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      Ansel: My cousin, Aaron helped to rescue a damsel in distress from her cartel family, and of all people, he left her under my protection. Regina didn’t know it, but I’d claimed every part of her the day I’d set eyes on her. When a faction showed up and made the fatal mistake of touching her, they had no idea they were unleashing a monster willing to destroy hell and set fire to the high waters to protect her.

      

      Regina: How could I not fall for a man who was the walking definition of sexy and was willing to risk his life to protect mine? I’d agreed to be his submissive in a lifestyle I didn’t understand and ended up uncovering a few of my own hidden desires. Our relationship defied logic, but I believed that Ansel would bring the fires of hell down on anyone that attempted to touch me.
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      This book is an interracial romance that contains strong language and violence, light BDSM, and explicit sexual content. This book is intended for adults. It is a work of fiction, not a documentary. If you are easily offended or squeamish about harsh or demeaning language, murder, and violence, this is not the book for you.
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      As I sat staring at my cousin’s lips moving, my gaze lingered on the woman that had captured my attention from the start. A steady flow of air flirted with a loose tendril of her dark hair, making it flap against her cheek.

      Her skin shone with a bronze tint, enticing my gaze to explore more. It was hard to pinpoint her unique tone—dark, creamy caramel or smooth, smoky butterscotch. Her big brown eyes were aimed at Megan, but she sensed my eyes were on her. They always were. When a smile graced her face at something Megan had said, my lips twitched as well.

      “Ansel, are you listening?” Aaron questioned, his face pinched into a tight frown.

      “Yes. I’m to be well-behaved and protect Regina as I would anyone else in our family.”

      Ha! My cousin must have been out of his fucking bullet-ridden mind. He’d been shot in the head and almost died, and he’d gone to war against a cartel over his woman. He’d even gone as far as making Megan his wife. Yet, he had the nerve to brief me on what I should and shouldn’t be doing with Regina. He was the one who’d brought her to my house in the first place.

      Three weeks ago, Aaron helped Regina escape a group known as DG6, her cartel family. The Dominquez family had been a meth-dealing, body dropping terror to the nation for over a decade, and we had taken out the upper echelon of the group in a covert mission we’d labeled Operation Take Six.

      The deadly deed was carried out to keep Megan, who’d become a little sister to me, out of harm’s way. The top members of DG6 also needed to die to prevent them from recapturing Regina, who was one of the original six’s daughters.

      With help from our friends, most who were ex-military like Aaron and me, the mission had been a success. DG6 had been destabilized for the moment.

      Five days had passed since we’d completed our operation. So far, not a word had been mentioned about the members we’d killed. Nothing was being broadcast on the news, nor were there any updates or alerts from our contacts in law enforcement.

      We’d just returned from the Justice of the Peace’s office. Myself and the self-named, Twisted Justice League, which consisted of Megan’s friends Laura and Beverly, and Aaron’s friends D and Dax had stood and witnessed Aaron and Megan’s wedding ceremony. After the wedding, the guests returned to their lives in Texas.

      Aaron and Megan had planned to take a weekend to celebrate their newlywed status, but I’d talked them into taking two weeks for my own selfish reasons. They had been due to leave over half an hour ago, and their lingering had me ready to push them out the door.

      Aaron had pulled me off to the side to have another in a line of talks I wasn’t going to listen to. His mouth continued to move, but I didn’t hear shit my cousin was saying. The image of Regina cuffed to my headboard was looped on a reel in my head.

      “You were just married,” I pointed out, cutting into Aaron’s brief. “Regina doesn’t have a desire to tag along and be the third wheel. Besides, she and I already told you days ago that she’d be staying with me. Now, run along and enjoy your honeymoon.”

      “Staying? I hope you don’t think I’m leaving her here with you permanently,” Aaron spat before Megan and Regina approached, interrupting his speech.

      Regina placed a delicate hand on Aaron’s shoulder. “August, I’ll be fine. Ansel’s right. I don’t wish to tag along with two newlyweds.”

      Regina was a ray of positivity now, but she didn’t know me the way Aaron and Megan knew me. My screws were one turn from falling clean out of my head. Being a newbie to our group, Regina hadn’t discovered that life could get interesting when hanging around with a Knox man.

      A deep crease of concern wrinkled Aaron’s forehead when he turned to face Regina.

      “I promised you, Regina, that I’d keep you safe.”

      “I know, August, and you’ve kept your promise. I’ll be okay with Ansel,” she assured him.

      Regina’s gaze met mine, and I couldn’t keep a sly smile off my face. I hadn’t gotten the full story of why she called Aaron by his first name, August, but I’d eventually get it out of her.

      Regina and Aaron had been captives together in the cellar on her family’s farm, so they’d established a duty of protection for each other that I would probably never understand.

      Her job was to burn my cousin’s body with the rest of her family’s victims. After she’d discovered that the gunshot Aaron had sustained to his head hadn’t killed him, she’d gone against her family’s rules and saved him, using her medical skills.

      “I’ll be back in a few weeks to pick you up,” Aaron assured Regina before glancing back at me. “Take care of her,” he ordered, letting his authoritative gaze settle on mine.

      I knew my cousin well. He’d muted his words, but he was laying down the law with his eyes. He’d caught me eyeballing Regina during the weeks they’d lived under my roof. So, I’d been the good Ansel, putting my best behavior on full display. It had been hard, but except for the first day, I’d kept my hands to myself and off Regina.

      Now that we were about to be alone for the first time, I wasn’t sure I had the strength to cast aside my need to turn her sexy ass out. I was willing to tell my cousin whatever the hell he needed to hear so he would leave already.

      My hand landed with a hard smack across his broad shoulders, and I shoved him towards my front door, making his boots thump against my shiny floor.

      “You guys go and have yourselves a nice honeymoon. I’ve got this. Regina is safe with me. If her family tries some shit, you know I’m ready.”

      I’d finally managed to get Megan and Aaron to approach my open front door. April in California produced the perfect temperatures, sending a light warm breeze through the open door that caressed my face. My lips smacked against Megan’s cheek before she hugged my neck.

      “Now, you two run along,” I urged, not hiding the fact that I wanted them gone.

      They’d mentioned going biking across the country, but who knew what kind of trouble those two would stir up. Trouble found my cousin no matter where he went. And Megan’s little ass was a magnet for all sorts of deadly encounters. I’d handed them the keys to my spare apartment when they’d expressed an interest in staying in California for a while, so they had no reason to return to my door anytime soon.

      Aaron’s brow pinched into a tight knot as soon as his gaze left Regina and found mine. However, when the object of his affection, Megan, took his hand and tugged him across the threshold of the door, he didn’t protest.

      My back fell against the door after I shoved it closed, almost catching Aaron’s heel as he stepped out.

      “Finally,” I muttered under my breath as my gaze traveled up the expanse of Regina’s succulent jean-clad body, outlining her figure.

      “You’re such a sweet lady, Doc. I almost hate what I plan to do to you.”

      My smile deepened when she dropped onto the couch with an exhausted sigh at my candid words.
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      Lord, give me strength.

      I’d put on a strong front in front of August and Megan because I wasn’t selfish enough to interrupt newlyweds. However, giving them privacy meant that I would be alone with the man that caused my heart to dance a jig in my chest.

      Ansel should have come with warning labels. ‘Panty-wetting swagger’, ‘body type: devastation’, and ‘eyes containing hypnotic properties’ were just a few. He had the ability to get me all hot and bothered with just a look. And that smile got me every time. He was the only man I knew that could cover a devious smile with charm.

      He wasn’t pale—he was lightly tanned by the loving kiss of the Californian sun. Those gorgeous hazel eyes weren’t just plain green—at a closer view, flecks of brown and yellow shone through, a landscape of colors to get lost in. Everything from his low-cut dark hair to the low scruff on his face drew me in. His tall frame exuded strength and confidence, a feast for the eyes and the perfect subject for the imagination.

      As arresting as he was, the main reason for my being with Ansel surfaced, and I remained grateful that he was willing to protect me. The Knox men and friends had set me free from a family that viewed me as nothing more than a medical vending machine. DG6 only kept me around to use my medical skills when it suited the family.

      Having witnessed the aftermath of the devastating amount of havoc and death the Knox men and friends had the power to cause, I was certainly safe with Ansel. He and his cousin, August were two of the most formidable men I’d met. Aside from my family, they were the most dangerous men I knew. Therefore, I took Ansel’s vow of protection seriously.

      Ansel was smart, but it was a part of himself that he downplayed. Hundreds of books lined his study, and it impressed me that nearly every one of them had been read, highlighted, and written in. I didn’t know if he had a degree, but he’d had a serious amount of self-education.

      What I found most intriguing was the number of psychology books he’d studied. There was more to Ansel Knox than met the eye, and I was curious to know him even as his presence caused my mind to splinter. From one day to the next, I didn’t know whether to hide from the man or run to him.

      He overflowed with confidence and projected an outgoing, upbeat personality without even trying. With no filter and a quick wit, you never knew what would come from his mouth. His beautiful eyes beamed with a mixture of seduction and fun. His body could make the most disciplined woman fan herself as she openly lusted after him.

      I was just ‘boring Regina.’ Although I’d earned the degrees, attended medical school, and worked briefly as a doctor, I wasn’t street smart, and sometimes my common sense was non-existent. Not blessed with a quick wit or a genius mind, I studied my butt off until things clicked.

      When someone as complex as Ansel captured my attention, I took mental notes, knowing I’d be driven to study him until I knew everything. During the weeks I’d stayed in his home, I paid attention. And not the I-know-you-see-me-looking kind of attention either. I lurked, peeked, and observed when he wasn’t aware.

      My eyes had gotten such a workout on him that I noticed the little things. The left eye twitch when he became irritated, the way the tip of his tongue brushed the corner of his bottom lip when he had naughty thoughts about me, the intensity in his gaze when he ran a plan through his head. He did a good job of hiding it, but I’d gawked at him enough to notice he didn’t like being touched unless he initiated it. There was a story there, and I wanted to know it.

      The way he stared at me, with such dominating intensity unnerved me as much as it stirred my desires. Like now, all that stirred between us was pure, unadulterated lust.

      The first day we’d met we’d had a brief discussion about my family and background, and it had somehow led to his strategic placement of my hand on the big hard bulge in his pants. The ringing of his phone had disturbed what he’d started. Since that day, he’d dialed down his seduction to concentrate on the mission.

      He’d alluded to me becoming his submissive, but fear had me unwilling to broach the subject, let alone agree to such a request. There was no getting around my inadequacies; my sexual resume was lacking.

      Admittedly, I was sexually embarrassed. My inabilities would be highlighted with someone like Ansel. After seeing what he called a playroom in the basement of the house, I retreated into my fears and lost all hope. Conversation and a smile were all I had to offer, so I drew away and became content with watching him, picking up bits and pieces as time went on.

      However, my current reality was staring at me like I was a rack of baby-back-ribs with a light dusting of barbeque sauce. With his back against his front door and his arms folded across his chest, the smirk on his face hinted at his intent.

      Ansel in jeans and tees was sexy, him in a suit was sinful, but no amount of material could hide the definition in his strong arms and the tight pull of his back. His muscled thighs would flex under his clothes and steer my curious gaze in the area it had no business going in.

      My hungry eyes ate him up, not obeying my command to look someplace else. I was enamored, and half the time I may as well have been panting.

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, my hand skimmed the warm area of my neck. Why was it so quiet and warm all of a sudden? My rapid heartbeat pulsed through my body, my breaths leapt past my lips, loud and telling. If I were wearing pearls, I’d have clutched them so tightly they’d be spilling to the floor.
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      Aaron had threatened to kick my ass if I hurt Regina, acting like I didn’t know what the hell I was doing. I’d back off, but it wasn’t because of empty threats from my cousin. I wasn’t backing off because I didn’t desire Regina. I was backing off because I wanted to fucking inhale the woman.

      Everything about her called to my attention, and I lost control of my dick each time I got within a foot of her. That sexy, lush body of hers had my gaze tracing her lines and curves right now. Her ass wasn’t pancake-flat either. The womanly curves she owned were driving me into a lust-fueled fit. Each time my eyes rested on that plump, round ass, an obscene amount of blood would flow to my dick, making it ache.

      Although certain parts of her had been marred by the abuse her family had inflicted upon her, she still had the most succulent skin I’d seen. Her beauty exuded a palpable energy that bounced off her skin, rich and dark like warm caramel.

      There was a radiance about her, like she’d been dipped in the glow of a setting sun. The woman was gorgeous and one of the least vain people I’d ever met. When she caught me with those big brown eyes and their secret seduction, it added to my wanton desire.

      There was a freak inside Regina staring back at me, winking, taunting, and letting me know that I’d have to work to set her free. Her subtle body movements, the way she bathed me in her curious gazes. She was telling me that she needed me to tear that ass up.

      The first day I’d met Regina and discovered that she was a Dominquez, I’d fought the urge to kill her as much as the one to fuck her. Aaron had vouched for her. After he’d informed me that she’d had the heart to toss a man into an incinerator and burn him alive in front of him, I concluded she was more than some damsel in distress.

      A doctor. I respected the accolades she’d worked hard to earn, but I wasn’t going to be responsible for how I acted if she didn’t stop eyeing me like she knew what the hell I was thinking.

      Finally, I stepped away from my front door after standing there staring at Regina until she’d dropped her gaze and started fidgeting. I pointed an authoritative finger at my dick, warning his ass to chill before he scared her off. The last thing I needed was her contacting Aaron to come and pick her up.

      I ambled to the couch and sat next to her.

      “Doc,” I called as my hungry gaze roamed, devouring her body before finding those big, warm, and beautiful eyes.

      “Yes,” she answered, meeting my stalking gaze.

      “Will you check my shoulder?”

      Operation Take Six had earned me a slug in the shoulder but it had been worth it, killing key members of her deadly family. She’d cleaned and sewn my wound with expert precision after using her skills to extract the bullet. Except for a minor ache and an irritating itch near the wound, she’d done such a good job, I’d forgotten I’d even been shot. However, I was using the hell out of this wound if it meant getting her closer.

      “Sure,” she answered. “I’ll grab the supplies.”

      My back fell into the couch cushions, leaning back as far as I could go to ensure her closeness. She approached, carrying one of those black shower bags she’d converted into a medical bag and stuffed with supplies.

      The bag unfolded into three compartments that she set on the coffee table. When she took her seat and turned to face me, her knee grazed my thigh.

      “May I?” she asked, pointing at my shirt.

      “Please. You want me to take this off?” I inquired, enjoying her refreshing warmth.

      “No. No need. I just need to see the wound.”

      From day one, she’d been skittish around me, but I planned to rectify that problem. I didn’t care for people touching me. However, Regina was my exception. Her hands could explore whatever they desired, especially my dick.

      The first time she’d worked on me, she’d removed the sleeve covering my left arm, exposing only what she needed to see and leaving the shirt covering the rest of me.

      I’d been studying her since the day I met her, always preparing the series of fantasies I aimed to play out with her. She could deny it and play coy, but there was no hiding the fire that ignited each time we were near each other.

      The way her eyes widened with a mix of intrigue and shock when I’d make an off-handed sexual comment. The way her body leaned ever so slightly towards me when I laid my lust-filled gaze on her. The way her hands would clench when she fought her impulses to react to my advances. The way her smooth brown skin glowed when I was making her hot.

      She even had this cute little twitch where she’d tilt her head like she didn’t want to miss anything I said. It was rare for a woman’s eyes to draw me in, but Regina’s were large brown gems that filled a room with light. There were also hints of sadness in them that she didn’t do a good job of hiding. They hinted at secrets that I planned on coaxing from her.

      The thick tension between us suffocated my senses, the coil tightening the longer I was around her. This was the first time I’d experienced anything like this, a craving need so deep, I could taste the lust on my tongue and sniff the desire in the air.

      When she drew close enough, a deep sniff allowed me to breathe her in. My action caused her to concentrate harder on my wound, but the light tremble in her hand revealed her secret. The fact that my probing gaze was locked on her face as she worked, didn’t help matters.

      She edged my T-shirt to the side, but I knew as well as she did that she’d prefer to take it off.

      “You need help?” I inquired as she continued to avoid my eyes.

      “Yes. Would you hold this please?”

      Without moving my gaze, I pinched the shirt between my fingers, peeling it back enough for her to work. Unnerving Regina repeatedly as often as possible would allow her to purge the unnecessary emotion from her system, because I planned to make her forget the word had a meaning later.

      Having her this close without engaging was driving me nuts.

      A deep breath stirred my body, so she’d have to keep me still. My hand found and gripped her thigh when the fake pain became too much. She didn’t make me remove my hand, so I kept it there, squeezing and enjoying the soft warmth under my fingers.

      A groan escaped at the removal of the old dressing from my wound. The tiny spark of pain was nothing compared to the amount of pain I’d suffered throughout my life, but Regina didn’t need to know that. Sincere sympathy for me crossed her face.

      “I’m sorry,” she breathed, wincing as she took care of me.

      Once she removed the old dressing, she poked at the wound a couple of times before cleaning it. Her inquisitive gaze and concentration made me aware that the Doctor in her had emerged. It was hard not to respect this part of her. This was when her confidence shone through. She enjoyed being a doctor, took pride in it, and was good at it.

      She reached and took up a pair of tweezers and a set of small scissors.

      “Something wrong?” I questioned, hoping she’d jump into my lap already and calm my dick down.

      “No. I just need to re-tie one of the sutures. The wound’s healing well. Looks good. Let’s give it another week before I take the sutures out,” she declared. Her warm breath swept my shoulder before her vanilla-cocoa scent drifted into my nose.

      My hands ached to do some not-so-nice touching, but I refused to torture myself, knowing I’d seek more than she was ready to give. But, if she touched me in a sexual way, all bets were off.

      “Can I ask you something, Ansel?”

      Our gazes met causing her to pause her task.

      “Sure.”

      “Why did you volunteer to protect me, knowing who my family is?”

      She was a curious woman, and I liked that about her.

      “Because you needed it, and I could give it. Besides, you gave me my cousin back when I thought he’d died.”

      She dropped her gaze and continued to tape the new dressing to my shoulder.

      “Doc, I’m going to be straight with you about something,” I added.

      Her brows knitted with curiosity at my words. I wasn’t going to sugarcoat shit. It wasn’t me, never had been. And frankly, the small amount of good that remained within me was running out.

      “Doc, you have an innocence about you that I will destroy. I don’t think I’ve ever heard you curse out loud. But, I bet dirty words and freaky thoughts flow freely through that good-girl mind of yours. Eventually, I will expose that underlying fire that simmers below your surface, that part that you keep on a chain. I want to dirty you up a little. Fuck it, I’m going to dirty you up a lot. I want you to be my submissive.”

      My statement left a dead silence hanging in the air as her sexy lips fell apart, pink, tinted in brown, lush, and alluring.

      “We had a similar discussion the first day we met,” she pointed out. “I don’t know anything about your lifestyle. It’s too late for me to start experimenting. Concentrating on my career is more important than me becoming your temporary plaything. Besides, I seriously doubt I’m the right person for you.”

      Who in the hell did she think she was talking to?

      I didn’t respond right away, but a fucking blind mouse couldn’t miss the signals I was sending. A damn cock-eyed rooster could read the chemistry between us. Was I going to have to fuck her into the middle of next week to make her see the flames? If it were up to me, I’d make her inner freak jealous and bring out the devil in her. For now, I was going to let her think that she’d put the subject to bed.

      She talked a lot when she was nervous, and I’d let her. Two subjects had already been hit, including the newest technological advances in heart surgery and detailed descriptions of everything she liked about my house.

      Although Regina had been a prisoner to her family and had been exposed to some heinous situations, remnants of her proper upbringing remained, which made me curious about her clothing. Her wardrobe lacked personality. She wore jeans and T-shirts every day. However, any time she’d sit, her back would be straight, chin slightly up, shoulders back, and ankles crossed.

      The etiquette classes, the boarding school pedigree, and the college critiques seeped from her pores. Her family’s mistreatment of her after her father’s death hadn’t taken that proper edge away from her.

      The sadness she failed to hide gave hints of the torture she’d suffered. There was a well of pain inside Regina, so deep, she didn’t realize it surfaced on her face and screamed behind her eyes.

      Remnants of scars on her arms hinted at her time with DG6. How someone could lay a hand on her in harm was beyond me. My hand itched to lie upon Regina, but it sure as shit wouldn’t be to harm her.

      Wound as tight as a wristwatch, the tension never left her body. A good fucking was about the only thing that would relax her. A good dose of serotonin was all the doctor needed.

      As a sign of respect for what Regina had been through, I tempered my actions. For now.

      “As much as I hate to admit it,” I declared with a huff, getting her attention, “Aaron was right. You need my protection more than you need me to fuck you.” My unwavering gaze sat on her wide one. “I can’t make you any promises, Doc, but I’ll do my best to behave.”

      “Thank you,” she murmured in a low tone, but those damn eyes were saying all kinds of other shit.

      Doing this, being alone with Regina for any amount of time, was as hard on my dick as it was on my focus. It was just a matter of time before the dam broke. Aaron should have known better than to leave me here alone with Regina. His bearded ass knew I had a thing for fine ass thick women. Many in my circle assumed I harbored this big secret as to how I picked my subs or the women I chose to fuck. There was no big secret.

