goodbye, Walker.”
 
   “How am I gonna get home?” he calls after me.
 
   “Not my problem, Walk…FYI, he’s bigger,” I wickedly call back.
 
   I break free out the door and take a deep breath, relieved that the whole awful ordeal is over with, but it’s short-lived. I glance up toward the street, and standing where my car was parked is Hunt with an angry scowl on his face. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” I inquire, wide-eyed.
 
   “I’d like to know the exact same thing…Where is he?” he asks with a calm, cold manner.
 
   “Where’s who, Damian?” I try to feign stupid, but I know who he’s referring to, and he knows I know.
 
   “Don’t play games with me, Gabrielle.” I hear the irritation in his voice. “Banks followed you two here.”
 
   “He’s still inside,” I nod toward the bar. “But, there’s no need to confront him.”
 
   “Why was he driving your car, the car I bought for you?”
 
   “I, um…” Shit! Mayday, mayday! “I let him drive.”
 
   “Unacceptable,” he says with a forbidding tone and turns around to the Land Rover behind him, opening the door for me. I want to stomp my feet and tell him what’s what, but I know that would only upset him more. So, I walk over to the car and hop in, buckling up and waiting for him to enter the car, but he doesn’t. Instead, he walks toward the bar, and when I try to get out to argue with him, he shoots me a cool glare over his shoulder before entering. I clamber back into the car and shut the door, staring with terrified fascination.
 
   I wait impatiently, twiddling my fingers and uncontrollably shaking my leg. My eyes bore into the door. Every time it opens, I became alert, stiffening and sitting up at attention. But, with each person to emerge, I find myself disappointed and sink back into my seat. I find it harder and harder to just sit here like some dog ordered to heel. 
 
   I clasp my hand onto the door handle, about to pull on it, when Damian comes out in a huff. I guess Walker got to him again, which I empathize with, as it’s impossible to keep your cool with him. He has a way of being able to push just the right buttons to set you over the edge.
 
   Hunt walks about the front of the SUV and slides inside. He doesn’t say a word or even look at me. 
 
    
 
   We make it back to Artemis twenty minutes later, but it feels like forever. Hunt hasn’t spoken a word to me since he ordered me into the car. I don’t think he so much as glanced at me. 
 
   We’re standing in the elevator, silently riding it up, but there’s a tension in the air, making it impossible to breathe. I’m becoming antsy. I can’t stand this torturous waiting. I know he will punish me, but when, how? I actually feel myself becoming angry that he’s putting me through this. 
 
   I mean, what did I do wrong? I let Walker drive my car. Not the worst thing ever. I had a drink with him, a drink I didn’t even finish. That’s not the smartest thing I’ve done lately, but I was in no real danger with him. It’s Walker. Sure, he can be flirtatious but he’s no real threat. 
 
   Finally, the doors open, and I’m able to make my escape for my bedroom. I practically bolt for the stairs. But, just as I’m about to put my foot on the first step, he says, “Gabrielle, just where is it you think you’re going?” 
 
   “To my room,” I reply with a slight tone. 
 
   “No, you are not,” he states, with a few shakes of the head and his hands placed behind his back. His stance is wide and stiff. It’s Hunt. But, I’m in no mood to do this now.
 
   “Yes, I am.” 
 
   I rush up the stairs as quickly as my feet will carry me. I’m about to make it to my door when Hunt’s large hand scoops about my stomach and pulls me into him. I fight and struggle with him, but he simply holds onto me.
 
   “Get off me, Hunt, now!” I push at his chest, but it’s useless.
 
   “Do you promise to be a good girl and behave yourself? Are you going to try to run away again?” he asks in an almost condescending voice.
 
   “Fine, yes, whatever,” I spout out.
 
   “Fine, yes, whatever?” he inquires with a disapproving look in his intense, green eyes.
 
   “Yes, sir,” I practically spit out at him. He releases me and, does something I’m not expecting, he smirks down at me.
 
   “There’s my feisty little Elle. It’s been a while since I’ve seen her.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t really do anything wrong and don’t feel I should be punished. I barely had a drink and I had everything under control.”
 
   “Gabrielle, I’m disappointed in your actions with Mr. McQueen, but this is not why I’m upset with you.”
 
   “Well, then, what are you…” I remember my promise to him, my promise to come straight home after work. 
 
   Shit! 
 
   “There it is,” he says as clarity washes over my face.
 
   “I know I promised, but…”
 
   “But? There should be no ‘but’ in that sentence. You promised me that you would come back home after work, but, instead, you go traipsing about town with Mr. McQueen, and to a bar of all places. You broke three rules in one swoop, which are not following directions, making an unwise decision when I’m not present, and not admitting your misbehaviors. 
 
   “Then, on top of all of your indiscretions, you put yourself in harm’s way. What would I do if anything happened to you? Really, Gabrielle, tsk, tsk,” he reprimands with a few shakes of his head. His eerily calm voice and manner chill me to the bone.
 
   “What are you going to do to me?” I ask with a noticeable tremble in my voice. 
 
   I know that I’ve done wrong, and Damian doesn’t punish unless he feels I’ve truly overstepped a line, but this doesn’t give me much solace. 
 
   “You will go into your room, shut the door, and undress. Once you’ve stripped down, you will kneel in front of the bed and wait for my arrival, with your head down, arms behind your back, and legs spread open for me. Is this understood, Miss Hyde?”
 
   I want to dispute him and stomp away, but I know that I must obey or my punishment will only worsen. 
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt,” I answer weakly.
 
   “Good. Now, go.” He nods his head toward my door, dismissing me. 
 
   I turn to open the door and step inside my bedroom in double time, quickly shutting the door behind me. I kick off my shoes and strip down on my way to the bed, carelessly tossing my clothes in every which direction, allowing them to land where they may. Once I’m bare, I drop to the floor and kneel as he instructed. My legs are wide open, revealing myself to him as soon as he walks through the door.
 
   I wait patiently with my hands clasped together near my rear and my head hanging. The room is quiet. My breathing and the thunderous roar of my pounding heart are the only things filling the anxious silence. It’s only been a few minutes, but it feels like forever.
 
   I keep waiting, and waiting, and waiting. I wait so long, the late afternoon light fades, becoming the dark of night. I can’t tell you how long I’ve been sitting here, but my knees ache and my shins burn. My arms and hands have stiffened, making it nearly impossible to hold on. My neck is sore, and my head hangs weakly from a lack of strength. I don’t know how much longer I can last like this, but I will wait as I’ve been instructed.
 
   Suddenly, my prayers are answered when the door opens and the sound of his heavy footsteps come toward me and slowly circle my slouching body. He halts and crouches beside me to scoop my weak, huddled form into his arms and carries me out of the bedroom. He walks us down the hall, through our room, and into the bathroom where a warm, soothing bath awaits me.
 
   He pampers and cleans me, massaging the soreness out of every tightened muscle until I’m limp. When he finishes caring for me, he dries me off, dresses me in one of his oversized shirts, and grasps onto my hand, guiding me back out of our room. He heads down the hall toward the stairs, and I blurt out, “Where are we going?”
 
   He doesn’t stop or look back at me when he replies, “I’m going to get you fed. You must be starved.”
 
   I am hungry.
 
    
 
   He prepares me a nice, light chicken Caesar salad and a glass of ice tea, which I eat in the dining room while he cleans up the kitchen. Once I’m done, we head back upstairs, but instead of going into our room, he clasps onto my hand and tows me back toward mine. 
 
   “Where are you taking me?” I ask stupidly, as it’s apparent. 
 
   “Your punishment is far from over, Miss Hyde.”
 
   “But, I thought…” I trail off as disappointment rushes over me.
 
   “Whatever you thought, you were wrong.” He walks us inside my bedroom and stands me in the center, staring me down with a staid yet conflicted look in his dark emerald eyes, his arms crossed over his chest.
 
   “As a part of your punishment, you will sleep in here tonight. I will let you know when you’ve fulfilled your penance. In the meantime, you are to think about what you’ve done and why I am punishing you. Is that clear, Miss Hyde?”
 
   I want to beg him to let me back into our bed, to allow me to lie near him, but I know he needs space from me. I know I hurt and terrified him today. He requires control, structure, and discipline in his life; it’s what drives him, yet when it comes to me, chaos. 
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt, perfectly clear.”
 
   “Good girl. Now, I believe it’s time for you to go to bed.” 
 
   He turns around without a kiss or the words I want desperately for him to say…‘I love you’. As he shuts the door behind him, he says in the driest of tones, “Goodnight.”
 
    
 
   I couldn’t sleep a wink, not for a fucking second. I tossed and turned thinking about my broken promise and well-deserved punishment. I know it isn’t fair of me to go back on my word, especially when Hunt is only trying to protect me from Dante.
 
   I don’t know why I insist on fighting him. Perhaps, I’m taking my past out on Hunt. Every moment and aspect of my life with Nicholas was controlled. I had no will to make my own choices or live my life the way I wanted. I was a prisoner of fear and abuse. I can’t keep letting my past define my present and future. 
 
   I know what I need to do.
 
   I flip the comforter off me, leap out of bed, and quickly make my way to our bedroom. I don’t want to upset him, but I have to apologize, I have to tell him I’m ready to change. If I’m going to spend the rest of my life with him, I have to open up and trust that he only wants what’s best for me, for us.
 
   I open our bedroom door with a pleased grin smeared across my face, as I’ve come to the realization that I’m ready to move on…with him, but it disappears in the blink of an eye when I find that he isn’t there.
 
    
 
   I looked everywhere, the gym, his study, the kitchen, his studio, but he isn’t here, he isn’t anywhere. So, I head back to my room feeling defeated, and when I glimpse up, I notice a note hanging on my door. I pluck it off and read.
 
    
 
   I’ll see you this evening.
 
    
 
   I crumble the note and fist it, holding my balled up hand to my lips. I realize I may have truly messed up this time. 
 
    
 
   I shower, put my hair in a high bun, and get dressed in a black blazer, matching pencil skirt, and electric blue peep toe pumps. I grab my purse and a travel mug of coffee then head out to the elevator, finding Liam waiting for me.
 
   “Good morning,” he greets me with a smile, but I can see an uneasy gleam in his eyes. “Mr. Hunt has asked me to escort you to and from work today.”
 
   “I see,” I reply with kinked, puckered lips. 
 
   Liam gestures his hand toward the open cab and I step inside.
 
    
 
   Work keeps me busy, and my mind occupied, but, every now and then, I remember the disappointed look on Hunt’s face and the emptiness of our bed when I went to apologize. He hasn’t made any attempt at contact and it kills me.
 
   I tried calling up to his office, but Rebecca said, ‘He’s busy, Miss Hyde, and isn’t taking any calls at this present time’. I know what she really meant was he wasn’t taking any calls from me. I wanted to run up to his office and insist he speak to me, acknowledge me. I can’t take much more of this.
 
   I’m about to march up there when, mercifully, Chase steps into my office and asks, “You have any plans for lunch?”
 
   “No, I’m definitely free,” I respond with a huge grin, relieved by the distraction. Plus, Chase and I have had such little time to hang out and talk, and I welcome the opportunity.
 
   “Awesome. Let’s bounce,” he says, with crooked smirk.
 
   I grab my purse, and we head for the elevators in the reception area. Unsurprisingly, Liam is standing there waiting for us with his hands clasped in front of him.
 
   “I’m guessing Hunt asked you to stand guard as well.” I cross my arms over my chest and give him an are-you-kidding-me look.
 
   “Yes, he did,” he replies, crossing his arms and giving me an are-you-going-to-question, cocked brow. I giggle and let my arms fall to my sides. “Are you heading to lunch, Miss?”
 
   “Back to Miss, huh? I really must be in trouble…Yeah, we won’t be long.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Miss, but I will have to accompany you.”
 
   “You’ve got to be shitting me,” I sigh. 
 
   “No, but I’m curious as to how one might shit another,” Liam teases with a self-satisfied smirk. 
 
   Chase laughs, and I mockingly roll my eyes, fighting the smile forcing itself across my lips. Even though Liam’s humorous bandage makes me feel better for a moment, I still can’t help but wonder if Hunt will ever trust me again.
 
    
 
   We eat at a little café around the corner from the office while Liam stands out front waiting for us. I think it’s absolutely ridiculous, but he has his orders and I’m not going to argue with them. 
 
   Chase seems anxious as we wait for our food to arrive, keeping his hands in his lap and his shoulders slumped a bit. This is not the confident, outgoing man I know, this is a whole new shade of Chase.
 
   When the food finally makes it out to us, he doesn’t dig in right away as he usually does. He simply stares down at it, with an uneasy look on his lovely face. Then, after what seems like an eternity he murmurs, “So,” He pauses hesitantly, “I was hoping I could talk to you about something.”
 
   “Sure, what do you want to talk about?” I take a bite of my turkey club sandwich and a sip of root beer.
 
   “Well, as you know, over these past few months, I’ve been spending a lot of time with Maya, and um…” He trails off.
 
   “Yeah?” I ask, putting my sandwich back on the plate and leaning into him. My curiosity definitely heightened. 
 
   “Uh, as you know, I haven’t been with anyone since her and I started hanging out…I’ve really begun to have feelings for her.”
 
   I squeal and clap my hands, catching the attention of more than a few patrons. I wave my apologies and focus on him again.
 
   “Oh, Chase, that’s wonderful!” His hand is resting on the table and I clasp it in mine. It’s clammy. “I’m so happy for you two.”
 
   “Yeah, well, the thing is, I haven’t told her yet.”
 
   “Why the hell not?” I ask and smack him lightly on his bicep. “What are you waiting for?”
 
   “I wanted to talk to you about it first, to be sure you’re okay with it.”
 
   “Chase, are you asking me for permission to date my sister?” I ask, bewildered.
 
   “Yes, actually, I am.” He combs his fingers through his messy auburn hair. “I don’t want there to be an issue between us. I need to know that you approve and have my back.”
 
   “That is…adorable,” I say with a giggle, and he shoots me a shy, crooked smirk. “Look, if you treat her well and you’re both happy, then I couldn’t approve more. I am totally thrilled!”
 
   I leap up and kiss him on the cheek, throwing my arms about his neck. He exhales a held breath, and I pull away, noticing a smile slowly creep onto his lips as he realizes he has the all clear. 
 
   “Thank you, Ellie.”
 
   I sit back in my chair and take a big sip of soda. “How long have you known?”
 
   “I realized it at the party when she was flirting with Dr. White, but I’ve been too scared to say anything.” He almost seems to snarl his name.
 
   “You have nothing to be scared of, Cahill.” I chuckle at his jealousy. “She’s liked you, forever,” I confess.
 
   “I know.” He scratches his head, which shows he’s upset by this and tousles his bed head even more. “I’m pissed at myself that it took me this long to see it or reciprocate.”
 
   “It’s better late than never.” I shrug and take another bite of my lunch.
 
   “True,” he agrees with a nod of the head. “Enough about this…How are you and Mr. Boss Man doing?”
 
   I take a large sip of my root beer and avoid eye contact. “What’s going on, Ellie?”
 
   I’m not sure if I’m aloud to tell him, but I really need to get this out. I feel so apprehensive and unsure about us right now. 
 
   “Hunt’s really upset with me.” My eyebrows shoot up when I say, ‘really’, emphasizing my point.
 
   “Why? What did you do?” he inquires with a lopsided grin.
 
   “Remember when I asked you to hang out yesterday?”
 
   “Sure, you told Hunt you would go home, and you wanted me to come with you.” He attacks his burger then asks while he chews, “What about it?”
 
   “Well, I didn’t.” My face wrenches, as I know he’s going to agree with Hunt, which he always does. Traitor. They’ve been spending a lot of time together lately. More than Chase and I have. It’s great to have them work with each other rather than against, but I do miss my best friend and wish we had more time for each other.
 
   “Jeez, kid, really…? Where did you go?”
 
   I take a big breath before speaking, “I went out for a drink with Walker, which I now know was a huge mistake, and Hunt found me there…He’s more pissed about me breaking my promise, but I know he wasn’t happy about Walk, either.”
 
   “I would be too, kid.” There it is. “What did he do about it?”
 
   “He,” I hesitate, unsure of how much I want him to know, but I go on anyway, “punished me.”
 
   “What, like, he spanked you?”
 
   “No, not all punishment is physical.” I deflate and fidget with a French fry on my plate, trying to figure out how much I explain without saying too much. 
 
   “I don’t want to give details, but he isn’t talking to me right now, and I’m kinda freaking out that I may have taken it too far. I know I was wrong, and I deserve this, but its killing me not knowing what he’s thinking or feeling. He was so cold last night.”
 
   “Ellie, he loves you,” he states, taking my hand in his, “and he will forgive you. Though, you really need to stop pulling this crap.”
 
   “What crap might that be?”
 
   He lets go of my hand and gives me an are-you-really-pulling-this-shit look.
 
   “Don’t play the dumb blonde act…You’re smarter than that.”
 
   “I guess old habits die hard,” I reply with a shrug.
 
  

[bookmark: CHAPTERTWENTYSEVEN]Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Devious Plans
 
    
 
   After lunch, Chase leaves to go run a few errands, and I head back to work. Liam walks a few feet behind me, which feels weird, as if I’m some criminal or something. I make it back to The Huntsman and cross the black marble lobby quickly, leading us to the private elevator. I’m about to swipe the cardkey over the plate when the doors open and he stands before me. He has a subtle scowl and his lips are set in a razor thin line. He’s still pissed.
 
   He doesn’t move or speak or even blink. He just stares at me with those piercing emerald eyes until I almost shrink under their scrutiny. A lump forms in my throat and the acid in my stomach begins to boil, rising up into my chest. My palms are sweaty and my heart pounds so hard, I would almost swear it was ready to burst out.
 
   Hunt’s intense gaze turns on Liam. 
 
   “I’ll take it from here.”
 
   Shit, shit, shit! 
 
   “Miss Hyde,” he says, gesturing for me to join him in the elevator with a fluid movement of his hand. I swallow the lump in my throat and take a steadying breath before stepping inside. The door shuts, and Damian reaches past me to the button panel, brushing his hand against my arm in the process.
 
   I can’t take this any longer! 
 
   “Damian,” I murmur, but he doesn’t so much as glimpse in my direction. He just stands there with that perfect posture and wide stance, dominating the small space to the point I feel suffocated. It’s overwhelming.
 
   Finally, he speaks, “What have you learned, Miss Hyde?”
 
   Relief floods me. 
 
   I turn to him with tears in my eyes and a quivering lip. “I learned to never break a promise to you. I’m ready to change, to start moving forward, to give myself to you. I’m so sorry, Damian. Please, forgive me…Please, just say my name.”
 
   He remains still, unwavering, as if made of stone. I let out a defeated sigh. I’m almost positive I have ruined everything we’ve been fighting so hard to protect. Then, when I’m about to give up, he strikes without warning, pinning me to the cool stainless steel wall. He stares deep into my wide eyes, piercing my very soul. His warm, silky breath teases my lips, and I breathe him in, filling my lungs with Hunt. My eyes shut, and I moan against his delectable mouth.
 
   “Gabrielle,” he moans back, answering my pleas. “I’ve missed you, angel.”
 
   “I missed you, too, slick,” I say breathlessly, barely able to open my eyes. I’m intoxicated by him.
 
   He lifts his hand up and grasps my high bun, yanking my head back and crashing his lips onto mine. His other skilled hand shifts the hem of my skirt and clings urgently to my exposed thigh, lifting it up to his waist. He keeps up the body-shaking assault on my mouth, dipping his velvety pink tongue inside, tasting and devouring me. 
 
   I toss my hands about his neck, pulling myself up, and claw at his upper back. He grinds his body into me and his very hard cock presses into my aching clit, rubbing against it just right. Our lip lock breaks when my head flies back and I let out a screamed moan. He comes down on my neck, ravaging it with his firm lips and soft tongue.
 
   “Fuck, you’re gorgeous,” he purrs, and his words vibrate down my body. He pulls his face away, breathless, and says in the most tender of tones, “You are the reason I exist, Gabrielle.”
 
   “Oh, Damian,” I sputter out, bringing his stunning face back to mine, “I need you more than air.” 
 
   Our lips play and caress, petting teasingly. We’re about to go in for more when the ding for my floor interrupts us and the doors open. 
 
   “This would be your stop,” he murmurs. “And, unfortunately, I have a lot I have to attend to before the wedding.”
 
   “I understand…I’m just happy we’re talking again.”
 
   “Me too, angel.” He kisses the tip of my nose and pushes himself away, fixing his rumpled jacket and collar. “I’ll see you tonight.”
 
    
 
   After a long day of work and making up, I finally make it back to The Artemis, ready to undress and unwind from the long day, when I hear a noise coming from the kitchen. I freeze, terrified it may be Dante coming to finish what he started. I put my hand on the button panel, prepared to make a mad dash. Suddenly, the kitchen door opens, and the girls come walking out, talking and laughing, halting when they spot me.
 
   “Ellie,” they all cry out.
 
   They’re all here, Maya, Jules, Sloan, Aubrey, and Keira. 
 
   “What’s going on?” I ask, relieved.
 
   “You didn’t think we would let you get hitched without a sendoff party, did you?” Jules inquires, grinning her dazzling grin. She’s dressed to the nines, they all are. 
 
   “I don’t know how Damian will feel about this,” I reply, biting at my bottom lip. I don’t want him to be upset with me again, especially since we just made up for my fuck-up yesterday. 
 
   “You have nothing to worry about!” Aubrey informs me, with a pleased smirk on her face.
 
   “Oh, I…”
 
   “Don’t you dare try to get out of this, Ellie,” Maya warns, tapping her heeled foot on the ground. “Now, march your butt upstairs and get yourself showered. We will take care of the rest.”
 
   “Guys,” I begin to whine.
 
   “Go!” they shout in unison.
 
   “Don’t make us tell Damian you’re being difficult,” Keira adds, giving me that same don’t-test-me glare that Hunt has mastered.
 
   “Fine, okay, I’m going…I’m going,” I murmur, holding my hands up in a gesture to calm them down, and head up to the master bedroom.
 
    
 
   Once I’ve showered, Jules and Sloan come up to my bedroom to help me pick out an outfit and do my hair and make-up. I can’t take them into our room, due to the explicit photos of me hanging all over the walls. I can tell they’re curious as to why we’re in this room, or whose room it is, but they don’t say anything, ignoring it. 
 
   They chose a form-fitting black sequin mini dress with long sleeves and a low-cut back. It’s very flashy and very sexy, but still elegant. They straighten and posh my hair to perfection, then apply liner, mascara, and ruby red lipstick. When I’m ready, we head back downstairs where Maya, Aubrey, and Keira wait with cocktails in hand.
 
   Aubrey and Maya spot us and come over to us with three cosmopolitans. Sloan sighs, rubbing her swelling womb, and Jules and I glance at each other. 
 
   “I’m not drinking, tonight,” I state, shaking my head.
 
   Maya shoots me a curious glare but Jules chimes in, “Me either…Have to stay fresh for the wedding.”
 
   They offer a drink to Sloan, and she simply shakes her head, smiling graciously. They don’t think twice about it, and when they turn back to Keira, Sloan mouths a thank you to us.
 
   “Well, we have an awesome night planned,” Aubrey remarks. “We should get going if we want to make our dinner reservations.”
 
   We gather our belongings and head out, giggling and chatting it up.
 
    
 
   We arrive at Aubrey’s Place, the little café where Hunt and I had our first lunch together, which seems like a lifetime ago. I remember how he warned me to stay away, told me we were wrong for each other. But, only now, I realize he was trying to convince himself, not me.
 
   As we park out front, I notice that there’s no one else here.
 
   “Where are all the patrons?” I ask, turning to Aubrey sitting in the driver’s seat of Hunt’s Land Rover. 
 
   “We are all the patrons,” she answers with a smirk. 
 
   I look back at the empty restaurant and spot someone standing under the awning by the door. When I step out, they take a step into the glow of the streetlights. It’s Brooke!
 
   “Hey, doll!” she greets me, arms out, inviting me in for a hug. I skip over to her and wrap my arms about her. 
 
   “Oh, my god! What are you doing here?!” I ask, thrilled by the fantastic surprise.
 
   She pulls away and smiles big at me. “I wouldn’t miss your last real night as a single woman…We have to party it up!”
 
   The girls meet us at the door, and we head inside for an unforgettable meal.
 
    
 
   After dinner, we head out to our next location, which has also been kept a secret, but as soon as we near it, I know exactly where we are…Prey, the nightclub where I met Hunt. I’m starting to see a pattern here.
 
   “You guys really put some thought into this. I’m impressed.”
 
   I smile over my shoulder at the girls and exit the car. We walk right in, and we’re escorted to the booth in the back where Hunt approached me with his number. He was such a cocky bastard, but he’s my cocky bastard.
 
   I smirk to myself as we take our seats and order some drinks. I get virgin piña coladas for Jules, Sloan, and I, but the others go for it, ordering shots. I admire the exciting atmosphere, the dark woods of the tables and bars, the flashing globe lights above the dance floor, which is packed. It’s just as I remember it, minus one aspect. I’m having an absolute blast, but I miss him like crazy. The part of the night I look forward to most is the moment that I can crawl into bed with Hunt and hold him ‘til I fall asleep in his arms.
 
   Our waitress arrives with our drinks and we clink glasses before they down the shots, giggling when it burns their throats. I smile and shake my head at them, going in for a sip of my tropical drink. The mix of pineapple and coconut reminds me of Eden, causing my mind to wander back to the night Hunt proposed. I think about the way he messed with his pocket on the beach, waiting for just the right moment, the way he looked when he finally did.
 
   Then, I think of his confession about his parents and the way he found them, the way he bared the burden long before any boy his age should ever have to, at an age when he needed help and guidance most. He’s given so much of himself to me…And, soon, his name and future. I’m jolted out of my walk down memory lane by everyone snapping and whistling at me.
 
   “Earth to, Ellie, come in, Ellie,” Brooke says, waving at me.
 
   “She’s probably dreaming of her stud,” Jules chimes in next to me, cocking her brow at me.
 
   “Ew,” Aubrey yelps. “Can we not talk about my brother like that, please? Gross!” 
 
   She holds up her hand with a nauseated look on her face.
 
   “I second that revolted motion,” Keira adds with a curled upper lip. 
 
   Everyone laughs and we continue with the celebration, drinking and talking, about the wedding of course, but, more specifically, the wedding night, which makes Aubrey and Keira completely uncomfortable, but they laugh, and we tease them. Brooke and I glance at each other with all-knowing smiles on our faces when everyone gives tips and tricks to spice things up.
 
   After we’ve chatted a bit, Maya suggests we hit the dance floor when Iggy Azalea’s, ‘Fancy’, comes on. Her flow and rhythm are fucking epic, blowing the club up. Patrons scream and rush the dance floor, grinding and bumping to the catchy summer tune. So, that’s just what we do as well, busting moves and getting down like idiots. We dip and sway, grooving to the beat. Maya breaks out the robot, drunkenly popping and locking. We all circle around her clapping, laughing, and dancing our fucking asses off. 
 
   We dance until we’re sweaty and our feet are howling at us. I volunteer to get some waters for the table, heading to the bar with a handful of cash. I get the bartenders attention and order our drinks, waiting patiently for him to return. I shake my ass and bob my head to the music, taking in the loud roar of the talking crowd.
 
   “I don’t mean to be discourteous, but when I saw you moving on the dance floor, I felt compelled to meet you.” 
 
   I spin around and find Hunt, gazing down at me with a cocky smirk on his face and looking mighty fine if I do say so. He’s wearing a black blazer, open-collared white dress shirt, and dark pressed jeans with black square-toed dress shoes. His chocolate hair is freshly cut and slicked back. He looks utterly fuckable.
 
   “Tell me your name,” he says, sluggishly scanning me up and down.
 
   Oh, we’re role-playing as ourselves…kinky!
 
   “Gabrielle,” I reply with a curious gleam in my eyes, “yours?”
 
   “Damian.” He reaches out and hooks his arm about my lower back, pulling me into him, pressing our bodies against one another until we nearly meld. “And you may not know it yet, but you’re going to be the love of my life.”
 
   I melt in his embrace. 
 
   “That’s one hell of a second, first impression, slick…Where was this charming devil that night?”
 
   He chuckles. 
 
   “I was terrified.” His sudden, blunt confession jolts me for a moment. “I’d never seen anyone like you, Gabrielle…I was in awe of you.”
 
   “I made you nervous?”
 
   “You make me nervous more than I like to admit…” 
 
   The bartender sets my drinks on the bar, grabbing our attention. 
 
   “How much do I owe you?” I ask, but he shakes his head and nods to Hunt.
 
   “On the house.” 
 
   I smile at the bartender and slip him a nice tip, but he glances back at Damian for approval. I grab his hand gently and slap it in his palm.
 
   “Thanks,” I reply with a kinked smirk and turn back to Hunt. “So, what are you doing here anyway? Was this all a part of some devious plan?”
 
   He grins at me. 
 
   “I may have had a hand in setting up some arrangements, but I hadn’t planned on crashing your last night as a free woman.”
 
   “Why does everyone keep saying that? As if I’ll be locked away in some dark kitchen to slave over a hot stove, or my life will come to an end...My life will finally begin,” I state wholeheartedly.
 
   He lifts his hands to my face, cupping them about my cheeks. “Do you really feel that way, angel?”
 
   “Yes, I do…I’ve never been as free, as alive as I am with you. I know I have strides to make when it comes to opening up and fighting you, but I’m trying. I can’t live without you, because you’re my life, Damian. You’re my soul.” There, where we first met, amongst the blaring music, flashing lights, and buzzing crowd, I confess my truest feelings for him. 
 
    
 
   We head back to the table, Hunt’s hand placed on the small of my back as he guides me through the ever-weaving crowd. I love the way the small gesture makes me feel so secure, loved, managing to block out every other overstimulated sense.
 
   As we arrive at our booth, I spot Chase, Wade, and Alexander, from that meeting I’d stupidly stomped my way in on a few months ago. They’re talking up the girls, who are eating up the hefty helping of testosterone, laughing and flirting.
 
   I turn to Hunt with an am-I-really-seeing-this stare, and he chuckles, leaning into my ear. “That’s why I’m here…Maya texted Cahill that you were here and that we should stop by if we wanted. He didn’t exactly have to drag me here, though…I missed you, angel, especially after last night.”
 
   “I’m really happy you did, because I missed you, too, slick.” I glance over at the table through the packed crowd, watching Chase with Maya, keeping the group entertained with one of his hilarious stories. “It’s really great to see you two getting along so well.”
 
   “Yeah, you know, he’s really not a bad guy. I would even go as far as to say, he’s one of my best friends,” he says, smirking down at me. I think my heart melts.
 
    
 
   When we make it over to the table, and I notice Sloan is missing and Jules looks miserable. I can tell she wishes Liam could be here with her, but with it being a secret, that isn’t possible.
 
   “Where’s Sloan?” I ask her.
 
   “She got a call from Shane and had to leave. She said she was sorry, and she would see us tomorrow morning.”
 
   The whole wedding party will be meeting at The Artemis the next day to caravan up to the wedding location, which some have never been to, and we don’t want anyone getting lost on the way up.
 
   “Wanna get sloshed?” I ask with a huge grin on my face.
 
   “Already ahead of ya, Ellie,” Chase intervenes with his arm draped over Maya’s shoulder as she leans into him. “I just ordered the table a couple rounds.”
 
   Just then, our server arrives with a tray full of shots and passes them about, occasionally glancing and blushing at Hunt. I wish I hadn’t noticed, because it makes me feel that old familiar jealousy. I decide to ignore her and focus on Jules while Hunt talks shop with Alexander across the table.
 
   “Are you alright, Jules?”
 
   She shrugs and shakes her head. “I just wish he could be here…I wanted to invite him to the wedding as my date, but we both know it’s not possible.”
 
   She seems so down. I hate seeing her like this, especially when she just started feeling happy after Nicholas’s passing. I turn to Damian, and he notices, putting his focus on me.
 
   “What’s up, angel?”
 
   “Where’s Liam?” I inquire, and he gives me a befuddled look.
 
   “Outside with the car, why?” 
 
   “I just thought it might be nice to invite him to join us. There’s no reason he shouldn’t be a part of this.”
 
   He cocks his brow and gives me a what-are-you-up-to look. “What’s going on, Gabrielle?”
 
   “Well, um, Liam and Jules have kinda, sorta…been seeing each other for the last several months,” I sputter out, waiting for him to blow up, but he doesn’t. A smirk slowly creeps onto his face and he nods his head.
 
   “I was wondering when someone would finally admit it.”
 
   “You knew?!” I ask, stunned.
 
   “Gabrielle, of course I knew…He lives in my building, on the floor below me, do you think I don’t know what goes on in my own building?”
 
   “Why didn’t you say anything?”
 
   “Who Liam chooses to spend his time with when he’s off the clock, is his business.”
 
   “So, why didn’t you invite him inside to be with Jules?”
 
   “I didn’t think they wanted me to know. I wasn’t going to overstep any boundaries.”
 
   “Well, what the hell are you waiting for?” I shove his large bicep. “Text him!”
 
   He smirks at me and takes his phone out of his jacket pocket, typing in a quick message. 
 
   “Better?” he inquires, extending his arm out behind me.
 
   “Much,” I answer, leaning into his side.
 
   A few moments later, Liam comes walking up to the table and asks, “You need me, sir?”
 
   “No, but your woman seems to,” Hunt replies, nodding over at Jules, who looks absolutely elated.
 
   “Sir?” Liam looks startled for a moment, but when he sees the smile on my face, he eases. 
 
   “No ‘sir’, tonight…Come, have a seat. Join us, please.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Liam utters, but when he looks over at Jules and sees the pleading glimmer in her violet eyes, he gives in. “I’d be happy to…Thank you.”
 
   Jules seems happy, which makes me happy in return. 
 
    
 
   We drink and dance late into the night or early into the morning, depending on how you look at it, partying it up on Hunt’s and my ‘last real night of freedom’. Hunt actually lets loose and gets a bit tipsy, which is something I’ve never seen before. He’s very affectionate and touchy, which isn’t his normal public behavior. At one point, we were kissing in some dark corner like a couple of horny teenagers who just couldn’t keep our hands off each other, building the other up.
 
   By the time we head home, the dark night sky melds with the overwhelming blue of day. 
 
   We get frisky in the elevator, sloppily groping and rubbing our bodies together, eager to screw like bunnies. The doors open and we stumble into the main room, laughing and kissing, drunk on pricey booze and each other. Hunt pushes me against the wall and hikes up my skirt, ready to lift me up and fuck me stupid, when I spot a beautifully wrapped present sitting on the floor behind him. I tap his shoulder and he pulls away from me.
 
   “What is it, angel?”
 
   “You didn’t have to,” I reply, pointing to the pretty package, wrapped with white paper and a black ribbon tied perfectly into a lovely bow. I skip over to it and pick it up, smiling broadly.
 
   “I didn’t,” he says with trepidation. “Gabrielle, put it down and step away.”
 
   I stare at him for an instant before placing the package back on the hardwood floor. He cautiously walks toward it, picking it up and taking it over to the glass coffee table. He plucks the card off the top and opens it, crumpling it in his hand once he’s read it.
 
   “Is it…?”
 
   He glances over at me and hands me the card. 
 
    
 
                  To the happy couple,
 
    
 
   Consider this an early wedding gift.
 
    
 
                                                                 D M    
 
    
 
   I glance up at Hunt, who has a sickened look on his face, his lips curling from disgust. 
 
   “Dante,” I murmur, and he nods his head. “Do you think it’s dangerous?”
 
   “If I know my brother, and I do, this is just a part of his game, to remind us he’s still around.” He moves toward the risky gift on the table, but I grab his wrist and shake my head at him.
 
   “What if it isn’t? Shouldn’t we call the cops?”
 
   “I don’t want them involved, Gabrielle. Now, take a few steps back.”
 
   I do as I’m instructed, but I’m terrified beyond belief. He places his fingers on the lid, and I can see the drop of sweat on his brow. He lifts it slightly and peers inside, tossing the lid when he spots whatever’s inside. He reaches into the box and pulls out a...decorative photo album? 
 
   I walk over to him, standing close to his side, and stare down at it curiously. He opens it, and we’re dumbfounded by what we discover.
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERTWENTYEIGHT]Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   Wicked Discoveries
 
    
 
   There are pictures of me, of us, during our separation, at the opera house the night I met Vanessa, at the bistro with Hunt’s family just after making up, entering the Manor, at the Memorial Day party, getting ready for the wedding. He’s been watching us the whole time, always around, always within arms-length. A chill races up my spine, and I shiver violently. 
 
   Then, Hunt turns the page, and a wave of nausea rushes up my throat.
 
   “Oh, my god, I think I’m going to be sick.” There are pictures of us, here, at The Artemis in our most intimate moments, bathing, sleeping, making love. “Hunt, he’s been here. He’s been in our home. He’s seen us…”
 
   “I need to call Banks,” he says, oddly calm, taking his phone out of his jacket pocket and placing it against his ear. “Liam, we have an issue. You need to come up here.”
 
   He hangs up the phone and tosses it on the couch, falling back onto it. He clasps his hands together and places them in front of his mouth, staring off into nothingness. 
 
   Suddenly, I realize something petrifying.
 
   “Damian, what if he’s still here?”
 
   He glances up at me, as if he hadn’t even thought of it, and stands quickly, grasping my hand and walking me over to the elevator. Just as Hunt is about to push the button, the doors open, and Liam appears.
 
   “When we arrived home, we found a package from Dante waiting for us. We need to get Gabrielle downstairs to your place so we can do a search of the penthouse.”
 
   “Very good, sir. Julie can keep her company while we look.” 
 
   “Excellent. Please take her for me, and then call security.”
 
   “Damian, no, I don’t want to leave you, I don’t want you here alone.”
 
   “Gabrielle, listen to me. You need to do as I tell you. I need you safe…Now, don’t argue with me, and go with Banks.”
 
   He gently forces me into the elevator, and when I try to step back out, the doors shut and I’m ripped away from him.
 
   “Liam, we shouldn’t have left him alone…If Dante is still up there, he’ll kill him.”
 
   “He’ll be fine, Gabrielle. We need to make sure you’re safe, so he isn’t worried about you while we look. That could prove fatal.”
 
   The elevator doors open, and Liam walks me out and down the hall to the door at the end. As we approach, it swings open wide, and Jules is standing there in a robe, clutching it shut. I run into her arms and cling to her urgently, crying hysterically.
 
   “What’s going on?” she asks, panic trembling her voice.
 
   “I’ll explain later,” he answers, his gray eyes focused, clear. “I want you two to get inside, bolt the locks, and turn on the alarm. I don’t want you to leave until you hear from me.”
 
   Jules nods and takes me inside, locking the door and setting the alarm as she was instructed. I stand behind her, admiring Liam’s home. It’s cozy yet masculine. 
 
   When she’s done, she turns back to me, wrapping her arm about me and guiding me over to the plush tan couch in the living room. We take a seat and I flop my head back, thrusting my hands over my face.
 
   “I really don’t want to sit around and wait…We should just leave and let security handle this.”
 
   “Gabrielle, what’s going on?”
 
   I really don’t want to go over it for the millionth time, but she’s my bestie and she’s more connected to all this than I would like. However, she already knows about Dante, and I can’t tell her about Nicholas’s possible murder, so, I go over every other detail that has happened since our talk in the park. It takes me time to get through everything and actually manages to distract me from our current situation.
 
   “Holy fuck,” Jules murmurs, pulling me in for a hug. “I don’t know how you dealt with all that, Ellie…You’re so strong and brave.”
 
   “Yeah, but if Dante is coming after us, then everything I put him through was for nothing.”
 
   “Hey,” she exclaims, grabbing my arms and twisting me toward her. “Nothing is going to happen to him. Liam and Hunt will take care of everything.”
 
   “I hope you’re right. If anything ever happened to him, I don’t know what I would do,” I say in a terror-induced haze.
 
   “Don’t talk like that,” she orders then looks me over, shaking her head. “You must be exhausted. You should try to get some sleep. We all have a long two days ahead of us.”
 
   “How can I sleep with all this going on…? I mean, should we even go through with it at this point?”
 
   “Don’t you dare!” she screams, tightening her grip and fixing her violet gaze on my wary blue. “If you don’t go through with the wedding, he wins. Don’t even think about it. It would kill Damian.”
 
   “I just don’t know what to do anymore.” I shrug, defeated.
 
   She pats her lap, gesturing for me to lie my head down, and I do just that. She runs her fingers through my hair and over my face. Suddenly, I feel exhausted, crashing hard from the adrenaline, and before I know it, I’m fast asleep, blissfully ignorant to everything around me.
 
    
 
   When I wake up, I’m in Hunt’s studio, lying in the bed where we’ve spent more than a few memorable nights. When I remember everything that happened early this morning, I shoot up, scanning the room for Hunt. And, with his impeccable timing, he comes walking through the front door, carrying two coffees, a white paper bag, and some clothes, dressed in cargo shorts and a light blue button-up.
 
   He smiles weakly when he spots me, walking over the bed to give me my hangover miracle cure, coffee and a chocolate croissant from my favorite bakery. 
 
   “Good morning, angel.” 
 
   “Morning,” I yawn out. “I’m guessing you didn’t find anything.”
 
   “No, he wasn’t there, but security is going over footage, to see how he could have possibly gotten in and out.”
 
   He sits on the edge of the bed and takes a big sip of his joe, staring off into nothingness.
 
   “Why didn’t you wake me?” 
 
   I grab his attention, and he focuses back on me. “We tried, but you were out like a light…Nothing short of an earthquake could’ve woken you.”
 
   “Why do you think he did it?” I take a bite of my croissant and a swig of coffee. I’m kinda amazed at how casually we speak of the incident. Perhaps, having been through so much has numbed us to some degree.
 
   He takes another sip of his coffee and shrugs his shoulders. “He was just trying to scare us, remind us he’s still around. You have nothing to worry about, Gabrielle, I have everything under control.”
 
   “I want to believe you, Damian, and to an extent, I suppose I do, but…he was in our home, following us around like some depraved stalker.”
 
   “Elle, I don’t want you to worry about anything except the wedding…We have a lot to take care of before tomorrow. In fact, we should head up to B’s soon.”
 
   “Damian,” I say with apprehension. “Are you sure we should…?”
 
   “If you so much as finish that thought,” he interrupts me, “I will throw you over my knee and spank the living daylights out of you. I am marrying you tomorrow, and by this time Sunday, you will be Mrs. Damian Hunt. Now, I don’t want to hear any more talk of such ridiculous things, understood?”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt, perfectly.” 
 
   I pucker my lips, and he leans in, rewarding me with a firm yet tender kiss. He pulls away from me and drinks the last of his coffee.
 
   “Excellent. Now, I want you showered and ready to leave in thirty minutes.”
 
   “It may take me longer.” I bite off a big piece of buttery, fluffy croissant and continue, still chewing, “I still have to pack.” 
 
   He smirks at me, amused by my uncouth behavior.
 
   “I’ve taken care of all that. Just get yourself ready. There is a bathroom through that door, and I brought you some clothes to dress in.”
 
   “Why can’t I go upstairs to do all that?” I ask, going in for more coffee.
 
   “I don’t want you back up there until we do a complete overhaul of the security system.” He places his hand over my cheek, petting the apple with his thumb, and stares deep into my eyes. “I don’t want him to be able to get to you.”
 
   I grab onto his wrist and nuzzle my face against his palm.
 
   “What are you going to do?” 
 
   “Handprint analysis pad in the elevator and double the cameras and number of security. I’m going to turn this place into a virtual fortress.” He curls an arm about my waist and hauls me into his lap, kissing my temple and inhaling deeply. “Now, don’t worry about it anymore.”
 
   I remain in his arms for a moment more before grabbing my clothes and shoes off the bed. I run into the bathroom and shower quickly, dressing in the flowing, white mullet dress with a high/low skirt. I pair it with a chunky brown leather belt and throw on the bright red ballet flats. I leave my hair down and decide to go without a stitch of make-up. I’m ready in less than fifteen minutes. 
 
   When I walk out to the main space, Hunt gasps and walks over to me with a look of awe.
 
   “Gabrielle, you’ve never looked more beautiful.”
 
   I smile up at him, feeling beautiful, and reply, “I’m sure you’ll say that exact same thing tomorrow.”
 
   “Of course I will…because with every day that passes, you are more stunning than the day before.”
 
   “You always know just what to say,” I state and fall into his arms, feeling loved and content.
 
    
 
   We drove up in the Land Rover with Chase, Maya, Wade, and Brooke, with the rest of the wedding party, our parents, Aubrey, Keira, Liam, and Jules, trailing us in their own cars. We arrive at the charming Victorian B&B around lunch.
 
   “Welcome,” Beverly greets us on the patio, arms open and a brilliant grin on her overjoyed face. Catlin clings to her flowery dress, shy with all the new people coming all at once, but smiles sweetly when she sees Damian, running up and giving him a big hug.
 
   He lifts her up and kisses her all over her face, which she loves, giggling and placing her hands on his face to push him away. But, he keeps at it until she begs him to stop in stuttered, high-pitched pleas.
 
   We walk inside, heading to our rooms to unpack and ready for lunch. Hunt and I are about to head up to our little love nest in the attic when Vivian and Elizabeth stop us, everyone else rushing past us to get up to their rooms.
 
   “Where do you think you two are going exactly?”
 
   We pause and glimpse at one another, confused.
 
   “You’re not sleeping in the same room the night before your wedding,” Elizabeth clarifies.
 
   “You don’t honestly still believe in that stuff, do you, Mother?” Hunt asks Vivian.
 
   “Yes, I most certainly do, Damian. Gabrielle will take the top room, and you, my dear son, will stay down here on the first floor.”
 
   I try to reason with Elizabeth. “Mom, come on.”
 
   I want to convince her of the lunacy of this archaic idea, but she gives me that look, that motherly look that stops me right in my tracks. 
 
   “That will be fine,” Hunt states, and I glance over at him with a crinkled nose. He places his hand on my lower back, rubbing it with his thumb. 
 
   “That will be fine, Gabrielle,” he says in a way as to tell me not to push the issue.
 
   “Yes,” I grumble, “that will be fine.”
 
   Hunt kisses me on the temple and takes his bag to his room. I do the same, heading up to the lonely room at the top of the stairs, like some fairytale princess taken captive and sent to live alone in the tower. When I make it to my room, I start to unpack and refresh myself, dreading a night without Hunt sleeping by my side.
 
    
 
   After lunch, we head out to the back, to the whimsical, semi-transformed garden, for the rehearsal.
 
   Sitting on the huge lawn off to the side of the garden, there’s a white tent constructed of sheer white draping, which is still a work in progress. It’s embellished with ornate chandeliers, white Chinese paper lanterns, and a plethora of tables covered in antique lace tablecloths, with a massive dance floor already setup in the center. Only the cutlery, chairs, and centerpieces of white and purple lilies need to be set out.
 
   I can’t wait to see it all finished and lit up bright, buzzing with guests and music, to dance our first dance as man and wife on that dance floor, to walk down the aisle toward the man I’m going to spend the rest of my days with.
 
    
 
   Rehearsal went well, though, knowing my father won’t be walking me down the aisle and giving me away, made it hard to make it through without fighting back tears. I wish more than anything that he could be here on my wedding day. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do short of leaving or harming Hunt to have him next to me, walking me toward my future.
 
   As we all head back into the house, Hunt and I trailing behind, he grips my hand and pulls me over to the side of the enormous Victorian. 
 
   “Tonight, I will come up and see you…I won’t spend a night without you either.”
 
   I knew he wouldn’t just give up, I knew the idea of being away from me made him as miserable as it made me.
 
   He leans in and grazes his lips against mine, wrapping his arms about my waist.
 
   “I can’t wait,” I whisper into his mouth, and he moans, going into kiss me.
 
   “What are you doing?” A small voice asks.
 
   We break away from each other and find Catlin watching us with her head tilted curiously to the side.
 
   “Nothing you need to worry about until you’re older, much, much older,” Hunt replies, and she giggles, shaking her head at him.
 
   “You’re weird,” she states and runs away.
 
   “I’ll say this, the kid is observant.”
 
   I slap his arm and shoot him a look. 
 
   “You’re not weird…Now, let’s get back before people come looking for us.”
 
   I grab his hand and lead him to the house. I can feel his amused grin burning into the back of my head, but I can’t bring myself to look back and check.
 
    
 
   B made her specialty, saffron chicken with jasmine rice and mixed veggies, fresh from her garden. It’s absolutely divine. We sit at the large table in the dining room, Damian beside me with a firm hand on my knee and Maya on the other side, pretending she doesn’t notice.
 
   About halfway through the rehearsal dinner, Hunt rises and says, “If you’ll excuse us, Gabrielle and I have something to attend to, but we shouldn’t be too long.”
 
   He holds his hand out to me, and I take it, happily, pleased that I can have a few moments alone with him. I rise and follow him into the dark living room next to our chatting guests.
 
   Suddenly, he turns to me and kneels down, taking me back for a moment. He lifts his hands up into my skirt and wraps his fingers into the sides of my panties. I grab onto his hands, halting him.
 
   “What are you doing?” I whisper, afraid someone will hear.
 
   “I’m going to fuck you, Gabrielle, fast and hard, against that wall, with everyone in the next room. Just as I promised you I would.” I remember him promising this that sexually enlightening night at the pier. “It’s been far too long since I’ve been inside you and I won’t wait another second to have you.”
 
   I let go of his hands, and he yanks my panties down around my ankles. I step out of them, and he palms them, rising up.
 
   “Since I don’t want you making any noise,” he says, holding up my panties. “Open wide, angel.” 
 
   I hesitantly open my mouth and he shoves them inside, unzipping his fly with the other hand. He grabs onto my rear and lifts me up into him, pressing me against the wall. I enfold my arms and legs about him, and he adjusts his hips, plummeting into me rapidly, filling me up until I burn. He goes at me rough, fucking me so hard, I savagely bounce up and down on his quickly pumping cock. 
 
   He pushes me back against the wall and yanks one side of my dress down, taking the bra with it. My heavy breast falls out under its weight, bouncing from his rowdy pace, tempting him. He cups it with his large hand, lifting it just enough so the hard nipple grazes his lips. There’s a low growl deep in his chest before he takes it into his warm, greedy mouth, causing my back to arc drastically and my exposed breast is forced further into his mouth’s skilled grasp. 
 
   I cry out, but the makeshift gag and the loud laughing and chattering from the next room muffles much of it. He rips his mouth from my aching nipple, replaced with his long fingers, masterfully pinching and rolling. 
 
   Keeping at me, he tilts his face into my ear, nipping at the lobe, and utters with a breathlessness, “I bet you taste absolutely delectable.”
 
   Again, I moan through the panties jammed into my mouth and fling my arms about his neck, pulling my face into his shoulder.
 
   “You need to be quiet or everyone’s going to hear you cumming, angel.”
 
   I sense the devilish grin on his face, pleased by what he does to me. If I didn’t know any better, I would swear he wants everyone to hear me, as his ruthless drives pummel me, pushing me closer to the edge. My fingers claw at his neck and my head flies back as he finds a particularly tantalizing rhythm, rolling his hips between my clenching thighs. 
 
   He buries his face in my neck, his hot, silky breath brushing over my shoulder, and he lets out a stifled groan, releasing himself inside me. The sensation of him ceasing up in my arms and deep in my womb is more than I can handle, and I cum, every muscle trembling with overwhelmed delight as the electrical surges rush through me. 
 
   He lifts his face and plucks the panties from my mouth, shoving them in his gray slack’s pocket. He stares into my heavy eyes and places his hands on both sides of my face, holding it in place. He slowly tilts his face into mine and kisses me tenderly all over. He bathes me in soft caresses and loving pecks, stopping on my forehead where he pauses for a moment before pulling away from the wall and setting me back down. He keeps an arm about my waist to ensure I can stand on my own two feet.
 
   He adjusts me into my bra and shifts the strap back onto my shoulder, trying to make me look presentable. I run my fingers through my hair and smooth out any wrinkles on my dress. 
 
   “Did you enjoy yourself,” he whispers.
 
   “Yes, I missed you,” I reply, smiling up at him.
 
   He cradles me in his arms and replies, “I missed you, angel…I’ll sneak up to your room as soon as everyone has retired for the evening.”
 
   “I can’t wait.”
 
   He takes my little hand in his and lifts it to his lips, gently caressing and kissing my knuckles. 
 
   “Until then,” he murmurs against my fingers, and I nearly swoon.
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERTWENTYNINE]Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   Bound
 
    
 
   After everyone says goodnight, I head to my room, excited about my secret rendezvous with Hunt. I undress quickly, throwing on a long, lavender silk nightie, and brush my hair, which is a mess after the exhausting day.
 
   I’m walking out of the bathroom when I hear footsteps on the stairs, and my heart starts to pound, nearly beating its way out of my chest when I spot chocolate-hued hair.
 
   “Ellie?” Brooke’s voice calls out for me, and my heart sinks a little. She finds me by the bathroom, and the other girls come charging up the stairs, giggling and talking.
 
   “Are you ready?” Jules asks, holding a huge case up.
 
   “Ready for what?” I inquire, totally confused about what’s happening.
 
   “For the slumber party, silly,” Aubrey chimes in, showing me the bottles of champagne in her hands.
 
   “I…” I want to argue, but they see right through me.
 
   “Oh, no, missy, you aren’t talking your way out of this,” Keira states, shaking her head.
 
   Sloan walks up beside me and flings an arm over my shoulder. “We have to get you all prettified for your big day.” 
 
   “I was just going to hit the sack,” I attempt to convince, but it won’t work on them. They just ignore me and continue setting up and pouring glasses of champagne and talking like schoolgirls.
 
   “Ellie, you’re doing this whether you like it or not,” Maya says insistently. “This is your last night as a single woman, and we are together, just us girls.”
 
   I’m starting to think they were sent up here to keep Hunt and I from breaking our promise. I check the clock and notice it’s almost eleven. I sigh, giving in with hopes that the sooner we do this, the sooner it’s over.
 
    
 
   I actually have a great time. We drink and talk and do all the girlie things that would normally drive me mad, but I enjoy myself. Though, I am still anxious about Hunt, checking the clock to keep track of the time. I’m surprised he hasn’t tried to come up, or he did and heard the girls with me, deciding not to enter the girl sanctuary. I’m kinda hoping he didn’t see me as I look like some hideous, green-skinned creature from the old horror movies. 
 
   We are all wearing goopy facemasks, toilet paper between our freshly polished toes, and our hair thrown up into big, sloppy buns atop our heads. We look an absolute mess, but we’re having a blast. 
 
   We look through beauty magazines, dance, sing, eat junk food, and tell stories of our best moments, laughing and throwing pillows when someone told a particularly unflattering story of us. 
 
   We talk about boys…a lot! I don’t think Aubrey and Keira like hearing about their brother, but they’re good sports, listening and giving advice about him. Maya tells everyone that Chase asked her out, and they’re official. I thought Jules might be upset, but she is genuinely happy for them, which means she really has moved on from him. No man, or boy, has ever been able to sway her feelings about him, but Liam seems to have broken that spell.
 
   The only part I could say wasn’t too pleasant was when Sloan attacked my legs, underarms, and eyebrows with a brutal waxing. I was quite relieved that I had my who-ha waxed earlier in the week. I was simply going to shave elsewhere, but they insisted on it. 
 
    
 
   Finally, around one, the girls start dropping like flies, falling asleep on the floor around my bed. Once Brooke passes out, the last to do so, I wait a few minutes, making sure I have the all clear. When I’m sure everyone is in Lala land, I toss my covers off and carefully creep out of bed, meandering through the maze of girls lying on the floor about my room. I step over Maya, pressing my weight on the floorboard, and it lets out a groaning creak, which causes her to stir. I freeze, terrified that I’ll be found out like some rebellious teenager sneaking out of the house afterhours, but when she settles, I make a quiet break for it.
 
   I cautiously tiptoe down the stairs, holding my breath until my foot touches the last step at the bottom. I open the door, sneak down the hallway, making it to the last set of stairs, and descend them quickly. I cross the house and head toward Hunt’s room, which is at the back, facing the garden.
 
