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        I don’t know how it happened.

        One moment, I was standing outside the diner fumbling with my car keys, and the next, a bag was placed over my head, and I was put in the back of a car.

        Who would want to kidnap me? I’m a nobody, a good girl, just doing my best to make ends meet.

        Afraid for my life, I beg and plead until I come face-to-face with my captor.

        Ace is a brute of a man with strong hands, green eyes, and a dark smile that makes me weak in the knees. Everything about him screams DANGER

        It’s all kind of wrong to look at him and get swoony, but I can’t help it.

        When I find out the reason I was taken, I’m certain he’ll kill me, but when he kisses me instead, I know he’s never letting me go, and that’s almost as terrifying as death.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Cara

          

        

      

    

    
      I twist the bag of garbage in my hands and tie the flaps together to keep the contents inside. The last thing I want to do is spend an hour cleaning up garbage off the concrete in the dark or, worse, cleaning it up tomorrow after the raccoons have gotten to it. A shiver runs down my spine at the thought. They’re mighty adorable, but no way do I want to come within ten feet of one. Internally, I curse Leanna. How had she conned me into working her double today again?

      Not that it took much convincing. I needed the money badly, plus I had nothing better to do. My choices were to go to school or work. Yes, I know my life is so exciting, but that’s what happens when you have to pay for your own schooling.

      Neither the other waitress nor cook bats an eye at me as they walk by with their lips pressed into a firm line, letting me know conversation isn’t welcome.

      “This is it. After you toss this garbage in the dumpster, you’re free to go to your tiny dorm room and do nothing…” I tell myself.

      I bite back a laugh since I’m talking to myself and pick up the fifty-pound bag of garbage. My muscles protest, aching after carrying the heavy tray all day.

      Using my shoulder, I push the heavy back door open, leaning all of my body weight into it while dragging the bag through. I have to use all of my strength to get the trash bag into the bin in one piece, but when I do, I feel accomplished.

      Not much to be proud of, but oh well, it’s something.

      I sigh and swipe my hands down the front of my apron. Now it’s time to get home, shower, head to bed, and do it all over again. Yay me! The air is cool tonight, and I shiver as a light breeze blows through my hair.

      Turning on the heels of my shoes, I head toward my car, and each step echoes off the asphalt. The parking lot is blanketed in darkness, and I’m reminded of the ten times I’ve told my boss he needs to put some type of light back here.

      “Damn you, Gregg,” I curse, walking the rest of the way to my car.

      When I reach the door, a shiver ripples down my spine, and this strange awareness trickles into my gut. I shake away the feeling and reach into my purse to pull out my keys, something I should’ve already had in my hand.

      Of course, luck isn’t on my side, and the keys slip out of my hand, landing on the asphalt at my feet. I squeeze my eyes shut and swallow down a scream of frustration.

      Everything is okay. Tomorrow will be better, I tell myself. As I lean down to grab my keys, I hear two sets of footsteps behind me. My brows furrow with confusion because no one else should be out here. Before I can think about it any further, confusion bleeds into fear when a bag is placed over my head, and a set of arms wraps around me, pulling me back against a firm chest.

      For half a second, my limbs are locked tight, and then like a rubber band snapping, I toss my head back and slam it into the nose of my assailant.

      “Motherfucker!” the man curses, and his hold on me loosens. Like a cat placed in a tub of water, I flail my arms and race away from my attacker.

      “Get her, John!” someone yells behind me.

      My heartbeat echoes in my ears, and all I can think about is how if I don’t get away, I’ll die wearing this stinky apron, working at a diner. I know there is more to life than this.

      With the bag still on my head and no light, it’s impossible to see where I’m going. The pounding of feet against the asphalt behind me spurs me forward, and a small sliver of hope blooms in my chest as my lungs expand and my muscles tighten.

      I can do this. I can get away.

      That thought evaporates into the dark night when a heavy body collides with mine, and we hit the hard, unforgiving ground.

      “Dumb bitch,” a man grumbles in my ear, easily gathering my hands behind my back.

      Fear courses through my veins, “Please let me go…” I whimper.

      “Shut the fuck up.” The man holding me growls and presses his elbow into my back.

      I hear the rustling of fabric and think the worst. They’re going to rape me, rape and kill me. Tears start to fall from my eyes.

      I’m mentally preparing myself for the moment when they start to take turns using me, but it never comes. Instead, my wrists are tied behind my back with what feels like a plastic zip tie.

      The heavy bag over my head makes it hard for me to breathe, and I pant into the fabric. Who are these men, and what do they want from me?

      Hauled off the ground by my arm, I balance precariously on my heels for a moment, trying to get my bearings.

      Someone shoves me, and thankfully, from my days in dance, I manage to balance myself.

      “Let’s go. Boss isn’t going to be happy that we wasted his time.”

      “Please let me go. I don’t even know what’s going on or who you are,” I plead, hoping maybe one of these men has a conscience.

      “Shut the fuck up, or I’ll knock your teeth out.” That’s the only response I get.

      Fingers sink deep into my flesh as one of the men squeezes my arm and drags me alongside him. The sound of a door opening meets my ears, and a moment later, I’m shoved inside what I can only assume is a car.

      Less than five minutes is all it took for my entire life to flip upside down. I’m lost inside my own head and fail to notice the vehicle is moving.

      Oh god. I squeeze my eyes shut and force myself to breathe through my nose as my panic rises and each new wave crashes into me. There is no way to escape, no way out.

      Tears trail down my cheeks, and I hate that I’m a blubbering mess, but what the hell am I supposed to do?

      Crying seems like the only thing I can do, that and convincing them to let me go.

      “Please, let me go. You don’t want me.”

      One of the men in the front seat laughs. “You’re right, we don’t want you, but our boss does. So sit the fuck down, shut up, and enjoy the ride.”

      All I can do is shake my head and swallow down the sob threatening to rip from my throat. Who is their boss? Why does he want me? The questions linger. My hands stick to the leather seat beneath me due to the perspiration on them.

      My fear over what will happen next amplifies when we slow and take a turn. The car comes to an abrupt stop, and when the side door opens, the cool night air washes over my bare arms.

      “Please let me go…” I beg of whoever is in front of me. I don’t get a reply. All I get is harshly pulled from the vehicle and dragged a short distance into a building, the sound of the door squeaking alerts me of it.

      My heart thunders in my chest as we walk a little longer, and I can’t help but feel I’m being led to walk the plank. This is it. I’m going to die for no other reason than being at the wrong place at the wrong time.

      Another door opens, and I’m shoved inside the room. I gasp, and my knees knock together with fear. My hip collides with some type of furniture, and I barely manage to keep myself upright. What is happening? Where am I?

      “Get on your knees,” a deep, gravelly voice commands.

      I swallow past the rock of fear in my throat and do the only thing I can do. I get on my knees and hope whoever this man is doesn’t hurt me too badly.
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      She’s shaking. Terrified. I watch as her head turns to the side, trying to see through the black bag over her head. It’s tied loose enough that it doesn’t choke her but not so loose that she can just slip it off by contorting her body.

      I’m not happy about hurting a woman, but this is necessary. She is necessary if I want to find David Rawlings. There is no other option. I won’t let my family down. Rawlings will come for his sister, and I’ll make sure he knows exactly what happens to those who betray the Hales.

      I take a step toward the shivering woman on her knees before me, reach forward, and pull the black bag off her head. Long tendrils of dirty blond hair fall over slender shoulders, and she tips her face upward, allowing me a moment to examine her as she blinks at the sudden introduction of light.

      “You’re the girl,” I state.

      Soft, brown eyes focus on me. “Y-Yes?”

      "Do you know who I am?"

      Her head turns from side to side. "No, there's been a mistake. Please—" I hold up a hand, cutting her off.

      "There's been no mistake," I carefully inform her as I reach up and unbutton one cuff link. Her eyes follow my movements. The fear etched into her features doesn't detract from her beauty. Who would've known that Rawlings had such a stunning younger sibling when all he's ever been is a rat-fink bastard only capable of lying and thieving. It's a shame, truly, that she'll have to pay for his mistakes, for all of the money he'd cost me.

      "I don't know why I'm here," she says quietly after a moment. I finish unbuttoning my other cuff link, then carefully roll up my sleeves in preparation.

      "You are here," I begin, "because your brother owes quite a lot of money and has somehow managed to disappear with it."

      "My brother?" she repeats, sounding surprised.

      "Yes." I tower over her, noting the soft tremble of her limbs and the tightening of her jaw as those wide, brown eyes of hers return to my face. "And we can avoid a lot of unpleasantness for you, beauty," I offer, reaching down and tucking one finger beneath her chin. "If you tell me where he is."

      "Where he is?" Her lips are plump and full—the lips of a model. The rest of her body, however, is small and fragile. She’s thin, willowy like any dancer, which makes sense because in the packet I received detailing the life of one little girl, she was supposed to be exactly that. A dancer. A lovely little dreamer with a shitbag for a brother.

      "I would rather not have to hurt you," I inform her. "It brings me no pleasure to cause you pain, but I must do whatever is necessary to get to the truth. If you tell me where your brother is, you'll be set free."

      There's a flicker of something in her gaze that I can't quite read, and it makes me narrow my eyes on her face. "I-I don't have a brother," she replies.

      How unfortunate, I think, releasing her chin. It appears her beauty doesn't erase the blood in her veins. She has the same lying tongue as David. I turn away from her and stride to the chair situated across from where she kneels on the hardwood floor of my office.

      "I don't like liars," I say coldly without turning around.

      "I'm not lying!" she replies sharply. The sound of her voice, so resolute and harsh, makes me turn back around. I lean back against the chair and cross my arms over my chest as I stare down at her. "I'm not." She glares back at me. The fear is still there, of course. Any woman in her position would be a fool not to be scared. Yet there is also a strength.

      "You must care for him quite a lot to deny his existence, even knowing that I will not be kind to you," I say carefully.

      She shakes her head, that soft fall of hair swiping across her face. "No, you're wrong," she insists. "I don't—"

      "Do you know what I like to do to liars?" I ask, cutting her off. "People who lie to me usually end up a few fingers less than what they started with. Sometimes, I prefer to cut off an ear. Sometimes, I simply have one of my men pour a concoction of battery acid over various parts of their bodies. I don't care to do that to women."

      Her chest heaves as her brow furrows. I find my lips twitching as she attempts to feign disinterest. It's impossible not to notice the signs of anxiety, though. Her breaths come in quick pants. Her face is pale. Sweat collects against her brow. Whenever she gets this nervous, her little blunt teeth flash as she sinks them into her lower lip, worrying the skin there until it's practically swollen with the effort. She likely doesn't even realize what she's doing.

      "Perhaps, I'll let my men take turns with you," I suggest lightly. "A good way to earn back the money your brother stole would be to film some of it and sell it on the black market."

      A gasp escapes her lips. "You're wrong!" she shouts. "I don't have a brother. Please, believe me."

      "I don't," I state. I don't believe her. I don't believe anyone but my family. My brothers are the only ones I can trust, and as stunning as this beauty is, she's proven to be just as much of a deceiver as her brother if she can't even admit his existence.

      "Please—" she tries again.

      "This begging is annoying me," I snap. "Tell me where your brother is, and you can go home."

      "I already told you," she says. "I don't have a brother. You've got the wrong girl."

      Our eyes clash as hers begin to water. Her bruised, swollen lips shape the word, “Please,” once more, making me scowl. I truly do hate hurting women, but releasing her now isn't an option. She's calling my bluff. She doesn't believe I'll actually do it, but I have to do something.

      With a curse, I lower my arms and shove my hands into my pockets. "Fine," I reply casually. A burst of hope appears on her face, and a kernel of wickedness fills me as I know I'm about to stomp it out.

      "You're letting me go?" she asks.

      I snort. "No." Her face falls. "Instead, I'll have you work off your brother's debt." My gaze lifts to the two men standing against the wall. "Cut her loose," I order.

      John steps forward and goes down to the floor behind her, withdrawing a pocket knife from his back pocket. With careful precision, he slices through the zip ties and then takes a step back, grabbing the useless plastic as he goes. She brings her arms around in front of her and rubs her wrists.

      "I don't understand," she says.

      I nod to John and his partner. "You may step outside," I order them.

      John frowns at me but does as he's commanded, and then, I'm alone with my beautiful little liar. I take a seat in front of her. "Stand up," I tell her.

      On shaking legs, she rises.

      "Strip."

      Her jaw drops. "E-Excuse me?"

      I lean against one arm of the chair and prop my chin up. "Take off your clothes," I say. "Unless you'd like for me to reconsider giving you to my men and letting you work off your debt with them."

      Her eyes meet mine, and for a long moment, a charged feeling zaps the air between us. I wait, pondering if she'll make her decision or force me to make another for her. Then just when I think I'm going to have to call John and the others back, she reaches up, and her disgusting black waitress apron falls to the floor, and I know her choice.
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      Cautiously, I watch as his two men walk out of the room, leaving me alone with their boss. I do my best not to stare at him and instead look at the floor. Goose bumps pebble my flesh, and I wonder if I can do this? Be naked in front of a man I don’t know, who I just met. If I was anyone else, I guess it wouldn’t be a problem, but I’m me. Inexperienced and shy.

      The man’s handsome enough in a rugged way that makes you wonder what he’s been through. I allow myself a reprieve to check him out; his hair’s dark brown, almost the color of melted chocolate, and cut close to his scalp with a little longer length on top. But it’s his eyes, the piercing gray-blue color, that send me into a tailspin of emotions.

      One single look and I feel like he’s peering into my soul.

      I bite my bottom lip to keep from saying anything. According to him, my brother and I are already in deep, even though I don’t have a brother and have never met this man before. Now I have no choice but to pay off a debt for a person I don’t know. I didn’t think the night could get any worse, but I guess the universe had other plans.

      The tension in his features disappears after a moment, and I notice the way his jaw unclenches and he relaxes into his chair. It’s like watching butter melt in a pan.

      “You seem different now.” The words slip out before I can stop them, and I place a hand over my mouth, wondering what the hell is wrong with me. I don’t want to converse with this man. I want to run away from him.

      Something unknown glimmers in his eye. “Because I want to see you naked, and because I have an image to uphold in front of my men...” He trails off and looks away, frowning, almost as if he is angry with himself for saying it.

      All I can do is nod. I had hoped he would forget about me getting naked, but it seems I don’t have a choice. I don’t know what else to do. I turn to look back at the door and calculate my odds of escaping. They aren’t good ones.

      I'll never get out of this room before he can get a hold of me.