      Despite my family’s influence on the matter, different skin colors gave me more choices as far as I was concerned. If a woman had a body I could stroke, the sex appeal and confidence to back it up, I was open for just about anything—as long as I was in control.

      Regina needed to work on her confidence, but she was one of the sexiest women I’d encountered. She just didn’t know it yet. Before my sinful ideas took root, sprouted from my mouth, and grew into actions, I stood.

      “We’re going to move into my penthouse. It should be ready in a few days,” I informed. “With all but a few of the crew gone, I’d like to take you to a safer environment.”

      Aaron’s crew, my Uncle Shark, and most of my crew had gone back to their lives. JG and Rob had stuck around, in case any of Regina’s family came searching for her. She rose from the couch and stood in front of me.

      “Thank you. I appreciate you taking on the task of keeping me safe,” she declared appreciatively.

      She reached out her hand intending to shake mine. I glared at her offered hand before my gaze panned up her body and met hers.

      “If I touch you again, Doc, all that shit I was talking about needing to protect you more than fucking you will go flying out of the window. I’m not that strong, especially now that I don’t have a house full of people and the threat of your family to keep me distracted.”

      She dropped her hand, but her lips twitched. Was she attempting to hold in a laugh? Had she mistaken my comment for a joke? Her reaction caused me to take a step closer, invading her personal space as my hard stare kept her in place.

      “Doc, you can laugh now, but let’s see if you’re going to be laughing when you wake up stuffed full of dick.”

      Her brows shot up when she understood that I was serious. I’d never push her—that would make for bad sex. I enjoyed fucking too much to allow it. However, it didn’t mean I wasn’t above doing some hard ass persuading where Regina was concerned.

      Regina turned on her heels and walked away, not ready to cross that bridge with me. I drank in every bit of her as she walked away; the way those jeans hugged her thighs and the plump round ass; the curvature of the waist the T-shirt clung to. My gaze traced the line of her back and up to the thick, swinging ponytail she kept her hair in.

      My head tilted, chasing the last images of her before she stepped around the corner and further into the hall. Her light steps echoed as she headed to the room I’d assigned her on the opposite side of the house from mine.

      On a deep inhale, my eyes fell closed, and I released a breath with slow ease.

      My eyes sprang open, and I tilted my head back to glare at the ceiling. “I’m trying to be good, Jesus, but damn! Why did you have to make her, Lord? Why?”

      My troubled mind needed to be eased as much as the turbulent currents building inside me needed to be decompressed. If I couldn’t dominate or fuck Regina like I wanted to, I’d do the next best thing.
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      “Hello, Diana,” I greeted as I strolled into her office like I owned it.

      “Ansel, what…what are you doing here?” Her question fell breathlessly past her parted, glossy lips. Her shock at seeing me unannounced left her with an awe-face for a few seconds.

      Diana Edwards was my FBI contact and sub. She jumped from her chair and dashed around her desk. I stood in place as she approached and assumed the position on her knees like I’d taught her to. Her palms faced up, and her head hung low as she fought not to glance up at me.

      “Permission to look at you, Sir? Can I speak freely?”

      “Yes, you may, Diana,” I answered, my tone dry and monotone.

      Ensuring she’d know I was all about business, I didn’t address her by her pet name. She glanced up at me through long lashes.

      “Is everything okay?” she questioned in a rushed whisper. Her wide gaze ran the expanse of my body and lowered with a quick drop. “You usually don’t show up like this.” A naughty smile twisted her lips. “Did you come to play?”  The sound of lust dripping from her lips wasn’t missed. Diana usually got my juices flowing, but I had no reaction this time.

      I promise, my dick didn’t even move. Usually, he was ready for anything, but my dick continued to lay there with an arm tuck behind his head sucking his teeth as he stared at his nails. Man, fuck Diana! Regina, motherfucker. You know I want Regina.

      I shook away my dick-thoughts long enough to answer Diana’s question.

      “No, Diana. As much as I’d like to play, I didn’t come here for that.”

      A deep frown followed her loud huff before she fell back on her heels making a black red-bottomed heel fall from her left foot. She stared at me like she wanted to punch me in the teeth, giving me a serious stink-face. My outstretched hand reached down to help her off the floor.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me, Ansel. My fucking pussy is drenched,” she murmured. “You’re sure you don’t want to play?” she queried again, glancing at the side of my head. I bent and picked up her shoe before handing it to her.

      Leaning against her desk, she replaced the shoe before she dusted her skirt off. She stood staring, her irritated glint on full display. The quiet between us allowed the sound of Journey to register, playing low in the background asking,“Who’s crying now?”

      “If you don’t want to play, there’s only one other reason you’re here,” she stated the obvious. Her frustration was evident in her edgy tone. Diana liked to embrace her inner freak as often as she could. She delved both ways. She played dominatrix to men who craved punishment, as well as she played the role of my submissive.

      She stepped around her desk and fell back into her black and silver high-back leather chair. The city danced with life behind her tenth-floor view as she prepared to give me what I’d come for.

      “If I played with you with the amount of anxiety I’m experiencing right now, I would hurt you.”

      Her ears perked at those words. I should have known better than to say words that triggered her. Her face lit up with lust, knowing that I’d be more brutal than normal. I ignored her interested gaze.

      “Do you have anything, Diana?”

      My stiff tone and rigid posture highlighted my frame of mind and her gaze dropped. She twisted her lip as she adjusted her laptop and started typing. The muffled voices of her co-workers crept into her office from an unseen crack.

      “Have a seat. I have a real live fucking monster for you,” she instructed, never removing her eyes from the monitor.

      Diana was a busty brunette with an even, olive skin tone, nice body, and a pretty face. Being a pretty female in a male-dominated job gave her an advantage as most of the men fell all over themselves to help her. Diana had them fooled. She took advantage of their weaknesses and was now bossing men around that had once supervised her. She also didn’t hesitate to use nontraditional methods to bring justice to the world. I’d met her in the way I’d met most of my high-powered contacts—at an exclusive, members only, BDSM club.

      My leg bounced as my body pulsed with a biting intensity I couldn’t get rid of while I sat and waited. It had been a while since my nerves or whatever it was that controlled anxiety had started to grate like metal scraping metal.

      After a big kill like the Dominquez family, my anxiety should have remained on low for months. It didn’t. I didn’t drink like an alcoholic or take drugs like an addict when I needed to relax or decrease my stress levels. I sought other means of controlling my anxiety.

      A lot of it had to do with me forcing myself not to touch Regina. Damn that woman. Never had I faced such temptation. After the temporary loss of Aaron, I’d calmed down considerably, but there was only so much calm I could muster before I was ready to explode.

      “Ansel,” Diana called, capturing my attention. She handed me a yellow Post-it note with black writing scribbled on it.

      When I reached for it, she drew it back and eyed me sternly.

      “Need I remind you, if you get caught, this had nothing to do with me or the bureau?”

      “I know, Diana. How many times have we done this?”

      She shrugged. “I know, but I have a pretty nice ass to cover.” Her smile widened. “One that can be bent over this desk in a heartbeat if you change your mind about wanting to play.”

      “As tempting as that offer is, I need to do this,” I stated as I snatched the Post-it from her manicured fingers.

      I stood. “I’ll call you when it’s done.”

      “Ansel, wait!” she called to my back because I was already heading towards her closed door. “You’re going to do it now?”

      “Yep,” I answered without glancing back.
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      As I strolled into my house, the television lured me in the direction of where the noise emanated. Regina’s refreshing scent was light, but it permeated throughout the house. Had her vanilla-cocoa scent soaked into the walls?

      The news blasted a story of a death at the hands of a serial killer as I headed towards the kitchen.

      “Mr. Frederick Kaplan has been found decapitated. Although evidence was found that pointed to him having ties to the infamous DG6 gang, authorities suspect that it may have been the family of one of his alleged victims that committed the brutal beheading. Reports suspect that the killer used a jagged blade, possibly a saw, and started the vicious attack while Kaplan was alive. Kaplan had been accused of murder, and sexual misconduct of several women, but his affluent status as a real estate tycoon afforded him a team of lawyers who managed to absolve him of all charges.”

      The news anchor’s words of murder echoed throughout the house, bending my ear. Mr. Kaplan had been dead for more than a month, but they’d undoubtedly located his frozen body and stumbled upon his head, if they were able to identify him. Wait until they found the asshole I’d left hanging from his ceiling fan. They’d need rain boots because his polished marble floors gleamed with a crimson finish, all eight pints of his blood.

      I gave zero fucks about dead murderers. My concentration fell on the woman who’d occupied a place in my mind since day one.

      If Regina thought I hadn’t noticed her avoiding me, she could think again. There wasn’t much I hadn’t noticed about Dr. Regina Dominquez. She was different from the women I was used to. I hadn’t even fucked her, and she was already wreaking havoc on me. I planned to put an end to this shit. I’d been playing nice for way too long.

      “Good morning,” I called, announcing myself as soon as I entered the kitchen.

      “Good morning,” she mumbled behind her hand as she continued to chew. A bowl of cereal sat on the table in front of her. Her wide gaze followed my movements as I circled the table.

      She picked up the remote and turned down the volume of the television mounted to my kitchen wall.

      “I would have made breakfast, but sadly, I can’t cook,” she said, embarrassed. “I’ve been surviving most of my life on take-out, microwave, and canned foods, which explains my weight.”

      “There is nothing wrong with your weight, Doc.”

      Eventually, I’d prove to her what I said better than I could tell her, especially where her weight was concerned. The poor woman was programmed. She wasn’t a walking rack of bones, so she’d likely had assholes telling her that she was too big for their taste.

      They were dicks who couldn’t handle a real woman and poured their energy into making her believe she needed to lose weight. As far as I was concerned, she didn’t need to lose a thing because it was all in the right places. My tongue took a slow stroll across my lips as I watched her watch me.

      “It’s okay that you can’t cook. I’ll see about rectifying that situation,” I stated as I retrieved my phone from the back pocket of my sweats.

      I sat it on the counter before reaching up to open the cabinet and taking down a bowl and a box of cereal. While the plain flakes fell into the bowl, I swiped through my phone, placing it on speaker and listened as it rang twice.

      “Hello, Mr. Knox,” a heavy Spanish accent greeted.

      “Gigi, I need you,” I yelled towards the phone as I removed a spoon from the drawer and milk from the refrigerator.

      “I like when you need me, Mr. Knox,” Gigi replied.

      At that statement, Regina’s eyebrows zipped up her forehead. Her reaction had me grinning. Gigi’s statement caused a streak of jealousy to cross her gaze that I didn’t miss. Regina didn’t have to worry her beautiful head because the only woman on my mind lately was her.

      I lifted my phone and bowl from the counter and placed them on the table in front of me.

      “My lady can’t cook, and I can’t have her starving because I can’t boil an egg either.” My words were aimed at the phone, but my gaze was directed at Regina.

      The pointed interest in Regina’s gaze was revealed as she adjusted herself in her seat. And I hadn’t missed her silent repeat of two specific words: My lady.

      “You know how I am, Gigi. I need a woman with a certain depth to her perfection.”

      My attention remained on Regina more than it was on anything else I was doing.

      “Whoever you’re working for, I’ll pay you double,” I offered, knowing Gigi would be willing to dump her current employer for the right price. Gigi had three grandkids she spoiled rotten, and a boyfriend twenty years her junior she spoiled as much as the grandbabies.

      “When do you need me? I don’t like working for this jackass, Mr. Callahan anyway,” she stated, not taking a moment to think about her decision.

      “Can you come in tomorrow?”

      “Yes, I’ll be there,” she returned.

      “Good. Come to the penthouse, Gigi. I’m leaving the hills today. I’ll text you the address and leave you a key at the reception.”

      Regina’s gaze remained locked on mine as Gigi’s words poured from my phone.

      “I’m taking off my apron now and leaving. Asshole is not eating lunch today. I’ll see you tomorrow, Mr. Knox,” Gigi replied.

      The sound of her scurrying around the asshole’s house filtered through the phone as she prepared to leave him hungry.

      Glenda Garcia had worked for me pre-DG6. The only reason I’d let her go was because of the dangers I knew we’d incur dealing with DG6.

      The smile on Regina’s face widened as she shook her head in amusement at me.

      “People don’t tell you no, do they?”

      “Nope,” I answered, taking the first bite of my cereal as my gaze swept the parts of her not hidden by the table.

      “Your penthouse? Is it far from here?” she questioned, ignoring her cereal.

      “About two and a half hours from here. The penthouse is in one of the most secure buildings in San Diego. Although this house is somewhat off the grid, we don’t know who may have been informed about it. JG and Rob are going to stick around. The rest of the guys needed to get back to their lives. Without the extra guns, I’d rather have you in a more secure location.”

      Marcus and Scott would be in town in a few days also, but Regina didn’t need to know all the logistics of my plan to keep her safe. I’d already overheard her telling Megan that she felt like a burden.

      “Thank you for doing this. For letting me stay with you,” she expressed as genuine appreciation flashed in her gaze.

      “But?” I asked, noticing her stiff posture.

      “I don’t want to be a bother. I don’t want you to change your life around because of me. I have some savings my family didn’t know about. I can pay you.”

      She started to squirm under my penetrating stare when I didn’t respond right away.

      “First, if you were a burden, I’d have let you go with Aaron. Second, I’m offended that you’ve offered me money.”

      Her gaze dropped. The inflection in my tone had no doubt raised her stress level. I’d reined in my aggressive nature for Regina, just as I’d done for Megan. The shit that these women had been through and had still managed to retain their sanity was beyond me. The jury was still out on Megan’s sanity, but I loved her like family. Whether Regina believed it or not, she deserved my respect as well, and there wasn’t a whole lot of people I respected.

      “I didn’t mean to offend you, Ansel.”

      My elongated inhale was followed by a slow exhale. “You see, that’s the thing. You are trouble, Doc. You are so much fucking trouble that I can’t even properly explain it to you.”

      Her confusion at my stiff words was apparent.

      “Protecting you is much easier than what I truly want from you. I want you to be my submissive. I want you strung out on my dick. I want your pussy to overdose on it. I want you begging me to do things to you that you never even imagined. I’m not altogether sure how much longer I can wait. That is the kind of trouble you are, Doc.”

      Her throat bobbed at my sudden outburst. She had no idea. I lived for trouble. If any of her family members came for her, they weren’t going to leave California alive. As a matter of fact, I prayed they were stupid enough to come for her.

      “I don’t think I can be that person for you, Ansel. I don’t think I’d be a good submissive for you. I wouldn’t know where to start. I’m certain I wouldn’t know how to make you happy.” She dropped her gaze, staring down at the cereal that she’d stopped eating.

      “How can you be so certain of something you haven’t given any thought to trying? I’ll teach you everything you need to know and more. If you listen and learn to trust me, you’ll have nothing to worry about.”

      “Can I think about it? I don’t know,” she stated, her head shrinking into her shoulders. She assumed she couldn’t please me. What was she so afraid of? I’d hardly touched the woman and knew more about her sexuality than she did. I noticed things she’d never searched for within herself.

      “Don’t take too long thinking about it,” I warned her, reclaiming her gaze. “You’re stretching my patience well past its threshold.”

      I’d just lied to her. It didn’t matter what the answer to my question was. If I wanted something, nothing was going to stop me from getting it. Regina was already mine as far as I was concerned. She’d been claimed the day I’d met her. I just hadn’t marked her yet.

      My smile eased the tension I’d set off in her, and a shy beam crept across her lips.

      “Thank you, Ansel,” she said. The sincerity in her tone wasn’t missed.

      “You’re welcome,” I returned before I stood.

      I poured my uneaten cereal down the disposal and placed the milk back in the refrigerator.

      Before I left the kitchen, I glanced back at her. “Doc.”

      “Yes.”

      “Never offer me money again.”

      “Okay. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. Never do it again.”

      “I won’t,” she stated with those big browns locked on mine. I was sure she’d caught the hint of finality in my statement. However, I didn’t miss the hint of defiance in her tone either. She wasn’t as afraid of me as she was letting on.
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      Was everything with Ansel going to be so intense? There was one thing I was certain of. I wasn’t going to offer him money again.

      My body and my mind refused to agree on the matter of becoming his sub. My body was anxious to experience something new and saying yes please, as my mind screamed hell no!

      In the moments when Ansel and I were in the same room, self-consciousness took over because his eyes were always on me, assessing me, making me feel exposed. As a way to deal with my nervous tension, I talked, babbling on and on about nothing and everything.

      Ansel would let me talk nonstop as he silently watched my every move and gesture.

      When he’d finally had enough of my chatter, he’d cut into my words by saying whatever it was that had been brewing on his mind.

      Thinking about Ansel and his limitless complexities made me tired. Although I’d had time to sleep on it, there wasn’t enough time in a day to think about Ansel’s proposal of me becoming his next, or perhaps one of his subs.

      A glance at my bedside clock showed that I’d let time get away from me and it was time for us to make the move to his penthouse. I owned nothing more than the clothes on my back, a few personal items, and the clothes I’d stuffed into my bag before escaping my family. Therefore, it only took me minutes to pack.

      When I stepped into the living room, my gaze was cast over Ansel’s broad shoulders, expecting movers. He stood waiting in jeans and a long-sleeved, tan fitted T-shirt that outlined his body deliciously.

      Observing, it had just occurred to me that he favored wearing long-sleeved shirts. The times he wore short-sleeves, I’d paused at the stunning sight of his tattooed right arm. From what I’d glimpsed, his tattoos were mostly symbols that I didn’t know the meaning of.

      A thick mass of lust was forced down my throat as I diverted my gaze that had become heavy with explicit thoughts. Ansel carried my bag, and I followed him into the garage before taking a final gander at the interior of the house.

      A big, black Dually truck seemed out of place among the fleet of luxury vehicles Ansel possessed, which included a white Maserati Quattroporte, a grey Range Rover Sport, and three motorcycles.

      He led me to an Audi R8V10, the smallest of his cars, the color Evil Black. I wasn’t a car enthusiast, but I knew it was a two-hundred-thousand-dollar car.

      He opened my door and assisted me in before he walked around to his side. He flipped his seat and placed my bag in the compact back area of the car before he climbed in.

      The ride to his penthouse started in silence, but I sensed those beautiful green eyes connecting with me more than they were with the road. Since we’d been left alone, my nervousness around him had started to get the best of me. Pretending to find interest outside the window wasn’t working. When his presence started to suffocate me, I started talking.

      “August told me that his mother and yours were twins. When you two are together, your features are so similar,” I stated.

      “Our mothers were twins who married our fathers, who were brothers. So, we’re double kin.”

      This I didn’t know. “So, that explains why you guys have similar mannerisms too.”

      His hand waved back and forth in the negative.

      “I’ve gotten used to people saying we look alike, but there is no way I act like Aaron too.”

      After chuckling at his protest, I yammered on and on about their similarities, from the overwhelming intensity they possessed, to the bad-boy attitudes they exhibited, and even down to the same left-eye twitch. Ansel didn’t like me pointing out the fact that they had twin creases that gathered in their foreheads when they were angry either.

      After living in openness on my family’s ranch in Texas, the lively atmosphere surrounding the city we approached drew me in. Tall buildings, streets teeming with smiling shoppers, couples holding hands, and bumper-to-bumper traffic captivated my senses. It reminded me of my life in New York before my family had forced me to live in Texas.

      When the car slowed and turned into the tight space that led into the parking garage of The Place, I bit the corner of my cheek to keep my jaw from dropping. This was the crème de la crème of buildings to live in, in San Diego. The Place appeared more exquisite in person than I’d seen it in magazines.

      Ansel had been right about the level of security that guarded the tall building as well. I’d spotted a few guards roving around the building and had the sense that more men were in covert areas. The ones I’d spotted wore black and brown uniforms and were armed.

      The smile on my face didn’t waver as I soaked in what would become my new surroundings.

      The revitalizing brightness of the sun was being chased away by the thick concrete of the walls of the parking structure. We circled our way up to the second floor of the garage. I exited the vehicle when Ansel did. He retrieved my bag and walked around the car to escort me. My pace was a step below jogging as I kept up with his long strides, his fingers warming the small of my back as the elevators grew closer.

      Deep, steadying breaths flowed from me, and my body was abuzz from his simple touch. When the bell alerted the elevator’s arrival, he ensured I entered first.

      “The elevator we need can be accessed on the first and second floors. There are stairs in the event of a fire, but I’ve had that entry to my floor secured with a ten-digit pin and retinal scan,” Ansel volunteered.

      “Yes, we’ll be the only ones on that floor,” he confirmed. He must have noticed my pinched brow as curiosity seeped through my pores.

      The elevator didn’t move us up or down after he inserted the card. Instead, the doors slid apart on the opposite side.

      We entered and passed through the quiet, well-decorated mezzanine area that overlooked the huge, bustling lobby area below. Front desk attendants plastered ready smiles on their faces, and a male attendant tipped an invisible hat at a couple that passed him. More security officers were visible inside the lobby.

      Ansel and I strolled past the main set of elevators and turned into a short hallway decorated with a large fake plant and two large lithographs of splashed paints. When we reached a set of secure double doors, Ansel used his key card to enter the closed-off area located on the opposite side of where the main elevators were situated. Behind the secure doors were three additional elevators.

      Using his keycard once more, Ansel punched in a six-digit pin to get the elevator to open. With a hand gesture, he insisted that I enter the middle elevator when it dinged open. I didn’t know what to expect, but my tension had long been eaten away by excitement.