   I notice there’s no light coming from under his door and second guess my decision to come downstairs, turning around to head to my room, when I’m suddenly yanked back. It startles me until I realize I’m in Hunt’s dark room, cradled in his arms. His sweet breath brushes across my lips as his creep closer, finding them tenderly in the dark. It becomes rougher, his hands roaming and grasping all over my body, my ass, my back, my neck. 
 
   Abruptly, he spins me around, pressing his hard chest and abs into my back while his hands run over my body. They move down my thighs and clench at my silk nightie, sliding it up my legs, my tummy, my breasts, and then, finally, over my head. He disposes of it carelessly, letting it land where it may.
 
   I feel his warm, velvety breath on my ear then his soft lips nibbling on the lobe, working it with a mastered touch. His hands clasp at my hips, pressing my bare rear into his solid cock, which is still clothed. 
 
   “Gabrielle?” he whispers into my ear.
 
   “Yes, Hunt?”
 
   “How do you want me?” he asks, nipping at the lobe.
 
   “I want to fuck,” I reply crassly, grinding into him. 
 
   “That’s what I thought.” He goes in for my neck, sensually attacking it with his aggressive lips. He reaches his hands through my arms and grasp hungrily onto my breasts, pinching and rolling my hardening nipples with his competent fingers. My back bows, forcing them further into his grasp, and I groan loudly. 
 
   “Do you remember how I asked you to position yourself the other night?” he asks, plucking my nipples.
 
   “Yes,” I moan out, nodding my head lazily.
 
   “Excellent,” he purrs, grazing the back of his hand against my cheek. “I want you to go over to the bed, climb on, and position yourself as you did that night.”
 
   I turn around and glance up at him nervously. I remember that night, waiting for him until my knees burned and my body slumped over from exhaustion. 
 
   “It’s alright, Gabrielle,” he assures me, skimming the pad of his thumb over my bottom lip. “I’m not going to punish you. Now, be a good girl, and do as I’ve instructed.” 
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt,” I murmur, pulling away from him and walking over to the king-sized bed at the other end of the large room. I’m only able to see it because of the soft golden light coming through the window over the headboard. I stand at the edge, feeling the plush dark comforter under my fingertips and take a pacifying breath before I climb on. I position myself as I was told, kneeling, legs spread open, arms behind my back, with my head tilted forward. 
 
   I hear his weight shifting the floorboards as he moves slowly about the room, gathering mystery items and bringing them over to the bed, tossing them behind me. He moves away from the bed, into the shadowed edges of the room, and a dark, slow, sensual beat starts to play. I know it’s Nine Inch Nails by the sexual crooning of the male singer’s moaning voice. He must really love them because this isn’t the first time he’s played them while we fuck. I glance over at the lit up screen of the iPod curiously, spotting the name of the song, ‘All The Love In The World’. 
 
   He saunters about the bed, watching me, taking me in. I feel it deep in my clenching stomach, in my bones, as sure as I am his. 
 
   “I want to remind you before we start; you are to use your safeword if you feel uncomfortable in any way. Is that understood?” His voice is deep, calm, demanding attention without forcing it.
 
   “Yes, Mr. Hunt.”
 
   “What is your safeword, Gabrielle?”
 
   I think about it for a moment. 
 
   “Muffin,” I finally answer.
 
   He strokes my cheek tenderly. “That’s my girl.” I hear the pride in his voice, and in return, I feel a sense of satisfaction. He’s been so patient in his teachings, slowly immersing me in this world, his world with love and care and understanding. 
 
   I’m nudged out of my reveries by Hunt’s gentle yet commanding voice. “Do you give me full control over this session? Do you trust that I will not take you farther than you are ready to go? Do you trust me with your safety?”
 
   “Yes, I trust you, Mr…”
 
   “No, angel,” he interrupts, “for this, I want you to use my name then you may refer to me as sir for the rest of our session.”
 
   I glance up at him, my blue eyes wide and enquiring. “Yes, I trust you, Damian. Do with me as you please.”
 
   He gasps and moans. 
 
   “That’s my girl,” he praises, walking about the bed, watching me, desiring me, desperate to take what’s his. I feel it emanating from every pore on his well-formed body. He picks up one of his mystery objects and tells me, “I’m going to restrain your hands behind your back, Gabrielle. Is that clear?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” I answer without hesitation.
 
   “Good girl,” he commends, wrapping a cool, thick material about my wrists. I know exactly what it is, his belt. I remember the feel of it about my wrists the night after we came back from Seattle, that night he punished and pleasured me. But, I want to be sure it’s the one I think it is.
 
   “May I ask you, what are you using, sir?”
 
   “Yes, you may, Gabrielle,” he says with a pleased tone. “I am tying my belt about your wrists.”
 
   “Which belt, sir?” I inquire with a slight tremble in my voice.
 
   He leans into my ear, so his warm breath sweeps past it, sending shivers down my spine, and says in a whisper, “Our favorite belt, angel.”
 
   He nips the lobe, and I let out a whimpered moan. I’m so aroused, so built up; a single touch would set me off. But, he doesn’t touch me. Instead, he saunters back about the bed, watching me like a predator would its prey. I stare back at him with wide, curious eyes, desperate to know what he will do next.
 
   He halts at the foot of the bed and studies me, silently scanning me up and down, side-to-side, leisurely taking me in.
 
   “You’re quite the vision, Gabrielle, my restrained angel.” He takes in a deep breath, hands behind his back, and glances down between my spread eagle legs, releasing his held breath. “You are a work of art, breathtaking.”
 
   He stares at me for a moment, as if waiting for me to speak, but I simply stare back at him.
 
   “What do you say, Gabrielle, when someone pays you a compliment?”
 
   “Oh,” I murmur, my lips quivering, “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “Very good girl,” he praises. “You know, I think we need to keep those supple thighs open, don’t you?”
 
   He walks over to a window and begins fussing with the treatments. Then, once he’s finished messing with them, they shut closed and he walks over to the bed with his hands placed behind his back, obstructing my view. He stands at the edge of the bed to my right and holds out his hand, showing me the two gold rope strands fisted in his palm before placing them on the bed.
 
   “I’m going to tie these about your legs, Gabrielle.” He crawls onto the bed and kneels beside me, setting a hand on my upper back and the crown of my head. “I want you to lean into me, angel. I’ve got you.”
 
   I don’t doubt him. I shift my weight back, and he lies me gently on the mattress. 
 
   “I want you to tuck your feet into your rear so your calf and thigh touch,” he instructs, “knees up in the air, as if kneeling. Understand?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” I answer, quickly positioning myself.
 
   “Excellent.” He picks up a golden restraint and begins wrapping about my folded legs, one on each, leaving me the ability to open and shut them, but not stretch them out. Once he’s completed his task, tying them just tight enough, he rises and stares down at his handy work. A pleased smirk creeps across his face, lighting up his eyes with devilish delight. 
 
   I’m fucking panting.
 
   “Do you enjoy being tied up, ready for me to fuck you as I please?”
 
   I whimper, and in a breathy tone, I reply, “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Good girl, angel.”
 
   I feel my arousal saturating my spread open thighs. I want him so urgently, but I know our little game has only just begun. I watch him take pleasure in me, drinking me in, admiring me with an almost child-like admiration, as if he’s about to open a present he’s been waiting for all year. 
 
   Suddenly, I feel anxious, unsure of myself under his red-hot stare, and I snap my legs shut. He glances down at them and then back up to my face.
 
   “You aren’t doing this again, are you, angel? I thought we worked through this.” He moves to the end of the bed, kneeling at my feet, and slides his fingers between my clamped calves, smirking at me. “Come on, gorgeous. You know you want to show me, desperately wishing I would lick the pink right off that delectable cunt of yours.”
 
   My legs slacken and he pries them open wide, fully exposing me for his viewing pleasure.
 
   He reaches his hand out and softly explores my flesh, running his skilled fingers up and down my bound body, my neck, my collarbone, my breasts, my tummy. My body wants to react to his touch, but in my current state, I’m immobile, completely reliant on him, my Dom, my sir.
 
   He lies on his stomach and shifts himself between my trembling, tied up legs, his face lingering over my slit. His warm breath brushes across the moist flesh, shooting electrifying waves up my body from head to curling toes. Suddenly, his velvety tongue traces the edge of my lips, causing my pulse to quicken. 
 
   Hunt slides his powerful hands under my bum and mashes me onto his mouth, lapping me up with pleasurable strokes of his tongue, devouring me. I moan and wriggle, responding to his licentious touch, his sultry lips suckling on my hard little clit.
 
   “I love the taste of you on my tongue,” he purrs against my clit, “your sweetness. You’re my favorite desert.”
 
   “Oh, please, I want you, sir. I need you inside me,” I plead.
 
   “Just relax and feel it, angel.” His words vibrate my clit. “I’ve got you.”
 
   I want desperately to feel his messy chocolate hair under my fingers, to pull sharply as desire takes me, but my restrained hands won’t budge no matter how much I fight it.
 
   “Don’t fight me, angel,” he murmurs from my aching cunt. “We wouldn’t want to leave marks on those pretty little wrists of yours.” 
 
   One of his big hands shift from under my ass and a long, thick finger enters me. He slides in and out, sluggishly invading me to the knuckle. His intense emerald eyes open, scorching hot, gaze up at me. He pummels my clit with his insatiable, coiling tongue, building me up, higher and higher until I feel like I can’t hold on. I cum so hard, my legs ache as they fight against the ropes. 
 
   He lithely slides up my shuddering body, shoving me higher up the mattress, his tip crowding my soaked opening, making me squirm. The movement causes him to sink inside me, hitting the back wall.
 
   I tense from the rapid fullness of his pulsating cock, and he lets out a hoarse groan deep in his chest, thrusting his hands into my muddled strands and tugs firmly.
 
   “I can never have enough of you,” he growls, "or your wet, greedy cunt.” 
 
   He slides out of me to the head, taunting me with a couple superficial pumps before sinking himself back in balls deep, and they slap deliciously against my ass. 
 
   “You like the way I feel, don’t you, angel? You like how I possess you, cram you full.”
 
   He gradually exits me again, the head floating about my entrance, taunting me with its scrumptious thickness. He breaks away and hovers over me, gazing into my eyes. He cups his hands about my cheeks, tenderly petting it with his thumb, and plants a kiss on my lips, rough and slow. His worshipping lips cover me with goose bumps.
 
   Before I realize what’s happening, he’s flipping us over, and I’m on top of him, straddling his hips. He sits up so our faces are inches apart and enfolds his arms about me. Suddenly, my hands are free, but he keeps my legs bound. I splay my palms on his chest, stretching out my sore muscles, and feel his light chest hair. 
 
   “Fuck me, angel,” he orders with a husky tone. “Ride my cock like you can’t live without it.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” I moan out breathlessly. 
 
   I swivel my hips, taking the lead, bumping and grinding on his hard cock. My pace is slow at first, taking time to enjoy every inch of his hard-as-steel shaft, rotating my hips when I slide up to the head, working it between my slick lips. Since I can’t use my legs, I shift my weight forward into his chest, using my arms for support.
 
   “Oh, fuck yeah,” he growls between clenched teeth, clasping his hands onto my hips and bucking into me, sending me flying up. He slams me back down onto him, reclaiming control, and pounds me savagely. I bounce wildly, riding him so our thighs slap together in a glorious symphony of our intense fucking. 
 
   We grunt with every hard thrust of our hips, pushing each other toward pure, unadulterated rapture. Hunt places a hand over my womb and shoves his thumb between the soaked lips, teasing my clit ruthlessly. My head flies back, taking my body with it so my back bows aggressively. 
 
   I writhe on him, letting my body takeover until it stiffens, every muscle seizing all at once. I scream out inaudible cries, releasing hard, and fall forward onto him from sheer exhaustion, gasping urgently for air.
 
    
 
   I’m lying awake next to Damian, who’s fast asleep, while I stare up at the antique lighting fixture hanging from the ceiling, thinking about the big day. I’m driving myself mad thinking about it, leaving me restless.
 
   I turn over onto my side, tucking my hands under my head, and watch him sleep. He’s so peaceful, his supple mouth slack. Stubble shadows his chin and jaw, giving him that obtainable bad boy look that drives women mad with arousal. His stunning emerald eyes, usually filled with fire, are hidden behind curtains of pink. Tangled in the sheets, he’s blissfully ignorant to my late night study session and tomorrow’s events. His arm’s hooked above his head, one leg bent over the sheet, stomach exposed, he’s unshielded. It’s a trust I don’t take lightly.
 
   I look him up and down, studying every inch of bare flesh that isn’t covered by the comforter. But, I want more, so I lift the bedding off him and toss it aside, revealing his very naked, toned body. He’s exquisite. I’m not sure I will ever truly understand why he, a man of his caliber, would want to be with me, but as long as he’s mine, I really don’t care. 
 
   I reach up, gliding my finger down his torso, his hips, his legs, noting every freckle, mark, and scar, every perfect flaw that makes up this beautiful man. He stirs for a moment, letting out a moan and a few lip smacks before settling. I continue to trace each rise and fall of this Adonis’ defined, muscular form. I love his happy trail that lightly garnishes his tight lower stomach, outlined by that delicious V leading to temptation.
 
   His large cock hangs lazily between his parted thighs, no less impressive in its softened state. I want to touch it, rub it, awaken it, and even though he has woken me on more than a few occasions for midnight screw sessions, I don’t want to disturb him. 
 
   He must feel me watching him because his eyes spring open, startling me. I smirk down at him nervously, feeling as if I’ve been caught doing something I shouldn’t. He smiles sleepily back at me and wraps his arm about me, pulling me into my nook. I rest my head on his steadily moving chest and listen to his strong heartbeat, letting the reassuring rhythm calm me. He rests his cheek atop my head, and I let out a sigh, pleased by the tender gesture.
 
   “Why are you still up, angel?” He brushes some loose, fair strands out of my face. “I would think you’d be out for a week after the fucking I gave you.”
 
   “I’m just thinking about the wedding, my vows.”
 
   “Would you like to go over them with me?” he asks, kissing me on the crown.
 
   “I don’t know.” I shrug. “I mean, isn’t that against the rules or something?”
 
   “I’m not entirely sure. I’ve never been married before.”
 
   “You better not,” I teasingly threaten him, poking him lightly in the chest, and I feel the smirk stretch across his face.
 
   “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours,” he suggests in a youthful tone.
 
   “You are so immature,” I giggle out.
 
   “More mature than you,” he retorts with a chuckle. We laugh together, enjoying this rare moment of youthful playfulness. 
 
   I ease, sinking into his side, and inquire, “Would you tell me yours first?”
 
   He pets the side of my face, making me feel loved, secure. I tilt my head up to look into his emerald eyes, focused intensely on mine.
 
   “Gabrielle, my angel, my light, the love I possess for you is infinite. You are my heartbeat. Without you, I would not exist. I give you my love to keep in your heart, beating for only me, as mine beats for you.
 
   “My dearest Elle, I vow to love you as you deserve, protect you from those who seek to harm, and nurture you for all my days on this earth, as long as air fills my lungs. I vow, not just as your husband, but as your Dom, to worship you with every fiber of my being, my sweet sub, to free you from your emotional cage and help you discover the woman you are destined to become. I vow to be everything you need, friend, lover, mentor, keeper of your mind, body, and soul. I vow my life and everything I am to you, my world.”
 
   I stare up at him with large, watery eyes, watching him with loving fascination.
 
   “Oh, Damian, that was truly beautiful,” I murmur with quivering lips.
 
   “I meant every syllable, angel.” He kisses me on the forehead, breathing out a sigh of contentment. “Those are my vows to you, for only your ears.”
 
   I nuzzle my head into his chest, nervous about what I’ve decided to say to him. His words are pure poetry. He could order a grilled cheese sandwich and make it sound appealing. 
 
   Well, here goes everything.
 
   I clear my throat and lift my head up to gaze into those bring-me-to-my-knees eyes. He stares at me with an inquisitive gleam.
 
   “What is it, angel?”
 
   “Damian, my loving Dom, you’ve freed me from myself. I love you more with every second, minute, hour, day that passes. My vows may be simple but they are honest and come from my heart. 
 
   “I vow to be open and honest with you, to let you inside. I vow to understand that you only have my best interest at heart, guiding me toward the woman I want to be, a woman worthy of you, which I hope to be one day. I vow to be your obedient, giving sub when you desire it, and your strong, feisty partner, keeping you in check when you get out of line. I vow to give myself to you wholly, to trust you with everything I am because you deserve nothing less.”
 
   “I love you, Elle,” he murmurs and kisses my lips gently, holding them there for a moment. When we break, his brilliant green eyes are full of love and hope, gazing at me in a way I’ve never seen before. I’ve seen his worshipping look of devotion, and his body-trembling look of passion, both intense, but this, this far surpasses them all. 
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERTHIRTY]Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   Something Blue
 
    
 
   I’m gently roused out of slumber by Hunt’s lips up and down my body. I smile to myself and reach out for his hair. He looks up at me from my tummy and smirks back at me, never stopping his admiring attention to my body. 
 
   Suddenly, there’s a knock on the door, and we stare at each other with wide eyes.
 
   “Damian, open up, we know Elle’s in there with you,” Maya states and knocks again. We start laughing softly. Hunt presses his face into my stomach, still chuckling and shaking his head.
 
   “I guess we’ve been caught,” I whisper, rubbing his sexy, sleep-mussed hair.
 
   “I suppose we have.” 
 
   He lifts his head up and gazes at me.
 
   “Come on, you guys,” Maya practically bangs on the door, “open the dang door.”
 
   “Give us a minute,” I call back to her.
 
   She groans and walks away.
 
   “So, are you ready for the big day, Miss Hyde?” Damian inquires, lifting himself up the bed to lie beside me. 
 
   “I’m excited, but nervous,” I answer honestly.
 
   “You aren’t having second thoughts, are you?” He curls his arm about my waist and pulls me into my nook. I rest my head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat, strong and steady, and sigh, content.
 
   “No second thoughts…I’m anxious about all those people’s eyes on me, watching me, admiring me. It just isn’t my cup of tea.”
 
   “I would think you’d be used to it by now.”
 
   “Why do you say that?” He scoops his finger under my chin, lifting my face close to his. “Gabrielle, don’t you realize how fucking beautiful you are? Don’t you notice how men and women gawk at you?”
 
   “No, I can’t say that I have. However, I do notice how the women fawn over you, practically begging to worship your glorious Dom cock.”
 
   He laughs uproariously. “They may fawn over me all they please. I couldn’t care less. The only woman’s affection and admiration I crave is yours. As long as I have you, nothing else matters…You’re the most exquisite, classy, sexy, intelligent woman, Elle, and I thank the heavens every day that I have you in my life.”
 
   “Oh, Damian, I love you,” I murmur, entranced by his beautiful words. “You always know just what to say.”
 
   He glides his finger down the side of my face, gazing down at me with a worshipping glint in those endless pools of green. His lips creep toward mine when there is another loud knock at the door.
 
   I sigh, aggravated, and say, “We said we need a moment, Maya.”
 
   “Guess again,” Pierce says with a less-than-happy tone in his voice. Hunt and I leap out of the bed and throw on our clothes, which are tossed about the floor. Then, once we’re decent, we unlock the door and open it up, finding him standing before us with his arms crossed and his brow raised. He’s obviously disappointed in us, and I can see where Hunt got his intense, all-knowing stare from.
 
   “I don’t think either one of your mothers would approve of this, do you?”
 
   Is he really doing this? Seriously?
 
   “No, sir,” Hunt answers, but I can only stare at him, embarrassed.
 
   “Well, young lady, do you?” he inquires, turning his gaze on me.
 
   “No, sir,” I reply without hesitation.
 
   “Excellent,” he says, relaxing. “You’re lucky they both went out to run a few errands…I believe you’re needed back up in your room, Ellie dear.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” I utter and walk past him, heading down the hall as quickly as my feet will take me.
 
   “Gabrielle,” Hunt calls out to me.
 
   I turn back to him and spot the overjoyed look on his face, his smile stretching from ear-to-ear. I smile back at him then make my way to my room.
 
    
 
   After hours of girl time, prepping and primping, I stare into the mirror, studying myself with disbelief. Here I am alone, moments away from the most significant thing I will ever do, and all I can do is stare at my white-adorned reflection, petrified.
 
   Get ahold of yourself, Ellie girl. It’s just that shitty old panic. You got this.
 
   I admire my breathtaking satin gown, with a trumpet silhouette, hugging my curves to just under my full hips, cap sleeves, and a V-neckline. My freshly polished feet are adorned by matching white satin, pointed toe pumps with an opulent wing-shaped crystal embellishment. My golden, wavy tresses are swept back into a low, loose bun, and my makeup has been applied to perfection, a subtle cat eye with cherry red lips. I feel very old Hollywood.
 
   “Oh, Ellie,” my mother’s voice coos out, “you are an exquisite bride.”
 
   I turn to her with the panic splashed across my face. 
 
   “Mom,” I murmur.
 
   “What’s wrong, darling?” She walks over to me, clasping her hands on my biceps. “Are you feeling alright?” 
 
   “I don’t know…Am I making a mistake? Is this too soon?”
 
   “Ah, cold feet. No, Ellie, you aren’t making a mistake. Every relationship is different and moves at its own pace.”
 
   “But,” I sputter out.
 
   “I know just what you need. Wait here,” she orders, leaving and heading down the stairs. I stand there in the middle of the room, frozen like a statue. A few moments later, I hear heavy footsteps coming back up, not the soft step of my mother’s delicate, tiny feet.
 
   “Gabrielle?” Hunt says, finding me and staring with utter awe on his stunning face. He’s dressed to the nines in a charcoal gray three-piece suit and a plum tie. I notice his belt, my favorite belt, when the late afternoon sun hits the buckle, glinting in the fiery light. He’s simply breathtaking. “Oh, Elle, you really are an angel.”
 
   I notice the tears forming in the corners of his eyes, the admiration, the pure love that he holds for me. I realize why my mom sent him up here. She knew once I saw him, all my fears would vanish, and they have.
 
   “Your mother told me you needed me…Are you alright, angel?”
 
   “Yes, I am now,” I assure him, smiling softly. “I thought you weren’t supposed to see me in my dress before the wedding. It’s terribly bad luck.”
 
   He chuckles. “I don’t believe in silly superstitions. I’m a man who believes you make your own luck in life. Besides, we seem to be breaking all the rules,” he says, referring to our night together.
 
   “Well, in that case,” I murmur, taking a slow spin so he can study me better, then I lift the hem of my skirt to show off the crystal encrusted angel wings on my shoes.
 
   “Those are very fitting for an angel such as yourself, my angel. Gabrielle, you are beyond any words could ever hope to describe. You leave me speechless.”
 
   “Thank you, sir,” I say with a shy smirk. “You look quite dashing yourself.”
 
   I notice the two glasses of wine in his hand as he walks toward me. “Do you think wine is a wise choice?”
 
   “Normally, I would say no, but this is special.” He hands me a glass. “This is your father’s private reserve. I thought…”
 
   “Oh, Damian, how thoughtful,” I say softly as tears begin to choke me up. “It’s perfect.”
 
   I lean in and kiss his chin, shutting my eyes tightly until the tears are forced out. He wraps an arm about my waist, holding me at his side, right where I belong. 
 
   “To us and our family, both present and future,” he toasts.
 
   “To the future.” 
 
   We clink our glasses and take a nice, nerve-calming sip. The fragrant wine fills my mouth and lingers in my nose. It’s delicious.
 
   “Are you feeling better?” he asks, tightening his grip about me.
 
   “It was just my old panic come back to haunt me,” I say and tilt myself in to whisper in his ear. “Can I tell you something?”
 
   “Anything, you know that,” he whispers back with a gentle smirk.
 
   “When I first saw you the night we met, I knew you were going to be important to me. I knew I wouldn’t be able to live without you, and I know it more now than I did then. You’re the sun to my world, Damian. It’s revolves around you.” 
 
   He takes the glass from my hand and sets them both down on the bedside table. He turns back to me and shoves his hand in his pocket, pulling out a black velvet, rectangular jewelry box.
 
   “I wasn’t sure how you’d feel about this, but I wanted to give you a wedding/ early birthday gift.”
 
   He opens the box, revealing a beautiful diamond tennis bracelet with matching diamond stud earrings.
 
   “Oh, Hunt,” I whisper.
 
   He takes out the dazzling bracelet, holding it up so I can admire it, and asks in a gentle tone, “May I?”
 
   I nod and hold out my hand, allowing him to clasp it about my wrist. He picks out the earrings and proceeds to pin them into the soft lobe of my ear as I twist the bracelet about, admiring its sparkling radiance when the light hits it just right.
 
   “Thank you, Damian, these are absolutely exquisite.”
 
   I stare up into his emerald eyes, clear and brilliant, and smirk at him lovingly. He snatches me up into his arms, in that way only he can, and comes down on me with a desperate yet loving passion that causes the world to vanish around us.
 
   I wrap my arms about his neck, pulling him harshly onto my ravenous mouth, and his hold on me tightens. We start grabbing wildly at each other while our mouths greedily attack.
 
   “Oh jeez, not yet,” Maya says with mock disgust from behind me. We release each other quickly and fix ourselves up. “You’re at least supposed to wait until you’ve said I do.”
 
   We awkwardly smirk at her while Hunt cradles me into his side. Chase suddenly appears behind Maya, smiling lovingly down at her. When he looks up at me, his jaw practically hits the floor.
 
   “Gabrielle,” he murmurs, “you look stunning.”
 
   “Thank you…You don’t look too shabby yourself.”
 
   In a teasingly cocky manner, he grabs onto the lapels of his jacket, opening it up and taking a suave turn. We all chuckle. 
 
   “The guests have started arriving,” Maya informs us.
 
   “I should get down there and greet our guests,” Hunt says, kissing me on the temple and taking his leave. He glances over at me, smirking that delicious, kinked smirk, and then disappears down the stairs. 
 
   “Are you ready, Ellie?” Maya asks. But, something feels off, something just doesn’t feel…right.
 
   “No…Will you do me a favor?”
 
   “Of course, anything.”
 
   “Will you…bring Caleb up here?”
 
   Her eyes get wide with excitement. “Oh, Ellie, yes. Give me a moment.”
 
   She grabs Chase’s hand and practically drags him down the stairs behind her. I pace, nervously awaiting a moment I knew had to come sooner rather than later, and now seems just as good a time as any.
 
   “Gabrielle?” Caleb’s strong yet tender voice comes from behind me at the stairs. I turn around and find him dressed in a beautiful black suit with a purple tie like Hunt’s. His kind blue eyes, my eyes, beam back at me with clear apprehension. 
 
   “You finally called me Gabrielle,” I murmur, unsure of what else to say now that he’s standing before me. What do you say when the man who you’ve come to trust like a father, actually is your father? 
 
   “It felt inappropriate to call you anything else considering.”
 
   “What the hell am I supposed to call you?” I snap.
 
   I can see the hurt in his eyes, but I don’t care. It doesn’t compare to the hurt all of this has caused me. 
 
   “Caleb will be fine,” he replies in a soft, deep voice. But, I can tell it wouldn’t be for him. 
 
   “It doesn’t seem right,” I state, shrugging my shoulders.
 
   “You get used to it.”
 
   Suddenly, I feel extremely hurt by this, by the idea that he didn’t attempt to tell Maya and I. I feel swindled.
 
   “Didn’t you ever want to tell us?” I ask with tears stinging my eyes, pooling at the bottom until they spill out. “Didn’t you want to be a part of my life, our lives?”
 
   “Of course I did,” he says, eyes watery, chin wobbling slightly. 
 
   “Why didn’t you, then? If I’d known, maybe things would’ve been different.” I toss my arms up into the air with frustration, unable to control the overwhelming feelings rushing through me.
 
   “We didn’t want to confuse you,” he explains. “It was a complicated situation that a child couldn’t possibly have comprehended.”
 
   “I’m confused now! At least, if I had known then, I wouldn’t be dealing with this now, when everything is already so complicated in my life.” I sigh, already feeling emotionally drained.
 
   “Gabrielle, my poor girl,” he says with a tremble, taking a step toward me with his arms out. I hesitate before running at him, tears breaking free, and leap into his arms, wrapping mine about his neck tightly. I don’t say a word. I simply cry and hold him as he pets my back and sways us in place, softly shushing away my sadness until I’ve relaxed.
 
   “Where do we go from here?” I finally inquire, my cheek resting on his chest while he continues to sooth me.
 
   “I’m not entirely sure, babygirl.” The endearment, though a bit strange to hear from his mouth, warms my heart. Then, a thought comes into my head that I feel guilty for thinking, for even considering. I tense about him, and he must notice something is off because he asks, “What’s wrong, Ellie?”
 
   I lift my head up and look at him with a faint smile. “I...I was thinking that maybe…you would walk me down the aisle?”
 
   The look of sheer joy in his gentle blue eyes says it all. “Oh, yes. Yes, I’d be honored to give you away. But,” He pauses, the look of joy fading from his face, “are you sure that’s what you want?”
 
   “I think it’s what my father would want, it’s what I want,” I reply, tears taking me over again. I’m an emotional wreck today, and I haven’t even walked down the aisle yet. 
 
    
 
   Once we’ve talked a bit longer, promising to sit down with Maya, he takes his leave, and I use the rare opportunity to breathe and process everything that just happened. Unfortunately, it’s short-lived when I hear Jules yelling at the top of her lungs downstairs. I grab up the skirt of my dress, kick off my heels, and run out of my room, bolting for the first floor. 
 
   I hit the last step in the entryway, noticing the front door is open and Jules at the top step of the porch, practically hissing at someone. I walk out and spot the person at the mercy of Jules’ sharp tongue.
 
   Walker? Really? Can’t I catch a break? 
 
   “What are you doing here, Walk?” I inquire, catching both of their attention.
 
   “Wow,” he murmurs softly when he sets sight on me.
 
   “I was just telling him he needs to leave,” Jules says between gritted teeth, staring at him with contempt, but he ignores her.
 
   “Gigi, love, I just want to talk to ye,” he answers with his brogue. He’s dressed in a black and white plaid button up and jeans, his worn boots unlaced. He looks disheveled, a bit lost.
 
   “I can have him escorted off the property,” Jules says, crossing her arms and giving him a snide look. “I’m sure Liam and Chase would be more than happy to do it.”
 
   “No, it’s fine, Jules. Will you give us a moment?”
 
   She glares at him then gives me a concerned look. “Are you sure, Ellie?”
 
   “Yeah, just give us a few moments. I’ve got this,” I assure her, placing my hand on her shoulder.
 
   “Alright,” she says warily, “but I won’t be far if you need me.”
 
   She walks past me and heads into the house, leaving the door open. 
 
   I turn back to Walk who appears a bit uneasy and head down to him on the stone pathway.
 
   “Ya really do look beautiful,” he says in a soft voice.
 
   “Thank you. But, what are you doing here, Walker? I told you, you aren’t invited.”
 
   “I just want to be a part of yer happy day, Gigi.” The look in his eyes kills me.
 
   “I don’t know if that’s…”
 
   “What is he doing here?” Hunt interrupts me. I glance behind me, finding him there, stiff and on edge, staring at Walker with utter contempt.
 
   “I was speakin’ to Gigi,” Walker states, looking at me, ignoring Hunt completely.
 
   “Don’t call her that,” Hunt snarls, fists clenching tightly at his sides. “I thought I warned you not to show your fucking face here the other day.”
 
   “I call her whatever I please,” Walk says snidely.
 
   “Walker,” I hiss, and Hunt takes a step forward, but I place my hand on his chest, catching his attention. 
 
   “Not today,” I pleadingly whisper, “not here, please.”
 
   He glimpses down into my eyes then to my dress, wrestling with his rage. I can see it in his eyes, in his stiff body.
 
   “How can you defend him, Elle?” He appears hurt.
 
   “I agree,” Jules suddenly blurts out behind Hunt, standing at the door. I shoot her a you-aren’t-helping glare, and she shrugs her shoulders, obviously unhappy about Walk’s unexpected appearance. 
 
   “I’m not defending him,” I explain, turning my focus back on Hunt. “I just don’t want drama. Can’t we have one day without a struggle?”
 
   He appears torn by his need to make me happy and his desire to pummel Walker to a bloody pulp. But, being the exemplary man he is, he overcomes his demons and manages to shove that rage down deep.
 
   “Is this what you want, Gabrielle, you want him here?”
 
   “I want to be happy,” I reply, stepping into him and wrapping my arms about his waist. “I want this to be the happiest day of our lives, stress-free.”
 
   He smiles down at me half-heartedly, sweeping his fingers over my forehead and down my cheek. 
 
   “Alright, angel, if this would make you happy, I suppose he can attend.” He kisses me on the temple then turns his attention on Walker with a cold glare. “If you so much as sneeze wrong, I’ll have your ass thrown out…permanently.”
 
   Suddenly, as if he knew he was needed, Liam is by Hunt’s side. “Would you like me to escort him to his seat, sir?”
 
   “Yes, Banks, thank you,” Hunt says with a nod and releases me, heading back into the house. Liam walks down to Walker, gesturing his hand and leading him over to the side of the house where guests enter. Walk watches me the whole time, with a heartbreaking look in his eyes. I turn around with a sigh and head back inside. Jules is waiting for me in the entryway, with a sympathetic smile on her ridiculously stunning face.
 
   “Are you alright?” she inquires, tossing an arm over my shoulder.
 
   “Yeah,” I reply, throwing my arm over her shoulder. “Let’s get this show on the road.”
 
  


[bookmark: CHAPTERTHIRTYONE]Chapter Thirty-One
 
   
 
   Tying The Knot
 
    
 
   This is it. I’m finally going to possess the one thing I’ve ever wanted in this world, my reason to breathe, to exist. She’s everything I ever wanted, needed.
 
   I wait anxiously to see her walk toward me, toward our future. I can only see the lush garden foliage and twinkling lights speckled throughout, but I can feel her. I feel her overwhelming presence radiating from its depths, moving closer with every erratic beat of my heart, deafeningly drumming in my ears. 
 
   Suddenly, I get a glimpse of white moving through the bushes of the lush garden, and my heart stops when she appears at the beginning of the aisle. Everything halts in its tracks, time ceases to be, and the world fades away around us. She is the only thing.
 
   Here is the woman I want to wake to everyday for the rest of my life. That angelic face will be the last face I ever look upon when my eyes shut for the final time. 
 
   My eyes burn, my throat shuts, and my lips tighten as I fight tears back. But, it’s a pointless battle. When she looks up into my eyes, I gasp, and the salty devils break through, quietly spilling down my cheeks.
 
   Chase places his hand on my shoulder, giving me the support just a few months back, I would never had expected from him. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I stand at the edge of the garden path, waiting for the moment I can be near Hunt, grasping tightly to Caleb and my bouquet of vivid purple lilies. Then, I hear my cue as violins begin to play one of my favorite songs, ‘Hoppipola’ by Sigur Rós. It inspires hope, which is very fitting. 
 
   The cool air of twilight, my favorite time of day, brushes past my face. I breathe in deeply through my nose, smelling the jasmine thick in the summer night air, slowly exhaling out my mouth before I step onto the stone pathway, clenching tightly to Caleb’s arm until my nails dig in. I feel the overwhelming need to cry with every step I take toward Damian and our future together. The garden foliage is dense and bright with shimmering lights guiding my way. 
 
   As we inch toward the end of the lush garden, my heart drums a swift beat, and my knees feel weak, as if I’m standing at the edge of some vast, dark abyss. I suppose in some way, I am. The panic of the unknown knots my stomach and rises up my throat, making it impossible to breathe. 
 
   In an instant, the disheartening feeling of loneliness vanishes, when my eyes set on Damian, the man of my dreams, waiting under those large oak trees where we professed our love and happiness. The massive giants are filled with glowing chandeliers and antique glass lanterns, with fairy lights hanging like Spanish moss. 
 
   Gradually, everyone turns and stands when they spy me approaching. It’s a sea of smiles and overjoyed tears, but my eyes are plastered on Damian, moving toward him as if by some divine force willing me to do so. As I creep closer, I see the glitter in his emerald eyes as tears well up, the quiver of his bottom lip as he fights them back, the way he quickly wipes them away when they break free. 
 
   Chase seems to notice, sympathetically patting him on the back. Hunt can’t take his eyes off me, not for a second, all of his love beaming back at me from their emerald depths. I feel as if he’s seeing me, his bride, for the first time. 
 
   As I take my final steps toward him, I inhale deeply, preparing myself for the overwhelming moment my hand touches his. He reaches out to me, and I grasp firmly onto him as he guides me to my spot at his side.
 
   The guests take their seats and the ceremony proceeds. The pastor speaks to everyone, welcoming them to this glorious occasion of two souls becoming one. He goes on, but, honestly, I’m so nervous, I don’t even hear what he’s saying. I feel my hands tremble and a light sheen of sweat dampen my entire body. I’m not nervous about marrying Hunt, but I am terrified about screwing something up and ruining the ceremony. I just wait for my cue to turn to Hunt. We decided to have the pastor do the traditional vows, keeping the ones recited last night for us. I can only pray that I don’t mess-up the vows. 
 
   After what seems a lifetime, the moment finally came to turn to Hunt, my Hunt, and pronounce my love for him in front of those closest to me…And, more than a few guests, I don’t know from a hill of beans. 
 
   I turn to him and take his hands in mine, noticing that they’re clammy and shaking as well. He’s just as nervous as I am, and it actually relaxes me. I think he realizes it too because he tightens his grip and smiles reassuringly at me. The pastor begins to speak the vows, “Do you, Damian Nathaniel Hunt, take Gabrielle Sophia Hyde to be your lawfully wedded wife…”
 
   But, I don’t hear them. I hear Damian’s words to me last night, spoken in tender whispers.
 
   “Gabrielle, my angel, my light, the love I possess for you is infinite. You are my heartbeat. Without you, I would not exist. I give you my love to keep in your heart, beating for only me, as mine beats for you.
 
   “My dearest Elle, I vow to love you as you deserve, protect you from those who seek to harm, and nurture you for all my days on this earth, as long as air fills my lungs. I vow, not just as your husband, but as your Dom, to worship you with every fiber of my being, my sweet sub, to free you from your emotional cage and help you discover the woman you are destined to become. I vow to be everything you need, friend, lover, mentor, keeper of your mind, body, and soul. I vow my life and everything I am to you, my world.”
 
   Suddenly, Hunt’s voice breaks through my reveries, speaking those words I’ve been waiting to hear, “I do.” 
 
   I summon everything I have into paying attention to the pastor, dead set on not screwing it up. He goes over the vows again, and I listen, waiting patiently for my moment, staring deeply into Hunt’s admiring eyes. I know just by looking at him, he’s thinking about last night as well.
 
   “Until death do you part?” The officiant asks, grabbing my attention. I’d never really liked that line. I always thought it was so morbid.
 
   I stare up into Damian’s eyes, filled with love and joy, and utter the words he has longed to hear, “I do.”
 
   The look of pure bliss that washes over his face is more than I can bear, and I feel tears starting to trickle down my cheeks. He wipes them away with his thumb, smiling at me softly.
 
   The pastor asks for the rings, and Chase steps forward, handing them to us with a joyful smile on his adorable face.
 
   Damian places the stunning, diamond-encrusted band at the tip of the most significant finger and says with a tender voice, “This ring I give to you as a token of my love and devotion. I pledge to you all that I am and all that I will ever be as your husband. With this ring, I gladly marry you and join my life to yours.”
 
   Then, it’s my turn, and I set the thick platinum band with three tiny black diamonds at the tip of his ring finger. I stare up into his joyous eyes and say with a tremble in my voice, “This ring I give to you as a token of my love and devotion. I pledge to you all that I am and all that I will ever be as your wife. With this ring, I gladly marry you and join my life to yours.”
 
   I slide the ring onto his finger, setting it in the place it will remain the rest of our lives.
 
   The officiant smiles at us and says, “By the power vested in me by the State of California, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may now kiss the bride.”
 
   Damian and I beam at each other, tears streaming down both of our cheeks in endless supply, and we move in, wrapping our arms about one another. He holds me close, scanning my face with a level of admiration that wrecks me. He comes down on my lips for a loving, knee-weakening oral caress, his tongue dipping inside for a taste. Everything and everyone has vanished. There’s only us.
 
   The pastor’s voice breaks through our bubble of isolation and announces, "It’s my honor to present to you Mr. and Mrs. Damian Hunt.”
 
    
 
   After we’ve taken countless photos, we finally walk into the tent, hand-in-hand, greeted with uproarious applauding, cheering, and whistling. Hunt grasps my hand tighter, showing me I’m not the only one overwhelmed by the outpouring of love. Our guests congratulate us as we pass, pat us on the back, stop us for hugs, and give us warm wishes for a happy future. 
 
   I take every chance I get to observe our surroundings, a glimpse of a brightly lit chandelier, a white and purple lily centerpiece, the night sky through the silk tent.
 
   By the time we make it to our table, I’m absolutely starving and ready for a nice, chilled glass of champagne.
 
   Maya being the awesome sister and Maid of Honor she is, waits for us at the main table with two flutes in hand and a huge grin on her face. But, before we can grab our much needed drinks, our parents come up to us and give their blessings, hugging and kissing us on the cheeks.
 
   Will this madness never end?
 
   I glance over at Hunt who’s trapped in his mother’s embrace, shooting a pleading look of mercy. I giggle at him, and he smirks back, shaking his head in a gesture of defeat.
 
    
 
   Dinner was superb, catered by the head chef at The Bridge; it was like sex for your mouth, every bite more delectable then the last. 
 
   While our wedding party is conversing, Hunt grabs my attention with a firm hand on my upper thigh. He takes my hand, helps me out of my chair, and guides us out of the tent into the cool air of night, walking at a brisk, urgent pace. 
 
   “Where are you taking me?” I ask with a giggle, amused by his eagerness, skipping to keep up.
 
   He heads into the semi-dark cover of the nighttime garden, filled with tiny lights twinkling about us like stars. He moves us over to a tree so we’re out of sight from the partygoers under the brightly lit tent, completely oblivious to the guests of honor’s absence. 
 
   Hunt halts and takes me into his arms, bringing his lips onto mine with such fire. He holds me so tight, I can hardly breathe, his tongue softly exploring my mouth. His hand clasps to the nape of my neck, pressing me further onto him, while the other clings my lower back. 
 
   He tears his lips away as he hikes the delicate skirt of my gown up about my waist, finding only my garter and lace stocking tops. He gasps and groans, running his fingers just above my slit.
 
   “No panties, Mrs. Hunt? You’re a naughty little wife,” he says with a soft growl, pleased.
 
   “I figured there was really no point in wearing any, only to have you rip them off, Mr. Pantie Killer.”
 
   He nimbly fingers his fly, bringing it down leisurely, and his very hard, very heavy cock flops out under its immense weight. I lick my lips, practically able to taste his flesh on my tongue, and he smirks devilishly, taking a step into me, mashing his firm body into mine. He grasps onto my ass and lifts me up, pressing my back against the smooth bark of the tree trunk. He dips his hips a bit to position himself, aiming the thick head of his throbbing cock with my slick opening.
 
   I’m about to have this man, my husband, for the very first time, and the feeling is overwhelming. He presses his lips against my ear and whispers with devotion, “I love you, Elle.”
 
   “I love you, Damian,” I whisper back before he slowly enters me inch by beautiful inch.
 
    
 
   On our way back to the large white tent, Jules and Maya greet us on the lawn. They’re sipping on champagne and giggling to themselves, as they walk at us, giving Hunt and I the eye. 
 
   “Where have you two been all this time?” Jules asks with an omniscient gaze.
 
   “None of your business,” I reply with a light-hearted tone. 
 
   “Ooohhh,” they say in unison. 
 
   “Kitty has claws,” Maya teases.
 
   “What can we do for you, ladies?” Hunt asks in a soft yet commanding tone, taking control.
 
   “Everyone is asking for you,” Jules states. “It’s time for your first dance.”
 
   Hunt turns slightly toward me and holds out his hand. “Shall we, my dear wife?”
 
   I take his large hand and reply with a sweet smile, “Yes, we shall, my loving husband.”
 
   “Oh god, you guys are so mushy,” Maya jokes, with a mock look of disgust.
 
   “Shut up!” Jules says with a roll of her violet eyes and a shake of the head. “You and Chase are just as bad.”
 
   We all freeze for an instant, unsure if her old feelings for Chase were rearing their not-so-ugly heads, but she smirks, and we all ease and head back over to the festivities.
 
   Once they announce our first dance and our song begins to play, we step out onto the floor, fingers laced together tightly, holding onto each other for dear life. Even though I worried it may be a bit cliché for our first dance, we chose Etta James’s, ‘At Last’. I’ve always loved it, and now, with Hunt, the words possess a whole new meaning. 
 
   My hand is trembling as he guides me to the center, sweeping me into him, and places his large, skilled hand on my back. He sways us in place, holding me closely, so his lips graze against my ear. He begins to softly coo the words to me, singing them as if they were written just for us, as if exposing his heart to me. His velvety breath brushes against my neck, and I swoon, melting into his embrace.
 
   “Are you happy, angel?” he whispers, running his fingers up and down my back.
 
   I wrap my arms about his neck and reply as tears begin to quietly stream down my cheeks, “Yes, Hunt, I am.”
 
    
 
   I’m standing by the dance floor, watching Hunt dance with his sister, Keira, when I feel a large hand on my back. I turn around and find Walker standing before me, and not too steadily. 
 
   “Walk, are you drunk?” I inquire.
 
   He laughs hard and his alcohol-saturated breath wafts in my face, causing my nose to crinkle.
 
   “I may have had a tiny nip,” he answers, pulling a flask out of his back pocket, and takes a nice draw.
 
   “Oh, Walk, you idiot.” He looks offended, staggering a bit. “We need to call you a cab. You’re drunk, Walker, and in no condition to be here.”
 
   “No,” he says, shaking his head from side-to-side, “I want to talk to ye.”
 
   I sigh, annoyed by his present state. “What is so important that we have to talk right now?”
 
   “Am I too late?” he asks with worry in his eyes.
 
   “Too late for what, Walk?”
 
   “To sstop ye, Gigi, from makin’ the biggest…mistake of yer life.”
 
   “Excuse you?” I ask, furious.
 
   Good lord, he’s so fucking drunk he doesn’t even remember the ceremony.
 
   He takes a step toward me and reaches out for me, but I take a large step back and he grasps only air. 
 
   “Why did ye do this… to me? Why (hiccup) did ye marry him? Why didn’t ye want to marry me, Gigi…? Was…wasn’t I good enough for ye?”
 
   The grief in his eyes is almost more than I can bear. I place my hand on his shoulder, attempting to comfort him.
 
   “Of course you’re good enough, Walker. But…”
 
   He sneers down at my hand then looks back at my face. “I don’t know what ye see in the limey bastard.”
 
   Suddenly, any sympathy I felt for him disappears, and I rip my hand away. 
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me…? Go home, McQueen.” 
 
   I turn to walk back to Hunt, but he snatches my hand and forcefully yanks me into his arms. He holds me so close, I can smell the booze secreting from his pores. I shove at his chest, jolting him slightly, but his grasp is firm and refuses to relent. 
 
   “Get the fuck off me, Walker!” I shout, jerking away.
 
   “No, yer mine,” he insists, grasping onto my wrist.
 
   “This is your last warning, or I’ll…” I growl, too upset to get the rest out.
 
   “Ye’ll what, Gigi?” he asks with a cocky, crooked smirk.
 
   I fist my hand and pull my arm back tight, letting it fly. And, with an attack as quick as a viper, I pop him in the nose. I feel it give way under my fist and snap.
 
   He raises his hands to his face as blood drips freely from his nose and moans in agony. Suddenly, a large hand grabs his collar and punches him square in the jaw, which sends him tumbling to the ground.
 
   “Don’t you ever fucking touch my wife again!” Hunt roars. “If you even come near her, I will rip your fucking head off! Is that under-fucking-stood?”
 
   He snatches me up and brings me into his side, placing my head on his chest, while Liam and Chase, our own little security detail, grab Walk’s arms and haul him up to his feet.
 
   “Get yer fuckin’ hands off me!” Walk shouts, yanking his arms out of their grip, and combs his fingers through his messy, auburn hair. He adjusts his shoulders and straightens his posture, turning away with a curled upper lip. Liam and Chase follow him to ensure he leaves safely.
 
   Hunt releases me, holding me at arm’s length, and looks me over. Once he’s examined me, satisfied that I’m unharmed, he asks with a concerned, gentle tone, “Are you alright, angel? Did he hurt you?”
 
   I shake my head. “No, I’m fine. I promise.”
 
   He sighs, his shoulders deflating, and nods his head. “Alright, I think I could use a drink. How about you, Mrs. Hunt?”
 
   “Yes, please, Mr. Hunt,” I reply with a weak smile.
 
   He tosses his arm over my shoulder and walks us toward the bar.
 
   “Never a dull moment,” he murmurs and shoots me a side-glance, smirking light-heartedly, attempting to change the tense mood.
 
    
 
   Once the last of the champagne has been served, the cake has been cut, and the guests have exhausted themselves from endless dancing, I decide it’s the perfect time to toss the bouquet. I handed it to Maya before the first dance and haven’t seen it since. I scan the large crowd, finding her next to Chase and Hunt, talking it up with a small group of unfamiliar faces, and head over to them. 
 
   “Maya,” I call out, and she turns to me, waving me over, “Where did you put my bouquet?”
 
   “I put it on the table in front of your chair. Want me to go grab it for you?” she inquires, taking a step forward.
 
   “No, it’s fine, I’ll get it. But, could you round up the girls? I’m ready to toss the bouquet.”
 
   Her face lights up, as most single girls do at this timeless tradition, and then she’s off, hitting all the little groups about the tent. 
 
   I turn and head to our table, excited to finish off the evening so I can finally be alone with my husband. I spot the dark bouquet, but when I step closer, I realize that it isn’t my bouquet. They are lilies, but these are black, and there’s a note leaning against it.
 
   I pluck up the bouquet and small piece of paper, opening the top flap cautiously. When I read what’s inside, all the air is pilfered from my quaking body.
 
    
 
   My Gabrielle,
 
    
 
   You are mine in life or death. The choice will be yours.
 
    
 
                                                                               Dante
 
    
 
   My arms fall to my sides, as fear and disgust wash over me, flooding me. I feel the black lilies slipping out of my weak grasp, tumbling to the floor where they bounce and settle at my feet. I feel the panic rising up my throat, suffocating me. 
 
   Suddenly, Damian is by my side, clasping onto both of my arms, desperately trying to wake me out of my horror-induced haze. I can only watch his terrified face.
 
   “Gabrielle,” his distant, panicked voice cries, “What’s wrong, angel?”
 
   I mindlessly look about me, noting all the guests gathering about us, alarm splashed across their faces, eyes wide with fright. That’s when I spot him, meeting those chilling, icy-blue eyes that have haunted my nightmares for months. He peers at me for a moment before disappearing into the mob, too concerned with my current state to notice him.
 
   I want to scream out, move, anything, but I can’t. I’m frozen in place, paralyzed by that old familiar feeling of panic. The room begins to spin about me. I can’t hold on any longer. My vision blurs, and my body feels weak, too unsteady to hold myself up. Suddenly, my legs give out on me, and I fall to my knees, grasping blindly to Hunt.
 
   “Gabrielle,” Hunt shouts and catches me in his secure arms, holding me close to him as everything fades to black.
 
    
 
    
 
   I leave you with one last song, Daughter’s, ‘Tomorrow’.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading the second book in A Dominant Series. I hope you’ve enjoyed this part of Hunt and Elle’s journey. They will be back in the final installment, which I am working on now. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: PLAYLIST]Playlist on Spotify
 
    https://play.spotify.com/user/12157988707/playlist/2Z0jmPlLDLk8JQcBl5Da34
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 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I loathe them, despise them with everything I am. Who the fuck do they think they are? They shove their happiness in my face, showing off their blissfulness, boasting really. When he touches her, as if he has the right, I want nothing more than to slice his fucking throat from ear-to-ear and stand over his trembling shell until the last useless breath escapes his lungs.  
 
    She’s mine.  
 
    She has always been mine.  
 
    I found her sleeping in his bed all those years ago, not him. I watched over her. I took care of anything and anyone who got between us. I was her unwavering rock through the tides. It was my hand she clutched when the waters got rough, even if she never knew it. After everything we’ve been through together, I’m sure as shit not going to allow him to get in the way of what belongs to me.  
 
    I’m going to knock him down a peg, hit him where he fucking lives, break him apart brick by brick and watch him collapse beneath my wrath. I want him a broken man on his knees, emasculated and whimpering for leniency in the wake of my destruction. But he won’t know compassion. He has refused to pay me respect, forcing me to post-date the checks of kindness to him. 
 
    I’ll take everything from him, rip his heart out, and squeeze until it disintegrates.  
 
    The leather of my glove constricts as I curl my hand into a fist, imagining the beating organ clamped in its grasp. The sublime rush of adrenaline rips through my veins. 
 
    I spy her coming, phone placed to her ear, oblivious to her surroundings and final minutes. Her mistake is my advantage. I’m finally going to have my revenge, and she will plead for my mercy. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Hindsight 
 
      
 
    January 2014 
 
      
 
    We arrived at my club, Prey, just after midnight. I’d chosen the name for one simple reason. I had always seen clubs as dark, loud breeding grounds, where men would come to stalk their nightly prey like wild animals in heat. 
 
    I entered with a group of business associates looking to have a good time after closing a deal. They were horny fuckers, interested in nothing more than getting their dicks wet. I found them a group of young women happy to spend their money, one being a rather stunning brunette. She was hanging on my every word all night. If I wanted her in bed, I could’ve taken her to the dungeon and screwed her into a vegetable, too weak to move, to think. But I had my sights on another, for longer than I was used to pursuing a woman, and any other seemed less than appealing. Except this woman who haunted my dreams and thoughts was off limits to me. 
 
    We were headed to my table in the back when I sensed a sudden charge in the air, a stirring in my gut attracting me toward the dancefloor. I’d never felt that kind of pull before, this raw intensity thickening the atmosphere until it was impossible to breathe. My eyes searched the swarm of people, grinding and dry humping to the music. Then the earth shifted and everything decelerated around me, as if someone had hit slow motion on a remote control.  
 
    The horde of dancers parted and revealed a blonde in the middle of the floor, swaying to the music as if it flowed through her lush body. Her lids closed, she was lost in the melody, entranced by it. Her hair cascaded over her full breasts, swinging about her with every graceful movement.  
 
    She was the most incredible thing I’d ever seen. I was mesmerized, taken by her innocent beauty, by that…angel. She was even more stunning than her pictures or my memory could’ve done her justice. There she was, in the gorgeous flesh, just feet from me. For the first time in the years I’d lusted for her, she was within reach. I wasn’t prepared to see her yet, not until the contract signing the following Monday. I’d been preparing that deal for six months with one intention, to get closer to her, to finally touch her, to feel her warmth under my fingertips. 
 
    I remained frozen, studying her, willing her to open her eyes for me. As if she heard my thoughts, felt me, her light eyes opened, widening when they locked with mine. She stared back at me, paralyzed where she stood. I observed her with pensive concentration, making note of every inch of her lovely body. The corners of my lips curved in a lopsided grin as I thought of the defiling acts I wanted to perform on her, with her, for her. I wanted to possess this woman, control and nurture her.  
 
    Her focus was ripped away, lending me an opportunity to move closer to examine the creature that had captivated me. I disappeared into the crowd, my eyes never leaving her. When she looked back to where I’d been standing, her brow crinkled and a worrisome expression plagued her face. It had upset her when she’d lost track of me. It thrilled me. 
 
    Her friend grabbed her attention once more, and she began dancing again, allowing me the pleasure of observing the way she moved from a nearer point of view. She started swaying her hips with exaggerated thrusts, dipping low, and coming back up slowly. She felt me there, watching her with an unbreakable attentiveness. Nothing short of an earthquake could’ve broken my focus. She put on a show, entertained me, provoked me, turned me on. She liked to be watched.  
 
    Exhibitionist, I thought, I’ve never had one of those. 
 