      “If you’re thinking of running, don’t. I’ll catch you, and when I do, you’ll wish you had obeyed me the first time.”

      The sound of his voice and his words whip through me, leaving me breathless. There is no escape. With trembling fingers, I tug my apron free and toss it to the floor. Next comes my shirt, and then my black leggings. I can feel the nervous energy buzzing through me. I’m afraid of what will happen next, but beneath that fear is something else. A spark of excitement. It’s wrong to feel the things I’m feeling, and I push those emotions aside, telling myself they’re nothing but an adrenaline rush.

      I remove my bra next, sliding the straps down my shoulders, and I wonder if he can see my heart beating out of my chest from where he sits on the other side of his desk.

      The cold air kisses my skin, and my nipples harden at the change of temperature. Those dark, depraved eyes of his trail over my naked chest and down my body, blazing a path of fire along the way.

      All that’s left are my panties, and my hands shake as I shove my thumbs into the waistband of the cotton.

      “What happened?” His voice startles me, and my eyes dart to his. He must sense my confusion because he continues, “Your leg. What happened to your leg?”

      Emotion clogs my throat at the memory of the accident and all that I lost that day. I was going to do something with my life, but now, now I have nothing.

      I drop my gaze and look at the floor. “I was in a bad car accident a couple of years ago.” It’s all I can manage to get out between my trembling lips.

      Standing before this man I don’t know, being accused of something I never did, I’ve never felt more exposed. It’s made even worse with my ugly scar on display. I do everything possible to keep it hidden, but there’s no hiding from the man in front of me.

      The mounting pressure on my chest grows with each breath I take, and soon, I feel the heavy tears sliding down my cheeks.

      I don’t bother trying to hide my tears. What would be the point anyway?

      My body shudders, and I wrap my arms around myself to ease the chill in my bones. I know he’s going to get up from his desk and take me out to his men at any second. He’s already threatened me once.

      More tears fall at the mere thought, and my cries become full sobs. His chair squeaks as he shoves out of it a moment later, and his heavy footfalls meet my ears as he walks over to me. I still don’t look up from the floor, though. I don’t want him to see how weak I am right now.

      Something strange happens in the next instant, and I’m left more confused than I’ve ever been in my life. He takes me into his arms, lifting and holding me to his chest. He cradles me, and my head rests against his shoulder. I suck a ragged breath into my lungs, and his manly scent fills my nose. He smells like leather, whiskey, and danger.

      A sob rips through me, and I let all my fears and anxiety pour out of me. I don’t know what will happen next or when this time with him being kind to me will end, but I feel protected and warm in his arms. Stupidly, I don’t want him to let me go.

      “Shhh… everything is going to be okay, Leanna.”

      With heavy lashes, I blink, realizing he called me Leanna and not Cara. A light bulb goes off in my head, and suddenly, the missing pieces of the puzzle come together.

      “Did you just call me Leanna?” I ask, my voice hoarse.

      Ace peers down at me, his eyes shining, and seeing him this close, he is far more handsome than I initially thought.

      “Yes, that’s your name, isn’t it?”

      “N-No…” I shake my head. “My name is Cara. Your men must’ve gotten me mixed up with Leanna. I took her shift tonight for her.”

      He blinks, almost in slow motion, and I can see the wheel in his head turning. Even though I shouldn't, I snuggle deeper into his arms. I can’t explain why I feel protected by him, but a part of me wants to stay here forever.

      “Hmm, well that changes things a bit then, doesn’t it?”

      I pull back from the warmth of his chest.

      “What are you going to do to me?” I’m afraid to know the answer to that question, but I have to ask. His eyes grow darker, and his nostrils flare almost like he’s breathing my scent in.

      Those firm lips of his part, and my stomach flutters in response.

      His next words rain down on me like a bucket of ice water.

      “I don’t know yet, but I’m not letting you go.”
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      The girl eats shyly as if she's afraid to meet my eyes. I'm a fucking idiot. Or rather, my men are. They should've checked to make sure they'd taken the right woman, but no—they'd made the mistake of taking this one, and now it's my responsibility to figure out what to do with her.

      I watch as her full lips close around one of her fingers as she sucks some of the crumbs off the tip. Fuck. I should send her away right now. Cara is a distraction. A mistake. A complication I do not need.

      She shifts forward in her seat as she takes another bite of the sandwich I had one of my men bring for her. As she does, the white shirt I'd thrust her way after figuring out that she wasn't who I was expecting gapes slightly open. I told her I didn't want her greasy-smelling work clothes on my furniture, but that was a lie.

      I could've let her put her clothes back on, but I'd wanted this—to see this strange creature in something I owned, almost as if forcing her to dress in my things marks her as mine as well. I like that—I like it a fucking lot.

      If she realizes that she's flashing me a hefty dose of her skin, she doesn't seem to care. Her slight breasts are bare under the fabric. Her pointed nipples rubbing against the front of the shirt. She's a paradox, that's for sure. Timid and scared, yet there's no denying her body's reactions to me.

      I tilt my head to the side, continuing to examine my new prisoner.

      "Are you going to keep watching me?" she asks suddenly.

      My eyebrows rise. "Does it bother you?"

      Without looking at me, she lifts her shoulders in a shrug. "It's just … a little weird."

      I fight a smirk. When I don't answer her, she sets her sandwich down and tips her head up, her eyes finally meeting mine. "Why do I have to stay here? Now that you know I'm not Leanna, why can’t you just let me go home?"

      No. It's my immediate reaction. I cannot let this girl go. I don't want to let her go. The logical reason escapes me. Perhaps there is no logic behind my desire. I clear my throat and shift my gaze away from hers as I speak.

      "Tell me about yourself," I say instead.

      "W-What?" She sounds shocked. "Why do you want to know about me?"

      My attention falls back on her face. With slow movements, I sit forward and reach for the remainder of her sandwich. I lift it, and her eyes follow its path as I turn it and take a bite, my teeth sinking past the bread, meat, and cheese. Then I hold it out toward her. "Bite," I order.

      As if entranced, Cara's body lists forward. Her eyes remain locked on mine as her lips part and skim against my fingers as she follows my command. Electricity races through my skin where her lips brushed against me. I set the sandwich down and then lift my thumb—performing the same act I'd watched her do not but a few minutes before. I close my mouth over my thumb and suck off the remainder of the crumbs as well as the taste of her lips.

      I sit back again and flick my fingers at her. "Speak."

      Something flashes in her eyes, an irritation, but it disappears a moment later, and she rips the sandwich up from her plate and bites into it again harshly. I chuckle darkly. If I had to guess, she only did it to delay giving me what I want. Her words. Her answers. Her story. I want it all.

      After she finishes chewing and swallowing her latest bite, Cara tips her head down and stares at her plate. "I'm no one important," she says. "Like I told you before, I don't have a brother. I'm an only child."

      "And your parents?" I ask.

      She stiffens as if the subject is a sore matter and just shakes her head.

      I hum in the back of my throat. "What do you like to do for fun?" I press.

      Cara's eyes flash back to mine, and she gives me an incredulous look.

      "What?" I ask.

      "What is this?" she asks. "Are we playing twenty questions or something? Like a date?"

      A date? I think. Interesting. It's not such a bad idea.

      "And if it is?"

      Her face goes slack, and I can’t help but laugh. "Just answer the question ... Cara." The sound of her name rolling off my tongue has an interesting effect. I haven't said it since she told me she wasn't Leanna. It's a nice name. It's a sweet name, very much like I'm thinking of the woman in front of me. I wonder just how sweet she'll be when I get her under me. Will her pussy taste like strawberries or something even sweeter?

      "I used to... I mean, it wasn't for fun—well, it was fun for me. I mean—" I watch as Cara cuts herself off and closes her eyes as she sets her sandwich down and scrubs a hand down her face, inhaling and exhaling sharply. When she opens them back up, she doesn't look at me. She focuses on her lap. "I used to dance."

      "You're a dancer?"

      "I said I used to be," she clarifies.

      A dancer, I think. I could see that. She has the body of a dancer. Lithe and slender, a beautiful figure. Then there was the scar on her leg. "Did you stop because of the car accident?" I inquire.

      She nods. "I had to do some physical therapy after..." she starts, drifting off and turning her face away. I don't like that. In a split second, I'm halfway across the table, my fingers locking onto her chin and bringing her face back around so I can see it clearly. Unshed tears fill her eyes with pain and shame. That, too, is a beautiful expression on her face, though it does make my chest tighten.

      "Tell me more," I command.

      She blinks, and the tears fade. "More?" she repeats. I nod, releasing her chin now that she's staring back at me. I like it when she meets my gaze. I can feel my cock jump in my pants. I want her—underneath me, on top of me, all around me. But more than that, I'm curious about the rest of her, which is important to her. Perhaps I can use it to keep her here.

      "I wanted to be a dancer," she continues. "Like the kind you see in music videos and on stages. They're in the background, for the most part, so they don't get the fame, but they get to do what they love, and they always look so amazing. I trained for a long time." Her hand drifts down to her lap or, more specifically, to her leg—the one with the scar. "It ended up being just a dream, though. After the accident kind of ruined any chance I had at becoming a professional dancer, I decided to work my way through school."

      "Do you like school?" I ask curiously.

      She shrugs. "It's not bad," she admits. "But it's expensive. I don't make enough at the restaurant to pay the tuition fees, and scholarships are kind of scarce right now."

      An idea forms in my mind. Dancing. School. How I can keep her close. "Do you still like to dance?" I ask.

      She frowns at me. "Of course," she says. "I never stopped liking it, and I can still do some. I made it part of my physical therapy, but I can't do what the professionals do. Not the harder stuff. Not with my injury."

      I shake my head. "That's fine."

      She blinks and raises a brow. "It is?"

      Setting my elbows on the edge of the table between us, I steeple my fingers together and stare at her over them. "I'd like to offer you an opportunity, Cara," I say, choosing my words carefully.

      Cara's head tilts to the side as she eyes me warily. "An opportunity?" she repeats my words with a caution that I can't help but smile at.

      "Yes." I consider her. "I would like to pay for your college and in exchange..." I wait for a beat as her eyes widen before I finish. "I'd like to see you dance, Cara. Dance for me.”
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      When someone tempts you with an offer like the one Ace just offered me, it’s almost too hard to refuse. One dance and I won’t have to work day and night to attend college. I won’t have to choose between books or food. It’s a no-brainer to say yes, but something heavier weighs on my mind, stopping me from telling him yes.

      One dance cannot be the only thing he wants, and while I’m willing to do a lot of things for money, I don’t know that I’m willing to sleep with this dark and dangerous man, no matter how handsome he might be.

      My cheeks burn in anticipation of my next question.

      “One dance? Are you sure that’s all you would want?”

      Ace arches a brow. “What makes you think it would be more than that?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. My tuition costs a lot. Surely a dance isn’t worth that price.”

      Darkness flashes in his eyes, and he plucks a piece of hair off my shoulder, his gaze moving from the strand to my face. “Do I look like a man who cares what the price of something is? If I want to pay you half a million dollars for a dance, then I will.”

      Gulping, I nod my head, letting the social class difference sink in. I don’t know Ace very well, but I do know he isn’t a man to be messed with. A moment of silence passes between us, and Ace drops the strand of hair and pulls back, the loss of heat from his body leaving me cold.

      “Can I have some time to think about it?”

      Ace nods. “Of course. You can think about it all night while lying in your bed tonight.”

      Shocked, I nearly leap off the couch. “You’re letting me go?”

      A wicked grin that makes my stomach tighten and my heart race splits his face. “Oh no, I’m not letting you go. You aren’t getting away that easily. I’m returning you to your home for the evening.” The joy deflates right out of me. I should know better than to hope for something so far out of reach. Ace shoves from his chair, and I follow a second later, shamelessly staring at how perfectly his tailored dress slacks hug his ass.

      I have to stop letting my hormones control my thoughts.

      Turning around, he smirks and offers me his hand. I skirt my eyes away, even while knowing I was caught with my hand in the cookie jar.

      Neither of us says anything on the walk out to the car. Ace’s men avert their gazes as we pass, and I tug at the bottom of his shirt, wishing I wore something less exposing.

      The sound of the SUV unlocking makes me jump, and Ace’s strong hand comes to rest on my hip, steadying me. His touch is like a healing balm on my soul.

      “It’s okay. You have nothing to be afraid of. No one here will hurt you.”

      The need to retort, no one but you sits heavy on my tongue, but I swallow the words down instead. He helps me into the SUV and then walks around to the driver's side. I shiver in my seat, the cold leather seat not helping my predicament.

      Ace turns up the heat and presses a button on the touch screen console. He pulls out of the empty parking lot, and I realize we’re in the middle of nowhere.

      I try not to think of how bad tonight could’ve gone.

      “What are you thinking about?” Ace asks, almost like he can read my thoughts.

      “How bad tonight could’ve been…”

      “You mean it wasn’t bad after all?” The hint of humor in his voice cuts right through the lingering tension.

      “I mean, if you subtract the hood over my head and being kidnapped, I would say it wasn’t half bad.” I let out a little giggle.

      I can see a faint smile on Ace’s lips from the streetlights that let slivers of light in as we pass. As we drive, I realize I didn’t tell him where to go but that he’s headed toward the university. I don’t remember telling him that I was staying in the dorms, but I’m not surprised he knows. It’s stupid to feel comfortable around him, but I do. I sink deeper into the leather and allow myself to relax the rest of the drive.

      When we pull up to the dorms, I frown.

      “Well, it was nice to meet you, even if it was under the circumstances that it was.” I grab the door handle but pause when Ace’s hand lands on my thigh, stopping me from moving.

      That look of pure darkness he showed when I first met him is back on his face. He gives my thigh a squeeze that’s not painful but jarring.

      “If you tell anyone what happened tonight... I’ll have to kill you, Cara.”

      My eyes bulge from my head, and my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth. Every time my mind lets me pretend everything is okay and casual, he does something to remind me it's anything but. All I can do is nod because what else is there to possibly say? If I needed a reminder of how wrong it is to be attracted to him, that was it.

      He jerks his head in a get-the-fuck-out motion and releases his grasp on my thigh. With fire beneath my feet, I jump out of the vehicle with my clothes in hand and rush into the dorm, not even glancing backward once.

      Thankfully, a girl is coming out as I’m going in, and I slip past her, only feeling marginally safe once I reach my room. Closing the door behind me, I twist the lock into place and let out a ragged breath.