      Once we were inside, he inserted the key card and entered another pin. My crooked smirk remained, and I pretended I didn’t notice his eyes on me as we were lifted to the twenty-first floor.

      The doors parted, and I enjoyed my first view of Ansel’s penthouse. My jaw dropped, and I couldn’t pick it back up. Ansel gave a quick wink before he stepped out of the elevator. I reveled in my stunned state for a minute before I forced my body to move.

      The scent of spring and fresh linens welcomed me as a wall of glass opening the living room to the city captured my attention and held it. My gaze was drawn to high ceilings and a balcony bedroom that sat above the living room. The front wall of the elevated bedroom was all glass, the type of glass that fogged with the flip of a switch.

      My gaze fell and settled on the floor. Part of the sparkling blue waters of the pool on the large balcony transitioned into the living room floor. Atop the wavy obsidian water below the floor sat a large, snow-white chaise that pointed towards the view.

      The sun’s rays rained into the space, bursting with the revitalizing energy I thought the garage had stolen. I could already picture myself, lying on the chaise, hypnotized by the city’s iridescent landscape.

      The living room was dressed in designer furniture from Restoration Hardware. Like his house in the hills, a professional decorator had graced this space. The penthouse was a three-bedroom, twenty-five hundred square foot, two-story dream apartment.

      Each piece, from the large white-leather couch to the wooden end tables had been timelessly and classically updated to warm the space with a modern appeal. I admired every beautiful part of his apartment as it captured my full attention. It was love at first sight.

      The splendor. The elegance. It led me to ponder Ansel’s net worth. What type of work did he do besides sell guns for his motorcycle club? Was gun running that lucrative a business? He lived a millionaire’s life, and he wasn’t new to it either. Living this way was normal for him.

      He handed me my bag and gestured his hand towards the balcony bedroom. A wide grin brightened my face, and I didn’t walk; I ran up the stairs, my worn-out flats slapping against each step.

      A winded sigh escaped as I surveyed my new room. Not only was the front wall that looked over the living room all glass, but the opposite side opened to the city. From the bedside table, I picked up the smaller of the two remotes and stood in anxious anticipation as the thick white floor-to-ceiling drapes slid apart. The sun’s magic opened the space, making it bloom with new life as a different angle of the city view presented itself.

      The loving embrace of hope tightened around me, chipping away a few more of my anxieties. In this beautiful space, I allowed myself to believe I was safe and protected from my family.

      A smile bent my lips when a recurring thought surfaced. Who’s going to protect me from Ansel? The penthouse, although more secure, was smaller than Ansel’s house in the hills, meaning it left me less space to avoid him. This was going to be an interesting arrangement for the next few weeks.
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      I’d filled the last few days with work and a solid plan of protection for Regina. Surprisingly, I’d done so without cornering her. She and I had settled into the new place as we continued to feel each other out.

      Starving, the delicious aroma of Gigi’s cooking sent me in the direction of the kitchen.

      A girlish ranting sounded as rapid Spanish filled my ears upon my approach. Gigi greeted with her usual bright smile, and a shy wave was flashed from Regina.

      “Thanks, Gigi,” I voiced with appreciation as I leaned down to let her peck me on the cheek.

      My gaze remained on Regina the entire time. I hadn’t missed the way Gigi and Regina had been giggling together over the last few days. It had become clear that Regina had a certain magnetism about her that drew people in, and I wasn’t immune.

      It had surprised me yesterday when I’d walked in on them firing off rapid Spanish at each other. As exotically beautiful as she was, Regina’s caramel complexion with its silky bronze tint should have reminded me of her Hispanic roots.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, boss,” Gigi stated as she smiled at me and winked at Regina. Gigi cooked breakfast and lunch in the mornings and returned to cook dinner in the evenings. I took my seat behind a steaming pan of the Tex-Mex Lasagna she’d left on the table.

      “Gigi is going to teach you how to cook?” I questioned Regina, in Spanish. Was I trying to impress her? Fucking right I was. The surprise in her gaze at hearing me speak Spanish wasn’t missed.

      “You speak Spanish?” she questioned. Her open-mouth smile showed her surprise.

      “Yes, I speak Spanish. Not well, but enough to get by,” I stated in the best broken Spanish I could muster to confirm my answer.

      Her smile grew wider at my words, and it was hard to miss the intrigue that filled her gaze. I wasn’t ashamed of where I’d come from, but I was determined to be more than just some redneck, gun-running biker from Florida.

      However, I believed Regina already knew as much. She knew that if I didn’t know something, I wasn’t too proud to admit it or too lazy to figure it out. Our MC dealt with people, some who spoke varying languages. I found it helpful to know if people were plotting my murder in their native tongue.

      She finally answered my question. “When I mentioned not knowing how to cook, Gigi agreed to teach me.”

      She picked up her fork, preparing to eat, avoiding my gaze as she adjusted her plate a third time.

      “Ansel,” she called in a soothing tone brimming with seductive undertones I didn’t think she was aware of.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you think it would be okay for me to start working again? Not now, but when it’s safe. Do you think it will ever be safe enough?”

      The pleading in her gaze wasn’t lost on me. She was ready to get back to the business of being a doctor, but her family still had her shaken.

      “Let’s give it a month,” I suggested, hoping I could offer her more. “For now, I’d like to keep eyes on you when you go out. Either one of my friends, or me, will be with you until we are sure there is no threat. I think you should also consider changing at least your last name. It will make it that much more difficult for anyone to track you down.”

      “Okay,” she agreed without argument. If only she’d agree this easily to the other question I’d asked her.

      She still hadn’t given me an answer and my patience regarding her being my sub was gone. Every dark, twisted, and nasty fantasy I could think of had been played out in my head. Regina had my devil stirring, and I was ready to unleash him. But, I forced myself to maintain control, knowing I needed to be careful. From the moment I’d met her, I knew Regina wasn’t used to anyone like me.

      “Doc,” I called, breaking into her statement about how much she liked the penthouse and the pool.

      She’d talked us through dinner, and we sat in front of empty plates. It didn’t surprise me that things like swimming, golf, and tennis had been part of her physical education program at the private schools she’d attended when she was younger.

      Her gaze rose as her words stopped. “Yes,” she answered.

      “Would you accompany me to the living room and sit with me for a moment before you run from me and retreat to your room.”

      My words froze her for a moment before a smile danced across her lush lips.

      “Sure,” she answered, but a twinge of uncertainty lingered in her tone.

      I reached across the table and took her dishes before turning and depositing them into the sink. When I finished, I turned and waited, my eyes glued to her.

      “Oh,” she said, realizing I was waiting for her to make the first move.

      Following her into the living room, I noticed she took quiet, catlike steps that were similar to her personality. I didn’t need to see her angry to know she had sharp claws.

      She wore dark jeans and a navy T-shirt today. This clothing situation would need to be rectified because I needed her in something other than jeans.

      When she stepped into the living room, she didn’t take her seat until after I’d taken mine. Like the first day we’d met, she put about a mile of space between us that wasn’t going to be there long.

      “It’s time to address the elephant in the room, Doc.”

      My body leaned in before I scooted closer, ensuring I didn’t leave her room to run. Once I had her trapped between me and the thick arm of the couch, I proceeded.

      “I need you to be my submissive, Doc. Have you made a decision?”

      Her chest rose on a deep breath before she placed her hands on her lap and lifted her gaze to meet mine.

      “I’ve thought about it, and I’ve decided to decline your request. I don’t want to be your sub.”

      My face pinched into a tight frown, my brain replaying her words for me to listen to again.

      “Humm,” buzzed past my lips. This was a fucking first. My frown turned into a squint of confusion as I absorbed the devastating blow she’d delivered.

      She’d soaked my fucking ego in gas and called it a bitch before she tossed a fucking flare at it. Regina was the first woman I’d asked to be my submissive and the only one who’d turned me down. She said no, echoed through my brain, knocking around in my head like sucker punches.

      I sat staring into the open space of my living room, processing her rejection, awed by it.

      My paused silence made her nervous. Good.

      She fidgeted, rubbing her hands up and down her legs while snatching quick glances at me.

      I was done talking. I was done asking. I didn’t say a damn thing more. My apartment had never been so silent.

      I reached onto the coffee table and picked up the remote. The low tunes of Joe spilled from the speakers and stirred the silence with a relaxing harmony, singing a question I wanted Regina to answer. I wanted to know what turned her on, and I intended to find out. I’d turned the music on for her peace of mind because my mind was all out of peace.

      I stood, marched my ass to my closet, and retrieved the doctor. I’d hoped I wouldn’t have to introduce her to him this soon, but Regina was determined to make things hard for herself. Eventually, she’d learn that I didn’t like the word no, especially when it came from her mouth.

      Her wide eyes froze as her fingers dug deeper into her arms that she’d folded across her chest. Her right leg bounced, the pace increasing as I grew closer.

      The big black lacquered paddle in my hand had her full attention. Her eyes darted back and forth between it and me. The name Dr. Pepper was painted in white letters across the thick black handle. I’d had it made especially for Regina.

      Without uttering a word, I positioned myself in the middle of the couch and sat the paddle against my thigh and away from her line of sight. Regina’s gaze fell to my approaching hand as I reached toward hers. She jumped when my hand wrapped around her wrist and closed as I tightened my grip, feeling the light tremble of her warm skin.

      “What…what are you doing?” she questioned. Her eyes glistened with surprise, but there was also curiosity staring back at me.

      Remaining in the center of the couch, I urged Regina along, tugging her closer. Tension surfaced in her body, but she poured little effort into resisting me.

      “Ansel, what are you doing?” she questioned again, her voice elevating an octave as her wide eyes punctuated the question.

      “I’m about to punish you for telling me no. Then, I’m going to convince you to change your answer,” I stated matter-of-factly.

      My words caused her plush lips to fall apart as I continued to inch her closer.

      “You can’t punish me for saying no,” she replied.

      “The hell I can’t.”
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      Was he about to hit me with that paddle? Why was he positioning me like this?

      Dazed by his actions, I was too bemused to protest his advances.

      Ansel backed into the couch before laying me across his lap on my belly. When my mind formed a concise thought, I attempted to resist, but it was useless.

      My chest and stomach were pressed into his muscular thighs as my legs and feet flapped against the couch. I lost one of my black flip-flops in my struggle as I gazed back at him over my right shoulder. What was he about to do? He’d taken me over his knees like I was a child he needed to discipline.

      “Ansel, what are you doing? You can’t do this to me. I’m a grown woman, not some…”

      Confusion clouded my brain like murky waters and kept me from spitting out my words.

      When Ansel’s hand wrapped around that big black paddle and lifted it, my ragged breaths burned my chest with my efforts to break free, but it was too late. Then…

      Thwack!

      First, I inhaled a deep breath of shock before my mouth flew wide open and my eyes slammed shut. The thick black wood had collided with my ass, making a sharp pain shoot into me. The sound the paddle produced seemed to bounce around like an echo traveling through the room.

      My voice had decided to hide inside my body, preventing me from yelling out for help. My delayed scream never surfaced as my shock at the situation led to my failing to fight my way off Ansel’s lap. With one firm arm across my body, he controlled me like I was merely a piece of paper that flapped in the wind.

      “Doc, this is Dr. Pepper. I got him made for you. I’d hoped that I wouldn’t have to introduce the two of you until later, but you’ve made me burn through all my patience. Now, I have to teach you discipline.”

      What in the hell was Ansel talking about?

      Thwack!

      The second hard lick knocked tears from my eyes, and I found my voice. My scream got lodged in my throat and sounded more like a moan than a cry for help.

      “Please don’t do this,” I begged despite the nervous tremble in my body. My brain was on overload, processing what was happening and how a simple conversation had landed me in this awful position.

      “Why are you doing this to me? Don’t!” I yelled, but the third heavy lick came down harder on a different spot on my ass.

      The loud impact sounded off inside the open space of the living room and over the music. My struggle was useless against Ansel’s strong hold. The peppery aches on my ass cheeks had me begging.

      “Ansel. Please!”

      “It’s about time you begged me for more,” he stated.

      I didn’t have to see his face to know that there was a devious smirk there. Wait, I wasn’t begging for more. I was begging to be released from this wicked madness he’d drawn me into. Did he think I was enjoying this?

      “Let me go, Ansel! This is insanity.”

      “Don’t worry, Doc. Soon, you’re not going to want me to stop.”

      What? Was he crazy? My ass was on fire. He’d called that thing Dr. Pepper because it lived up to its name, peppering my ass with prickly aches that settled in and sparked back out. I continued to struggle to get up, but Ansel was too strong and down came another hard lick.

      Thwack!

      This time I didn’t struggle as much and took it since my attempts to get away from this crazy man were useless. I’d escaped my family and ended up in the hands of a man that had plans to torture me to death.

      Thwack! Thwack!

      The loud licks echoed throughout the living room. I didn’t even move this time, my body absorbing the pain and what the hell?

      “I’ve wanted to get my hand on this ass since the first day,” I vaguely heard him over the sudden clouds of lust that were taking over my mind.

      Two more quick licks from Dr. Pepper and my pussy flooded as a moan came from deep in my throat and escaped my lips. The pain had somehow shot sparks of pleasure straight to my clit, causing me to squirm in Ansel’s lap. The realization that I wasn’t squirming to get away from him scared me. Lust hung heavy in the air, blanketing my body and warming me up for more.

      Another hard lick and I accepted that he’d been right. I wanted him to keep hitting me because each lick had my pussy convulsing in pleasure, and the stimulating sensations enticed me to squirm even harder.

      Thwack!

      My moans came louder this time, making me close my heavy eyes to the delicious sensations he’d sparked within me.

      “There is no enjoyment in life without the rough touch of fear or the biting grip of pain.” His voice barely registered over the gratifying stir that had taken over my body.

      Three of the hardest licks yet landed on my sore ass, and I became engulfed in a shot of pleasure so strong I forgot who the hell I was.

      “Oh God! Mmm.” My head dropped into the couch as the orgasm shot through my starved body and left me meowing like a kitten in heat. I’d never experienced anything like this. My morning shower had been destroyed, my pussy drenched. I needed to change my underwear, take another shower, and wash my clothes.

      I remained in place across Ansel’s lap since I was too stunned, and my body was too relaxed to move. He’d left me a panty-soaked puddle of nerves and anxious energy. My breath heaved as I was useless to do anything but lay there.

      Ansel’s heavy hand turned delicate as he started to rub my ass with soothing strokes. He glided with gentle ease across my jean-covered bottom, easing my mind as much as my ache. The stinging had already started to be lulled into a gentle ache, but I didn’t care. The pain had been well worth the outcome. I hadn’t come that hard in a long time. Who was I kidding? I’d never come that hard.

      The aftermath of the orgasm was still coursing through me, making my body shiver with a satisfying throb I savored. When I found the strength to lift my neck, I peered back at Ansel.

      He lowered his arrogant face closer to mine. “Fuck what you’ve heard. It’s not all about torture, Doc.”

      I’d learned my lesson about assuming.

      He helped me up from his lap, but instead of sitting next to him, I slid down in front of him, preparing to return the favor. He stopped me by gripping my hand and pulling me back to the couch.

      “It doesn’t work like that, Doc. I’ll have to teach you how to ask and how to obey. This counts as the only freebie you’ll get. Are you ready to cross the fence you’ve been straddling?”

      What in the heck was he luring me into? I shifted in my seat to ease the sting on my buttocks. Each shift reminded me of the sensational way he’d just made me fall apart. My nipples were still hard and aching, and he noticed. A satisfied smile shone in his eyes but didn’t meet his lips.

      “I’ll be honest with you, Doc. I’m not like anything you’ve had before. Some men like to have sex, some like to fuck, some even like to get rough.”

      He pointed a finger into his chest as his glare penetrated mine and had me hanging on to his every word.

      “I will be brutal.”

      Speechless, I couldn’t move. I couldn’t say a damn word in response. What was I supposed to say? His words scared me as much as they excited me. Like the way he’d sent panic jetting through me and put me through pain before he turned it all around and gave me delicious pleasure. Now, his words were scaring the hell out of me and turning me on at the same time.

      “Once I’m done with you, Doc, you’ll need recovery days. But, I won’t spring it on you too fast. I’ll get you to my level in stages.”

      Still speechless, I sat listening. “Stages?” That one word was squeezed out among the jumble of questions and confusion swirling around in my head. What in the hell was he planning to do to me?

      “Yes. Stages. Its imperative that I build you up to the kind of fucking I like to do.”

      “Build me up?” I was a parrot. As much as I talked and rambled, I was unable to form a proper sentence.

      “Yes, Doc. Build you up. If I fucked you the way I’m picturing in my head right now, you’d never let me fuck you again. I’m talking grown man kind of fucking. Wild and nasty fucking. The kind of fucking that’s going to have us calling for people who died before we were born. The kind that’s going to have your lower half numb. The kind that’s going to have your pussy wet enough for me to drown in. The kind that’s going to have you tipping and limping through the house instead of walking—”

      “I get the point, Ansel,” I exclaimed, raising my hand when it was apparent he wasn’t going to stop until I said something. As much as I hated my body for reacting, his nasty words were making me hot. I’d be damned if he didn’t know it too.

      “Once you’re mine, no one else is allowed to touch you. If the marks I leave on your body don’t tell a story, I will have failed you and myself. And I’m not talking about physical bruises. I’m talking about marking your body to respond to my commands. I’m talking about marking that pussy to respond only to my dick.”

      With wide, unblinking eyes, I swallowed, and my loud gulp sounded. Whether it was his intention or not, he was making me wet all over again. My chest bounced up and down, chasing every exhausted breath. My foggy mind searched for words, but my tongue was weighted down by bricks, stalling my ability to speak.

      “I’ll ask you once more,” he voiced sternly as his unyielding gaze held me in place. “Are you going to be my submissive?”

      I nodded—eager, terrified, anxious, and scared. As quickly, I changed my mind and shook my head when I realized what I was agreeing to.

      “Doc, why must you keep testing me? You’re playing with fire.”

      My shoulders shrugged, feeling bold all of a sudden. “Because the last man that dictated my life was nearly successful in putting me into the grave.”

      I knew when a man intended to hurt me. Ansel didn’t want to hurt me in the traditional sense of the word—he wanted to turn me inside out. He wanted to turn me into his obedient little plaything.

      He raised a brow. “I have no intention of shoving you into a grave, Doc. But, I can guarantee you that I will be shoving something inside you that you will never stop begging me for.”

      The confidence that he spoke with, hinted that he could back up his words, and I’d lived too long in the shadows not to try this new experience that he offered.

      Ansel could well be the man to bring out that side of me that I fantasized about. The side I was too afraid to explore, and thanks to my family, had never gotten to experience. Did I want to cross that bridge with Ansel? Hell yes! Was I brave enough to tell him yes? I don’t know.

      The fury in his gaze warned me that he didn’t like my indecision, but he didn’t act on it. Instead, he walked back to the closet and hung Dr. Pepper back in there. He turned those blazing green eyes on me.

      “Next time, we are going to have a different kind of conversation.”

      I didn’t know how to reply to his comment, so I nodded and glanced up at him through my lashes.

      Ansel scared me. However, the one thing in my corner that he didn’t count on was that fear had been keeping me company for three years. In dealing with my family, being scared was as much a part of me as breathing.
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      After a fresh shower, I talked myself into not being a chicken and left my room. Surely Ansel wasn’t going to attack me again.

      I descended the stairs and found the coast clear. I stood in my favorite area of the apartment near the chaise. I’d fallen asleep there for three straight days.

      The view of the city was alive. Light glimmered from the stories of apartments and offices, marking the movement of life. The muted and distant view painted a picturesque scene I’d never tire of. Pedestrians walked about below as cars sped by. Cyclists weaved in and out of the traffic and the crowd, experts at avoiding collisions. Squinting, I made out mouths moving, shouting and conversing as they bumped into each other, acceptable behavior in the thick of the roving action.

      My gaze was drawn to the balcony and my second favorite area—where the pool was located. The dancing body of blue water, with the sun bouncing off of it, brought an instant smile to my face. Although I loved to swim, sitting next to the slushing music the water created relaxed me.

      After I stood at the balcony door and stared out into the sparkling water, I retreated to the couch. The large television projected the show, The Doctors, but the show eventually watched me as I snoozed.

      Unaware of how much time had passed, Ansel was sitting beside me on the couch by the time I was fully awake. He held a rag up to his nose as his eyes flirted with me. Was his nose running? Had he come down with a cold? My forehead creased as I aimed to piece together his actions.

      Upon closer inspection, I found that Ansel wasn’t wiping a runny nose. He took deeper sniffs from the rag, his teasing gaze on me as his chest rose and fell. He closed the space between us on the couch when I tossed my feet over and let them fall to the floor. A teasing smirk graced his handsome face, daring me to question his actions.

      “How was your nap, Doc?”

      “Okay,” I replied as my curious gaze followed his hand and the rag in it.

      More often than not, I found it difficult to drop my gaze from his once he had it. However, at this moment, something in me resisted the strong pull.

      His hand sat on his lap. It wasn’t a rag he held. It was thin and silky, a pale blue material that was clutched in his fist.

      At the realization of what the rag was, my mouth dropped open, and I lost my ability to form words. My gaze crept up his arm and found his amused face.