    I had planned to remain a voyeur, but I’d seen enough. I wanted her body against mine. I knew if I could hold her, it would satiate the itch in me. 
 
    The DJ spun into a slower song, and they headed toward the back of the club. I moved in with purpose, snatching her forearm with a firm hand. She spun back to me, stunned briefly. When she didn’t slap me in the face, as I was certain she would, I directed her to the center of the floor, keeping my gaze glued on her eyes, enthralled. I halted and brought her into my hold, pressing the softness of her against the rigidness of me. It was the first time I’d ever felt what I came to learn was a sense of being whole. I felt whole with her in my arms, as if she’d been there a million times before.  
 
    We lazily rocked to the music, moving against each other. The feeling was tantalizing. She started to move with me, shifting one of her legs between mine. I slid my hands up and down her body, held her to me, felt the way she fit with me. I stared deep into her blue eyes, attempting to crawl inside, wanting to explore every inch of her body inside and out. I wanted more, and I realized, a little of her would never be enough. Like heroine, each fix would have to be bigger and bigger. 
 
    When the song ended, we stood there grasping one another, drinking each other in.  
 
    She was waiting for me to speak. I couldn’t very well tell her the truth. What would I have said? I’ve been watching you for years, and I want to fuck you more than I need life. I settled with, “I don’t mean to be discourteous, but when I saw you moving on the dancefloor, I felt compelled to meet you.” She gawked at me, keeping those plump lips sealed. After an agonizing couple minutes, I couldn’t take it any longer. “Tell me your name.”  
 
    I knew her name. I’d heard it time and time again. I knew it and her very well, through gloating conversation with Marshall and Elizabeth. I knew her favorite flower was white lilies, her favorite color was green, that she graduated from a university in Washington state, that she lived in the city, that she knew my sisters in high school, and was currently employed at the magazine I was about to acquire. 
 
    “Gabrielle.” Her tongue flicked on Elle as it passed her fuck me lips. I wanted nothing more than my tongue to flick on Elle…over and over again. “Yours?” 
 
    Yes, you are. 
 
    She stared at me from under the thick lashes that have brushed my cheek while I held her in my arms. It almost knocked me on my ass. 
 
    “Damian,” I growled from deep in my chest. I scanned her up and down in a manner that bared her. “Let me buy you a drink,” I offered. 
 
    “No,” she choked out. “Thank you. I should have a drink waiting for me at my table.”  
 
    She attempted to turn away from me. No one had ever turned their back on me before, and my hooked arm ensured she wouldn’t either.  
 
    “Do you mind?” she asked, glancing down at my brazen arm and then back up to my face. Amused by her strong-willed nature, a grin kinked my lips. I wanted this woman. I wanted to break her, to ruin her for any man that came after me. 
 
    I left without her, her number, or the brunette I arrived with. I had Elle on the brain. I knew no one else would or could satisfy that grating need. I wanted Elle and only Elle. I wouldn’t be able to function until I had her, which lead me to my next problem.  
 
    Marshall Benedict Hyde, business partner and personal friend. I assured him and myself I wouldn’t turn his daughter into another conquest. It would be the only promise I’d ever break. 
 
      
 
    Seven months later 
 
      
 
    I take her small hand in mine, weak and limp from the drugs invading her system, and vow to take down Dante no matter the cost. Watching your wife sleep off drugs isn’t an ideal way to spend your wedding night, but it gave me time to think about the path that brought us here. I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately, specifically those first weeks before she said she’d be mine. 
 
    “Come on, angel.”  
 
    I softly run my fingertips over her face, feeling the smooth texture of her strawberry and cream skin under the rough pads, willing her blue eyes to open. Her lids flutter, and I squeeze her hand, guiding her back to me.  
 
    “I’m here, Elle. Come back to me,” I call her out from the darkness. I continue to caress her cheek, easing her into wakefulness. Her eyes still closed, she nuzzles it into my palm, a weak moan crawling up her throat. 
 
    “There’s my girl.” 
 
    Her lashes part only a sliver, her lids like lead from the drugs. I smile at her through her hazed stupor. 
 
    “Where’s Dante?” 
 
    She tries to spring upright and grasps her hands to my upper arms when a rush of wooziness hits her. She’s still out of it. She must be so confused and exhausted. One second, we’re celebrating our future together. The next, she’s waking in the honeymoon suite of my aunt’s bed & breakfast. 
 
    “He disappeared,” I answer, ashamed I couldn’t give her a better one. 
 
    She sits back, slumping against the brass headboard. 
 
    “And the note?” 
 
    “Liam took it, along with the bouquet, to be tested.” 
 
    “Tested for what?” 
 
    “We believe you were drugged.” 
 
    I don’t want to say for certain until we get the results, but I know better. I’ve seen this firsthand. 
 
    “Through a piece of paper?” 
 
    “They soak through the skin. But we need to wait for the results before we’ll be totally sure.” 
 
    Gradually, it seems to dawn on her. We’re no longer on the floor in the middle of our wedding reception. She looks past me, out the window where sun pours through the glass panes in a bright stream, her eyes widening. 
 
    “How long was I out?” 
 
    “Fifteen hours.” 
 
    “Christ.” She presses her palm to her forehead. It must throb with every beat of her heart. Hard drugs can cause quiet the nasty hangover. 
 
    “Head?” 
 
    “Like it was kicked by a donkey.” 
 
    “A symptom of being drugged.” My jaw ticks. “Let me get you Advil and water.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    I rise from the bed and disappear into the bathroom.  
 
    When I walk back out, she’s staring at her gown folded over the footboard, appearing disappointed she’s no longer wearing it anymore. I’m disappointed I didn’t get to take it off her…with my teeth. But her well-being is more important than anything else. She peeks under the covers to confirm her nakedness. 
 
    I stroll over to her and hold out the glass of water and my fisted hand, dropping the little pills into her open palm. She sits back against the brass railing of the headboard, the covers falling away from her breasts, and drinks them down. I take the empty cup from her once she’s finished and set it on the table beside me. 
 
    “I wish last night had ended differently,” she comments, catching my eyes lingering on her heavy breasts. Not my finest moment. But I am a man after all. 
 
    I reach up and sweep my knuckles over the side of her face. She nearly purrs. “We have a lifetime to make it up to each other.” 
 
    “Well,” she climbs into my lap and wraps her arms about my neck, “I suppose we can start on the honeymoon.” She nibbles on my ear, and I stiffen. She pulls herself away to look me in the eyes. I avoid them. I’ve met royalty and done business with the most powerful people in the world. Yet, I can’t look my wife in the eye and tell her the bad news. She brings me to my knees. 
 
    “We need to talk.” I move her off my lap and onto the bed.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This isn’t the best time for us to leave. Not with all this going on.” 
 
    I’m furious with Dante, for drugging Elle, for ruining our wedding night, and now our honeymoon. She was looking forward to it. I was looking forward to it. 
 
    “Actually, when you think about it,” she says, “now’s the perfect time to leave because this is going on. We could be halfway across the world.” 
 
    “What if there’s an emergency?” 
 
    “Liam is perfectly capable of handling any emergencies. He is the head of your security detail. Plus, I believe they have cell service in Greece. And you’re forgetting one thing,” she leans in and nips at my chin, “me, naked and lounging in the Greek sun.” 
 
    “You make a convincing argument.” 
 
    “I have a good teacher.” 
 
    I bring my lips onto hers, but don’t move them or try to further the kiss. My fingertips move tenderly over her shoulders and arms.  
 
    “I never could deny you, Elle,” I murmur against her sweet mouth and then pull away unhurriedly, tasting her off my bottom lip with a sweep of my tongue. “But I’m afraid I have to this time. I promise I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    She must know I have the best intentions. Even though I’m disheartened my cocksucker of a brother has gotten to us...again, I won’t allow him to get between us. 
 
    “I understand, Damian.” She sets her hand on my chest, over my heart. “I’m yours. That’s all that matters. We’ll have our own little honeymoon at the Artemis.” 
 
    “What did I do to have you?” 
 
    “I feel the  
 
    “You know,” I utter, removing her hand and glimpsing at the circular symbols of tradition adorning her finger, “self-preservation is a human’s number one instinct. Since the early days of man, we’ve paired off for the purpose of survival. The male would tie his mate to him with a cord of dry, braided reeds until eventually Stockholm syndrome set in and all he needed to bind the female to him was a simple band of twine on her ankle or wrist or finger, a reminder she was his, and he was hers.” 
 
    “You say such pretty things, slick.” She chuckles. “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “There’s no one on this planet I’d rather survive with than you.” I place my lips against her temple and take an elongated breath, smelling the calming scent of my wife, like vanilla and lavender. 
 
    “And there’s no one I’d rather be bound to than you,” she whispers and then sinks into me with a sigh. 
 
    I cradle her in my lap, my hand running over her sleep-mussed hair. 
 
    “We should probably get you dressed. Our family’s been worried about you all night.” 
 
    “Everyone’s still here?” 
 
    “They refused to leave until they knew you were alright.” 
 
    “Then we shouldn’t keep them waiting.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Spanksgiving 
 
      
 
    Present 
 
      
 
    I gasp out his name and topple onto the mattress, a sweaty, satisfied mess, clinging to the sheets while I come down from my sensational sexual high. Hunt’s my favorite vice, and I want to overindulge on him.  
 
    He climbs on top of me, shifting between my thighs, kissing me over my face and neck. With those piercing pools of emerald, he lifts his head to stare down into my heavy eyes, running his fingers through my sex-battered honey hair, and breathes a sigh of relief and contentment. 
 
    “I love watching you come undone, Mrs. Hunt. You’ve become so uninhibited. It’s sexy,” he growls in that low, smooth voice, and I nearly melt beneath him.  
 
    “I love the way you make me come undone, Mr. Hunt.”  
 
    I grip his tousled hair, drawing his face to mine, and nip at his plump bottom lip. He moans, closing his eyes at my delectable masticating grasp, his cock twitching between my thighs. He grinds himself into me and crashes his mouth onto mine. His teeth clamp onto my top lip, putting us in a biting, libido-igniting lip-lock. I wrap my legs about his waist and my arms about his neck, holding him to me. 
 
    Cutting through the delicious tension between us, an alarm on Hunt’s cell goes off, a reminder of the real world waiting to invade our happy little bubble. 
 
    My limbs slacken, heavily slumping onto the mattress. 
 
    “Playtime’s over, angel,” he comments, pushing himself onto his knees and climbing off the bed. “We have to be up at my parents’ place by noon.” 
 
    I lie in our empty king-sized bed, downshifting from fourth gear, and rest my eyes. I listen to heavy November rain beat on the glass wall and the muted footsteps of my husband moving about the room. It quickly dies away as I retreat into my mind, thinking about the past four fantastic months since our wedding.  
 
    Fortunately, the reception was the last time Dante made contact with us. Once it was confirmed I’d been drugged, Hunt and Banks were on full alert, always on guard to stay one-step ahead of him. Other than that, it’s been the best months of my life. He’s been a beyond wonderful husband, nurturing, attentive, without being overly so, and works so hard to do anything I desire. He’s been a dream.  
 
    I ask myself, at least once a day, how I got so lucky to have him. 
 
    Sure, we’ve had our share of disagreements…Okay; it’s more like nuclear warfare. He infuriates me to no end at times, but the making up is out of this fucking world.  
 
    “Hey, daydreamer,” Hunt’s seductive voice slices through my reveries like a knife. “What do you say you get your perky ass in the shower with me?” 
 
    The wolfish grin on his face promises some wet and wild fun. I smirk back at him and jump up on the bed, splendidly naked.  
 
    “Fuck,” he mutters, admiring me with prideful wonderment. “If those curves could kill, I’d be a fucking goner.” 
 
    I giggle and faintly blush.  
 
    He holds his sculpted arms out to me, and I leap into them, clinging to him like a tiny monkey to a massive tree. 
 
    “Take me away, Mr. Hunt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    After a morning replete with steamy sex and loving worship, we finally head to his parents’ home in Napa, a stunning villa with ivy snaking up the earth-hued walls. It bends with the surrounding beauty of the grounds and rolling hillside.  
 
    We drive up in the Land Rover, the windshield wipers furiously swishing back and forth, sweeping rain off the glass as fast as it lands. The downpour is so dense, I can scarcely see more than ten feet in front of the car. This would terrify me if Hunt wasn’t driving. He navigates the wet roads and torrential weather with ease, as if it were a clear, sunny day. 
 
    I sink back into my chair and admire him, his large frame, his masculine yet dignified face, his squared jawline blanketed in stubble, his devastatingly green eyes. I note his fuckworthiness in his black pea coat, V-neck sweater, and dark tailored jeans.  
 
    Gotta love a man who takes pride in his appearance. 
 
    My eyes wander down his defined arms to his hands, gripped securely to the steering wheel, and stop on the platinum wedding band with the three small diamonds proudly decorating his most significant finger. 
 
    “What’s going through that head of yours?” he asks, taking my focus from his ring.  
 
    “I’m thinking I love being your wife,” I white lie, embarrassed to admit I was ogling him like some love-stricken schoolgirl.  
 
    “We better get those pants off quick,” I stare at him with a curious confusion, “before they catch fire.” 
 
    “Oh, jeez, you’re cheesy,” I giggle out and shake my head. “Do you really want to know what I was thinking?” 
 
    “I always want to know. I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t, angel.” 
 
    “Fine.” I reach for the stereo and skip through the various artists. When I locate what I want, I hit play. The loud notes from a guitar screech out of the speakers, and an amused smirk creeps across his lips.  
 
    ZZ Top’s, ‘Sharp Dressed Man’. 
 
    He laughs and nods his head with a look on his face as if to say, ‘Touché’.  
 
    I smile to myself, very pleased with my little tease. 
 
    “You want to play, angel?” he inquires, hitting a button and changing the song. I chuckle when I realize it’s ‘Legs’, by the same band. We laugh and tease each other the rest of the way to the Montgomery Estate. 
 
    The instant our feet hit the top step of the wide veranda, Vivian opens the door and greets us warmly, “Hello, my darlings. Happy Thanksgiving.”  
 
    Her crystal blue eyes sparkle with delight and relief of our safe arrival. Her jet-black hair, pinned into an impeccable bun, makes her faultless fair skin resemble porcelain. She’s dressed to kill in wide-legged tan trousers, a silky cream blouse, and black heels. 
 
    “Happy Thanksgiving, Vivi,” I reply, smiling lovingly at her. 
 
    “It’s dreadful out here.” She scoots Damian and I into the palatial home and out of the bitter weather, shutting the enormous door behind us. “Let’s get you both something warm to drink.” 
 
    “No thank you, Mother. I’m fine,” Damian answers, shrugging off his rain-spotted coat. 
 
    “Nonsense.” She holds her perfectly manicured hand up, palm toward us. “I won’t have you getting sick…Now, make yourselves at home and then join everyone in the living room by the fire.” 
 
    She kisses the air and then promptly leaves to tend to one of the countless details she puts into parties and family get-togethers. 
 
    Hunt assists me with my jacket, taking them to the closet in the huge entryway.  
 
    “You look beautiful by the way,” he comments when he comes back out.  
 
    “Thanks, slick.” 
 
    I look down at my ensemble, an off the shoulder sweater, paired with dark skinny jeans and black calf boots. It hugs my curves rather snugly. However, everything fits me that way recently. Hunt, with his irresistible cooking and always wanting to feed me, successfully managed to pack on more than a few of those lost pounds from our breakup. There may be more of me than before I met him. I think he enjoys the way I jiggle when we fuck. 
 
    Trying to shake it off, I take a deep breath and smell the amazing food cooking in the kitchen. “Jeez, I’m starved. I hope we have something to snack on before dinner. I don’t think I can last until then.”  
 
    He smirks down at me, scanning my voluptuous body before taking me into his arms. “I can help you curb that appetite, Mrs. Hunt.” 
 
    I cock an intrigued brow at him. “Damian, do you like my new figure? You don’t think I’m…” 
 
    “So help me, Gabrielle. If you even think of uttering the F word, I will take you into my bedroom and spank that glorious ass until it’s on fire. Is that clear?” he asks with an unyielding look in his eyes. “Elle, you’re fucking stunning,” he states in a firm but tender voice. “Yes, I enjoy your exaggerated curves, but you, my loving wife, are not fat…Quite honestly, I’m shocked you would think that of yourself. Haven’t I shown you how incredible you are?” 
 
    “Yes, you have.” I lay my palm on his broad chest, rubbing it gently. “It was a silly question.” 
 
    “Excellent. Now, let’s get this show on the road,” he says with a sigh and clasps my hand in his, guiding us into the main room where our family has gathered around the blazing fireplace.  
 
    I spot my mother’s blonde hair first, shining in the golden light. Her bright hazel eyes find mine, and she rises, coming over to greet us. “Happy Thanksgiving.” 
 
    “Hello, Mom.” I smile and move in for a hug. “You look well.” 
 
    It’s been six months since my father’s passing, and she seems to be getting along. Though she’s had those days where she can’t even get out of bed, she seems to be coping beautifully.  
 
    I’ve even begun to make peace with him on some level. I realize he may not have been my father by blood, but he was my father through love and support and guidance. He was my rock, my pops. Even though I’ve made progress with Caleb, my biological father and family chauffeur, there’s a small piece of me missing without my dad. 
 
    “Ellie, are you alright?” Elizabeth asks me, rubbing my bicep tenderly. 
 
    “Yes,” I fib. “I’m great.” 
 
    “How are you doing, Liz?” Hunt asks, taking the attention off me. Sensing my sadness, he places his arm about my shoulder and holds me close as she goes on about her latest charities. His embrace is welcome, and I relax into my nook, tranquilized by his touch. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once we’ve made our rounds and chatted for a while, we head into the large dining room, settling in to enjoy the button-busting meal. Hunt and I take our place on one side of the table with Keira, Aubrey, and my mother sitting across from us. Pierce and Vivian sit at the ends.  
 
    We dig in, conversing and passing platters to each other. Amongst the chaos of moving food and loud, cheerful voices, I notice Hunt’s sisters’ inquiring green eyes glued to me. With omniscient smirks spread across their faces, they watch me with prying fascination. 
 
    Then, smashing through the noise of the room, Keira bluntly asks, “Are you pregnant, Ellie?” 
 
    The loud clinking of silver on porcelain and chatter comes to a skidding halt and all wide eyes shift to me, including Hunt’s. I can only stare back at everyone, mortified. 
 
    I wish Maya or Jules were here to take some of this awkward attention off me. But they’re spending the holiday in the city. Maya is with Chase at his parents’ home, and Jules is introducing Liam to hers. It’s their first Thanksgiving without Nicholas, Jules’ twin brother and my abusive ex. 
 
    “Gabrielle,” Hunt murmurs, grabbing my focus, “are you?” 
 
    I glimpse over at him.  
 
    “Not that I’m aware of.” I notice everyone still looking at me with meddling eyes. “I’m not pregnant,” I insistently state. 
 
    I hear a symphony of disappointed groans as they deflate into their chairs.  
 
    They can’t possibly want me to be with child this early in our marriage. We’ve barely had time to adjust to married life, to spend time just the two of us. Hell, we haven’t even gone on a damn honeymoon yet. 
 
    “I think it’s time to change the subject,” Pierce suggests.  
 
    His aquamarine eyes meet mine, and he nods with silent understanding. I nod back and take in a relieved breath as he guides the conversation in another direction. 
 
    I admire him for a moment, noting how much he reminds me of my own father, Marshall, the dark brown hair, gentle eyes, and calm paternal manner. 
 
    “You should eat, Gabrielle,” Hunt says, pointing to my full plate with his fork. “You look a bit pale.” 
 
    I smile weakly and begin to eat, glancing back at him. He has a satisfied smirk on his gorgeous face, satisfied by my compliance. He leans into my ear and whispers in a husky, lustful voice, “That’s my girl.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    When the last morsel of food has been devoured and the last drop of wine has been drunk, the family goes into the living room to have coffee and dessert while Hunt and I take a walk on the back veranda, watching the sun set slowly behind the lush hillside. Like only it can after a hard rain, the smell of wet earth floats in the clean, sweet early evening air. We stand in silence until the sun gradually vanishes, taking all the light with it, becoming difficult to see him standing next to me. Only the slightest hint of light comes from the tall, narrow windows of the villa. 
 
    I love twilight, I think to myself, inhaling a relaxed breath. 
 
    From inside, I hear the familiar tune of Vivian’s favorite song, Make Someone Happy. 
 
    “May I have this dance?” Hunt’s voice says from the shadows. I can’t see him, but I feel him. 
 
    “Of course,” I answer, extending my hand out. 
 
    He gently takes it in his, firmly placing the other on my lower back. We begin to sway gently, nothing extraordinary. 
 
    “Gabrielle,” he whispers. 
 
    “Yes, Damian?” 
 
    “I couldn’t help notice how uncomfortable you were at dinner. Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was just caught off guard by your sisters. Then again, when am I not? I think it runs in the family, surprising the hell out of people.” 
 
    I feel his smile in the dark. 
 
    “Yes, we do tend to do that.” The tone of his voice becomes somber. “You do want them, don’t you?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Children, of course.” 
 
    “I thought we discussed this in the beginning.” 
 
    “It never hurts to reevaluate a subject as important as this. People change their minds all the time.” 
 
    I really don’t like this topic. Not now at least. It feels like I’m being forced to make a decision here and now. 
 
    “Damian, now isn’t the time to talk about this. God forbid your sisters eavesdrop on us and blab to everyone else.” 
 
    “Fine, but we are discussing this when we get home.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and shake my head, knowing perfectly well he can’t see me. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    After an awkwardly silent ride home, we finally make it back to The Artemis and head up to our bedroom, ready to finally unwind.  
 
    Hunt walks us into the bathroom, clutching my hand firmly, and presses the touchpad screen. The overhead lights turn on, but only to a gentle glow, and soft music plays from hidden speakers. It all lends to a tranquility.  
 
    The shower in the center of the room turns on, raining down from the ceiling. The steam builds quickly, clouding up the glass. 
 
    Hunt releases my hand and undresses, allowing me the pleasure of watching him reveal that wide, muscular back and dimpled ass. When he finishes, he turns around, slanting a brow at me. 
 
    “Why are you still dressed, Mrs. Hunt?” he inquires with a pantie-dropping grin.  
 
    I smirk back at him and lift up my arms like a child. He shakes his head and lets out a sigh. The amused look on his face gradually diminishes, replaced with a nefarious gaze. He steps into me and curls his fingers under the hem of my cream sweater, removing it over my head and tossing it aside. Next, he unbuttons my jeans and slides his hands over my hips just under the panties, taking those down with my pants. Lastly, he takes off my bra, ridding me of it with smooth, fast gestures, unhooking and flinging it carelessly. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re all mine, forever, to have and hold,” He grabs me up, melding us together, “to love and cherish, to worship with everything I am.” He tilts his face into my neck, where my pulse rapidly thumps against his lips, and kisses along my jaw to my ear. “I worship you, Elle.” 
 
    “What if I don’t want you to worship me?” I reach up into his hair, brushing my fingers through the silky strands. “What if I want to be defiled?” 
 
    He moans quietly, eyes shut, taking my mouth with a slow, deep, rough kiss, breaking away just a little too soon. 
 
    “Come, angel. Let’s get you warmed up.” 
 
    “I’m feeling pretty hot already,” I retort with a breathy tone and a kinked smirk. He lifts me up and walks us into the shower, the hot water pouring down on us. It feels amazing, pilfering the last of the chill out of me. 
 
    He sets me down and grabs the shampoo, squirting the tropical scented liquid into his hand.  
 
    “Turn around,” he orders, and I do just that without pause.  
 
    His fingertips sink into my hair, massaging my scalp with an expert touch until I’m dough in his hands. The soothing water rinses away the suds as he cleans and pampers every inch of me. When he finishes with me, he starts on himself, and I offer him an extra hand. While he applies conditioner to his hair, I wash his back and fine ass. 
 
    “I think we should talk about today,” he states, turning back to me. 
 
    “Keira can be very blunt,” I reply with a shrug, “but she had her reasons for asking.” 
 
    “I wasn’t referring to her uncouth approach to the subject,” he corrects, “but the subject itself.” 
 
    He shuts off the water and steps out, handing me a towel off a hook just outside the shower door. 
 
    “Ah,” I mutter into the towel, patting the water off my face, “I see.” 
 
    “I know you aren’t ready now.” He sweeps some clumpy, wet hair out of my eyes. “However, I feel we should at least be open to talking about it.” 
 
    I exit the shower and wrap the towel around my shoulders. Hunt clasps his hands to my arms, rubbing them dry. 
 
    “It’s too early for us to bring children into our marriage.” He takes his towel and kneels down in front of me, continuing to wipe the beads of water off my legs. “We need time to settle into everything, have time for just us before we think about adding poopy diapers and all-night cry sessions.” 
 
    “I want time with just us as well.” He rises up and begins toweling himself. “As long as we are on the same page about what our future holds, I am happy as we are now.” 
 
    “I have to admit. Sloan’s situation with that scumbag Shane does alarm me a bit.” Recently, Sloan has been having issues with Shane. She feels as if she can’t rely on him to act like a father once she gives birth. 
 
    He clasps onto my biceps, stopping me before I can finish the depressing thought. 
 
    “I hope you know I could never do such a revolting thing to you, Gabrielle. I could never behave so callously toward you or our unborn child.” 
 
    He walks out of the bathroom and into the closet, coming back out dressed in pajama bottoms. Handing me a shirt, I put it on and follow him over to the bed. 
 
    “Oh, I know you never would. What you went through with Vanessa devastated you.” I cross my arms over my chest, holding myself. “I just don’t know if I’ll be a good mother. What if I can’t do it, and you end up despising me?” 
 
    He sits on the edge of the bed and reaches out for my hand, clasping it gently.  
 
    “Angel, I could never despise you. I would be fucking terrible if I treated you with anything less than the respect and care you deserve. Besides, it’s natural to be unsure of your ability to take care of a growing life. Everyone feels that way at times. But it’s the fact that you care so much that tells me you’ll be the best mother.” He yanks me down onto his lap, enfolding his arms about my waist. “You’re my everything, Elle.” 
 
    “I love you, Damian. I love that you accept me, scars and all.” 
 
    I lean into him, setting my cheek on his wide shoulder, and take a cleansing breath. He sets his large hand over the side of my face and kisses my forehead with the most delicate touch. I feel better now that my fears are out in the open.  
 
    Once I’m calm, he makes earth-erupting love to me until the early hours of morning. Beyond our bedroom window, city lights glitter like infinite flickering candle flames burning across the San Francisco skyline. 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Party of Two 
 
      
 
    I’m up before Elle, showered, dressed, and fed, all before her stunning blue eyes greet the morning. I rouse her with kisses all over her neck and full, bare breasts. 
 
    “These are my favorite kind of wakeup calls, slick,” she murmurs with a raspy, sleepy voice. 
 
    Without lifting my head from her glorious breasts, I retort, “What can I say? I can’t keep my mouth off you.” 
 
    I take her little pink nipple into my mouth, nipping and suckling on it until it’s ready to pop off. She writhes under me, grabbing and yanking on my hair when I suck just right. 
 
    “I want you to fuck me, Damian,” she orders with a whimper. “Fuck me hard.” 
 
    What I wouldn’t give to sink deep into her soft curves, bury myself within her the rest of the day. However, Maya and Chase are meeting us for brunch in about an hour, which leaves little to no time, and I won’t be rushed. 
 
    “We don’t have the time, angel. You have to get up and ready to leave.” I glance down at my Cartier watch. “You have thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Shit. I forgot,” she says, placing her hands over her face. 
 
    “It’s raining and chilly. Make sure you wear something warm. I don’t want you underdressed.” 
 
    She looks out the window to confirm, spotting the gloomy, wet weather, and sighs. “I’ll be ready soon.”  
 
    She weakly rolls over and crawls out of bed, shuffling toward the bathroom. 
 
      
 
      
 
    We enter the bistro around ten and find they’re late as usual. Not wanting to wait for them, we’re seated at a small table in the back of the quaint neighborhood café. The late-morning crowd’s chatter hums throughout the cozy dining room, giving the atmosphere a liveliness.  
 
    We settle in, waiting for the rest of our table to arrive. I take the time to watch Elle as she studies her menu or glances at the door to see if she can spot them first. Her tempting mix of spicy and sweet, seductive and innocent is inebriating. I’ll never understand how I manage to control myself around her. Truthfully, I always believed I had complete control over my depraved desires and myself…until I met her. She has been a true test of my training and years of experience. From patience to restraint, whether hers or my own, this woman has challenged me on every level. 
 
    “What?” she asks, a wrenched look on her face, and I realize I’ve been staring. 
 
    “I was admiring the way that sweater fits you.” Her newly filled-out figure causes clothes to cling to her curves, highlighting her assets splendidly. However, I’ve noted other men noticing more recently as well. “Perhaps it’s time for a new wardrobe.” 
 
    She looks down at her dark gray sweater and white pants, which also hugs nicely to her plump ass and wide hips. I’m going to grab onto those bad boys and pound her little pussy until she’s senseless. 
 
    “I don’t need a new wardrobe,” she comments. “I need to lose a few pounds.” 
 
    “I rather enjoy your body.” 
 
    I see her gearing up to grill me, but I’m miraculously saved by Maya and Chase as they walk toward the table hand in hand, smiling like morons. 
 
    “We’re late, I know,” Maya says apologetically, leaning in to kiss Elle on the cheek, “but traffic was terrible, and we couldn’t find the car keys. It was a big mess. Have you ordered yet?”  
 
    “Not yet,” Elle answers as our waiter appears to take our drink order. 
 
    “What may I get you today?” he asks with a cheerful grin. 
 
    Cahill goes first. “I’d like a mimosa with pineapple juice instead of orange. Please.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll have the same,” Maya adds. 
 
    “And for you, Miss?” our server asks Elle, glimpsing down occasionally for an eyeful of her breasts…my breasts. 
 
    “Missus,” I correct him with a cool glare. “And she’ll have the cappuccino, and I’ll take a cup of black coffee.” 
 
    Gabrielle glances at me. She must not have noticed his ogling. She seldom does. 
 
    “What was that about?” she whispers once the overzealous waiter takes his leave. 
 
    I raise my brow at her. “I don’t appreciate when other men get an eyeful of my wife.” 
 
    I can see the delighted gleam in her eyes, a gaze that reveals pleasure in my possession. 
 
    “Let them stare,” she says with a smirk and leans into me, placing her hand high on my thigh. “I like being watched.” 
 
    I shoot her a satisfied grin, wrapping my arm about her waist and holding her at my side, right where she belongs. 
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    After brunch, we sip on coffee and allow our meals to digest. During, Chase and Maya are extremely affectionate toward one another, bordering on nauseating. At least more than normal anyway. 
 
    “What is going on with you two?” I pry, raising the coffee cup to my lips.  
 
    Maya blushes a vibrant shade of red and glances to Chase at her side. He throws his arm about her shoulder and pulls her into him, kissing the side of her head.  
 
    I won’t lie. I’m obviously happy his affections have moved on to my sister, and from the look of things, it’s going really well. 
 
    “We have a little announcement,” Chase answers for them. 
 
    “We got married!” Maya yelps, holding her hand out to show off the rock on her finger. 
 
    “What?!” I exclaim, grabbing onto it for a closer look.  
 
    “I know, right?” She giggles, her eyes crinkling in the corners from the oversized smile stretching her perfectly glossed lips. 
 
    “How could you get married?” Her glee fades, and she pulls her hand out of mine. “You hardly know one another! Who marries someone they’ve only been with for a few short months?” 
 
    The table goes quiet, and the joy drains from their faces. I feel Damian remove his arm from my shoulder, but don’t think much of it. 
 
    “That was harsh,” Maya says with an offended stare. 
 
    “Look,” I murmur, ready to do damage control, “I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.” 
 
    “It’s not our feelings you should be concerned with, Ellie,” Chase says, nodding his head at Damian beside me. When I peek over at him, the look on his face both kills and terrifies me. 
 
    “Does that go for everyone at this table, Gabrielle?” he inquires through taut lips, visibly trying to hold back his anger. 
 
    Shit!  
 
    Shit!  
 
    Why did I say that?! 
 
    “Damian, I…” 
 
    “I think it’s time to leave,” Hunt interrupts. And, no, I’m not referring to Damian. There, in the depths of the emerald pools, I see him lurking, watching me through the same eyes as my loving husband. But this is not my loving husband, this is someone much darker. 
 
     
 
      
 
    “What did you mean back there?” Hunt asks, gripping the steering wheel firmly. He’s fighting himself, holding back the beast within so to speak. 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking, Damian.” 
 
    “Unacceptable, Gabrielle,” Hunt says through gritted teeth, clamped so tight he may crack one. 
 
    This part of him would’ve petrified me to the core at one point. Don’t get me wrong. I’m still anxious and uncomfortable, but I wouldn’t have had the nerve to do what I’m about to do. I place my hand in his hair and run my fingers through. 
 
    “I didn’t mean us. You and I, we’re different, Hunt.” 
 
    His teeth unclench, but his jaw remains rigid, the muscles twitching. “Go on.” 
 
    “We’ve been to hell and back for each other. We’ve sacrificed so much to get to the point we’re at today. They haven’t dealt with the kinds of things we have. Hunt, no one will ever love each other the way we do.” 
 
    “Do you mean that, Elle?” he asks in that deep voice, so strong and yet so tender. His jaw goes slack, eyes focused on the road, but I can see his urge to look into mine. 
 
    “With everything I am, slick.” 
 
    “It fucking killed me,” he admits, anger shifting to sadness. He lets out a long exhale, relaxing back into his seat, but I still see the grief etched into his face. Even when his body hides his feelings, his eyes never lie. I hate seeing him hurt.  
 
    I have a risky idea, one that may get me a red backside later, but it’s worth a try. 
 
    I loosen my restraint and shift in my seat, tucking my legs under my rear. I rise a little onto my knees and reach over for his fly. 
 
    “What are you doing, Elle? Get back in your...” Before he can argue, I free him from his trousers and plunge my mouth onto his cock, silencing him instantly. The only sounds coming out of his mouth the rest of the drive home were breathy groans. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What about this one?” Maya asks, holding up a lavender blouse. 
 
    I called her last night, asking her to meet me for a day of shopping on me. I knew she wouldn’t be able to resist a shopping trip, especially a free one. 
 
    “That’s cute. I like it.” 
 
    She adds it to the growing pile of things to try-on and then moves onto another rack. “Oh! What about this for you?” 
 
    She shows me a pretty floral dress suitable for a garden party. 
 
    “I own enough clothes, Maya. I told you, Hunt provides me with all of that.” 
 
    “Is it a control thing?” 
 
    I suppose, in his own controlling way, it’s just another outlet to show me he cares and always thinks of me. 
 
    “Perhaps. I think he does it because he wants to give me so much. It makes him happy to dote on me, and I hate shopping so it works for both of us.”  
 
    I shrug with a tilt of my head. 
 
    Maya giggles.  
 
    “I still can’t believe he’s…” She trails off when she notices a saleswoman near us and changes the topic. “Guess who I saw the other day…Marlena.” 
 
    “Is that right? How is she?” 
 
    “Flirtatious,” she murmurs, flushing. 
 
    I chuckle and nod. 
 
    “Yeah, she can be quite…charming.” 
 
    “She certainly can. Anyway, she told me to tell you, ‘Hello, pet’.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be sure to call her.” There’s a reason I came shopping with Maya, as I loathe it to no end, but this was the only way I could get some alone time with her. I guess now was as good a time as any. “Maya.” 
 
    “Yeah, sissy?” 
 
    “I’m sorry about the other day. I feel awful for the mean things I said.” 
 
    “It’s alright, Ellie. You didn’t mean any of it. You were just taken by surprise. Honestly, it shocks the hell out of me. I mean, I’m Mrs. Cahill.” She smiles to herself and blushes. 
 
    “And I’m so happy for both of you.” 
 
    “I know you are.” Her look of joy vanishes as she bites on the side of her mouth. “How did things go with D after all that?” 
 
    “He wasn’t pleased. But I managed to explain things and he understood.” 
 
    “Good. I felt horrible for him when I saw his face. He loves you so much, Ellie. The way he looks at you and talks about you. It’s like there’s only you, like his world begins and ends with you. He’s…intense.” 
 
    “Yes, intense is a fitting word for Hunt.” 
 
    After we clean out a couple more boutiques and grab lunch, I head home to Damian. I miss him. I always miss him, even when I’m with him. 
 
    “Slick?!” I call out as I set some bags down on the couch in the main room. I actually bought a few things for myself. Well, actually they’re more for Hunt. 
 
    “I’m up here, angel,” he calls back from what sounds like his office. I head up and find him on his laptop, banging away at the keyboard. He doesn’t notice me until I kick off my shoes and sit in the leather chair in front of his desk, curling my legs up into my chest. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask. 
 
    “Work.” He smirks at me. “I do have to work, Gabrielle. How else would I keep up with your ravenous lust for material things?” 
 
    “You know me, baby, all about the money,” I joke back, grinning widely. 
 
    “Did you have fun shopping with your sister?” 
 
    “I did, actually. I apologized for the other day.” 
 
    “That’s my girl.” The proud gleam in his eyes makes me feel all warm and fuzzy. “And all is well again?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re good. She also mentioned she saw Marlena recently.”  
 
    “Oh, that reminds me. She called a few days ago to invite us to a party at The Manor in a few weeks for Christmas. I told her we would attend.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun. She does throw one hell of a shindig.” 
 
    “Excellent.” He runs his fingers through his hair, leaning back in his chair. “She seemed eager to see you again. You’ve had quite the effect on her, kitten,” he teases. 
 
    “Oh, shut up.” 
 
    “Excuse me? Mrs. Hunt, did you just tell me to shut up?” The light in his eyes dims to a dark, sinister stare. “That wasn’t very smart of you.” 
 
    “What are you going to do, punish me?” I joke, smiling impishly at him. He laughs and shakes his head. 
 
    “I just might, Gabrielle. Don’t tempt me.” 
 
    Rising out of my chair, I casually stroll around to the side of his desk and set my hands flat on the smooth wooden surface. With a drawn-out moan, I stretch myself out across the top so my ass hangs over the edge. 
 
    “Maybe that’s exactly what I want to do,” I confess with a wicked smirk. 
 
    He sits back in his chair, his face unreadable, and pinches his chin between his thumb and pointer finger, rubbing them over his dark stubble. 
 
    “Are you trying to take control, Gabrielle?” he asks. 
 
    I can’t tell whether or not he’s amused by my assertiveness. 
 
    “A little,” I admit with a whisper of a voice, biting down on my bottom lip, my eyes wide and searching. 
 
    I know the innocent act turns him, so I ham it up a bit. 
 
    His face remaining unyielding as stone, he suddenly reaches out with remarkable speed and hooks his hand about my hip, hauling me across the desk. I am now bent over in front of him, my ass for the taking. 
 
    I’m panting already. 
 
    His fingers slip under the waist of my pants and then they’re gone, crumpled about my ankles along with my panties. I let out a breathy whimper. 
 
    I don’t dare look back at him. I don’t want to. I enjoy not knowing what he’s about to do to me. 
 
    I’m rewarded with the abrupt sting of his hand on both cheeks, causing a delicious throbbing between my thighs. 
 
    “You’re a very, very bad girl, Mrs. Hunt.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Hunt,” I agree. 
 
    “Do you know what happens to girls who don’t behave?” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    There’s faint movement behind me and then his hand is gripping my hair, yanking it back hard enough for my face to lift from the desktop. His wide chest presses into my back and his very erect cock shoves into my exposed rear. 
 
    “They get fucked,” he growls into my ear, “fast and rough.”  
 
    I shove myself back with a loud moan, grinding into his hard cock. Removing his hand from my hair, he rips himself away. I’m so disoriented, it takes me a moment to gather what happened.  
 
    “I’d love to play,” he says with a self-satisfied tone, “but we must get ready for tonight’s gala.” 
 
    “That was a power play, wasn’t it?” I ask, thoroughly ticked off. 
 
    He walks out from behind me and utters, “Don’t mess with a Master, angel,” striding toward the door 
 
    “You bastard!” I holler, throwing the nearest thing I can grab off his desk in his direction as he exits the room. I flop back over the desk, every part of me pulsing with arousal. Even after that, I still want him desperately. 
 
    Damn my body. Fucking traitor. 
 
      
 
      
 
    We attend a gala at The Fairmont’s Garden Court. It’s an enormous venue with a steel and glass ceiling, an ornate royal purple carpet, large crystal chandeliers dangling overhead, and tan marble columns with black veins. The epitome of old world elegance.  
 
    It’s a black-tie affair, attended by politicians and other wealthy socialites of San Francisco. I absolutely hate coming to these things, but it’s a necessary evil when you’re married to one of the world’s most powerful men. 
 
    We’re sitting at the table with a few senators and a governor, talking ‘politics’ and eating dinner. The one decent thing about the evening this far is the food. It should be at a hundred and fifty thousand dollars a plate. 
 
    I still wonder if I’ll get accustomed to this life, the wealth, the parties, the tabloids. Every other week, the internet is drowning in rumors of our marriage. 
 
    I honestly can’t keep my attention on any of this seemingly scripted conversation about the table. It’s always the same repeated, dull banter you hear at all these functions. I simply sit at his side, as a shiny trophy wife should, smiling, eyes aglitter, pretending to hang on to his every word. I know it’s all a part of an image, so I happily play the role while we attend these things. God knows I’m anything but shiny when we’re at home. 
 
    While Hunt chats it up with one of the many faceless politicians, I glance about the room, nodding and smiling every now and then to simulate attentiveness. It’s not that I don’t follow politics or have an interest in fiscal matters. I simply can’t stand all that phony nonsense. 
 
    As I’m looking about the room, I slowly realize how many scrutinizing eyes are cast on us. Guests seem to be whispering amongst themselves. I glimpse back at Damian, lost in banter, and try to shake off the uneasy feeling. I don’t want to interrupt him if I’m just overreacting. I have a tendency of doing that. 
 
    I’m being paranoid. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, the music begins, low enough that the boring conversations continue, but loud enough to stifle them a bit. 
 
    I watch people take to the dancefloor and feel a gentle stroke down my back. When I turn to Hunt, he’s smiling at me. 
 
    “Dance with me, angel.” 
 
    “I’d love to.” 
 
    That’s something I really love about Damian, he’s a wonderful dancer. 
 
    We rise and walk to the floor where he takes me in his arms and holds me close, leaning his mouth to my ear. 
 
    “Do you know why I enjoy dancing with you at these functions?” he asks, swaying us to the music. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Even in a room filled with other people, I have you in my arms.” He places a finger under my chin, running his thumb over the plumpest part of my bottom lip. “I love touching you, Gabrielle.” 
 
    He kisses me softly, his strong lips loitering for a beat before removing his lips. Whether it’s a hand on my thigh, a simple kiss, or embracing me in his arms as we dance, he’s never been introverted about his affection for me around others. He’s just subtle in his displays. We move to the music, gazing at each other too long to be appropriate for public. 
 
    Suddenly, an older gentleman Damian does business with tilts close into him and hisses softly in his ear before dancing away with his wife. Halting us in place, Hunt stares at the man with a confused, almost offended leer. Without a word, he releases me, plucks his cell from the pocket inside his tux jacket, and punches send with his thumb, pressing the flat rectangular device to his ear. He walks away from me, making it difficult to decipher whatever he’s saying to who I assume is Banks.  
 
    Who else would he call during a crisis? 
 
    A nauseating feeling bubbles in the pit of my stomach, an intuition that this is related to whatever I noticed at dinner. 
 
    He ends the call and turns back to me with a tight-lipped expression afflicting his beautifully masculine face, a worried crinkle in his forehead. 
 
    “We should take our leave,” he suggests sternly and takes my hand, escorting me toward the exit. 
 
    “Damian, I left my clutch on the table.” 
 
    He keeps moving forward like a freight train, his long strides making it difficult to keep pace with him in my heels. 
 
    “Does it have anything important inside?” 
 
    Just some make-up. 
 
    “No, I suppose not.” 
 
    “Then I’ll buy you another.” 
 
    “Damian,” I plead. 
 
    “Don’t, Gabrielle. I need you to cooperate with me right now.” 
 
    We continue through the lobby and out the front doors where the Land Rover is sitting at the curb. Opening the rear passenger door, he assists me in and walks around to his side, climbing in beside me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    To say the car ride home was silent, would be a gross understatement. It was as if he weren’t even there. As soon as we made it home, he immersed himself in the current crisis at hand. Liam was already waiting for him in the main room when we arrived, his steely eyes revealing his distress. Hunt must’ve messaged him without me noticing. 
 
    “What’s going on, Banks?” Hunt inquires with a stiffness. 
 
    “I received news on the situation.” 
 
    Hunt turns to me to recite me the same old speech, but before he can say anything, I comment, “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    He hesitates making his retreat to his office, his mouth slightly slack, to explain everything he’s been keeping from me, to apologize for the distance the secrets have kept between us. Or maybe that’s what I’m hoping for. Instead, he says, “We shouldn’t be too long.” He kisses me modestly on my forehead. It isn’t sweet or tender. It’s cold. 
 
    He breaks away from me and walks across the living room and up the stairs to his office, speaking quietly with Liam the whole way. Every time he disappears up there, it twists my stomach in knots. Work is one thing. It’s these ‘emergencies’ that mess me up. 
 
    He keeps situations from me because he believes he’s protecting me from the big bad world, but I would be more understanding of the decisions he makes on my behalf if I knew the facts. For instance, I’m curious what that man said to make him react as he has. Just thinking about the argument we’d have if I asked makes me mentally exhausted. 
 
    Defeated by the evening, I retreat to our bedroom and slide out of my fancy uniform for the night. I take off my jewelry, purchased by Hunt, piece by piece and then unpin my hair. 
 
    Since I’ve become Hunt’s wife, this is a regular ritual for me. He’s always invited to some event, party, boating in the bay, charities. This is my life now. It would be harder to swallow if I weren’t accustomed to a lesser variation of this lifestyle since the day I was born. My parents were great givers of parties, which meant I was expected to represent the family by dressing well and putting my best face forward as a dutiful, loving daughter should. With Hunt, I enjoy being by his side, introduced to everyone as his wife, being there for him when he needs me, because he does the same for me. 
 
    I jump into the shower for a quick rinse, scrubbing my face clean of any makeup. When I’m finished, I wrap a towel about my trunk and stand in judgement of the foggy mirror. We haven’t been on good terms lately. Swiping the condensation away with a brush of my hand, my broken reflection peeks out from the streaked glass, a blue eye, a mouth, a damp shoulder spotted with pearly drops of water. 
 
    Dropping the towel at my feet, I retrieve a bottle of moisturizer from the drawer on my side of the counter and squeeze a quarter-sized amount into my palm. I rub my hands together to warm the cold cream and begin massaging it into my skin, spreading it over my face to my neck to my shoulders. I squirt another glob, working it into my collarbone and downward to my breasts, taking pleasure from their weight in my hands, the way the buds of my nipples harden beneath my touch. I shut my eyes as one hand deviates, slowly massaging my stomach, creeping down to my... 
 
    “Do you enjoy exploring yourself?” 
 
    My eyelids snap open, and I stare at Damian studying me from the doorway, his large body propped against the frame. He’s showing signs of wear, his tie drooping around his neck, the top two buttons of his collar unfastened. 
 
    “It’s a pale comparison to you.” 
 
    He manages a weak smile, pushing himself off the doorframe with his shoulder and walking over to me. His tall, broad build towers behind me, our eyes locking in the mirror. 
 
    Whatever’s happening, it’s chipping away at him piece by piece. 
 
    “I’m sorry about earlier,” he apologizes. Hope blooms in my chest. “But I won’t involve you if there’s no reason, and this isn’t need to know.” And it shriveled and died. “It will only cause you stress.” 
 
    “How can I stand by and helplessly watch this affect you, us the way it has? I want to stand with you and fight this together.” 
 
    “You are,” he says, draping me in his arms and setting his lips against the crown of my head, “we are.” Our gaze disconnects when the lids of his sad green eyes hood them. “You’re also my number one concern. I want to keep you as far away from Dante and his bullshit as possible. Is that wrong of me?” 
 
    “No,” I answer, a faint pout dipping the corners of my mouth. 
 
    He leans in and whispers into my ear, “How can I make it up to you?” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Surprise, Surprise 
 
      
 
    After a hectic day at the office, my body sags against the elevator wall with the weight of exhaustion. With View now in the hands of Eliza Prescott, we’re doing a revamp of the entire magazine. We’ve been busting our asses day and night for months to get everything ready for the New Year relaunch, and with less than a month left, it’s crunch time. I’ve pretty much taken over Eliza’s role as second in command, so my time is sparse these days.  
 
    Since Hunt’s going to a business dinner tonight, I’m not expecting him to be home. I’m going to soak the chill of December out of my bones in a nice, hot bath, slip into my most worn-out concert tee, and slip into a deep coma, warm in our bed. 
 
    I’m daydreaming of sleep when the elevator doors part, and I’m greeted by a unison, “Hi!” 
 
    Jules and Sloan sit in the main room on the couch, welcoming smiles nearly splitting their faces. It isn’t uncommon to find them here these days, not since Hunt opened our home to friends and family. Plus, Jules moved in downstairs with Liam fulltime, and Sloan has had some difficulties with Shane, so they’re both over a lot. It’s actually really nice having them around so much, like we’re our own little family. 
 
    “Hello, ladies,” I mutter with a tired voice. 
 
    “You down for a girls’ night?” Jules asks, her face pinching with concern. 
 
    “Um.” My eyes drop to my work clothes. They don’t have that crisp, put-together appearance anymore, drooping and wrinkled. I can only imagine what I must look like. “Yeah, let me change, and I’ll be right back.”  
 
    I ‘run’ upstairs to change into a sweater and pajama bottoms. There’s no way in hell I’m hanging out in these stinky clothes while we shoot the shit. As I stroll the second floor hallway past Hunt’s office, his angry voice erupts from behind the door. 
 
    Hm.  
 
    His dinner must’ve been cancelled.  
 
    I can’t make out what he’s yelling, only that he isn’t having whatever bullshit he’s listening to. He pauses every now and then, but when there’s no response from a second voice I realize he must be on the phone. 
 
    Dread grows in the pit of my gut at the desperation in his tone, like a cornered animal lashing out. I keep moving toward our bedroom, a quickness in my step, desperately trying to outrun the sensation of impending doom headed straight for us. 
 
      
 
      
 
    We’re sitting in the living room, Jules and I sipping on red wine while Sloan licks her chops. 
 
    “God, I miss that,” she remarks with a longing sigh. 
 
    “Oh, how stupid of us,” Jules says about to take my glass from me to dispose of them. 
 
    “No, it’s fine.” Sloan waves her hand to stop her. “I’ll just be happy when I can join you guys again. I feel like an outcast, not being able to let loose, all fat and pregnant.” She hovers her hands over her domed tummy to emphasize its size. “I’m disgusting.” 
 
    “Sweetie,” I murmur, placing my hand over hers, now resting on her belly, “you’re stunning no matter what size you are. In fact, you’ve never looked more radiant, honestly. You’re glowing.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Jules agrees, “there’s nothing more breathtaking than a woman creating life.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “Really? Is morning sickness stunning? How about the uncontrollable gas and hemorrhoids? Is that breathtaking? Oh, and the glow, that’s sweat.” 
 
    Jules and I glance at one another, bursting into a fit of laughter. Jules practically falls off the couch. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I sputter out as I try to gain control over myself again, wiping a rogue tear from my cheek. “You win. You’re a hot mess. Feel better?” 
 
    “No,” she pouts. 
 
    “God,” Jules says with mock annoyance, “pregnant chicks are so moody.” 
 
    Sloan cracks a smile, joining us as we laugh hysterically, falling into each other. 
 
    “How are things with you and Banks?” I inquire once we’ve calmed down. 
 
    “Amazing,” she says, taking a sip of wine. “I really love him.” 
 
    Wow. I don’t think I’ve ever heard her say that about a man, not even Chase. 
 
    “Oh, sweetie, that’s great.” I give her a quick hug. 
 
    “It really is,” Sloan concurs. 
 
    Even though Jules is over Chase, I’m still hesitant to tell her what happened earlier at brunch. I know she’ll find out sooner rather than later so I may as well be the one to break the news. 
 
    “So, Hunt and I had brunch with Maya and Chase yesterday.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Jules says as she finishes the last sip of her wine. “How goes that?” 
 
    “They, um…They eloped,” I mutter out with a cringe, hoping the quicker I get it out, the better she’d take it, like ripping off an emotional bandage.  
 
    I glimpse over at her, and though there is a slight sadness in her violet eyes, she doesn’t seem overly so. She tucks her raven hair behind her ear and smiles softly. “That’s good news. I’m happy for them.” She seems to truly mean it. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I didn’t think so,” I comment, sinking back into the couch. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sloan asks with a questioning look. 
 
    “I kinda, sorta…freaked out on them. And in the process, pissed Hunt off.” 
 
    “Oh God, what did you say, Ellie?” Jules takes over their line of questioning. 
 
    “I may have said, ‘Who goes off and marries someone they’ve only been with for a short time?’.” 
 
    “You didn’t,” Jules breathes out, shutting her eyes and setting her hand over her mouth. 
 
    I blush with humiliation. 
 
    “Oh my god, she did.” Sloan shakes her head with disapproval. 
 
    “It just kinda slipped out.” I tilt my head to the side. “I didn’t mean it. I was just in such shock from the initial blow.” 
 
    “How did Damian react?” Jules asks, her face wrenched with nervous anticipation. She knows how Hunt can be. He seems so strong on the outside, but on the inside, he’s just as sensitive as anyone else. 
 
    “Not good. He was really wounded. It was just a big old mess.” 
 
    “As he should be, Ellie.” J gently slaps me on my knee. “That must have been painful to hear.” 
 
    “I apologized and we made up.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Sloan says with a sympathetic smile. “Do you think that you moved too fast, Ellie, with Damian?” 
 
    “Yes, in some ways I do, but I wouldn’t change anything. We move fast. It’s what we’ve always done.” 
 
    “A part of me always believed you were meant to be,” Jules confesses, “always so close to meeting, always within reach of each other, but always just out of grasp, so when you finally did cross paths, you didn’t want to waste any more time without.” 
 
    “That’s really sweet, Jules.” I wrap my arm about her shoulder, pasting a kiss on her cheek. 
 
    “Eh.” She shrugs with a coy smirk, obviously embarrassed by the mushy attention. 
 
    “It really was, J,” Sloan assures. “And on that note, I have to pee or I may explode.” 
 
    She struggles to get up, so I give her butt a light shove. She waddles down the hall toward the bathroom. 
 
    There’s a part of me that’s anxious to be alone with Julie. I know I will have to tell her about my past with Nicholas and his murder. She has a right to know his life was not taken by his own hand. With every passing day, the situation with Dante bears down on us, making it harder and harder to keep secrets from everyone around us. There’s a part of me that wonders if we’ll ever catch him. And if we do, at what cost? How many other lives will be ruined before we do? 
 
    “So, how was Thanksgiving with the family?” J asks, trying to take the focus off her. 
 
    “Ugh, don’t ask.” I tilt my head onto the couch backing. 
 
    “Why? What happened?” 
 
    “Well, I guess since we were on the subject of too fast, this is kinda fitting…Keira decided to ask me, in front of the whole family, if I was preggers.” 
 
    “You’re kidding!” she exclaims with a stunned look. “Are you?” 
 
    “God, no! I’m not ready for kids yet. I mean, I want time to simply be a wife before I take on the role of mother too.” 
 
    “I get it…That must have been fucking awkward.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” I sigh out. “I was mortified.” 
 
    “Why did they think you were pregnant?” she inquires. 
 
    “I think it’s because I’ve put on a few pounds recently.” I pat my stomach. “Or maybe it was just them putting their hopes on me. I’m really not sure, but whatever it was, I wasn’t happy about it. You should have seen the looks on their faces when I said no. It was like they wanted me to be.” 
 
    “What about Hunt? What did he think about all of it?” 
 
    “To be totally honest, I’m not sure. We’ve talked about it. I know he wants kids one day, but the way he talks about it, it’s as if he would be happy if it happened now.” 
 