      Looking at Libby’s bed, I find it empty and trapeze over to my own bed, slamming down onto the hard twin-sized mattress. I’m happy to be alone, especially after what just went down. Now I just have to find a way to avoid Ace altogether, but something tells me it won’t be that easy.
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        * * *

      

      I spend all night tossing and turning in bed, so when I wake up the following morning, I’m as grouchy as a bear. Class is in an hour, and I somehow managed to crawl out of bed, take a quick shower, and make a cup of coffee. Once presentable to the world, I grab my bag and head out to my first class. As I walk out of the dorm, I hesitate, wondering if he’s out there, waiting for me to show my face.

      Fear slowly worms its way down my spine, and each step I take feels weighted. I have to force myself to walk through the door and outside.

      “Everything is okay…” I mutter to myself while walking down the sidewalk toward my first class of the day. Everything is going good until I round the corner and run face-first into a huge muscled wall. The air wheezes from my lungs, and I almost trip over my own feet, trying to backpedal away from him.

      Shoving his hand out toward me, I think maybe the man is trying to help me till I see the angry expression on his face and notice the sleek device in his hand.

      “Take it.” He shoves the phone into my hand. “Ace wants you to have it. It’s a gift. Keep it on you at all times.” There’s a profound warning to his voice, and I don’t even attempt to give him the phone back. I’d like to make it through the rest of the day alive.

      Nodding, I swallow my response down, and he brushes past me without saying another word, leaving me to stand there with my mouth gaping open. I don’t even have a second to gather my thoughts because the phone I was just given starts to ring.

      Thinking isn’t an option because my brain is mush right now. Pressing the green answer key, I bring the phone to my ear.

      “Hello?”

      “I see you got my gift.” I can picture the smile on his lips as if he was standing in front of me right now.

      “You didn’t have to … I don’t need this…” I stumble over my words.

      “But you do, and you can thank me later. Tonight at dinner.”

      “Dinner?” I squawk.

      “Yes, dinner. This evening. I’ll text you the details, and Cara … remember what I said. Don’t tell anyone anything … or else.”

      The line goes dead, and I pull the phone away from my ear, staring down at the black screen. Another warning sign I should not get involved with this man, but what choice do I have? He’s not asking, he’s demanding, and I’m just afraid enough with a smidge of curiosity to give in.
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      "This is a mistake."

      I straighten my collar and take the keys from John's hand. "I don't recall asking for your opinion," I say coldly in response to his comment.

      "She's a civilian—" he starts before I cut him off.

      Rounding on the man, I shove him against the nearest surface—a hard brick wall—and slam my forearm into his throat. "One who you brought into this," I growl. "You took the wrong girl, and now I have to fix it."

      "By courting the damn bitch?" John hisses.

      Rage descends over me, and I push my forearm down into his esophagus, crushing it under my grip until he starts to struggle. My eyes settle on his face as I feel my irritation flow through my veins. "You will speak to her with nothing but respect. Am I fucking clear?" I snap. "You are the one who fucked this up. Not her. Call her that again, and I'll rip your fucking tongue out and shove it up your ass. Am I clear?"

      John's face slowly turns a light blue, darkening with each second as he tries to nod his head. When he finally manages to mouth an acknowledgment, I shove away from him and take a step back as he collapses to the floor, coughing and sputtering.

      "Remember your fucking place, John," I say as I crack my neck and step around his body, reaching for the door. "And don't question me again."

      Several minutes later, I'm in the car, my hands squeezing the steering wheel as lights fly by over the windshield. I roll the window down and let the fresh air flood the interior of the Audi R8. A part of me recognizes that John is partially right.

      My involvement with Cara is unusual. Unprecedented. Yet I can't seem to stop myself, and as I pull up in front of her dorm, catching sight of the girl standing on the sidewalk with her hair pulled back into a curled ponytail, wearing a sleek black dress—I already know that she is far more dangerous like this. Her innocence is like a drug, addictive and heady, and I'm getting used to the high she brings me.

      The car slows to a stop, and I pop open the door as she steps up to the side. Her head lifts, and her eyes meet mine, wide and full of... curiosity. Well, that's certainly better than fear. At least, for now. I don't want her to fear me. I want this girl to crave me the same as I do for her.

      I stride around the front of the vehicle, and she steps back as I approach. The closer I get, the more her scent invades my space. That sweetness again. I inhale and let it fill my lungs as I lean across her, my fingers locking around the passenger side door's handle.

      "Good evening." The words rumble from my throat as I pull the door open for her. "Are you ready?" Cara's tongue pokes out from behind her teeth as she licks across her lower lip and nods. I grant her a smile. "Then let's go."

      Cara steps into my car, and I close the door behind her before circling the front once more. Once I'm back in the car, her scent surrounds me even further, practically suffocating me. I can feel my fucking cock straining. Soon. So fucking soon.
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        * * *

      

      La Mariposa is a sequestered little restaurant that I've frequented in the past. My patronage is well-known and so is that of my family. So, it's no surprise that when I lead Cara into the entrance, the hostess’s eyes widen and dart to the board in front of her.

      "Mr. Hale," she says quickly, nodding toward me. "We have your room reserved." She selects two pristine menus, back straight, and turns. "Right this way."

      Settling a hand against Cara's spine, feeling the heat of her skin through the fabric of her dress, I push her slightly forward. My eyes catch on her face halfway toward the back room I had specially reserved just for tonight. A blush steals across her cheeks, staining her skin a stunning shade of pink. I catch her eyes sliding toward me, and when she notices my attention, she jerks her head forward once more.

      "Here we are, Mr. Hale," the hostess bustles into the private dining room with her menus and places them on either end of a small, cloth-covered table. "Y-Your server will be right with you. Please let us know if you need anything else."

      I nod my acknowledgment absently. I have nothing more to give the girl. My entire focus is centered on the woman moving toward our waiting table. My hand goes from her back to her elbow as I draw her up short. Cara's face tilts up, and her lips part in surprise as I lean down.

      "Allow me," I offer in a low voice as I release her and then move to pull her chair out for her.

      For a moment, as I watch her take her seat, an emotion I'm not used to slides through me. Desire. Want. Need. Craving. I have everything I want. I take whatever else there is to take. But this one...this girl I will seduce. Not because I can't have her any other way, but because I want to see the expression she makes for me when she realizes she wants me as much as I want her.

      As she finally sits down in her chair, I cup my hand around the side of her throat, feeling her shiver beneath my hold as I bend slightly. "I'm afraid I've been quite stupid this evening, lovely," I whisper against her skin.

      She stiffens. "W-What do you mean?"

      "I haven't told you how delicious you look."

      Cara clears her throat. "I-I..." Even her little stutter is cute. My mouth waters as I stare at the back of her bare neck. I want to sink my teeth into it, but as the door behind me opens, the sound of a server's cart rattling in the hallway, I realize that now is not the time. It will happen—and soon—I simply must wait for the right moment.

      I release her easily enough and take my seat across from her, noting the breath she blows out as our server approaches with a small cart on wheels. "Mr. Hale," the young man says respectfully. "I've brought your usual request—dark red along with a pitcher of ice water." I nod and continue to stare across the table as Cara blushes even harder and lifts her menu as if that'll hide her from me. It won't, but it's amusing to watch her try.

      The young man sets down a glass of red wine in front of me and then deposits the rest of the bottle into a small container of ice. "Miss, do you have a preference of—"

      "She'll have a glass of red wine as well," I cut him off.

      Cara's eyes lift, and her lips part. "I'm not—" she begins.

      "You'll have the wine," I tell her, leaning forward. "Trust me."

      Her eyes dart to the server as he takes another glass from the cart and begins filling it. He sets it down before her and waits. Cara's gaze jumps from the glass to the server and then back to me as if she's trying to determine if I'm serious or not. Not being old enough is the least of her problems with me. Then again, perhaps I've read her wrong. Perhaps she's been a good girl her whole life and never even had a sip of the forbidden fruit.

      Well, even if that's the case, she should recognize that her situation has changed. "Drink," I order.

      With shaking fingers, I watch as she leans forward and grasps the glass by the stem, lifting it and bringing it toward her. She tips her head back slightly and puts the rim to her lips. A riotous hunger erupts within me as my eyes settle on those lips of hers. The delicateness of her throat as she swallows a mouthful. She'll swallow more than that before the end of the night.

      "It's...good," she finally says.

      The server nods and beams brightly. "Wonderful, then I'll leave the bottle here. Would you like some more time to decide on your orders?"

      "No." I slide the menu over to him. It was unnecessary to begin with, but I can understand the nervousness of the hostess, and it felt right to give Cara that bit of normalcy. At least for the moment. I turn and meet the server's gaze. His hands tighten on the cart. "She'll have the Rigatoni Martino, and I'll have the steak, rare."

      Cara sets her glass down as the server reaches forward and hastily grabs the menus. "Of course sir."

      I ignore the boy as he hurries toward the door and disappears to the other side. Cara's head turns as she watches him go, and the snick of the lock clicking into place sounds like the click of a gun right before it's about to go off. I smile.

      "Are you nervous?" I ask.

      Her attention returns to me just as I wanted it to. "Nervous?" she repeats. "N-No."

      I hum as she plays with the table setting in front of her. Her hands contract as she reaches for the wineglass once more. "You know I'm not twenty-one, right?" she determines as she lifts the red back to her lips and takes another sip.

      My lips twitch with amusement. "Yes, Cara," I say. "I know."

      She sets her glass down, her slender fingers playing with the rim as she eyes the rest of the room. "Why are we here?" she asks.

      I raise my eyebrows. "Do you not like it?"

      "I didn't say that," she says quickly. "I was just wondering...I mean, you said you wanted..." She trails off as she bites down on her lower lip and drops her gaze to her lap.

      "Oh, don't you worry, sweetheart," I say. "We'll get to that."

      The food arrives shortly; the plates are set before us, and more wine is poured. Finally, we're alone again. I eat without tasting. I drink without feeling. All I can focus on is what comes after. When she's done with her meal and everything's been cleared away and it's just the two of us—alone in this dark room—I feel as though I can finally breathe. Like I've been waiting for this moment for years.

      Cara frowns when more workers come in and begin to remove everything. The tablecloth and the table included. I stand and reach for her hand, pulling her up as they remove her chair as well. "W-What's going on...?"

      "Mr. Hale?" The same server who has been with us all night stops before me. "Is there anything else you require?"

      "Leave the wine and the cart," I order. "And you may go."

      He nods and bows his head ever so slightly before he and the others slip from the room, and once again, we're alone. "Ace?" Cara's sweet voice is like music to my ears. Gentle. Lyrical. Nervous.

      I release her and take a seat, reaching for the wineglass I'd been nursing all night from where it rested on the cart. "It's time," I tell her. "To repay me for your life, Cara."

      "R-Repay you?"

      "Dance," I say. "I want to see you dance for me. Just a dance."

      Her arms come up and cross over her front, each hand gripping at the others' elbow. "This is about what you were talking about the night..." She swallows. "The night we met," she finishes. It's even cute how she doesn't verbally admit the truth. The night we met...I chuckle at the thought. She means the night I had her kidnapped. Quite possibly the best mistake I've ever made.

      "Yes," I tell her. "One dance and you can go home without having to worry about your next semester's tuition. I think it's a fair price, don't you?" I take a long swallow from my glass and set it down as I lift one leg and cross my ankle over my knee.

      She bites her lip as if she's truly considering saying no. I know she's not. For a girl like her—and yes, I had her looked into properly this time—one semester of no worries will be a godsend. Finally, her eyes harden, and she nods.

      "The music is over there," I say, gesturing to a small stand set farther back. She looks over her shoulder and then turns, walking toward it.

      The sway of her hips entrances me. She's not even dancing yet, and I can feel the blood pounding in my cock. It takes everything in me not to stand and get rid of this whole charade. I can have her now, I know it, but good things come to those who wait, and I want to savor this girl—this woman.

      Seconds tick by as I listen to her sift through the music on hand. A button clicks, and finally, the sound of instruments filters into the room. A woman's throaty voice croons from the speakers. Cara reaches down and undoes the straps of her heels, stepping out of them before she moves toward me.

      "It's been a while since I've actually danced," she confesses quietly.

      "Are you afraid you're not any good?" I ask. She could sway back and forth for an hour, and I'd be entranced, so I suppose it doesn't really matter if she's any good.

      "No, it's not that," she says. "I just feel like I'm out of practice."

      "Don't think about that," I tell her.

      "Then what should I think about?" Perhaps she doesn't realize it, but she's already dancing. Her hips shift from side to side as her body rolls with the rhythm of the song she's put on. I'm fascinated.

      My leg drops, and I lean forward, staring at her, watching her, craving her. "Think about what you're making me feel," I tell her, my words rasping from my throat. "Think about how much your audience wants you—with every fucking fiber of their being."

      Her eyes widen. Her naughty little tongue comes out, sliding across her lower lip, mocking me. "Okay..." she whispers back. "I'll try that."

      Try? I think moments later as I watch her move, her body swaying and shifting, her limbs moving in liquid patterns that just don't make fucking sense. There's no trying in this, only doing. And what she's doing is driving me wild.

      Cara dances like a dream, and when she forgets I'm even in the room, it grows hotter. She spins, lifting her arms in a way that pushes her breasts forward. My throat feels dry. More. I want more.

      "Take off your dress," I growl.

      If she hears me, she doesn't let on, but moments later, she turns to offer me her back as she reaches for the zipper holding her from my sight. It descends, revealing creamy pale flesh. When the fabric falls to her feet, she steps from it and kicks the dress away.

      Now in nothing more than a simple black bra and a pair of matching underwear, I see nothing but feast for my eyes. Still, she dances. She dances into two songs and then three—far beyond what I told her I expected. Almost as if she's forgotten our original deal, like she doesn't care anymore and is just enjoying the feel of her body moving on its own.

      Then I see it. The muscle in her leg jumps beneath her skin, and when she lands on her next pirouette, she winces.

      "Stop," I command.

      The spell breaks, but the music continues. I stand from my seat and slowly walk toward her. The closer I get, the more I see. The sweat on her skin, beaded and sliding over her muscles. The flush to her cheeks. She's beautiful like this. No, more than beautiful. She's absolutely enticing.

      When I reach her, she doesn't flinch away. Her head tilts back as her eyelids lower. Her chest rises and falls with the rapid breaths she takes. When my hand slides behind her neck and holds her still—immobile and captive for my kiss—she doesn't resist.