      “Oh. My. God. You’re a pervert. I know those are not my panties? Where did you…? How did you…?”

      My full questions refused to cross my lips, although I already knew the answer. This crazy man had gone into my dirty clothes and taken my panties, the ones he’d made me come in.

      “Damn, you smell good. I knew it,” he commented before taking another deep sniff as he observed my awestricken face and frozen body.

      What was I supposed to say? What in the hell was I supposed to do in this situation?

      “Starting next week, I would like to start training you on how to protect yourself. A few self-defense techniques, maybe some knife work.”

      He stated this like I hadn’t discovered him sitting there sniffing my panties. My words remained hanging in my throat as I glanced at the hand that cupped my panties falling back into his lap.

      My lips parted and closed several times as I fought to fix my pinched face. On one hand, I was flattered that he liked my scent, but on the other hand, I was conflicted and stunned that he’d do something so appalling.

      My lids slid closed for a second, remembering who I was dealing with. Keeping a level head would help me get through this arrangement with Ansel for the next couple of weeks. He wasn’t typical. He damn sure wasn’t proper. He was arrogant. Uncouth. He did whatever the hell he wanted and dared you to question his actions. In this case, I got the impression that he was baiting me. I believed he wanted me to question him about my undies, but I wasn’t going to.

      “I’d like that. I’d like to know how to protect myself. I can’t have a Knox man protecting me for the rest of my life. So, learning how to protect myself is best.”

      One of his brows lifted as he assessed my posture and took in my response to his statement. He was just starting to realize that I wasn’t as gullible as he might have thought.
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      This damn woman was determined to make me break my own rules and fuck her right here on this couch. As much as I’d love to punish her again, I kept a level head and reminded myself of the standard of discipline I sought to maintain with Regina.

      “You took your punishment well today, Dr. Regina.”

      She didn’t reply, but the defiance mixed with the curiosity in her gaze bent my lips into a smile. She wasn’t a pushover, and I liked that aspect of her. However, I wasn’t sure what I’d do next if she told me no again.

      “Will you be my submissive?”

      “You made me orgasm with all my clothes on. What do you expect me to say?”

      “I expect you to give me an answer. The right answer.”

      “And if I don’t?” she questioned, with one of her brows raised.

      Regina had no idea who the hell she was playing with. She was pouring gas on an out of control blaze, but I believed she knew what she was doing. The defiance in her was pissing me off, turning me on, and had my dick hard enough to crack concrete.

      A part of Regina was afraid of me, but there was also a part of her that wouldn’t allow herself to be fully dominated. It was that spark in her I’d noticed the moment I’d met her. It had glowed through her sadness and burned through her fear.

      That spark would make her the most exciting submissive I’d had. Regina wasn’t like the others who only sought domination. Those that allowed me to get away with shit I’d hoped they’d dispute. I believed Regina would challenge me, and I liked it. When my lips started to curl into a smile, I suppressed it and prepared to answer her question.

      “If you don’t give me my answer,” I leaned in and placed my lips against her ear, “you will be punished repeatedly until you give me everything I want.”

      When she turned her face to meet mine, I didn’t back away and neither did she. Our faces were inches apart as we breathed each other’s air.

      “I’ll be your submissive under a few conditions,” she stated, her gaze on mine.

      What the fuck? She was giving me conditions now? The spark in Regina burned hotter than I imagined. I’d never been opposed by a potential submissive. I’d never even shopped for one. Subs chased me or were recommended. They did whatever I ordered them to do, which was follow my every command. Regina was the one I’d had to persuade.

      “What conditions are you proposing?” I questioned, curious as to what she’d ask for.

      “Will you explain what it means to be your submissive, and will we get to be regular people or will we always be in Dom and Sub mode?”

      Hell, I’d tell her whatever the hell she wanted to hear as long as she gave me what I wanted.

      “As my submissive, the main thing, the number one thing I’ll require of you is your trust. Like I told you earlier, forget whatever you’ve heard. Our relationship will not be about me getting off on punishing you or doing dirty, freaky, and nasty things to you all the time. My aim is to explore you, learn what your deepest darkest desires are. Find your pleasure zones and stimulate them. Push you to embrace your sexual appetite, to experience pleasure and discover new desires and indulge in them. Eventually, I’ll teach you to find the same in me. I’ll inflict pain to stimulate pleasure. I don’t do humiliation like some Dom’s because it doesn’t do shit for me.”

      “And you think that I could be a good submissive?” she questioned, still unsure of herself.

      “Yes, Doc. I not only think so, I know you would. However, I must stress that this is not a traditional relationship. There won’t be any pillow talk, snuggling, or candlelit dinners, but it will be mutually satisfying in other ways.”

      She sat patiently, hanging on to my every word. I appreciated that she asked questions—that she wasn’t falling into this with blinders on. I’d underestimated Regina.

      “Bondage, Domination, Submission, and Masochism. Some embrace it as a lifestyle. Some treat it as a dirty little secret they don’t want anyone else to know about. Some treat it as a fad or phase they go through. It means something different to each individual.

      “Embracing it doesn’t mean that you lose who you are. It means that you have preferences that are beyond what society deems normal. There are D/s who switch. They enjoy each role, but each partner would have to enjoy switching. For some, this lifestyle is more about power and control than it is about sex. Some love the control, and some can’t go without being dominated.”

      Regina’s interest was written in her body language. She leaned closer, tilting her head as her ears perked a bit. Her gaze bounced back and forth from my lips to my hand gestures.

      “For some, to have their power stripped away and to allow another complete control, it provides them the ultimate high, the best thrill, the most pleasurable sexual encounters. There are dungeons and clubs that cater to the specific needs of the D/s team or specifically to single males or females. Some people have a desire to be spanked or tortured or tied up. Some may crave choking or may want to watch a male or female masturbate so they can get off. Hell, I’ve seen some that like to get enemas.”

      This revelation raised her eyebrows but didn’t deter her curiosity.

      “Some men may enjoy dressing in women’s clothes or some may want to dress like a baby. Some wish to fulfill rape fantasies where they are the victims or the attacker. People are willing to seek ways to satisfy their needs no matter how debauched society sees them. Society may see perverts, but we are merely people who have identified and accepted that we prefer something different.

      “The people who embrace BDSM are not pedophiles or sexual deviants. Most are normal people that simply have extra needs. Rather than go through life unfulfilled because they have kinky desires, they seek places or like-minded individuals that give them an outlet to have those needs satisfied. The life is portrayed as dark and evil on television and in magazines because they focus on pinpointing the negative and most extreme cases.”

      Regina soaked in my words, anxious for me to reveal more.

      “Being my sub means that you will learn to trust me enough to tell me anything, ask me anything. I’ll be your therapist when you need one, your mentor, your helping hand. I know that it’s not easy to blindly trust someone, and I impose strict guidelines on myself so that you’ll gradually give me your trust. I would like to have enough of your trust in me that you’ll know without a doubt that I’d keep your best interest at heart, your safety, and your well-being. That I’ll protect you from any physical or mental harm.”

      Her gaze volleyed back and forth from my gaze to my lips as she continued to absorb my words. Her stiff posture was more relaxed now, her raised shoulders lowered, her heightened eyebrows leveled.

      “I hold myself to a standard that I’ll never push you past your breaking point or make you do something you don’t want to do, and that if you tell me to stop, in voice or body language, I will stop. I will not make you perform sexual acts or any other kinds of acts without asking permission. I will not force you to do anything you are not comfortable with. I may persuade you, fuck that, I’ll persuade the hell out of you, but I’ll always respect your final decision.”

      The smile in her gaze revealed that she liked what I was saying. I hoped she believed what I was saying.

      “We won’t be transformed into two people that are stuck in D/s mode. We will still be normal people. As normal as a gun runner and a cartel member can be,” I stated teasingly.

      She failed to hide the grin that twisted her lips, aware that she and I were a lot of things, but normal wasn’t one of them.

      “Certain words are triggers. Body language is a trigger. And sometimes I just want to be a fucking kinky freak. If you believe you need a break and don’t wish to partake in some of the explicit acts that we might engage in, I’ll respect your choice. If you no longer wish to be my sub, I’ll respect your choice to walk away.”

      Everything I was saying to Regina was the truth, except one thing. Letting her walk away from me wasn’t in my plans. I struck down the demon inside me that craved nothing more than to hold this woman captive, fuck her every chance I got, and never let her go.

      She squinted at me as I forced my mind back to the subject at hand. There was a river of questions churning in her brain.

      “If being your sub is as good as you make it sound, why did your other subs leave? I remember August and Shark mentioning that you break women to the point that they run and hide from you.”

      I tilted my head, grasping how seriously she was taking this and realizing she had a memory about a hundred miles long.

      “A proper, well-disciplined Dom takes his time and learns everything necessary to keep his submissive happy and loyal. When I break a woman, I don’t break her so that she’s non-functional. I break her out of her own mind so that she doesn’t let her own thoughts ruin her pleasure and foul her fantasy the way she imagined it going down. There is no torture. There is no abuse. If you don’t like what’s being done to you or if you believe you’re being pushed past your threshold, you simply use your safe word. I take pride in the fact that I’ve never pushed a sub any further than she wanted to go. I don’t understand why they leave, but I respect their choice and don’t chase after them if they choose to walk away. The lifestyle is not for everyone.”

      Her smile crept up with the slow ease of a kitten. “So, the stuff I heard was idle talk? A misinterpretation of what truly happens? You, you’re misunderstood?”

      “You’re correct. People that have never been in the life always assume the worse. Granted, there are dominants that encourage, bring to life, or elicit those negative connotations, but I’m not one of them.”

      My hand grazed across her tempting thigh, distracting her from the hundreds of questions she intended to ask.

      “Will you be my submissive, Doc?”

      Her gaze remained straight ahead although I knew she sensed I was fixated on her. My eager fingers tightened around her warm thigh. We were going to have to find a fix for those damn jeans. She had too sexy a body to stay trapped under that thick, constricting material.

      It wasn’t that she wasn’t sexy in them, but her body would make other types of materials come to life.

      She finally glanced in my direction. “Yes, Ansel. I’ll be your submissive.”

      “Good,” I stated, surprised at the level of relief that washed over me.

      With the flick of my finger, I called her closer. When her face was inches from mine, I projected my gaze, keeping hers stuck on mine.

      “Why did you really tell me no, Doc? We are building trust, be honest,” I reminded.

      When she managed to pull her gaze away from mine, her head dropped. Her shoulders stiffened with tension at the idea of answering my question.

      “I told you no because I fear the unknown, but I was mostly afraid of not being able to give you what you wanted.”

      She paused, thinking past the uncomfortable stiffness in her body.

      “Ansel, I’ll be honest with you. I don’t have a vast wealth of sexual knowledge that I can pull from that would make me a suitable candidate. A lot of what I know comes from books, and I haven’t had a whole lot of opportunities to practice.”

      That shit was about to change. Regina was about to physically get to know her every curiosity.

      “Do you think differently now?” I asked, liking that she was being open with me.

      “Based on what you explained, I don’t need anything but to believe in the trust we build.”

      My lips drew into a deep smile. She was getting it.

      “But…”

      Damn. There was another fucking but.

      “None of the others lived with you, did they? You went to them when you wanted to, right?”

      She assumed she’d passed it off as just questions, but I’d picked up more in her inquisitive tone. Translation. She wanted to know if I had any other subs, and if I did, would I be seeing them while seeing her? I think Dr. Regina had a possessive streak in her.

      She turned her palms up when I didn’t answer right away.

      “If we do this, how do we balance the two different lifestyles and live in the same house?”

      That was a valid question. Fact was, I had no idea. All I knew was that I couldn’t wait to get my hands on her.

      “Doc, you managed for three years with your cartel family that took you hostage and made you dispose of the bodies of their victims. You’ve been around me for three weeks now, and you’ve managed to avoid being tied to my headboard. I have confidence that we can handle whatever transpires between these walls.”

      Regina had the potential to become my best sub. After I’d tossed around several suggestions of what I thought her safe word should be, the one she’d chosen surprised me as much as it turned me on. She played the shrinking violet role well, but I knew better.

      If the rest of her body felt as good as I expected it to, she may become my weakness. God help her if she became my obsession.
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      It had been two days, and Ansel hadn’t put hands on me again, not that I’d mind it. Since sleep eluded me most nights, I noticed he’d left the last couple of nights and hadn’t returned until the next morning. I conjured up all types of stories as to where he’d gone.

      He and his friends were always on guard waiting for my family members to make an appearance. However, I didn’t believe Ansel’s late-night outings had anything to do with my situation.

      Was he leaving to seek out his other subs? A question I shouldn’t have about a man that wasn’t mine. No matter how many times he reassured me, I didn’t know what the heck I was doing because I didn’t know what a sub was supposed to do besides follow her Dom’s commands.

      There was another reason I’d said no to Ansel that I hadn’t disclosed to him. The idea of being one of a group of Ansel’s women didn’t sit well with me. However, my demanding curiosity, coupled with my attraction had won over my good sense.

      Was Ansel leaving at night to commit other sinister acts? I had no idea. The way August had described Ansel, I’d imagined him as this sadistic serial killer. Being around him, I didn’t know what to think anymore.

      August wouldn’t have left me with Ansel if he were a threat to me.  Ansel also had taken care of and protected Megan for six months, and it wasn’t lost on me that they’d developed a tight bond.

      No less than a minute after I’d sat down to eat breakfast, Ansel stalked into the kitchen, impeccably dressed in a dark navy designer suit that fit him to perfection. His presence was so dominating that I dropped my fork. In my haste to catch it, I almost toppled my plate.

      “Good morning, Doc,” he greeted as his signature smirk emerged.

      A stiff glance was cast in his direction for making me drop my fork.

      “Good morning,” I greeted, stifling a yawn. I hadn’t slept a wink in the last few nights. However, in this case, I didn’t mind the sleeplessness. My mind flooded with the memories of him making me orgasm, knowing that it was a teaser as far as he was concerned.

      A shudder ran through me, making my shoulders twitch.

      He crept closer to the table in that stalking manner of his. He’d probably memorized every aspect of me down to the clear polish I’d put on my nubby nails. He walked around to my side of the table and stood close enough for his warmth to wrap around me.

      A whiff of his fresh scent drifted up my nose, a hint of spice, a dash of piney woods, and a pinch of sin. His scent wrapped around me, invigorating my senses as it stirred my listless passion. I could have breathed him in all day.

      My gaze settled on the phone he’d placed on the table in front of me. His finger sat on the shiny black face of the phone, keeping it in place. My gaze traveled up his strong hand before it caught a peek at the tattoo that covered his arm.

      “2826 to unlock it and 666 to get me. If I don’t answer after three rings, it will go to Scott’s phone. If Scott doesn’t answer, it goes to Marcus’ phone, then JG and then Rob. If no one answers, you take the black Mercedes in parking space 127, second floor. The keys to the car are in your bedside table, directions on where to go are already programmed in the car. Aaron’s and Megan’s numbers are in here too. In case you forget, everything I just told you is in a neat little note locked inside this phone behind a picture of me.”

      He already had a serious backup plan in place, making me realize he took his job of protecting me seriously. I glanced up in awe until I found my voice.

      “Wow! Thank you,” I uttered as I shrunk under his lingering gaze, cast over me like a burning light. To have something else to concentrate on, I picked up the phone and started to scan through it. To say that I was impressed with this man was an understatement.

      The flick of a shiny thin card passed across my view and was placed in front of me. A credit card? Specifically, it was a black card.

      “I need to take care of some business today,” he offered, luring my gaze away from the card. “Marcus is going to take you shopping and wherever you need to go. If I catch you in jeans one more time, I promise you, I’m cutting you out of them and burning them. I may even toss the rest of your clothes in for good measure.”

      A grin escaped me. “You wouldn’t.”

      “You want to try me?” he replied in a dominating tone. Was he serious? His arms folded across his chest, those intense green eyes darkened as they dared me to try him.

      “Now, tell me what I want to hear,” he demanded although his voice had returned to its normal timbre.

      Was this the Dom side of him? What was I supposed to say? Somehow, I got the impression my time for asking questions had passed. Screw it. I’d wing it. Wouldn’t be the first time. I got the impression that Ansel wanted me to mess up so that he’d have an excuse to punish me.

      “I’ll get something besides jeans to wear,” I answered, hoping it was what he wanted to hear.

      “Good. I’ll be taking you out tonight. Pick up something sexy.”

      “Okay,” slid across my lips, low and unsure. In my opinion, I was so far from sexy, I’d forgotten what the word meant.

      Before my family had gotten a hold of me, I was carefree, playful, and outgoing. People wanted to hang out with me. They’d invite me to their parties and get togethers. The cesspool my family had dragged me into had swallowed my personality, and only jagged pieces of it remained.

      At twenty-eight, soon to be twenty-nine years old, I was a prude.

      Ansel glared at me until I dropped my gaze and flipped the card across my fingers. Without saying another word, he eased away, taking his warmth and invigorating scent with him. My gaze followed him as he exited the kitchen, looking as good going as he had coming in.
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      My four-hour shopping trip had gone well. The idea of having someone with me at all times had bothered me at first, but Marcus knew how to keep an eye on me while somehow giving me a certain depth of freedom I didn’t expect. For the most part, I didn’t see him but was aware that he watched from someplace.

      Ansel had texted me on my new phone to let me know to be ready by the time he arrived at seven.

      A call from D had been the highlight of my day. He’d gathered the information needed to start the process of getting me an official name change. The excitement of dropping Dominquez gave me a level of joy I hadn’t felt in a while.

      Marcus and I shared small talk on the ride back. He, like Ansel, had a strong, dominating personality that he kept in check, for my sake, I was sure. He accompanied me up to the penthouse, carrying my bags.

      Although posing as a gentleman, Marcus never stopped working his protection angle. I glimpsed the big silver gun tucked into his side and noticed the constant scans of our surroundings before every move we made.

      Once I was safe and back in the apartment, and after he’d scanned it, Marcus bid me a good evening and back into the elevator he went.

      The new Kindle I’d picked up kept me company. I flipped it open to one of the many medical books I’d downloaded. I’d also downloaded all of Megan’s books that I was anxious to start reading until it was time to prepare for my date.

      Was it a date?

      Ansel and I weren’t a couple, that much I was sure of. I shrugged off the ideas of us when they caused my mind to hurt. My eyes fell closed, thinking of the good times before I’d been force to hide from my family.

      My body jerked at the sensation of turning into a fall. Ansel’s strong hand shook me awake. I berated myself for not setting an alarm, realizing I’d fallen asleep.

      “I’m sorry. Are we going to be late?”

      “No, it’s only five,” he stated. His gaze roamed although I was clothed, specifically in my jeans.

      I sat up and my gaze caught a white garment bag slung across Ansel’s shoulder. It must have been the clothes he planned to wear on our outing.

      “Where are we going?” I inquired, curiosity flooding me.

      “You’ll find out when we get there,” he stated with a hint of finality.

      “Okay,” I voiced with an eye-roll I’d failed to hide. I was sure he noticed the hint of underlying irritation I held at his answer.

      He placed the bag across the back of the couch and headed toward the kitchen. I followed.

      As we sat and ate, I was too busy staring at Ansel and talking my head off to cut through the tension he’d built in me. As usual, he let me talk as he studied me. A smile or a nod kept him in the conversation, but the mischief in his gaze hinted that my run-on sentences weren’t the only things his attention was on.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I paced, taking anxious steps. I didn’t know what to expect. Had I picked the right outfit? Had I applied too much makeup?

      I may not have known a lot about the life I was embarking on, but if there was one thing I’d learned in my boarding school upbringing, it was the ins and out of makeup and how to fake my way through a difficult situation. Thanks to my father spoiling me, I also knew how to run up a credit card.

      Ansel stood facing the view when I entered the living room. My hair was in curls that fell over my shoulders. I’d gone so long with a ponytail that it felt foreign. My hand rushed down the sides of my pale blue Michael Kors studded sheath dress with a daring slit up the thigh. I thought it was sexy, but who knew what Ansel would think of it?

      I’d yet to master the art of balancing myself in skinny, steep heels, so I’d opted for a sexy pair of beige strappy sandals with a three-inch thicker heel to be able to walk and balance myself at the same time.

      When Ansel turned at my entrance, he presented a ready smile.

      “You did good, Doc. Your makeup is flawless, your hair, stunning, and your dress is sexy, just what I asked for.”

      His smile widened, showing rows of perfect teeth as his pleased gaze met mine. Why did I get the sense that I’d missed the mark?

      “Thank you…?” I stated, making it sound like a question. My hand swept the sides of my dress once more.

      “You look very handsome,” I complimented although my mind raced onward with a more detailed description.

      Sexy as sin and hot enough to melt my panties, harden my nipples, and make me wet was what really flowed through my mind. Ansel’s suspicion of what I’d think and what I’d say had been spot on. There were thoughts I didn’t want leaving my mind.

      “Thank you,” he replied without lifting his gaze from my body.

      He’d paired a navy blazer, from some well-known designer that he’d left open with jeans and a white button-up underneath. A Devon Tread watch flashed on his wrist. As always, everything he wore sat elegantly draped over his tall, strong body.

      He approached, stepping into my personal space as his gaze rained all over me. His steps didn’t stop as he strolled around me, taking me in at every angle. He paused behind me before he released an appreciative moan, admiring my ass. He’d let it be known from the start that he appreciated my healthy dose of ass.