    “Well, he is thirty-one. It’s not like he’s a child. He’s at that age where men start to consider the idea of starting a family and leaving a legacy, especially when they’re successful like Damian. He’ll want a child to pass his name onto. Plus, you’re twenty-six. It wouldn’t be totally out of the ordinary if you were to get pregnant.” 
 
    I sit and think for a moment, sipping on my wine while I stare out into nothingness. She’s right. It’s not out of the ordinary for people our age to have children. But I know we aren’t ready for that. Beyond wanting time alone with him, we still have so much to accomplish in our relationship first. 
 
    We’ve come far from where we were in the beginning, making great strides with both our issues and commitment to one another. But we still had a ways to go before we are truly ready to consider bringing another life into the mix. I mean, god forbid we screw the kid up with our own idiosyncrasies.  
 
    For example, just last month, I’d planned Hunt’s Birthday, wanting to do something amazing for him, but it couldn’t have gone worse if I’d planned it… 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had woken him with breakfast in bed, but when his eyes opened, I could see he wasn’t in a good mood. He choked down his breakfast almost reluctantly, as if he were only doing it for my sake. I knew something was really wrong then. He loved my cooking, devoured every bite as if it was his first and last meal.  
 
    I shook it off. I was hell-bent on making it a wonderful day for him, to change it from a day of mourning his parents’ deaths to a day of celebrating his life. 
 
    While we were in the shower, I gave him his first birthday present, my hungry mouth wrapped about his cock. Though he enjoyed it, he seemed distant. 
 
    I’d begged him to stay home with me, but he insisted on going into the office. Even though it hurt me, I understood he needed time to lose himself in work. It also gave me time to put the finishing touches on my plans. I asked him not to work late and he promised he wouldn’t. With that, he left me, and I set out on my day. 
 
    I had spent it thinking about him and running errands. I wanted everything to be perfect. No detail left undone. 
 
    Later that evening, when everything was ready, Liam called to let me know they were about to arrive home. Everyone hid behind couches and chairs, anywhere they could find, dressed in their costumes, giggling to each other. When we heard the elevator open, the lights came on and everyone jumped up to yell, “Surprise!” 
 
    The look on his face was devastating. His jaw was clenched and his mouth was in a sharp line, brows furrowed, face a vibrant red. He stared me down with a look I’ve never seen from him before, as if I’d betrayed him. He turned without a word and got back in the elevator. Just as the doors were about to shut, I slid in next to him.  
 
    He didn’t look at me or acknowledge my presence. It had killed me. 
 
    “Would you please say something?” I pleaded with him. 
 
    “What do you want me to say?” His eyes remained on the elevator doors. 
 
    “Why did you leave?” 
 
    He whipped around, pinning me against the wall. “Why the fuck did you do this, Gabrielle? You know I hate my birthday, you know it brings me nothing but pain. Why would you think I’d want to celebrate that?” 
 
    “I was hoping I could change it for you, make it a day of happiness. I see this as a day to celebrate…It was the day you came into this world, the day that started your journey toward me. I think that’s worth celebrating.” 
 
    He shut his eyes and took a deep breath, pushing away from me. 
 
    “I can’t do this right now,” he murmured, pinching the bridge of his nose. “I can’t be here.” 
 
    “Where are you going to go?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Damian, don’t be this way. Please. I love you. I want to spend your birthday with you.” 
 
    The doors opened into the underground garage and he stepped out. “I’ll be home later.” 
 
    I stood there, watching him walk away, too scared to go after him.  
 
    Later, well after two, he finally came home, smelling of expensive whiskey and cigar smoke. I could smell it across the room. I’d pretended I was asleep as he undressed and headed to the shower to rinse some of the stink off him. When he was done, he came to bed and crawled in behind me. He scooped his arm about my waist and brings me into his still very naked body, squeezing me. 
 
    He kissed me on the neck tenderly and whispered, “I’m sorry, angel. I’m sorry I’m so fucked up.” 
 
    I turned to him, shifting in his grasp to face him. 
 
    “I know you’re sorry. But you aren’t fucked up. You’re wonderful, flaws and all.” 
 
    “I still miss them, Elle. I would give anything to have them back.” 
 
    He broke down and I enfolded myself about him, holding his head against my chest. I held him until he cried himself out, falling asleep in my loving embrace. 
 
    I laid awake that night, replaying his words in my head. They broke my heart, because unlike so many, he had the means to back up his statement. He could obtain anything he desired, except the one thing he’d give it all up to have. It couldn’t be bought. And I couldn’t fix it.  
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    When Hunt finally came to get me, he appeared tense, worried even. While we were lying in bed, him on his laptop, me reading, I decide it’s time he talk about whatever was weighing down on him. 
 
    “Damian?” 
 
    “Hmm,” he grunts, keeping his focus on his laptop. 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    He looks up at me with a probing gaze. “About what, angel?” 
 
    “You.” I lick my lips nervously, suddenly dry. “Why have you been so down? What happened this afternoon?” 
 
    He shakes his head. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “Why do you do this? Why don’t you ever just talk to me?” 
 
    “Gabrielle, I talk to you. I’ve told you more than I’ve ever told anyone.” 
 
    “Well,” I sit up, resting on the large, goose down pillows, “then you can tell me this.” 
 
    “It’s really not worth talking about.” He gestures his hand as if to wave it off, looking back down at his laptop. 
 
    “If it’s making you behave this way, I highly doubt that. Is it Dante? Vanessa? Have you found out more about them?” 
 
    He sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose.  
 
    “Please drop it, Gabrielle. I have everything under control.” 
 
    I glare at him, my lips turned down at the corners. “You know, one day you’ll realize you don’t. Life is messy and uncontrollable and leaving me in the dark does no one any good.” 
 
    I toss my book off the bed and turn over, facing away from him. He reaches over and places his hand on my back, but I’m so tired of him keeping things from me, always wanting to be in control. I shut my eyes and will myself to sleep. Thankfully, it comes quickly, and I’m out within a few minutes. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Ex & Lies 
 
      
 
    When I arrive at the office, I jump in head first and don’t come up for air until lunch. Having brought a sandwich with me, I don’t stop to eat. I’m happy to have the stability and distraction of work after everything that’s happened recently. There’s been an awkward tension between Hunt and I, with his sisters’ bringing up the P word, our brunch with my sister, and his secrecy. Even our talks have done little to relieve anything. It’s like there’s this distance, even when we didn’t have an inch of space between us. 
 
    I hope time apart will ease the situation. 
 
    At two, I head into a meeting with Eliza, Chase, and a few other View editors, where we spend the rest of the afternoon brainstorming for the magazine. 
 
    Once we’re done, I retrieve my things from my desk, lock up, and head for the elevators. While I’m taking it down, I check my phone for missed calls and texts. There’s a message from Brooke. 
 
      
 
    Let’s have drinks tonight. 
 
      
 
    I could certainly use one.  
 
    I text back. 
 
      
 
    On my way. 
 
      
 
    She sends me the name and address of the upscale bar, and I’m there fifteen minutes later. She’s seated at a table, a glass of whiskey already waiting for me. When I catch her attention and smile, she returns one, but it’s flat. 
 
    “Hey,” I greet her, leaning over and kissing her on both cheeks.  
 
    I take a seat and set my purse on the chair beside me.  
 
    “You look well,” she says. “Marriage really suits you.” 
 
    “Damian suits me.” 
 
    “Yes,” she agrees, lifting her glass to me. “To Damian and marriage.” 
 
    We clink our glasses together before taking a palette cleansing sip. It’s an old, expensive Scotch. Amongst a number of other things, Hunt taught me the importance of knowing the difference. 
 
    “How are things between you two?” 
 
    “It’s never boring.” I chuckle, but it’s hollow. “To the point we don’t have time for…” 
 
    I glance around at the other patrons within earshot, making certain they aren’t going to hear. 
 
    “Sex?” Brooke chimes in. 
 
    “We have plenty of sex, but with work, family drama, and Dante’s bullshit, we haven’t had time for the kinkier stuff.” 
 
    “Sounds as if you’re in a normal relationship.” 
 
    I huff out a laugh.  
 
    “There’s nothing normal about Damian or our relationship.” 
 
    “You’re not kidding,” she mutters into her glass before tilting it back to let the contents slide down her throat. Able to nurse a glass forever, it’s out of the ordinary that she polished off her drink in the first three minutes of my arrival. Something’s up. She catches the attention of a server passing by, holding up the empty glass, the melting cubes of ice clinking against the sides. Once the young man takes it from her, she elucidates her previous statement, “What I meant was, sometimes life gets in the way of a relationship. It’s a perfectly normal situation for couples. However, if I’ve learned one fact in my time as a divorce lawyer, it’s to communicate with your spouse. I can’t tell you how many couples have come through my office that could’ve avoided divorce if they had simply talked about their issues. Tell Damian what you want.” 
 
    “How are things with you and Wade?” I twist the cut crystal glass between my palms, leaving a ring of condensation on the white tablecloth.  
 
    “We’ve been happy.” She smiles softly, a slight blush on her cheeks. “He’s the man I’ve always wanted. And an incredible Dom.” 
 
    Our waiter brings her refill back to the table. Brooke takes it with an appreciative nod. When he walks away, she looks back to me, the corners of her mouth plummeting. “There’s a reason I asked you here.” 
 
    “So, this isn’t exactly a social visit.” 
 
    “No.” She takes a slug of her refreshed whiskey, holding it in her puffed out cheeks before swallowing it down. Her face scrunches as the burn hits her chest. “I’m not going to dance around this because I love you, and you have a right to know before shit hits the fan.” 
 
    I tense. With everything that has happened this past year, this could be anything. I clutch my hand to my knee to keep my leg from shaking under the table.  
 
    “Well?” I ask when she doesn’t continue. 
 
    “I’ve heard rumors floating around about Damian.” 
 
    “What kind of rumors?” My face distorts, my stomach doing the same. 
 
    “The kind of rumors that could ruin his reputation.” She takes a deep breath, tucking a piece of her coffee hair behind her ear. “This is harder than I thought it would be.” 
 
    I reach across the table and take her hand in mine. 
 
    “You can tell me anything, Brooke.” 
 
    “They’re mostly about his past affairs with women, and his need to dominate them.” 
 
    I release her hand and slump back in my seat.  
 
    “This reeks of Dante.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s pulling the strings, however it’s coming from former subs.”  
 
    My forehead crinkles at the mention of Damian’s former lovers. Like most women would with their men, I’m curious about his past relationships. Especially due to the uniqueness of his sexual appetite. 
 
    “There’s more.” 
 
    “How much more?” 
 
    “Rumors about Olivia and Marlena.”  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Suddenly, the incident at the gala makes sense, why a few whispered words made Damian shift gears at the drop of a hat.  
 
    Clarity must be written on my face because Brooke asks, “What?” 
 
    “The other night, this man Damian does business with on occasion said something to him. I didn’t hear what, but the way he pulled me off the dancefloor, I knew it was bad.” 
 
    “You think it was this?” 
 
    “Possibly. You know Hunt. He never tells me anything.” 
 
    I notice her eyes keep drifting over my shoulder. 
 
    “Speaking of Hunt, I think he’s having you followed.” 
 
    “What are you…” I start to turn to look over my shoulder, but she tugs on my hand to stop me. 
 
    “Don’t look,” she scolds. “He arrived just after you, took a seat toward the front. He’s wearing a black suit. He reminds me of Liam.” 
 
    “He might simply be a man who came to have a drink or meal after work.” 
 
    “Yeah, except he hasn’t ordered anything, and this isn’t the first time I’ve seen him.” 
 
    “You’ve seen him before?” 
 
    “Last time we got together.” 
 
    Last time we were together was a month ago when I helped Brooke buy a new sofa for her apartment. 
 
    “I can’t believe he would have me followed.” 
 
    “Really? You can’t believe Damian Hunt, Dominant and Mr. Overprotective, would have you followed? Besides, it’s probably more or less for protection in case anything goes down rather than spying.” 
 
    Spying. Like a needle, the word shoots white-hot rage into my veins. 
 
    “He keeps things from me and then has me tracked, whether it’s for my safety or not, he has no right to have me surveyed without my knowledge. It’s a gross violation of my privacy and our vows. It’s fucking weird, Brooke.” 
 
    She laughs. 
 
    “Well, Damian’s weird. Especially when it comes to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Damian!” I call, walking across the first floor of our penthouse, my heels clacking on the hard floor. I know where he is, but I want him to know I’m coming. I throw my purse on the couch and head up the stairs to his office. The door is closed. I turn the knob slightly to see if it’s locked before pushing it open and walking right in. He’s sitting behind his large wood desk, downtown San Francisco his backdrop. He looks so powerful, it almost puts me off my task to chew him out. I hate how his looks and demeanor make me wild with passion when I’m trying to be raging mad at him. 
 
    “How could you have me followed?” I ask, coming right out with it. 
 
    He glances up at me from his laptop, one perfect brow raised. 
 
    “I wouldn’t call Liam driving you around following.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about Liam and you know it.” 
 
    “Then I’m completely lost, Gabrielle.” 
 
    “Don’t play ignorant, Hunt.” I smack my hand down on his desk. “Brooke saw him when we were having drinks. And when we went to purchase furniture for her place. Where else has he trailed me, huh?” 
 
    The shock turns to an emotion I don’t see often on his face…fear.  
 
    “Elle, I’m not having anyone follow you.” 
 
    “You’re not? Really? Honestly?” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” He rises from his chair and walks over to me when the realization clutches me. He clasps his hands to my arms. “What did this man look like?” 
 
    “I didn’t get a look at him. Brooke described him to me because she was already facing him. She said he was wearing a suit and he reminded her of Liam.” I pause when I see the color drained from his face. “It’s Dante, isn’t it? That’s how he stalks me without us knowing.” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t have to. I know I hit the nail right on the head. If it isn’t Hunt, who else would it be?  
 
    “Brooke and I think he’s behind the rumors too.” 
 
    His eyes spring to mine, intense and green. 
 
    “How did you…Brooke. Brooke told you.” 
 
    “Well, you certainly weren’t going to do it. When were you going to tell me? After it’s been splashed across the internet?” 
 
    “I’m taking care of it. Besides, if any of this comes out to the public, we simply won’t respond.” 
 
    “That’s it? You’re going to let these people mess with you?” 
 
    “Of course not. Angel, you shouldn’t…” 
 
    “If you tell me I shouldn’t worry, so help me god, Hunt, I will scream bloody fucking murder.” 
 
    He sighs, his eyes closing and his face dipping. “I only want to protect you,” he says gently, his heart bared in his voice. I step into him and tilt my face up, setting my lips on his. They’re tight at first, but they open up to me slowly. I reach my arms up around his neck. His arms find my waist, puling me closer. 
 
    “You want to keep me safe. I get it. But if you think not telling me things is going to make me worry less, you’re very sadly mistaken. I know things are happening. I’m not naïve to our problem, but being kept in the dark does not help anyone. If I don’t know what dangers I face, how can I protect myself against them? Let’s fight this together.” 
 
    “Alright, angel.” 
 
    “What do you know about it?” 
 
    “I know it’s my former subs, but I have to assume Dante forced them to do it in some way because I’ve never had a problem with them before.” 
 
    “So he’s probably threatened them.” 
 
    “That would be my guess.” He sits back in his chair, rubbing his hands over his face. “I hate to cut this short, but I’m in the middle of making arrangements to fly down to San Diego this weekend.” 
 
    “You’re leaving town now? With everything going on?” 
 
    “If I only traveled when conditions were perfect, I’d never leave San Francisco. I want Jules and Liam to stay with you while I’m gone. If you leave the penthouse, I expect him to escort you wherever you go, but it must be absolutely necessary. Preferably life-threatening. Is that understood?” 
 
    “You expect me to hideaway here like some damsel locked away in my marble tower?” 
 
    “For a weekend. Invite anyone you want to stay over with you, make it a girl’s weekend, but if Dante is having you followed, you have to stay out of the public eye until I get back. I need to know you’re safe when I’m not around. Promise me.” 
 
    “Yes, Hunt, I promise,” I assure him, my fingers firmly crossed behind my back. 
 
    I leave Hunt to plan for his trip while I make a couple calls of my own. I pull my cell out of my purse and shove it to my ear. 
 
    “Hey. It’s Elle…I need your help.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following Friday, Damian leaves for a conference in San Diego. Saturday, I pick up Brooke. She seems tense the whole ride. She taps her leg and clenches the handle on the door. She’s usually confident and cool. She holds her head up high and looks you right in the eye. But the person sitting next to me is a mess, a little girl with serious confidence issues. 
 
    “You’re going to be fine,” I assure her. 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say.” 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    “How did I let you talk me into this?” 
 
    “I know…And you’re a lawyer. I must’ve made one hell of an argument.” 
 
    “If I didn’t love you and Damian so much I would never consider doing this in a million damn years. I’d be safer sticking my head in an alligator’s mouth.” 
 
    “I think you’re being dramatic.” 
 
    We pull up to the beautiful Victorian and get out. Brooke hesitates on the wet sidewalk, her hands clasped in front of her. She’s staring down at her heeled feet. I’ve never seen her like this before. She’s so submissive. I slide my arm through hers, giving it an assuring squeeze. She nods when she’s ready. I lead her to the door and ring the doorbell twice. 
 
    “This is a crazy idea,” she comments just before the door opens and Marlena appears looking all business in her onyx suit. She isn’t wearing a camisole under the jacket, her impressive cleavage peeking out of the top. She’s all sex and Dominant bravado. 
 
    “Hello, kitten,” she purrs, giving me the fuck me eyes she has down to a science. 
 
    “Hello, Marlena,” I greet her. 
 
    Her eyes move to Brooke standing so close to me, you’d swear we were Siamese twins. 
 
    “You’re looking well, Miss Evans.” She smiles at her. 
 
    I think Brooke is unsure of her authenticity, but smiles tightly back at her. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    She straightens out her shoulders and lifts her head up high, retaining the Brooke I know and love. 
 
    “Please, come in.” 
 
    She steps aside to let us enter. The club, which never seems to be without members, is unusually quiet and empty. 
 
    “I’ve closed the Manor for the afternoon. I thought it was appropriate for the occasion.” 
 
    “Is everyone here?” I ask, taking off my rain sprinkled coat and hanging it on the coat rack next the front door. 
 
    “The last arrived ten minutes ago. I’ve seated them in the dining room.” 
 
    “Thank you for doing this, Marlena.” 
 
    “Anything for you and Damian.” 
 
    We walk toward the back of the grand entryway and enter the final room before the kitchen. Marlena slides open the doors dramatically and steps inside the room of nine women arranged around the long dining table. Every one of them is exceptionally beautiful and holds themselves in a confident manner, that’s about where their physical similarities end. Each woman is different in appearance, ranging from tall to petite, supermodel thin with breasts of the smaller variation to luscious curves...everywhere, and every shade in the ethnic rainbow.  
 
    I am the only blonde.  
 
    Interesting.  
 
    I suppose he was looking to add one to his diverse collection. I giggle at the thought, but stifle it before any of the women even notice I’ve entered the room. Their eyes are trained on Marlena. She has that ability. Just like Hunt. 
 
    “Welcome, ladies,” Marlena greets them. “I won’t make a long speech about why you’re here. Instead, I’ll let my guest explain.” 
 
    Brooke takes a seat at one of three remaining chairs and Marlena sits on the opposite side, leaving the head of the table open for me. I glance at the Mistress of the house, checking if she’s really allowing me to head the table. She has a whisper of a smile on her lips and nods to the seat. I suppose it really doesn’t matter where she sits. Her ability to capture a room comes from her strong female awesomeness. 
 
    I take a seat and clear my throat. 
 
    “I should probably start by introducing myself. I’m…” 
 
    “We know who you are,” a red-headed beauty speaks up, “Mrs. Hunt.”  
 
    I’m pretty sure she’s on this month’s issue of my favorite fashion magazine. I shouldn’t be surprised Damian dated a model. He’s extremely attractive and extremely rich. He’s model kryptonite. 
 
    “Then you know why you’re here,” I continue, trying to mentally hurtle over the idea I’m sitting in the same room as every woman (minus one) that Hunt’s ever been with in the bedroom. This would be an easier pill to swallow if his sexual tastes weren’t so…flavorful, my brain inundated with lewd images of these women in scenarios I’ve experienced with Hunt. 
 
    “It isn’t hard to figure out,” another says, her auburn hair chopped into a chic pixie cut. 
 
    “Believe me, this isn’t a situation I thought I’d find myself in. I can’t imagine this is comfortable for any of you either. Truthfully, I’m thankful for the opportunity to see you ladies in person. You’re more than images on walls and lingering memories.” I’m curious which female belongs to which picture. Damian has since moved them into his studio, filling the bedroom walls with the two of us…mostly me. “Anyway, from what I was told by Miss Evans and Mistress Marlena, personal information about my husband has been leaked. Perhaps it was done to ruin his reputation in the community, to hurt his business, or simply mess with his life. Whatever the reason, it needs to stop. Now, luckily, it hasn’t reached the press yet. Though we know it’s only a matter of time before it does. But the why doesn’t make sense. Why, after years of silence and respect for the intimacy of your relationships with Hunt, you suddenly spill everything.” 
 
    I pause, giving them the chance to clear the air and explain themselves. But none of them speak. The room is heavy with anxious silence. Their eyes shift from one woman to the next, waiting to see who would have the nerve to talk first. 
 
    Brooke jumps up, her face crimson with anger. “So you can speak ill of Master Hunt, but none of you are willing to say shit now? After everything he’s done, this is our thanks?” 
 
    “You don’t understand what we’re going through,” one blurts, Nikki, a Japanese beauty with bone straight midnight hair. “He threatened us.” 
 
    “I understand exactly what everyone is going through.” 
 
    “If he found out we’re here, he’d…” another says. 
 
    “You can say his name,” I insist. “He won’t appear. Dante threatened you. I’m guessing something you love or want to keep hidden in exchange for information on your relationships.” 
 
    “And to tell anyone who would listen.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t he go straight to the press with this?” Brooke whispers near my ear. 
 
    “Because he probably wants to bribe us or ruin Damian’s standing in the public eye. This is eventually going to spread all over the internet if we can’t get things under control first.” I look back at the table surrounded by Damian’s former lovers. “This is what I want. I want you to deny the rumors at all costs. Lie if you have to. Tell people you were scorned lovers and wanted revenge on him and his new bride. I want you to be as convincing as you’re capable of. In return for your cooperation, I will pay each of you two million dollars and protection against Dante.” 
 
    “How will you protect us from him?” 
 
    “I’ll hire a well-trained staff of security detail to watch after you until this situation with Dante has been handled. But this has to stop. You aren’t to speak to anyone about this except to deny what’s been said. I’ll give you ladies a few moments to discuss everything and come to a unanimous decision.” 
 
    I rise from my chair, Marlena and Brooke following suit, and walk out of the room. I step into the foyer, my cheeks flush and heart pounding, and take a breath. I need these women to agree to my proposition. I need to know Damian’s reputation is safe. Though I’m sure he’d be less than pleased by my being here with his ex-lovers. But he’s away and will never have to know about this afternoon. 
 
    Brooke asked me why this was so important to me, why I couldn’t let Hunt take care of this. I simply said, “He’d do the same for me.” And it’s the truth. He’s done so much for me over the past year, cleaned so many messes, handled so many situations, this is something I can do for him. And maybe he’ll see I’m able to handle whatever comes our way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I arrive back at the penthouse as the skies outside turn dark and gray. I’m greeted by Hunt in his office. He managed to get back a few hours earlier than expected. I undress, take a hot bath, and dress in one of my old concert tees and a pair of gray sweats. I settle on the couch in the main room with my laptop while I wait for Damian to tie up a couple (work-related) loose ends. After an afternoon with the ghosts of Hunt’s past, I want to rest and spend time with my husband for the rest of the night.  
 
    But life has other plans. 
 
    My cellphone goes off, and I retrieve it from the deepest recesses of my pocket, pressing it to my ear. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Ellie,” Sloan’s voice whimpers out, “are you home?” 
 
    Damian descends the stairs as I answer, “Yeah. Why? What’s up?” 
 
    He shoots me an inquiring look, and I mouth her name. He gets a look of clarity as he walks over and takes a seat next to me. 
 
    “I’m downstairs in the lobby,” she says halfheartedly. “Can…can we talk?” 
 
    I’d be caught off guard by her surprise visit if it hadn’t become the norm. She has been really emotional being seven months pregnant. With twins, no less. Hunt and I have been trying to help her with whatever she needs for the babies’ arrival. 
 
    “Sure. I’ll see you in a few.” 
 
    A few moments later, the elevator doors open, and I spot her vibrant, soaked, cherry red hair. Her head is down, staring at the ever-growing baby bump. When she looks up, her large amber doe eyes meet mine. They’re red and watery from hard crying. Her normally fair skin looks pale, sickly pale. 
 
    “What’s happened, Sloan?” I ask, worried. 
 
    Her arms fall to her side. “He doesn’t want them.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Shane told me he’s been having doubts about being a father.” 
 
    “Oh…honey, I’m so sorry.” I scamper over and enclose my arms around her, allowing her a shoulder to cry on, literally. The instant her face hits it, she begins to bawl her big eyes out. I guide her over to the couch, holding her up with my arm grasped firmly about her shoulder, and ease her onto it.  
 
    I grab the touchscreen pad on the couch beside me and hit the button to start the fireplace. It’s still pouring sheets out, and she’s drenched. I help take her jacket off and toss a throw over her shoulders, warming her up before she catches her death. 
 
    “I was blindsided. Everything seemed fine,” she utters, staring down at her belly. “When I came home from my doctor appointment today, he unloaded on me. He never really wanted a kid, especially not twins. Then he said he’d met someone else and she was moving in. I was so shocked and devastated, I ran. I’m such a loser.” 
 
    “You are not a loser, Sloan. He is. One day, he’ll wake up, his life fallen apart around him, and realize he made the biggest mistake of his life letting you and those beautiful children go.”  
 
    She takes a large gulp of air and then looks up at me with terror in her eyes. “What am I going to do, Ellie? I have no place to live…I can’t raise these babies on my own.” 
 
    I see panic starting to set in her eyes, and the last thing we need is her to freak out and induce early labor. 
 
    “You won’t have to.” Hunt’s voice slices through the fearful tension. “You can stay here as long as you need. And we will help you with whatever you choose to do.”  
 
    “That’s too much,” she insists, attempting to argue with him. 
 
    Cute. She thinks she can argue this with him. Hunt does what he wants. Your thoughts and opinions aren’t necessary. I’d hate it if he weren’t always right…and it wasn’t so damn sexy. 
 
    “I won’t hear anything about it. I have a guestroom here on the first floor where you have full access to the kitchen, library, anywhere you like. You can also call anyone, anywhere in the house from the touchscreen system in your room, so when you go into labor, we can get to you instantly.” 
 
    I feel her relax in my arms. 
 
    “Damian,” I murmur with an awestruck, aroused look on my face. Watching him take control and protect someone I love excites and delights me. There’s something in his dominance that ignites a need in me to please, to submit to his every desire, not only sexually but emotionally and mentally. 
 
    I smile up at him, and he smiles back, but you can see the hurt in his eyes. I think in some ways she reminds him of Vanessa, his ex-sub/girlfriend who had been pregnant with their child. Sadly, the child was lost. I know he feels betrayed by her, stabbed in the back by her association with Dante. I’m happy to say we haven’t heard from her since the party at the Montgomery’s vineyard, when I grabbed Hunt’s manhood and staked my claim, sending her stomping off in an infuriated huff. 
 
    “You both need something hot to drink,” Hunt states, heading toward the kitchen before we say a word. What’s so amusing about it? His mom did the same thing to us during Thanksgiving. He’s more like Vivian than he realizes. She’s loving and nurturing too. Yet she knows how to take a situation in hand and make it hers. 
 
    “Kinda dominating, isn’t he?” Sloan comments with a nod toward the kitchen. 
 
    “You have no idea,” I retort with a roll of the eyes, and we giggle. It’s nice to see her happy. She’s been so stressed and down lately. But I hope that’s about to change for her. Hunt’s promise is good as gold. 
 
    “Are you feeling better, now?” I ask, rubbing her back in an encouraging circular motion. 
 
    “I feel…relief,” she says with a long exhale. 
 
    “Good. And we’ll get whatever you need from the bastard’s apartment. We’ll take care of everything,” I promise her, taking her hand in mine. 
 
    “How will I ever be able to thank you?” She grins softly at me, tucking a drying, Kool-Aid red hair behind her ear. I actually think that’s what she uses. When we first met a few years back, it was an electric blue then purple, orange, green, and hot pink. But, I like the red best. I don’t even know her real hair color. 
 
    We relax back into the couch and stare out at the storm, letting the warmth of the fire take the chill out of her bones. Hunt enters the room with two large colorful mugs and hands them to us. The chocolatey scent of my cocoa wafts into my nose. I take a sip, the warm, rich chocolate filling my mouth and trickling down my throat and into my tummy, warming me from the inside out. I moan and glance up at Hunt grinning down at me with a devilishness. 
 
    What is his obsession with my moaning…? Oh, right. 
 
    “This is delicious,” Sloan states with a tiny cocoa mustache. She licks it off, savoring every drop. 
 
    “I’m pleased,” Damian says, smiling warmly. 
 
    “You’re really a great guy, Mr. Hottie.” She smirks up at him, referring to the name we gave him that first night in the club. Hunt laughs, throwing his head back. 
 
    “Does that make me Mrs. Hottie?” I ask her. 
 
    She giggles and shrugs her shoulders. “I guess so.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    In Heat 
 
      
 
    I hate doctor’s offices. I know they’re here to help, but they still make me uncomfortable. I sit in the waiting room of my new doctor, Damian’s doctor. She’s supposed to be the best private physician in San Francisco. I would expect no less. 
 
    I’m here for the initial checkup, physical, etc. 
 
    I fill out the forms as thoroughly as I can, giving every bit of medical history I remember. But when I get to the parents’ section, I hesitate, the tip of the pen hovering over the blank spaces. It’s natural to write Marshall Hyde, but he wasn’t my blood. Caleb is, and I know nothing about him. 
 
    I leave it blank. 
 
    Once I’ve handed in my paperwork, a young woman calls me into the back, “Gabrielle Hunt, Dr. Charles will see you now,” and then escorts me to one of the back rooms. As she’s readying to take my vitals, the doctor steps into the room. 
 
    “I can take care of Mrs. Hunt, Jolene. Thank you.” 
 
    The medical assistant smiles sweetly at me and then takes her leave. 
 
    The surprisingly older female doctor, places down my chart, giving it a quick onceover before taking my vitals. I expected someone younger, stunning, but this woman reminds me of my grandmother, a few wispy gray hairs falling around her face. 
 
    “I’m guessing you don’t do this with all your patients.” 
 
    “No, only my special ones.” 
 
    “I guess money talks.” 
 
    “You misunderstand. You aren’t important because of your bank account, Mrs. Hunt. You’re important because I’ve been Damian’s physician for years, and his parents’ before that. I helped bring that young man into this world.” 
 
    I smile at her. “Then I owe you a huge debt of thanks.” 
 
    She smiles up at me. I suddenly feel less nervous. I like her. 
 
    “Your vitals are strong and steady, Mrs. Hunt. I’d like to talk medical history with you, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She goes through the easy stuff first (allergies, surgeries, broken bones) and then starts on the hard stuff. 
 
    “You left your father’s name and history blank,” she states, scanning the paperwork to double-check. 
 
    “It’s a complicated situation,” I admit, my hands rubbing up and down my thighs anxiously. “I have two fathers.” 
 
    “Ah, I see. We would need your biological father’s information, Mrs. Hunt, to be sure you aren’t at risk for any genetic conditions. Especially since women tend to take after their father.” 
 
    “I’m not familiar with his history. I was unaware he was my father until recently and we haven’t really had time to sit and get to know one another on that level.” 
 
    “Were you raised by a step-father?” 
 
    “No, I was raised by my dad, Marshall Hyde, but unfortunately, my parents couldn’t have children. My mother told me his…” I pause, unable to think the word, let alone say it when it pertains to my father. 
 
    “Sperm?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirm, grateful she didn’t make me say it myself. “And her eggs weren’t compatible.” 
 
    “So they went to a donor.” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “And is this donor anonymous?” 
 
    “He was up until about seven months ago.” 
 
    “Could you contact him and find out anything he may know about his family’s medical history?” 
 
    “I’ll get the information to you as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Fantastic. Alright,” she glimpses back down to my chart. “It says here you were admitted to the hospital during your college years, for severe injuries.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “You were pregnant, but due to the extent of the injuries, you lost the child.” 
 
    “Yes,” I whisper.  
 
    “Did your doctor speak with you about the possibility you may be unable to conceive and carry a baby to term?” 
 
    “Um, no. Is this something I should be concerned about?” 
 
    “I won’t jump to any conclusions when it comes to you and your reproductive health. We will perform tests and take X-rays to make sure everything is in working order.” 
 
    She finished my history, ordered blood and lab work, and checked me over head to toe. By the time I’m ready to leave her office, I feel like a human guinea pig. 
 
    “Now,” she says before I exit the exam room, “I don’t want you to fret about any of this while we wait for the results. From what I can tell, you’re a healthy young woman with a long future ahead of you. And it doesn’t do your health any good if you worry yourself to death.” 
 
    She smiles and pats me supportively on the arm. 
 
    “Thank you, Dr. Charles.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that evening, while I lie in bed beside Damian, sleep refuses to come as the events of the afternoon replay in my head. Even though the doctor told me not to worry, it did little to ease my mind. I toss and turn, my thoughts racing and my body restless.  
 
    I watch Damian sleep, wishing desperately to follow him into the dark void. But lying around waiting for it isn’t going to make it come any quicker.  
 
    I kiss my slumbering husband on his broad back and slip out of the comfort of our bed. 
 
      
 
    Hunt 
 
      
 
    I wake in a cold sweat, with jarring fear swimming through my veins, my heart leaping from my chest. It’s hard to breathe, as if there were a large hand clutched to my throat. I can’t remember what my nightmare was about, but I can take a good guess. The stress is finally weighing down on me. I know I should talk to Elle about what’s going on, but how can I put that on her? 
 
    Gabrielle. 
 
    I turn over to find solace in her touch, but she isn’t there. I panic for a moment, still between awake and asleep. I shoot up; searching the room for her, but it’s nearly pitch black. I jump out of bed and throw on a pair of black sweatpants, heading out of our room to find her. 
 
    I check the spare room and my office, but she isn’t in either. I head downstairs. Crossing the main room, I hear the rustling of pans and Elton John singing Benny and the Jets in the kitchen.  
 
    When I push the door open, she’s lying cookie sheets and a large bowl on the marble island, singing along with the classic tune, shaking her wide hips to the beat.  
 
    I lean on the doorframe and continue to watch her gather the ingredients for her midnight snack. She’s dressed in that white silk robe I love, the one that makes her look virginal, and I start to wonder if she has anything on beneath it. 
 
    Finally, she spots me and smiles, turning the music down. 
 
    “Hey,” she says softly. “Can’t sleep either?” 
 
    I shake my head slowly and smirk with the lustful gleam in my eyes that sends her up the wall. She lets out a whimper, and I saunter over to her, boring my eyes into hers. I reach her and spin her so she’s facing away from me, press her into the counter, and brush her hair over her shoulder to expose her neck to me. I lean into it, trailing deep kisses to her jaw and ear.  
 
    “What are we cooking?” 
 
    “Cookies,” she moans out as I trace my tongue along the fold of her ear. 
 
    “Tasty,” I reply with a gravelly voice. “May I help you?” 
 
    “Yes, slick, you may.” She presses her rear into my steel cock, but I step away to regain the control. She glances back at me over her shoulder, pouting. I smirk at her, popping a cocky brow. 
 
    She smiles up at me, a huge teeth-bearing grin. “Alright,” I clap my hands together, rubbing them rapidly, “what do you need me to do?”  
 
    We blend milk, eggs, chocolate chips, and other ingredients in a bowl and whip it into submission. When it’s ready to put on the tin, I stick my finger into the batter and take a taste. “Mm.” 
 
    “Stop! You have to wait until they’ve baked,” she scolds, slapping my hand. If one of my subs had done that in the past, I would’ve punished her severely. Luckily for her, it’s charming when Elle gets all bossy. “These are for Sloan and Maya, too.” 
 
    I grin wickedly, and she scowls. I poke my finger into the dough again and smear it over her lips. 
 
    “Hey!” she giggles, licking off the gooey mess. Her eyes playfully glare at me. She takes two fingers and drops them into the batter, scooping up a wad onto the tips. 
 
    “I wouldn’t if I were you,” I warn with a kinked smirk. 
 
    “Well, you aren’t me, and I’m not you,” she retorts with a wicked glint in her eyes and spreads the cold goo down the bridge of my nose to my lips. 
 
    “Oh, you’re done,” I teasingly threaten her. 
 
    “Don’t.” She holds her palms up to me. I grab onto her wrist, yanking her into my arms. I lean my head in and rub my nose across her face, cheeks, forehead, and lips. “No,” she pleads in a fit of the giggles. 
 
    The song changes to something sultry, the atmosphere around charging, and the energy shifting. The sudden urge to be inside her, possessing every inch of her body overwhelms me, hardening my cock.  
 
    I grasp a fistful of her lush, golden hair and gently yank her head back, looking over her beautifully messy face. As I gaze into her eyes, the playful light fades, transforming into licentious wanting. She thrusts her small hands into my hair, weaving it between her fingers. I come onto her lips, licking and tasting the sweetness of the cookie dough and her on my greedy tongue. She lets out a moan and melts into me like hot butter. 
 
    I grab her by the waist, lift her onto the counter, and spread her legs with my hips, grinding into her with my firm cock. My lips move over her jaw, and she tilts her head back, giving me access to her neck. 
 
    “You feel so good,” she pants, writhing under my wanton touch. 
 
    “You taste phenomenal,” I reply from the curve of her neck. 
 
    My fingers blindly search for the opening of her robe, grasping on and ripping it open, pushing it off her shoulders so she’s exposed to me. I pull away, noticing she isn’t wearing anything underneath, and explore her luscious body with my kneading hands. I tear one away, dip a few fingers into the batter, and paint it across her breasts and tiny nipples. 
 
    “What are you doing, slick?” she asks with a lustful haze over her face, panting for me. 
 
    “Having dessert,” I reply, coming down on her with devouring strokes of my tongue. 
 
    “I love you,” she says with a gasp, gripping her hands in my hair as I dine upon her. 
 
    I lift my head up slightly and tell her the most honest words I’ll ever express. “Love can’t comprehend what I feel for you. It pales and cowers.” 
 
    “I know, baby,” she purrs, running her nails across my scalp, and I realize she truly does. She finally accepts my love for her fully. 
 
    My need to take her hard overpowers me. Making love just won’t satiate this burn inside me. 
 
    I bring her nipple back into my mouth, nipping and plucking at it with my teeth. She moans loudly, and her body arcs, covered in sugar and raw dough. She’s a delicious disaster.  
 
    I move down, tasting the intoxicating mix of the ingredients and my wife’s flesh on my taste buds. I’ve never been so hungry or hard in my life. 
 
    “Give it to me, Damian,” she pleads. 
 
    “What, angel? What do want me to give you?” 
 
    “Your cock,” she whimpers out as if on the verge of tears, so desperate for me, it overcomes her, too. 
 
    I wrap an arm about her waist, positioning her into the center of the island while I climb atop her, adjusting myself between her legs. Without hesitation, I enter her, sinking root deep into the warmth of her responsive body. 
 
    “Yes,” I hiss, immersing myself inside her. “Is that what you needed, angel?” 
 
    “Oh, fuck.” Her hands claw at my back when I start to pump into her with hard, relentless thrusts. I move my arms under her back, hooking my hands onto her powder-dusted shoulders to gain better leverage, pulling her down onto me with every harsh thump. 
 
    The sharp pings of metal and pops of glass, pushed off the counter by our reckless wanting, hit the floor with a clattering crash.  
 
    Her warm pussy gobbles my cock, devouring it to the base. She swivels and dips, taking her pleasure from me. 
 
    “Harder,” she screams out, ordering me to give her what she needs. I pull out quickly, flip her over, and spread her legs with my hips, sinking back inside her soft folds from behind. I slam into her ceaselessly, driving my cock deep, and grasp a fistful of hair into my hand. I yank her head back hard enough to get her attention. She growls and shoves back onto me, meeting me thrust for thrust. 
 
    I feel her constrict around me, twitching violently about my head and shaft, begging me for every drop of my cum. I feel myself tense, seizing up until I explode, milking myself into her with thick gushes. I keep at her, using my cum as lubricant, pounding into her mercilessly. 
 
    My hand still clasped to her hair, I take the other and shove it under her hips, lifting them slightly. My finger slithers between her swollen lips, saturated with a mix of her and me, and locate her clit, hard like a little pebble. I rub it with circular motions while I aggressively pump into her. Feeling her build up around me, I go wild on it, flicking it with rapid strikes until she bursts, tremoring beneath me, crying out my name. 
 
    I press my torso into her and mutter breathlessly into her ear, “That’s it, angel. Feel it.” 
 
    She convulses and then goes limp on the counter, panting uncontrollably. 
 
    Kissing her creamy back, I edge myself from her spent body, ensuring she feels every inch of me on my way out, and lie beside her on the marble island satisfied. I cradle her in my arms, resting her head on my chest. 
 
    “I love you, Elle,” I murmur in her hair before kissing her atop her head.  
 
    She glances up at me with heavy-lidded eyes and smiles weakly. 
 
    “I love you, Damian.” With those final sleep-hazed words, she’s out like a light. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Glimpse 
 
      
 
    When I arrived at View’s bayside offices to sign the contract the following Monday, my mind was occupied. I walk toward the conference room in the back, a gaggle of wolves in suits behind me. I entered the conference room and took my place at the head of the table. Normally, I would send the guard dogs to finish up a simple purchase, but I chose to attend this one. Not out of respect for Olivia. For Elle. Purely for Elle. 
 
    I had time before the meeting started, which allowed me to think about my sister and our current situation, my promise to Hyde and my intentions for his daughter. To say my intents for her were unadulterated, would’ve been false. I wanted to defile her, tie her up, and tease her sweet body with every toy in my extensive collection until these cravings went away. But if I took that step, I knew it would put my relationship with Marshall in jeopardy. I’d started to rethink my deviant plans when the door opened and she walked through. She faltered when her blue eyes met mine. She’d recovered and taken her place at the other end of the table with Liv. Except she didn’t quite make it into her chair. She fell back and tumbled onto the floor. I jumped up before she had settled and knelt by her side. She was the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen, her lace bra and garters peeking out from her disheveled clothes. I gave her a hand and turned away to give her a moment to collect herself. I wasn’t about to let anyone see those creamy curves of hers. They belonged to me. 
 
    During the meeting, all I could think about was those curves, how I wanted them, to bury myself inside the softness of their supple lines. She tried avoiding eye contact with me, but every now and then, her resolution slipped and I’d catch them lingering on me. It pleased me greatly, to know she wanted me as I wanted her. I couldn’t focus on what the lawyers and hired hands I left to hash out the details were talking about. By the end of the meeting, I’d made up my mind. I rose to address the room of suits, announcing I’d be moving the magazine headquarters to the Huntsman. This confused Olivia. It hadn’t been a part of the original agreement, but if she wanted my help, she’d do it without question. 
 
    She did. 
 
    Once we signed on the dotted line, and I managed to convince Elle to join me for lunch, we headed out. The car ride to the restaurant was tense. It wasn’t because of her. At least, not for anything she was doing. It was me. I was insane for taking the daughter of my business partner and friend out, even for a platonic lunch. 
 
    Platonic, yeah. There was nothing platonic about my plans for her. I wanted her in every way a depraved man like me could want her. Flashes of her lace-covered breasts and thighs poking out from her work attire kept reminding me of my intentions. She was tempting me even in the car, her fragile hand placed between us since we left, her shapely legs crossed and leaning toward mine, the way her hourglass curves filled out her blouse and skirt. 
 
    “I’m pleased you walked into the meeting,” I remarked emotionlessly, attempting to appear in control outwardly and subdue myself inwardly. 
 
    “Yeah, you seem it,” she snapped.  
 
    I couldn’t blame her. I knew my actions were confusing. 
 
    “I am, but I know this is wrong.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “This. You and I, us, together.” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware we were together. If it’s a problem, why invite me to go to lunch?” she asked with an affronted tone. 
 
    It was a simple yet damning question. And the answer was clear. Even though I was bound by a promise, I couldn’t stay away. I wanted to be near her. I wanted her scent in my nose. I wanted to admire her beautiful face in the flesh, not frozen in the captured moments hung across her parents’ home. I wanted her, which is why I kept an emotional wall between us. I couldn’t get close. And I couldn’t be candid about my intentions either. So, I told her a shade of the truth. 
 
    “I have an opportunity, and I plan to take it. I should keep my distance from you, but I find it difficult. You’re a good girl, and I don’t want to take advantage of your…respectabilities.” 
 
    “You need not be concerned with my respectabilities.” She then proceeded to reprimand me about treating her like a child. I’d never been scolded by a woman before. It both impressed and aroused me. She was stunning when she was mad, the fire in her eyes, the flush of her cheeks, the confidence in her conviction. It drove me wild. 
 
    I quickly began to regret my decision not to drive us to the restaurant myself. I was going to lose it before we’d arrived. I was going to fuck her right then, take her from behind with her face pressed against the leather of the backseat, make her scream for more. If I’d been the one driving, I wouldn’t be able to. I vowed then, the next time I got in a car with her, if I ever did again, I would drive. Being in the close confines with that woman is a true test to my self-control. 
 
    Luckily, Banks announced our arrival. I was able to snap out of my delirium enough to gain some semblance of restraint. I hadn’t experienced that level of urge and lack of control since I was a kid, jonesing in rehab. It angered me. I didn’t like anyone or anything having that kind of effect on me.  
 
    Things didn’t change once we entered the restaurant. She sat nervously, glancing around at the few patrons or the walls, but eventually attempted small talk, complimenting the establishment. I played along, informing her it was mine and my sister’s place. We said the usual polite banter, suppressing the silence lingering around us. 
 
    She looked over her menu to avoid the awkwardness of my closed off demeanor. I took the chance to watch her. She’d shown me that fire in her belly. She was a fighter. I wondered if she were even capable of my lifestyle. I decided to test her, start with something simple. 
 
    “There’s no need for that. I already know what you’ll have.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed over the top of her menu, glaring bullets into my face. But she didn’t argue. She placed the menu back on the table and sat quietly. 
 
    Interesting, I’d thought. 
 
    After the waiter came and went, we sat patiently. Well, I did anyway. Gabrielle on the other hand couldn’t stop fidgeting. She wriggled around in her chair like a fish on a hook. It was very distracting, watching her body writhe around. It made me think of her spread open and tied up, squirming and overwhelmed with pleasure. 
 
    “Gabrielle, could you please stop fidgeting? It’s quite difficult to focus,” I commented tersely.  
 
    She straightened up and sipped on her water. 
 
    “If we’re wrong,” her voice trembled on the first few words, “why approach me at the club? Why ask me to lunch?”  
 
    I enjoyed her awkwardness. It meant I messed her up too. I smirked, pleased with myself, which only seemed to add fuel to her fire. 
 
    “I should stay away from you,” I clarified. “I knew from the moment I saw you, you weren’t right for me. I told you at the bar, I was compelled to meet you. It didn’t seem I had a choice in the matter.”  
 
    “Are you psycho? Do you need your meds? Because you’re fucking crazy! One minute, you’re pleased to see me, and the next, I’m not right for you. Who doesn’t have a choice in what they do? I didn’t notice anyone holding a gun to your head…You are right about one thing. I should stay the hell away from you!”  
 
    She sprung out of her chair and rushed for the exit. For a brief moment, I was going to let her walk out of my life. Then I realized one simple fact. I didn’t want her to. I jumped to my feet and chased after her, catching her hand at the door. 
 
    “Oh, now you want to hold my hand, but not when I put it out there for you to take.”  
 
    She snarled at me and ripped her hand away before escaping out to the street. I caught up with her once again, but she only walked faster. 
 
    “What do you want?! Why are you following me?!” she shouted. It made me cringe. Normally, I wasn’t one to publicly air my dirty laundry, but I hated seeing her unhappy. 
 
    “I want to make sure you get back safely. Besides, I’m not following you. I’m walking alongside you,” I retorted. 
 
    “Semantics. You are following me. Besides, you need to stay away from me, remember?” 
 
    She tried to escape again, but I reached out for her, stopping her in her tracks. She kept her face down, refusing me access to her exquisite eyes. I slanted her chin upward, and the walls crumbled under the weight of her tears. 
 
    “Please, don’t cry,” I implored, drying the wet trails from her face. “This is what I am trying to avoid. If you and I were to start a rapport, this will be how it ends, in tears. I can’t stand to watch a sweet innocent cry. I didn’t say I need or want to stay away. I said I should. There is a difference.” 
 
    “Innocent? I am far from innocent, Damian. I am not a meek little virgin who can’t handle herself. I don’t understand any of this…You’re trying to tell me something other than what is actually being spoken. I had a hunch you’d be trouble, and thus far it seems to ring tried and true. What do you want from me, Damian?” 
 
    I wanted her, to lose myself in her body, to fuck her out of my system. But she was forbidden fruit. The way I saw it, I had two choices. One led to my dungeon. The second led to a life of regret. 
 
    She groaned, turning and walking away in frustration. I was desperate to keep following her, make sure she got back safely, to squeeze every last drop of time with her I could, but she was right to run from me. I knew I should let her go. 
 
    I also knew I couldn’t. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Trash Talk 
 
      
 
    It’s been an endless fucking day of emergencies and meetings. After my morning round, I hashed out the details of a possible merger with a communications company I’ve had my eye on for some time. Elle was swamped, so she wasn’t able to come up for our afternoon playdate. On top of that, she has dinner plans tonight with Julie, so I won’t see her until later this evening. 
 
    I stayed late to get ahead on some work, hoping to pass the time quickly. 
 
    My phone suddenly goes off, interrupting me from my concentration. 
 
    I check the time on the clock on my desk. Nearly seven. 
 
    Grabbing my cell, I pick up and place it to my ear. 
 
    “Hunt.” 
 
    “Sir,” Liam’s voice says with a severe tone, “we have a situation back at The Artemis.” 
 
    “Is it Gabrielle?” I ask, feeling panic grow in my chest. 
 
    “No, sir, but you need to come immediately.” 
 
    I hang up and grab my wallet and keys, rushing out of my office. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The penthouse is trashed. 
 
    “Is Gabrielle out to dinner with Julie?” I ask Banks, praying she hasn’t seen the disaster that is our home. 
 
    “I believe so. She left to meet her after work.” 
 
    “And Red?” 
 
    “She went to visit her mother for a few days, left this morning.” 
 
    “Excellent.”  
 
    Now that I know everyone is safe, everything else seems more manageable. 
 
    I’m going to kill him for this. Since there hasn’t been much activity from my brother recently, I assume this has to do with Olivia’s visit recently. Perhaps our visit to Beverly’s. Whichever the crime, this is clearly a message of war. 
 
    “Sir,” Banks says, bringing my focus back on the current predicament, “I have something you need to see.” 
 
    “What?” I ask, surveying the catastrophe that is my living room. 
 
    “We went back over the footage from the lobby and garage cameras.” 
 
    I guess I’ll have to make a visual log of the damage later. 
 
    “And, what did you find?” 
 
    “We found out how he’s been getting in, sir.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. And?” I rush him, becoming more impatient. 
 
    He pulls a disk out of his pocket and hands it to me. I start towards my office, and he follows closely behind. Moving over to my desk, I rip it from the case and shove it into my computer. An image of the lobby comes onto the screen. I don’t see anything suspicious at first, certainly no sign of Dante. After a moment or two, a woman with a large hat covering her face quickly crosses the marble tile floor towards the elevator. Once inside, the camera view changes into the cab, but it’s an overhead shot so her face remains concealed under the wide brim. We watch her insert a cardkey and ride the elevator down to the garage. When the doors finally open, Dante steps inside and grabs the mystery woman by the hair, wrenching her head back until her face is revealed to the camera…Vanessa. 
 
    Fucking bitch. 
 
    I’d given her a spare key a few years back, in case I ever needed it. I completely forgot about it until now.  
 
    With a devilish grin on his face, he kisses her hard, slamming her against the back wall of the cab. He paws at her breasts and hips, bringing her skirt up about her waist, practically fucking her right there. He’s taunting me, getting off on the idea of driving me over the edge. 
 
    What he doesn’t realize is the fact that it will only play against him. I have something to fight for now, and I will fight to the death to protect it. 
 
    When the doors open, they step off, and the video cuts out. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Is that everything?” I ask, my hands running through my hair in frustration. 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    Of course not. All we’re missing is the cherry. 
 
    He reaches back into his pocket and retrieves a camera memory card and hands it to me. I slide it into the computer as well. When the box pops up, I click on it, and a window opens with several pictures, pictures of Elle, personal, intimate pictures from our sessions in my studio.  
 
    It’s from my camera.  
 
    I skim through them until I get to ones I didn’t take. They aren’t like the others. They’re random body parts, male and female, hands groping flesh, hips fused together, the curve of a woman’s back. But the two subjects intertwined in the throes of passion are not my wife and myself. It doesn’t bother. Not nearly as much as what I soon realize.  
 
    My stomach turns.  
 
    These were taken in our bedroom, in our bed.  
 
    I frantically click on the last pictures, to two faces twisted in release.  
 
    Dante and Vanessa fucking where I make love to Elle 
 
    Liam slips a note in front of me on the desk that simply reads… 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Piece of shit got his kicks in our bed, looking at pictures of my fucking wife! 
 
    I slam my palms on the hard wooden surface of my desktop. White-hot rage pumps through my veins like molten metal. I will find him, and I will end him. 
 
    “How does he keep getting past security? Where the fuck are these lazy sonofabitches when he’s coming in and out of my home as he pleases?” 
 
    “It was brought to my attention that a small group of our security guards have been cutting the camera feed and even granting him access into the building. He was paying them off, from what I heard, quite handsomely. They covered up the missing footage, stating there were technical problems with the cameras and system.” 
 
    “And what is being done about that?” 
 
    “I’ve already handled it, Mr. Hunt. They’ve been escorted off the premises and reliable sources will take their places.” 
 
    “You’re sure about them?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. They’re the best. I also took the liberty of placing men at the lobby doors and garage.” 
 
    “Very good.” I release a forced breath. “I want extra security on Elle as well. Discreetly, Banks. I don’t need an argument over this.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I want to get a bag packed for the next few evenings. I’m going to take Gabrielle to The Fairmont for a couple days. I want this place back in order as soon as possible. I don’t want her to know any of this ever happened.” 
 
    “Oh my God!” I hear from downstairs. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Banks and I glimpse at each other and hurry out of my office. When we get to the top of the stairs, Julie and Elle are standing by the elevator with their mouths agape. 
 
    She glimpses up at me and whimpers, running toward me on the stairs. I hurry down and over to my shaken wife, grabbing her into my arms. 
 
    “You’re alright,” she mumbles breathlessly. 
 
    “Yes, angel, I’m alright.” 
 
    “I thought something happened to you,” she confesses, holding onto me tighter. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask, nuzzling my cheek on top of her head. 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine. I’m just confused.” 
 
    “Dante,” I whisper into her ear and she stiffens in my embrace. 
 
    “Jesus,” she murmurs against my chest. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” Jules asks and we turn to her, Liam already standing at her side. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” he says, attempting to appease her. 
 
    “It’s just a break in,” Elle answers. 
 
    “Bullshit,” she says. “There is no way someone could just waltz into this place. You’ve been hiding something from me and I’m sick of it.” 
 
    “We have everything taken care of,” I promise her. 
 
    “If you all think I’m blind, you’re crazy. I see what’s going on around here. I know something’s wrong.” 
 
    “We have it handled,” I snap, breaking under the weight of the truth crushing down on me. “Jules, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I thought we were friends.” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “Friends don’t lie to each other,” she says, tears glinting in the corners of her eyes. “Call me when you’re ready to be honest.” 
 