      Her lips part all on their own, and she accepts my tongue into her mouth. I dive deep, wanting a taste of whatever magic she's spinning around me. Cara's delicate little hands come up and cup the back of my skull as she kisses me back, her tongue twining with mine. A soft moan escapes her, and all it does is make the flames burn hotter.

      I want more than that. I want everything she has to give. One of my hands trails down her stomach and pushes past the elastic band of her panties. I grin against her lips as I feel her jerk in surprise a split second before my seeking fingers touch the wetness there. She likes this, probably far more than she wants to admit, but that’s okay. I like a challenge.

      "My naughty little dancer liked her secret performance, didn’t she?" I ask as I push two fingers into her depths and curl them upward.

      Cara’s lips part on a gasp, and her whole body tightens as she goes up on her toes. Almost as if she’s trying to get away from the sensations I’m calling forth in her, but I’m not going to let that happen. Now that I have her here, there’s no fucking way I’m going to let her go until I see her come apart.

      I fuck her soaked little pussy with my fingers, circling her clit with my thumb, relishing in the way her muscles tighten down on the digits, and she squirms. She’s a live wire, this girl, and now she'll dance for me in other ways. I fuck her pussy harder, feeling her tight sheath clench down on my hand as another rush of wetness smears across my fingers and hand.

      Her moans grow sharper, louder as she writhes against me. Cara pulls her mouth away from mine, panting and moaning as she shakes her head wildly, trembling in my grasp. That's fine with me, I think as I watch her head tilt back. Whether it’s instinctual or accidental, I don’t care. The fact is, Cara has bared her delicate throat to me, and I can’t pass up such a beautiful invitation. I sink my teeth into the soft side of her throat, and that's when she comes, her body squeezing all of that trembling wet flesh over my hand as she soaks my hand, her juices dripping all over my fingers.

      I pull them out and hold them up to her, pressing them against her own lips. “Open,” I command. Wide, surprised eyes meet mine, but she follows my order, and I watch in heated fascination as her plush, pink lips part, and she opens her mouth to take my fingers inside. “Lick my hand clean,” I growl. “Don’t leave a fucking drop, Cara. You made the mess. Time to clean it up.”

      Her eyes never leave mine as she does just that. Cara’s tongue flicks against my hand, lapping up her wetness. I almost yank my hand away I’m so jealous. I start to regret my actions. Perhaps, I should’ve done the job myself. She looks like she’s enjoying the taste of her so much, and I bet she tastes like fucking nirvana.

      Cara continues to suck her juice from my fingers, cleaning me just like I ordered. Her eyes are wild, the light doing strange things to them. There’s confusion in those depths, almost as if she doesn’t quite understand why she’s doing this, but it’s a compulsion nonetheless. That’s what this is for me. A compulsion. I don’t think I could stop myself even if I tried.

      "Good girl," I whisper, my tone gentling. "Now, it's my turn."

      I pull my fingers free, letting her feet return to the ground before I wrap an arm around her waist and pull her alongside me. When we reach the chair, I press her down onto her knees and reach for my belt. Those curious eyes of hers follow my movements as I unbuckle, then reach inside my slacks, taking my cock in hand and freeing it to her gaze.

      Once again, I relish in the shock on her expression as her mouth drops open and her eyes widen as they descend on what I have gripped in my hand. I’m by no means a small man—in any way—but she’ll be good enough to take me. She took my fingers so well, after all. I know she’s wet enough, and I know she wants this enough. She wants me, and she’ll have me. Her tightness is going to be fucking delicious all over my dick. Impatience sings in my blood.

      To cool my ardor, even if for only another second—prolonging this silent battle of wills between us—I clamp my hand around my cock and give it a nice long stroke. Cara seems entranced as if she can’t look away from the movement. Good. I want her focused on me. I want all of her attention right here. I’m not going to take her tonight, so this will have to be enough.

      I stroke my cock again for good measure, watching her face, smelling her scent on my fingers. It doesn't take long for my spine to stiffen and the skin over my cock to tighten back as I feel a rush of euphoria come over me. Just as I feel my cock jerk, I grit my teeth and turn, directing the head of my cock to her.

      Cara sits there, on her knees, face tilted up, watching me curiously and hungrily as cum erupts from my dick and shoots out. Long streams of white arch between us, landing directly on her chest. I grunt, bending slightly as I continue to stroke myself through my orgasm. Spurt after spurt hits her soft ivory skin until she’s painted in my cum, and it drips down to her nipples.

      Her expression contains a mixture of something dark and deviant when I finally refocus on her. That damn curiosity and innocence are so fucking addictive, I want to do more depraved things to her just to see what she’d do. Almost as if that spawns my next actions, though, I reach forward and, with rough fingers, I spread my cum across her skin, trailing down and circling her tight little nipples as they peak under my touch. Dirty, filthy little girl, I think with appreciation just before I move my fingers back up and push them into her mouth once more.

      She opens for me easily. What a good little slut. "You look beautiful,” I tell her. “Especially when you’re covered in me.”
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      I can’t believe I let Ace touch me the way he did, and even more than that—I let him mark me and rub his release into my skin. It was heady, the sensation of his cum over my chest. I wanted to lie back and ask him to do it again. To cover me in him. What the hell is wrong with me? The danger must be going to my head because I’ve never been this way with any man before.

      Not that I have a lot of experience or anything. I’ve only been with one guy, and after he took my virginity, he ran for the hills. This isn’t like that at all. The dark, depraved look Ace is giving me right now tells me he wants to spread my legs and devour me.

      My lips are swollen from our kissing, and my heart beats as if it’s going to burst from my chest and fly away. I’m terrified of what’s to come next, but at the same time, there’s a burning need for this man in my veins. A curiosity. Is it wrong that I want him? A man I don’t know? Who kidnapped me and threatened me? My thighs tighten.

      “I want you to come back to my place with me. Spend the night.” Maybe his words are intended to be a request, but that’s not how it sounds. It sounds more like a demand.

      “Do you think that’s a good idea?” I ask hesitantly even as I feel the remains of his cum start to dry on my chest. My face feels hot, and I slowly cover myself, very aware that I’m still sitting on the floor, half-naked.

      “Don’t,” he warns. I freeze with my hands cupped over my breasts. He gives me a hard look and then slowly lowers his eyes down, pointedly staring at where I’m covering myself.

      I don’t know what comes over me. Were he anyone else, I would flip him the bird and immediately get up and grab my shit and leave. There’s something about Ace, though, and I find I don’t want to. Even if I could—even if I had the choice—I’m not sure I would. My arms slowly lower back to my sides, and he continues the conversation as if it’s perfectly normal for me to sit here with my breasts exposed to him.

      He offers me a hand and lifts me to stand. “You will come,” he says.

      “We don’t really know each other,” I point out, taking my hand back and glancing away awkwardly, excessively aware of how I must look to him right now, “and we didn’t exactly start off on the right foot.”

      My words seem almost hollow, and a part of me can’t believe I’m saying all of this after what I just let him do to me. Going back to his place shouldn’t really be that big of a deal when he’s … when we’ve just … I shake my head, letting that train of thought disperse.

      “The only way to get to know each other is to spend time together.” I turn my head and face him once more at those words. Surprisingly, he’s not gawking at my appearance. Instead, his eyes are settled firmly on my face, and there’s a heat within them. “After what we just did, I don’t think you have anything to worry about. We’ll get to know each other, sweet Cara, make no mistake.”

      Again, it sounds more like a command than a suggestion. Like there’s really no other choice in the matter now. Why does that thought make my heart race, though? My hands come forward, twisting together. Nervousness makes me fidget, and though I know that’s what I’m doing right now, practically broadcasting my own thoughts to him, I can’t help it.

      Cool air washes over my nipples, making them hard. Oh, how I wish he’d let me leave or at least pull something on. I feel vulnerable in front of him like this. A practical sacrifice to his desires. Sacrifices don’t normally like it, though, which just makes me think I’m the one who’s fucked up because I do. Oh, how I do.

      Standing here, before him, covered in his cum with my chest on display all because he demanded it with his actions, because he wants it, makes me hot. Makes me want to accept his offer, and that, too, scares me.

      Ace steps closer to me, and his hand moves forward, taking one of mine and cradling it against his palm to stop my movements. I don’t know what I expected from him, but it wasn’t … warmth. I look up and meet his eyes, and I know that he sees my fear, my uncertainty. There’s no doubt in my mind that he sees it all. I’m not exactly good at masking my thoughts. I never really considered that I might have to. Even if I was good at it, though, I have the distinct feeling that in the face of this man, it wouldn’t matter. He’s far more perceptive than most.

      “There’s nothing to fear,” he says quietly. “There’s nothing to be worried about. I would never make you do anything you don’t want to do.”

      His words penetrate my brain. He’s not wrong. So far, nothing he’s done—aside from kidnapping me—has been against my will. I nod because Ace is dark and definitely dangerous, but I don’t think he would do anything to endanger me. Not when he’s had the chance to do so more than once. Why would he? He has no reason to.

      “Okay,” I finally say, exhaling as I give in. “I’ll come.”

      Ace’s lips spread into a smile, and seeing him go from dark and serious to smiling damn near turns me into a puddle at his feet. He’s sexy as a brooding man, but when he smiles … he could kill. It’s both terrifying and orgasm-inducing. I suck in a quick breath as his hand clamps down on mine, and more of that warmth pours through me.

      A part of me wants to deny it, but the truth is … I feel safe with him. I feel protected as if nothing can hurt me. “Let’s get you cleaned up,” he says.

      Ace releases me and disappears out of the door for a moment before he returns with a clean but warm and damp towel, which he uses to wipe the cum from my chest. With each pass over my breasts and nipples, I try not to show just how much he affects me.

      It’s only when I’m completely dressed, and he takes my hand, squeezing it as he leads me out of the restaurant together like a normal, happy couple, that I realize I agreed to follow a criminal.

      He might not act like one all of the time. He might treat me like a princess when we’re no longer in private, walking me to the car, opening the door, and handing me inside like a gentleman, but the fact is … he’s more complex.

      I tuck my hands into my lap after buckling, wondering if I’m doing the right thing.

      He’s a criminal, and I’m just a poor girl trying to make it through life.
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        * * *

      

      As we pull onto a one-lane road and pass through a copse of trees, my jaw practically falls to the floor of the vehicle I’m in. The building in front of me is a massive multi-story fucking compound. The first thing I can think is holy shit, it’s huge. It’s not a freaking house at all; it’s a mansion. My eyes cut to Ace as he navigates the SUV down the long gated driveway, and I try my best to keep my face from showcasing my shock and awe.

      I doubt I’m any good at it, though, because as I watch him—my gaze flickering between his face and the mountain of a building before us—I see the corner of his lips tilt up. Just what the hell have I gotten myself into? I knew the man had money, especially when he offered to pay for my tuition in return for a dance, but there are different levels of rich. I thought Ace was normal rich, maybe even rich nouveau, but now I’m starting to think maybe there’s more to the story behind his money because I certainly didn’t expect this.

      “You okay?” he asks as the SUV slows to a stop in front of the four-car garage attached to the main building. Ace puts the car into park and then glances at me, meeting my eyes for the first time since he put me in.

      “Yes,” I lie. “Perfectly fine. Why?”

      That corner grin of his turns into a full-out smirk. “Really?” he presses.

      My eyes lower back to my lap before I look up nervously at the building in front of me. Thoughts race through my head, but in front of them all, there’s one question: what is Ace doing with me, a poor, college waitress? “It’s just … I’ve never seen a house this big before.”

      There’s a moment of silence, and for a split second, I feel as if I’ve offended him—though I don’t know how. I glance up quickly only to find that he is apparently waiting for that. Even in the dim lighting, I can make out the expression on his face, full of amusement. “If you think the outside is big, wait till I take you inside.”

      All of this seems so surreal, like at any second someone will snap their fingers and I’ll wake up in my bed at the dorm, with this being nothing but a dream. Ace is certainly the type of man I would fabricate in my mind. Handsome. Dark. Dangerous. Completely and utterly focused on me.

      “Wait here,” he states when I unbuckle my seat belt and reach for my own door. I pause, ready to tell him there’s no need to open my door every time, but before I can get the words out of my mouth, he’s already out of the car—the driver’s side door closing with a sharp sound. I watch as he stalks around the front of the SUV and even debate opening my door before he gets there, but I think better of it.

      “Here you are,” Ace says as he pulls the passenger side door open and holds out a hand, looking at me meaningfully. With slow and careful movements, I take his hand and let him help me out of the vehicle. Inside, I’m a riot of nervousness and anxious emotions; I feel so out of my element.

      The windows are floor-to-ceiling, and as we walk up the steps and into the house together, I get my first glimpse inside. Lights are on inside, making me wonder if someone is here as well? I bite my tongue and consider that a stupid question.

      Our hands clasped together, he once again opens the door—this time into a massive foyer. My head tips back, and my lips part. He was right. On the outside, it’s giant, a hulking behemoth. On the inside, it feels even bigger, like a wide space decorated perfectly for the man who inhabits its inner walls.

      Ace’s home is sleek and modern, with a homey feel. As he urges me farther into the front hall and then even deeper into his domain, I can’t help but stare around in amazement.

      Ace releases my hand and closes the door behind us before he nudges me toward a particular open doorway and into a living room that’s more than quadruple the size of my meager dorm room. Turning just inside the room, I note that it’s also connected to the kitchen through an open floor plan. The grand space made that much bigger by the lack of walls separating it.

      “It’s beautiful…” I murmur under my breath, almost afraid to disturb the spell that seems to have fallen over me. “I bet the sunrise is magnificent.” I can picture it. The light shining in through the windows, slowly inching across the walls and floors until it radiates through every crevice between, driving away the darkness.

      Footsteps echo into the open space as Ace walks over to a bar that’s situated near a huge floor-to-ceiling bookshelf. “It is, and perhaps if you decide to spend the night, you’ll see for yourself just how amazing it is.” The grin he gives me is contagious, and I can't help but return his smile. I continue to look around the room and peer into the kitchen almost curiously. The furniture is hardwood and leather, giving it a very manly feel.

      “Here.” Ace interrupts my thoughts as he presses a wineglass into my hand. The crystal is filled with a dark red liquid, while his own glass is filled with something amber-colored—most likely whiskey.

      I take a hesitant sip of the wine. It’s bitter yet sweet too in the taste that follows after I swallow. I find that I quite like it. Feeling his attention on me as my lips press to the glass for a second sip, I glance up and meet his gaze.

      “I’m surprised that you decided to come tonight,” he says, tipping his head back as he places his own glass to his lips and takes a swallow of his whiskey.