      Once he’d completed the circle and left my body buzzing with anxious energy, he walked over to the couch where the garment bag lay and started to unzip it. Once opened, he reached down into the bag and removed a sexy black dress.

      When he stepped closer, I noticed he had a pair of black stilettos with strategically placed gold accents that spelled trouble for my ankles, feet, and my life. The dress had cutouts that revealed way too much skin. Were my eyes deceiving me? There were also lacy see-through parts.

      The frown in the center of my forehead stood strong as my gaze darted from Ansel to the too-sexy dress, to the five inches of heels on the sexy shoes guaranteed to kill me.

      “You did a good job, Doc, but you picked the kind of sexy that would be reserved for a date. We’re in a relationship, I’ll admit that much, but I’m not the dating kind, and our relationship is anything but traditional. And trust me, where we’re about to go…” He glanced down at the black dress that hung in one of his hands and the black stilettos that hung across his fingers in the other. “…Where we’re going, this is me taking it easy on you because it’s your first time.”

      If this was him taking it easy, I hated to find out what my future wardrobe would be like. Goodness, I’d never been so nervous about an outfit in my life.
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      “Let me help you with this,” Ansel offered. He reached his hands around me, closed me into his body and unzipped my dress. My breath caught and wouldn’t release as a river of tension surfaced. As quickly as he pulled me in, he backed off, but his hands gathered the top of my dress and started to slip it down my shoulders before I could part my lips to protest.

      I would have liked to have had some privacy to change, but Ansel wasn’t going to allow that.

      The material stretched with ease as he peeled it over my shoulders, then over my chest. His lips drew into a pleased smile at the view of my ample chest in my black strapless bra. When the dress slipped past my chest threatening to expose my midsection, I froze. I hadn’t had time to prepare him for the scars on my body, a gift from my cousin Sorio. The ones on my arms had faded and nearly blended with my skin, but there was no hiding the ones on the left side of my stomach. They were ugly and large jagged knife marks.

      Ansel’s actions ceased, and his gaze was focused on the large slashes.

      “Did he do this to you?” he questioned. His voice carried above a whisper, but I could sense the hate rolling off him. I believed he’d kill my cousin a hundred times over if given the opportunity.

      “Yes,” I answered, embarrassed and horrified. My cousin was a beast of a man that had no tolerance for me, or my quest to get away from my family. He had marred me with so many cuts and bruises that cocoa butter and various quick healing medications had become my best friends. Some scars, I’d been able to fade into whispers of what they once were, others I’d take to the grave.

      The wall in front of me had suddenly become interesting because I couldn’t bear to glance down at Ansel. I was afraid of his reaction as we were just getting started. My back had more evidence of my cousin’s hatred of me.

      When the material of my dress started to slip further down, my breathing stopped, but my heart pumped twice as fast. Was he not disgusted? My black bra and panty set was on full display as he continued to peel away my dress.

      The warmth on my cheeks highlighted my embarrassment as it started to travel down the expanse of my body. Fighting to keep from fidgeting, my weight shifted left and right as tension tightened my legs.

      It wasn’t until I gathered the strength to glance at Ansel that I found his appreciative gaze roving my body. Lust rested in his roaming eyes versus the hurtful stab of disgust I expected.

      “Regina. Regina. Regina.” He sighed as he shook his head. I was so ensnared by his gaze that I didn’t even flinch when he swept the material the rest of the way down. The dress swept the back of my calves before it pooled at my feet.

      I’d been concentrating so hard on my scars being exposed that I’d forgotten about all the other imperfections he’d find. My immediate reaction to standing before him in nothing but my underwear was to cover my stomach.

      “Don’t you dare,” he commanded, casting a stern eye on me, knowing what I was about to do. I dropped my hands, letting them hang limply at my sides as I brought my gaze back to that interesting wall. I’d always been insecure about my body, to the point that I kept my clothes on during sex and always turned out the lights. The men I’d been with didn’t mind it as long as they were getting laid.

      “Regina, look at me,” Ansel ordered as he stood. My gaze lifted, landing on his penetrating green stare.

      “You have a gorgeous body. I knew that you would. Trust me, if I didn’t like what I see, you damn sure wouldn’t be standing in front of me. And, I can assure you, I damn sure wouldn’t be taking you on an outing. You understand?”

      Unable to speak, I nodded, more grateful for his words than I could say.

      “If you ever try to hide yourself from me again, you will be punished, and I’m not going to take it easy on you like I did the first time. As a matter of fact, you can start addressing me as Sir when I’m giving you a command. You’re smart. It won’t take you long to decipher when I’m Sir and when I’m Ansel.”

      “Yes, Sir,” I answered, getting into this play more than I assumed I would.

      My answer caused his eyes to flicker with a burning heat I’d never seen in them before. I’d finally done something right. The idea that I could make heat burn within a man like Ansel gave me a sense of pride I’d never experienced before.

      He stood in front of me, unzipping the sexy dress he’d picked. My heart fluttered as his hot gaze swept my body. He bent and assisted in removing my discarded dress from around my ankles.

      So that I could step into it, he lowered the new dress to my feet. The black material fluttered across my hot skin, and his gaze roamed every inch of me and shot my lust level past the boiling point. No man had ever dressed me. None had looked at me the way Ansel did. He’d let his eyes linger, allowing me to see the lust shining in them. He left no doubt that he liked what he saw.

      The back of his hand skimmed my hot skin as he dragged the dress over my thighs. His tongue glided over his sexy lips, licking them before clenching the left bottom edge under his teeth in a way that quickened my pulse and had my breaths rushing faster.

      When he reached my stomach, he leaned in and left a quick peck there that drew a moan from me and caused my eyes to flutter close. My fingers curled into my palms at my side, and it took everything in me to keep myself from passing out from the rush of energy he’d set off in me.

      A few deep, steadying breaths sent enough calming relief into me to entice me to stay on my feet. He tugged the dress up over my chest and stopped, holding one of the thin sheer straps up so that I could slip my arm into it. This life he was introducing me to was going to take some getting used to, and I appreciated that he took his time with me.

      With my arms under the straps, Ansel paced around my body to zip up the dress. He swept my hair off my back with a light stroke, and I assisted by holding it and tilting my head down. That’s when I noticed that the bottom of the dress was see-through lace and stopped just above my knees. The solid parts of the dress were enough to cover my hips, butt, stomach, and chest. Together, the lacy and solid sections made the dress more tasteful than if it had been a minidress that hardly covered my ample bottom.

      I jumped, sucking in a huge chunk of air when Ansel’s warm fingers brushed my lower back. More scars marred my back, but I didn’t believe he cared.

      “Relax. I haven’t even begun to touch you yet,” he stated. His voice was as much a caress as his fingers. His hot words poured into my ears like liquid heat. I’d have to call on all the reserved strength I possessed to endure him.

      The slide of the zipper sounded at my back as the skin of the dress tightened around my body. It was a perfect fit. I lied to myself, praying I was a ten when I was at least a good healthy twelve.

      I’d been called fat, fluffy, stout, and thick, so I’d never been secure in my body. Add to that the multiple scars I carried, and I figured I was doomed to hide my body for life. I knew that there were men out there that appreciated my size and body type, but I’d never met any until Ansel.

      Honestly, I’d stopped caring about my size years ago when it became apparent that some men weren’t going to be satisfied until they’d transformed me into the emaciated rack of skin and bones they desired.

      “How did you know my size?” I asked, finally able to squeeze a question past my lips.

      “It’s my job to know,” he stated. The heat of his words kissed my skin before his lips connected with the back of my neck and caused every hair on my body to stand. A shiver of lust shot through my core, and I didn’t get a handle on myself until I glanced up into the smiling gaze of the handsome man standing before me.

      “Beautiful,” he complimented. His gaze was fixed with a certainty that let me know he meant it. He lifted the shoes.

      “You don’t have to put these on until we get there.”

      Thank God. The shoes were beautiful to look at, but me walking in them was a whole other story.

      He stepped away from me and reached across the couch for the garment bag again.

      My lips parted at the sight of not one but two jewelry boxes—a smaller slender one and a bigger thicker one, twice its size. Each box was black with the gold writing of the jeweler inscribed on top. Confusion surfaced because he’d stated this wasn’t a date.

      He sat the smaller box on the couch and opened the bigger one. The necklace inside left me motionless. The white gold design had small diamonds embedded in the threads. A solid heart that looped through an intricately designed circle, completed the diamond-studded pendant.

      Ansel stepped behind me and draped the beautiful piece of art over my neck. My fingers covered it as soon as it sat on my skin. Enthralled by the beautiful piece of jewelry, I hadn’t noticed Ansel had taken a matching bracelet from its box. He sat the fine piece atop my wrist, and I drooled at the sight of it. I hadn’t worn anything this expensive and beautiful in years.

      My fingers rested against the necklace as my gaze found the beautiful bracelet on my wrist, a mini replica of the necklace. My body danced in jittery excitement once Ansel had locked the bracelet in place.

      “Perfect,” he professed as he took me in fully.

      “I’ll explain to you what this jewelry means before you go getting ideas in your head.”

      “Yes, Sir,” I replied, remembering he’d liked me saying it.

      “I’ve marked you,” he stated.

      “Marked?”  I was sure my confusion was displayed on my pinched brow and questioning gaze.

      “As my submissive, I must put warnings in place, so no one gets their asses fucked up.”

      “What?” fell breathlessly past my lips. Where in the hell was he taking me that required warnings?

      “The bracelet means don’t touch. The necklace means don’t engage. As in, don’t talk to you. If anyone attempts to talk to you without my permission, I need you to let me know.”

      My head moved up and down because I was too dumbstruck to answer with words.

      “I’m thinking I should mark your finger. I’m not going to lie to you. You’re so sexy in that dress, I’ve got a feeling I might have to fuck someone up over you.”

      “Wait. What?” blew past my lips as my words sputtered. My lips sat poised and ready to ask every one-word question that started with a W.

      “It’s okay. You’ll understand more when we get there. For now, relax,” he instructed. His voice was almost enough to calm me. However, I was lost in a new world that I was afraid of and at the same time excited about.
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      My head darted in every direction as we drove away from the bustling city into an industrial area with dim lighting, a less traveled dusty road, and lots of warehouses. My questions lingered, none that I was sure Ansel would answer. I’d learned rather quickly that he did things at his own pace. My questions would get answered, just not as fast as I wanted them to.

      When we rolled into the pitch-black alley next to a tall warehouse whose front was a wall of shiny black glass, my gaze landed on Ansel although he couldn’t see me in the dim interior of the car. We drove deep into the alley with only the park lights guiding us.

      Ansel turned into a dark nook that I didn’t know was there. The squeal of a door sliding open sounded. We rolled deeper into the darkness. Ansel must have known this place well because he drove into the black with ease.

      When he stopped the car and got out, dim lighting started to brighten the space around us. Inside the building now, I made out the outline of a garage door closing us in. I stared into the darkness so hard, I didn’t move until Ansel opened my door and leaned into the car.

      He reached past me and unbuckled my seatbelt before his arm grazed my inner thigh where the dress had risen. My breath hitched, but his warm touch left me desiring more. It wasn’t until he lifted the death traps I’d have to walk in that I understood what he’d reached for.

      “Turn for me,” he instructed.

      He took my ankle in his hand and dragged it towards the open door. My body turned as my mind played catch up.

      As one leg hung out of the door, Ansel positioned the other so that my foot rested atop his thigh. His tight muscles flexed under my bare feet as I glanced at him.

      He unstrapped the shoe and fastened it around my ankle. I was so captivated by him that I didn’t even think to hand him my other foot. He reached down for it and strapped me into the other heel.

      “When we go in, try your best not to stare or make eye contact. It will lead them to think you’re interested and it will also lead them into an ass whipping. You’re untrained, and they are going to pick up on it and think they can turn you.”

      “Turn me?”

      “Yes. Turn you into their sub. Take you from me. You don’t want to leave me, do you?”

      “No…Sir. You know I don’t,” I answered truthfully.

      My answer pleased him, making him smile. I felt like a teen in his presence who was finally learning the ways of man and woman. Only, I was learning something of a whole different world.

      “Good. It’s okay to look but be discreet about it. If you feel yourself slipping and need something to rein in your curiosity, look at me.”

      “Yes, Sir,” I replied, already getting used to the idea of him being my Dom. I hadn’t a clue about what I was walking into, but I was confident that Ansel wasn’t going to let anything happen to me. He’d already talked of whipping people’s asses, so what was there to worry about?

      He took my hand to help me out of the car, but I hesitated. I’d come this far to end up dead, killed by the sexy black heels on my feet. I could picture myself stumbling and cracking my head open on the sharp edge of concrete as I bled out, staring at the sexy shoes on my feet.

      I stood, and my feet started to wobble as my ankles and feet fought to keep me balanced. Ansel placed a hand around my arm to steady me as his smile widened.

      “Oh, hell yes. I’m going to end up fucking someone up over you,” he volunteered in a low tone.

      “Why?” I asked as I took my first few shaky steps after he’d placed an arm around my waist.

      “Let’s go,” he ordered, “You’ll understand soon enough.”

      The smile in his voice was apparent. I was sure I was missing something. I felt like Alice being escorted to Wonderland in this too-sexy dress and life-threatening heels.
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      Regina had no idea how sexy she was. There was nothing I could say to explain it to her. Proving what I’d pointed out was the only way for her to understand her own sex appeal. She’d never been persuaded to embrace her sexual desires, and I relished the idea of being her teacher.

      After I keyed in the combo to the back door, I shoved it open with the tips of my fingers. The low thump of music met us as I gestured for Regina to enter the softly lit hall first. The scene was set to resemble us walking into the chambers of a dungeon. The torch-style lights flickered, their low flames glowed against the walls and sparsely illuminated the darkness. Thick grayish bricks lined the walls that were left bare.

      Regina wobbled. The click-clack of every step bounced off the floor. Her shaky steps improved when her attention was directed at her surroundings. My eyes wouldn’t stay off the woman, and I started to second-guess my decision to bring her here.

      When we reached the door at the end of the hall, I keyed in another code, and the sound of loud music met us with more force as the dim seductive view drew us in. I didn’t rush Regina. I allowed her to take in the scene as she entered her first BDSM club.

      When a Dom passed us with his sub on a leash, Regina’s mouth dropped open and remained that way until the couple blended into the crowd. She glared up at me for a second before her gaze recaptured the crowd of Doms and subs in various stages of dress.

      My hand sat at the small of Regina’s back, urging her to take a step further. She’d forgotten about those heels. Her steps were shaky, but she looked sexy making them. Her legs were about a mile long in those heels. The black leather wrapped around her sexy brown ankles led my gaze up the shapely legs that I couldn’t wait to drape around my neck.

      As I expected, heads started to turn in our direction. Every Dom that landed an eye on Regina stared. They wanted what I had, but they’d find themselves needing a set of dentures if they tried to step to her. My brows edged up as the flare of their nostrils didn’t miss my probing eye, and the anxious tension that flooded their bodies was spotted as well.

      Regina leaned closer. “Everyone is staring at us.”

      “They are staring at you. Don’t lock gazes with any of them. You understand?”

      “Yes, Sir,” she answered, her tone carrying slightly above the music.

      Hearing her address me appropriately left me smiling. She was a quick learner. I was certain I’d have to remind her, although, I’d purposely not given Regina all of my rules. She’d already told me no once, and if I’d given her all my rules, she’d have told me hell no.

      As we neared the bar, Godrick Ross, an associate of mine, approached. He inclined his head in my direction while taking a quick glance at Regina. She stood, staring at my chest, being the good sub that I knew she could be. For someone that didn’t know a damn thing, she was doing well.

      With a nod, I acknowledged Godrick, ignoring his interest in Regina.

      “Please, introduce me, Ansel,” he requested, resembling a hungry fox.

      Where the fuck were his subs anyway?

      Godrick was a billionaire who didn’t hesitate to throw the weight of his money around. He never came into the club with the same two subs and expected people to humble themselves around him. I gave a negative fuck about his billionaire status and treated his ass like I treated everyone else.

      “Godrick, this is my Gina,” I stated, noticing Regina’s brow hitch at my calling her mine. My statement let that thirsty bastard Godrick know Regina wasn’t up for trade, touch, or anything else. He’d better be glad I was allowing his ass to look at her.

      My lips hovered near Regina’s ear. “You can look at him, but don’t let him touch you.”

      “Yes, Sir,” she answered as she glanced up at Godrick.

      Fuck, she had me proud. She acted better than some of the subs I’d trained.

      Godrick reached out his hand to Regina. That motherfucker knew better. A fucking blindfolded baboon could see how well I’d marked Regina, but he couldn’t resist testing her as he thrust a knife into my patience.

      When Regina inched her body away from his hand, I could have kissed her.

      “Godrick, you know better. She’s marked, and if you don’t drop your fucking hand, I’m going to chop that motherfucker off,” I roared, my anger soaring within me as I closed the distance between us.

      The hint of darkness I spewed, and the glass-cutting edge to my voice sent Godrick back a few paces. Regina’s body tensed next to mine, but she didn’t say a word.

      Godrick lifted a hand. “My, my, my. I guess trading is out of the question? She must be good for you to come at me like that. I’m your partner. I thought we were cool?”

      “You’re one of my partners, and we are cool as long as you respect the fucking rules.”

      “My bad,” he proclaimed as his hungry eyes landed back on Regina and roamed her body. He sucked his teeth as she fought her natural instinct to react to his heated stare.

      Partner or no partner, I readied myself to punch this motherfucker in the face. Just as my fingers sank into my palms and my knuckles started to tighten, Godrick’s subs approached. The women stood on either side of him. They wore twin black lace teddies that left nothing to the imagination.

      “Master, I brought you a drink,” one of the women announced as Godrick took the offered glass. Smart girl. She’d saved him from an ass-stomping he wouldn’t soon forget. Godrick knew better than to touch, but given Regina’s unparalleled beauty and sex appeal, I could understand his willingness to risk an ass whipping.

      He nodded in my direction with a teasing grin plastered on his face. His eyes roamed Regina once more before he placed a hand on his subs’ backs and shoved them onward.

      Regina leaned in. “I think I’m starting to understand what you meant.”

      With my palm planted in her back, I led her closer to a cozy corner away from the main flow of traffic. I wanted to introduce her to a part of my world, but there was only so much I’d take before I snapped. I knew that Regina would have eyes on her because I had good taste, but these assholes were verging along the lines of disrespect.

      “Have a seat here,” I directed when we reached the couch. I sat and placed my hand around her back to lure her closer, enjoying the feel of her warm skin under my fingers. The way my fingers sank into her soft flesh, the way her body responded to my every stroke, I could play with her all night and not get tired.

      I waved one of the waitresses over and waited for her to lean down to take my order.

      As I gave the waitress our order, I noticed her eyes being lured in Regina’s direction. I knew Cynthia. She played her part inside this club, but she liked pussy as much as I did. She inclined her head and walked away after a peek at Regina’s legs.

      Regina leaned closer. “That guy mentioned a trade. Please tell me that trading is not something you’d consider for me.”

      “Fuck no!” came my answer.

      “You sound sure.”

      “Regina, these motherfuckers would trade their left nut to get a whiff of your pussy, and you think I’d let that go?”

      Her fingers dug into my forearm, but not because of my comment. A set of probing eyes settled on her with enough lust to stop whatever she’d been about to say. These motherfuckers were being disrespectful because some didn’t know who I was.

      “I feel like I’m naked. Is everyone staring at me because I’m with you?”

      “I needed to show you better than I could tell you,” I expressed. “You are one of the sexiest women in this place, and these people are seeing what I see when I look at you.”

      She kept her head low as she glanced around the room. Some failed to hide the lust I could almost cut with a knife when they eyed Regina.

      “Mr. Knox, may I?” a voice sounded. The dorky voice came from Rex Jamison who stood a safe distance away. His sub stood next to him, snatching glances at Regina. Rex’s distant stance and humble request was how you were supposed to approach someone sitting with a marked sub.

      “Yes, have a seat,” I invited.

      Rex may have been dorky, but he’d managed to take three subs from other Doms.

      “I just wanted to say a quick hello.” His sub lowered her head, Regina’s heels catching her attention. My arm rested snug around Regina’s waist. Rex didn’t let his gaze linger too long, I was sure out of respect.

      “Mr. Knox, there are a few prospective members that would like to join. They are…rare, so would you like to vet them, or should I?”

      Rare meant that they were big-named officials, like a senator or a governor who was interested in becoming a member of the club.

      “You can do the honors, Rex. I’m working on something important right now,” I stated, fighting to keep my gaze from landing on Regina.

      “Okay. I’ll see you later, Mr. Knox. Enjoy your evening.”

      “You as well, Rex.”

      “Is this your club?” Regina questioned when Rex was out of earshot. She’d picked up enough clues to come to the correct conclusion.

      “Yes, this is one of three others like it.”

      Her face filled with questions, so I decided to alleviate her misery.

      “I was introduced to this life at twenty, while I was in the military. I fell head first into it. This was the first club I opened four years ago. The billionaire prick you met earlier and Rex, along with two others, put up most of the money, but I’d created the business plan and wouldn’t let them buy my ideas even though they offered me an insane amount of money. It was a good thing I didn’t. These rich fucks are kinky in ways you wouldn’t believe, and clubs like this are the only places they can let their inner freaks loose.”