    “Jules, wait,” I call after her as she bolts for the elevator and take a step forward, but Hunt grips my shoulder with a firm yet caring hold. 
 
    “It’s best, Elle. At least until we get everything figured out. She’s safer in the dark.” 
 
    “Is she?” I ask, hugging my arms around myself. “Have I?” 
 
    Even though I’m facing away from them, I see the expressions on their faces, the same expressions that have crossed them time and time again, pity. 
 
    “Banks, give us a moment,” Damian orders, his voice anything but demanding. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Liam says, ever the obedient henchmen. “I’ll be downstairs if you need me.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    As Liam escorts himself out, I slowly take in the scene of devastation around me, the large gashes in the couch, the shredded remnants of the rug, the glitter of shattered glass strewed everywhere. But worst of all, Hunt’s breathtaking photos have been torn from the walls, now smashed and mangled on the floor. 
 
    “Atrocious, isn’t it?” he asks, meeting me in the center of the room. He clasps both hands to my biceps and leans in to kiss me on the forehead, breathing me in before he parts. 
 
    “Oh, Hunt. It’s awful.” 
 
    “Come.” He offers me his hand. “Let’s check the damage upstairs.” 
 
    Holding hands securely, we journey to the bedroom, discovering little difference from the downstairs, our bedsheets and clothes frayed and scattered across everything.  
 
    Nothing we can’t replace. 
 
    I’m following Hunt as we walk the room, looking things over, when he halts in his tracks. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask, tracking his gaze to the wall. There, written in large, red letters across the center portrait of me, is the word. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “Damian,” I whisper with a voice shaking in terror. 
 
    “He won’t get you,” he says, turning to me. “I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise.” He takes me into his large arms and curls them about me, blanketing me in him. “I wish I knew why he did this. He usually doesn’t attack unless he feels threatened.” 
 
    “I may know why.”  
 
    I step back, crossing my arms over my chest. 
 
    “What could you have possibly done?” 
 
    He won’t enjoy what I’m about to confess to him, but it seems I don’t have a choice. He’ll find out eventually. It’s best it comes from me. 
 
    “When you went on your trip to San Diego, I arranged a meeting of my own.” 
 
    “What type of meeting exactly?” 
 
    “With your former subs.” 
 
    “How did you arrange that?” 
 
    “Marlena was kind enough to contact them for me. We held the gathering at The Manor.” 
 
    “And what happened at this gathering?” 
 
    “They explained that Dante was blackmailing them to divulge intimate details of your private life. I offered them a sizeable sum of money and protection from Dante in return for their silence and denial of the rumors.”  
 
    “And you believe Dante figured it out when he couldn’t get to one of them.” 
 
    “This is clearly retaliation. I know you’re going to punish me for putting myself and us at risk by leaving the penthouse and talking to your exes, but you’ve been stretched thin with running your empire and your crazy siblings. You put so much on yourself, I just wanted to help.” 
 
    “I’m not going to punish you, Gabrielle.” 
 
    “You’re not?” 
 
    “No,” he says, “I’m not.” 
 
    “What are you going to do then?” 
 
    “I’m going to speak with Banks. I want you packed and ready leave in an hour.” 
 
    I turn away from him and walk to the wall of glass, looking out over the city I hold so dear, knowing very well Dante is somewhere out there, waiting for an opportune moment of weakness to take us down. By the violence of this attack, hitting us where we live, he’s growing restless. It’s only a matter of time before he exacts his flesh…and a pound won’t be enough this time.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Cutting Edge 
 
      
 
    Over the next few days, I stay at my parents’ estate in Kentfield with my mother, Chase, and Maya. Hunt wanted me to hideout at a hotel in the city while he oversaw the crew working on the penthouse. I suggested leaving San Francisco altogether. My mother has been asking the family to come to Marin County for an extended weekend, so I took the opportunity to spend quality time with her. 
 
    Hunt thought it would be best while everything was taken care of back at home. Plus, Dante probably wouldn’t look there first if he came after me. We just aren’t sure if he’s growing restless of terrorizing us, how soon he’ll attempt the next attack, and what he will do when he does. 
 
    I invited Julie and Liam, but since Dante’s begun to make himself known, he has to keep an eye on things. Plus, after the news of her brother, Jules didn’t feel like going anywhere. 
 
    Since Sloan was visiting her mother, we knew she was safe. We wouldn’t want her to be a casualty of Dante’s revenge. 
 
    By the weekend, the events of earlier in the week have begun to push themselves to the back of my mind. 
 
    Saturday, Hunt headed back into the city to oversee the finishing of the penthouse while I stayed with my mother, sister, and Chase who came up to check on us. I’m still getting used to the fact that he is now my brother-in-law. 
 
    After I get back from the grocery store, having planned out a wonderful dinner for everyone, I put everything away and go in search of them. I call out throughout the house but no one answers, so I stroll out to the backyard. 
 
    There, sitting out on the veranda, I discover Chase, soaking up some rays. It’s an oddly warm day for fall, but this is California, so not completely unexpected. 
 
    “Hey,” I say, announcing my presence. 
 
    He cracks his eyelids a sliver. 
 
    “Hey,” he greets me with a smile. 
 
    I take a seat next to him and look out over the expansive park we call a backyard. 
 
    “I don’t know if Maya said anything to you, but I’m sorry about what I did when…” 
 
    “Ellie,” he reaches over and places his hand on mine, resting on the armrest of my chair, “you know you never need to apologize to me. No matter what happens between us, we’ll always be okay.” 
 
    I smile faintly at him and grasp his hand. 
 
    “I’ve missed you, Chase. So much has changed between us in such a short time. Everything feels different now.” 
 
    “Yes, it does.” He nods his head once in agreement. “That’s life, I guess.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I mentally fan the sullen cloud hanging around my head. “So, how’s married life treating you?” 
 
    He laughs. 
 
    “I still can’t believe I’m someone’s husband.” He looks out over the grounds with a serene, happy expression. “Not just anyone, though. Maya’s,” he utters with a tender tone. 
 
    “You really love her, don’t you?” 
 
    “She’s my everything,” he proudly confesses. 
 
    “How did you know she was the one?” I tuck a strand of hair blowing around in front of my eyes back into the bun atop my head. “Not that I’m questioning your decision.” 
 
    “No, no. I get it.” He takes a second to mull it over, really searching for the best way to explain what he feels. “When you told me you weren’t in love with me, it broke my heart. If she left, I wouldn’t survive the blow. Every other woman could never compare to her. That’s how I knew.” 
 
    “That’s what Hunt said.” 
 
    “I know.” I glance at him and scrunch my nose. “He talks about you a lot.” 
 
    Ah, yes. I forget how close Damian and Chase have become in the past months. Sometimes I wonder whose best friend he actually is. 
 
    “I owe you an apology.” 
 
    “For what?” I inquire. “You’ve done nothing wrong…That I know of,” I tease, shooting him an overly inquisitive gaze. 
 
    “The way I behaved for years, chasing after you like some love-starved idiot.” 
 
    “Chase, you are not an idiot. To be honest, it took me a long time to realize you harbored feelings for me beyond friendship. I was so blind.” 
 
    “Or maybe I was just bad at it.” We chuckle, but the youthful glow about his face soon fades. “But with all seriousness, a part of me will always love you,” he confesses. 
 
    “You better, Mr. Chase Cahill. Because I’ll always love you. You’re more than an ex or even a friend, you’re my family.” 
 
    “Literally.” 
 
    “Oh Lord. That’s right. You’re my brother-in-law.” 
 
    “And Damian is mine.” 
 
    “Well, aren’t we the happy little dysfunctional family.” 
 
    “Speaking of, how are Jules and Sloan?” 
 
    He had to go there. 
 
    “Um,” I mumble, a single tear trickling down the side of my nose and over my lips at the mention of her name. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Ellie?” 
 
    “Jules and I had a fight.” I wipe the wet trail away with a stealth sweep of my hand. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “She’s caught on to Dante’s antics. How could she not? Anyway, I denied it. She called me out, said I was lying to her, and then told me not to contact her until I can be honest.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell her about her brother?” 
 
    “Eventually. Hunt and Liam think I should keep her at a distance until we get everything handled.” 
 
    “And what do you think?” 
 
    “Maybe they’re right. If Dante thinks he can get to me through one of my friends or family, he won’t hesitate to use them as collateral. Distance isn’t the worst idea. Plus, what good would telling now do? He’s still out there. She’ll want to go to the cops, and Damian wants it handled without them. Honestly, it isn’t even safe for you and my sister to be so close to me. You should probably get away before either of you get hurt.” 
 
    I look toward the sea of green grass and manicured landscape, fighting the swell of sadness in my chest. 
 
    “Hey,” he says, making me acknowledge him, and swings his legs over the side of the lounge chair to face me. “That’s what he wants. He wants you to bend over for him, give up everything you love because he gets off on it. He wants you miserable and alone and broken. Well, fuck him. Don’t give him what he’s wants. It’s going to take a hell of a lot more than some jealous fuck to get rid me and your sister. We aren’t going anywhere, Ellie.” 
 
    “I don’t know what I would do if he hurt her, Chase.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about her. I’ll protect her with my life if it came down to it. We aren’t going to abandon you when you need us most.” 
 
    In a blink, I’m on my knees, in his arms. Mine are constricted around his neck. 
 
    “You’re my rock, Cahill. You always have been.” 
 
    “I always will be.” He lies his cheek atop my head, pressed into his chest. “I’ll always watch out for you.” After a moment or two, he clears his throat in that way men do when things get too emotional for them. “Enough of this heavy stuff.” 
 
    I pull away, my tears now dried out tracks streaking my face. “You’re right,” I agree. “It’s such a nice day, there’s no point in hanging around here. Let’s go for a drive.” 
 
    He smiles broadly. “In Scarlett?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Awesome.” He slaps his thighs and then jumps up. “I’ll drive.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and smirk at him. 
 
    “Sure. Why the hell not?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    We drove till we hit the ocean and continued North to a nice sandy piece of beach, parking and walking barefoot along the shore. We chat and catch up on everything we’ve been wanting to say for so long. 
 
    I tell him about things with Damian, Dante, Sloan. He tells me about the wedding and how it all came to be. 
 
    It was just a nice afternoon of being the old Ellie and Chase. Even though he comes around enough, I’ve missed the friendship we once had, so strong, always together. 
 
    Now, he seems to spend most of his time with Maya or Hunt. They’ve become very close in such a short time. It still shocks the hell out of me, watching them get along as if there had never been any strife between them at all. But it’s just so nice that stressful time is behind us. Especially with all the other things we have to worry about these days. Looking back, it all seemed so petty knowing now what was lurking just around the bend. 
 
    A few hours later, we drive back to the estate, feeling relaxed and happy. 
 
    When we make it back, Hunt’s car is parked out front. 
 
    I didn’t expect him until around dinner time. 
 
    As Chase and I are exiting Scar, he comes bolting out of the front entrance and makes a beeline straight for me. 
 
    “Where have you been?” he asks, snatching me up into his arms. “You had me scared to fucking death.” 
 
    I’m confused as hell. 
 
    “What are you talking about? I was with Chase down at the beach.” 
 
    He holds me out at arm’s length. “Where is your cellphone, Gabrielle?” 
 
    Oh shit. 
 
    “I guess I forgot it.” 
 
    Chase walks over to us. 
 
    “Hey, I’m sorry, man. I just wanted to drive Scarlett. We must have forgotten our phones when we left.” 
 
    “You should have at least texted me before you left, Cahill. You know how dangerous it is for her right now.” 
 
    “Can you please stop talking about me as if I’m not here?” 
 
    I tug myself out of Hunt’s hold and trudge back into the house, Damian and Chase hissing at each other in hushed tones behind me. 
 
    Even though my mistake wasn’t intentional, this isn’t the last I’ll hear of this. I can’t even blame him for being upset…not fully anyway. We are dealing with a psychopath after all. But does that mean I’m a prisoner? Should I willing allow them to lock me away in my ivory tower? If Hunt had his way, I’d never leave the Artemis. He’d place the National Guard around the building if he could. But a person can’t live their life that way. And if I waited until we catch Dante, I may never have a life again. 
 
    Feeling drained, I head to my bedroom on the second floor. I need a moment to shut my eyes and think. Once inside the safety of my room, I fall back on the bed, arms spread out like a bird’s wings. I sigh when my body settles into the softness of the pillow top mattress. 
 
    But my peace is short-lived when the door opens and Damian enters. 
 
    “Most people would understand when someone walks away, it’s because they need time alone.” 
 
    I elevate myself onto my elbows. 
 
    He shuts the door and watches me with those intense eyes of green. I gawk at him, waiting for his next move. Slowly, he walks across the room to me on the bed, towering over me with a menacing smirk crooking his mouth. He leans in, his hands finding the waist of my pants, and his masculine fingers curling under the band. With a swift motion, they’re crumpled on the floor at the foot of my childhood bed, and I’m on my back. 
 
    “You’ve stopped wearing your panties.” 
 
    “I figure it’s easier than you ripping them off whenever you take me.” 
 
    “Smart girl,” my delicious husband praises. 
 
    He inserts his knee between mine and nudges them apart, crawling into their supple embrace, his hulking body overshadowing me. Teasing my lips with his, he clutches my wrist and pins it above my head, repeating with the other, binding them together with his large hand. His teeth bite into my bottom lip, tugging on it until it hurts so good. I moan and writhe beneath him, begging for satisfaction. He heeds my pleas, shoving his free hand between us, his skilled fingers breaking the seal of my aching lips. 
 
    “Is this what you want, Gabrielle? You want me to finger this exquisite pussy of yours?” 
 
    His fingertips flick my clit, driving me hard and fast.  
 
    “Holy fuck!” I cry, completely overtaken by the intense sensation of his rapid assault. My natural reflexes kick in, my body rejecting the flood of pleasure ripping through it. I tug my hands, squirming under his hold. My legs struggle to shut, but his hips keep them spread open wide, rendering me completely vulnerable to his will. 
 
    “Don’t fight the pleasure, angel. It’ll only make it worse.” 
 
    He winds me up like a music box, every inch of my body fixated on the wild rhythm against my clit. A finger disappears deep inside my pussy, working my G-spot with mastered strokes. 
 
    My muscles tighten, and my toes curl. 
 
    “I know things have been different between us,” he whispers into my ear, kissing the lobe with a tender touch, his warm breath brushing the hypersensitive skin, “and that’s led to my slipping in certain departments.” I grind into him, my body reaching for his. I need him. I want more than a finger. “But never forget,” he rips his fingers out, “I’m your Dominant.” 
 
    His face inches from mine, he sticks his fingers in his mouth, sucking me off. 
 
    “You were punishing me?” I ask as he releases me and crawls out from between my legs. He stands at the end of the bed, fixing his hair and adjusting his collar.  
 
    “You call it punishment. I call it another form of communicating my disappointment in you. Don’t you understand you punish me every time you make it impossible for me to get ahold of you, every time you put yourself in danger by making poor choices, every time you fight me when it comes to your well-being. It’s not as if I’m acting irrational or keeping you on a leash. I need to know you’re safe. I’ve told you this repeatedly, Gabrielle, and yet you insist on playing with fire. You never seem to consider the consequences of your actions or how they’ll affect you. If I have to figure out new ways to get through to you, I will.” 
 
    I flop back on the bed, my arms limp at my sides. 
 
    “You’re absolutely right,” I mumble. 
 
    Why is it so hard to say that? 
 
    Oh, I’m stubborn, right. 
 
    “You aren’t going to argue?” 
 
    Naturally, I want to, but can I blame him for worrying about me? He only wants the best for me. 
 
    “No.” I release a defeated sigh, sitting up. “I would hate if I couldn’t get ahold of you. I’d probably assume the worst as well. Dante is on the loose and a dangerous predator, and until he’s caught, I need to stay vigilant. I never meant to scare you, Damian. It was a mistake. One I won’t make again.” 
 
    This seems to disarm him. The cocked-brow expression of bewilderment on his face makes me want to giggle, but I refrain from it. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you see my point.” 
 
    “But this couldn’t simply be about my missing a call. Ever since I told you about my luncheon with your exes, you’ve been distant.” 
 
    “I’m not pleased with your conniving behind my back, but I understand your intentions were well meant. I also understand you’re curious about my sexual past.” 
 
    “What woman isn’t about her man’s exploits?” Shifting onto my knees, I slide my hand south and cup him in my palm, his semi-stiff cock impressive in length and girth. “Maybe I’m interested in how you liked to fuck them.” 
 
    I tease his lips with mine, rubbing them up and down, back and forth. He pushes me back onto the bed and climbs between my legs, grinding his erection into my now aching clit. “I’m more concerned in how you like to be fucked.” 
 
    “Hard and dirty, Mr. Hunt, with you nine inches deep inside me.” 
 
    Running the length of his shaft against the sensitive bud., he asks, “You want my cock, angel?” a cocky smile on his face.  
 
    “Yes,” I moan.  
 
    “You want to come,” his lips hover over mine, skimming them teasingly, “don’t you?” 
 
    “God, yes.” My head tips back as his mouth moves over my jaw and down my neck. 
 
    “You’re not getting off so easily, Mrs. Hunt.” 
 
    Suddenly, he isn’t there, and I’m left confused and soaked between my thighs. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Working It Out 
 
      
 
    The next day, Hunt leaves early for the city. I decide to drive back in with Maya and Chase later in the evening. With time to kill, my mother, sister, and me drive to San Rafael about ten minutes from Kentfield for lunch and shopping. After they’ve cleaned out half the boutiques in town and ate like birds at an expensive café, I treat them at a chic salon, hair, nails, the works. It’s been forever since we’ve done this, not since the wedding at least. I need it. I’ve been under stress with Dante’s havoc. I suppose, to some degree, I’ve become accustomed to it. Having Damian makes it worth it. 
 
    We wait for three chairs to open, me pinned between my mother and Maya while they talk about a new designer or someone. I’m not paying attention. I keep drifting in and out of my head. Elizabeth mentions her charities, which I’m familiar with since many of them are Hunt’s foundations. She goes on about her friends, a trip she’s planning to Paris with girlfriends, and other things going on in her life. I’m happy to hear she’s getting on since my father’s passing. Everything sounds as if it’s getting back to normal. Then she says, “I’ve decided to sell the vineyard.” 
 
    “What?” Maya and I ask, hoping we heard her incorrectly amid the noise of hairdryers and salon chatter. 
 
    “It’s not a choice I came to lightly.” 
 
    “Mother, why?” I inquire, the pain in my voice hard to hide. I used to spend my summers at our Napa vineyard, the vineyard my father loved.  
 
    “Well, since your father’s,” she pauses, her voice wavering, “death, I’ve found it difficult to be there without him. Plus, it’s one more financial burden I’d rather not deal with.” 
 
    “I thought we’d always have it,” Maya mumbles. 
 
    “You girls haven’t been there in years. I hardly stay there anymore. It makes sense to sell it to someone who will take care of it, enjoy it.” 
 
    I struggle to wrap my head around the bomb dropped on us. So much has changed in the last year. This was something I never thought would. I thought I’d bring my children there to spend summers. “When are you selling it?” 
 
    “I’m putting it on the market in a week.” 
 
    “I hate the idea of losing it,” Maya remarks. 
 
    “I know,” Elizabeth agrees, “but it’s too hard to keep it.” 
 
    “Why are you telling us now?” I inquire, slumping back into my chair. 
 
    “Because I need you there this weekend, see if there’s anything you want to keep. Everything else we’ll donate or put away in storage. Plus, I thought you’d bring your husbands, maybe have one last lunch on the veranda, like we used to. It’ll be a nice way to say goodbye to the old place.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agree, “it would be.” 
 
    It seems pointless to argue with her and ruin the rest of our time together before we head back to our separate lives. 
 
    “We’ll be there,” Maya answers, “but I’m not happy about it.”  
 
    With the crossing of her arms and a quiet huff, she slouches and pouts like she did when we were kids. It always worked on my parents. They’d cave and give her whatever she wanted. This time she won’t get her way, no matter how much she mopes. 
 
    “Hunt,” a young woman with spiked pixie hair calls my name. I rise and follow her toward the back. “So, what are we doin’ today?” she asks. 
 
    I sit in the chair and stare into the mirror. With all the changes in my life, I still look and feel like the same girl from college. 
 
    “Something new.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    I step off the elevator and into the penthouse, shopping bags in hand. My mother and sister convinced me to buy a few pieces to add to my personal boutique upstairs. I convinced myself it would be alright since Dante and Vanessa destroyed most of the pieces in the closet. Plus, I’d given away many of my unworn clothes to a shelter for women before all this went down. Why not help those who can’t help themselves? 
 
    I call out to Hunt, but get no response. It would be easy to determine when he was home if he didn’t have so many cars in the underground garage. I’d know which one was missing without referring to a spreadsheet. I’m glad he isn’t here, though. I wanted to prepare before I expose him to my new look. It was a bit drastic, but I needed a change…an extreme one. 
 
    I climb the stairs and walk the hall to our bedroom, setting the bags in the closet. After putting away the new pieces, I make a pile of clothes to be donated on the sitting bench in the center of the room. Once I’ve delved into the depths of my wardrobe, I change out of my jeans and sweater, stripping down to my knickers, ready to slip into the white silk robe Damian loves so much. 
 
    “Gabrielle?” Damian’s baffled voice says from the closet doorway. I turn around and take pleasure in the look of shock on his face. “Your hair,” he whispers. 
 
    I smirk to myself. This is exactly what I was hoping for. There’s something about shocking this un-shockable man that gives me a tingly rush. But I’m slightly nervous how he’ll react to this transformation. Especially since he’s used to giving the okay first. 
 
    “Do you like it?” He stands there, the stunned expression on his face frozen as he silently stares. “I figured this would make it harder for Dante to track me when I’m out and about. Plus, I,” I stutter, suddenly doubting if this was a good idea, “I thought I’d try something new.”  
 
    He walks over to me, lifting his hand to my hair, or what’s left of it, twirling the ends between his fingers. I went with a trendy chin-length bob, my wavy strands giving it a little extra flare. The hairdresser insisted the silvery-blonde was on the cusp of being the next big thing in hair. I was ready for the change. Hunt on the other hand…The well-formed lines of his knockout face are taught. I can’t read him or what’s running though his mind. If it’s written on his face, it’s in invisible ink. 
 
    “It’s certainly different,” he remarks. 
 
    “You hate it,” I mutter, disappointed, my chin dropping to my chest. He scoops a convincing finger underneath it, lovingly forcing it back upward. 
 
    “Never drop your head in shame or embarrassment, angel. You’re stronger than that. And you’re wrong. It’s sophisticated, sexy. I love it.” His finger moves from under my chin to the side of my face, tracing the soft contours of my cheek. “I won’t lie. I was taken aback by the sudden change. Remember, I’m used to having control over the women in my life. I’m still getting used to being with you, a woman who is clearly untamable. But I really do love it.” 
 
    “Well,” I enfold my arms around his neck and balance on the balls of my feet, “at least you noticed I altered my hair. I would have been thoroughly pissed if you hadn’t.” 
 
    He smiles and takes me in his arms.  
 
    “I notice everything about you, Elle.” 
 
    “I love that you do.” 
 
    “You know,” he leans his strong lips against my ear, his warm breath tickling the sensitive skin, “I’m going to enjoy this new look,” nipping at the lobe. “How do you feel about roleplay?” 
 
    I giggle at the sensation. His lips move to my neck, working down to the curve. My head tilts to the side. His hand cradles my heavy breast, the nipples hardening until they burn, while the other moves into my hair, tugging my head further. I moan as his mouth moves down the sliver of skin peeking out from between the unbuttoned halves of my blouse. 
 
    “God, I’ve missed you, Elle.” 
 
    “Damian,” I breathe, unable to verbalize much more. 
 
    Ping. 
 
    Hunt’s cell rudely interrupts. 
 
    “Shit,” he hisses, his forehead slumping against my collarbone as I pant violently. “I forgot I scheduled a workout with Kevin, to burn off some of this stress.” 
 
    He releases me, combing his fingers through his messy hair and putting himself back together. 
 
    “Let me help you work off some of that stress.” I trace my finger over the mound of my cleavage. “Kevin can wait.” 
 
    “He’s the top trainer in the city. I can’t waste his time, Gabrielle.” His eyes scan me up and down. “No matter how much I want to.” 
 
    “I understand.” I fix my ruffled blouse and adjust my uncontained breasts back into my bra. Damian’s eyes remain trained on them with an animalistic gleam. 
 
    “I’d love if you’d join me,” he suggests, licking his lips with an obvious hunger. 
 
    “I’ll meet you downstairs, slick.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time I dress and walk down to the gym, Hunt and Kevin are well within their session, their skin slick with sweat. Damian is focused on his opponent, throwing jabs and kicks like a professional MMA fighter. He clearly has the upper hand until his eyes flick in my direction and catch a peek of my workout clothes, a pair of ass-hugging short shorts and a sports bra so thin it hardly constitutes a training bra.  
 
    Noticing Hunt’s slip in attention, Kevin decks him square in the jaw and knocks him on his ass. I giggle to myself, beyond pleased at his reaction to my choice in attire. 
 
    “Maybe we should take a breather,” Kevin suggests, offering him a hand as Damian massages his lower face and stares me down. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he insists. 
 
    I move over to the touchscreen on the opposite side of the room and pick a song from my workout playlist, Mz. Hyde by Halestorm. I glimpse back at him from over my shoulder, an impish smirk kinking my lips and a challenging look darkening my eyes.  
 
    Once I’ve stretched and warmed up on the treadmill, during which, he continually watched me with predator-like focus, I move to the weight training machines. I choose the one that looks like it was made for a playroom. It spreads the thighs open wide. It’s my favorite because I can work my arms and legs at the same time, but it also drives Hunt fucking wild. 
 
    Once his session is over, the entire time spent sneaking glances and getting his cute butt pummeled, Damian sees Kevin to the door. 
 
    “Same time next week?” he asks. 
 
    “Yeah,” Damian says, nearly shoving him out of the doorway. 
 
    “Bye, E…” Hunt slams the door, cutting him off, and locks it, his eyes menacing and glued to mine. I stare back at him, frozen, with my legs spread open. 
 
    He walks to the touchscreen on the wall and hits a few buttons.  
 
    The dark keys of a piano builds over the speakers. 
 
    Oh, fuck. 
 
    Nine Inch Nails. 
 
    When he chooses them, it means one thing, I’ll be walking funny for the next few days. 
 
    “Are you pleased with yourself, Gabrielle?” 
 
    He collects a pair of jump ropes off a hook and palms them, his knuckles white from gripping them so tightly. Walking over to me with a lithe gait, he hangs them on the bar of the free weights nearby. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I gulp the dry lump in my throat down. 
 
    “You think I didn’t recognize this blatant declaration?” he asks, reaching out and plucking at the thin strap of my flimsy sports bra. “Do you enjoy riling me up?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answer honestly. 
 
    I start to move my hands off the handles at the sides of my head. 
 
    “Keep them there,” he orders, and I obey.  
 
    He vanishes behind my machine and does something to the weights, the rattle of metal against metal ringing out. I attempt to close my thighs, but they don’t budge an inch. While I’m focused on my immobile legs, the rough fibers of rope entrap my right wrist to the handle next to my head. 
 
    “Do you want to play, angel?” he asks as he binds me to the machine. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Once he inspects his handiwork, he moves around the machine and stands before me, a paragon of masculine beauty, his shorts riding low on his hips until the defined, tapered lines of his V appears, the Adonis belt. Aptly named on him. 
 
    “You know, Gabrielle,” he pinches my chin with his strong fingers, “we really need to work on your communication.” My forehead crinkles, a deep V forming over the bridge of my nose. “Why did I learn my wife is unsatisfied from someone other than her?” 
 
    “I’m satisfied.” 
 
    He gives me one of those chastising, under-the-brow looks. 
 
    “Clearly, that isn’t the case.” He releases my face. “If it were, you wouldn’t have expressed otherwise to your new best friend.” 
 
    Shit.  
 
    Brooke. 
 
     She must’ve blabbed to Wade.  
 
    A few months back, Damian hired him as the company’s head attorney. They’d gone out for drinks last night. I’m sure two successful, worldly gentlemen could think of a number of topics to discuss over a drink, but, let’s face it, Doms or not, they’re men, and men talk sex, compare notes and whatnot. 
 
    I’m going to flog her ass within an inch of its life when I get my hands on her. 
 
    I cast my eyes to his sneakers, his feet spread apart at shoulder width. “With everything, it didn’t seem important enough.” 
 
    He scoops his finger under my jaw, jerking my face to look up at his. “There’s nothing more important than us, than you.” 
 
    “Are you going to discipline me now?” 
 
    “No, Gabrielle.” He stoops over till our lips nearly meet, his hands coming to rest on my extended thighs. “I’m going to fuck you.” 
 
    I let out an inaudible noise, something between a squeak and a whimper.  
 
    He squats down, balancing the weight of his massive body on the balls of his feet, his eyes honing in on my crotch. 
 
    “It appears we missed something in our sweep of the apartment.” He sticks his finger into an unnoticed hole in my shorts, the tip grazing my pulsing lips. “Well, these are ruined.” 
 
    He shoves another digit into the tear, spreading them apart until the material gives under the pressure with a loud rip. A burst of chilled air assaults my pussy, heightening my awareness to its exposure. 
 
    “Your pussy is exquisite,” he compliments, his finger skimming the sensitive fleshy folds. “Tell me what you want.”  
 
    He dips the tip in, lightly playing with my clit. 
 
    “I want you,” I answer through my panting. 
 
    “Not good enough,” he says, ripping the cups of my sports bra down under my breasts, hoisting them up. My nipples react instantly to the chilly gym air, hardening until they’re about to rocket off.  
 
    “I want you,” he leans forward, “to tell me exactly,” flicking the erect buds with his tongue, “how you like to be fucked.” He takes the entire thing into his warm mouth, suctioning his lips around the pebbled flesh. 
 
    Adjusting himself onto his knees and yanking down his shorts under his ass, his thick cock springs free. 
 
    He grasps the thick shaft with his hand, guiding it toward my uncovered slit and sinking the head between the lips. He runs the tip along the length of my pussy, over the hardening bud of my clit. He lines the head of his cock with my opening and applying enough pressure to spread me open, but not enough to break the surface. 
 
    “How do you want me, Elle?” 
 
    He probes my entrance, immersing himself just enough for me to want more, and then pulls back out. It’s fucking maddening. I want him so bad my body trembles with need. 
 
    “Tell me,” he growls, pushing himself inside again, going a little deeper than before, the head of his steel cock throbbing against my G-spot. 
 
    “I want you to fuck me hard,” I answer, my voice shaking from arousal. 
 
    “You like being tied and fucked, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I pant, my breasts heaving from the strained, forced breaths ripping through my body. 
 
    “Say it,” he orders through gritted teeth. 
 
    “I like being tied up and fucked,” I cry, desperate for him to complete his descent. 
 
    “That’s my girl,” he praises, thrusting himself forward and burying his cock hilt-deep in my softness with a single motion. I gasp at the superb burn of him cramming and stretching me. He stills before rearing back and slamming into me again, repeating the agonizing rhythm, slowly quickening the pace with every drive until he relentlessly pounds into me, his sack wildly slapping against my ass. My hands squeeze the padded handlebars for dear life as he builds me up, physically, emotionally, mentally, continually hitting my G-spot over and over, pummeling my pussy raw.  
 
    “Oh, God,” I scream, my back bowing and every muscle from head to toe constricting. “I’m going to cum!” I yank on my restraints, yearning badly to touch him. 
 
    With one more delectable thrust, I explode, stars forming behind my eyes. My body violently shakes as my orgasm tears me up from the inside out. 
 
    “Ah, fuck,” he moans, hot bursts of his cum surging deep inside my womb. 
 
    Still buried inside me, he reaches up and releases my hands from their binds. They fall limply at my sides, tingling as blood flows back into the deadened limbs.  
 
    Removing himself from me, he scoops me into his arms and brings me into his lap, cradling me against his half-naked body on the floor of the gym as I come back down to earth from the incredible high. 
 
    “I love you,” I whisper breathlessly, my head resting on his broad shoulder, and my heavy arms barely hanging about his neck. 
 
    “I love you, Elle,” he kisses the top of my head, “with everything I am.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    . 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Moving On 
 
      
 
    The next weekend, Maya, Chase, Damian, and I drive to my family’s vineyard, the air heavy with sullen silence. I’d hoped to show Damian someday, but not like this, not saying goodbye to my childhood. 
 
    It’s raining. It has rained the entirety of the drive, which feels fitting for the occasion. Selling this place is like losing my father all over again, or a piece of him, anyway. 
 
    When the cobblestone wall and grand iron gate comes into view, an ache grips my heart. We turn onto the long gravel driveway, lined by large oak trees. On a dark, cloudy day like today, it makes the tunnel they create nearly impossible to see in. A dim, gray light guides us to the end and into the courtyard of the Mediterranean revival manor, like something you might find in the Italian countryside. 
 
    The instant I step out of the car, I’m greeted by the pungent, clean sent of roses and wet soil. My father planted dozens of rose bushes in the courtyard when he bought the place. He loved getting his hands dirty. I guess that’s why he enjoyed this place so much. 
 
    I snap out of my reveries when Hunt’s hand grasps my shoulder supportively. 
 
    “Are you alright, angel?” 
 
    My head wobbles from side to side as I consider this question. 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once I’ve gone through my room, I walk down to the cellar, going through the aisles of wine my father made and collected over the years. He’s in every aspect of this place, right down to the grapes. I’m sad to let it go. It’s like we’re letting him go. 
 
    Life changes so fast. 
 
    I locate a cool spot in the back and take a deep breath. As I’m taking solace in the depths of the house, Hunt turns the corner. 
 
    “There you are,” he says, a smile spreading the naturally tight line of his lips. 
 
    “I needed a moment to myself.” 
 
    “How are you taking this?” 
 
    “It’s hard.” I run my fingers through my hair and lean back against the cool stone wall. 
 
    “I imagine so.” He looks around the cellar. “This must’ve been a great place to grow up. I’d like to raise our children in a place like this.” My eyes fall from his, dropping to the floor. I gnaw at my upper lip. My feet play footsie with themselves. “I know the idea of kids scares you at this point in our relationship, but I don’t mean we have to have them tomorrow.” 
 
    “No, um. It’s not that.” 
 
    “What’s the matter, angel?” 
 
    “I…” I take a deep breath, stalling for time, trying to figure out how I’m going to tell him I’m barren. “Do you remember I went to have a physical, for the insurance?” 
 
    “Yes,” he mutters, his hands moving to my upper arms. “Elle, are you alright. You aren’t sick, are you?” 
 
    “No, I’m healthy…sort of. It depends on how you look at it.” 
 
    “Elle, spit it out.” 
 
    “The doctor told me the chances of me becoming pregnant are slim to none.” 
 
    He stares at me for an awkwardly tense moment, his eyes and face unreadable. I’d give anything to know what’s racing through his brilliant mind right now. I know he wants children. He’s been clear about it from the beginning. When we talk about kids, it’s not if but when. I’m terrified of how he sees me right now. In some way, I feel like half a woman. I know being a woman has nothing to do with your ability to bear a child, but you’ve been denied of a basic female right. It’s why we put up with monthly visits and cramps and puberty, so one day, we can decide what we wish to do with our bodies. It’s one thing to decide it for yourself. It’s something altogether different when you were never given the goddamn choice. 
 
    “If you don’t say something soon, I’m going to scream,” I tell him, my lids shut, my voice trembling with fear.  
 
    “Did she discuss why she came to this conclusion?” 
 
    “Well, there are two reasons. She said my parents’ inability to conceive is a factor. However, it’s the trauma my body experienced in my time with Nicholas.” There’s something about verbalizing the situation that makes it real. My gaze shifts from his as the gravity of reality seeps into my psyche. “Apparently, I’m scarred on the inside as well.” 
 
    “Don’t,” he orders. “Don’t say that about yourself. You have to be strong, Elle. She said it wasn’t impossible, only a slim chance.” 
 
    “I’m trying to be, but I need to prepare for the greater chance it won’t happen.” 
 
    “We, Gabrielle.” He takes my hands in his. “We’re in this together.” 
 
    It’s strange. Doesn’t feel that way. 
 
    “I’m,” I choke on my words, indescribable sadness rising in my chest. My head falls back against the stone wall behind me, tears forming in my eyes like dew on a blade of grass. “I’m so sorry, Damian,” I cry out, my body jolting from the violent tears. 
 
    “Don’t you dare apologize for this either. Do you understand me? This is not your fault, you did not choose this, you did not ask for it.” 
 
    “What if I did?” 
 
    “How could you have?” 
 
    “For years, I was uncertain whether or not I wanted to me a mother. A part of me thought it wouldn’t be the end of the world if I never had kids. But then I met you, and they seemed possible. What if years of putting that negativity out there caused it to happen?” 
 
    “Gabrielle, when they tell people to envision what they want, it’s not because by simply thinking it will make it reality. It’s for the motivation to seek out and work for that vision. You did not bring this on yourself.” 
 
    “Do you see me differently? I was so scared to tell you. I didn’t want you to think less of me.” 
 
    “We have a nasty habit of underestimating each other, angel. You will always be my Elle, the woman who captivated me. The woman who never let me have my way, no matter how hard I fought it. You’ll always be the woman who saved me. What we have, it’s not something you give up on. Ever. We will get through this. We will figure it out…together.” 
 
    “Damian,” I whisper, wet trails of salty water drying on my cheeks. I bring my hand up into his hair, and he lets me pull his mouth down onto mine, open and eager. I need to feel anything but the pain in my heart. I kiss him with purpose, my tongue diving deep into his mouth, greeted by a welcomed moan from his throat. His hands find my back and hold me close to his hard torso, anchoring me to him. I welcome the distraction my husband’s mouth brings me. It never fails to make me feel drunk with love and passion. 
 
    He breaks away from me, short, harsh breaths forced from between his pinked lips. He licks them. I want him even more. 
 
    “We shouldn’t do this here,” he says, but I can tell he’s fighting himself. He wants it as much as me. I really admire his control over himself. But in this moment, I want him. Self-control be damned. 
 
    “Oh, I think this is the perfect place,” I disagree…respectfully. I drag his mouth back toward mine. 
 
    “Gabrielle, fuck. You know it’s hard for me to resist you when you get like this.” 
 
    “That’s the idea, slick.” I see him struggling between his desire for me and his desire to not get caught by our family. “I need this. I need to feel you inside me. Don’t be my Dom. Be my husband.” 
 
    With an agreeing moan, his mouth lands on mine and his hands lift my skirt up and clamp onto my ass, elevating me and shoving me into the cool stone wall. He kisses roughly along my lips, cheek, jaw, neck, shoulder. His teeth graze my vibrating flesh. His hands grope at my breasts and hips. I reach down between us and take down his zipper. When my hand wraps around the heat of his growing erection, he gasps and moans. It swells in my grasp.  
 
    “You’re the only woman who does this to me,” he murmurs into my ear, pulling at my delicate lace panties until they disintegrate in his hands. It’s no easy feat and never ceases to turn me on. “I can’t seem to control myself with you, Gabrielle.” His lips lazily drag along my cheek to my open mouth. “It’s like all the circuits in my brain cross.” 
 
    “Damian,” I gasp, smashing his lips onto mine. 
 
     
 
    Hunt 
 
      
 
    After I’ve finished with Elle in the cellar, I clean myself up and seek out her mother. She’s overseeing the movers clearing out the living room. “Please, be very careful with the couch. The fabric is old and fragile.” 
 
    I clear my throat, announcing my presence. She turns to me with a frazzled expression. “Oh, Damian. Give me a second, dear.” She glimpses back at the professional packers she hired to help with the massive project. “Make sure you double wrap that vase, please. It’s an antique.” 
 
    She acknowledges me again, running her hands over her hair and tugging on the hem of her designer blouse. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I’d like to discuss something with you.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Past Master 
 
      
 
    The four days following our lunch together were agony. I kept thinking about her, wondering what she was doing, where she was, if she was doing the same. I gave her space and myself time to figure out if she was really something I wanted to pursue. By Thursday, I knew I wanted her, damn the consequences.  
 
    I knew she was furious with me, so I sent her a ridiculous token of my regret, an enormous bouquet of white lilies, her favorite. I remembered her mother mentioning it during one of my dinners with the Hydes. Elizabeth was much more forthcoming with information about her daughter than her husband. He preferred to keep me at a distance personally. He’d kept her away from me on purpose. He was right to do so. The first chance I got, I took it. 
 
    When she called me later that day to thank/berate me, I was extremely pleased and turned on. That fight in her, it drove me fucking crazy. I hated being spoken to with anything less than respect. I was used to it. No one talked to me the way she did. And I couldn’t get enough. 
 
    I told her I was going to New York for a business trip, and I’d contact her when my plans were more concrete. I called her early the Sunday before I arrived home, needing to hear her voice. I couldn’t admit it to myself then, but I was already lost without her.  
 
    She’d eagerly and tiredly agreed to meet me for lunch the next day. I’d picked her up at the converted warehouse View was residing in at the time. We ended up back at her apartment with burgers from a local dive around the corner. Normally, I wouldn’t have gone, not until we’d established ourselves as Dom and sub. And they were never allowed at my penthouse. That was my personal, private place where I didn’t need to pander to anyone, a sanctuary to escape everyone and everything. But I didn’t see a problem with it since the whole point of our lunch was to establish guidelines. If we were going to do this, everything needed to be cut and dry, to reduce casualties. 
 
    Clearly, I had no idea what I was getting myself into. 
 
    “I want to propose you and I enter into a mutually exclusive sexual relationship.” 
 
    Revulsion washed over her expression. She’d been expecting something more than what I offered. I was an asshole for ever thinking it was enough. 
 
    “You want me to be your…fuck buddy?” 
 
    “It’s not quite that simple, and I didn’t want to be crude, but yes.” 
 
    “Why would…why would you ask me,” she stuttered with hurt and anger. “I’m not looking for a relationship of that nature. You are crude for bringing it up in such an uncouth manner. No intimacy.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in intimacy, more like fucking you till we both collapse into a sweaty heap.”  
 
    Plainly turned on, her breathing hastened, rushing in and out from between her plush pink lips, and my cock stiffened. It was hard enough not throwing her onto the table and screwing her senseless right there, without talking about it. I had to use every ounce of control I possessed. 
 
    “I didn’t expect a grand gesture,” she snaps, “but I certainly wasn’t expecting this, either.” She sat back in her chair and retreated into her head, her thoughts played out across her face. Realization furrowed her brows. “You only held my hand to ward off other men, to let them know I’m not available. I am not fucking property, Damian. I’m a damn human being with feelings and emotional needs. I’m not a fuck machine!” 
 
    She was right. Earlier, I had held her hand to let other men know she was mine. Even if she hadn’t agreed yet, she was. She wanted me to some degree. Why else would she have put up with everything I’d done thus far? 
 
    “I’ve never met anyone like you before,” I admitted, realizing honesty was my last defense. “No one speaks to me the way you do. On the street, when you clutched my hand and led me down the sidewalk, I wouldn’t have allowed any other woman to do that. Yes, I was staking my claim. I won’t deny it. However, I was also trying to get near you. You do things to me, Gabrielle.” I hesitated and shut my eyes, feeling vulnerable for the first time in years. “I don’t do intimate because I don’t know how.” 
 
    After a brief silence, she asked, “Why haven’t you kissed me yet?” 
 
    My gaze jumps to hers. I yearned to kiss her, from the first time I saw her, have my mouth and hands all over her. “If I kiss you, I won’t be able to stop myself from taking it further. I want to fuck you, Gabrielle, the way you need it, I need it. I don’t want to rush. I want to take my time to explore and savor you.” 
 
    “Oh? What makes you think I would let you?” 
 
    It was a challenge. And I gladly accepted. 
 
    “Angel, I would do everything in my power to make you beg for my cock. I’ll make you hungry for me.” 
 
    “I can’t just fuck,” she confessed. “I need possibilities, to know more than your name and financial status. In addition, you’re my boss, which makes boning you kind of complicated.” 
 
    I had to admit, the idea was arousing. 
 
    She started firing off questions like bullets from a gun, aimed right at me. Dead man walking. 
 
    “Gabrielle, you have to slow down. Please, one question at a time.” 
 
    She asked me why I hadn’t told her my name. I had her check her phone, where I’d typed it in with my number. 
 
    “You’re peculiar,” she blurted, her eyes bursting wide open. 
 
    “I knew you were a smart girl.” 
 
    She attempted to apologize and retract her statement, but I stopped her. It was out there and the truth.  
 
    “I am peculiar,” I agreed, “more than you know.” 
 
    “There’s a lot I don’t know about you.” 
 
    She had no idea how correct she was. Or how terrified I was to show her.  
 
    She continued her interrogation until our time was up. I had to get her back to the office. We gathered our things and headed toward the front door. But I noticed she seemed upset by something. Normal, considering the conversation we’d had. I was used to this discussion going much differently. The women I bedded were aware of my desires, my way of life. But Gabrielle wasn’t like other women. And she knew nothing of my world. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Gabrielle?” I asked. 
 
    “You haven’t kissed me yet.” 
 
    The corners of her mouth turned down, and her bottom lip jutted out. Fuck, I wanted it. If I knew the exquisite way they feel then, it wouldn’t have taken me as long as it did. 
 
    “Gabrielle, I…” my voices dropped away. 
 
    Two reasons kept me at a distance, whose daughter she was, and the promise I’d made to him. I respected the hell out of him. He’s the reason I took the plunge, dropped out of college, and started my own business. He helped me become the man I am today, as broken as I am. He was more than a business partner, or a friend, or a mentor. He was a second (third) father to me. And the idea of letting him down killed me. 
 
    “Fine, whatever,” she snapped and turned her back on me. 
 
    I didn’t like it.  
 
    She had the door open midway when I yanked her into me. Her body felt incredible against mine, the distinction of her soft mounds to my hard edges. Never given the opportunity without flashing club lights or gawking people around us, I studied her face and eyes undistractedly. Able to make out the smallest details, like the hidden streaks of violet in her tanzanite irises, all logic was shot to shit. And I let myself do something I hadn’t done in years…lose control. 
 
    Fuck it. 
 
    Before she knew what was happening, the door slammed closed, and I had her firmly pinned with my large body. Her breasts repeatedly swelled into my torso; her strained breaths flowing in and out of her lungs like the tide on the shore. I dragged in a final draw of air before my mouth covered hers, claiming it with abandon. I ground my cock into her, taking pleasure from her body anyway I could. She shoved her tiny hands into my hair. I moved mine to the back of her thigh and brought it to my hip. To my delight, her skirt crept up to the apex of her legs. When she released a sweet little whimper into my mouth, my cock ached, the skin pulling taut over my shaft. My hand slinked under her bunched skirt, and she wrenched back into the door with a thud. 
 
    “It’s okay, angel,” I consoled, my voice deepened by arousal. “I just want to see your garter. It’s fucking hot.” 
 
    She liquefied in my hands, her body easing and opening to me, to the experience. It was the first time she was ever truly vulnerable with me, a gift I would come to cherish more than any I’d been given.  
 
    My hand blindly sought the lace top of her stocking, her full thigh quivering beneath my touch. When I found it, I slid a finger between the silk and the pliable flesh, tracing the strap until they reached the garter. 
 
    I pictured her, every thick, rounded inch of her body, naked and begging for me, so overwhelmed by need she couldn’t help but touch herself, her tiny fingers working furiously. 
 
    “I want to see you in this, heels, and no panties,” I groaned, each passing second harder and harder to constrain myself. 
 
    As if not meant for me, she whispered, “I’ll do it,” and tugged her skirt back over her bared legs. 
 
    “You will?” I inquired, tightening my hold on her. “I don’t want you to feel you have to…”  
 
    She placed a finger over my lips. 
 
    “I want to make myself clear. I want you, but I want things to happen naturally. I will participate on one condition…Make an effort not to treat me as if I’m just something to get your tip wet. I’m not asking for happily ever after. I just need to be able to live with myself after this is over.” 
 
    My brow tensed.  
 
    “Over?” I repeated, testing the word in my mouth. It left a bitter aftertaste. Even though my intentions were clear, hearing the words from her mouth sounded wrong, very wrong. I knew it would end, assuming it would be my doing. I was playing with a loaded gun, and it was only a matter of time before it went off in my face. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Blew Christmas 
 
      
 
    The weather grew colder and wetter as December crept on, so Hunt flies the family to Aspen for Christmas. From the designer shops to the five star restaurants to the exotic cars, Aspen is pure opulence covered in a blanket of white. Since Jules isn’t talking to me right now, Liam stayed behind to watch after her and Sloan, who wanted to stay in the city to spend Christmas with their families. 
 
    By day, we ski and play in the snow while Elizabeth and Vivian shop at the expensive boutiques in town. Maya tried sneaking away with them, but Chase caught and convinced her to ride the slopes instead. At night, we gather in the living room of Hunt’s (our) palatial ten-bedroom cabin and watch the snow fall outside the great big wall of glass, which has a magnificent view of the powder covered valley.  
 
    Christmas Eve, the doorbell rings as we’re sitting down for dinner, amplified by the spaciousness of the cabin’s rooms. Hunt rises from his place at the head of the table and walks out to the entryway. From where the table is set, no one can see who’s at the door. When Hunt reenters the dining room, Caleb isn’t far behind. He stands in the doorway, a suitcase in hand. 
 
    “Caleb.” I rise from my place beside Hunt’s seat and welcome him with a warm hug. In the months since the wedding, we’ve taken the time to become acquainted with one another in a more personal way. Maya on the other hand… 
 
    “What is he doing here?” she asks, jumping from her seat. 
 
    “Maya,” my mother says with a scolding tone.  
 
    Even though she forgave our mother for keeping the secret for so long, she’s had a hard time adjusting to the idea of Caleb being our biological father. 
 
    “I invited him,” Hunt says, taking his seat at the head of the table. 
 
    “How could you?” 
 
    “Maya, he’s our father. He should be with us on Christmas.” 
 
    “First off, he is not our father. Second, you knew about this, Ellie? You know how I feel about him.” 
 
    “Yes, but I thought…” 
 
    “You thought wrong,” she snaps and stomps from the dining room. 
 
    “I should go talk to her,” I suggest. 
 
    “No,” Chase rises from his chair and sets his cloth napkin on the table, “I’ll go.” 
 
    “I think that’s smart,” Elizabeth agrees. “She’ll listen to you, Chase.” 
 
    “Maybe this was a bad idea. I ruined your holiday. I’ll leave,” Caleb says, turning toward the hallway, but I stop him. 
 
    “Or you head upstairs to unpack while I make you a nice stiff drink.” 
 
    “I really think…” 
 
    “We insist you stay,” Hunt assures him. “Your room is on the second floor, third door on the right.” 
 
    Caleb nods, his thin lips tucked over his teeth in a modest smile, and then takes his leave. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Maya doesn’t come down from her room again. Chase tried to reason with her, but it was pointless. Maya and I aren’t alike in many respects, but we sure know how to hold a grudge.  
 
    Once everyone has retired for the evening, Hunt included, I throw on a jacket and boots and head out to the deck with a glass of vodka in hand. I lean over the railing, watching the snow falling through the night air and the faint flicker of town in the near distance. 
 
    “You should be inside,” a warm male voice says from behind me. “It’s freezing out here.” 
 
    Without turning, I lift my glass of liquor. 
 
    “This is keeping me plenty warm,” I remark as Caleb appears beside me, resting his elbows on the railing. 
 
    “I’m sorry about the upheaval my presence caused. I wouldn’t have come if I’d known it was going to hurt Maya.” 
 
    I hand him the glass, offering him a sip. He obliges. 
 
    “I love my sister, but she has to understand I want you in my life. I want to know you. And that means you’re a part of this family. You belong here with us.” 
 
    He releases a long breath, visible in the freezing night air. 
 
    “But she deserves time to acclimate to me.” 
 
    “And she will.” He hands the glass back to me, and I take a draw. “I know my sister. Besides, it’s hard to acclimate to something if you refuse to expose yourself to it.” 
 
    “You remind me a lot of my mother,” he comments, staring off into the dark with a reflective haze over his eyes. 
 
    “I do?” 
 
    “She was strong-willed and sharp as a knife. Beautiful too. She showed me photos of her days as a chorus girl in New York nightclubs. You look like her actually.” 
 
    I’ve always wondered where I got my looks and my personality. Neither of my parents have/had my fire, my pigheaded tendencies. They raised me to be far more level headed and mild in temper. But it never stuck. I thought I got my blue eyes from Marshall, but clearly that wasn’t the case. I have Caleb’s eyes. It makes sense I’d take after my biological father’s mother since daughters tend to.  
 
    “You said was. You never told me your mother passed away. When?” 
 
    “A few years back.” His face falls. “I was always sorry you two never met. She would’ve loved you.” 
 
    “I’m sure I would’ve loved her too. Actually, that reminds me. I was wondering if you have a record of your family’s medical history.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “I recently went to the doctor, and she asked about it.” 
 
    “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Yeah, it was a routine physical for insurance purposes. But she mentioned since my parents had a difficult time becoming pregnant, it may or may not affect my chances. She just wanted to cover all the bases.” 
 
    “Anything you need,” he says, his voice so soft and warm I could wrap myself in it. Maybe it’s all new, but there’s a comfort in knowing the truth about his role in my life. It also blurred lines. 
 
    “There is one other thing you could do for me.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Now that everything is out in the open,” I take in an icy breath, chilling my throat and lungs, “I want you to quit working for my mother. I’ve given it a lot of thought, and it isn’t right. The situation is complicated enough without you chauffeuring Elizabeth around.” 
 
    He stares out into the snowy darkness. The perfect quiet of the night making his silence all the more deafening. 
 
    “I love what I do,” he says, returning his kindly blue gaze to mine, “but if that’s what you need, I’ll search for a replacement as soon as we get back.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I set the unfinished glass of vodka on the railing and turn to walk back inside. Before I do, I place my hand on his shoulder. “And Maya will come around eventually.” 
 
    Without a word, he reaches his hand across his chest and rests it over mine.  
 
    Once I’m back in the warmth of the cabin, I take off my jacket and boots. Since dinner was ruined, I’m starved, and there’s plenty of leftovers in the fridge in the kitchen. I open the swinging door and find Maya at the center island with the contents of dinner spread out across the counter and a bright pool of light around her. 
 
    “I guess causing a scene can work up quite an appetite,” I remark as I walk over to the counter. 
 
    “Don’t give me your shit, sissy. I’m not in the mood.” 
 
    I grab a knife and fresh roll and slice it in half, spreading mayo and mustard over both sides. 
 
    “I think you could’ve handled it with a little more tact,” I comment with a motherly sounding tone, layering thin slices of roast beef on the roll. 
 
    “You of all people shouldn’t be lecturing me on how to react,” she says, her mouth crammed with roast beef sandwich and a smear of mayonnaise on the corner. 
 
    “It’s hard accepting change, but denying it completely doesn’t make it go away. It wasn’t some scandalous tryst. Our parents wanted children, but they couldn’t have any and went to someone they trusted. Caleb did it to help them. He wasn’t trying to pull one over on Marshall, so why do you treat him like a criminal?” 
 
    “I don’t want him to replace our father.” 
 
    I place my sandwich down, giving her my full attention. 
 
    “He isn’t replacing anyone. No one could ever replace our father. He was the man who raised us and loved us. But we have enough room for someone new, don’t we?” I see her will breaking, but it’s still clinging on by its nails. “I’m not saying you have to love and accept him instantly, but be civil and give the guy a chance.” 
 
    “That’s not the only reason,” she confesses. “I’m afraid if I let him in, I’ll lose him too.” 
 
    “Me too, but that’s a part of life, Maya. We lose the ones we love. Especially parents. It’s the natural order of things. And if we’re lucky, that will be the greatest loss we’ll ever know.” 
 
    She stares blankly into the shadowed edges of the kitchen, a chill running down her spine. She almost resembles Caleb looking out into the chilly dark a few moments ago. 
 
    “I wouldn’t survive if I lost Chase.” 
 