      I cock my head to the side and give him a smile.“Why is that?”

      “You remind me of a skittish kitten,” he answers. Ace’s eyes are on me, but I have the feeling he’s not seeing me so much as he is assessing me. What is he looking for? I wonder.

      “How am I kitten-like?” I ask.

      “You’re afraid,” he says, his eyes trailing down my face and over my throat to where my breasts push against my clothes. I flush, remembering how he’d covered them with his cum just a short while ago. “Timid,” he finishes.

      I scowl, both embarrassed and unsure of a response. “So, you’re saying I’m a cat you brought home?” I reply, hating the way my voice sounds rougher, almost irritated by that fact. I don’t want Ace to think of me as a stray.

      A burst of laughter passes his lips, startling me enough to turn back to him once more. “No.” Ace shakes his head, his lips still tilted up as he swallows the rest of his whiskey and sets his glass down on a nearby end table. “You’re so much more than that.” Despite the fact that my glass is only half empty, he reaches forward and takes it from my hand before setting it down on the table next to his own.

      More heat rises in my cheeks, and my pulse spikes. He turns his attention back to me and leans in, bringing our lips so close that I can practically taste the whiskey he just drank. The smell of spice and alcohol on his breath tickles my nose. His nose brushes against mine gently, but it’s his eyes that hold me captive. Spellbound. Ace lifts his hand and strokes my cheek, turning until his palm is cradling it. For such a rough man, his hand is smoother than I expected, and I find myself leaning into his touch.

      Fire ignites low in my belly, crackling and expanding. It’s happening again—Ace’s powerful ability to make me lose my reasoning.

      “I want you,” he tells me in that low, gruff voice of his, “stripped and exposed. At my mercy and in my bed.” Soft little pants escape me. I swallow reflexively even as my lashes flicker, dragging against his skin we’re so close.

      The air in my lungs grows tight. There is something to be said for the straightforward approach from a man. It leaves little room for interpretation. He’s telling me what he wants, what I’m here for. The only question left is … is this what I want to do? Do I want those things too? Looking up at him through my lashes, I recognize his want and need for me. It pulses with its own heartbeat, making his irises darken with desire and his pupils dilate.

      “Is that what you want, Cara?” he asks. “Do you want me to fuck you? To own your body, to worship you in a way that I’m certain no man ever has before?” The deepness of his voice wraps around me, careening me toward the edge.

      My nipples harden painfully and strain against the thin fabric of my bra. Impulse drives me forward, and instead of replying, I press my mouth to his. My lips flutter against his, the air around us sizzles, and for one single second, he is still as a statue.

      I think maybe I’ve made a mistake in kissing him until I feel his hand leave my cheek and his fingers spear through my hair. He cradles the back of my head, holding me in place so he can deepen our kiss. A raging inferno of emotions swirls inside me, and I’m consumed by this man.

      He’s bad and dangerous, but there is something so protective about him. I don’t understand why I’m attracted to him the way that I am. All I know is that each kiss, each touch is addictive. If I’m not careful, I think I might lose myself to this dangerous man.

      Ace’s tongue presses against the seam of my lips for entrance, and I open to him. Our tongues collide, and all I can feel is his hard body pressed against mine, his hand in my hair holding me in place so he can ravage me from the inside out. He’s driving me to a new place—a wonderful realm full of heat and passion.

      My core tightens, and I press harder against him to let him know that I want more, that I need more. He breaks the kiss, and a chuckle fills the air. I’m breathless, my heart racing, my lungs heaving with every breath I take. I imagine my cheeks are flush as well. Ace looks unaffected, minus the darkness filled in his eyes.

      “You’re so needy, my sweet little kitten.” His tongue flicks across my bottom lip, and I shiver. “I like that. Your desire. It’s delicious on my tongue.” I moan a little bit as he drives his hips forward, and I can feel the outline of his cock. “What is it that you want?” he demands.

      That’s an easy enough answer. “You.” I whisper my reply, wondering when I became this woman who tells a man what she wants. I’ve never been so bold. But this man makes me feel different. I don’t know if it’s courage or just the lack of inhibitions.

      A devilish smirk tugs the sides of Ace’s lips up, and I swear if my panties weren’t already near combustion, they would be now.

      “I’ve thought about what it would be like to fuck you since the night my men brought you into my office,” he confesses. The crude words don’t dampen my ardor. In fact, hearing him say that only serves to make me wetter. I repress another moan as he drags the side of his cheek against mine, the rough scratch of his beard stubble making me shiver. “I want to hear you scream my name, see what you look like as you fall apart on my cock. Tonight…” Is he panting? Good. It feels powerful to know I’m not the only one affected by the atmosphere he’s created between us. “You looked absolutely magnificent while I fingered your pretty pussy, kitten. Watching you shatter all around my hand, then looking at your face as I took my own pleasure, was a mere taste of what I want. Imagine what you’ll look like with my cock inside you? My cum dripping out of you…”

      I’m caught up in this man, and I’m afraid of what might happen if things go wrong. My heart hammers against my ribs.

      “Ace,” a male voice calls across the room. Startled, I jump into Ace’s arms and immediately try to pull away as my face flames ever hotter. Holy crap, we weren’t alone? Ace doesn't let me get far, though, as he drags me back against his front until my breasts are pressed against him.

      I blink, and my gaze ping-pongs between him and the sudden intruder who stands in a nearby doorway. Shock covers me as I note the man’s face and stature. They have to be related. They’re too similar in looks not to be. There just can’t be that many handsome men with dangerously dark eyes, twisted masculine lips, and sharp jawlines in the world.

      “What is it?” Ace growls toward the nameless man while one of his arms wraps protectively around my middle, keeping me still.

      “We found the girl. The right one this time.”

      I blink, suddenly realizing what that means. The haze of lust that had descended upon me at Ace’s words dissipates as reality sinks back in. They have Leanna, I realize. They found her.

      Panic bubbles to the surface, and I turn to Ace with fear taking over as my hands reach up and my fingers sink into the fabric of his shirt.

      “Ace, please … you don’t have to do this. Just let her go. Let her go, and we can go upstairs and spend the night together,” I say quickly.

      He looks from the man, then down at me, the same darkness from that night dancing in his blue eyes. “I wish that were true, but it isn’t. I can’t let her go, Cara.”

      The finality of his words is like a knife to the heart. My mouth goes dry, and I don’t think I can handle knowing what he’s about to do.

      “I have to handle this,” he says, pulling away from me. A mask falls into place over his face, and I’m left chilled at the loss of his body heat. The sound of his shoes as they click over the floor fills the room. “Stay with her, and make sure she doesn’t go anywhere.”

      I turn around and glare at him, angry that he thinks he can keep me here while he goes and does whatever the hell he plans to do. Still, I keep my mouth shut, pressing my lips into a firm line. Ace gives me one last look before he disappears down the dark hallway.

      It takes me all of half a second to develop a plan once he’s out of sight.

      The man Ace ordered to watch me remains standing in the same spot. He pulls out his phone, and I tuck a long strand of hair behind my ear. Nervous anxiety pulses through my veins. What will Ace do to me if he catches me trying to escape?

      “I-I have to go to the bathroom,” I tell the man.

      He looks up from his phone and pins me to the floor with a single stare. I don’t know if I can do this. I’m not daring or over the top.

      “You don’t need my permission to use the bathroom. Just don’t think about leaving, and we won’t have a problem.”

      I nod and swallow around the golf ball-sized knot in my throat. “Can you tell me where it is?” I pray that it’s in the direction Ace just went.

      The man hooks a thumb toward the hall behind him, and I almost jump with glee. Instead, I barely manage to keep my lips pressed together as I walk toward him and then down the hall.

      My heart thumps wildly in my chest. I have no idea where I’m going or what I’m doing. Only that I need to get out of this house and save Leanna. At the end of the long hallway is a door. I peer over my shoulder to see if the man has turned around or is following me, but it’s just me and the darkness.

      Then I hear it. On the other side of the door is a faint cry, followed by words I can’t quite make out.

      I know I should stay put and that I’m risking my own life by intervening, but I don’t know that I could really be with Ace if he actually went through with hurting her. With shaking fingers, I grab the door handle, and I open it, obviously not ready for what I find on the other side.
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      Putting a hand to the side of my neck, I lean back and crack it. Before me sits Leanna Rawlings. Her boring, square face is a splotchy mess. Her hair is tangled up in a ponytail that lists too far to one side, and tear tracks race down her full cheeks.

      "Please," she begs. "I don't know. I don't know where he is. I promise I'm—"

      "Stop." She hiccups out another sob as I move toward her. "I don't want to hear anything out of your fucking mouth but the truth, Leanna."

      "I-I am t-telling the truth," she insists.

      I don't know how some women do it, but every time I'm in this situation, they always try this. It's almost as if they have some magical ability that allows them to convulse in hyperventilation. Crocodile tears fall down her face. I don't like hurting women; I never have, but that doesn't mean I don't recognize that they can be just as dangerous as men. Oftentimes, even more so.

      "Where is your brother?" I ask again, and before she can repeat the same sob story she's tried to blubber to me over the past few minutes, I hold up a hand. "And before you think you can get away with lying to me..." I reach into my pocket and withdraw a knife, flicking the little lever against the spine, allowing it to slide out right in front of her face. "Just know that I'm getting quite tired of your attempts to fool me."

      Behind me, the door opens. Leanna's gaze shifts over my shoulder, and I hear a short curse from one of my men. "Sir..." I glance up and turn back. Standing there, in the doorway, is Cara. Her eyes are wide, her lips parted in surprise as she takes in the scene before her.

      A growl slides out of my throat. "Get her out of here," I snap.

      "Wait!" Cara rushes toward me. "I—"

      "You shouldn't be in here," I cut her off, grabbing her arm as she reaches my side. I tug her away from Leanna and glare at one of my men, Devin. "Get. Her. Out. Of. Here." I repeat the words, and he jumps forward. The second his fingers reach out to grip her other arm, however, I stop him. "And make no mistake, if you leave a bruise on her, I'll make you wish for death," I growl out.

      "No, Ace, please," Cara begs. Her eyes fill with tears, and she jerks her gaze back and forth between Leanna and me. "She's my friend."

      I arch a brow. "She's the reason I took you instead of her the first time," I point out.

      "T-That was an accident," she insists. "She had something to do. I was just filling in. She didn’t know. It was your men—" She winces as my hand tightens around her arm in anger. Immediately, I loosen my grip. Her words are a reminder, though. She's right. It was my men who made the mistake. "Ace." Her tone turns softer as she gazes up at me, pleading, hopeful. Does she think I'm a good man? I'm not. "Please," she begs.

      "I can't release her."

      "T-Then let me talk to her," she suddenly says instead. "Maybe I can convince her to tell you what you want to know. You don't have to hurt her."

      I narrow my eyes on Cara's face, trying to search for any sign of deceit. Her eyes are wide open and fixed firmly on me. "You want to help me, Cara?" I ask.

      She nods emphatically. "Yes, please, Ace..." Her hand reaches up and hovers over my chest. "I can help you. I can help her."

      My eyes trail beyond her to Devin. I jerk my chin to the side, and he gets the message. Devin releases her, and then one by one, each of the men in the room file out. Turning so that Cara is facing away from her friend and her attention is solely on me, I flip the knife in my hand closed and reach back, setting it on the desk just behind me. "If you truly want to help me, Cara, then you can't back out of this," I warn her, keeping my voice low. I glance up at Leanna's face. Her brows are furrowed as she stares at the back of Cara's head, but when they shift over to me, and she realizes I'm watching her, she blanches and lowers her gaze to the floor. That won't do.

      "I won't," Cara says.

      Oh, Cara, I think. Sweet, innocent Cara. Since that first night, I've been kind to her. Considerate. Something I've never been with another woman. Maybe after tonight, she'll realize just how deviant I can be, though. A part of me can't wait to find out. I want to pick her apart and see her reaction. Will she falter under the darkness … or will she flourish?

      "Last chance to back out," I warn her.

      Cara pulls back and looks up at me with a frown fixed firmly in place. "I'm not doing it," she snaps. "I'm not backing out."

      For the first time in a long time, tingles of excitement race through me. Something sinister and depraved. "Go close the door," I order her.

      She nods and then hurries toward the door, shutting it, and I feel the edges of my lips twitch as she flips the lock. As if that would keep my men out if they needed to get to me.

      "Come here." I hold out my hand, and with a shuddering breath, Cara moves toward me, her arm lifting. "We're going to show your friend…" I glare at the woman in question, who appears to shrivel under my gaze. Pathetic. Not at all like young, sweet, headstrong Cara. "Exactly what will happen to her if she doesn't talk."

      Cara's hand lands firmly in mine, and I close my fingers over it before she can take it back. "What do you mean?" she asks with a frown. A small, cute little v forms between her brows.

      "You're going to get on your knees," I inform her, "and you're going to suck my cock."

      Her lips pop open, and when she tries to rip her hand from mine, I tighten my hold and use it to pull her closer. "I'm not—" She glances back at her friend before returning her attention to me. Red rushes over her cheeks as she shakes her head. "N-No. I can't do that in front of—"

      "Then she will," I interrupt her.

      "What?" Cara's tone goes cold.

      My smile widens. It hasn't been long, but it seems I'm not the only one with possessive tendencies. "Either you get on your knees and suck my cock," I tell her, keeping my voice low so that Leanna can't hear, "or your friend will. I'd prefer you if that makes you feel any better since you're the reason I'm turned on to begin with." I push myself against her front, letting her belly feel the hard length of my cock through our clothes. "But Leanna's lack of cooperation has me feeling quite irritated right now. I can't promise to be gentle." I stare down at her, reaching up and cupping the back of Cara's head as I tilt her face toward me. "So," I hedge, raising my voice, "what will it be?"

      There's a beat of quiet in the room, and then she nods slightly. No words, but that's fine. I don't need them. Something delicious wicked settles in my soul when I place a bit of pressure on the back of her head, and she begins to move down, going to her knees before me. I pause for a moment to relish the sight of this. Cara’s head tips back, and she looks up at me, eyes narrowed. She’s angry, but that’s okay because I see something else inside that gaze of hers. Curiosity. Heat. Desire. I lean back against the desk as her hands go to the front of my slacks.

      Her fingers shake as she frees me from the confines of my pants, trembling not with distaste but with awareness. The knowledge that we’re not alone. I wonder how she’d tremble if I stripped her bare and fucked her in front of a room full of men. I bet she’d come harder than she ever has in her life.