      “So, everyone in here is rich? How do you target them?”

      “I don’t. They get referred by their rich buddies. And we verify everything. If they don’t have at least a million in the bank, this is one club they are not getting into.”

      Regina’s mouth dropped open. “So, this is a member’s only club?”

      “Yes, and the membership fees alone can put a kid through college.”

      “You’re kidding?”

      “No. The rich are willing to pay a hefty sum to keep their kinky secrets a secret. Everyone in here, except for you, has signed a nondisclosure agreement. If they go blabbing who they saw or what they witnessed in one of my clubs, they’ll get the shit sued out of them.”

      Her brows knitted before she glanced around taking in the scene more thoroughly. I stood.

      “Let me show you around before someone else stalks us to get a closer look at you.”

      She shook her head, still hanging on to denial about her beauty and appeal. I placed my hand on her back, walking her through the crowd that couldn’t help their gawking.

      Regina discreetly glanced around, still adhering to the rule I’d given her about making eye contact. As we strolled to the other side of the room, a fucking circus stopped us and distracted Regina to the point that she couldn’t help staring.

      A Dom strolled across our path with two subs crawling after him. He led them along by the long diamond leashes clutched in his fists. Each woman wore black see-through catsuits, their black tails wagging as they crawled. Black ears atop their heads bobbed as they trotted after the rich asshole. His name escaped me, but he was known for putting on a show. He got off on humiliating his subs. Even after all this time, there were still parts of this life I’d yet to understand and had no desire to.

      We’d been distracted by the Dom walking his cats, but we were the ones being watched.

      Regina balancing on those heels had my lust stirring. Unfortunately, my lust had to take a backseat to what I aimed to get her to realize. I stood before her so that she’d see my facial expression and not miss my words or their meaning.

      “Regina, I’ve told you that I love your body, but I knew you’d need more outside influence before you believed me.”

      “I believe you,” she affirmed, still not sounding confident enough. I needed her confidence up so she’d let that freak in her come out to play.

      “Regina, take a glance around. Eyes are bugging, tongues are wagging, and lips are being licked as I stand here talking to you. The last fucking thing I want to see is another man’s erection, but dicks are hard all around this place because of you.”

      Her gaze left mine as her head turned to the crowd. Her fingers sat against her lips as she peered at the people eye-stalking her. The heavy cloud of lust in the club was like a weight resting on my shoulders. I needed Regina to get the gist of what I was attempting to make her understand. That way, she’d know what the hell she’d been putting me through since day one.

      “Gina,” I called with firm intensity, grabbing her attention. “I know I didn’t just see you make eye contact with another Dom, did I?”

      “No, Sir,” she answered dropping her head and folding her hands in front of her body. I found it difficult that this woman had no idea, not one clue as to how mind-blowingly sexy she was. I’d double marked Regina, the first sub I’d marked twice because I didn’t want anyone else’s hands on her.

      “I caught that shit,” I warned her, ensuring my voice held a certain level of intensity. “You may as well add it to the stack of punishments you have coming to you.”

      Regina had no idea. I didn’t play fair. I would have come up with any lame ass excuse to punish her sexy ass. I knew she’d be curious before I’d brought her in. Knew she’d be tempted to sneak peeks at the rich clowns in this place, some parading women around on leashes like show-ponies.

      With two fingers under Regina’s chin, I lifted so that her gaze met mine. “You’re the only one of my subs that knows what it’s like to kill a man.” I let the statement hang in the air for a moment, knowing she’d been forced to kill during the time she’d been around her family.

      After her face was filled with questioning confusion, I continued. “But, you have a weapon you didn’t know you possessed. You can not only kill a man with your hands, you can slay every last one of these rich schmucks with your body. You’re a vixen. So fucking sexually alluring you’re almost irresistible. Dangerous, deadly, sweet, prim and proper, you are definitely my vixen. Pet names like Kitten, Princess, and Baby girl are too immature sub names for you. I want you with a strong, grown-woman name. You’re going to be my Gina,” I informed as her gaze ignited with curiosity at my words.

      “Gina is the bold bad-ass that you hide under a veil of innocence—the freak that lurks behind your eyes—taunting me. When I call you Gina, I want sexy and dangerous, not sweet and innocent. I want the bad motherfucker that threw a man into a pit of fire and watched his ass burn. I want the one that tempted her fate, not once or twice but three times, rebelling against a fucking cartel. I’ll give you the Re back after we’re done playing grown-up games. You understand what I’m saying—Gina?”

      She nodded and stood unblinking, allowing my words to sink in.

      “Yes, Sir,” she answered. A touch of that rebellious bad bitch peeked out when she lifted her head. My dick jumped, recognizing her freak.

      “Good. Now, let me give you the grand tour before I do some shit to you that I can’t take back.”

      It took every motivational speech I’d listened to, every nerve, every muscle, and every strength I could call upon, to stop myself from fucking her right there in the club in front of everyone.

      She’d caused me to lose focus multiple times, something I prided myself on maintaining. If she were any other sub, as worked up as she had me, I would have fucked her for all to see without question.
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      This club was a wondrous adventure, unlike anything I’d ever seen. My feisty friends in college had introduced me to some clubs: grunge, techno, gay, and bisexual, but nothing like this.

      The dimness inside this building didn’t hide the fine art on the walls, or the winding array of tanks lit in hues of blues and purple that housed sharks and a variety of marine life I couldn’t name. The high ceiling wavered against my sight, and the dim lighting kept me from making out its design.

      There were cages at varied stages inside the open-floor plan. One cage hung dangling from the ceiling, swinging with slow ease as the scantily clad woman inside motioned her body to keep it moving. A few other cages were strategically placed throughout the expansive club, the sexy women inside enticing any eyes willing to take a look.

      As far as my eye could see was a sea of members, Doms with their subs and what I assumed were female Doms with theirs. The scene sparked with dominating elegance. It wasn’t trashy. It was laced with an assured level of kinky sophistication.

      Ansel was introducing me to a part of his world that I’d grossly misjudged. I’d entered my first BDSM club. Surprisingly, I was impressed by the scenery and intrigued about the lifestyle as a whole.

      After Ansel described the way he and others viewed me, it boosted my self-confidence by leaps and bounds. The fact that he saw me as a sexy vixen blew my mind. All I’d ever believed before was that I was inadequate when it came to men, weak when it came to protecting myself, and helpless when it came to escaping my family.

      I’d never been anything but a victim, and if August Knox hadn’t crossed my path when he did, I doubt I would have rebuilt the strength I’d needed to run away from my family again. Now, being with Ansel was teaching me more about my personal self than I could fathom.

      Ansel’s grip tightened around my hand as we rounded a bend that took us into a short entryway that led to a set of thick steel doors. Six digits were keyed into a lighted keypad before he waved his palm across a beaming green light.

      The door popped open, and he nudged me into a hall that led to a gold and black marble staircase so elegantly crafted, you couldn’t help but marvel at it.

      Ansel stepped while I wobbled down the stairs before my view became filled with a whole new world to explore. The upstairs area was alive with sexual chemistry and music punctuated the background. This area breathed with the intensity of desires dense enough to swim through.

      “Upstairs you were on Cloud Nine. This area of the basement is called The Vault,” Ansel stated, answering questions he knew I had.

      We approached and sat on a caramel leather couch. At first glance, its color floated against the darkness before blending into it. My neck swiveled, taking in the spirited activities that surrounded me. I observed as Ansel chatted with who I assumed was another wealthy member of the club. The man spoke with a heavy British accent, and although he appeared no older than Ansel, he carried an air of elegance and class that seemed to surpass his age.

      The man sat on the plush couch adjacent to the one we sat on while his sub kneeled at his feet with her head on his lap. He’d pat or rub her head once in a while. The woman didn’t appear bothered by her positioning. Her relaxed posture and serene facial expression revealed a peaceful state of contentment. She enjoyed being his pet.

      My head remained lowered as I snatched glances at their interactions and at my surroundings. A loud burst of thunder clapped, shaking my insides as an instant jolt of fright bolted through my body. I inched closer to Ansel, gripping his strong arm like my life depended on it.

      Every light in the place had gone out, and every voice had quieted. No shuffling feet. No conversations, drinking or dancing. All had been paused and drenched into a thick darkness that was alive with anticipation.

      “It’s okay. The show will start soon,” Ansel whispered, his lips teasing my lobes as his warm breath eased some of my tension.

      What show? What was Ansel talking about? My questions sat, parked on my tongue so I didn’t come off as a disobedient sub. Shadows billowed against the darkness, in quiet wait, searching for the spark that would bring life back into this space.

      I jumped. The lights surrounding a stage I didn’t know was there popped on with a loud, scratching flick. Small specks of light started to sparkle from the ceiling like stars twinkling in the sky. My anxious gaze roamed as my neck twisted back and forth. The stage and scene starting to unfold stilled me.

      Movement on the stage gave way to light in hues of blues and greens that lit up the scene. I could make out a large bed, its thick wooden posts nearly reaching the ceiling. Atop the bed was a woman. Her pale skin transcended the dimness surrounding her, acting as part of the lighting. More light started to bring the scene to life. The woman was faced down, her limbs tied to each of the thick bedposts, spread wide. The visible part of her face bore distress.

      The male character appeared, creeping onto the scene from the darkness behind the stage. Naked, his flaccid dick swung as he walked around the bed, circling his prey. I gawked, namely at his dick. Even though it wasn’t hard, I could tell that it was large. However, I didn’t think it was as large as Ansel’s when I touched it that one time he’d put my hand on it. It felt like he’d had a snake moving inside his pants.

      The wicked thought warmed my cheeks, painting my brown skin in hues of pink. Thank goodness for the darkness. My gaze found Ansel, barely making out the profile of his face, but not missing that his gaze was on me.

      A loud snap lured my attention back to the stage. The naked man held a long whip after having landed a lick across the woman’s back. She screamed out her pain, making me recoil with tension as her eyes pinched tight and her cries filled up the room.

      Another loud snap caused me to jump before I squeezed Ansel’s arm. Torn, I gawked and feared for the woman, praying they were acting.

      My gaze darted around the space, parted the darkness, and I witnessed self-gratifying play, and eager hands shoved down pants and up skirts or dresses. Some couples were one move away from having sex in front of everyone. This audience was getting off on what they viewed on stage. A snap sounded once more, echoing across the space as the woman’s hair-raising scream sent my face behind Ansel’s arm.

      He leaned back so that he could capture my eyes.

      “You will watch,” he commanded as he turned my face towards the couple on the stage.

      “He’s hurting her,” I murmured, pleading for Ansel to do something.

      “He’s not hurting her. She probably disobeyed him like you do me, now she deserves her punishment.”

      Was Ansel giving me a preview of what was going to happen to me? He’d already paddled me for telling him no. Was this what he was talking about when he informed he’d take me through stages? Was I expected to take such harsh punishment?

      The man doing the beating was getting off on his torture, and his member had grown stiff. It stood out from his body, dark pink and swollen.

      He climbed onto the bed between the woman’s bound and parted legs. He laid the whip across her back, and I noticed for the first time that the woman didn’t have a mark on her. The man slackened the restraints that bound her legs and readied his dick for penetration.

      He leaned across the woman’s back and yanked her lower body up by her waist. The positioning gave the audience a clear view of the woman’s vagina, so drenched, her juices glistened even at a distance.

      The man plunged into the woman who fought against her arm restraints, causing them to pull taut against the thick black straps that secured her to the bed. The man’s ass worked vigorously, his muscles tensing and releasing as he pumped into the woman, hard and demanding, from behind.

      Instead of help, the woman was met with lust-filled gazes as voyeurs played with themselves and others. One sub had kneeled in front of her Dom, giving him a blowjob. They had no concern for who viewed their display.

      Although torn in my opinion about the show, I found myself flooded with lust and unable to keep my eyes away. What was wrong with me?

      Ansel leaned in, placing his lips to my ear. “Look at her face. Believe me, he is not hurting her, and if he is, she loves it.”

      Squinting, I pushed away the darkness for a better view of the woman’s face. Just as he’d pointed out, although the woman screamed, her face was filled with the type of satisfaction that couldn’t be mistaken for anything other than what it was.

      Every time the man eased back, he’d withdraw his large member and plunge back in. My breathing kicked up a notch with every thrust and not even Ansel’s hand sliding up my arm lured my gaze away from the scene. This was my first experience as a voyeur. I like watching others have sex? I asked myself the question three times before I decided the answer was yes.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            16

          

          

      

    

    







            Regina

          

        

      

    

    
      “Stand up,” Ansel ordered, jerking my attention away from the couple on stage.

      I did as he commanded. My weak legs shook from the amount of lust I’d allowed to float into me.

      Standing before him, Ansel reached up, gripped me by the waist and spun me to face him. What was he going to do?

      His strong hand slid lower to either side of my hips like he was measuring me. He squeezed my waist before he scooted me closer and positioned me so that I was standing between his legs and peering down at him.

      A sharp gasp raced across my throat as his warm hand slid around my ankle, resting on the inside before he allowed it to slide up. His sharp gaze penetrated the darkness and found mine as his hand continued the journey up the inside of my leg.

      A light tremble shook my body—warming me from the inside out as his hand continued its mission. When he bypassed the hem of my dress and kept going, I swallowed my last remnants of fear and allowed lust to take control.

      My surroundings had started to fall away. The screams of the woman on stage had become background noise as I was enveloped in the desire Ansel built inside me. His other hand remained around my waist, keeping me in place as if I’d dare walk away from him.

      “Oh,” swept past my lips as the tremble in my legs picked up a notch. His hand was right at my panty line, and my inner-thigh quivered against his warm, waiting fingers. Was he about to stroke the spot that had started to seep with moisture?

      My chest heaved as anticipation pulsed through me, and instead of stopping this public display, I stood, waiting for whatever would come next. Ansel had me shamelessly leaking. Wetter than a rippling waterfall, my thin black panties were soaked through.

      I moaned louder than I’d intended when his finger slid across the outside of my panties and stroked the wettest part. The cool air in the room blew up my dress and allowed the full degree of my wetness to reveal itself.

      What shaky heels? I’d forgotten about those shoes. Ansel’s smooth strokes had given me the agility of a cat. A mountain of lust and desire rolled through me, keeping me from catching a full breath.

      Ansel’s hand tightened around my waist as he pulled me close enough to hear the deep sniff of his inhale.

      “You’re so wet, I can smell your arousal, and it smells delicious. I want to eat your pussy so fucking bad.”

      There was no response from my lips, but my body screamed for him to do it.

      “Open a bit wider,” he commanded as the back of his hand slapped against the inside of my thigh. The heat wafting from between my thighs was making the cooling system in the place work overtime because my body had gone up in flames.

      Eagerly, I widened my stance. Ansel’s hand went back to that spot, softly stroking my clit through the wet material of my panties. A whimper escaped, preventing me from keeping my cry of pleasure to myself. The shiver in my belly intensified, making its way throughout my body before settling back in my stomach. My breathing escalated, racing past my lips before getting lost in the darkness.

      Another moan, heavy with lust, flowed into the dimness when Ansel increased the pressure, twirling his finger around my button. Pleasure had my body firing off hot tremors from within that poured over my skin. The sound of the screaming woman on stage, mixed with the moans of the members surrounding us, produced audible background sounds.

      The lady on the stage was close as her screams turned into desperate gasps. My gasps were similar to the woman’s as Ansel played me with his wicked fingers, making my hips sway and dance. I choked on my sharp breaths and drank my moans. My body started to teeter as the tremble in my legs started to increase, making my knees go weak.

      With nothing to hang on to, I gripped one of Ansel’s shoulders with one hand and balled up the material of my dress in my other hand. The lady on stage was in the throes of orgasm as her screams turned otherworldly.

      On the cusp of coming too, Ansel was about to make me scream. My mind and heart raced as my body prepared to shatter. As swiftly as he’d built up my anticipation and filled me with dizzying pleasure, he stopped.

      Ansel dropped his magical fingers, removed his hand from around my waist, and backed onto the couch. “Have a seat, Gina,” he commanded as he patted the couch next to him.

      Is he serious? The frown on my face sank so deep, there was no way he didn’t notice it. My body was in such anxious distress, I remained stuck in place for a moment. Shuffling, shaky legs took me to the edge of the couch, and I fell onto it with a hard thud.

      My arms crossed my chest as I sat, steaming and mad. How could Ansel do that to me? He’d built my state of arousal high enough that I’d forgotten about being surrounded by a club full of people.

      “In case you’re wondering, you’re being punished for making someone else’s dick besides mine hard.”

      “But…”

      “Don’t!” he ordered, his voice booming with finality. This was about as cruel a punishment as anyone could suffer. Especially to someone like me who’d had minimal satisfying sexual encounters throughout my life.

      “Mmm,” Ansel moaned as I caught a glimpse of him sniffing the fingers he’d used to almost get me off. When he stuck each finger into his mouth before leisurely pulling them back between his lips, my mouth dropped open. He sucked on his fingers like he’d stuck them into a hot apple pie.

      Ansel was a horrible man, but he’d given me the best orgasm I’d ever had, so I’d have to deal with his rules if I ever wanted to experience that feeling again.

      I sulked, so involved in my despair that I hadn’t noticed the stage had been cleared, and the scene had been returned to its normal setting.

      “May I use the bathroom, Sir?” I forced out between tight lips. My wet panties stuck to me as the scent of my arousal drifted into my nose, pointing out the wet sticky mess down below. Although I had nearly recovered from my torture, my body still shook with the grief of my punishment.

      Ansel stood and reached back to help me up. He guided me past onlookers and towards the restroom.

      He stopped when we neared a hallway. “All the way down and to the left. And don’t you dare touch yourself. I’ll know.” He lifted a brow, and his sharp gaze dared me to disobey him.

      I didn’t answer or call him Sir as I knew he would like.

      Instead, my eyes rolled in his direction before I turned and clumped down the long, dim hall. Although I recalled him telling me that the spanking would be my only pass, it didn’t stifle my anger. In my defense, I was new to this life.

      I shuffled into the restroom where the light was a few shades lighter than the inside of the club. Choosing the first empty stall, I locked myself inside and took care of my business. After exiting the stall, I stood at the sink and washed my hands.

      A glance in the mirror showed my makeup and hair still in place although I’d been thoroughly seduced and left hanging.

      A leggy brunette exited the stall a few doors down from the one I’d been in. She offered a friendly smile in the mirror as she washed and dried her hands. She’d started to walk away but stopped abruptly behind me. Her thumping heels and the jerk of her body caused me to back away. Her gaze remained locked on my necklace.

      “You are one lucky lady,” she stated. Despite the spark of excitement in her voice, I placed my hand over my necklace, unsure of her intentions since her eyes had never left it.

      “That is one of the most beautiful collars I’ve ever seen,” she stated as she reached towards it.

      Collar? What the…

      “Can I touch it,” she asked as her grin widened and her eyes flashed with curiosity. “My Dom never gives me anything this nice.”

      I nodded, giving her permission since she appeared anxious to touch. My lips fell apart when she pinched the heart between her fingers and pulled until the necklace sat taunt against my neck.

      The woman was distracted by the jewelry, so she hadn’t noticed my stunned state or the fact that I’d had no clue that I’d been wearing a collar.

      Once the woman was done admiring it, she glanced into my eyes. “Don’t ever disappoint him. He’s got good taste, and he’s not cheap.”

      When her tongue passed over her blood red lips I was aware she was talking about more than the collar I was wearing. She walked away with a smile, the click of her heels fading as she exited the door.

      This night had been an eye-opening experience, filling in some of the blanks I’d had about BDSM. However, I had a sneaking suspicion that Ansel wanted to keep me in suspense about certain aspects of this life.

      I believed he preferred me going into the situation with him blind so that I’d experience it without influence or preconceived notions. Also, I was starting to realize no amount of information would help me in my situation with Ansel. He was a unique case that created his own rules. No matter what this society’s rules were, Ansel would break them, change them, or create his own.

      When I stepped out of the bathroom into the hall, a shot of panic danced over me before a creepy tingle swept through me, reached past my skull, and tugged at my mind. I hadn’t experienced the sensation since I was trapped in my family’s cellar, processing the dead.

      A chill raced up my spine, chasing a shiver. I was being watched. I sensed it like I sensed Ansel watching me. My head darted around the dim hall and found emptiness.

      When the hair on my neck began to prickle, my pace increased as the heels click-clacked faster. My feet wobbled, but I was determined to run if it became necessary.

      Just as I cleared the hall to re-enter the club, Ansel stepped into my path, causing me to smack into his hard body. He gripped my arms to keep me from stumbling.

      “What are you running from?” he asked as he tilted his head to glance past me and stare down the hall.

      “Nothing,” I mumbled, feeling silly all of a sudden.

      He glared down the hall for a long while before his gaze returned to my face.

      “We’ll finish out the tour and head back home,” he announced. He gave the empty hall his attention one last time before we walked away.

      The tour of the rest of the club revealed an array of impressively themed rooms. The place was huge. There were six levels above the ground floor that housed a hundred rooms with themes from hospital rooms, to a playground, to prison stalls.