    “I know. But that doesn’t mean we shut people out because we’re scared of getting hurt, does it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Oh,” Caleb mutters as he walks through the door, “I didn’t realize anyone was in here.” 
 
    I shoot Maya a look.  
 
    And she nods. 
 
    I pick up my plate and announce, “I’m just going to take this and head upstairs.” 
 
    I walk toward the door, glimpsing at them over my shoulder. 
 
    “Would you like a sandwich?” she asks. 
 
    “I would,” he answers, a look of pure gratitude in his eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Christmas morning, Damian and I cook everyone a large pancake breakfast and then we exchange gifts. Maya and Caleb seem to have worked through some of their issues the night before. It wasn’t perfect.  
 
    It was better. 
 
    We fly home the next morning, greeted by Liam at the airport. He drives us back to Artemis, reporting the goings-on of the last few days. Luckily, nothing went awry while we were gone. 
 
    When we arrive home, Sloan is on the couch waiting for us. 
 
    “Can I speak with you both?” she asks, twirling the ends of her cherry red hair anxiously. She appears nervous, terrified even, her fair skin a nearly ghost white. 
 
    “Of course,” I answer, “you can always come to us.” 
 
    She tears up and lets out a shuddered breath. 
 
    “What’s wrong, red?” Hunt inquires with a furrowed brow, using his little nickname for her. 
 
    I walk over to her and take a seat beside her on the couch.  
 
    “I don’t know how to put this.” She tilts her head forward, and I toss my arm about her back. 
 
    “Please, Sloan, tell us. You’re really starting to scare me.” 
 
    “I-I came to a decision.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say in a way as if to suggest she further on her statement. 
 
    “You’ve both been so great with me, and my…situation. I can never repay you for all you’ve done.” 
 
    “There’s no need to worry because there’s nothing to repay,” Damian says, moving over to the other side of the C-shaped couch and taking a seat. 
 
    “You’ve given me so much and offered so much more. But…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But I will no longer be a burden to either of you,” she sputters out finally. 
 
    I shut my eyes and shake my head, trying to make sense of her ramblings. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I have to agree with Gabrielle. I don’t quite understand what you’re trying to tell us.” 
 
    She takes a breath, steeling herself. “I’ve decided to give the babies up for adoption.” 
 
    I shoot Damian a terrified look. The saddened disbelief in his eyes and Sloan’s heartache is more than I can bear. We’ve come to love these unborn bundles, excited for their arrival into this world. And, now it will be a day of heartbreak. 
 
    “I would like your help deciding on a good couple to take them in.” 
 
    The thought of those beautiful babies taken away by strangers knocks the breath right of me, like a baseball bat to the gut. We’ve been there for them, Sloan and the babies, watching them grow, taking her to every appointment, and falling in love with them with each passing day.  
 
    Tears swell in my eyes, and my chest burns as hot lumps of emotion rise into my throat.  
 
    I turn to Hunt, my husband and Dom for assurance and guidance, but he seems to have fallen victim to the horrible notion as well. 
 
    “Damian,” I whisper with panic in my voice, pleading for him to take control, to fix this, to say something, anything.  
 
    I want him to make this better. 
 
    “We’ll help you with whatever you need,” he says, emotionlessly, and my heart shatters into a million tiny fragments. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Midnight City 
 
      
 
    New Year’s came and went, the promise of fresh starts and new possibilities. Yet, it’s felt like anything but since the announcement of the twins planned adoption. We found an agency to work with, and they’ve given us files of possible couples looking to start a family. A part of me feels for these people, in similar circumstances to my own, unable to bear a child for one reason or another. Deep down, I admire Sloan for making this decision. She’s giving one of these families something they can’t for themselves. 
 
    Even though Hunt is hands on in the process, he’s been distant the past two weeks. He isn’t moody or irritable or anything. Just distant. It kills me to be near him and feel a country away.  
 
    I’ve wondered if it has to do with Vanessa and the child they lost. He hasn’t mentioned it much past the initial conversation, but it’s clear it weighs on him.  
 
    Why else keep those pictures of her pregnancy hidden in the dresser?  
 
    Or is it me and my barren womb?  
 
    He is never vague in his opinion on kids. He always lit up whenever he talked about having them with me, a conversation we’ve avoided as of late. When we visit Bee and Cat, he turns into another person, someone I never see, someone childlike and free.  
 
    Perhaps the blow was one too many. 
 
    With Damian in Chicago on business and Sloan visiting her mother in the hippie turned yuppie district of Height & Ashbury this weekend, I step back from everything and stay with Maya and Chase at their little love nest.  
 
    Aka my old apartment.  
 
    A wedding gift from me.  
 
    Since Chase’s place isn’t in the most desirable area of San Francisco at night, I’ve allowed them to live here (rent free) as long as they like.  
 
    But I had ulterior motives.  
 
    It gave me an excuse to come back to the place I considered home once upon a time. 
 
    Sunday night, I treat Maya and Chase to Chinese at my favorite restaurant in the whole city, The Golden Dragon, a hole-in-the-wall in Chinatown. I’ll never forget when Hunt brought it home for the first time. It’s become our place, a Sunday ritual when we aren’t traveling or at some boring function.  
 
    After we stuff ourselves blind, we head back to the apartment and relax on the couch and watch ‘It Happened One Night’ on TV. Once Gable and Colbert find happily ever after, we talk and drink some wine. Beer for Chase. 
 
    When the clock nears midnight, I receive a text and check my phone. 
 
      
 
    FROM: HUNT 
 
      
 
    Check the front door. 
 
      
 
    RECIEVED: JAN. 11, 2015 11:43PM 
 
      
 
    What? 
 
    Damian isn’t expected home until tomorrow.  
 
    I spring off the couch and skip-walk to the door, half expecting him to be on the other side when I open it. Instead, a box is sitting on the welcome mat. I pick it up and carry it to the counter that partitions the kitchen from the living room, ripping the lid off. It’s a pair of jeans and a delicate silk blouse neatly folded under fragile tissue paper. 
 
    My phone pings again. 
 
      
 
    FROM: HUNT 
 
      
 
    Meet me downstairs 
 
    in fifteen. 
 
    Wear the outfit. 
 
      
 
    RECIEVED: JAN. 11, 2015 11:45PM 
 
      
 
    There’s something strangely familiar about this scenario. 
 
    “What is it?” Chase asks. 
 
    “Clothes from Hunt.” 
 
    Maya leaps up and comes over to the box to peek inside. “He sends you gifts if you spend more than a few days apart? Lucky bitch,” she teases, grabbing the blouse and holding it against her torso. 
 
    Chase rolls his eyes and laughs. “It’s easy when you have mountains of money.” 
 
    “True.” I giggle and shrug. “He wants me to meet him downstairs wearing it.” 
 
    I snatch the garment from her sticky hands, scolding her with my death stare. She used to steal my clothes when we were teenagers. I’m pretty sure she still does. I’m missing more than a few pieces from my closet at home…including a ridiculously expensive white chiffon gown that magically disappeared before her secret wedding to Chase in Vegas. 
 
    “I could help you get ready,” she offers, “if you like.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once I’m dressed in my skintight jeans and creamy blouse, I say my goodbyes to Maya and Chase and rush down to the lobby and out to the curb. As if I’ve traveled back in time, Hunt is waiting on his shiny black motorcycle, decked out in leather and denim. 
 
    I nibble on my lower lip, fighting back the stupid smile creeping across my face. 
 
    “Well. Hello, Mr. Hunt.” 
 
    He holds a leather jacket and helmet out to me. 
 
    “Get on.” 
 
    I take the gear from him, shoving them on and hopping on the back of the bike. 
 
    I love our night rides when the streets are nearly devoid of any other life, and we’re free to be us without the public eye’s scrutiny. It’s thrilling and liberating. It almost feels like flying. 
 
    “Hey,” I talk into the microphone implanted in my helmet, “turn on some tunes, slick.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress.”  
 
    The low keys of a piano seep through the speakers and into my ears. He revs the engine, and I enfold my arms about his firm torso, white-knuckling my fingers to the cool leather of his jacket, anticipating the rush when we take off. 
 
    It’s a clear night, perfect for a ride through the city. One of my favorite parts is never knowing where we’ll head next. Though I would never admit it to him, I love when he takes control and shows me a world I would have never known without him. 
 
    When so many men can’t decide on the simplest decisions, Damian stands out from the rest. 
 
    “Hold on tight, angel.” 
 
    He throttles the handle, and the bike leaps forward. I release a delighted squeal as we cut through the night air, my body pressing into his.  
 
    He laughs to himself. 
 
    My fingers grip to the leather of his jacket. My thighs sandwiching his hips clamp like a vise. My arms constrict around his waist. I rest my head against his back. He places his hand on the plump flesh of my thigh, running his thumb along its softness, and I wriggle against him, aroused. 
 
    We drive along Marina, the moonlit bay to our right, to the 101 and take the gate north out of the city. It doesn’t take long to figure out where we’re headed. The place he took me on our first ride together. Every now and then, when things start to overwhelm us and we can’t sleep, we pack a blanket and drive to look out at the water, the bridge, the lights of the city, offering us a chance to put everything into perspective, to breathe.  
 
    Except, when we arrive and pull off the road, there’s a blanket already lain out, a basket of goodies and a silver ice bucket with champagne sitting atop it, the moon and the illuminated bridge lighting the bluff golden glow. 
 
    It’s like the first night he brought me here. 
 
    “How did you manage this?” I ask as he helps me off the bike. 
 
    “I have my ways,” he says with a sly smirk, trying to create an air of mystery. 
 
    “Liam?” 
 
    He shakes his head and noiselessly chuckles before confirming, “Liam.” 
 
    “What’s the occasion?” 
 
    Holding his hand out to me, he says, “Our anniversary.” 
 
    My brows knit as I set mine in his. 
 
    “We married in July.” 
 
    “But,” he escorts me over to the blanket, “we met in January,” and assists me down onto my knees.  
 
    Once we’re both seated, he picks the bottle of champagne and two flutes up, the delicate stems tucked between his strong fingers, and pours the sparkling golden liquid. He hands me a glass, and we clink them together, staring into each other’s eyes, and then take sips of the bubbly, our visual connection never breaking. I swallow it down, and he leans into my mouth and kisses it tenderly, his tongue tasting the drops off my lips. 
 
    “Strawberries and champagne,” he moans into my mouth. 
 
    He wraps his arms around me as our mouths part, and we look onto the city, brightly twinkling beyond the Golden Gate. 
 
    “This is perfect, Hunt.” 
 
    I slump my head on his shoulder with an easing sigh, and he kisses me on the temple.  
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    We sit and watch our home glisten in the distance before driving back, ripping through the stillness of the evening.  
 
    I haven’t questioned what brought on this sudden change in attitude from him.  
 
    We zip past our turn, my head turning to the street sign hanging over the intersection until the letters become unreadable.  
 
    “Where are we going, slick?” I ask into the mic in my helmet.  
 
    “I want to show you something,” he says, setting his large hand over mine, locked across his wide chest.  
 
    We continue south to the Westwood Highlands area, turning onto a quiet residential street lined with a blend of different style homes. It’s a family neighborhood, with well-manicured lawns, where kids ride their skateboards in the street, and everyone’s inside by the time the lights come on.  
 
    We make a few more turns, losing ourselves in the maze of suburb streets, streetlamps the only thing awake at this hour, and pull up to a modest Craftsman with sage green paint and white accents. 
 
    We take off the helmets, and Damian hangs them on the handles of the bike. I jump off the back and stand on the sidewalk, staring at the house with my hands on my hips and my head tilted to the side. 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    When I’m answered with silence, I glance over my shoulder. His chin dips, and his eyes shut until the lids disappear from him squeezing them so tight. He’s pained. 
 
    It isn’t out of the ordinary for him to regress to his introverted ways. But this type of silence leaves an awkward energy in the air, makes your stomach turn and your palms clammy. 
 
    “Ever since my parents’ deaths,” he says, looking toward the house and dismounting the bike, “I wondered if I’d ever have a family of my own. I knew it wouldn’t change them being gone,” he steps onto the curb, “but maybe I could give my family the love I was never able to share with them,” gazing down at me with a look full of love, devotion, appreciation. “You changed that for me, angel. You gave me a reason to love, to believe, not only in myself, but in others, to be the best man I can be. You gave me the world, Gabrielle.” 
 
    “That’s beautiful, Damian. But why are we here?” 
 
    He offers me a hand and leads me up the stone walkway to the pale green house. Reaching the porch, he dips a hand into his coat pocket and retrieves a key. 
 
    “You bought it,” I state. 
 
    “No.” He squeezes my hand. “It was my parents’ home.” 
 
    “Damian.”  
 
    I set my other hand supportively on his large arm. 
 
    “I brought you here because I’m ready to say goodbye.” 
 
    I love that he’s willing to let me into his mind—his past. 
 
    “I’m here for you.” 
 
    “I know,” he says softly. 
 
    He inserts the key to unlock the door, and we step into the dark entryway. Hunt switches on the lights, revealing an inviting space, nothing like I expected. For some reason, whenever I envision this place, it always seems cold and a bit eerie. It’s likely a reflection of Hunt’s sad memories here, but he never talks about the good times.  
 
    I guess it’s easier to remember the bad over the good. 
 
    “I haven’t been in this place since they died.” He walks further into the house, rubbing his hands together as if he’s trying to warm them. “But every year, on the anniversary, I come here and sit outside on the front steps, thinking about how different my life might’ve been if they were here, wondering if they would be proud of the person I became.” 
 
    “They would be incredibly proud of you, Damian. Look at all you’ve accomplished. You’re thoughtful, brave, loving, successful. You’re an outstanding husband, brother, and son. There’s no way they could be anything but proud.” 
 
    “Marshall would feel the same about you, angel.” 
 
    I smile up at him, even though the mention of my father still aches. 
 
    “I think so too.” I realize something he’d just said. “You come here on the anniversary of their death?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You come here on your birthday? Why would you want to spend your birthday at a place that caused you so much pain?” 
 
    “It’s fucking stupid.” 
 
    “You couldn’t do a stupid thing if you tried.” 
 
    He walks over to the stairs and takes a seat on the second from the bottom. 
 
    “I come here to spend my birthday with them. It’s the last place I saw them, the last place I spent time with them, the last place they were alive and happy. I suppose I’ve always associated this house with them…It’s ridiculous,” he mutters, snickering and shaking his head at the self-proclaimed idiocy of his yearly ritual. 
 
    “You’re wrong.” I move to the staircase and sit next to him. “It’s actually beautiful and a little sad.” 
 
    He releases a slow breath through his flared nostrils, giving the immediate area a onceover. 
 
    “You know, before you threw me one, the last birthday party I celebrated was here.” 
 
    “Yeah, that one turned out real swell,” I tease, rolling my eyes. “I’m curious. Didn’t Vivian and Pierce ever give you a party?” 
 
    “If there’s a holiday, milestone, or major event, they throw a goddamn party. They asked me a few times, but respected my boundaries.” 
 
    “They’re wonderful parents.” 
 
    “They really are,” he agrees. 
 
    “Thank you for including me. It means everything to me.” 
 
    “Thank you, Gabrielle.” 
 
    “For?” 
 
    “Everything you’ve done for me, everything you’ve given me. Most of my life, I thought I would never find you. I was lost. I resigned to the fact that I would always be incomplete. You were the missing piece I was searching for.” His hand reaches over my cheek, and I nuzzle into it, taking comfort in his loving touch. “I’ve been thinking a lot about the future lately, what the next step for us should be, and how we move on. Before you, I thought I was destined to be alone. It’s what I thought I deserved. But since, my life has been filled with family, friends, you. You’ve given me more than I could ever dream for myself.” 
 
    “Aw, babe.” I run my fingers through his hair. 
 
    “Anyway, what I was saying about our future…What if we skipped a few steps?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I know you want time together, alone, but what if we adopted the twins? I hate the thought of them going to someone else. They belong with us. We can take care of them, give them a comfortable life…” 
 
    I fling myself at him, my arms cutting him off when they constrict around his neck.  
 
    “Yes,” I whisper into the warm crook, “yes, yes.” His swift, erratic pulse throbs against my lips as his arms make their way around my back. A flood of relieved tears spill down my face. “I hate the idea of them living with someone else.” I pull away, wiping the streaks of salty water from my cheeks. “But are we ready for this?” 
 
    “Is any parent?” 
 
    I shrug and smile, holding him close again. We remain locked together, the minutes ticking by until the outside light becomes soft and gray. 
 
    “Come on, angel,” he says, running his large hand over the back of my head, smoothing my windswept hair. “Let’s get back home.” 
 
    I nuzzle into him, a singular thought in my head… 
 
    Home. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We want to adopt the twins,” Hunt blurts without any real buildup. 
 
    He’s eager.  
 
    I’ve never seen him as excited as he’s been the past week. Hunt wanted to have everything ready to go before we spoke with Sloan. He contacted his lawyer and the adoption agency we’ve been working with. We know she could say no, but we’d rather be safe than sorry and have the paperwork prepared for signing. 
 
    “What?” Sloan asks, confusion wrinkling the corners of her eyes and mouth. 
 
    “There’s no one better suited to raise them than Gabrielle and I. We can provide them with a promising future. They will attend the best schools, live in the finest homes, and be loved endlessly. They will never lack for anything. You said you want the best for them. We’re the best.” 
 
    “Are you sure this is what you want?”  
 
    She knows Damian’s thoughts on children. We’ve discussed it a number of times. She also knows I’ve fought with the idea of motherhood. This question wasn’t directed at him. It was meant for me. 
 
    “Yes,” I assure her with concrete certainty. I was meant to be these babies’ mother. These little balls of life were meant to be ours. 
 
    “I didn’t think that was an option,” she says with tears wrenching her words and tosses her arms about me. “But I always wanted it to be you two. This means everything to me.” 
 
    She breaks down, crying in sputtered bursts. 
 
    I look at Hunt, spotting the tears collecting and spilling out from his eyes. I stand and take him in my arms. With one arm hooked about me, he holds his other hand out to Sloan. 
 
    She giggles and takes it, allowing him to lift her up. When she’s steady on her feet, he wraps his arm about her too, embracing us, his family. He sets his cheek atop my head, letting out a soothed breath, hopefully finding a bit of peace in that moment. 
 
    We devote the next week shopping for the babies and decorating the nursery, in a scramble to get everything prepared for the twins arrival in late February. It’s a whirlwind of diapers, color swatches, and panic. 
 
    Tomorrow is coming on fast, but yesterday is hot on our trail. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    It’s All Greek 
 
      
 
    At six, I gather my things and head to the lobby, surprised to discover Liam waiting for me by the elevators, his hands firmly clasped in front of him. You’d never know he’s a giant softy under that hard exterior. 
 
    “Don’t you have anything better to do than escort me everywhere?” He laughs and slides the keycard over the pad of Hunt’s private elevator. “I’m pretty sure I can find my way up a floor, Liam.” 
 
    “Mr. Hunt is not in his office. I’m taking you to another location,” he says, but doesn’t go further. Not like I’d expect him to. He’s almost as bad as Damian. 
 
    The doors open, and we step on. 
 
    “And this location would be where exactly?” I ask, aiming a curious side-glance in his direction. 
 
    Re-clasping his hands, he retorts with a smirk, “Where Mr. Hunt is, of course.” 
 
    The doors slide closed, and the elevator takes us down. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m confused when we arrive at San Francisco International Airport, pulling straight up to Damian’s 757. 
 
    Shit.  
 
    Does Damian have a business trip?  
 
    Everything has been so hectic lately, I forget myself half the time. 
 
    “Banks, what are we doing here?” 
 
    He doesn’t answer me, of course, parking in front of the stairs leading up to the plane. Before he can get out, I open my door and jump out to search for Hunt. 
 
    “Damian,” I call to him. He emerges from the plane with a brilliant grin on his face. “What is all this?” 
 
    “We need to get away,” he comments, walking up to me and kissing me faintly on the lips. “I’m finally taking you on a honeymoon.” 
 
    “Hunt. What about Sloan and the twins? What if she goes into early labor while we’re gone? What about work?” 
 
    “Elle,” he murmurs, grasping onto my biceps and rubbing them, “Sloan will be fine. She has plenty of time before she’s expected to deliver, the doctor said so himself. Liam and Julie offered to have her stay with them while we’re gone. And work…Well, there are more important things in life than work. Plus, your oh-so-generous boss gave the okay.” 
 
    He smirks at me, pleased with his cleverness. 
 
    “Perks of being married to him, I suppose.” 
 
    “The blowjobs don’t hurt either,” he laughs out. 
 
    I gasp and slap him on the arm. “You dirty old man!” 
 
    He takes hold of my wrist and lures me in roughly, latching onto both of my ass cheeks. “This dirty old man can still fuck the shit out of you, little girl.” He nips my bottom lip. “And don’t you fucking forget it.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” I moan. “Yes you can.” 
 
    He spanks my ass hard and releases me. “Now, as I was saying, you need a break. We need a break.” 
 
    “I know you mean well, Hunt, but I have so much work I need to do before the babies arrive. We don’t even have the nursery complete.” 
 
    “Angel, listen to me.” He takes my hands in his. “I have that all taken care of…I just want to take you on the honeymoon I never got to give you. Just you and me, tangled in the sheets, wrapped up in each other. Once the babies come, we won’t get this opportunity for a long time. Things have been so stressful. We deserve this time for just the two of us.” 
 
    “It would be nice to finally have our honeymoon.” I smile faintly. “Take me away, Mr. Hunt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Greece is everything I expected and more. We’ve spent the past several days in uninterrupted bliss together, tanning in the Mediterranean sun, swimming in the blue and green turquoise waters, hopping from city to city and island to island, admiring the landscape and ancient sites. Damian has been in paradise, taking photos of the them and instilling everything he knows about Greek history and mythology on me. We’ve made love whenever we felt like it. The Parthenon for instance. 
 
    We’re on the final leg of our trip on Santorini. It is by far my favorite stop. The white-washed spitia (houses) with vivid blue doors. The bubbled rooftops of the churches. The narrow roads weaving through the hillside villages. The fiery sunsets. It’s heaven. 
 
    My eyes crack open, light seeping between my lashes, lids heavy. They flutter before opening completely, adjusting to the brightness of day. I take in my surroundings and remember we’re in our rented villa overlooking the ocean. A warm breeze flows over me, carrying the sweet/salty/spicy scent of paradise. 
 
    I sit up and scratch my head with a loud yawn. When I turn towards Hunt, his half of the bed is vacant and cold. He most likely went on one of his five-mile runs, so he’ll probably be awhile. Unlike Damian, I’d much rather spend my morning taking a swim in the reviving ocean. It’s calling my name. 
 
    I climb out of bed naked as sin and stretch a full body stretch, arms high in the air, fingers interlocked until a satisfying crack pops in my spine. I casually walk over to the dresser for a swimsuit, rummaging through the top drawer where we’ve kept them the entire trip, but I can’t find any. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Nada. 
 
    Zip. 
 
    Zilch.  
 
    “They were here yesterday,” I grumble, sifting through every drawer from top to bottom. This has Hunt written all over it. 
 
    Ah well, when in Rome…or Greece in this case. I shrug my shoulders and head down to the white sands of our private beach sans suit. The sun-heated granules feel divine under my feet, shifting under my weight, filling the space between my polished toes. I inhale a deep breath of the salty air and take in the sun’s rays on my exposed skin. I step up to the ocean’s edge, the sand becoming cooler from the relief of the water, rushing over my feet. It’s not too chilly, not too warm. It’s perfect. 
 
    I walk shoulder-deep into the water and then float and swim, admiring the relaxing ambiance of my surroundings, the soft, wet touch of the ocean carrying my body. I stop for a moment to look out onto the horizon. There’s nothing insight for miles and miles. You can’t even tell where the water ends and the sky begins, just endless blue. I’m enjoying the view so much, I don’t notice Hunt until his arms wrap about me, his hard, bare body against mine. His erection slides against my backside, its thick width and length resting along the crack. 
 
    “Greece suits you,” he whispers into my ear. 
 
    “I agree.” I set my head back onto his shoulder. “I love it here.” 
 
    “I know, angel.” He holds me closer, breathing into my hair, resting his cheek atop my head. “After everything, seclusion is exactly what we need.” 
 
    “You did good, slick.” I relax into his hold, relishing the warmth of his skin on mine. “Damian?” 
 
    “Yes, Gabrielle?” 
 
    “Why were there no swimsuits in the dresser?” 
 
    “I didn’t see a need for them.” 
 
    “Is that right, Mr. Hunt?” 
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Hunt, that’s right. In fact, for the rest of the trip, I want you naked and ready for me to take when and where I please.” 
 
    “You want me to be your Aphrodite, Adonis?” I retort. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “And will you be naked with me?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” He nips at my ear. “I have you to myself, and I plan to take full advantage of that.” 
 
    He jerks me around and into his torso, smashing his lips to mine in a frantic state. One hand firmly set on the low of my back, the other hand reaches into my hair, grasping a fistful. He groans against my mouth, his tongue gliding over my bottom lip. He boosts me up and sets the head of his very erect cock at my entrance. 
 
    “I’m going to fuck you now, Gabrielle. I’m going to take your beautiful pussy until you forget what it’s like when my cock isn’t buried within it.” 
 
    “Take me,” I breathe, our lips close enough to taste each other. 
 
    I gasp as he slams me down his shaft, sheathing himself inside me to the hilt. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I moan when the sweet nectar of honeydew coats my tongue, chewing and swallowing it down slowly, relishing the taste. 
 
    “You like?” Hunt asks, smiling at me with a pleased grin.  
 
    Lying beside me in bed, he feeds me between sessions. We’ve been immersed the whole day, taking breaks to bathe, nap, or eat. We lounged naked on the beach, soaking up the warmth of the sun. And when we became too warm, we swam and floated in the turquoise ocean.  
 
    As he promised, I never put on clothes. 
 
    He sets the platter of fruit on the nightstand and then moves closer to me, resting an arm over my stomach. He places his face next to mine, gently kissing my temple. I listen to the waves crashing onto the shore in the not-too-far distance. A nighttime breeze sweeps over the room, blowing the sheer white curtains about gently. 
 
    “This is Heaven.” I snuggle into him. 
 
    “It must be.” He combs his masculine fingers through my hair, sighing contently. “I’ve captured an angel.” 
 
    “Pouring it on thick.” 
 
    A smile contorts his mouth, but it fades as quick as it came on. His eyes narrow, staring off into space. He’s deep in thought, a million miles away, when he mutters emotionlessly, “I’ve been to Hell, and this isn’t it.” 
 
    I run my nails over his scalp, attempting to both sooth and bring him back to me. 
 
    “What do you mean, slick?” I probe, waking him up. 
 
    He doesn’t answer, but he’s talking about his uncle. I know it. I truly believe the core of his heartache and torment comes from the nightmare he experienced in his time living with him. I’ve often wondered what happened to him. Hunt refuses to talk about his scumbag uncle beyond a few hate-stained words. 
 
    I’ve never known anyone who’s lived through as much tragedy as Hunt. Not even myself.  
 
    He says it’s drawn to some people, their lives are a series of unfortunate events. And I’m inclined to believe him. After everything he’s told me and I’ve seen firsthand, I’m certain our lives will never be a smooth path. Then again, is anyone’s? 
 
    He smiles faintly before pulling me into his arms and resting his cheek atop my head. 
 
    “Let’s sleep, angel.” 
 
    Not wanting to ruin our belated honeymoon with talk of the past, I nod and ease into him. 
 
    “I love you, Damian.” 
 
    “I love you, Elle.” 
 
    It doesn’t take long for sleep to find me. After a day so wonderful that it bordered perfect, I drift into dreamland, secure in my husband’s arms.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Paradise Found 
 
      
 
    The following day, we hike from Fira to Oia through the golden hills of Santorini, breaking to catch our breath and then lose it again during a stolen moment in the shade of a tree. We top the day off with a picturesque sunset.  
 
    When we arrive back at the villa, Hunt informs me we’re heading out for the evening. While I bathe away the afternoon, he picks out my dress, shoes, and underwear. In the past, it bothered me, his controlling nature. But now, I actually enjoy it…for the most part. 
 
    I slip into white lace and shapeless linen, tapering the waist of the loose-fitting dress with a thin gold belt. I throw my hair into a wispy ponytail, a few golden tendrils draping about my face and neck. 
 
    “Breathtaking,” Hunt says from behind me. I glance at his reflection in the mirror. His eyes scan me up and down, soaking me in. 
 
    His chocolate hair is parted at the side and slick. His skin, a healthy golden tint from the Mediterranean sun. Dressed in beige linen slacks and an off-white cotton button-up, sleeves rolled to the elbow, he's the one taking my breath away. And he could have it, since I breathe for him anyway. He owns it, along with every other iota of my being. 
 
    “You look very striking yourself, slick.” 
 
    He saunters over to me, pressing his front into my back, and wraps his arms about me. 
 
    “I’d like take these clothes off and wear you instead,” he states, his eyes dark and admiring. 
 
    “We can always skip our night out.” 
 
    “No,” he smiles, “I enjoy waiting for you, the buildup, the watching, the touching, the hunt. It makes having you all the more satisfying.” 
 
    Only Hunt can make not having sex sound delectable. 
 
    “Maybe I should deny you more often,” I retort wickedly. 
 
    “You could try.” He kisses my shoulder, my head sagging to the side with a pleased smirk and a moan. “You look…happy.” 
 
    “Beyond words,” I happily confess.  
 
    I stare at the reflection of his face, resting beside mine. 
 
    “You know, when I was a little girl, I used to watch my mother get ready for a night out with my father. I loved watching her fuss with her hair, apply her makeup, carefully place earrings in the lobes of her ears. I wanted to be her in those moments. I would study her every move, trying to figure out what it was about her that made her so elegant, so beautiful, so revered by my father. I wondered what it was about her that made her worthy of a man as wonderful as him. Because I knew he was the type of husband I wanted someday, kind, giving, loyal, doting, madly in love with me. I wanted to be worthy. There was a time I thought I would never find you. Then—you found me. And standing here in this moment, while you watch me with the same love and devotion he used to watch her with, I finally feel worthy.” 
 
    “You’re wrong, Gabrielle. You are everything you wanted to be and more. It’s whether or not the man you graciously chose to give yourself to was worthy of you.” He tilts his face into my neck and kisses it. 
 
    “I think he is.” 
 
    A smile creeps over his mouth, tickling the delicate skin. He pulls away and stares down into my eyes. 
 
    “You make me feel worthy.” 
 
    “You are…and more.” 
 
    He leans in to gently peck on my forehead before taking a step back to admire me one last time. 
 
    “Are we missing something?” he asks with a glimpse floorward. 
 
    I follow his gaze to my bare feet and wiggle my toes. 
 
    “I’m waiting ‘til the last minute,” I tell him. “You try sporting six inch heels all night and then ask me why I’m not wearing them yet.” 
 
    I smirk up at him teasingly. 
 
    He chuckles. 
 
    “May I help you into them?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    He leads me to the bench at the end of the bed, kneels in front of me, and scoops the heel of my foot into his hand, palming the gold gladiator sandal in the other. 
 
    “Where are we going exactly?” I inquire as he slides the heel on my foot and sets it on his thigh. 
 
    “It’s a surprise,” he says, weaving the thin gold straps up the length of my calf to under my knee. 
 
    “Oh joy,” I reply flatly. 
 
    He glimpses at me, and I smirk, scrunching the bridge of my nose. 
 
    He lets out a quick chuckle. “Alright, smartass, other foot. 
 
    When he’s done lacing the other sandal, he bows and kisses the innermost part of my knee. I breathe out a whimper at the electric rush his mouth sends from my leg to my clit, his fingers lightly stroking the back of my knee as he supports my calf in his strong hand. 
 
    “You trying to get me all messed up on you?” 
 
    His eyes glance at me from his knelt position on the floor.  
 
    He replies, “Who’s trying?” an omniscient smirk pasted across his cocky lips, reading my body better than I do myself. He understands what turns me on, and he uses it to his advantage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A short flight from Santorini to the mainland and a very handsy ride later, the distant lights of Patras come into view, a city set against a shimmering coastline, a mix of expensive yachts, sailboats, and cruise ships. Drifting on the back of a strong breeze, the smell of exotic foods and spices envelope my nose. As we approach the city, I notice the mix of expensive yachts, sailboats, and smaller rickety dinghies overshadowed by the monstrosities in the harbor. 
 
    When we enter the madness, Hunt takes my hand and leads me through the crowd of locals and tourists celebrating carnival. They dance and sing around us, inviting us to join in, the women in brightly colored dresses. 
 
    We weave through the people-packed streets until we get to a large square. There’s a grand fountain in the center, with long strands of green, blue, and yellow lights strung from the tops of surrounding buildings. 
 
    Hunt stops in the middle of the wild mob and turns back to me with a huge grin on his face, showing off those bright pearly whites. They seem whiter against the honey glow of his newly tanned skin. 
 
    “This is incredible!” I shout over the voices and music. 
 
    He pulls me closer with a hand curved about my waist and begins to sway to the music. Once we get into the rhythm, he starts to get a bit fancier with his movements, spinning and dipping me. His footwork becomes more intricate until we’re doing something resembling a rumba or cha-cha. 
 
    We dance and dance and then dance some more. We dance until we’re glistening with sweat and our feet ache. After what feels like an hour, he drags me out from the depths of the festive crowd. I hadn’t realized how hot it was until we break from the mess of people and the crisp night air hits my face. 
 
    Suddenly, the music changes to something much too fast and the bird-like women begin shaking their plump asses in a way that doesn’t even seem human. Hunt holds me to him while I watch them in awe, grinning uncontrollably. One of them, wearing a bright yellow costume, notices me and waves me over. I shake my head, but she won’t take no for an answer. She grabs my hand and pulls me next to her. She says something I can’t understand. When she realizes I don’t get it, she shows me, moving her hips in a sharp twisting motion. I try to mimic her but do a terrible job at it. It doesn’t matter though, because I’m having a blast. I smile and laugh, looking ridiculous in my failed attempt. 
 
    I notice Hunt staring at me, engrossed, chuckling to himself. He tries to stifle it with his hand, but it’s a feeble effort. I crinkle my nose and stick my tongue out at him. It might get me a ‘vigorous spanking’, but I couldn’t possibly care less. I’m having too good a time. Plus, knowing myself, I’ll enjoy it. 
 
    He slowly lifts a brow, a warning. 
 
    Even with all his cocked brows and crossed arms, I know he secretly loves it. Just as this thought crosses my mind, a mischievous, closed mouth grin creeps over his lowered face.  
 
    He’s aroused.  
 
    He wants me. 
 
    He leisurely walks toward me, shoulders languid like a lion on the hunt, weaving through the crowd with graceful, stealth movements. His heavy-lidded eyes remain targeted on me with uninterrupted focus. 
 
    Hunt. My Dom. My dark prince. 
 
    He reaches out for me and yanks me into him with a jarring jolt. Pressing my body into his closely, he grabs the back of my neck and holds my face near his. 
 
    “I love to watch you dance,” he murmurs against my lips before crashing his onto them with a forceful desperation. 
 
    He kisses me deeply, passionately, wholly. I’m in an oblivious stupor, so intoxicated by him that I don’t come out of it until long after his lips have left mine. 
 
      
 
    Hunt 
 
      
 
    We arrive back at the seaside villa, still high from the night and each other. I take pleasure in watching my wife strip off her delicate dress, revealing her dangerous curves adorned in red lace. Her little nipples peek out from beneath the thin material of her bra, which is taut against her full breasts. She runs her hands over the small of her waist to the wide mound of her hips. The light behind her seeps through her legs, and I spot the cock-hardening outline of her inner thighs. The red of the lace clinging to those dangerous curves gives her, my blushing bride, an air of danger. I’ve never felt so aroused or dirty before, as if I’m defiling her with the lascivious images flashing through my mind like an erotic slideshow. 
 
    I want her in our bed. 
 
    She places a foot up on a chair, ready to unlace those sexy heels with the straps intertwining all the way up her calves. 
 
    “Stop,” I command and saunter up to her with my belt in hand, the end wrapped a few times about my palm, and place it about the back of her neck.  
 
    She glances up at me with large blue eyes, full lips trembling, her sun-kissed cheeks and forehead giving her a radiant glow. I haul the strap into me, bringing her with it. Our mouths meet with a unison moan. 
 
    “I want you like this,” I murmur between our smashed lips. 
 
    “I’m yours,” she whispers back. 
 
    With my belt still wrapped about her neck, I walk backwards toward the bed, bringing her with me. I kiss her hard, probing my tongue deep into her mouth, massaging hers with forceful strokes. 
 
    I release the belt from her neck and shove her back onto the mattress, staring down upon her panting for me. Grabbing onto the spiked heels, I lift her feet and rest them on my shoulders. I run my hands the length of her tan legs, nibbling every so often on her ankle or her instep with my teeth. She writhes and moans, her hooded eyes watching me with a lustful haze clouding them over, like stormy skies. 
 
    I kiss my way down her calf, burying my face between her ample thighs, my mouth lingering over the faint lines plaguing the soft flesh of the innermost part. The marks of Nicholas’ possession over her. 
 
    “They make me feel ugly,” she confesses, knowing fully well I’m studying them.  
 
    “Until the day I die,” I trace a particularly dark scar with the tip of my pointer finger, “you’ll be beautiful to me.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t change the fact they’re there.” She clenches the skirt of her dress, bunched around her waist, and pulls it down to cover the tiny mutilations decorating her nearly perfect skin. “Even if they fade, the memory of them will always be cut into my mind.” 
 
    I move the fabric of her skirt away from between her legs. My lips move across the faint scars with care and tenderness, attempting to kiss her pain away. 
 
    “Why do you think he did this?” 
 
    “I’ve thought about it a lot. I’ve come to the conclusion that he wanted every man who came after him to know he was here, that I belong to him.” 
 
    “But you don’t, angel. You never did.” 
 
    “I know. I belong to you.” 
 
    “No.” I shake my head. “You’re a strong, intelligent woman who stood on her own two feet. You fought your way out of the darkness. You belong with me, but you’re your own person.” 
 
    “Can’t we share me a little?” She reaches her hands into my hair, combing the fingers through the mess. “Marriage is fifty-fifty.” 
 
    I laugh. 
 
    “Alright, angel, fifty-fifty.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She rides out her orgasm as I pour myself into her body. It gyrates and grinds against mine, her quivering legs straddling my hips tightening their grip. My hands skim the dramatic curves of her torso, coming to rest on the rounded mounds of her hips. I love the way they widen when she sits herself back on my thighs, my cock still submerged inside her. Her skin shines with sweat. Her heavy breasts rise and fall with every stressed breath, open to me as she combs her fingers through her wild, short blonde locks. I rise and bury my face within their soft warmth. Her arms wrap about my head, cradling me to her until I nearly suffocate. I’d gladly take my last breath to stay like this, buried in my wife. 
 
    “You’re so fucking sexy,” I mumble between the fleshly pillows.  
 
    She giggles and pushes me onto my back.  
 
    I’ve traveled the world, stood amongst the clouds in the city of Machu Picchu, watched the sun set across the Serengeti, seen things most people have only ever dreamt of. But this, the vision of my stunning naked wife with her platinum hair about her sex-flushed face as it leans over mine is the most awe-inspiring thing I’ve ever seen. 
 
    She collapses on my chest, our lips catching her fall. Her head drops against my shoulder with a moan, my fingers tickling the line of her spine when her body eases into mine.  
 
    After a brief stint of reflection, I ask, “What are you thinking about?” 
 
    “I was thinking I love this place, and I wish we’d never leave.” 
 
    “That would be ideal,” I agree, hugging her and resting my cheek atop her head. 
 
    “Why can’t we?” She lifts her head, resting her chin on my chest, and stares me square in the eye, the sincerity in hers unmistakable. “Why can’t we stay here, or run away to another place? You have more money than any one person knows what to do with. Let’s run away from everything.” 
 
    “Gabrielle…” my voice falls away.  
 
    “We can raise the twins in a place where they’ll never know sadness or hardship or heartache. We could protect them, away from the rest of the world, away from Dante.” 
 
    I’d love nothing more than to escape from the stresses of our life, hide away, spend every waking moment of every day with her. But we can’t turn our backs on our problems or our family. 
 
    “You don’t mean that, Elle. You’re exhausted and scared.” 
 
    “I am exhausted. I’m exhausted of always having to look over my shoulder. I’m exhausted of never feeling completely safe. Being here has made me realize I’m at the end of my rope. I want this to be over. I want peace.” 
 
    “I know, angel. I want it too.” 
 
    “I’m so afraid.” She lies her head back on my shoulder, nuzzling her face into my neck. “I love you so much, and it terrifies me. We have so much to lose.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it feel amazing?” 
 
    She smiles softly, seemingly coming to her senses. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Plus, you don’t seem to realize, Gabrielle, we have everything to gain. One day, I’ll make you happy. The way you deserve.” 
 
    “Damian, I’m happy. At the core of everything, I’m happy. It’s what keeps me going, keeps me strong.” 
 
    “We’ll figure this out, Elle.” I guide her head back down to my shoulder with a gentle hand, setting my lips on her forehead, and whisper, “I promise.”  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Paradise Lost 
 
      
 
    I’m torn out of sleep by something I haven’t heard in a long time, the heart-wrenching screams of Damian as he fights his nightmare, his past. I spring up and look down at him, noticing how his body arcs with tension. His jaw clenched, he lets out a painful, muffled cry. 
 
    He murmurs, but I can’t understand him, then he lets out a blood-chilling scream and sits up as if being yanked from his unpleasant dream. His chest heaves erratically, and sweat glistens across his body. He places his face in his hands, and I hear something foreign, something startling, the sound of crying, whimpering, desperate tears of sorrow. It’s the sound of a man at his emotional rock bottom. It’s my strong, dominant man, my husband, my rock, breaking down right in front of me. 
 
    He’s so deep in his terror, I’m not even sure he realizes I’m beside him let alone in the same room. 
 
    “Damian,” I whisper, placing my hand on his upper back. He jerks, raising his fist up, ready to attack until his eyes meet mine. The hard look on his face melts away. 
 
    “Gabrielle.” 
 
    He lugs me into his lap, pressing his face into my chest, cradling me to him until it’s difficult to breathe. 
 
    “Damian,” I whisper again, enfolding my arms about his head, setting my face against his dark, damp hair. 
 
    He swallows hard, gulping down the fear that still clutches him, and holds me. After a few minutes of cradling each other in our arms, he takes a loud breath and moves away from me. His eyes red, he looks at me with such heartache, I think I might begin to cry. But I stay strong. It’s time for me to be here for him as he’s been there for me when I needed it most. 
 
    “Are you feeling better?” 
 
    He shakes his head, looking emotionally defeated. “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “I’m here, slick. I’m here.” I caress the side of his flush face with my thumb, placing my lips on his clammy forehead and murmur against it, “Tell me what I can do to help you feel better.” 
 
    He releases a relieved exhale, nuzzling his face into my lips, taking comfort in my touch. 
 
    “Listen to me,” he answers, almost whispering. I move back, looking him in the eyes, “and accept me when you’ve heard what I have to say.” 
 
    “Damian, you should know you never need to question my loyalty to you. It’s unconditional.” 
 
    “When I went to live with my uncle,” his words are shaky at first, but become steadier as he continues, “I was still grieving my parents’ murder, terrified of what the future held for my sisters and myself. We were totally alone in the world, and the sonofabitch took advantage of that. It started out simple enough, he treated me poorly, made me do chores, cook, clean, etc. I didn’t mind all that. What I did mind was how the monster eyed my little sisters. He watched them in a way that sends chills down my back every time I think about it, to this very day. 
 
    “I began to notice after some time, he would touch them a little too long or in a fashion that made me stand at attention. It wasn’t just them. He would do the same to me. That’s how I knew it was wrong, from how it felt. It felt wrong. 
 
    “One night, I found him in my sisters’ room, standing between both of their beds. He had Aubrey’s comforter folded back, peering at her with his fucking cock in his hand. When I saw him reach for her, I ran in and attacked him with everything I had. I was much smaller than him, so it was useless. He grabbed me by my neck and dragged me out of the room. I heard their screams as he yanked me down the hallway, hauling me back into my bedroom and slamming the door behind us…I heard them while it was happening. I focused on them, trying to escape my body.” 
 
    Curled up against Damian, I feel the warmth leave his body. The color drains from his skin. My stomach violently twists into knots until it’s on fire. 
 
    “Damian, did he…?” 
 
    He shuts his eyes and nods his head, unable to look me in the face. A single tear falls from under his lashes, dripping off his cheek. “It hurt so bad. I was being ripped apart.” 
 
    “Hunt, I…” I attempt to hug him, but he stops me, gripping my wrists and holding them firmly. 
 
    “There’s more.” He still won’t look at me. I’ve never seen him so broken, so out of control. “But I’m terrified to tell you.” 
 
    “Babe, you can tell me anything.” I run my fingers through his hair, damp with sweat. “I accept you no matter what it is. Nothing can change what we have between us.” I’ve told him this many times before, but it couldn’t hurt reminding him. Sometimes it’s hard to believe anyone could truly accept you unconditionally. But that’s what we have, unconditional acceptance and love. Nothing on earth could alter that.  
 
    He takes in a shaky breath, almost a whimper. “This is different, Elle. This is far worse than anything else I’ve done.” 
 
    I grab his face and force him to look at me. With a desperation, I plead, “Please, Damian, let me inside, let me help you.” 
 
    He moves me off his lap and sets me on the bed, standing and pacing the width of the room. He murmurs to himself, “I knew this day would come.” 
 
    I crawl to the end of the bed and kneel, reaching out for his hand as he passes by. I catch it, halting him in his tracks. 
 
    “Please,” I beg. 
 
    I can’t wait any longer. I need to understand this man, my dominant, always in control husband, the future father of my children. I need to know who I’ve given myself to completely. 
 
    “Not long ago,” he says in a low voice, “he was released from prison for good behavior.” He chortles at this. “How could he misbehave? There were no little children to…” He pauses and squeezes his eyes shut, fighting the pain of talking about his uncle. “He was arrested for a couple charges. He was given a twenty-year sentence, but after only fourteen years, the state deemed him fit to reenter society.” 
 
    I see the rage intensifying in him as he speaks of his molester. 
 
    “What does the fucker do just days after being released? He shows up at Aubrey’s apartment drunk, banging on the door, begging her to let him in, telling her he missed her. She called me crying, hiding in her closet, scared out of her goddamn mind. Her screams triggered something within me, Elle, like the night he first raped me, the terror-filled cries of my sisters as he...”  
 
    He seems to violently shiver at the thought, a nauseated groan rising in his throat.  
 
    “One night, after some planning, I headed over to the halfway house he was assigned to and waited for him outside. I remember everything about it. It was cold, rainy, and eerily still. The air felt thick, like breathing in molasses.  
 
    “Anyway, around eleven, the cocksucker came out for a smoke. The moon was hidden behind a dense blanket of clouds, so he didn’t see me at first. When I called out his name from the shadows I’d been taking cover in, he turned around, and I stepped out with the gun pointed at him. My face was concealed under a black hood so he couldn’t see who I was. But I wanted him to know. I wanted him to see the demon he created. I wanted him to look into the eyes of the man who would end his miserable life. I removed my hood, but it wasn’t until I showed him my eyes that he realized who I was.  
 
    “He dropped to his knees and begged me to forgive him, crying like a fucking coward. But I couldn’t show him mercy. Instead, I walked up to him, firmly placed the barrel against his forehead, and squeezed the trigger without a second thought. I fucking killed him, Gabrielle, in cold blood.” 
 
    He said this wasn’t long ago. 
 
    “Damian, when was this?” 
 
    “Do you remember the night that drunk sonofabitch assaulted you outside the bar?” 
 
    “Yes,” I reply with a trembling voice. “The night you rescued me. You took me home and slept with me for the first time.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says distantly. 
 
    “Are you trying to tell me you killed him before coming to me?” 
 
    He nods his head slowly. 
 
    “You slept with a monster.” 
 
    “Oh, Jesus,” I mutter, my hand over my chest. I don’t know what to think or say. A million feelings and questions disperse across my brain like scattered building blocks on the floor of a child’s room. After taking a moment to gather my thoughts about everything, I finally settle on one. “So, when we met, you were already planning this out.” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Is that why you told me you were no good for me? Is that why you pushed me away in the beginning?” 
 
    “Yes.” He begins to sob and collapses to his knees, placing his head in his hands. “Now you know, I’m a monster, too.” 
 
    “No,” I cry, leaping from the bed onto the floor, kneeling in front of him. I snatch his hands from his face and cradle them in mine, as much as I can for their smaller size. “Damian, you are not a monster.” 
 
    He glimpses up at me from red eyes, dumbfounded. “You don’t hate me?” 
 
    “I could never hate you.” I set my palm on the side of his face, rubbing his cheek with my thumb, just as he’s done to me infinite times before, comforting him just as he’s comforted me when I needed him most. He takes me by surprise, pulling me into him and embracing me so tight I might turn into a diamond. 
 
    “May I ask something?” 
 
    “Mm-hm.” 
 
    “When you said you didn’t want the cops involved with Dante, that you’d take care of it yourself, you meant you were going to kill him, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. He’s dangerous and needs to be stopped—permanently.” 
 
    I quiver at the thought. I also know he’s right. Dante will never stop until he gets what he wants…Me. He wrote it himself. He wants me—alive or dead. 
 
    “Do you think he’s close? To getting what he wants?” 
 
    “I will never let anything happen to you, Elle. I promise I’ll keep you safe no matter what I have to do. We will catch him. And when we do, I’ll take care of him.” 
 
    If only I believed him. But if he is so easy to catch, why is he still free? Why is he still terrorizing us? Even when things are quiet, he’s there, invading our lives. He’s always there. 
 
    Damian must sense my dread. “Hey, enough about all this. This is our honeymoon. I refuse to give our pasts one more second of our time together.” 
 
    I wish he were right, but it’s not the past that shackles us anymore. It’s our present and possible future. But I smile in an attempt to appease him, hoping if I pretend not to be bothered, eventually I won’t be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When dawn breaks, I awaken on the floor lying next to Hunt, covered by the comforter from the bed. We must’ve fallen asleep here, and he decided not to move me. He’s still passed out, breathing loudly, looking at peace. I sit up and scrunch my legs to my chest, observing the serenity of my surroundings as a moderate breeze blows over me. Something feels different, lighter, new, as if there are possibilities. I hope last night’s purge changes things between us. Not for the worst, but the better. 
 
    “Morning, angel,” he says with a groggy voice. 
 
    I glimpse over my shoulder, smiling sweetly at him. He wraps his arms around me, pulling me back down. I coil up into his side, my little nook, and rest my head on his wide chest. I love listening to his strong heartbeat. It gives me comfort. 
 
    “Morning, slick.” 
 
    He takes a big, cleansing breath. “How are you feeling after last night?” 
 
    “Relieved,” I answer, nuzzling my head against his peck. “You?” 
 
    “The same.” He hugs me tighter. “You’re my rock, Elle, my light…my salvation. You saved me from the darkness inside myself.” 
 
    “And you’re mine. We saved each other.” 
 
    Suddenly, Hunt’s cell goes off. It’s Liam. I can tell by the ringtone, the same one I waited for the night Dante attacked me, the one that told me I had to break Hunt’s heart. 
 
    Knowing that ring seldom means good news, Damian springs to his feet, alert and alarmed, and answers quickly. “Hunt.” He listens to Banks, his face shifting from sleepy to shock? Rage? “When did it happen, Banks? Where?” He waits while Liam updates him on the details of whatever news has put Hunt into such an irritable mood. “Is she alright?” 
 
    What?  
 
    She?  
 
    Who she? 
 
    “Damian, what’s going on?” I probe with clear panic in my voice, a billion thoughts sprinting through my head. 
 
    He looks at me but doesn’t answer.  
 
    “Did he get away, Banks? Please, tell me you fucking got him.” His jaw clenches, and his nostrils flare. “Goddamn it! How the fuck could you let this happen, Banks?” 
 
    I place my hand on his arm, shaking my head at him. “Don’t do that. Whatever happened isn’t his fault, Damian.” 
 
    He seems to feel remorseful. “I’m sorry, Liam. It’s not your doing. It’s mine. I shouldn’t have left. We’re on our way. We’ll be home as soon as possible.” 
 
    He ends the call, tossing the phone onto the bed, and places his head in his hands. 
 
    “What is it, Hunt? What happened?” 
 
    He inhales slowly. Without looking up from his hands, he says, “Sloan was attacked outside the Artemis.” 
 
    “Damian, no! Sloan, the babies, are they…?” I can’t get out more than a few sputtered words. 
 
    “Everyone is fine…But the doctors want to observe her overnight. She’ll be released in the morning.” 
 
    “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s get going. I want to be home by the time she gets back.”  
 
    I jump up and rush over to the dresser, throwing on the first piece of clothing my hand touches, while Hunt calls whomever to inform them of our emergency departure. I don’t bother to pack anything. I dress and gather anything we can’t afford to leave.  
 
    Ten minutes later, we’re racing through the Greek countryside, desperate to get back to our family. 
 
    “You know,” I mumble, staring out the passenger window, “you really need to change that ringtone.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Homeward Bound 
 
      
 
    I arrived at the Hyde’s estate in Kentfield early, having driven there in my peace offering to Elle. When I called Elizabeth to inform her I’d be attending, she mentioned her daughter would be here as well. I’d known she would be. It’s exactly why I’d called myself, instead of leaving it to my assistant. I walked up the steps to the French Chateau-esque manor, every window glowing golden and warm. You’d never know my entire future lied behind the large oak doors. 
 
    I knocked and then clasped my hands in front of me, steeling myself. When the door opened, I was greeted by the welcoming smile of a servant, one of many running about the house in preparation for the other guests. 
 
    “Welcome, Mr. Hunt,” he said, stepping aside to let me through.  
 
    No more than a few strides in, Marshall’s voice comes at me. 
 
    “Damian.” 
 
    From the grave look of his expression, I knew he’d known about Elle and I. I rolled my shoulders back and locked my spine, standing tall and confident. I didn’t want him to think I’d be one of those boys she brought home, cowering under his paternal stare. That wasn’t the type of man to win his trust and respect. 
 
    I walked over to him and shook his hand firmly, staring him square in the eyes. He attempted to beat me, his gaze hardening. Mine remained concrete and unfazed. 
 
    “Marshall.” 
 
    “Follow me to my office.” 
 
    He’d actually played the office card, where he could sit behind his big desk in his big leather chair, his elbows on the armrest, his hands steepled in front of his mouth. I knew that was his plan because I’ve used it before as well. I walked into the office behind him. But instead of sitting in the bitch chair on the other side of his wrath, I sauntered confidently to the bar by the window, pouring myself a Scotch. When I turned around, he was watching me, standing behind the barrier his desk provided. I didn’t make a move for the chair as he wanted. I stood there, taking a long draw of the perfectly aged liquor. 
 
    He sat. 
 
    “I won’t waste your time by dancing around anything,” he stated in his business voice. 
 
    “I respect that.” 
 
    “Good.” He adjusted himself in his seat, sitting taller. “I want you to stop pursuing Ellie. You’ve gone against my previous wishes, but if you leave her alone, it won’t affect our business relationship.” 
 
    “And personally?” I may as well have been talking to the wall behind him. I would’ve gotten the same response. Nothing. I continued, “Well, Marshall, I’ve come here to tell you I care about Elle, and I want your blessing.” 
 
    “Just because you want my approval, doesn’t mean I’ll give it. Especially with something as important as my daughter. You have to earn it. Not demand it. I’m not one of your hired help.” 
 
    “Marshall, you misunderstand. I’m not demanding anything. I want your blessing because we both know no one could take care of your daughter the way I can, protect her, nurture her, provide for her,” I picked the silver framed picture of Elle off his desk and glimpsed at it, “help her become the best version of herself.” 
 
    What I hadn’t counted on was her making me the best version of myself. 
 
    “How can I trust she won’t end up like the other women left in your wake? The only way to judge a man is by the accounts of his past.” 
 
    “You’re wrong.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I wasn’t in love with those women. And even still, I’ve taken care of each and every one. I ended my relationships respectfully. I never threw them out like trash or cheated on them. Never.” 
 