      I suck in a breath as her hands close over my cock. They're warm, soft, and light. I almost feel sorry for her. I meant what I said. I don't expect to be gentle with her. My eyes shoot up to Leanna whose gaze has returned to the back of Cara's head with a stunned, almost horrified look.

      A warm breath rushes over the head of my cock, and I settle back with a groan as she cups the base. My fingers slip between the strands of her hair. "Open your mouth," I demand.

      Cara's lips part, and I don't hesitate to move forward, shoving my cock between them. Another groan rockets up my chest as the feel of wet heat surrounds my dick. I stroke the side of her head. She moves almost clumsily. She is untried. Inexperienced. That doesn't make it any less enticing. In fact, as I push forward slowly but surely until I reach the back of her throat, it only makes me want to do even more to her than she's ever experienced.

      Both of my hands are on her head as I grip her skull tightly. It's cruel, I know, to do this to her, but I have a point to make. She shouldn’t have interrupted. The women in my world must know their place. I want her to be mine, but this is what being mine entails. I thrust into her waiting mouth roughly, enjoying the choking noises she makes as I push my dick straight toward the back of her throat over and over again. Drool slips from between her lips where they tighten around the base of my cock when I come to rest there, letting her get used to the feel of my shaft on her tongue.

      “Watch your teeth,” I growl when she accidentally slips. Her eyes lift to mine, and I smile, feeling like both a fool and a cruel master. “There’s a good girl,” I tell her as she settles more comfortably, and her lips and tongue are back. “That’s right…” I moan. “Suck it, baby.” I shove more insistently until a hard wall of heated flesh stops me in my tracks.

      Cara's hands push against the front of my thighs, and she gags. The feeling of her throat involuntarily convulsing around my dick is almost enough to make me shoot off right there, but I don't. I pull back, let her have a breath, and then return.

      "Look at me," I command.

      Cara's eyes shoot upward. They're full of tears and fear and … something else. Oh, yes. My sweet girl is just as depraved as I am. She likes this. Knowing that is too much excitement. Using my hold on her head, I yank her off my cock and thrust back in, again and again. Tears fall down her beautiful cheeks and collect with the drool dripping from her chin onto the floor beneath us. I don’t know what it is about a woman’s tears—about Cara’s tears—but the sight makes my heart beat faster, the blood in my veins pumping with extra strength. She gags and chokes on my cock. I've never seen anything so arousing as the stretched fullness of her lips as she tries to take as much of me as she can.

      I can feel it coming. My orgasm racing forward. Almost … al-fucking-most. I pause, shoving my cock all the way back in. Her little fists batter against the front of my legs, but I don't care. I hold myself there, emptying my load down her sweet throat, feeling spurt after spurt shoot right into her belly. Now, she’s marked in a way she won’t forget, and I already can’t wait to do it again.

      When I look up, Leanna is crying and struggling against her restraints. "Please," she begs. "Stop hurting her. I-I'll tell you whatever you want. I'll tell you where my brother is."

      I finish coming down Cara's throat and pull out. As soon as I do, she collapses against the floor, gasping for breath. "No need to tell me anymore, Leanna," I inform her as I tuck myself back into my slacks and lean down to lift Cara into my arms as she struggles to regain her breath. I shoot Leanna a cruel grin. "You'll be telling my subordinates exactly what I want to know."

      I stride toward the door, flip the lock and then move out into the hall where the others are waiting. "She's ready to talk," I say as Cara turns her face into my chest, hiding her bruised lips and red cheeks as she circles her arms around my neck. "Gather what information we need and go find him. Don't report back to me until you have David in custody."

      With that, I turn and walk away, taking my prize with me.
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      I shouldn’t have enjoyed that. My core shouldn’t be pulsing with desire. Something has to be wrong with me. Still, I do nothing to stop what’s happening. Even with how wrong it was for him to make me suck him off in front of Leanna, it still turned me on.

      Ace takes me into his arms, cradling me against his chest while he walks into the house and up the stairs. Each step is deafening, and I shiver with anticipation.

      When we reach the bedroom, he lays me down on the huge king-sized bed, like I’m a sacrificial lamb and he is the butcher. Immediately, he starts to undress, tossing his clothing to the floor.

      It’s completely dark in the room except for the high-hanging full moon that beams through the huge floor-to-ceiling windows. I can make out his chiseled body, each etched muscle of his six-pack, that leads down to a well-defined V. He looks like he walked off the cover of a sports magazine, and I wipe at my mouth, afraid I might be drooling.

      The shadows creep onto his face, and his gaze darkens while his jaw clenched tight, almost like he’s trying to keep himself locked up tight. The air around us grows heated when he flicks the button on his slacks and shoves them down his muscled thighs.

      Stupidly, my core tightens, and I can feel the arousal I have for him against my thighs. I hate that I’m still dressed and sit up to start undressing. It’s then he leans into me, and his manly scent and monstrous body are all I can see and feel. He drags his knuckles down my cheek, and I nuzzle against his touch like a kitten.

      Lips against my ear, he whispers, “I would tell you I’m sorry, but we both know that it would be a lie.” The words drag across my skin, electrifying every pore. I inhale sharply.

      His hand moves lower, sliding down over my shirt. The same knuckles that grazed my cheek now graze my hard nipple. I don’t say anything; I can’t. “With me, you’ll never have to lie about what you like. We both know you enjoyed sucking my cock and swallowing my cum. So much that I bet you want to do it again, don’t you, dirty girl?”

      I’d speak if I could, but the only sound I’m capable of making is a whimper. Ace smiles mischievously as he leans in and presses his lips to mine. Our kiss starts slow, tender, and over a matter of seconds, becomes searing hot. I’m burning with need for this man, but if I’m not careful, it won’t just be my body that gets scorched. It’ll be my heart too.

      Ace buries one hand in my hair and starts pulling at my clothes with the other. My own hands roam over his muscled body, mapping out each crevice and slope as I start tugging at his clothes as well. Together, we manage to get my dress and bra off, our kiss never breaking.

      When Ace pulls away, we’re both panting with need, and I feel like I might die if he doesn’t fuck me.

      “I want you. I know I shouldn’t, that you’re bad for me, but I want you. I want you so bad it hurts,” I finally confess, and it feels like I’m committing the gravest of sins to even speak it aloud. Yet at the same time, it’s freeing. It’s finally out there. The truth.

      “Fuck, don’t tell me that.” Ace groans. “I’m trying my best to go slow for you, but if you don’t shut your pretty little mouth, I won’t be responsible for what happens next.”

      A zing of pleasure courses across my skin at his warning. I don’t want him to go slow. I don’t need it. I step back, feeling his eyes following my every movement. My knees hit the bed, and I fall back against the mattress. My breasts bounce with the sharp drop, and his gaze falls to the hard peaks. I like that he seems to want me so much, but I need him to focus somewhere else. My chest rises and falls as I suck in breath after breath, gathering the courage I need to do what I’m about to. Then before I can think of a way to stop this whole charade, I spread my legs and lift my hips, cupping my hands beneath my thighs as I lift my eyes to his.

      “Please,” I half whisper, half groan.

      There’s a glint in his eyes, and like a wild, starving creature, Ace takes the invitation. He comes down over the top of me, spreading me even wider with his hips as he boxes me in, his forehead pressed against mine. Our gazes collide as I feel the featherlight touch of his fingers against my cotton-covered center.

      “What a bad girl,” he whispers roughly. “You’ve made a mess of your panties.”

      I whimper in response.

      “You’re so wet for me,” he continues. The rough pad of his finger grazes my clit, and I lift my hips, beckoning him forward. “So fucking wet, my sweet little kitten.”

      “Please,” I gasp once more, repeating my earlier plea. I release my legs and reach up, sinking my nails into his ribs, urging him forward.

      “So needy.” He chuckles before pulling away. A small, defeated sigh passes my lips, thinking he’s just teasing me once more, and then I feel his hands on my hips, slipping into the waistband of my panties. A gasp escapes as he drags the fabric down my legs, and instead of tossing them to the ground like I would expect him to, he brings the center of my panties, right where I can clearly see a wet spot, to his nose and inhales deeply, like he’s trying to breathe me in.

      It’s strangely erotic, and it only intensifies my desire for him.

      “Ace,” I moan. “I need you…” Why isn’t he taking me? I’ve shown him I want him. I don’t want to wait any longer.

      With a rough growl of arousal, Ace tosses the panties to the floor and pins me to the bed in one swift move. One hand slips between my legs, and the other cups me by the cheek, forcing me to face him.

      “I want to see your face when you come on my hand,” he says. “Watch that pretty mouth as your lips part, and you sigh my name.”

      “Yes.” I whimper as he spears me with two fingers and presses his thumb against my clit. There is only a brief twinge of pain as he stretches me, but it soon fades away when he starts to pump in and out of me.

      A delicious warmth builds low in my belly, and he spreads me wider with one knee while he strokes me faster, taking me higher and higher.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful … and your pussy is going to take my cock perfectly. Squeeze it tight like a vise. When you come on my cock, you’re going to stain me with your cream. You want that, don’t you, pretty girl? You want to come all over my cock and then let me come all over you, inside you until you’re fucking dripping with me, kitten.”

      His dirty talk is my undoing. My entire body trembles, and my muscles clench around his fingers.

      “Fuck, Cara, that’s it. Good girl. Come for me.” Ace groans against my lips.

      I uncoil from the inside out, my chest heaves, and like a supernova star, I explode. Back bowing off the bed, I press my head back into the pillow and let the waves of pleasure take me under. Ace growls as I convulse around his fingers, making it hard for him to continue to move inside me.

      I’m floating back down to earth when he pulls away, and I lift my head to look at him. I watch as he places those fingers that were just inside me in his mouth. His eyes close, and when he opens his eyes again, all I see is hunger.

      “I don’t know that I can be gentle with you,” he growls while shoving his boxers down his legs. I don’t need gentle, and I open my mouth to tell him that, but then his cock grabs my attention. Thick and veiny, it stands tall, robbing me of thought. Ace crawls over me, blanketing me with his body, and when his lips touch mine, the world around us fades away.

      Nothing else matters then. We’re just two people coming together, becoming one. Hiking my leg up around his hip, Ace moves between my legs. His cock nudges against my pussy, and I gasp into his mouth.

      “Mine,” he growls, sinking his teeth into my bottom lip.

      “Take me,” I beg. Ace releases my lip and smiles as he slips a hand between our bodies and lines himself up with my entrance.

      “There’s no going back now, kitten.” The words rumble out of his chest, and he surges his hips forward, impaling me in one single stroke with his cock. I dig my nails into his chest, using his body as an anchor to keep myself in place. I’ve never felt so full, so secure. He pauses for a moment, giving me time to adjust.

      With bared teeth, he looks down at me. “I knew you would feel this fucking good. I knew it, and now I’m never going to want to let you go.”

      I don’t get the chance to ask him to elaborate on that statement. My thoughts become hazy after that.

      He pulls almost completely out of me, leaving the crown of his cock inside, before he pistons his hips forward again. His grip on me tightens as he holds me in place, fucking me with hard, punishing strokes, his length touching every nerve ending in my channel. I can feel him so deep, and there is no high that compares to what this man is doing to me.

      “Fuck,” Ace curses as he buries his head in the crook of my neck. He sucks on the tender flesh there, stirring the embers of red-hot pleasure.

      “Oh god! I think I’m…”

      “Not yet,” he orders.

      As soon as the words leave my mouth, he pulls away, leaving me cold. “No!” I gasp, crying out. Bewildered and confused, I don’t even realize what is happening until he grabs me, flips me over, and lifts my hips.

      There is a moment of clarity that encompasses my mind before he slams back inside me.

      “You make me lose control, make me want things I can’t have…” He pounds into me. “This pussy is mine,” he growls. “Say it.” I nearly crumple beneath his strokes, my arms shaking with the intensity. I bury my face into the sheets and pillows.

      His fingers spear through my hair, and he cranes my neck back. “I said. Fucking. Say. It.” Each word is punctuated by a thrust that drives me closer and closer to madness. “Tell me who this pussy belongs to.”

      “You!” I scream, and he rewards me by capturing my mouth with his. He’s bent me to his will, and I know I’ll never be the same after tonight. The slap of his balls against my clit is my undoing, and the orgasm rockets through me.

      I dig my fingers into the sheets to keep myself in place, and the pleasure heightens as he continues to fuck me.

      “Ace…” I scream his name as another wave of pleasure pulls me under. His hold on my hair tightens, my scalp burns, and his grip on my hip becomes bruising.

      “Tell me you want me to come inside you…”

      “Oh god, yes! Fill me with your cum. Come inside me.” I gasp, pushing back against him, not even realizing what I’m asking for.

      “Yes!” He hisses through his teeth, and then I feel it. His hot release spills inside me as his cock pulses.

      Ace stops moving, holding himself deep in my channel, almost as if he’s trying to prevent any of his cum from leaking out.

      I collapse against the mattress completely spent, my muscles aching in a delicious way, just like they used to after I spent hours dancing. Ace slowly pulls out of me, and I let out a low whimper at the loss of him.

      The mattress dips as he drops down on the other side of me, and for a second, I think this is where the night ends. Everything comes barreling back into my mind. Do I get up and pull my clothes on and leave? Or do I stay? Oh god, we didn’t use a condom either.

      “Ace, we didn’t… You came inside me…” I can feel the blush in my cheeks.

      “I know. You told me to.” He sighs.

      “What if… what if I get pregnant?” My stomach knots anxiously.

      “Then you do. We will deal with it if it happens.”

      Deal with it? Ace pulls me to his side and wraps one of his arms around me. I’m still afraid of what may happen tomorrow, but I nuzzle against his chest. His steady heartbeat hammers against my palm as I place it on his chest.

      “Sleep, beautiful…I won’t let anything happen to you,” he says as he places a kiss on my forehead.

      I know I shouldn’t trust him, but I do. I let my eyes fall shut, and the rhythm of his breathing lulls me to sleep.
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      I wake with Cara still in my arms. She moves like a sleepy kitten seeking warmth, nuzzling her face into my chest as she cuddles closer. I just take a moment to stare at the end of her nose with its little upward tilt and the full, roundness of her cheeks. I brush a hand lightly over her hair from where it falls in tangled waves down to her shoulders. My fingers get snagged in the locks, and for a moment, I don’t try to pull them free. They’re soft and warm, and the feel of her hair on my skin makes me want to bury myself inside her once more.

      I've never felt this way about a woman before. She is like sunshine and desire all wrapped in one addictive package. The way she'd danced at the restaurant. The movement of her limbs once the rhythm of the music had taken over. It made me want her. It made me crave her in a way I never craved anything before.