      The basement level contained twenty rooms and the stage that had showcased the couple having sex. The basement level was for all kinds of fetishes: Dom and sub swapping, body painting, and warm latex application. There was even a large pool filled with mud. I’d stood in awe of a huge pile of people mud wrestling in the nude. There were also three booths called train stations where men and women positioned themselves inside, wanting trains pulled on them. Whatever freaky fantasy your mind could conjure could be satisfied inside this club.
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      When we stepped off the elevator and into the living room, I was at a loss at what was supposed to come next. Ansel’s hawk eyes had been on me the entire trip home as he allowed me to talk myself into oblivion. At the point that I grew sick of my own voice, I quieted without him cutting in on my nonstop chatter.

      My mind would not ease up. Exhilaration for the new world I’d been introduced to coursed through me, as strongly as the anxiousness of what might happen in private. I strolled towards the couch carrying the heels that had turned out to be the least of my worries.

      Although I was reluctant to glance back, I sensed Ansel’s approach behind me. The energy between us was so charged that the sensation of floating across the room instead of walking overcame me.

      The pleasant coolness of the set temperature inside the space did nothing to level my climbing heat. As soon as I dropped the heels and prepared to sit on the couch, Ansel’s strong presence stood at my back.

      “Let me help you with that,” he stated has his fingers brushed the nape of my neck and stilled me. He unfastened the collar and sat it on the table before he undid the bracelet. I had no intention of letting him know that I had been clueless to the fact that I was wearing a collar.

      Once he had me out of my markings, his strong hand wrapped around my wrist. With a gentle tug, he led me in the opposite direction of the stairs, towards his domain.

      There were two things in this direction: his bedroom and the playroom. I was intimidated by both, but my anticipation and curiosity overruled my concern.

      I’d never gotten a glimpse inside the playroom because it had been locked the few times I’d snooped. However, Ansel’s bedroom was always left open like he was inviting me in.

      He punched in a four-digit number, and the door at the end of the hall popped open before Ansel placed a hand at my back and urged me into the darkness. Something clicked, and dim lights started to pop on throughout the room. My bare feet dragged across the floor as I scanned the area. A lavender scent washed over me, and its calming fragrance did its job as my tension started to dissipate.

      Twice the size of my bedroom, the walls were a deep burgundy and decorated with velvet upholstery. Tables that resembled workout benches, a harness hanging from the ceiling, a seat-less chair, and pieces of furniture that reminded me of ancient torturing devices were strategically placed. The only item of tradition was the large bed made-up with snow-white satin bedding. Dildos, blindfolds, and items I couldn’t name filled my view as I glanced around, soaking it all in.

      Ansel allowed me to take in my surroundings before he led me past the bed to an open portion of the back wall. My lips drifted further apart as I eyed the array of restraints and cuffs of varies sizes and designs that hung on the nearest wall.

      Ansel went for the most intimidating restraint, pulling it from its place on the wall. The thick, black leather straps could straightjacket my wrist. I stood rooted in place, watching with baited breath as he took his time unsnapping and unbuckling the portion that would cover my wrist. The other half of each leather portion was solid metal cuffs. The intimidating sound of the half a foot of shiny chains that connected each metal cuff to each leather cuff, amplified my tension. Done with his adjustments, Ansel set the restraint aside, and his strong hand wandered back to my body.

      A nervous step took me back. “Relax, Gina. I’m not going to hurt you unless you ask me to.”

      He placed his steady hand on my waist and spun me, putting my back to him. His warm breath on my neck caused me to shudder before the heat of his body enveloped me in comfort as much as it caused my body to heat.

      “You have a lot of innocence left in you,” he whispered in my ear as the front of his body swept my back and stole away my breath.

      “What?” I stammered after capturing one of the breaths he’d made me lose.

      His warm lips caressed the trembling flesh of my neck. “I can taste it on you. You weren’t kidding about your focus being medical school and becoming a doctor, were you?”

      “No,” shot past my lips.

      “My first punishment for you, is to make you wait and beg. Your obedience is the key to you not breaking my rules and being my good sub. It will teach you to think before you react, especially when it’s not me you’re reacting to. Also, I’m not done making you pay for telling me no. You remember you told me no, Gina?”

      Of course, I remembered telling him no, but I refused to let Ansel make me believe I’d made a mistake. Maybe my mistake was changing my mind. However, I was smart enough to keep my mouth shut while he towered above my five-foot-seven frame and lurked at my back.

      “And let’s not forget you eyeballing another Dom like you wanted to be his slut. Nope. That shit can’t happen, Gina.”

      He ran his hands along my shoulders, his soft caress not matching his authoritative tone. His hands slid across my skin with calm ease, enough to allow me to reclaim control over my body. He swept my hair aside and leaned in, covering my back with his hard body. His warm, soft lips rested on the tip of my earlobe as his scent added fuel to my heightened desires.

      “Once. You’re. Mine.” He punctuated each word before he palmed a large chunk of my hair and pulled, making my heat rise and my mind turn to a murky puddle of lust. With my face aimed at the ceiling, my cheek kissed the rough stubble of his jaw and added to my excitement.

      “I promise you, Gina. I’m going to make it so you never want another man. I’m going to make sure your body only reacts to my touch. I’m going to make certain your pussy only gets wet for me.”

      Oh my Goodness. I blinked at the sound of the heated words that swirled over his sexy lips. The pulsing throb between my legs increased, making me believe I could get off on his words alone. My chest heaved as my lungs worked overtime to level my breathing.

      He spun me to face him again, fervently controlling my body with ease. Before my mind caught up with my mouth, he gripped my dress at the chest and clenched the material tight in his fist. His stoic expression didn’t reveal his intentions.

      “Aww!” I screamed as the sharp tearing sounded from my dress being ripped from me. My body jerked back and forth with each rip as my legs danced under me to keep in time with his irrational behavior. Why was I so damn excited about being ripped out of my dress?

      Lust grew heavier in Ansel’s eyes with each part of me he exposed, like a wild animal who’d capture his prey. He didn’t stop his impassioned actions until my dress was in pieces and falling around my ankles.

      Stunned, my gasps of excitement fought each other to escape my throat. For the second time tonight, I found myself in nothing but my bra and panties, standing under Ansel’s heated gaze.

      He stepped back when he’d destroyed my dress to his satisfaction. His movement freed me and allowed me to force cool calming air into my lungs. Like everything he did, Ansel didn’t rush the process of taking off his blazer and shirt. Once he had them off, I feasted on his shirtless form under the dim lighting.

      Being ripped from my dress had already been forgotten. My gaze raked over his right shoulder and arm that presented a sleeve of tattoos. There were a few other tattoos sprinkled over his body, but most were confined to his right arm. Clouded with lust, my eyes were too busy roaming to think about what would happen next.

      Rippling muscles, taut abs, and unclothed tanned skin. His well-defined six-foot-three frame had me drooling. A steady vibration floated over my body as the pounding between my legs was in a race with the pounding in my chest.

      “Keep your eyes on mine, Gina,” he commanded while his intense gaze steadied mine. The sharp inflection of his voice revealed that I’d been given a command and not a request. It wasn’t easy, but I concentrated on keeping my gaze on his.

      “Yes, Sir,” I answered. My voice trembled, so thick with lust, I didn’t recognize it. The buckle of his belt being undone sounded before his zipper slid down. He pulled the belt from his pants and looped it around one hand as his deliberate gaze remained locked on mine. What was he going to do with that belt?

      My held breath was released when he decided to toss the belt and tugged at his pants. He had other plans for me. When he bent to take his pants the rest of the way down, I glanced down, helpless to stop myself.

      The back of his head and his chiseled back was all that I’d spied in my attempt. My head snapped up so he wouldn’t catch me looking when he returned to his standing position.

      He’d freed himself and my curiosity to see his dick was overwhelming. My desire to glance down was so great, I needed a crane to keep my head lifted as I fought to keep my gaze aligned with his.

      He made more of the space between us disappear, increasing my need to see what he’d been hiding in his pants. He gripped my hand, much like he had the first day we’d met, and directed it towards the area I fought not to glance at.

      My palm opened, and I allowed him to slide my hand down until it swept the top, so warm and hard and velvety. It glided under my hand like a living thing. When I attempted to close my fist all the way, I swallowed a lump of…oh shit!

      Ansel gripped my wrist and slid my hand down, inching it over the warm fleshy grooves. Each time I assumed I’d get to the end and reach the head, I didn’t. A mix of confused excitement hit me. Was my mind tricking me into thinking I’d calculated more length than my hand measured?

      When my hand slid to the smooth, leaking head, Ansel squeezed his hand around mine to tighten my fingers around it. He took in a deep sip of air that caused my fingers to spring open. I had to see it. I needed to see if what my hand slid down was all of him.

      My gaze shot down and my lips fell apart in a wide O. Although his body blocked the majority of the lighting, it didn’t hide what my eyes confirmed. I wasn’t imagining the pole my hand had been caressing.

      Ansel placed a finger under my chin and lifted my head so that I could meet his gaze like I was supposed to have been doing in the first place. I’d be punished for disobeying, but I couldn’t help myself.

      “You’re going to pay for that,” he stated, confirming what I already knew.

      I gulped, unable to think past the image of his dick. Did he have a direct line to the dick gods? It was so pink and thick and long that my mouth went dry, causing my tongue to stick to the roof of my mouth as my lady parts screamed for help.

      Ansel gripped my wrist in a tight hold and placed my hand back on his dick. He inched closer, leaving me no other option but to grip it tighter.

      His whisper trifled with my earlobe. “Think like the doctor for a moment because she knows that it’s all going in.” He paused letting those words sit in my brain for a second. “Now, I need you to think like my Gina. Gina knows I’m going to stretch that pussy so good that it’s going to explode around my dick and beg for more in the process.”

      My knees went weak, and my constricted airway kept me from breathing. My chest rose and fell hard, my heart fighting to keep up with the lust and excitement whirling through me.
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      Ansel left me to my shock as his gaze lowered and devoured my body. Cool air from a vent I was too seduced to see, swept my shoulders as he slipped his hand along the trembling flesh of my stomach.

      My hand still had a firm grip of the large piece of velvet steel he’d introduced me to. As frightened as I was, I couldn’t bear to let it go. Was his plan to force it all inside me going to be my punishment? I hadn’t had sex in seven months, so I would pass out from the pressure and pain.

      However, Ansel had other ideas as his hand zipped past my side and picked up the restraints I’d forgotten about. He moved closer, backing me up until my butt bumped the cushiony wall behind me. His swift movement forced me to let go of his dick.

      “Give me your hands,” he commanded.

      My hands moved up mechanically, my mind so muddled, I worked on impulse. I’d never been cuffed before in any capacity, yet here I was, about to have my hands trapped in these intimidating restraints. The sound of clinking metal pierced the low music I’d just noticed playing in the background.

      He secured one restraint on each of my hands. Once he had the thick leather firmly strapped around my wrist, he reached down and took the dangling metal portion of the restraint attached to my left wrist and raised it above my head. A deep inhale shot down my throat when he lifted my hand high above my head, making me inch up on my toes.

      My gaze followed his maneuvering and allowed me a glimpse of the thick metal loops built into the wall. Metal clinked around metal as soon as he positioned my hand and locked the metal of the cuff around the metal loop on the wall. On instinct, I tried to snatch my arm free, but it was useless. The dangling metal portion of the restraints on my right hand slapped against my thigh, waiting to be secured.

      When he reached for my second hand, reluctance surfaced, but lust won the battle when his lips skimmed the warm flesh of my neck. He knew when to distract me and worked with swift ease to position and lock my hand in place on the wall.

      My arms were spread above my head in a Y, and with each pull, the cuffs beat out a metallic tune. He’d cuffed me to the wall like I was a veteran criminal who’d committed a heinous crime.

      Although nervous about being restrained, I had bigger problems to stress over. I was standing in my bra and panties, and Ansel had an anaconda waiting to destroy my underused vagina.

      Curiosity surfaced when he bent and placed a hand on my inner thigh. He tightened the grip of his hand on my waist as his gaze found mine.

      He lifted me like I didn’t weigh a pound, so swift and unexpected a squeaky noise escaped my throat before softness slid across the backs of my thighs. Ansel eased me onto a small velvety platform that he’d pulled from the wall. It was no wider than my ass, stood about a foot from the wall, and left my legs dangling high off the floor.

      There were so many tricks and secret little niches and coves in this room, I didn’t know what to expect from one moment to the next.

      The sound of clinking metal registered as he checked to ensure I was secured and in place. My heart sank at the notion that I was trapped, and Ansel noticed my dismay with a knowing smirk.

      Fear filled my brain to capacity, repeating the nagging reminder that there was no escaping this now. I was in what was likely a soundproof playroom, anchored to the wall by restraints, with a dick the size of Texas aimed right at me.

      Ansel bent to pick up something out of my view. He took my ankle in his palm and raised a pair of red heels, as sexy and as dangerous as the ones I’d left in his living room.

      The sensation that sparked when his hand wrapped around my flesh mixed with the hooded gaze he presented while doing it, had lust flaring throughout my body. The cuffs aided in steadying me atop the small platform when he lifted my leg and strapped me into the shoe.

      He raised my foot to his mouth and allowed his hot wet tongue to inch along my ankle and continued to lick across the red leather of the shoe, his gaze on me the entire time. The scene was enough to make the fear in me melt away. Ansel was a freak, stamped and certified.

      My body remained in a constant state of anticipation. After securing both shoes, he released my legs, ensuring my calves slid through his fingers before letting go.

      When the platform I sat on started to rise higher, lifting me, I released a loud, throat-tickling yell. The wall had shifted, keeping me in the same, cuffed position only higher. I was inside my very own sexual science experiment. He’d lifted me high enough so that his mouth was right at my midsection.

      He slid his hand up my thighs agonizingly slow. When he reached my panties, I assumed he’d rip them off just as he had my dress, but he didn’t.

      He kept his left hand gripping my right thigh, but the other meandered across the material of my panties and over the most heated part of my body. I couldn’t help letting a low moan escape as the building hunger would not be silenced. My fists clenched into tight balls, the restraints keeping them from dropping as my knuckles strained against my skin.

      A gradual smile spread across Ansel’s face as he peeled back the material of my wet panties. I swore his sinful ideas were merged into his devious facial expression.

      “She is such a beautiful pussy. It’s a shame the things I’m going to do to her.”

      He leaned closer, taking a sniff.

      “She smells as good as she looks.”

      One sharp yank and my wet panties were in his hand before he dropped them on the floor. He’d been so quick about ripping them off that there was no time for surprise.

      He gripped my thighs and spread my legs wide with swift purpose. The way I was positioned against the wall, would have made Spider-man envious. I should have been afraid of falling, but his grip on me and the restraints kept me pinned and in place. Hiding was no longer an option. I was so open and exposed my body and pink wet center may has well have been a painting displayed on his wall.

      The next thing I knew, his mouth was on me. His tongue strummed my clit with slow tenderness before he stiffened it and let it sink into my throbbing heat. My head fell back against the wall as loud cries of pleasure gave my lungs a workout. His hot mouth and strong tongue were as dominating as his personality and caused me to forget all about proper behavior.

      Without having to tell me to do so, my legs spread wider on their own, and his tongue felt as if it were lassoing itself around my clit. It felt so good, I could feel my juices flowing like he’d turned on a faucet. He didn’t tease me with his tongue like he had with his finger, he drank me in, sucking and licking with loud smacks. When his tongue slid deep inside me, I was done.

      He paused long enough for his gaze to find mine, his lips a deep pink and dripping wet with my juices.

      “I’m going to make your pussy melt in my mouth,” he promised. His words almost enough to send me over the edge.

      When he set his mouth back on my juicy heat, he did what he said he’d do. His mouth and tongue action left my mouth hanging open and both my legs trembling. My cries were nothing more than a series of lazy moans that crawled from my throat.

      Sweet relief was about to wash away every worry I’d ever had until he stopped cold and left my body a jittery hot mess of wetness. His appreciative gaze landed on my sopping wetness before he licked his lips, keeping the bottom one pinched between his teeth.

      “Damn that was good,” he declared, smacking his lips like he’d drank a glass of lemonade. As wet as he’d gotten me, I was sure my juicy flow could have filled up a glass.

      My chest bobbed up and down, overwhelmed by the distress he’d set off in me. A yelp of fear escaped when I felt myself being lowered. His exploring hands caressed my waist and kept traveling until they dropped over the globes of my ass.

      Too heavy for me to keep open, my hooded gaze lowered when his warm breath washed over my face. A slight tug on my ass registered, right before a low click sounded indicating that the platform I’d forgotten about had fallen back in place.

      With my weight in Ansel’s strong hands, my legs flew around his waist. My warm gushy center rested against the ridges of his abs that shifted against my inner thighs like hard rippling waves.

      He ground his hardness into my thigh before he lowered my legs to the floor. My feet wobbled in the sexy red heels, but the restraints helped to keep me steady.

      Without words, Ansel reached around my body and with one quick flick of his fingers, he unhooked my bra. Everything about my body was ample and full, so as soon as my bra dropped, my pair of D’s tumbled free. The distended dark tips of my nipples pointed and called for attention.

      Ansel sat his lips against mine, so tender it surprised me, and dragged a moan from deep within my throat. “You will watch everything I do to you.”

      “Yes, Sir,” I answered.

      He eased back, staring at the prey he intended to devour. The pressure on my bound hands as I wiggled them reminded me that I was officially his submissive captive.

      His sexy lips nipped my lobe and sent another hot jolt of lust through me that stopped at my core and waited there.

      He ran his thumbs over my nipples, which caused goosebumps to pepper my blazing skin, as his gaze remained focused on mine so that he could see my every reaction.  When he backed away, his radiating warmth lessened and left me needy for him.

      His wet pink tongue passed over his lips, alluding to what he’d do next. While kneading my full tits with firm pressure, he bent and teased my nipples with light flicks and occasionally pinched them between his lips.

      I’d never watched myself being pleasured before, but Ansel had insisted that I did, and I was starting to understand why. The visual added a depth to the sensations that coursed through me in waves.

      My hands wanted to touch, but the restraints snapped me back to reality. Straight white teeth grazed over my dark nipple, tugging it with gentle ease. I squirmed, and my hips swayed, wanting more. He bit harder, allowing his teeth to sink into my puckered flesh and deliver spikes of pain that I didn’t mind.

      When he backed away, a protest rested on the edge of my tongue until my eyes latched onto an item he’d picked up from the table that sat next to the bed. My body recoiled when he closed in on me with metal clamps that he aimed at my nipples.

      “Trust me. You’re going to learn to appreciate the pinch of a good nipple clamp.”

      Was there a toy he didn’t have?

      He waited until I’d calmed enough before placing the hard tips of my nipples in the small biting clamps. They pinched, sending just enough pain to keep me aware that something was there, holding and squeezing my sensitive flesh. The clamps were a distraction until Ansel lured my attention away from them, calling my gaze when the tip of his finger skimmed my chin.

      Blazing heat warmed my cheeks when his dick kissed my stomach, pressing into my flesh with a demanding presence. Ansel added pressure by pushing harder, allowing me to feel what he wanted to invade my softness with.

      “You’re going to take it all and beg me to fuck you harder and deeper.” The seed of mischief that blossomed in his gaze had grown into a wild vine of devious intent.

      “Yes, Sir,” fell from my mouth before I could stop it. What in the hell was wrong with me? I was agreeing to something impossible. I’d never had that much of anything inside of me. Medically, I was aware that it could be done, but mentally, I don’t think I was prepared for what I might experience.

      The idea scared me, but the notion that I might enjoy it caused logic to evaporate into a dark mist of lust. The anticipatory excitement of the situation stirred in me and had me curious to see how much I could take.

      Was I going to beg him to fuck me deeper and harder with a dick his size? I didn’t think so, but with Ansel, there was no telling where he’d lead my mind and body. So far, I was on the most exciting sexual journey I’d ever been on.

      As frightened as I was by this situation, I’d never been so aroused in my life. I’d never craved anyone’s touch as much as I burned for Ansel’s, I mean, Sir’s. Gosh, even in my thoughts, I was calling him Sir.

      I was finally opening up and allowing myself to accept that I’d agreed to be his submissive. The hard press of his dick against my stomach left a hot wet trail as it slid lower and turned my curious desires into a ravishing need. A desperate passion seized me, and I desired what was now pinned against my inner thigh.
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      Regina was anchored to my wall, and she loved it. I’d dreamed about this view of her, clamped nipples, hands bound, and trapped in this room with me. Although she’d been afraid at first, the idea of being my submissive had her aroused in a way I hadn’t expected.

      I needed more. I needed to be inside of her hot pussy so badly my dick was hard enough to pop as it dripped precum like he was weeping.

      I urged her to widen her stance before my eager fingers slid over her silky thigh and connected with her radiating heat. My fingers teased her hard bud, slipping and sliding over her wetness. My face tightened when I attempted to slip two fingers in and was met with strong resistance. This damn woman was determined to make me wait.

      “What the hell? When was the last time you fucked?” I questioned her.

      Eyes closed, she enjoyed my play, but my question caused her to snap those big curious eyes open. Her pussy was so tight, I could hardly squeeze two fingers in, even as her juices flowed like an open fire hydrant.

      She couldn’t answer my question, not while my fingers continued their task of easing her open. The harsh breaths she released, coupled with the movement of her body as her hips rocked to chase my fingers, had me one breath away from gagging on my lust build-up.

      “Gina, I need you to help me get you open and ready.”

      “Okay,” flowed from her mouth, smooth and seductive. She’d agreed without knowing what I’d ask her to do, proof that she was all in now.