    “And you love my daughter?” 
 
    “Is that hard to believe?” I set the photo back in its place. “When you meet someone like Elle, it hits you like a freight train. It’s not a slow thing, it happens suddenly and all at once.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Damian. I can’t give you my blessing. You’re a fine businessman and a hell of a friend, but I’d never forgive myself if I passed my daughter into the arms of a serial heartbreaker.” 
 
    I realized then, he wasn’t afraid I would hurt his daughter. He was afraid because I was the one man who could take Elle away from him. 
 
    I set my glass of Scotch on the table near the leather couch. 
 
    “I’m sorry we couldn’t see eye to eye on this, Marshall. I truly am.” I squared my shoulders and puffed out my chest. “But I’m going to pursue Elle with or without your permission. If she tells me to back away, I will. No questions asked. But she’s an adult and deserves the right to make that decision for herself.” 
 
    I nodded my head and then took my leave. I was sorry our relationship had to end, but I would’ve given anything and anyone up for Elle. When I reentered the entryway, guests had begun to arrive and spread out throughout the manor, spilling out onto the back veranda. I took a flute of champagne and made a round, continually keeping an eye out for her. After I’d come full circle, ending back in the entryway, I started to wonder if she’d actually show. 
 
    Perhaps the note on her door had frightened her off, I’d thought. I’d left it to give her fair warning that I’d be attending. I knew, if she showed, it was because she wanted me as much as I wanted her. 
 
     It had been an hour and a half since the party had started, and she was still nowhere to be found. 
 
    And then there she was, through the crowd of people, standing on the veranda with her bare back facing me. That was the moment I knew she was mine. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Every second of the plane ride home is torment. Time never stands as still as when the possibility of your children’s well-being hangs in the balance. My mind wanders through an endless hall of memories and decisions that led Elle and I here, wondering how it might have been if any one of those events went differently. 
 
    “Damian?” Elle’s voice beckons me out of my head. “Damian?” 
 
    I glance at her, my thoughts still blurring the line between past and present. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “What wasn’t supposed to happen?” Elle asks, her hand on my arm. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You just mumbled this wasn’t supposed to happen,” she clarifies. “I was only trying to protect you.” 
 
    I look away from her, propping up my chin with my palm. 
 
    “You didn’t just decide to take me on our honeymoon on a whim, did you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    “I received word Dante may try something, and I took your advice. It felt like the perfect time to whisk you away for a few weeks while Liam kept an eye on things at home. Are you disappointed?” 
 
    “How could I be? You swept me away on a dream honeymoon. And as you said, if we only traveled when conditions were perfect, we’d never leave San Francisco.” 
 
    “I wanted to keep you safe, and I could’ve never imagined he would involve Sloan. He’s left our friends and family alone before, so I had no evidence to believe he would do otherwise.” 
 
    “Do you think he knows about the babies?” she asks, clutching my forearm with her trembling hand, her nails digging into the skin and muscles. “We’ve only discussed the adoption with her in the privacy of our home. So how the hell…” Her eyes grow as the same realization dawns on her. 
 
    It’s so simple; I’m furious with myself for not thinking of it before. Why he’s been able to stay one step ahead of us. How he knows where we’re going to be and when. 
 
    I take out my cell and punch out a quick text to Banks.  
 
      
 
    Sweep penthouse.  
 
    Bugged. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When we arrive home, Sloan is resting soundly in bed, everyone safe and unharmed. Once we’ve checked on her, we head upstairs to shower and change. After a fourteen-hour flight, I need a moment before talking with Liam and hearing all the gory details. As we’re heading back downstairs, Liam emerges from the elevators with impeccable timing. 
 
    I turn to Gabrielle with the words I dread to say right now. 
 
    “No, Damian. I won’t give you a moment. I won’t wait while you keep information from me. I’m in this and that’s the end of it.” 
 
    I smile at her, amused by her ability to read me so well. 
 
    “Alright, angel.” I look at Banks. “What happened? I thought she was staying at her mother’s home until we got back.” 
 
    “She was supposed to, but she came home early.” 
 
    “Why was she alone?” I ask, anger looming in my voice. 
 
    “Damian, you can’t blame Liam,” Elle interrupts. “She’s a grown woman who is going to do what she wants. Plus, we haven’t told her what’s really going on.” 
 
    “And we can’t. If she finds out, she could take the babies away.” 
 
    “Fine. We’ll talk with her about being escorted from here on out, alright?” 
 
    I nod. “Go on, Banks,” I urge. 
 
    “She was outside the building when an unidentified man attacked. He was able to knock her down and was about to kick her in the stomach when our security team arrived. But he fled before they could apprehend him.” 
 
    He got away again! 
 
    “Unacceptable,” I growl through my teeth, clamped together in an angry sneer. But it’s not directed toward Liam. I feel helpless, as if we’ll never catch Dante. He’ll always be one step ahead. 
 
    “Unidentified man?” Elle asks. 
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Hunt.” 
 
    “Do you have footage of him?” 
 
    “We do. We managed to pull an image of his face from the video.” 
 
    “May I see it?” 
 
    He takes an enlarged image from a folder and hands it to her. She looks over the photograph, her expression becoming grim. 
 
    “That’s the man who tailed Brooke and me,” she mutters. “She pointed him out to me when we were having drinks.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    “What do you think his intentions were,” she asks, “to scare or to harm?” 
 
    I stare at her with hesitation and regret. We both know Dante wanted them harmed. He wanted them dead. He wanted to hurt Elle and I by taking away the only thing in the world we love more than each other. 
 
    “We should send them away, to live with your parents.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t be a wise decision, Mrs. Hunt.” 
 
    “Why not, Banks?” 
 
    “The doctor informed her it wouldn’t be much longer. He ordered her on bedrest until it’s time. Travelling isn’t possible.” 
 
    “Then we need to take every precaution to ensure her safety. I want Artemis to be a virtual fortress, Banks.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” He nods his head obediently. 
 
    I pace back and forth, running my hands through my hair, trying to think, to come up with a new plan. Suddenly, the elevator doors open and Julie comes barging out. 
 
    “What the hell are these, Gabrielle?” She tosses a stack of images on the floor, tears reddening her eyes. 
 
    I glimpse at Gabrielle, frozen with fear, her eyes glued to the gruesome photos splashed across our living room floor. “Gentlemen, may I have a moment alone with Jules?” 
 
    I cup my hands over the sides of her face, searching her eyes. “Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s time.” 
 
    “We’ll be upstairs taking care of things,” I tell her. “Let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    I nod at Banks and then kiss her on the forehead, lingering for a second before pulling away and following Liam out. 
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    When it rains, it storms.  
 
    “You should probably take a seat,” I gesture my hand toward the couch, “for what I’m about to tell you.” 
 
    “I don’t want to take a goddamn seat, Ellie. I want you to tell me where the hell those photos came from.” 
 
    “Where did you get those?” 
 
    “They came in the mail, along with a note instructing me to ask you about them. So why the fuck am I receiving pictures of my brother’s death?” 
 
    “I…” I choke on my words. 
 
    “Please,” she begs, her eyes large and searching for answers, “Ellie, tell me what’s going on. You’re scaring me.” 
 
    “You should be. I’m fucking terrified.” I’m starting to think this isn’t such a good idea, but before I can mull it over and chicken out, I take a steadying breath and speak, “This has to do with Hunt’s brother, Dante. We’ve been dealing him for quite a while. It all started when he attacked me in Hunt’s apartment…” I recollect every miserable detail of our ordeal with Dante, the stalking, the threats, the destruction of my apartment, the missing money, and the wedding. 
 
    “Holy shit, Ellie.” She places her hand over her heart. “Is that who destroyed the penthouse a few months ago? Is this what you’ve been keeping from me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Fucking Christ. I had no idea you were going through any of this.” 
 
    “And that’s not even the worst part.” I pause and shut my eyes, too heartbroken to look her in the face. “While he was attacking me, he confessed something, Jules, something awful.” 
 
    “What? What did he confess?” 
 
    What’ll she think when she finds out I’m the reason her brother is dead? She admired him so much. I don’t know if I’m capable of tarnishing her image of him. 
 
    “When Nicholas died, you said you didn’t believe he could do that to himself.” 
 
    “Yeah. It seemed out of place for him, but the cops determined it was suicide. What does this have to do with…” She pauses a moment as confusion turns to understanding.  
 
    “No…Wait.” With tears swelling in her eyes, she holds her hand up to me and rises from the couch. “What the fuck are you trying to tell me?” 
 
    “Dante killed…” 
 
    “No, I-I got that. How did he know him? Why would he want to murder him?” 
 
    “Because…” I swallow hard, attempting to dislodge the acidic lump caught in my throat. 
 
    “Ellie, you tell me right now! Why would he kill Nicholas?” 
 
    “Because of me.” I run my hands in my hair and fall back on the couch opposite her, rocking back and forth. Moments of silence go by. When I finally muster the courage to face her again, I see her shaking from across the room, shocked into silence. “I think Nicholas was going to make contact with me again. I don’t know how they knew each other. He never told me.” 
 
    “What do you mean, he tried to make contact with you again? And why would Damian’s brother care?” 
 
    “He…” I try to get it out, but the words scald coming up. “He’s been stalking me for a long time. He was obsessed with me, possessive, controlling. He hurt me.” 
 
    “But what about my brother, Ellie?” 
 
    “I am talking about your brother, Jules. He wasn’t who you thought he was. He…abused me.” 
 
    Disgust rolls over her face, but it’s unclear who it’s directed at. This could go either way. 
 
    “I thought I was the only one,” she finally speaks, and it knocks the wind out of my lungs. 
 
    “Jules?” 
 
    “When we were kids,” she walks over and collapses onto the couch beside me, “he would hit me and then tell my parents it was an accident. I thought it was just a phase, that he outgrew it as he got older.” 
 
    “You believe me?” I ask, my voice trembling with a sob.  
 
    She looks up at me with hurt in her eyes. “Of course I believe you. Ellie, you should have told me. I would have helped you.” 
 
    “I was terrified to tell you,” I cry. “I didn’t know how you’d react to it. I didn’t want to lose you over him. When he died, I thought if I’d told you, you would think I was trying to ruin the image you had of your saintly brother.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry you felt like you couldn’t be honest with me. I always thought something had happened. You’d changed so much during that time. I should have seen the truth. I should have been there for you when you needed me.” 
 
    Hugging me in her arms, she holds me tight at first. We cry, and we laugh all at once, a flurry of emotions coming to the surface that have been buried deep for so long. 
 
    “We have to go to the cops,” she says, pulling away from me and jumping off the couch. 
 
    I grab her hand before she can move toward the elevator, looking up at her with pleading eyes. “We can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” she asks, her tone offensive. 
 
    “Firstly, because if the cops already ruled it a suicide, I doubt they’ll find any evidence that contradicts their findings. Dante is an expert at covering his tracks.” 
 
    “And secondly?” 
 
    “Secondly, Damian doesn’t want the police involved.” 
 
    “Why the hell not? Is he trying to protect him?” 
 
    “God, no, not at all. He wants to handle him alone.” 
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    “Yes, he wants his brother taken care of…personally.” 
 
    “He’s going to...” 
 
    “Yes. He doesn’t want Dante to be able to do this to anyone else ever again. But you have to promise me you won’t involve them, Jules.” 
 
    She paces back and forth, her face pensive as she works the issue in her head. When Jules makes a promise, she keeps it, so it’s not something she takes lightly.  
 
    “Alright,” she says. “I promise I won’t talk to the police.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Past Tense 
 
      
 
    I have a lunch date with Hunt. I’m almost tempted to skip it. However, I can’t. It’s really more of a meeting of sorts. He said he had some important matters to discuss with me, so I agreed to join him for lunch, as I do most days. Though, I’m sure a little afternoon nookie will probably ensue. 
 
    At five after twelve, I shut down my computer, grab my purse from my desk, and leave my office. 
 
    When I enter, he’s on the phone, speaking in what I believe is fluent French. He nods his head toward the sitting area and I notice our lunch set out on the table. I walk over and have a seat on the modern white couch, digging into my salad. He finishes up a few moments later and joins me. 
 
    “How’s everything working out with Eliza?” he asks before taking a bite of his sandwich. 
 
    “Good. She seems to have everything under control. I think you made a good choice, Hunt.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you approve. But I haven’t made my decision yet. I’ve been considering having someone else takeover.” 
 
    “Oh?” I ask then take a sip of my ice tea. 
 
    “Yes, I was thinking you.” 
 
    I nearly sip my drink all over the table and floor, but clasp my hand over my mouth before more than a few drips come out. 
 
    “What?” I cough out. 
 
    “Don’t you want the position?” 
 
    “Yes. No. I mean, eventually, once I’ve worked my way up to it. I don’t want to be handed anything, Hunt. You know this. You can’t treat me any different than any of your other employees.” 
 
    “Firstly, yes, I can. You’re my wife. Not some random person I have little interest in. I’m invested in your success and future. Secondly, it’s not as if you haven’t earned it. You’re a hard worker and know this magazine inside and out. I promote you because you’ve proved yourself time and time again. I’m a great believer in rewarding when it’s earned.” 
 
    “I’m not saying I don’t appreciate it. I just want you to understand how it will look to my co-workers if I’m handed things on a silver platter.” 
 
    “Gabrielle, you deserve to have the world handed to you on a silver platter.” He leans in and takes my hand. 
 
    “Can we compromise?” 
 
    He smiles at me. “Of course, angel. What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “I’m not opposed to a promotion or even a raise, but I don’t want anything I feel I haven’t earned yet.” 
 
    He pauses and thinks about this for a moment, his face hardening. 
 
    “Alright,” he finally speaks, “you will take the position just under Eliza. Then, in a year’s time, you will assume the position of Editor-in-Chief.” 
 
    “Damian, you aren’t listening to me.” 
 
    “That’s my final offer. If you don’t take it, I will place you where I see fit.” 
 
    “I could just quit. You can’t make me anything if I refuse to show up.” 
 
    “Elle, we both know you won’t do it. You love to work and you love this magazine. You wouldn’t just up and quit.” 
 
    He’s right. I hate when he’s right. 
 
    It’s not that I don’t appreciate what he’s trying to do or that he’s in the position to do it. I really don’t want to seem like an ungrateful brat, but I’ve always felt that I should work for everything I get. However, ever since Hunt, it all comes so easily to me. Whatever I want, or even things I don’t, there for the taking. A person can become very accustomed to this life to the point that it possesses them rather than the other way around. I don’t want to depend on or even expect it. 
 
    “I will take the job. And, in a year, we can come back to it and decide then whether or not I’m ready to take over the magazine.” 
 
    He slowly shakes his head with an exaggerated sigh, a small smirk on his strong lips. 
 
    “What am I going to do with you, Elle?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure you could think of something, Damian,” I retort. 
 
    There’s a knock on the door, bringing our discussion to a halt. It opens and his new assistant, Miriah, steps inside. 
 
    “Sir, there’s someone here to see you.” 
 
    He narrows his eyes, going over something in his head. “I don’t have any appointments set.” 
 
    “No, sir. It’s your sister, Miss Montgomery.” 
 
    “You’ll have to be more specific.” 
 
    “It’s…Olivia, sir.” 
 
    Why does this not surprise me?  
 
    I roll my eyes to myself then steal a peek at Hunt. The expression on his face is cold and vacant. I’m not sure how he feels about anything anymore. With all we’ve been through, I feel as though we’ve gone numb to everything but each other. I can’t help wonder if this will ever get better. Or will we just get used to being on shaky ground? 
 
    “Did you explain to her she isn’t welcome here? How did she get past the guards downstairs?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Hunt, I did. She says, it’s very important she speak with you.” 
 
    “I want you to ask her to wait for me a few moments…” 
 
    My face contorts with shocked puzzlement. “Damian, you can’t be serious.” 
 
    He shoots me a cocked brow. “Then, I want you to discreetly call security and have her removed. That’s all.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Miriah exits quickly. I think Hunt makes her nervous at times. He can be very domineering and stern, but he also treats his employees very well, which is why they seldom ever quit. Well, that, and I mean, look at him. Wouldn’t you want to see that face every day?  
 
    “You were saying?” he asks with an amused smirk gracing his striking face. 
 
    “I was saying you’re the best husband ever.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Just eat your lunch,” I stab some lettuce and bring it to my mouth, “so I can help you work it off.” 
 
      
 
    Hunt 
 
      
 
    After I finished with Elle, serving her multiple orgasms for dessert, I sent her on her way. She could barely keep her head up she was so weak. 
 
    Once I’ve made a few calls, I head out of the office, needing to get a few things prepared at the D.O.D for tonight. I shake my head to myself, thinking about the level of dread I felt our first night at The Artemis when I finally revealed myself to her. 
 
    … 
 
      
 
    “You keep subs in some Dungeon of Domination?” 
 
    “Dungeon of Domination?” I’d thought it clever. Though her tone was less than desirable, I was sure I’d break her of that. What a fool I was. “Yes, I keep them there, but not against their will. They’re allowed to come and go as they please, as long as I know where they are.” 
 
    “Is there a girl there now?” she blurted, even though I’d already told her she’s the only one. I guess I couldn’t really blame her after the way I’d behaved toward her in the beginning. The truth was, I’d known there was something more between us, even then. I hadn’t wanted to admit it to myself, but she had me on my knees. 
 
    “No,” I replied calmly, but I’d tensed slightly at the way she’d said it. 
 
    “Do you want me to be your sub?” 
 
    “Yes. I want you to give yourself to me.” I had never wanted anything more in my life. “However, I don’t want to treat you the way I did them. I would prefer to find a middle ground.” 
 
    I’d wanted to treat her like I did them. I’d wanted to do every shameless thing I could conjure to her, until we couldn’t even look ourselves in the mirror the next day. I didn’t want change. I was comfortable in my set ways. But I’d also known she wasn’t like the others. She was stronger-willed, harder to break. She was this wild thing I could never truly tame. And it was just as I wanted her. That fight is what drew me to her. 
 
    “How?” she murmured, unable to keep the fear out of her voice. 
 
    “You’ll be my submissive in the bedroom and when it’s beneficial to your well-being outside the bed. You’re my girlfriend, which means unlike them, you sleep in my bed, stay in my home, and we go out in public as a couple.” 
 
    “You would beat me.” 
 
    I’m not a fucking sadist, I’d thought to myself, anger seething in me. But outwardly, I’d kept my composure. 
 
    “No, I give vigorous spankings, but I don’t only do it as punishment. It’s quite pleasurable.” I was getting pleasure out of the idea of her bent over a bench, at my will, screaming with both cries of pleasure and pain. 
 
    “For whom? I’ll be the one with the throbbing raw ass.” Yes, you will, I thought, and you’ll fucking love it. “Wait, punishment?” 
 
    “Yes, I have guidelines about what I deem punishable. If I feel you are being naughty, I punish you.” 
 
    “Punish me?” she murmured in a dazed state but snapped out of it quickly. “I’m trying to comprehend the fact you’re a…Dom,” she said with a disgusted tone. I’d tensed up, offended by her blatant revulsion. I’d hated how she saw my lifestyle, saw me, as if I was some deviant looking to prey upon her. 
 
    “Yes, I am, and I won’t allow you to speak about it with distain. I will not be shamed by how I’ve chosen to live my life. I trust you enough to let you in, and you talk to me as if I’m shit. You could’ve simply said you aren’t interested and want me to take you home.”  
 
    I hadn’t wanted her to leave. I wanted to be with her. I would’ve done anything to call her mine. Truthfully, I was in love with her even then. 
 
    “I don’t want to go.” 
 
    My heart had stopped beating, and I took in a rapid breath. She wanted to stay. She wanted me, too. 
 
    “You don’t?” I inquired, bewildered. 
 
    “Well, if you want me to.”  
 
    She turned toward the elevator, and I snatched her up from behind, holding her supple body, soft and curvy, to mine. 
 
    “Never,” I whispered. “Once I tasted you, I was addicted. You’re mine.” I rested my face in her wind tossed hair and inhaled. “I don’t want you to think you’re required to do this. I shouldn’t have brought it up.” 
 
    “S&M isn’t something you just stop. You obviously enjoy it, want it. How could I keep you from something you love?” 
 
    “I want you. I’ll take you any way I can get you. Even if it means I never take a paddle to your delightful ass.” 
 
    “I never said no,” she shakily whispered. 
 
    “You’ll consider?” I couldn’t keep the shock from my voice. 
 
    “Yes. I need a say in what can be done and how far you go. If you allow me that, I don’t see why I can’t try.” She faced me and gazed into my eyes with those entrancing blue globes. “You’ll find I can be an adventurous lover in the bedroom. I’m no innocent angel, even though you think I am. I may come off shy and virginal, but I’m only like that with you.” 
 
    I smashed her into me and brushed a wisp of hair away from her eyes. She stopped breathing at the affectionate gesture, the way my fingertips grazed against the smooth flesh of her forehead. 
 
    “I’m relieved you’re not. Your face is so angelic. I suppose I misread you. Once I told you, I was sure you would slap me and run out. I promise I won’t do anything to harm you. It is exceedingly important that you have complete involvement in what happens or doesn’t. This is a part of our arrangement and your role. I will go into more detail later.” 
 
    “Why do you do this?” 
 
    “It satisfies my urge to control, dominate, provide. What I do isn’t entirely tying up and beatings,” I replied flatly, displeased about how the world had chosen to paint the community. 
 
    “You’re a control freak,” she stated, but I saw the hint of a smile sweep across her full, pink lips. 
 
    I arced a brow, and a sly smirk spread across my lips. “I prefer to think of myself as a control aficionado or devotee of discipline.” 
 
    … 
 
      
 
    I walk across the street and into the lobby, striding toward the elevator. When I arrive, it opens and an older couple steps out, clutching to each other. I smile at them as they pass me, imagining Elle and me when we’re old and gray, after a lifetime of love and memories. 
 
    I step inside, thinking about how much has happened over the past year, the highs and lows, and how far we’ve come. As the doors are closing, someone slips in. When I look up, I find myself staring into the eyes of one of the lows. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Deus Ex Machina 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck are you doing here?” I grumble, furious. 
 
    “You wouldn’t let me see you in the office, and I have to speak with you.” Her large blue eyes search mine, desperation beaming from them. She seems different. I can’t put my finger on it, but something about her has changed. 
 
    My cool gaze remains on her as we ride up to the top floor.  
 
    “What could you and I have to talk about?” 
 
    “More than you know,” she murmurs under her breath. “Please give me a chance to speak with you. If you don’t like what I have to say, you’ll never see me again. I promise.” 
 
    The pleading look in her eyes breaks me down. 
 
    “Five minutes. But if there’s any hint of bullshit, I’ll throw you out. Understood?” 
 
    “Understood.” She nods her head vigorously. “Thank you, Damian.” 
 
    The doors open and I gesture for her to exit first, untrusting of having her behind me. She steps out and I follow her to the cherry wood door, unlocking it with one eye still on her. I step inside, holding the door open for her as she steps through, studying the place with affection. 
 
    “I remember when you got this place.” She sighs before walking into the sitting room, decorated with antique furniture and dark woods, and takes a seat on the couch. 
 
    I remember that day, too. We’d christened the place that evening, with an alcohol-fueled night of depraved passion. 
 
    “Would you like a drink?” I offer, but she shakes her head in rejection. 
 
    “No, thank you. I don’t drink anymore.” 
 
    I tilt my head to the side. “Why is that?” 
 
    “It’s part of the reason I’ve come here today.” She inhales sharply. “After you fired me and kicked me out, I made some changes in my life.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “I checked myself into rehab.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “Pills, but I’m staying away from everything. I’ve been addicted to pills longer than I can remember. Since my modeling days, uppers, downers, diet pills, and everything in between. I was taking handfuls a day. It’s no excuse for everything I’ve done, nothing will ever excuse the horrible things I did, but I’m here to apologize, to clean my slate.” 
 
    “I had no idea, Liv.” I’m stunned that I hadn’t noticed it with all the time we’ve spent together. I pride myself on my eye for detail, reading hints and signs. But I was blind to her. I was always blind when it came to Olivia. 
 
    “I know. No one knew. I kept it hidden really well.” She lowers her head, ashamed of her secret. “I’m sorry for everything I’d put you through, Damian. I took advantage of you, of your weaknesses. I can never take back what I did to you.” 
 
    “You realize now it was wrong?” 
 
    “Yes, it truly was. You were young, broken, my brother. I know we didn’t know each other that way, but I should have been a sister to you. I’d like to blame it on the drugs, but that would be a cop out.” 
 
    “Thank you, Olivia. But, it wasn’t all your fault. Once I was old enough, I should have stopped it.” 
 
    “It’s all you knew, Damian. How could you know it was wrong? I was the adult. I should’ve known better. I’m truly sorry for all I did to you—and Gabrielle. She didn’t deserve the way I’d treated her either.” 
 
    I’ve never seen her so vulnerable, so exposed before. It’s almost alarming. 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling this isn’t the only reason you’re here?” 
 
    “Because it’s not. I needed you to understand how sorry I am first. Before…” She trials off, shifting her head to the side. 
 
    “What is it, Liv?” I feel my stomach churn. 
 
    “I came here determined to tell you. But, looking at you right now, I don’t know if I have the strength.” 
 
    “What’s wrong? Please, you have to tell me.” 
 
    “The night you discovered Dante and I, I thought I would die. I was so humiliated I broke it off with him.” 
 
    “Look, what you did with him is your busi…” 
 
    “Damian, please, let me speak. He was enraged. I know he attacked Elle, and I’m responsible for that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” My jaw clenches. 
 
    “I may have told him you were out of town for work that day.”  
 
    “How could you do that?!” I leap from the couch, glaring down at her with disgust. I’m ready to throw her out when I spot the remorse on her face, causing me to pause. She grabs onto my hand, looking up at me with pleading eyes.  
 
    “I was fucked up.” Holding tightly onto my hand, she pulls me back down next to her. “I’m so sorry, Damian. I know I was a horrible person. I know I don’t deserve forgiveness from you or Elle or our family, but I need to clear the air. I have to take this step.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you did that.” I shake my head, confounded by the whole situation.  
 
    Can I trust her?  
 
    Does she have ulterior motives for all this?  
 
    Why would she expose herself this way if she did?  
 
    “I know. It’s something, one of many things, I’m going to have to live with the rest of my life. I deserve to.” She inhales. “But, there’s more.” 
 
    “What else could there possibly be?” 
 
    “Dante and Vanessa.” 
 
    “I already know about them, Liv. That’s old news…You haven’t been helping him, have you?” 
 
    “No, no, I haven’t. I haven’t spoken or seen him since I broke it off. However, when I did, he confessed some things in a fit of rage. Things I feel you have a right to know about.” She pauses. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “He told me about how infatuated he is with you, how much he loves taking what’s yours. I always knew he was. I think that’s why he wanted me.” 
 
    “Did he know about us?” 
 
    She nods her head softly. “He saw us once. Anyway, he went on and on about always getting what he wants and then he mentioned how he’d done it before and he’d do it again.” Elle. “I didn’t understand what he’d meant. Then he proceeded to tell me about Vanessa…” 
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    “He said he’d stolen her from right under your nose, that you hadn’t loved her or deserved her. She fucked him in your bed.” 
 
    “I suppose I had suspected they had history, but I didn’t think she’d ever cheat on me.” Then it hits me. “When did this affair occur?” 
 
    She shifts her line of sight downward, tucking her chestnut hair behind her ear. “It started a few months before she became pregnant.” 
 
    My heart stops and my stomach creeps up into my throat, forming a suffocating lump. 
 
    “What are you saying, Olivia?” 
 
    “She isn’t your daughter, Damian. She belongs to Dante.” 
 
    I can’t believe what I’ve just heard. It hits me like a punch to the abdomen, knocking the wind right out of me. Then, something dawns on me. She said, ‘She isn’t your daughter, Damian. She belongs to Dante. She didn’t say, wasn’t or belonged. 
 
    “Why are you talking about her in the present? Why did you say that as if she were still alive?” 
 
    “Damian, she is alive.” 
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    Mmmm. The water feels nice, I think to myself as I soak in the bath, limp and content in its liquid warmth. I take the rare moment of peace to reminisce about everything that has occurred in the last few months, all the challenges and changes we’ve endured. It feels like we’ve finally made it over a hump and I can breathe. 
 
    I can’t wait for Hunt to come home. I cooked all afternoon, making sure everything would be perfect. We’ve had so little down time together lately. 
 
    I shut my eyes and sigh, allowing the water to carry my body, the pleasant thoughts of what I have planned for us. 
 
    When I open my eyes, Hunt stands over me, watching me with the saddest look on his face. He looks defeated, beaten down. His emerald eyes devoid of any clue as to what he could be thinking, feeling. 
 
    “Hunt, baby, what’s wrong?” I rise and climb out of the tub, but he just stares into the water of the tub. “Hunt, please talk to me.” 
 
    When he doesn’t move, I place both hands on the sides of his face, forcing him to look at me. “What’s the matter, slick?” 
 
    He takes in a deep breath and closes his eyes. “She’s alive,” he murmurs. “She lied to me. She lied. She’s alive.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Who’s alive? Who lied, Damian?” I sweep my thumb over his eyebrow, attempting to coax him out of this trance he seems to be under. He looks like his whole world has just been turned upside down. 
 
    “She’s alive,” he says again, unable to process more than this thought. I need to be here for him, the way he’s been here for me during the times I’ve fallen apart. But how? How can I get him out of this place? How do I get to him when he’s lost within himself? 
 
    “Come,” I order, taking his hand and lead him out of the bathroom. He follows me mindlessly downstairs, staring off into a place I can’t see, I can’t get to him. 
 
    I sit him on the couch in the main space and head into the kitchen to make a strong drink, bringing it back out to him. He hadn’t moved, his hands resting at his sides on the couch, palms up. His shoulders are slouching and his head rests on the back of the couch, eyes shut. 
 
    “Here you go.” I place the drink in his hand and he mechanically raises the glass, places it to his lips, and takes a sip. I sit beside him, studying him carefully, waiting for even the slightest sign of life in his eyes. He just drinks until he finishes the golden contents of his glass, setting it down on the ground in front of the couch. He sits back, staring out the window at the fog encasing Artemis, the faint sounding of the foghorn on the bridge crying from the mist. It’s as if we’re completely disconnected from the world or living a dream where the edges of our minds blur.  
 
    He glances over at me, his arms encircling my waist and yanking me onto his lap. He buries his face in my neck. 
 
    After about fifteen minutes of silence, he says with a tremble in his voice, “Vanessa lied to me about the baby.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Hunt?” 
 
    “She gave birth while I was away on a business trip. But she had told me the baby died.” 
 
    “Oh, my god,” I gasp. 
 
    “The baby wasn’t mine. Turns out she told me it was with hopes of keeping me around. She figured out I was ready to leave her, and when she got knocked up, she used it to her advantage.” 
 
    “If it isn’t your baby, whose was it?” 
 
    “Dante’s.” 
 
    “Dant…Oh, Hunt, no,” I mutter, stunned.  
 
    I throw my arms about him, holding him to me. Then I remember what he mumbled, ‘She’s alive’.  
 
    “Damian, who’s alive?” 
 
    “The child, she’s alive.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    He lowers his head, making it hard to see his eyes. “Olivia told me.” 
 
    “Olivia? You saw Olivia?”  
 
    I feel hurt for a moment, but it goes away. I trust him, and I know he’d never allow anything that would cause me pause or concern when it comes to her. Besides, with the current situation at hand, we have bigger things on our minds than petty bullshit.  
 
    “So, if she’s alive, where is she?” 
 
    He looks into my eyes, the pain radiating from within his shattering my heart into a million pieces. He only says one word, “Catlin.” 
 
    “Catlin…? Catlin is Dante and Vanessa’s daughter?!” He nods his head once. “Fuck, Damian.” Not the most becoming thing I could’ve said, but my brain is paralyzed from the blow. “You must be torn up.” 
 
    I kiss his cheek then nuzzle mine against it. He eases, hugging me closer to him. 
 
    “I have to head north to see Beverly, find out why she never told me.” 
 
    “Did Olivia say she knows?” 
 
    “No, that’s why I’m going to see her.” He shifts me off his lap, sets me on the couch, and stands up, walking toward the stairs. “Tonight.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you.” I leap to my feet, rushing after him up the stairs. 
 
    “No, angel. I want you to stay here. Sloan may need you. Someone should stay to help her if she does.”  
 
    He enters our bedroom and heads for the closet, coming back out with a small suitcase. I stand by the bed, watching him walk back and forth bringing clothes out and shoving them into the bag carelessly. 
 
    “We can have Liam and Jules stay with her while we’re away. It should only be overnight anyway. And if she needs us or goes into labor or whatever, they can call us to come back down sooner.” 
 
    “Gabrielle…”  
 
    I cross my arms and glare at him. “No, Damian, don’t argue with me. I’m going to be there to support you. And, truthfully, I’m safest with you.” 
 
    I’m tired of him always running things. I get he’s Dominant, but he has to learn to let me make up my own mind on things. Even if he means well. 
 
    He stops to think for a moment and then nods his head. “Alright, we leave tonight and then we’ll come back first thing tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    We packed and then gave Liam and Jules the details, leaving Sloan with them at Liam’s place where she could be watched after. I left the dinner I had made for Hunt with them, figuring someone should enjoy the fruits of my labor. We told them we would be back by tomorrow evening at the latest and hit the road by eight. 
 
    As we drive north, I notice he’s tense, which I’d expect nothing less. I select a playlist I put together for him, for times when he’s under stress. Music always seems to work for him. He connects with it. He says, ‘It inspires me’. God only knows what it ‘inspires’, but it soothes him, suppresses his thoughts. 
 
    I put on Laura Welsh’s Hardest Part and roll the windows down, allowing the cool night air to sweep over us. The smell of the sea rides on its back, filling our lungs. His hand rests on the middle console, slowly uncoiling from its fisted state, and I take it, interlocking our fingers. He melts back into his seat, his grip on the wheel slackening a bit. 
 
    “Thank you, Elle,” he utters, the tension from his voice gone.  
 
    “For what, slick?” 
 
    “For everything.” He brings the back of my hand to his lips, kissing it tenderly. “For coming with me, for supporting me through this, for loving me. I don’t know where I’d be without you by my side.” 
 
    “Where else would I be?” I rub my thumb against his knuckle, soothing him. “Whatever happens, I’ll always be here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    We make it to his aunt’s bed & breakfast around ten, as rain starts to pour down, and grab our bags out of the back. Walking up the steps of the old Victorian, the front door swings open and Beverly steps out, an alarmed look on her face. She walks onto the porch, clutching her vibrant-hued kimono. 
 
    “Damian? Ellie? What are you two doing here at this hour? Is everything alright?” 
 
    “No, Bee, it’s not,” Hunt says stiffly. “May we come in and speak with you?” 
 
    “Sure, of course.” She gestures her hand toward the open door. “Come in, please.” 
 
    She gives us both quick hugs before following us inside. Once we’ve set our bags down and taken off our coats, she leads us into the kitchen, making a pot of coffee to warm us up. We sit around the table, sipping our hot beverages in silence for a few moments. 
 
    Finally, Hunt speaks, breaking the tension, “Olivia came to me today. She told me some interesting facts about Dante and Vanessa.” He pauses, taking a moment to find the words he wants to say. I can see it written on his chiseled face. “Do you remember when Vanessa miscarried?” 
 
    “Yes. How could I forget? It was such a tragic loss.” 
 
    He nods his head in agreement. “Yes, well, as it turns out, she hadn’t lost the baby. And on top of all that, it was never mine to begin with.” 
 
    “Damian, no.” She gasps, placing her hand over her heart. “My god. Well, what happened to the child?” 
 
    “She’s sleeping upstairs, Beverly. I know Catlin isn’t yours.” 
 
    “What? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “That innocent little girl you’ve been raising, that is Dante and Vanessa’s daughter. Don’t tell me you didn’t know.” 
 
    “Damian, I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Is she yours, Beverly? Did you give birth to Catlin? You weren’t around for a few years. I know you had problems with my mother during that time, and we heard nothing of an actual pregnancy. You just showed up one day after your husband died with a child on your arm.” He takes a calming breath. “So, I will ask you one more time. Is Catlin genetically linked to you?” 
 
    Her eyes rapidly dart between us before falling to her lap.  
 
    “No,” she mumbles. 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    She looks back up at him with a pleading gleam. “But I had no idea she belonged to him. I found her on my doorstep one day, abandoned. I didn’t know. I didn’t know.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell anyone?” 
 
    “I feel in love with her. I couldn’t let anyone take her from me.” She reaches for his hands resting on the table, grasping them frantically. “Please, don’t take her from me.” 
 
    Disgust seems to wash over him. “I would never do that to you, to Catlin. I couldn’t take her away from a loving home. I love that little girl. I loved her when she was still in her mother’s womb, when I thought…she was mine. The situation hasn’t changed that. I just needed to know where you stood with everything.” 
 
    “Kiddo, I’d rather die than ever betray you, you have to know that. You’ve been so good to Catlin and I. She adores you. I’ve never seen her react to anyone the way she does with you.” 
 
    “I know.” He secures his grip on her small hands, cradling them in his. 
 
    “What do we do?” she asks, tilting her head down, defeated. 
 
    “We catch Dante and take care of him. As far as Catlin is involved, we do nothing. She is your daughter now. But we have to keep an eye on her. I don’t want him getting any ideas about coming back and taking what’s his.” He glimpses at me out of the corner of his eye, showing me his fearfulness for my safety as well. “He has a tendency to do that.” 
 
    I position my hand on his wide back, caressing it in long circular strokes. 
 
    “He’s always been that way, Damian.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” a little voice says from behind us. 
 
    When we turn in our chairs, we spy Catlin in the doorway, rubbing her eyes with her tiny hands balled-up into tiny fists. 
 
    Damian stands up and walks over to her. “What are you doing up, bug?” 
 
    Picking her up, he hugs her little body to his and rests her heavy head on his shoulder, caressing her hair with his large hand. Watching him with her, the connection they have to one another, begins to make more sense now than ever before. If everything had happened differently, she would be his daughter now, not Beverly’s. Once terrifying, the thought of him doing the same for our one day children warms me, radiating out from my chest. My heart, which beats solely for him. 
 
    “I heard talking. Why are you here?” 
 
    “It’s nothing you need to be worried about.” He turns around and walks out of the kitchen, taking her back up to bed. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’d do without her,” Bev whispers, her eyes staring down at her hands on the table. “What if he’s right? What if he comes back for her?” 
 
    “I don’t think he will, but we have to take precautions,” I assure her. Truth is, I know what Dante is capable of doing, and how far he’s willing to go to do them. I’m starting to understand why Hunt feels the need to protect and keep things from me. 
 
      
 
    Hunt 
 
      
 
    I wake when the intense morning light hits my eyes, remembering we’re at Beverly’s Inn. 
 
    Glimpsing beside me, I find Elle sprawled out on her stomach, naked and wrapped in white sheets. Her hair covers her face, preventing me from looking at it. I gently scoop it way and smile down at her sleeping sound. Her mouth agape, lips puffed out like a fish. I even think I spot a bit of drool. I laugh softly to myself. 
 
    She looks so beautiful, unguarded, no makeup, real. She doesn’t understand why I find her more desirable when she isn’t trying to be. Truthfully, I find her most breathtaking during our sessions, mascara dripping down her cheeks, hair disheveled, skin flush with sex. 
 
    But, like this, she’s an angel. My angel. 
 
    I can’t wait any longer to be with her, to talk to her, and I lean in to kiss the soft flesh of her shoulder. She moans, lingering between asleep and awake, shut eyelids fluttering with awareness. When her eyes finally open, she smiles a lazy smile.  
 
    Curling my arm about her waist, I flip her onto her back and lean over her until we’re face to face, the tips of our noses scarcely touching. I hover my mouth over hers, slightly open and ready for me. I stare into her beautiful blues, clouded by desire and parting sleep. I slide my hand under her head and cradle it in my palm, bring her face up to mine. Our lips connect. Warm and soft, her lips play with mine at a lethargic pace, taking our time to fully appreciate each other. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Bait and Switch 
 
      
 
    Since Damian has meetings outside the office today, he drops me off at the Huntsman. He informed me he’d call to tell me where we’ll meet for lunch. About fifteen minutes before, my office phone goes off. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey, Ellie,” Kat, the front receptionist, says. “I just got a call from a woman, I think it’s your husband’s new receptionist, asking if you’ll meet him at a restaurant for lunch instead of his office.” 
 
    I think this is a little odd, but if Hunt is busy, he would most likely have her call me. 
 
    “Sure. Did she say where?” 
 
    “Acquerello.” 
 
    “Ah, yeah. I know where that is.” Hunt and I have eaten there before. “Thanks, hun.” 
 
    I hang up and get my things together, deciding to leave a little early. I arrive at a restaurant in Nob Hill, parking in the structure across the street, about twenty minutes later. I get out from the back of the Land Rover and run my hands over the skirt of my gray sheath dress, smoothing out any wrinkles. 
 
    I open one of the glass double doors and step into the small room where the hostess’ stand sits.  
 
    She sees me and says, “Welcome to Acquerello. How may I help you?” 
 
    When I tell her who I’m looking for, she doesn’t even glimpse down at her little list. 
 
    “Ah, yes, Ms. Hyde. Mr. Hunt is expecting you in the wine room.” 
 
    Ms. Hyde? 
 
    Is this some kind of kinky game? 
 
    She smiles and promptly escorts me.  
 
    As I follow her through the dining area, I take in the high-end atmosphere, as I’d expect nothing less from Damian. The walls are warm tones of golds and oranges, all very tasteful. I just love it here, and the food is to die for. 
 
    She stops at a doorway and gestures into the private room. 
 
    When I step inside the narrow room, I find Hunt isn’t here. I walk over to the long table and take a seat at the farthest end. Bored, I open my purse to retrieve my phone to check for messages, but it isn’t here. I must have left it in my car. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    I suppose it’s not a big deal, since I will be at lunch with Hunt and he’d be the only one upset if I didn’t have it handy. 
 
    “Well,” I hear from the other end of the room. “Don’t you look ravishing.” 
 
    I freeze when my eyes catch sight of his icy blues. 
 
    Standing in the doorway, blocking my only escape, Dante watches me with wicked fascination. 
 
    I begin to inch up off my chair, ready to fight or run. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. In fact, if I were you, I’d sit down and keep my mouth shut.” 
 
    I’m terrified, but my anger takes the forefront. 
 
    “Is that what you would do if you were me?” I snap at him with a sharp tongue. 
 
    “Oh, Gabrielle.” He steps further into the room, pulling out and occupying the seat at the other end of the room. “I do enjoy that fire burning in your belly. But if you speak to me like that again, I will put you back in your place.” 
 
    I take a deep breath, but it’s shaky at best. 
 
    “Why did you bring me here? What do you want?” 
 
    “A little birdie told me you’ve been nosing around in my affairs.” 
 
    What the fuck is he talking about? 
 
    “I don’t know what you’ve heard, but I’ve done no such thing.” 
 
    I can’t control my need to bark at him. Don’t get me wrong. I’m about to shit myself terrified, but I don’t like being cornered. It brings out my need to attack. 
 
    “Catlin is mine,” he growls and smacks his hand on the table, letting his insanity show for just an instant. As fast as it came on, it disappears. He combs his fingers through his onyx hair and clears his throat before calmly taking a sip of water. “It doesn’t matter anyway. I took care of that little problem already.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    Terror runs through my veins until my blood feels like ice water. This whole thing is so terribly confusing. Why is he doing this? Is this a part of his game? Why is he toying with me like this? What does he intend to do to me in a crowded place like this? 
 
    “That’s not important.” He clasps his hands in front of him on the table. “The reason I brought you here…” 
 
    Just then, a waiter walks into the room, but before I can say anything, Dante shoots me a threatening glare. 
 
    I know if I try to ask for help, he would kill me right here and then the poor waiter next. 
 
    Instead, while Dante’s attention is focused on him, I sneak the steak knife off the table with a slight of my hand, hoping he won’t notice. Luckily, he doesn’t. I set the knife in my lap and scoot myself closer to the table, concealing it with the tablecloth. 
 
    When the waiter leaves, he turns his gaze back onto me. My whole body tingles with fear. It even makes my teeth itch. 
 
    “Now, where were we…? Oh, yes. Why I’m here. You broke your promise to me, Gabrielle. And I’m afraid I’ll have to do the same.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Come, come. We both remember that beautiful evening we spent together.” 
 
    Could he really believe that horrific night at the Artemis was beautiful? What a demented fuck. 
 
    “Yes, I remember that night, but I see it altogether differently.” 
 
    “One man’s torment is another man’s pleasure, beauty.” 
 
    Jesus Christ. 
 
    “You’re not going to touch my husband,” I state with complete certainty. 
 
    “Is this where I ask if that’s a threat? I hardly think you’re in the position to do so.” 
 
    “No, it’s a fact.” 
 
    He lets out a hardy laugh and rises from his chair, sauntering over to me. My heart pounds like the wings of a hummingbird. My hands tremble wildly. My stomach churns until it feels like a tight knot. 
 
    Standing over me, he stops, leans in, and places both of his hands on the edge of the table. 
 
    “How are you going to stop me, Gabrielle?” he hisses between his pinched teeth. 
 
    “I think you highly underestimate me.” 
 
    I snatch the knife off my lap with lightning speed and stab it into the center of his hand, bolting down the other side of the table and out the door. His nightmarish screams follow me as I run to the ladies’ room and lock the door behind me. I fall to the floor, holding myself as I prop my body against the barrier. I hear the commotion of the restaurant, shouting and screams of horror, but it’s muted under my cries, amplified in the small bathroom.  
 
    After a few minutes of unstoppable sobbing, there’s a frantic knock on the door. 
 
    “Gabrielle?” Hunt’s panicked voice says. 
 
    “Damian?” I ask shakily. 
 
    I jump up unsteadily and unlock the door, falling into his arms with a relieved weep. He clutches me to him firmly, his large hand on the back of my head, holding it against his chest. I clasp my fingers to the back of his coat for dear life. 
 
    He doesn’t say anything. He simply hugs me to him, refusing to let me go. After what seems like an eternity, he pulls away from me, but keeps me wrapped in his arms. 
 
    “What happened?” he asks, his quaking voice betraying his assuring body language. He’s so good at appearing unshakable, but underneath it all, he’s just as frightened as me. I feel an odd comfort in this, knowing I’m not alone. 
 
    “Dante tricked me.” 
 
    “He was here?” 
 
    I nod my head. I feel so ashamed for falling for his trap. 
 
    “How did you find me?” I ask, finally realizing the fortunate coincidence. 
 
    “When you didn’t show up to my office, I tried you on your phone, but you didn’t pick up. So, I used the tracker I installed on your phone to find you. As I pulled up, I saw people fleeing from the restaurant. I had a gut feeling you were here.” 
 
    I press my body back into his and cling my arms to his waist with an appreciative purr. 
 
    For the first time, I’m truly glad he’s overprotective of me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As we drive home, and the adrenaline begins to subside, I remember something Dante mentioned to me about having taken care of a problem. He was talking about Catlin being his…But who told him we found out about her relation to him? I know Beverly would never put her daughter in harm’s way by telling Dante anything. That leaves one option.  
 
    Olivia. 
 
    I need to tell Hunt in case she’s seriously injured. 
 
    “Damian, we need to check on Catlin and Olivia.” 
 
    “Can you repeat yourself? I think my ears have gone defective.” 
 
    “I’m serious. Dante knows about Catlin. He said a little birdie told him and that he took care of it. I don’t know if that means he took care of Catlin or Olivia, but we need to make sure they’re alright.” 
 
    His face looks grave. He hits a few buttons on his phone and waits, breathing a sigh of relief a few seconds later. 
 
    “Hey, bug. Where’s your mother?” He pauses and listens. “Can you go get her out of the garden, baby? I know you’re not. You’re a big girl. Now get your mother for me.” 
 
    “She’s okay,” I whisper. 
 
    He nods his head. 
 
    “I need to head to Olivia’s place. I’ll drop you off on my way.” 
 
    “I’m going with you, Hunt. I want to help.” 
 
    He’s about to open his mouth to argue, but Beverly’s voice comes out of the earpiece. I hear her practically singing a greeting. 
 
    “Beverly, have you noticed anything strange since our visit to you? Excellent. I need you to listen to me carefully. Are you listening? Good. I want you to remain calm in front of Catlin, but we have an urgent matter at hand. Dante knows about bug and I’m not sure what his intentions are with her, but it’s better to be safe than sorry. I need you to pack up quickly and head to Vivian and Pierce’s place in Napa for a while. I will inform them of your arrival. When you get there, call my cellphone. But remember, Beverly, the most important thing is not to alarm Catlin. Just tell her you’re taking her on a surprise trip. I don’t want her affected by this.” 
 
    He hangs up the call then hits another few buttons, placing the phone back up to his ear. 
 
    “Banks, I need you to meet me at Liv’s apartment in ten minutes.” 
 
    He hangs up the phone and sinks back into the seat. 
 
    “I’m sure everything will be alright, Damian.” 
 
    “You still don’t get it, do you, Gabrielle? You still don’t understand how bad the situation with my brother truly is, do you?” 
 
    “How could I truly understand if you never let me?” 
 
    He glimpses at me from the corner of his eye and then back at the road. We drive on to Olivia’s, the anxious silence baring down on us with every passing second. When we finally make it, Hunt tells me to stay in the car, but I follow him anyway. We ride the elevator to her floor and knock on her apartment door. 
 
    “Liv, are you home?” Hunt asks, knocking again. 
 
    Suddenly, a stifled groan sounds faintly from the other side. 
 
    “Liv, I’m coming in,” he warns before stepping back and smashing the heel of his foot into the door. With a loud crack, it gives, flying open and crashing into the wall with violent force. 
 
    He steps inside, me right behind him, and lets out a, “Fuck.” 
 
    I can’t see anything beyond his broad back. 
 
    In a flash, he’s down on his knees beside Olivia, curled up on the living room floor in the fetal position, blood drying on the hardwood floor and her clothes. When he turns her over gently, I cringe at the sight before me. Her face is beaten to hell, black and blue and bloodied. Her eyes are swollen shut. Her lip split wide open. She looks…like me, like I did when Chase found me on the floor of my apartment a lifetime ago. 
 
    I feel sick. 
 
    “Dear God,” I gasp, staring down at her in pure terror. 
 
    “Gabrielle,” Hunt beckons my attention, but my eyes remain frozen on the horrifying vision mangled on the floor. “Gabrielle, look at me.” I reluctantly glimpse at him kneeling by her side. “I’m going to take Liv to the hospital. I want you to go home with Banks. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Damian…” 
 
    “Don’t argue with me, Elle.” 
 
    “Sir?” Liam says from the doorway behind me. 
 
    He scoops Olivia into his arms and stands as if she’s weightless, carrying her toward the busted front door. 
 
    “Banks, I want you to take Gabrielle back to your place. I don’t want her home alone. Then call my parents. Let them know they are expecting Beverly and Catlin for an extended period. Once you’ve informed them, send half the team there to watch after my family. I want them at the estate within no more than an hour, fly them if you have to. I want continuous surveillance of the property until further notice.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’m on it.” 
 
    With those words of assurance, Hunt leaves with Olivia cradled in his arms, her head and limbs hanging limply. 
 
    “This is bad,” I murmur to Liam, “isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” he replies with a stiff nod of the head, “it is.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Bittersweet Revenge 
 
      
 
    She flat lined in my arms. I watched her eyes roll back into her head and her chest retract with an exhale. The doctors managed to bring her back, but she’s been out ever since. Being beaten to death has a tendency to make you tired. Due to massive brain swelling, they had to cut a piece of her skull out and put her into a drug-induced sleep. 
 
    I fought myself on whether or not to contact Vivian and Pierce about her current condition. Ultimately, I decided it was beneficial to everyone involved if they were informed. 
 
    Liam called me earlier to tell me that Catlin and Beverly had arrived safely in Napa. I had the security team up there waiting for them. At least that gives me a little relief. 
 
    Dante will be less likely to look for Catlin at my parents’ estate since my mother’s relationship with her sister has been shaky for years. 
 
    I wait for my family in a chair beside Olivia’s bed, wary of whether or not I should take her hand. 
 
    Deciding contact may be helpful, I hold it as softly as I can. 
 
    “Oh, Liv,” my mother weeps behind me. 
 
    I twist around to look at her, tears glistening at the bottoms of her eyes, hand clutching her chest. I rise and hold my arms open to my crying mother. She looks at me for a moment, stunned I suppose, then steps into me, letting me embrace her. After a moment of her sobbing into my shirt, she walks over to Olivia, placing her hand over her daughter’s cheek. 
 
    “What happened?” Pierce asks with a quiver in his voice. 
 
    He has always been a steadfast in my life. I’ve watched him stand tall when my mother has crumbled. The expression on his face is one I’ve never seen on him before. Devastation. 
 
    “Dante,” I whisper angrily. 
 
    His eyes shut with disappointment and shame. “I don’t know where we went wrong with him.” He sighs a breath of defeat and flops back into a chair behind him. 
 
    “It was nothing you did,” I tell him, taking a seat. “It’s who he is.” 
 
    I lean forward, my elbows planted on my knees, and hide my face in my palms.  
 
    “You’re a good son,” he says proudly, patting me on the back. “You’ll be a great father.” 
 
    I look at him, my face wrought with anxiety. 
 
    “I wonder that sometimes,” I confess. “What if I’m not enough?” 
 
    He stares down at the floor with a distant gleam in his eyes and chuckles. “Your father asked me that exact question before you were born.” 
 
    “And what did you tell him?” 
 
    “All any parent can do is love their children and put their happiness first.” We stare at Olivia lying motionless in her hospital bed with Vivian at her side, petting the back of her hand and speaking softly to her. “You’ve done good, but your mother and I can handle the situation from here. You should go home to your wife and get some rest.” 
 
    My wife. The thought gives me a warm, high feeling, like morphine spreading through my veins. 
 
    I can’t want to get back to her, bury myself in her. I need the comfort only she brings me. 
 
    “Will you let me know if anything changes?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He joins my mother bedside, wrapping a supportive arm around her back. 
 
    This makes me long for Elle…My wife. 
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    I don’t remember much after discovering Olivia in her apartment. I don’t remember Liam driving me to The Artemis. I don’t remember riding the elevator up to his floor. I don’t remember Jules taking me in and getting me a glass of whiskey. All I remember is a woman, bloody and beaten, lying on the floor grasping to life. The line between the present and the past haze until time ceases to be. That old familiar panic burns in my chest. Even though I would normally breakdown physically, I remain still, gazing mindlessly out into obscurity.  
 
    I’m catatonic. 
 
    I’m not sure how long I stay frozen like this, but I feel something beckoning me back into awareness. 
 
    “I’m starting to worry about her,” Jules says, her hand softly coaxing me. 
 
    “If she doesn’t get better soon, I’ll call Damian,” Liam assures her. 
 
    “You never call him Damian,” I murmur, lethargically shifting my head to look at Liam standing behind Jules. 
 
    “Ellie, are you alright?” 
 
    “You should’ve seen her,” I mutter, holding my glass to my chest. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be thinking about it, love,” Jules says, rubbing my shoulder. 
 
    “It’s not a scene you just stop thinking about. It’s burned in my brain. I know Olivia was a wretch, but she didn’t deserve to be beaten half to death.” I realize it’s night time now, but I don’t know how late it is. “What time is it?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s around eight,” Liam answers me. 
 
    “Where’s Damian?” 
 
    “He hasn’t come back yet.” 
 
    “Good,” I answer, tossing the blanket over my shoulders and standing up. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Liam asks. 
 
    “I want to be upstairs by the time Damian arrives home.” 
 
    “Mr. Hunt instructed me to keep you down here with me until he sends for you.” 
 
    “Please, Liam, don’t start with this. I mean, honestly, what is he going to do to you if I go home early, murder you?” I chuckle to myself, but Liam doesn’t even crack a hint of a smile. “It was a joke, Banks. I’ll be fine.” I open the door and take a step out before turning back to him. “If Damian comes here first, tell him where I am.” 
 