      My pretty little dancer.

      Perhaps I shouldn't desire her the way that I do. It isn’t necessarily ideal for either of us. She’s a civilian and far too innocent to understand the life that I live. The life that I cannot leave. I shift away from her, sliding my arm out from beneath her head, and gently slide a pillow into its place. She hardly makes a sound, and she definitely doesn't wake. I sit there and stare at her for a moment more, wondering what it'd be like if I could have her and my family.

      Unfortunately, a moment later, my cell goes off. A quick look reminds me there's business to take care of, and my brothers have already started without me. Knox—the craziest one out of my brothers—sent me a selfie with blood splatter on the right side of his face. He is grinning and giving me a thumbs-up like he is having the best time of his life.

      I make quick work of a shower and stop off in my closet to don a three-piece suit. One press of a button on the wall brings down my weapons. I slide two into the shoulder holsters beneath my jacket before buttoning up and then a third, smaller handgun against my ankle. I am a man who must always be ready for war. Cara doesn't understand the bloody streets she walks in.

      My feet slow as I pause in the doorway and turn to look back at her one last time. With her hair barely peeking out from the covers, she looks so much younger than she actually is. It almost makes me feel like a pervert. After last night, though, I know the truth. I am a pervert and a nasty one at that. I have a business to run, and if she stays, she'd always be in danger.

      I consider my options.

      What could I do to keep her? Is it even feasible? My brothers have made it work, but they aren't always in the direct line of fire that I am. I am the head of the Hale family. If someone were to attempt to take us out, they would begin with me... and my wife.

      Cara groans from the bed, stretching as she comes slowly to the waking world. She even stretches like a kitten, all long limbs and arched back. The sheet slips down, revealing the smooth, creamy expanse of her skin and her pink-tipped breasts. Despite the exhaustive efforts of the night before, my cock hardens inside my slacks.

      When she spots me from across the room, her lips curve into a sleepy smile. "Hey," she says with a sigh. "What are you doing over there?" She pats the bed at her side, an indication that she wants me to return, but I can't. It's time. I want to keep this woman, but I am not my brothers. Things are different for me, and she needs to understand what she could be getting into if she stays. She needs to realize what kind of man she's taken to her bed.

      "Get up," I say. "And get dressed." I cross my arms over my chest and nod toward the chair to the side of the bed. "There are clothes there for you."

      She blinks at what I can only guess is the frigidness in my tone. "Is everything okay?" she asks, reaching for the sheet as she pulls it back up to cover her chest. It's a sorry sight to see taken away, but it does clear my mind a bit.

      "Just get dressed. I'll wait in the hall," I say as I turn the knob and step out of the room, closing the door behind me. I check my messages again and see several more from a few of the others, including Devin and John. Several minutes go by, and the door behind me opens. Cara pokes her head out into the hall as I look back. "Let's go," I order.

      "Go?" She slips from the room, looking even more innocent dressed in the white blouse and tan shorts she's wearing than she had naked in my bed. "Where are we going?" she asks again.

      Instead of answering, though, I turn away and start off. "This way," I call behind me. The sound of her footsteps on the carpet behind me lets me know she's following.

      "Ace?" Cara's voice sounds a bit tremulous. Unsure. She should be. I may crave her and her body, but I am not a man who would keep a woman who can't handle the truth. My doubt in her grows with each passing step. "You're acting strange," she accuses. Maybe I am, but the coldness is purposeful. The night with her was far too short, over long before it should've been. One night. It's likely all I'll ever get. I can't keep her and be the head of the Hale family if she's too weak.

      She'll choose to run, I suspect. I wonder if I can bear to let her go.

      I hear the grunts of pain and the sounds of fists hitting flesh before we even open the door we stop in front of. I glance back once, but Cara's eyes are on the wooden surface of that door, her eyes wide as she pinches her thumb and forefinger together and presses it against her lower lip in uncertainty. Her eyes lift to my face.

      "Are you ready?" I chance to ask.

      She shakes her head. "I don't understand," she confesses. "Ready for what?"

      I reach for the door, turn the knob, and push it inward. The sounds of beating grow louder. Cara gasps as she peers inside. I reach out and grip her arm when she moves to take a step back and pull her in after me. "W-What are they doing?" she demands, her head turning to me and then back to the sight before us.

      David is tied to a chair in the middle of the room, his face already half pulverized. A large purple knot is already forming against one side of his forehead, and his lower lip juts out as he drools blood and spittle into his own lap. Below the knot, his eye is so swollen, it's become nothing more than a black-and-blue slit. His nose is twisted to the side with dried blood caked beneath his nostrils, and every time he breathes, he wheezes.

      Broken fingers. Broken nose. Likely a few fractured, if not also broken, ribs. If anything, he's getting off easy. Knox is circling David like a bear on a hunt ready to strike again. Myles and Cash are leaning against the wall as if they are already bored with this, although their interest seems to perk up when they take in Cara next to me.

      "This is what happens when a man indebted to me runs from his responsibilities, Cara," I inform her. I turn and meet her gaze. "This is the kind of man I am."

      She shakes her head. "No..." she says, but in her eyes, I see that she recognizes the truth. And as expected, there's horror there. No, I hadn't hurt her friend last night, but that was because I finally got the information I wanted. Had my plan failed and Leanna still refused to give up her brother, I would've done far worse than merely kidnap her and hold her captive.

      "Yes," I state, looking Cara right in her eyes. "If you can't handle this..." I gesture toward David before turning back to her and stepping in front of her, cutting off the sight. I can feel my brothers' eyes on the back of my skull, sense their curiosity. I step forward as Cara backs up. A push and retreat. Until her spine hits the doorframe, and she has no other option but to look up at me and see the truth. "If you can't handle this," I repeat, lowering my voice in a whisper, "then perhaps you should run now... before I ensure you can't get away."

      Cara's chest heaves beneath her shirt. Was it just last night that she was open to me? Carefree. Trusting. That fantasy has been shattered now. Her eyes hold fear and confusion. I wait for her reaction, and in another second, she gives it to me. Cara pushes me back with two hands, turns, and flees from the room, leaving me with a crater-sized hole in my chest and a bitter taste on the back of my tongue.
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      The days pass slowly, agonizingly so. Even when I try my best to get back into things—to forget the past few days, to forget him—I can’t seem to get it right. I get the results from one of the tests I took the other day, and as it turns out, I failed. Things get worse from there when I end up running into another girl outside the dorm, causing the coffee in my hands to spill over the rim of the cup and down the front of my white button-up shirt, drenching me.

      I hiss as the heat cuts through the thin fabric quickly, and it starts to stick to my skin. “Fuck!” Jerking around, I stumble over my feet as I turn in a circle seeking some napkins or something to mop up the mess I’ve now made. I groan when I see that the container that would hold said napkins is empty, but when I turn back to ask for some, another person has moved up and is chatting up the oblivious barista. It’s useless.

      I toss the now empty cup of coffee in the trash and head for the door, pushing out onto the campus sidewalk. Covering my chest with crossed arms, I take off at a run across the street, cutting down a path that leads to my dorm.

      Thankfully, just as I’m running up, another girl is leaving, and she holds the door open for me. I call back my appreciation as I hurry through the building until I reach my door. My keys jingle in my pocket, and I adjust swiftly, reaching down and sliding them out as I quickly unlock my door and burst inside, ripping my soaked shirt off as I go.

      With a grimace, I toss the now ruined shirt into the laundry hamper and then grab a towel to wipe myself off before hunting for a new outfit.

      My frustration mounts when I can’t find the T-shirt I’m looking for. I squeeze my eyes shut and force myself to take a few calming breaths. Ever since I ran from Ace, it seems everything is falling apart.

      Worse than that, I miss him. I miss him more than I thought I would and definitely more than I know I should. Ace isn’t the type of man who loves. He’s the type of man who takes and uses. My hand lands on a soft, cotton shirt, my fingers sinking into the fabric. I don’t pull it off the hanger yet, not while my mind is rioting with thoughts and emotions.

      Why do I miss him? It’s stupid. He doesn’t care about me. If he did, he wouldn’t have let me run. I’m not dumb enough to be that clueless. If Ace wanted me there, then I would’ve had no escape. I would’ve been his captive. Right now, I wish he’d chosen that path. Then I wouldn’t be standing here, alone, thinking about him. Remembering the time I spent with him.

      Ace is a man who gets what he wants, and even if he hasn’t said it, his absence tells me that what he wanted … wasn’t me. Tears well in my eyes, and I blink them away, gripping the shirt in my hand tighter as I yank it from its hanger and pull it on over my head.

      You’re stupid, Cara, to want a man like him. Yet even though I know the type of man he is, the thought of him still makes my chest ache.

      Inhaling sharply, I push the thoughts of Ace and that night three days ago away and slam my closet door shut. What we shared was amazing, but it will never happen again. The vibration of my phone in my pocket drags me back to the present, and I pull the device out. As soon as I see the time, I don’t bother to check the message and shove it back into my pocket in a frenzy.

      “Shit! Shit! Shit!” I dash across the room, grabbing up the bag I’d dropped by the door as well as my keys. I’m going to be fucking late to work.

      I race out of the dorm, passing through the doors in a hurry and nearly slamming into another student coming in.

      “Sorry!” I call over my shoulder, but I don’t slow my speed as I sprint down the sidewalk.

      It’s only a few blocks, but each second that passes makes me sweat harder. My legs pump behind me, and my heart hammers in my chest as I push myself to go faster. I must’ve stood in my dorm thinking about Ace longer than I thought. I swore I had another thirty minutes before I had to be at work.

      By the time I reach the diner, I’m a trembling, sweaty mess. I slow my step to a light jog when the sign comes into view, and I cut through the parking lot, stopping only once I’ve reached the front door. I pull it open and walk inside, finding Mark—my boss—standing behind the counter. I freeze. Not only am I late but I’m late on the day the boss is here.

      Good job, Cara!

      I suck in a breath and start on my apology. “I’m so sorry that I’m late...” I blurt, quickly walking toward him, but all he does is shake his head. He’s older, about sixty with salt-and-pepper-colored hair and stern features. Being punctual is his biggest pet peeve, and I’ve basically put an X on my back by being late.

      “Come back to my office, and we can discuss this,” Mark says firmly, turning and striding back down the side hallway that leads to the dingy storage closet that houses dry inventory as well as his office—which is nearly the same size as the closet. I blow out a breath and feel my shoulders sink as I pass by a few coworkers and follow him in the same direction.

      I swallow down my frustration and turn my eyes to the floor. We’ve barely stepped foot inside his office when my heart sinks into my stomach. The way he’s looking at me tells me he’s about to turn my world upside down, and the tinge of guilt in his eyes confirms what I already know.

      “I’m sorry, Cara, but we have to let you go.”

      The panic inside me refuses to stay in place. “Let me go? I’m…” I don’t know what I can say or do to make this better. “Over being late? I’m never late—not usually, not until today,” I insist. “Please, I promise I’ll be more aware in the future. I’ll stay late if you need me to. I’ll do the other girls’ side work. I’ll pick up extra hours or do doubles if you—”

      “It’s not just you being late today,” he cuts me off. “And it’s not just you.” Mark looks away. “We have to let a few others go as well. There’ve been some … cutbacks.”

      Cutbacks? At a diner? Geez. The economy isn’t that bad. Mark frowns, the lines in his forehead deepening. I blow out a breath. At least he’s not being smug about this or cruel. No, I can tell he doesn’t really want to let me go, though it still doesn’t change the fact that I’m now jobless.

      I sigh and reach up to scrub a hand down my face. My eyes burn with unshed tears, tears of frustration. “Okay,” I say. What else can I say?

      “I’m sorry, Cara,” Mark apologizes.

      Yeah, me too. Instead of voicing that, however, I just shake my head and turn for the door. I’ll need to find another job, find another way to make ends meet. Book payments are due soon, and tuition as well. “Guess I’ll see you later, Mark,” I call back. Maybe. I don’t even care that my voice is less than respectful. Yeah, it’s not his fault, but I just ran all the way here to get fired, and my irritation is through the roof. I could scream.

      I head back toward the front of the building, and as I pass the counter and head for the front double doors, I run headfirst into another person. Preparing to apologize, I lift my gaze from the floor and find Leanna standing there. I blink in surprise.

      She gives me a smile that doesn’t meet her eyes. An awkward air surrounds us, and I’m half tempted to run out of the diner and back to my dorm room. Today is complete shit, and now I’m faced with a reminder of the man I ran from three nights ago.

      She shuffles on her feet but doesn’t move to allow me through. I wait, expectantly.

      “My brother’s in the hospital,” she tells me. I frown. “He’ll live, thankfully, but it’s going to be a while before he gets released. The doctors said he’s lucky to be alive.”

      I wait a moment and then nod with a stilted movement. “Good, I’m glad.” The words leave my lips, but I don’t really feel them. Am I glad that he’s alive? No? Yes? I don’t know if I care anymore. Leanna was the one I was worried about, and I guess, when it comes down to it, I’m happy she’s not going to lose someone she obviously cares about even if maybe he’s not a good person. After all, he did sell her to get rid of his debt.

      She shrugs. “It’s okay. I’m just glad he’s not dead. I don’t know what I would do if I ever lost him.” Her response is more proof as to why I shouldn’t be missing Ace. He’s the reason someone is in the hospital, and I have no more illusions about him. Had he truly wanted, Leanna’s brother wouldn’t be in the hospital—he’d be dead.

      I shake my head against the unwanted Ace thoughts. He doesn’t deserve a spot in my mind or heart, but I can’t help myself, which makes me feel ten times worse.

      “Well, I’m glad he’s okay… I’ll see you around.” I inch toward the door.

      “It was nice seeing you again, Cara.” She smiles and continues her walk inside. At least she still has a job, unlike me. Worry festers in my gut. Without a job, I’ll have to figure out how I will pay for books and tuition for the next semester.

      For the entire walk back to campus, I’m riddled with worry. The thought of dropping out makes me sick, but if I can’t pay to go to school, then I don’t have any other option. It’s not like they’ll let me stay here. I kick at the pavement and nearly trip over my feet.

      It doesn’t hit me until I’ve reached the dorm and I’m crawling back under the bedsheets to cry myself to sleep that I remember I put some money into a savings account a while ago.

      I toss my covers back and grab my phone off the nightstand. It takes forever for the screen to load as I log into my bank account. My heart does a little somersault when I see the balance. Relief floods me. It’s enough to cover the expense of my books, but if I spend it, I won’t be eating for … who knows how long. Until I get another job maybe?

      The relief curbs and disperses. Instead, the fear and anxiety of the day presses down on me, and I toss my phone back onto the nightstand and fall back onto the bed.

      I can’t do this tonight. Can’t choose between food and school. Maybe tomorrow will be a better day, or maybe it won’t. I close my eyes and pretend my life is normal, like I have no worries at all, and eventually, either from pure exhaustion or just sadness, I fall asleep.
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      When I wake up the next morning, there's a moment of panic that I'm late for my job until I remember … I don't have one anymore. With a groan, I slap my phone back down on my nightstand and roll over, reaching down and tugging up the covers over my head.

      No job equals no money. I have no time to be thinking about Ace or the recent events that have happened to me. I contemplate my next move all morning. I browse the local listings from my cell and even save a few nearby jobs I hope to contact. Why do employers never want to list the actual wages?

      Finally, the sun rises into the sky, and the clock ticks past noon. It's time to stop fucking around. I sit up and clamber out of bed, moving across the room as I shed my pajamas. I quickly grab what I need for a shower and head out into the hall. When I return, I drop the caddy down to the bottom of my closet and get dressed for the day.

      The first thing I need to do is see how bad the damage is. I stand in my dorm room, facing the window with my phone clutched in my hands. To do that, I need to call the bookstore. If worst comes to worst...maybe I can get used books? A payment plan? I wonder if they do those. I resolve to ask as I type in the number and put the cell to my ear.

      The phone rings three times, and my grip on it tightens while I wait.

      “Hello, North Woods University bookstore.”

      “H-Hi," I stutter out. "Um, can you please tell me the total charge for my books for next semester?”

      “Sure. I’ll just need your full name and student ID number.”

      I rattle off my information to the man on the phone and wait with bated breath. A few seconds later, he says, “It looks like your book expenses were paid in full for the next two semesters.”

      A record scratches in my head. "I'm sorry...what?"

      "Your book expenses have been covered for the next year," he says, rephrasing the words as if he's sure I couldn't understand it the way he said it the first time. It's not that I couldn't understand, it's that … I don't … it's just … how?

      My lips part, and I try to think of what to say, but all I can say is, "Paid? In full?” I try not to sound as shocked as I feel. "Are you sure?" Maybe he typed in the student ID number wrong, so I rattle it off again. “That’s my student number. Are you sure that’s the one you’re seeing on your screen? The one with the”—dare I say it—"paid expenses?”

      He chuckles. “Yes, that is the correct number,” he answers. “Is there anything else you wanted, ma'am?” I shake my head, only to realize he can’t see me.

      “Uh, no, no, thank you.” I hang up the phone. The worry that I'd been feeling earlier is now a distant memory. Instead, it's edging away in the light of new emotions. There's really only one explanation.

      Ace. It has to have been him.

      My eyes jump across the room to my computer. I have to find out if he's done anything else. I practically leap across the space to where my laptop sits at the end of my twin-sized mattress. I quickly log in to my tuition account to check the monthly statement, tapping my fingers against the side of the computer as it takes several minutes to load. Stupid cheap Wi-Fi.

      Once the screen fully loads, my eyes bulge and my mouth drops open once more. It's paid. All of it, the entire year. All those zeroes I'd been worried about before have narrowed to one. One single zero—as in, there's nothing left of this semester or next to pay for.

      I don't have to pay for books or tuition for a whole twelve months. The money in my savings account can stay where it is, and I don’t have to find another place to go. Hell, I can even take my time looking for a new job.

      The heavy weight that I didn't realize had been sitting on my chest disappears completely, and for the first time in a long while, I feel like I can breathe again. Tears spill from my eyes and trail down the apples of my cheeks. I’ve never felt two conflicting emotions so badly before. Damn him, I think. And also...fucking bless him.

      Why would he do this when he let me go? I ask myself. What is he trying to do? What is he saying? Is he...did he want to make sure I was taken care of even if I left? Why would he do that?

      The answer is there. I know it is.

      I wipe away the tears with the back of my hand and shove off the bed. I know what I have to do, even if I don’t want to.

      I’m going to confront him and ask him why he did it. Ask him why he even cares when he told me to run? To leave? It takes all of five seconds to order an Uber, and by the time I get downstairs, the driver is waiting for me.

      It’s only a short drive to the industrial park. Ace’s office is located in a seedy-looking building just past the railroad tracks. The car rolls to a stop in front of it. The lady driving the car turns around and gives me a concerned look.

      “Are you sure you want me to drop you off here?”

      I stare up at the building. "Yes, I’m sure. Thanks for the ride,” I toss over my shoulder as I climb out of the car.

      If Ace thought he could tell me to run, and then still be a part of my life and pay for things he had no business paying for, he had another thing coming.
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      The days without Cara have been hell. I’m not the type to dwell on things I cannot fix. I told her to run, and I meant it. She’s not cut for this life, so sweet, innocent, and perfect. To pull her deeper into my dark web would be selfish.

      That doesn’t mean I don’t want to… or it certainly doesn't make what I’m feeling any less miserable. I’ve spent hours watching her from afar, wanting to go to her but knowing I couldn’t. I knew that eventually the distance would stop hurting, and I’d forget she ever came into my life. The keyword being eventually. For now, I was stuck in a never-ending cycle of gloom.

      A knock on the door interrupts my thoughts, and I drag my attention toward it. Whoever is interrupting me better be ready for my shit-ass mood.

      “Someone better be…” The words cut off as she steps into the room. Cara, my angel. Every muscle and fiber in my body urges me to go to her. To be this close to her, to be able to touch her. I’ve dreamed of this moment for days, and now I’m unmoving, my feet cemented into the floor.

      I was certain I would never see her again, my warning clear, yet she stands before me like a beacon of light in the dark tunnel called my life. One thing’s certain—I should be pissed at her. I should be punishing her, proving to her why she was never to return, but I’m not.

      Instead, I’m trapped in a trance, staring at her as though she could disappear at any moment. A voice echoes through my mind: mine. She is mine, in every single way, but I can’t keep her without dulling her light.

      I stare at her thoroughly, drinking her in as if it’s my last time seeing her. Of course she hasn’t changed at all, so why would she? I saw her just a few days ago, yet that seems like a lifetime ago. Her clothes hug her soft curves perfectly, her brown hair falls in gentle waves off her shoulder, and I imagine running my fingers through it while I devour her pink lips, nibbling and sucking on them while she holds me tight to her body, begging me to take her. Fuck me, my cock hardens to steel in my slacks at the thought.

      It takes me a moment to reach her face, my gaze sweeping slowly over her body. One look at her delicate features, and I can tell she’s pissed, her nose wrinkled, her eyebrows pointed down, making it appear that she has a permanent scowl on her face.

      “I doubt you have any idea what you’ve done by showing up here.”

      “I don’t care what I’ve done, and I’m not scared of you, Ace. I came here because I want you to take the money back. I don’t need your help, and I definitely don’t want your money.”

      I had almost forgotten about the tuition money and dorm room. I paid for it because we had a deal, but more than that, I wanted to make sure that even if I wasn’t in the picture, she was taken care of, and removing those payments would make it certain she could get by on her own. Apparently, I hadn’t thought my decision all the way through because here she was, angry and sexy as hell, making it painfully obvious I made the wrong choice about letting her go.

      “We had a deal.”

      “We didn’t agree on what you did. Paying for all my schooling and room and board.” She shakes her head, the movement causing pieces of hair to fly into her face. “No… I refuse to be a charity case to you.” She crosses the room, and the temperature spikes at the closeness of her body.

      One touch and I’ll never be able to let her go again. Am I man enough to accept that? That I’ll be tainting my innocent angel?

      “Are you listening to me, Ace?” She growls, but the look in her eyes doesn’t match her voice, and I can tell from the heavy rise and fall of her chest that she, too, is affected by my presence. “You have to take the money back. Reverse whatever you’ve done. I don’t want it.” Her voice is low, pleading. Too bad she’s not going to be getting her wish.

      I take a step forward, eating the minimal space between us. “The only thing I’m going to reverse is not realizing you were mine sooner. These past couple of weeks have been hell, and I’m sorry it took so long for me to realize you’re stronger than you appear. All this time, I was worried I would dull your light when I didn’t need to be.”

      Cara’s lips part, and I lean into her, letting her sweet scent fill my lungs. “The money stays where it is. The only thing I’m taking back is you,” I hiss through my teeth, and like a man starved for air, water, and food, I gently grab her face and pull her toward me.

      Fire roars in my veins as soon as our lips touch, my hunger for her only growing as I devour her while she holds me, sinking her tiny nails deep into my flesh, telling me without words that she too doesn’t want to let me go.

      Forcing myself to pull away, I brush a few strands of hair from her face and stare into hers. “I can’t change the man I am or the things I’ve done, but I also can’t change that I love you.”

      Tears form in Cara’s green eyes, and I don’t wait for her response. I need her, right here, right now.

      Like two teenagers, we peel each other's clothes off. I’m not worried about my men coming into the office. They know better than to enter without knocking. Naked, we make our way to the couch, and I pull away to admire Cara’s sweet body. Her full tits and shaved pussy beckon me forward, and I take one of her breasts into my hand, rolling the hardened nipple between two fingers.

      So responsive and perfect. She was made for me in every single way.

      “Tell me you want me. That you need me as much as I need you.”

      “I need you, Ace. I want you, and I love you.” As soon as she says I love you, I’m crumpling. Using my hands, I spread her thighs and guide my cock to her wet pussy. I wish I was strong enough to savor this moment and ease inside her, enjoying each pleasurable inch, but I’m starved for her.

      Unable to control myself, I shift my hips all the way forward, slamming deep inside her. She lets out a whimper, and I stare down into her eyes, willing myself the strength to slow down.

      “I’m sorry, Cara. I need you, baby… I need you so bad it fucking hurts. My cock aches to feel you squeezing me until I can’t hold myself back anymore and explode inside you.”

      She nods her head and smiles almost teasingly, “Fuck me, Ace. Show me how much you’ve missed me.”

      My brain short-circuits, my thoughts becoming hazy as I do exactly what Cara asked me to. Using my body, I show her how much I missed her with each tentative stroke of my cock. I worship her, sucking on her tits and bringing her to orgasm again and again before emptying myself inside her.

      Cara stares deep into my eyes, our foreheads pressed together while sweat drips off our bodies. Euphoric pleasure surrounds us, and I hold her tighter to my body as my cock becomes flaccid inside her.

      “I love you, Ace, and I know I shouldn’t because you aren’t a good man, and you’ve done terrible things, but I do. And I’m not sure what that says about me or who it makes me as a person—” I cut her off before she can say anything else.

      “It makes you mine, Cara. Mine.” I growl the last word and seal it with a kiss against her lips, knowing that things will never be better than this. I’ve found my forever, even if it's with a woman I don’t entirely deserve. That just means I’ll spend the rest of my days proving myself to her.
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      Ace has a huge family, which I didn’t know until a couple of months ago when I met his brothers and their girlfriends. Maddie, Archer's girlfriend, passes me the potatoes, and I scoop some onto my plate. She gives me a smile that makes me feel so grateful to be surrounded by family. Especially after having no one for such a long time.

      Across from me sits the twins and their girlfriend, Payton. At first, I wondered how a relationship like that could possibly work, especially with two alpha men, but somehow, that girl is the one and only thing that they’ll even remotely consider sharing.

      Knox sits on the other side of the twins with his girlfriend, Aria. She’s quiet and shy but fits well with the brooding and intense Knox. Ace tells me he’s the most volatile of all his brothers but never explained how.

      “The house looks beautiful, Cara,” Myles, Ace’s other brother, says as I reach for the plate of steaks. “I love that you changed out all the dark manly features for something a little different.”

      Beside me, Ace rolls his eyes, and I let out a little laugh. Not long after Ace moved me in, I decided to do a little redecorating.

      “Thank you. I didn’t want to change it too much but add a little dash that showed a woman lived here.”

      Wrapping a protective arm around my shoulder, he pulled me closer to his side. “And you’ll always live here. What is mine is yours,” he whispers into the shell of my ear, sending shivers down my spine.

      “Also, the food is like, fucking awesome!” Archer announces, grinning at me as he shovels a spoonful of my scalloped corn casserole into his mouth.

      “Yeah, thank god we each have a woman of our own. Whenever we had dinner all together before, it was either frozen pizza or takeout. None of us can cook worth a shit.” Cash laughs, and everyone bursts out into laughter.

      We all pile food onto our plates, and the men discuss work stuff and the dance studio, which they’re doing an expansion on.

      My stomach does a little somersault once everyone is finished eating. That means it’s time to unveil our secret.

      Ace scoots his chair back and moves to stand before his family, our family.

      “We have a special announcement to make. While I know we’re expanding the dance studio, Cara and I decided we wanted to expand the Hale name as well.”

      “Oh, my god!” Maddie squeals from across the table, her eyes lighting up with joy.

      “Ah, shit!” Myles leans back in his chair.

      Ace merely smiles. “Yes, it means what you think. We’re pregnant.”

      “Well, holy shit. Congratulations, brother!” Kane smirks, and the room bubbles over with joy. I can feel it in my veins and against my skin. Their happiness is my happiness, and I’ve never experienced such a thing before.

      “There’s something else as well…” Ace continues, and I turn in my chair, giving him a confused expression.

      “It’s twins!?” Cash questions, and Ace’s smile widens.

      “No, no, it’s not that,” he replies.

      “What are you talking about?” I finally ask.

      “I got you a job. You’re going to be working as a background dancer in a couple of music videos. I know that was always your dream, and I have the means to make it happen.”

      I’m so shocked it takes me a moment to get out of my chair and wrap my head around what he just said. A job? Working as a background dancer for a music video.

      Uncaring that his entire family is still in the room and watching us, I wrap my arms around him and press up onto my tiptoes to give him a kiss. His arms wrap around me, cradling me tightly to his chest.

      “I… I can’t believe you did that for me.” I break the kiss a moment later, feeling a bit light-headed.

      “I did it for you, but I’m telling you right now.” He stops, and his expression turns dark. It’s the kind of dark that both frightens and excites me. “You still have to dance for me in the bedroom, understand?”

      A smile tugs at my lips, and I press my forehead against his.

      “I’ll always be your little dancer, Ace, always,” I tell him.
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        Thank you for reading His Dancer!

        Have you heard about the Heaven and Hell series? Grab book one for FREE now!
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