    Once I’m in the penthouse, I head upstairs and into our bedroom, stripping down for a long, relieving soak. I hit bath on the touchpad screen, the sunken tub beginning to fill with steaming water, and pin up my hair to keep it dry. With a groan, I dip my right foot into the water and then the other, sinking gradually into its satisfying heat. 
 
    “I’ll never get enough of that body,” Damian says from behind me, startling me. He’s leaning on the frame of our bedroom door, his emerald eyes dull and fatigued.  
 
    “Slick,” I murmur with a saddened quiver. 
 
    “Don’t. I just want to get into that bath with you right now and forget.” 
 
    “I want that too,” I agree, knowing how devastated he must be, knowing my body is his sanctuary. He undresses and joins me in the warmth of the bath, bringing me into him and kissing me deep. His hands cling to all the right curves, the small of my back, the round of my ass, gripping the cheeks and grinding me into him. As AMAZING as this all feels, I push myself away. 
 
    “How about I wash you? Pamper you?” 
 
    His confused scowl morphs into a lop-sided smile when he realizes my intentions. 
 
    “Alright, angel. I’ll let you take care of me tonight.” 
 
    I sit back on the seat and invite him to cradle himself between my legs. He dunks himself under water, getting his chocolate hair wet, and then turns his back to me, sitting between my thighs. I pick up the body wash and squirt it in my hands, placing them on his shoulders and kneading his hard muscles. 
 
    He moans a deep, husky moan, his head falling back. I work down his shoulders, his back, his arms, feeling him relax under my touch. 
 
    “Feeling better?” 
 
    “God, yes. This is perfect.” 
 
    “Do you want to talk about today?” 
 
    “Elle…” He clasps my hand resting on his bicep. 
 
    “Damian, I want to help you,” I clutch his arm, “with more than my body. Let me in.” 
 
    “I saw the way you looked when we found her, Elle. It was as if you were watching yourself. I don’t want to put you through that terrible memory again.” 
 
    “You won’t.” I rub his back reassuringly. “I promise.” 
 
    “She died in my arms, as I was carrying her into the hospital. They revived her, examined her, drugged her. They said there was swelling of the brain, no internal bleeding, a few broken ribs, and a fracture in her pelvic bone. She’s barely hanging on, but she is. If I can say one thing about Liv, she’s tough.” 
 
    “As nails,” I agree, giving his shoulder a supportive squeeze. 
 
    He places his hand over mine, pulling me around and sitting me on his lap. 
 
    “Do you want to know what I thought about when I was holding her bloodied, limp body in my arms?” 
 
    I reach up, cupping his jaw in my hands. “I always want to know what you’re thinking.”  
 
    “I kept thinking of you, picturing you the way you looked after Nicholas...Chase holding you in his arms, panicked, rushing to get you help.” He shuts his eyes and takes a big gulp, swallowing down the pain. “I know I can’t control the past, but I wish I could take the memory of it away, so neither of us would ever have to feel the pain we’ve both felt.” 
 
    “As terrible as it all was, Damian, it’s what made us strong enough to handle everything that’s happened since. I think if we didn’t experience its hardship, we’d crumble now. We’re survivors, Damian, not victims.” 
 
    He places his forehead against my lips, his eyes shut tightly. He lets out a shaky breath. I know he’s fighting back his emotions. He always tries to be a rock for me, but under the weight of time, even rocks can crumble. It’s only a matter of time. 
 
    “You’re so much stronger than I am,” he murmurs. 
 
    My heart melts into a puddle of emotion. Here, my husband, my pillar of strength, my protector, revealing the kinks in his armor. 
 
    Knowing how it calms him, I comb my fingers through his hair, kissing him across his face. 
 
    “I want to be your strength, Damian.” My lips hover over his now. “I want to be your salvation.” 
 
    He exhales the breath he’s been holding into my mouth, breathing life into my lungs. He is the air in my lungs and the blood in my veins. He is my entire existence, and I’m desperately happy to give it all to him. 
 
    Saying the words I didn’t know I needed to hear, “I’ll love you until the end of eternity,” I take his mouth onto mine, lifting myself onto the tip of his swollen head. 
 
    I let him take refuge in my body, harboring him in the depths of my womb. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Kill the Messenger 
 
      
 
    Weeks have passed since my encounter with Dante and the incident with Olivia. The gravity of the situation has had time to settle. Dante has grown restless, and he’s ready to strike. Damian has been on high alert.  
 
    I’m hanging in the main room of the penthouse, drinking a glass of pinot and reading a book when my cells rings. My eyes widen when Olivia’s name and number appear on the screen. I’m surprised she even has mine anymore. I pick up, my voice hesitant. “Hello?” 
 
    “Gabrielle. It’s Olivia.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. What do you want?” I ask, suspicious of her intentions for this out-of-the-blue call. 
 
    “I know I’m the last person you want to hear from, but I need to speak to you, in person. I was hoping you’d come over to my apartment since I’m unable to travel in my condition.” 
 
    Damian had sent two men to watch over her and her apartment until the situation with Dante has been resolved, so if they’re there, I don’t see the harm. 
 
    “I’ll be over in twenty.” 
 
    I hang up with her and dial Liam’s number. I’m not going in this alone and vulnerable. 
 
    Twenty-two minutes later, Liam parks at the curb in front of her building. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” he says. “It could be a trap.” 
 
    “Unlikely. Two hired guards are stationed at her door twenty-four hours a day. If anything happens, they will be at my side instantly. Plus, I have you on speed dial. If you see my number, you haul ass upstairs.” 
 
    “I still think we should have told Damian about this.” 
 
    “Aw, Liam, you called him Damian.” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t tell him. He’ll fire me. Well, if he doesn’t kill me over this first.” 
 
    “He won’t find out about this. I promise.” I grab my purse and open the back passenger side door. “I won’t be more than fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “If you are, I’m coming up whether you want me to or not,” he informs me. 
 
    I shut the door and enter the chic apartment building, taking the elevator to the top floor where two very intimidating men stand in front of the door. I walk up to them and announce my name. They step aside and allow me to knock. 
 
    “Come in,” her voice comes from the other side. “It’s open.” 
 
    I turn the handle and walk in, pausing after a step or two. She’s on the couch, a laptop sitting on her outstretched legs. Her face still shows signs of the attack, a fading black eye, the gash across her lips diminishing in depth and length. Even in her state, she looks beautiful and demure. 
 
    “Please, come in.” She sets the computer on the table and adjusts herself, her movements weak and labored. I shut the door behind me and move further into the living room. With a sweep of her hand, she gestures for me to take a seat. I choose a chair on the other side of the glass coffee table. “Would you like something to drink?” 
 
    “Thank you. No. I wasn’t planning to be here long.” 
 
    We stare at one another for an awkward period of time, neither sure of what the other’s thinking. 
 
    “I look hideous, I know. But many would say I got what was coming to me.” 
 
    “You had your faults, but don’t deserve to be beaten within an inch of your life, Olivia. How are you coping?” 
 
    “I’m taking it one day at a time.” She sits herself up, wincing at the pain. “I decided not to take the pills the doctors prescribed, so I’m going at the emotional and physical pain head on.” 
 
    “You always were a stubborn bitch,” I observe.  
 
    She chuckles, pressing her hand to her ribs when her body jerks. “True.” Her face falls, suddenly rife with remorse. “I suppose Damian told you everything.” 
 
    “He has.” 
 
    I remain stiff, the odd energy in the room keeping me from relaxing even a sliver. 
 
    “Then you know I’m sorry for what I’ve done to you both.” 
 
    “If that’s why you asked me here, it’s not necessary, Olivia. I never cared what you did to me, only Hunt. As long as he made peace, I have no qualm with you.” 
 
    “That’s not why I asked you here.” 
 
    “Then why am I here? Let’s call a spade a spade, Olivia. We’ve never been coy about things. No point starting now.” 
 
    “You’re right.” She points to the table where a manila envelope crookedly lies. “I received that in my mail this morning. Inside, there was a USB drive with a note explicitly directing me to give it to you. It was signed by Dante.” I snatch the envelope and turn it upside down, the small plastic device dropping into my palm.  
 
    “Did the note say anything else?” I probe, desperate to get my hands on any information possible. 
 
    “Read for yourself.” She reaches over and hands me a piece of paper. I take it and read through the rantings of a man gone mad. He says he’s done waiting for the truth to be known about Damian’s demons, and for me to realize I should be with him. Nausea washes over me, the kind you experience when you haven’t eaten all day. It starts in your gut and rolls up into your throat. I place my hand over my mouth in case I actually get sick. 
 
    “I already know his demons,” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The entire drive home, I stare down at my fisted hand, the drive securely tucked inside, wondering what secrets the tiny bit of plastic keeps. Liam kept glimpsing back at me. I didn’t speak a word to him when I climbed back into the Rover and took my usual seat in the back. Every time I caught him watching me, I saw the tension in his eyes, the corners wrinkled with curiosity. But it’s my turn to keep this from them.  
 
    I arrive home, set my purse down on the couch in the main room, and kick off my shoes. The sky opened up on the drive, lightning and thunder ripping through the clouds, lending to the gloom of the day. I turn on the fireplace and walk into the kitchen, needing a stiff drink. I think a twenty-year-old Scotch will pair nicely with my misery. I set the drive on the counter in the kitchen and pour myself a two-fingered serving. I sip on my drink as I pace back and forth, burning a hole into the tiny piece of plastic with my eyes. A part of me is dying to know what’s on it. Another part of me is terrified I won’t be able to unlearn whatever I discover. 
 
    Don’t be a bitch, Elle. 
 
    Grabbing the USB off the counter, I take it to the entertainment room on the first floor and sit behind the desk, booting the computer. I plug the drive into the tower and open the tab when the option pops onto the screen. The only file on the device is an MP3 named PLAY ME. My finger hovers over the mouse. I know I shouldn’t, but I double click. The media player opens and the recording plays. 
 
    A voice comes through the speakers. 
 
    It’s Hunt. 
 
    “She’d leave me if she knew the truth,” he says, his voice raw and burdened with grief. 
 
    “You don’t know that,” another male voice responds. 
 
    Chase? 
 
    “How could she not? I’ve lied to her. If she finds out I knew who she was when we met, she’d never forgive me.” 
 
    What? 
 
    My heart sinks to my feet, and my throat swells as I listen to the recording in horror and try to suppress my cries. 
 
    I feel betrayed, betrayed by him, by his secrets, by his lies. Suddenly, our story reads differently. It wasn’t fate. It was all part of some plan. It’s a lie. We’re a lie.  
 
    I leap from my chair and bolt for the second floor, walking into Damian’s office where he furiously types away at his laptop, his eyes focused intensely on the screen.  
 
    “Did you know who I was?”  
 
    His head tilts upward, his brow knitted inquisitively. “What are you talking about, Elle?” 
 
    “When we met, did you already know who I was?” 
 
    His silence speaks volumes. 
 
    “Was the night we met planned?” 
 
    “These aren’t simple yes or no questions, Gabrielle.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I cry, clasping my hands over my face. “It’s true. You knew who I was. You played me.” 
 
    “I would never play you. Yes, I knew who you were. But the night we met was not planned. It was fate.” 
 
    “But you knew I worked at View when you bought it.” 
 
    “Yes.” He stands and takes a step toward me, but stops. 
 
    “Why would you keep this from me, Damian?” 
 
    “I had my reasons.” 
 
    “Unacceptable!” I shout. 
 
    He stares at me, taken aback. 
 
    “I was going to tell you, Elle.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” I cross my arms and glare at him. “This is unacceptable, Damian. I am sick and fucking tired of the lies.” 
 
    He sets his hands over his face and then runs them back through his hair. “I just want to protect you.” 
 
    “Do you really expect me to believe you hid this from me to keep me safe? You did it for you!” 
 
    I turn on my heels and storm out of the room. 
 
    “Where are you going now?” 
 
    “None of your business,” I call back to him, “and don’t follow me!”  
 
    I can’t be near him right now. All the deceit and sneaking around. It’s just too much for me to deal with. I grab my bag from the couch and head down to Scarlett in the underground parking. I slide in, turn the key, and press the red start button on the steering wheel, bringing Scar to life. I click my seatbelt into the lock and put the car in reverse, backing out of my space and driving out of the garage in record time. I turn onto the street and come to a stop at the red light, using the opportunity to call my sister. I hit her number on speed dial. As her phone rings, the passenger door opens, and the cold bite of metal presses into my cheek. 
 
    “Hang up the phone.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Dante’s Inferno 
 
      
 
    Dante.  
 
    Without needing to confirm, I’d bet my life on it, and that seems to be the case. Dante’s voice sends a bigger chill down my spine than the frosty sting of the gun shoved into the side of my face. I hit a button on the phone, pretending to end the call but mute the speaker volume instead, and toss it on the floor.  
 
    “Don’t do anything you’ll regret.” I attempt to appease him with a shaky voice, my whole body tingling from the adrenaline coursing through my system. 
 
    “Oh, Gabrielle, I’ve done far too much to agonize over regret now,” he states in an eerily calm tone. 
 
    When I glimpse down quickly, I notice the call has been answered and say in a clear, steady voice, “What are you going to do to me, Dante?” 
 
    “No questions,” he growls. “Drive.” With the tip of the barrel still smashed into my ghost-white flesh, he leans in to whisper in my ear, “And if I were you, I wouldn’t do anything rash. I won’t think twice about using this on you.” 
 
    He caresses my cheek tenderly and kisses it. I shudder, vomit fluxing in my throat. 
 
    “Pity,” he murmurs. 
 
    I’m so terrified. How I’ve managed to move, to breathe, to speak is beyond me. I just want to wake up from this nightmare. I want Hunt. 
 
    “Take a left at the next street and head north out of the city.” 
 
    He shoves the barrel of the gun into my temple, reminding me of its presence, as if he needed to. I hesitate, and the snapping click of him cocking the piece reverberates down my back, as a bullet is placed in the chamber, ready to take my life. 
 
    I pray Maya hears my dire situation and calls Hunt. 
 
    What am I going to do? How am I going to get out of this? 
 
    “Where are you taking me, Dante?” I ask with a nervous tremble as we drive the wet, busy street. It’s raining hard, coming down in thick, blinding sheets, and I turn on the windshield wipers. 
 
    He removes the gun from my face, jamming it into my ribs, and says with his eerily cool demeanor, “We’re going to go somewhere you and I can get nice and cozy. Then I’ll finally take what’s rightfully mine.” He sweeps his finger over my cheek in a tender gesture. 
 
    I cringe, but do what he instructs, and turn left once the traffic allows me to do so. I head up the road, gripping the steering wheel firmly, fighting the overwhelming urge to heave chunks. I’ve never felt this level of terror, with nauseating surges of panic. My heart pounds in my chest so hard, the thunderous pumps thump in my ears. It’s so deafening I’m afraid I may miss his next direction.  
 
    The mingled smell of his pungent cologne and potent testosterone is dense, filling the closed-up car with a sickeningly sweet aroma.  
 
    “Turn right on Van Ness,” he orders, harshly jabbing me in the ribs with the barrel of his gun. It angers me. Unable to hold it back, I snap at him, “Don’t fucking do that again.” 
 
    I glimpse over at him, glaring at me with utter contempt.  
 
    When we come to a stop before the turn, his hand makes eye-popping contact with my cheek, leaving behind a hot, throbbing imprint of his hand. I feel the outline across my stunned face. I set my hand over it, trying to rub away the after burn of the blast. 
 
    “Never talk to me in that tone, baby,” he says, as if he didn’t just completely lose his cool. “Now drive.” 
 
    The light turns green and I turn the corner, heading up Van Ness toward the bay. 
 
    “What do you want with me?” I ask with a calm voice, hoping to catch this fly with a little honey, which I manage quite well considering I’m petrified on the inside. But I need to keep him talking, keep him distracted. He digs the gun into my ribs deeper. 
 
    “Well, once we’ve had our special time together, I will blast your brains out the back of your skull. You see, your pathetic excuse for a husband and ex-lover aren’t the only artists. I am as well,” he boasts proudly. “My art, death. And you will be my masterpiece. I can picture it now. He’ll eventually figure out where I’ve taken you, but of course, I will have been long finished with my work. He’ll arrive, walk into the bedroom, and discover your pretty pink brains sprayed across the wall over your lifeless body on the bed. He’ll admire my work of art, so deeply moved by its poetic beauty.”  
 
    He smiles at the thought, an uneasy peace settling over his face.  
 
    “It won’t end there however. Oh, no, no, no. Next, I’ll drain the last of his money. Since we’re starting a new family. Nessa and I, I mean. Clearly I’m not referring to you and I because you’ll be dead, which is why those twins will need a loving home. Their mother’s murdered and their father’s gone insane with grief. You don’t need to worry, though. We’ll take excellent care of them, raise them as our own. I’ll let my dear brother simmer in his anguish, let it spread and fester in him, and then when he’s broken and penniless, I’ll place the barrel of my gun against his head and finally put him out of his fucking misery. By the time I’m done with him, he’ll beg for me to take his life.” 
 
    Something inside me snaps. 
 
    I can handle losing my own life to this monster, but not my Damian, not my babies. He will never lay a fucking finger on them. My foot turns to lead, weighing down on the gas pedal until we’re hauling ass up the street. I zip through traffic, weaving in and out at dangerously high speeds.  
 
    “What are you doing? Slow the fuck down,” he commands. But I only go faster. 
 
    “What do you want with us?!” I shout. “Why won’t you leave us alone?” 
 
    Feeling my tires skid slightly, I regain control and gun it. He grabs for the door, fear suddenly taking him as he realizes he’s no longer in control of the situation.  
 
    “Slow down,” he commands, trying to maintain order, but I hear the sheer fear in his voice. 
 
    “Tell me what you want!” I scream back. 
 
    He turns to me quickly, pressing the gun into my temple. “I said, slow the fuck down.” 
 
    “No, this ends now,” I respond, glancing at him for only an instant. When I look back, as if everything’s in slow motion, an eighteen-wheeler appears out of a parking lot. Dante lets out a blood-curdling scream, like something out of your deepest, darkest nightmares. I slam on my brakes, but it seems pointless as we come increasingly closer. One last thought enters my mind before we collide with the truck, Hunt. 
 
      
 
    Hunt 
 
      
 
    I’m heading out of my office when my cell goes off for the hundredth time this morning. I recognize Maya’s number, finding it odd she would call my mobile, and answer it. Her panicked voice screams through shitty reception, “Da…ian, Elle…in trou...” 
 
    Elle’s what? 
 
    “Hello, Maya?” 
 
    “Dan…took her…threaten…” 
 
    “Maya, I can’t hear you. What happened to Elle?!” 
 
    “Kill…was screaming…” 
 
    I run out of my office and head for the stairs, bolting down to the first floor. “Who was screaming, Maya? Was it Elle?!” 
 
    “She…ing too fast…screeching…went silent…” 
 
    “Goddamn it, Maya! What went silent?” 
 
    “Dead…” I freeze at the foot of the staircase as paralyzing fear captures me. 
 
    “Who’s dead?!” Nothing. “Maya, answer me…! What happened to Elle?!” 
 
    The call is lost. 
 
    Did she say dead? No, no I refuse to believe that. She can’t be… Everything falls away, my world suddenly uncertain. 
 
    My phone goes off again and I pick up without looking. “Maya?” 
 
    “Hello,” a concerned female voice says. “Is this Mr. Hunt?” 
 
    “Yes,” I bark, irritated. “Who is this?” 
 
    “Mr. Hunt, I’m calling about your wife.” 
 
    Elle. 
 
    “What about my wife?” 
 
    “Sir, she’s been in an accident.” 
 
    My heart, which has been pounding out of my chest, halts and seers as if I’ve just been stabbed by a scorching poker. 
 
    I can’t breathe, and I begin to shake. “What happened to my wife?” 
 
    “Sir, I am not allowed to divulge more information over the phone. We need you to come down to the hospital immediately.”  
 
    Why won’t anyone tell me what’s happened to my wife?  
 
    I become infuriated.  
 
    “Which hospital?” I snap out. 
 
    “Sacred Heart. We’re…” 
 
    I don’t wait for her to finish. I hang up and run across the main room, grabbing my motorcycle keys off the coffee table where I tossed them the night before. I snatch my leather jacket and helmet off the couch heading to the elevator. I pound the call button repeatedly, commanding it to come faster. 
 
    Where the fuck is it? 
 
    After an eternity of anguishing torture, it finally fucking appears, and I jump on. Riding it down into the depths of The Artemis, the doors open, and I run toward my bike. I climb on and start her up, revving her a few times before I take off.  
 
    It’s pouring out, unsafe for my current mode of transportation, but it’s also the fastest. I zip through traffic, weaving around breaking cars. I can feel my back tire start to hydroplane a few times, wobbling slightly until I let off the gas and regain control. 
 
    A million thoughts rush through my head. What if she’s seriously hurt or worse? What would I do if she…? What if this morning was the last time I ever saw her? How could I go on never hearing her voice, seeing her face, touching her skin, smelling her sweet scent? What would I do without her? What would be the point in existing? 
 
    Grayson and Skylar, our babies, I’d have to be here for them. I couldn’t abandon them. I can’t allow them to lose both their parents like I did. How would I raise them all on my own? How would I ever explain who their mother was, how wonderful she was, how much she loved them? 
 
    I can remember being terrified like this only one other time in my life, more so than with my parents or my uncle. As horrific as all that was, it never compared to the raw fear of the night she left me. 
 
    … 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand why you’re doing this. Why are you running from me?”  
 
    She yanked her face away from me, distancing herself even further. Not just physically but emotionally. I felt her slipping from my grasp like sand between cracks in your fingers. “I told you already. I can’t do this anymore.” 
 
    “You’re a coward,” I growled, feeling out of control. I’d never been more petrified than that body-numbing moment. I didn’t like it. I didn’t like not being able to fix the situation. I can talk anyone into anything I desire, except for the one time it truly counted. 
 
    Her face snapped back with scowl. 
 
    “Coward? I’m a coward?” 
 
    “Yes. You know what we could be, and that terrifies you. You’re running just like you always do. That makes you a coward, Elle.” 
 
    The elevator came to a dead stop, same as the broken heart in my chest. I prayed the doors would remain shut, keeping her in there with me. Unfortunately, they didn’t. 
 
    “You don’t know anything,” she mumbled softly, quickly turning away and practically running into the large lobby. It was silent except for the echoes of her footsteps moving further from me. I began to panic, heart-gripping panic. I felt like I would throw-up from this unfamiliar emotion.  
 
    “Then make me understand,” I demanded. She stopped immediately, the rubber from her shoes screeching against the marble floor. But, as if she was willing herself not to, she didn’t turn back to me. “How can you go from accepting a future together to saying it’s over? Explain it to me.” 
 
    She stood silently, halfway between me and her escape route leading to the appropriately stormy weather outside. Nothing else would’ve suited the hopelessness I felt. 
 
    After what felt like a lifetime, she tensed and turned back to me with an emotionally blank face. The anxiety was overcoming as I waited for her to say something, anything. 
 
    Nothing could have prepared me for what came out of her mouth next. 
 
    “I saw who you really are, and I don’t want anything to do with it. I don’t want you.” 
 
    “Elle, I love you,” I pleaded. “And whether or not you’ll admit it, you love me, too.” I honestly wasn’t sure in that moment. I’m always sure. But not when it comes to Elle. She’s something entirely different, too unpredictable. Like a storm I could never tame. “I can see it in your eyes, in your body.” I couldn’t. “You want me as I want you.” 
 
    I could have sworn I saw her crack a little, the almost yearning on her face to come to me. But something kept her back. It quickly faded, her eyes hardening, posture stiffening. 
 
    “How could I ever love anyone as fucked-up as you?” 
 
    The sharp words sliced through me like razorblades, shredding me into ribbons. 
 
    Her hands splayed on the glass of the door, ready to swing it open and exit my life when I insistently avowed, “Gabrielle, I won’t let you go. This isn’t over…We’ll never be over.” 
 
    She hesitated and glimpsed back at me before mumbling something I couldn’t make out and disappearing into the storm. 
 
    The two weeks after she left, I held up in my penthouse to avoid running into her. I didn’t trust myself around her. I tried to work from my home office, but it was pointless. No matter where I looked, I was reminded of Elle. She had invaded every part of my existence in the short time we’d had together. 
 
    When I wasn’t sitting around wallowing in pitiful misery, wondering why she’d left me, I thought of ways to get her back and make Dante pay for what he’d done to Gabrielle. Just thinking about his hands on her made me enraged. But truthfully, I was relieved to feel anything but the excruciating bleakness I’d been experiencing. It was the only thing that reminded me I was still alive. 
 
    … 
 
      
 
    I’m speeding past late afternoon traffic, desperate to get to her, when I spot the hospital in the near distance through the curtain of rain. I haul ass for it, parking in the drop off zone out front. I jump off the bike and head for the door. 
 
    “Sir, you can’t park there,” an employee states, but I ignore him, running past, and he calls out to me again, “Sir!” 
 
    I rush up to the front desk and give them her name. 
 
    Suddenly, a young Asian nurse walks up to me. “Are you, Mr. Hunt?” 
 
    I look at her with a cocked brow. “Yes,” I bark out, not meaning to be crude, but I want my wife. I want them to tell me where she is. 
 
    “Sir, would you please follow me?” 
 
    “Where’s my wife?” 
 
    “Sir, if you would please just follow me.” The look on her face chills me to the bone. Is it…pity? 
 
    She turns and I follow close behind, heading into the elevator. But, instead of pressing a button for the upper floors, she presses the down button. What the fuck? 
 
    As we ride down into the depths of the hospital, I become ill. When the doors finally open, I’m hit with a sign, staring me right in the face, taunting me. It reads, Morgue. 
 
    No, no, no, no, no. No, this isn’t happening. This isn’t how it’s supposed to be. We’re supposed to grow old and gray together. I was supposed to go first. 
 
    “Sir, will you please follow me?” The small nurse watches me, as I remain frozen in the cab.  
 
    “Why have you taken me here?” 
 
    “Mr. Hunt, I’m not allowed to…” 
 
    “Don’t give me that shit. I want to see my wife.” 
 
    “Mr. Hunt, please, follow me.” She doesn’t argue further. She turns and heads down the hall toward double doors with clouded windows. 
 
    I step out and move toward them, every step I take harder to make than the one before. I feel myself turn white, the color fading from my flesh as my heartbeat slows to almost non-existent. The air is thick, stale, making it nearly impossible to take air into my lungs. My fate lies behind these doors. With every stride, I move closer to the inevitable. 
 
    She doesn’t look at me as she opens the door and steps aside, gesturing her hand inside. 
 
    I enter, greeted by a sheeted body lying on a metal embalming table. My breath is shallow. My hands start to shake as tingling adrenaline rushes through my icy veins. 
 
    “Are you, Mr. Damian Hunt?” a man in a surgical getup asks. 
 
    “Yes, that’s me.” 
 
    “Sir, we need you to identify the body. Your wife…” 
 
    “No, please.” I can’t stand to hear the details, not now. “Don’t. Just let me see.” 
 
    “Mr. Hunt…” 
 
    “Lift the damn sheet,” I growl, clenching my fists at my side, eyes clamping shut. 
 
    I glare up at him. Even though I know this isn’t his fault, I can’t help but feel anger towards him. This man was about to negatively affect my life forever. He nods and takes a moment before drawing back the ominous cover. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    To the Grave 
 
      
 
    I’m met with a sight that both disgusts and relieves me. Dante’s cadaver lays before me, a gapping gash across his neck, and his face nearly obliterated. If he had one, the coroner turns him facedown so I can examine the only distinguishing marker on his body, a nightmarish rendering of the seven levels of hell from Dante’s Inferno tattooed across the entirety of his back. 
 
    “Sir, is this your brother, Dante Montgomery?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s him,” I nod, “but he’s not my brother.” 
 
    The man gives me a perplexed look. “You’re sure this is him?” 
 
    “Positive.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” He clasps his hands in front of him, his expression mimicking sympathy. “And I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    I snicker.  
 
    “This is a victory,” I murmur under my breath then turn around and walk out. My phone goes off as I exit the human storage facility.  
 
    Maya. 
 
    I answer on the second ring, “Where are you?” 
 
    “Upstairs, third floor.” 
 
    I jump into the elevator and hit the button, riding the cab to her floor. Joyful relief and petrifying fear overwhelms me as questions hang over my head like an anvil ready to crush me.  
 
    If Dante lies in the morgue, what condition will Elle be in?  
 
    Is she fighting for her life?  
 
    Is my world about to crumble apart? 
 
    The doors slide open to a long corridor. At the end, Maya’s slumped against the wall, Chase standing at her side, his arm wrapped about her shoulders as two police officers talk to them. 
 
    Oh God. 
 
    On approach, they look up at me, faces pale and wet with tears. 
 
    “How is she?” I ask without waiting for an answer before entering the room. 
 
    My world begins to spin again when my eyes set on the most beautiful vision, my wife, alive, breathing, moving. She sits on the end of the bed, fiddling with the back of her hospital gown when she spots me in the doorway. My heart shatters at the image of my wife’s flawless face blemished with bruises and tiny scratches. Above her right brow, a long, stitched gash, covered with thin strips of white bandages. An overwhelming sense of relief floods me until a lone tear breaks from my eye and rolls down my cheek. 
 
    “Damian?” she asks as if she isn’t sure I’m truly standing in front of her. To be honest, I’m not sure if I am either. I’m afraid to move toward her, even though I desperately want to. In my rush to get to her, I hadn’t considered whether or not she wanted me here. We stare at one another for an eternity, waiting, studying, yearning. 
 
    “Where is she?” Elizabeth abruptly enters the room, her designer heels clacking violently across the sterile linoleum floor. She cups Elle’s face in her hands, checking her for cuts and bruises. “My sweet girl. Are you alright? How did this happen? Have you seen a doctor yet?” 
 
    “Mom, I’m fine.” Elle attempts to appease her mother’s worries, gently pulling her face from her lovingly claustrophobic grasp. “It was a car accident. And I have seen the doctor. He wants to run some tests to be sure there isn’t anything internally, but he says it’s a precaution.” 
 
    “When your sister called me, I thought the worst. I couldn’t get to you fast enough.” She wraps her arms around her daughter, hugging her the way only a mother can. Her hand runs over Elle’s hair as she rocks them back and forth.  
 
    I don’t deserve to experience this moment with them. 
 
    My wife’s eyes catch mine when I make for the hospital room door, but she doesn’t stop me. 
 
    I sit in one of the waiting rooms with Maya and Chase, pretending to browse through the People provided to avoid talking. Instead, I keep slipping into my mind, thinking about the final time I ever saw Marshall Hyde. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    I was in my office after a lunch meeting, preparing for another in fifteen minutes, when my assistant’s sunny voice came over the intercom. 
 
    “Mr. Hunt.” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered, my voice lacking any emotion. 
 
    “Mr. Hyde is here to speak with you.” 
 
    I hadn’t heard that name over the speaker since before I pursued Elle. 
 
    “Yes, send him in.” 
 
    I rose and walked out from behind my desk, buttoning my jacket. He stepped inside, and I met him at the door with my hand extended for a handshake. He gripped it tight and gave it a firm shake. 
 
    “To what do I owe this visit?” 
 
    “I came from lunch with Ellie, and I thought I could speak with you. It won’t take long.” 
 
    The fact he wanted anything to do with me after everything we’d been through surprised me greatly. But, I chalked it up to one simple reason. I was no longer with his daughter, therefore, no longer a threat. 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    I gestured toward my desk. 
 
    “I’d prefer we didn’t play the power game, Damian,” he said, a vulnerable sincerity in his eyes. 
 
    “Let’s sit by the bar,” I suggested. 
 
    We strode over to the sitting area. Marshall took a seat in his usual chair, and I headed for the bar. I didn’t normally drink at work. But the last time we spoke hadn’t ended on the best terms. I needed a small nip. 
 
    “Drink?” I asked him. 
 
    “I’ll take a—” 
 
    “Single malt Scotch.” 
 
    “You know me well, my boy.” 
 
    The term of endearment caused me to falter briefly, but I regained control and poured us both a glass. Bringing one over to him, I took a seat on the chair beside him. 
 
    “You’re a busy man. And I respect the time you’ve given me. You don’t owe me the courtesy after the last time we spoke.” 
 
    He sipped on his drink, taking a moment to let it sit on his tongue. He closed his eyes as he savored it. 
 
    “You were protecting your daughter. Besides, you were right.” My face dipped, and my jaw tightened as I fought the overwhelming misery I felt. “I’m not a good enough man for her.” 
 
    “I was wrong.”  
 
    This caught me off guard. 
 
    “You weren’t,” I admitted. “When you told me she was off limits, you were right to do it. My intentions weren’t honorable when we met. I fought it. But ultimately, I pursued her…and then I got to know her. And it became more than I’d planned. If I’d listened to you, I wouldn’t be here now, empty and lost. She’s better off without me.”  
 
    He set his drink down on the table, and the clank of glass against glass rang out across the cold, hard boundaries of my office. “No,” he sat on the edge of his seat, “she’s not.” 
 
    My back straightened. “Did something happen to her?” 
 
    “You happened to her, Damian. And she hasn’t been the same for it. It didn’t take me long to realize she isn’t happy. She’s barely existing.” He deflated on a sigh. “She hasn’t told us what went on between the two of you or why she ended it. But, I wouldn’t be here if I felt it wasn’t the right decision.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” I lifted the glass of Scotch to my mouth and stated with utter certainty, “She doesn’t want me in her life.” 
 
    He sat forward and scooted to the edge of his chair. “Do you truly believe that?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” I asked, agitated with him for reminding me of what I lost and rubbing salt into the unhealed wounds. 
 
    “Because her happiness means more to me than anything in this world. And you’re the only one who ever truly has made her happy.” He stared out the window at the graying sky, a forlorn, far-off cloudiness in his eyes. “I won’t always be around to watch after her, and I need to know she’ll be taken care of.” 
 
    “She’s perfectly capable of providing for herself,” I commented, rising from my seat. I needed space, and a refill. 
 
    I poured myself another glass, trying to figure out why he came to me then. It had been months since Elle left. And if he was telling the truth, if she really needed me as I needed her, it wouldn’t have taken him months to notice the pain in his daughter. Three things could be said about Marshall, he was honest, observant, and a loving father. So, why was it suddenly an urgent matter? 
 
    “I wasn’t referring to money,” he clarified. “You could give her everything she can’t give herself. She’ll need someone to watch out for her safety and well-being, to love her without pause, to sacrifice himself for her best interest. You’ll do those things and more. You’ll give her the life I want for her, the life she deserves.” 
 
    The irony of the situation didn’t evade me. There he was, pleading with me to be with his daughter, to love her. And I wanted it so bad I tasted it, smelled it, felt it. But, there was one problem. 
 
    “It only works if she wants me around.” 
 
    “She does, Damian. You haven’t seen her.” 
 
    “Yes,” I corrected him, “I have.” 
 
    I wasn’t proud, but I couldn’t control myself from checking in on her. And I was punished accordingly. 
 
    “Then you saw she isn’t the same.” 
 
    I slammed my glass on the bar, the sting of defeat stabbing me in the chest.  
 
    “I saw her moving on.” I rested my hands on the cold, glass surface, my head hung low. “I went to her apartment. I had one foot in the street when McQueen’s car drove up…with Elle inside. She didn’t get out right away, so I watched, and waited. She attempted to leave, but he stopped her and kissed her. When she didn’t pull away, I left.”  
 
    Before I knew the truth, I came to the conclusion she’d left me for the sonofabitch after he reentered her life, wooing her with that bullshit art show. It wasn’t until after the incident at the wedding that she confessed she had led him on, using him in case Dante was spying on her to ensure she kept her word. 
 
    “So you see, you’ve got the wrong man. I’m not the one she wants.” 
 
    Realizing he wasn’t going to convince me otherwise, he nodded his head, his mouth thinning into a sharp line. 
 
    “I’ve taken enough of your time,” he announced, setting his glass on the table and rising from his chair. He buttoned his suit jacket and walked toward the exit. With his hand on the handle and his back toward me, he said, “You’re a better man than I gave you credit for, Damian. I’m sorry I doubted it.” 
 
    He opened the door, making to leave, when I blurted, “I’ll do it.”  
 
    He turned back to me, the door to the reception area open, and my assistant hovering close by, pretending to be busy. I would give her a serious talking to for eavesdropping. 
 
    “I’m not making any promises, though. I wouldn’t want to break another.” 
 
    A slow smile lifts the corners of his mouth, and his shoulders bobbed in a silent laugh. 
 
    “Fair enough.”  
 
    Before exiting my office, he thanked me. It was the last time I saw him.  
 
    He passed three days later. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Elle 
 
      
 
    After they probe and prod, the doctors give me the go-ahead to leave. Other than some bumps and bruises, I’m perfectly healthy. Since I’m in no condition to ride Hunt’s motorcycle home, Liam meets us at the hospital and drives us in the Rover. It’s a tense ride. Damian and I haven’t had a moment alone together to talk about our argument, about his lies, about his brother. If I wasn’t surrounded by doctors and machines, my family was hovering around me. 
 
    When we arrive back at Artemis, we enter through the lobby, rather than the garage. After the incident, I don’t want to be down there right now. He guides me to the elevator with a forceful hand on my lower back. He must be desperate to get me alone. 
 
    The elevator seems to take forever getting to the lobby, but when it does, Damian carefully leads me inside. He swipes his cardkey across the plate and hits the button with the large P. I settle back against the back wall, my hands gripping the railing for support. Even though I checked out fine, I’m still a little weak and sore. Damian stands in front of me, his wide back facing me. He’s rigid and unmoving, like a giant redwood rooted to the ground. 
 
    Then, halfway to the top floor, he reaches for the long panel of buttons and jams his thumb into the large red knob. With a stomach-dropping screech and shudder, the cab comes to an abrupt halt. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” I snap, my heart racing so fast it could contend in the Indy 500. 
 
    He faces me, his eyes both resolute and regretful. 
 
    “We need to talk about what happened. Once we get up there, we’ll be bombarded by concerned love ones and numerous questions. Plus, I don’t trust you not to run from me the second you get the chance.” 
 
    “I’m not exactly fond of being trapped in an elevator suspended over several floors of empty space beneath us. Especially this one.” 
 
    Ever since that fateful night, this six by six room has become my least favorite place in the entire universe. 
 
    “No better place to do this then.” He steps toward me, spanning the small space with one stride. “I’m so sorry, angel,” he apologizes, his hands finding the sides of my face. “I’m so so sorry.” 
 
    Grasping his hands, I shake my head, overcome by our closeness, my emotions, and the past twelve hours. 
 
    “Don’t,” I insist, “not now.” 
 
    “Please, Elle, I need this. The idea of having almost lost you makes me want to confess every secret I’ve ever kept. No more secrets and lies between us.” 
 
    I’ve wanted this since the first day, for him to let me in fully. After my pleading, it would be moronic to deny him now. 
 
     “Alright, slick.” 
 
    He releases an exhale, removing his palms from my face, and steps back to give us both some space.  
 
    “When I first saw you,” his face tips floorward and his eyes shut, as if he’s replaying it in his head, “you couldn’t have been older than seventeen. You came out of your father’s office, smiling and laughing and full of light, absorbed in a conversation with him.” His gaze lifts to mine. “I was attracted to you instantly. Not in a sexual way. I was drawn to the warmth of your fire. I spotted it in your eyes, in your poise, in the way you lit the room the moment you walked into it, like the sun emerging from behind the clouds. It was clear the woman you’d become was going to be something incredible. You were the first thing I truly wanted for myself, and the one thing I could never have.” 
 
    Why does that sound familiar? 
 
    White lilies and a note flashes behind my eyes, and it clicks. 
 
    “The one thing I desire most, is the one thing I must never possess, though it obsess me completely,” I recite from memory. “That’s what you meant. You were fighting yourself.” 
 
    I move closer to him, hesitant yet desperate to be close to him, and set my hand on his chest. 
 
    “It was more than simply myself. Over the next few years, I watched you grow into a stunning woman through photos and stories from your mother and the media. Needless to say, my interests grew into more than admiration. Eventually, Marshall took notice of my interest in you and made me swear to stay away.” 
 
    “That’s why he was standoffish towards you, because you broke your promise.” 
 
     “And it was worth it. I’d kept my promise to him for years…until I found out you worked at the magazine. When I purchased it, my intent was to create an opening to you. And then I saw you at the nightclub, and I couldn’t resist the temptation. I knew it was wrong, but I wanted you.” He sweeps the pad of his thumb over the rosy apple of my cheek. “I never could deny myself of you, Elle.” 
 
    “I never want you to,” I state with a soft tremble in my voice and walk into his arms, pressing my lips to his.  
 
    “Gabrielle,” he whispers against my mouth before furiously kissing me, my lips, my cheeks, my forehead, my chin as I weep and giggle, a patchwork quilt of emotions enveloping me. 
 
    He hugs me closer, and I sob softly at his embrace. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Other than a few bruised ribs, some scratches, and a little soreness, I’m perfectly fine. But…”  
 
    My eyes cut and run from his, the floor suddenly very appealing. 
 
    “What, Elle?” He slips some hair behind my ear, brushing my cheek with his knuckles. 
 
    “Dante, he...” 
 
    “I already know.” He takes a step back and runs his hands through his hair, a beautiful mess of chocolate strands. “I need to know what happened.” He leans against the railing, giving himself space  
 
    “He was waiting for me outside the building and jumped into my car when I was stopped at the red light. I was careless. I was on the phone, waiting for Maya to pick up. When he entered the car, he stuck a gun to my head and ordered me to drive out of the city. I dropped the phone on the floor in hopes she would hear what was going on. I tried to calm him, but it wasn’t working. I screamed. He screamed. Then he threatened you and the kids, and I lost it. We were speeding through traffic, and it was wet and rainy out and I didn’t see the truck merging into traffic until the last second. The last thing I remembered after balling up were his screams as we collided.” When he doesn’t speak, I ask, “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I thought I’d lost you. All that matters is you’re alive and safe. I’m better than alright. I’ve never felt such joy, so filled with love and gratitude. I’m thrilled he’s dead. Elle, we’re finally free.” 
 
    He pulls me in, cradling my head to his chest. I release a whimpered sigh, sinking my weight into him. For the first time in a long time, the immense burden of everything lifts off my shoulders.  
 
    I feel peace.  
 
    I feel joy.  
 
    I feel complete. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Aftermath 
 
      
 
    After thirty-six hours of intense labor, Skylar Grace Hunt was born at 11:58pm on a stormy evening in late February. Her brother, Greyson James Hunt followed two minutes later, screaming his little lungs out. Forty fingers and toes between them. I’ve never cried as much as I did when I held them for the first time. Grey was slightly underweight, so he remained at the hospital until he gained the half pound needed. 
 
    The past six months have been filled with poopy diapers, nightly crying fits (not always the twins), and precious moments of laughter. As I knew he would be, Hunt is an incredible father to Greyson and Skylar. He’s even started working from home during the day to watch over them while I head into the office, working in my new position as managing editor. Yes, he is both CEO and stay-at-home father. Who would have guessed it. 
 
    Personally, I think he just doesn’t trust others with our bundles of pooping joy, and they absolutely adore him, laughing and kicking hysterically every time he walks into the room. There’s something incredibly sexy about a man who takes charge with his children. Many sleepless nights, I discover him in the nursery, their tiny bodies in his arms, his large hand cupping their bald head resting heavily on his shoulder as he rocks them, classical music playing softly in the background. 
 
    And me, I’ve never been happier. 
 
    With Dante gone, we can finally begin. We’ve never experienced what our relationship could be like without secrets, lies, heartache, and all the obstacles that stood in our path, challenging us at every turn. 
 
    I hate to boast, but life is damn near perfect.  
 
    Tonight, Hunt and I are going out for a rare evening away from home. Maya and Chase offered to look after the twins. They said it’s good practice before the big game.  
 
    Hunt insisted on keeping where we’re going a secret. The first he’s kept from me in months. We drive north out of the city and keep driving for over an hour. About fifteen minutes ago, Hunt handed me a blindfold and instructed me to put it on. I did because I knew I really didn’t have a choice. 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” I insist as we turn from a paved road onto a compact dirt path. 
 
    “You wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise, would you?” 
 
    The car comes to a stop. 
 
    “No, I suppose I wouldn’t.” 
 
    The buckle of my seatbelt releases from its sheath. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    His car door opens and shuts.  
 
    I wait and listen to the faint tread of Hunt’s footsteps rounding the frontend of Hunt’s new-ish car, a jet black 2015 Ferrari LaFerrari. When they near, my door opens, an earthy breeze washing over the cab of the exotic car. The blindfold snuggly placed over my eyes makes it impossible to see where we are, but the scent riding the wind’s back smells nostalgically familiar. 
 
    “Give me your hand.” 
 
    I extend my hand out in the direction of his voice, and he takes it, carefully assisting me from the car. When I’m steady on my feet, he guides me down a stone pathway, familiar beneath my feet. Before I can place it, Hunt scoops me up into his arms. 
 
    “Damian,” I shriek at the abrupt jolt, wrapping my arms around his neck for support. 
 
    He chuckles deep in his chest. 
 
    “Don’t you trust me?” he asks with a teasing air. 
 
    “With my life,” I admit, my voice and face devoid of humor. 
 
    I sense the look of pride he’s giving me. 
 
    “Hold on, angel.” 
 
    We ascend a handful of stairs and walk about fifteen paces before the creaking of a heavy door being opened heightens my curiosity. He steps through the threshold, marble clacking under his heavy footsteps, and then sets me down gently. Once I’m on my own two feet, he removes my blindfold. 
 
    I’m taken aback when my vision adjusts to the change in light. 
 
    My family’s Napa home? 
 
    I turn to my smiling husband with large eyes. 
 
    “Welcome home, angel.” 
 
    “You bought it?” I ask with wonderment. 
 
    “Yes, I did.”  
 
    “When did you do this?” 
 
    “After our talk in the cellar.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He laughs. “You’re the only woman I’ve ever known to question why I choose to lavish her.” He reaches out and grasps my wrist, hauling me into his large body. “But if you must know, Mrs. Hunt, I was determined to give you the future you want. No doctor or anyone else was going to take it away from you, from us. I suppose this place felt like the future we wanted was within reach.” 
 
    “If you bought it months ago, why now?” 
 
    “I left it under your parents’ names because I knew if Dante found out about this place, he’d try to ruin it. I signed the paperwork to transfer it over today.” 
 
    “Damian, you always manage to outdo yourself.” 
 
    He smiles down at me, placing a hand on the small of my back. 
 
    “Would you like a tour?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
     He leads me through the manor, showing me the changes he made. Like you’d expect, it’s opulent, but done tastefully. The decor, rustic wood pieces mixed with modern elegance. The palette, cream and earthy tones. It’s white plaster walls, tiled floors with plush throw rugs, and wood beamed ceilings. Bouquets of white lilies lavish every room. It has a romantic grandeur I can only describe as Damian, yet it’s cozy warmth makes it ideal for the children. 
 
    “Damian,” I whisper. 
 
    “May we keep it?” he asks teasingly. 
 
    I chuckle, placing my hand over my mouth. 
 
    “Do you think it’s wise to spend this kind of money with a new family?” 
 
    I realize the idiocy of this notion when I hear it come out of my mouth. When you have vast wealth, things like discussing purchases on major items isn’t necessary. Even after a year of Hunt’s ultra-lavish lifestyle, I’m still acclimating to the ease he spreads his wealth. But that’s how the economy works, people spend money and the world keeps spinning. 
 
    I wonder if I went out and bought something ridiculously expensive, would he even bat an eyelash? 
 
    “Would it make you more comfortable if I discuss purchases with you first?” he asks, without any sarcasm. 
 
    Is that an option? 
 
    “Would you expect me to do the same?” 
 
    “No,” he responds as if he genuinely cares less.  
 
    Lifting his hand to my cheek, he rubs the apple gently with his thumb. He stares intently into my eyes and says, “Gabrielle, you know me. I want you to have everything you could possibly desire. I would walk to the ends of the earth to provide you with a life most couldn’t even imagine.” 
 
    “Damian, all I need is you.” 
 
    Hunt hooks his arm about my lower back, hugging me to his side with a fixed hold, and presses his strong lips to my temple, not in a kiss, but as another connection between us. Letting out a steady breath through his nose, it brushes down my forehead. 
 
    “I wish it could always be like this,” he mumbles in a far-off voice. 
 
    I nuzzle my head against his mouth, shutting my eyes and holding him closer. “Me too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I lay in our bed, staring at the high ceiling and smiling from ear to ear. Why might I be so damn happy? Well, these days I have a lot to be grateful for, and even though the road to get where I am was pitted with bumps and obstacles, the destination is beyond what I could’ve ever pictured. 
 
    With my daughter tucked into my side and my husband beside me, our son sleeping sound on his torso, I can’t help but feel at peace. Hunt had insisted on them sleeping in our bed last night and I wasn’t about to refuse the birthday boy. 
 
    Today is his thirty-sixth birthday. A day that once held so much pain for him. 
 
    I take in a deep, cleansing breath, attempting to shake the feeling of sorrow for Hunt, and notice his eyes are open and focused on me. 
 
    “Good morning, angel.” After all these years, when he calls me that, my heart pitter-patters. 
 
    “Good morning, slick.” 
 
    We lean our faces into each other, trying not to disturb the kiddies still slumbering in our arms. 
 
    “Happy Birthday, you old fart.” We chuckle quietly. 
 
    God, that was anything but true. He looks better now than he did when I first set sight on him in the nightclub that fateful night. 
 
    “Thanks, Mrs. Old Fart.” 
 
    “Ugh. Don’t remind me.” I turned thirty-one this past July, and I didn’t take it well, major anxiety. Hunt thought it was hilarious how I would check for lines in the mirror. He would tell me I was acting neurotic then make crazy passionate love to me, reminding me how beautiful I am to him. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I ask him, afraid he may relapse back into that dark place. 
 
    “I’m great, Gabrielle. Really.” 
 
    Grayson stirs on his chest. “Daddy’s voice is loud,” he says, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes with his little hand. 
 
    Hunt laughs. “Daddy’s sorry, little man.” 
 
    He pets his light blonde hair, cradling his head to his chest. He kisses the crown, shutting his eyes and letting out a content sigh. 
 
    Skylar remains asleep in my arms, uneasily woken. 
 
    “What’s today, Grayson?” I ask him as he looks over at me from his father’s loving embrace. 
 
    “Daddy’s burfday,” he answers, and we laugh. 
 
    “That’s right, baby. It’s your daddy’s birthday. Are you excited to eat cake and help Daddy open presents?” 
 
    His hazel eyes light up at the idea of cake and presents, and he giggles boisterously. 
 
    I can’t help but notice how much he reminds me of Hunt. I suspect he just wants to be like his father. He so admires him. He watches him constantly with wide, thirsty eyes. I’ve started to recognize his need to control things, such as telling his little playmates what to do and how to do it. Damian loves it, muttering, “That’s my boy.” 
 
    I just shake my head. 
 
    He has great aspirations for Greyson. He plans to send him to the finest schools and groom him to one day take over Hunt Industries Inc. On top of it all, Hunt has spoiled him rotten, giving Greyson a taste for wealth. 
 
    Being uncomfortable with this, I asked Hunt to explain what it means to work hard for what you earn, to understand that it comes with restrictions and responsibility. 
 
    Skylar on the other hand, is much more grounded and strong-willed. She does things on her own time and won’t be told otherwise. She’s very intelligent and creative. She paints, draws, and dances. We’ve been thinking about teaching her an instrument, and Hunt has been teaching her how to take photos. If it’s artistic, she gets her hands on it. 
 
    One thing that I’ve learned to appreciate adopting these little blessings, is what my father did for Maya and I, loving us unconditionally, even though we were not biologically his. I learned to appreciate having Caleb in my life. We took it one step at a time, but I eventually got to a place where I could truly accept him as a fatherly presence. 
 
    Suddenly, Greyson erupts into a fit of laughter, slapping me from my thoughts and rousing Skylar. Not being a morning person, she frowns at her brother. Like mother, like daughter. 
 
    Hunt smiles at her. “Are you grumpy, baby girl?” 
 
    She nods, her head still resting against my shoulder. 
 
    “Would you like to wish your dad a good morning, sweet pea?” I ask, tickling the side of her face to ease her into wakefulness. It always does the trick. 
 
    “Morning, Daddy.” She crawls over me to get to him and settles in the nook that once was just for me. My heart swells at the sight of our children lying in my husband’s arms.  
 
    He glimpses over at me, content.  
 
    “Happy Birthday, Damian.” 
 
    He holds them closer to him. “Yes, it is.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once we get the kids up and ready for the day, leaving them with Vivi and my mother, Hunt and I head back upstairs to do the same. He follows me into our bedroom, and I hear the door shut and lock behind me. I spin around and spot the lustful fog in his eyes. 
 
    “What are you doing, Mr. Hunt?” I ask with a coy smirk. 
 
    “Well, hopefully, in a few moments, you.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I cross my arms over my chest, puckering my lips. “Any particular reason I should let you have me so easily?” 
 
    “It is my special day.” He saunters over to me and takes me into his arms. “And I want to open my present.” 
 
    I love the way he desires me. No matter how many times he’s had me, he still wants more. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I look around, surrounded by the people we love singing loudly and off key to Hunt in an outpouring of love and support. He looks happy, at peace, his brilliant smile painting it right across his face. With his arm possessively about my waist and our children hugging onto our hips, their tiny arms clinging on tight, I’ve never felt more loved and cherished. 
 
    When everyone finishes bellowing out ‘Happy Birthday’, ending at different times, and Vivian starts to serve the cake, I lean into Hunt. I speak softly into his ear, “Are you happy, slick?” 
 
    He turns his head to look me in the eyes. “Yes, and you’re the reason, angel. I wouldn’t have any of this without you.” He reaches down, wrapping his arm about Grayson at his hip. “You’ve given me love, hope, a family.” 
 
    “You’re an incredible father, Hunt. You’re going to be an even better one to the next.” 
 
    “To the next?” he asks, tilting his head in that way that makes me melt. I smile faintly, taking his hand into mine and placing it over the slightly protruding mound of my womb. I glimpse down at my belly then back up to him. 
 
    “Are you sure, Gabrielle?” he asks as a smile of understanding springs across his face.  
 
    I nod gently at him. “Surprise…I hope you like your birthday present. It’s nonrefundable.” 
 
    He laughs and wraps me up into his arms, clutching me to his chest so I can hear his strong heartbeat synced with my own. I look up into the face of the man I love and worship with the very fabric of my being. The future looks bright beaming from his loving, emerald eyes, with endless possibilities. 
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    Lena Black lives in Los Angeles with her fella. When she isn't writing, she's reading, listening to killer tunes, or being a general goofball. She is the author of A Dominant Man, A Dominant Fallen, A Dominant Salvation, Metal & Lace, Spanked, and Jamison. She currently has several projects in the works. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
    Music 
 
      
 
    Sharp Dressed Man – ZZ Top 
 
    Legs – ZZ Top 
 
    Bennie and the Jets – Elton John 
 
    Mz. Hyde – Halestorm 
 
    Something I Can Never Have – Nine Inch Nails 
 
    Hardest Part – Laura Welsh 
 
    Do You Feel It? – Chaos Chaos 
 
      
 
    Thanks to the amazing artists that inspired Hunt and Elle’s story, even the ones that didn’t make it into the book. 
 
      
 
    Sea of Love – Cat Power 
 
    All of Me – John Legend 
 
    Salvation – Gabrielle Aplin 
 
    Take It All – Ruelle 
 
    Addicted to Love – Skylar Grey 
 
    Empire – Elle Henderson 
 
    I Want It All – Natalie Taylor 
 
    Human – Aquilo 
 
    Halo (cover) – Ane Brun & Linnea Olsson 
 
    Cavalier – James Vincent McMorrow 
 
    101 Vultures – Alex Winston 
 
    Powerful – Major Lazer & Ellie Goulding 
 
    Not Gonna – Lily & Madeleine 
 
    I Found – Amber Run 
 
    Blue Blood – Laurel 
 
    American Money – BØRNS 
 
    Beggin For Thread - Banks 
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