      Keeping my fingers planted deep inside her tight throbbing walls, I reached above her and unhooked one of the restraints. The cuffs dangled from her right wrist, but all I needed was one of her fingers.

      Taking her freed hand in mine, I pinched her index finger. The fingers I was working in her were soaked as I continued to move them, making it hard for her to concentrate. My play would make her more receptive to doing what I ordered her to.

      I placed her finger over her clit as the tip of it touched my fingers planted deep inside. She needed to get used to touching herself, especially while I watched.

      “Slip this finger in with mine, Gina. We are going to get you good and ready.”

      Her teeth bit deeper into her bottom lip as she allowed her finger to slide inside and link up with mine. Her breaths turned into catlike moans that sounded sexy as fuck. Her finger and my two slipped in and out of her dripping core, and she rotated her hips against each stroke.

      “That’s it, work that pussy so you can let me in.”

      When the pulse of her desire revealed itself, I stopped, knowing she teetered on the edge. I removed my fingers and extracted hers before I raised her wet finger to our eye level.

      “May I have a taste?”

      “Yes, Sir,” she breathed out. Her gaze darkened when I slid her wet finger into my mouth, letting my tongue wash away every drop of her delicious nectar. I inched myself closer, placing the head of my dick at her opening.

      “Sir, please,” she whispered.

      My lips almost rose into a smile at hearing her beg. She wanted to come so bad I read the desperation in her tortured expression.

      “Please what?” I tested as I played with one of her clamped nipples, making her breath catch. I knew what she was asking for. Her motioning body begged for it. This was the third time tonight that I’d worked her up to the point of coming and deprived her of what she sought most.

      “You come when I say its time,” I stated, allowing my gaze to meet her irritated one.

      After unclamping her fingers that she’d latched onto my waist, I reattached her arm to the wall before I toyed with her other clamped nipple. The maddening heat in her gaze was set to ignite, and I had the lighter.

      “In case you haven’t figured it out, you’re being punished for that shit you pulled at the club and for telling me no. I don’t think I’m going to recover from that shit, but if you beg me good enough, I might let you come tonight.”

      At those words, the anger in her intense gaze blazed hotter, but she didn’t test me by protesting my methods.

      “Please, Sir, can I come?”

      I stifled a smile, biting my lip. “You’re such a good little beggar. But, no. Your sexy ass is not coming until I say so.”

      The sorrow and sympathy she’d injected in her voice were impressive.

      “Please,” she begged again. She damn sure wasn’t afraid to ask for what she wanted, and I liked that shit more than she knew. If she were any other sub, I’d be punishing her harder, and she’d probably be crying by now. However, I was finding that I was unveiling a weakness, a sexy distraction that had me breaking a lot of my own damn rules.

      “Please, Sir. I didn’t mean to look at that other Dom. I told you no because I was scared.”

      I loved hearing her beg me for it. Eventually, she’d realize that the begging was a part of the foreplay, enhancing the desperate need she’d revealed.

      “When you tell me what your body is asking for, the way your mind envisions it, I might put you out of your misery. And trust me, the pleasure will be that much more satisfying when you say what you want.”

      She leaned forward, making the cuffs clink above her head as her wet lips hovered near my ear. “Please fuck me, Sir.”

      My dick was so hard it may as well had been a lead pipe pressed against her cushiony inner thigh.

      “Well, why in the fuck didn’t you say that shit from the jump? If it’s dick you want, Gina, it is dick you shall have.”

      I was giving in too quickly, but like her body suggested, I didn’t know how much longer I could hold out. My gaze locked on hers, noticing her pupils were large like a druggie craving the fix that might intensify her high. Her endorphins were probably firing off like revved up pistons.

      Blindly, I reached down and found one of the condoms from the bedside table. My teeth ripped through the noisy wrapper, and I slid it on with speed and precision, eyeballing Gina the entire time.

      The brown of her eyes had turned black, and the flames of her heat shone through the darkness. I lifted her, positioning her so that her legs were wrapped around my waist with her back pinned against the wall. The head of my dick licked over her slippery clit, causing me to lose focus as my hard-heat mixed with her soft wetness.

      Teasing her further was out of the question as I’d lost my ability to hold back. She was too tempting. Too delicious. I was on her like white gravy on brown rice, but I tempered my anxiousness and eased my dick into her tight pussy that we’d prepared so well.

      Her strangled cry slipped down her throat as she reacted to my overwhelming intrusion. Even with my dick wrapped in a condom, I felt every muscle clench as they massaged my shaft, her hot wetness licking at my head with a fierce need.

      Reluctantly, I backed out of her soaked warmth, leaving only the tip in. My next powerful thrust stretched her open, but not enough. Her tightness sent spasming tremors through me as my dick slipped back and forth between her wet lips, easing her open bit by bit.

      Regina sucked in large gulps of air as I continued to open a doorway that could lead to me pulling the pin on the grenade I’d sat atop my rules. She had no idea the shit I was letting her get away with or the number of rules I’d ignored for her.

      However, with Regina, it wasn’t all about rules or how hard or fast I fucked her. I was learning exactly where to place the nipple clamps, where to place my tongue, how much pressure to apply to her clit to either stop it or bring forth an orgasm. I was creating a Regina playbook that would have her eager to follow my every command.
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      The shock the first thrust produced left my mouth gaping open and my eyes glued shut. There was pain, but like the spanking, I enjoyed it. Was pain supposed to feel this good? My nails embedded themselves into my palms as I fought the restraints that gripped my wrist in a tight hold.

      Metal clinked over the sound of the music I’d forgotten in the background, my anchor keeping me in place. My splayed legs tensed around Ansel’s waist, my inner walls contracting and expanding as they stretched to accommodate his size.

      “Relax, Gina, so I can stroke every part of my pussy,” he informed. His words were spoken with a sure firmness that I didn’t miss, not even in my state of drenched pleasure.

      “Open your eyes so you can see who’s fucking you. I want you thinking about me and nothing else.”

      He remained still until I relaxed. The top of my back kissed more of the smooth wall as my hips began to lose some of their tension. A light tremble remained, but I relaxed enough to widen my legs and allow Ansel room to move freely. My nails eased from my palms like a cat retracting their claws.

      Ansel’s penetrating gaze dared me to look away. With his fingers digging into my hips, and my legs draped around his waist, he eased out until I felt the throbbing head licking my wet opening. His eyes bored into mine when he thrust in, observing my reaction.

      Light traces of sweat gathered at my hairline and above my parted lips. My tits bounced with every impact he delivered. He hadn’t been lying about being brutal. The pounding he was putting on me would leave me sore for days.

      Why wasn’t there something within me forcing me to make him stop? Instead, lust flirted with desire and formed a threesome with pleasure.

      “Oh my God!” I yelled loud enough to rattle the walls, but I dare not take my eyes away from his as my body quivered. He repeated his hard, probing thrust, the head licking a sweet spot inside before it delved further and found another.

      He pounded into me so hard that each impact knocked the oxygen out of my lungs and forced me to suck in large amounts of air.

      “I’m mapping this pussy to my dick so that no other will ever go where I’ve been.”

      His hot words caused a groan to escape my lips. There were so many sensitive zones inside me, and his probing head was like a heat seeker, investigating until it found every secret spot. Added pressure from his thrusts to any of those hot spots could make me orgasm. However, Ansel knew how to find my hot zones and stroke them without initiating my demise.

      His hand roamed over my stomach and passed between my bouncing tits before it closed in a firm grip around my neck. When he added pressure, my mouth dropped open in surprise as my eyes widened, but not because I was scared.

      The choking had added another level to my lust, a twisted layer that made my pussy flood around his dick while overpowering lust engulfed my charged senses. Just as I’d discovered I liked watching others having sex, I realized I enjoyed Ansel’s brutal and unapologetic way of fucking me.

      His hot whisper feathered against my ear, calming our charged frenzy.

      “You’re mine, Gina.”

      “I’m yours, Sir.”

      He remained deep before he started to rotate his hips, burrowing deeper, hitting everything, like he said he’d do. The pressure wreaked sweet havoc on my constricting walls and caused my muscles to clench faster like pounding heartbeats.

      “Oh God, that feels good,” I blurted. The words had managed to squeeze past my constricted throat as I was unable to contain my random shouts that accompanied the overwhelming bouts of pleasure.

      I didn’t know how many levels of pleasure had mixed with the spurts of pain, but I enjoyed both. The pounding impact of it all produced a battery of sensations so strong, each rotation was the equivalent of the waves of excitement you experienced right before you orgasm. Except, Ansel had set the cycle on repeat. He kept reproducing the feeling that had me teetering on the edge of a complete meltdown. If I didn’t fear passing out, I’d beg him to do this all night.

      The ideas in my head evaporated when my body burst into flames and became consumed by my blissful ending. The orgasm took me so hard my body jerked against his, movements that I lost control of. I may have been shouting in Spanish, but not even I knew what I was saying.

      He’d allowed me to finally come, and I was grateful he’d released me and allowed me to soar. When he removed one of the nipple clamps, a peppery-sweet sting hit my nipple and sent sparks of desire straight to my core.

      “Merciful God!” flew past my lips when my walls picked up their contracting pace. I was coming again and tears started to slide from my eyes at the joy of pleasure that overwhelmed me.

      Ansel stilled, and I regained enough of my mind to feel his dick jerking inside me as his sharp, warm breaths bathed my neck before he bit into the flesh there.

      “What the fuck? Fuck! Gina!”

      He sounded angry, but I was too overwhelmed with swimming desire to lift my head and find out. We remained stuck to each other until we regained control of our bodies. With him buried deep inside, each flex of him spurred the aftershocks of my orgasms. Each twitch caused my muscles to tighten, and we’d released a low moan together.

      He eased back and allowed my body to slide down his. I’d forgotten all about my bound hands until he reached above me and unhooked the restraints.

      A tight smile bent my lips as I inhaled the heady scent our sex left behind. If this was how it would be, I’d play any kinky game he desired. Trouble had seeped into my bones, but not the kind of trouble I was afraid of anymore. Ansel had unleashed a part of me that had been caged for far too long.
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      After the most explosive sex I’d ever had, I was forced to think like a protector the following day. My promise of getting Regina to my level in phases was the only thing that kept me from fucking her all night.

      Frustrated with myself, I hadn’t been able to hold back. When her tight pussy started to squeeze and massage me, and she started to come, her hot wetness had put a death grip on my dick. Her pussy had sucked my dick in so deep and hard, no matter what my mind demanded, my body responded to her impacting demand that had me coming right along with her.

      I’d abandoned my desires because it was time I gave her something I thought she might need—more interaction with everyday people in a normal setting. Other than the outing she’d had with Marcus and her visit to my club, she’d never asked to go out, and I was beginning to think that she never would.

      The last thing I wanted was her believing or even thinking she was my captive. I may not have known shit about traditional relationships, but I knew the last thing a person who had been held captive wanted was to feel like a prisoner.

      I’d decided to take her out for an early dinner today. Manuelle’s offered a variety of culturally diverse cuisine and was one of my favorite restaurants in the city. When we entered, the light aroma of delicious dishes being prepared caused my stomach to smile.

      The tunes in the background sent a relaxing vibe through me. However, my happiness was short-lived when I realized Regina and I had drawn an audience.

      Some of the guests we walked past didn’t hide their scrutinizing fucking gazes as they edged across their tables, whispering and eyeing us. Not all of them gawked, but enough of their judgmental gazes lingered on us that it stirred my anger.

      “What fucking year are we in?” I hissed, not caring how loud I was. “They act like they’ve never seen a white man with a black woman. She’s Mexican too if you’d like something else to talk about.”

      “Ansel, please,” Regina begged under her breath as her fingers tightened around my forearm. “Ignore them. You said you wanted to get me out of the house and show me a good time.”

      She was right. This wasn’t the time to snatch a motherfucker up if I saw one more eye-roll. However, if I heard one comment about that damn border wall the president wanted built, all bets were off.

      Normally, I was alone or with business partners when I came here, so I hadn’t noticed how ignorant some of these assholes were. Also, Regina didn’t need to know that she was the only woman I’d taken out to a restaurant.

      I assisted Regina into her seat but didn’t take mine right away. I stood in front of our table and gave each motherfucker that eyeballed us the evil eye—a warning as far as I was concerned. I itched for one of them to utter one word.

      “Ansel,” Regina called. Her low tone, as well as the flush creeping down her face, highlighted her embarrassment. I took my seat with a ready smile, but my insides were boiling. It was a fucking shame that there were still people that clutched tightly to such blinding ignorance.

      The waiter handed us our menus and recited a canned line about soups and wines. Staring across the table at someone as beautiful as Regina, it was hard not to lose my shitty attitude. It had taken me a half hour to convince her into another dress, so it would have been a shame not to enjoy this outing.

      “What’s the real reason for this, Ansel? I may not be a novice at the D/s relationship, but I’m smart enough to know that we are not on a real date.”

      Her question and statement had my lips twitching. When she’d revealed herself as a bit of a realist, she hadn’t been lying. By now, most women who were laid up with a man would have been sending out wedding invitations and naming the third child we hadn’t had yet.

      Although I’d taught my subs about our relationship boundaries many times, some still formed attachments and begged me for the kind of relationship I couldn’t give them.

      Leaning over the table, I lowered my voice a notch. “I simply wanted to get you out of the house, Regina. I don’t want you feeling like you’re confined, especially after what your family did to you.” I lowered my voice further. “If I lock you up, the way that I desire, I’m going to have you begging me to throw away the fucking key.”

      “Arrogant any?” she asked with a smirk on her face.

      “Yep. While most men downplay their arrogance and call it confidence, I own my shit. My ass is arrogant as fuck, plain and simple. There is nothing that I don’t think I can do or accomplish. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t try if I set my mind to it. You know how a mom tells her child, don’t touch it, it will burn?”

      She nodded listening to my words intently.

      “I’m arrogant enough to touch, get my ass burned, and keep touching it until I figure out how to make it not burn. Not because I’m hard headed, but because I believe I’ll find a way to make it not burn.”

      The smile on her face grew wide. “I should thank you in my case, for your arrogance.” She glanced around the restaurant, taking in the other diners before her gaze returned to me. “Honestly, I feel kind of vulnerable being out again. I’m anxious to go back to work, but I’m also afraid to. What if my family has people staked out and searching for me?”

      Her question caused my brow to lift. She wasn’t naïve about her family’s pull or their reach. If they wanted her, they were coming for her, no matter what any of us did.

      “If you’d like to get back to work, you’re going to have to develop a set of routines. Ones that will get you to and from work safely. I don’t need you worrying about that right now. I’ll help you when the time comes. And, if any of your family is crazy enough to test me, they will be dealt with.”

      She didn’t comment as she moved her silverware around and glanced around at everything except me. Just like last night when she’d come barreling down the hall at the club, she was anxious like she sensed something that I didn’t.

      “Tell me what’s wrong. You seem nervous, even with me sitting here with a gun shoved down my waist ready to put hot lead in someone.”

      “I’m okay,” she mumbled.

      At a glance, I could tell that she was anything but okay.

      “We are building trust remember? I need you to tell me what’s wrong.”

      She glanced across the table, her bottom lip pinched between her teeth.

      “You’re going to think I’m crazy,” she stated. A sorrowful glint filled her eyes and made me that much more curious. I was the king of crazy. Therefore, there wasn’t much she could tell me to make me believe she was crazier.

      She swallowed a few times but didn’t speak. I kept my gaze pinned on her and leaned over the table to await her answer.

      “I keep seeing him,” she confirmed. “I keep seeing Sorio. When Marcus took me shopping. Today on the drive here. One day when I was sitting on the balcony enjoying the view. Even after August took Megan and me into your garage and showed us what was left of his body, I still see him.”

      “Wait. Aaron showed ya’ll that crazy ass shit? He beat the man into a fucking bloody puddle,” I uttered in the lowest tone I could muster.

      She nodded. “August promised me that he’d kill him, the same as he’d promised Megan, so he showed us.”

      And Aaron thought I was the crazy one. I cast aside my cousin’s crazy actions. “So, you think you’re seeing your dead cousin?”

      She nodded again as embarrassment washed over her face before she started to bite on one of her short nails. I reached across the table and eased her hand away from her mouth. I’d heard her scream herself awake some nights. Each time, I’d flipped on the camera feed and watched her toss and turn until she got up and started reading.

      She didn’t sleep most nights, and neither did I, a common link we shared. However, she turned to books to deal with her anxiety, and I dealt with mine in a more unconventional way.

      “Regina, you’re not crazy,” I reassured her. “That bitch-ass cousin of yours put you through hell. You’re probably suffering from post-traumatic stress. Would you like for me to set you up to see a doctor?”

      “No!” she answered louder than she intended, drawing a few glances our way. “I’ll be okay. I know it’s all in my head. I don’t want to see a doctor, not yet at least. It’s just…sometimes the images are so real. It’s like he just stands there and stares at me.”

      “I’d planned to give you more time before I started this but, in a few days, I would like to start teaching you how to protect yourself.”

      Her stare lingered on me before she nodded her head. Aaron had informed that she didn’t like guns, but I planned to make her love them.

      “Would you excuse me for a minute?” I asked, standing. Regina nodded before I walked away. I sensed her gaze following me as I searched for a quiet corner out of earshot of her and the other customers.

      I stood in a corner near the restrooms.

      “Say again, JG,” I stated as I peered around the bend and cast my gaze through the front windows lining the restaurant. I’d been listening to dialogue between my team as Regina and I dined.

      They’d spotted two men watching my building a few days ago, and now those same assholes had shown up outside the restaurant. I’d intended to get Regina out of the house for a quiet lunch, but our outing had flushed out a couple of lurkers.

      Hopefully, my crew and I could figure out who the hell they were, how many, and what the fuck they wanted.

      “At your two o’clock. One outside the black SUV, the other inside behind the steering wheel,” JG’s voice informed.

      My view was obscured inside the restaurant, but I spotted the assholes JG pointed out. They were some dumb fucks if they thought they were getting their hands on Regina. From a distance, the one outside the SUV didn’t appear to be Mexican like the others DG6 had sent after Megan. Also, I couldn’t rule out that this could have been one of my family’s enemies, or even mine. The California chapter of the August Knights was just as trouble inspiring as the Florida chapter.

      “JG, keep eyes on. Marcus, Scott, you know what to do if they take off. Let me know if they come this way.” Rob had remained back, to protect the home front.

      “Roger,” “Tracking,” came their replies into my ear as I headed back towards our table.

      I hadn’t stepped away from Regina a hot minute, and she already had a vulture circling. Her cluelessness about her beauty made her that much more appealing.

      She must have sensed the lurking eyes of the guy at the table across from ours because she glanced over at the man and smiled. Instead of returning her smile and getting back to his food, that motherfucker had taken Regina’s smile as an invitation to engage. He turned in his seat, leaned in, and started speaking to her.

      My steps slowed when JG’s voice returned in my ear. “The one in the truck has binoculars. Should we engage?”

      “Yes,” I answered JG. “In five minutes, make an example out of one of those fuckers.”

      “Roger that,” came JG’s delighted words in the earpiece. My crew and I had killed more men together as civilians than we had while in the military. Like me, none of my crew had a problem with killing. Especially when it was motherfuckers like DG6 that preyed on the weak and unprepared that couldn’t fight back.

      My fiery gaze had never left the idiot who’d turned towards our table, staring a hole in Regina. She’d been enjoying her meal in peace, and he was intent to not let her. If he knew what was good for him, he’d return to his meal and mind his fucking business.

      After pressing 911, I awaited the sound of the operator.

      “Please send someone to Prescott Avenue and 34th. There are two men arguing outside across the street from Manuelle’s Restaurant and one has a gun. Hurry! I think he’s going to shoot.”

      Not giving the operator a chance to ask me more questions, I hung up. The area we were in was one of the most upscale locations in the city, so the cops would most likely arrive in five minutes, give or take a few seconds.
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      As quiet as carbon monoxide, I eased closer to our table. The fucker had the nerve to have eased his chair closer to Regina’s. He should have sensed the flames that had started spraying from my eyes. Her pinched expression and stiff posture revealed that he’d told her something she didn’t want to hear.

      I prayed he would touch her so I’d have an excuse to stomp a mudhole in his ass. He’d seen us enter the restaurant together. He’d sat and watched me assist Regina into her chair. He’d also sat at his table snatching glances at her the entire time. Never mind the fact that I’d persuaded her to put on that sexy ass blue dress and those come-fuck-me red heels I’d had her pinned to my wall in.

      Now, here he was. He’d wormed his seat closer to our table, sniffing after the wrong woman.

      The next action dragged along in slow motion. Regina’s linen fluttered to the floor, and ass-hat reached down to pick it up.

      Instead of handing the linen to Regina, this asshole stood and stepped closer. When he reached down and over her to spread the napkin over her lap, my teeth sank so deep into my bottom lip, my mouth started to tremble.

      His hand grew closer, and my gaze followed it. Regina maintained a friendly posture even as concern danced in her gaze. Her eyes settled on his hand, before he grazed the side of her exposed shoulder. He slid his hand down, unable to help himself. I knew she felt like a lucid dream, but he had no right putting his hands on her.

      The frown that found its way to Regina face spoke volumes as he leaned his soon-to-be-dead ass down to tell her something. I was about to burn this fucking restaurant to the ground because my body had ignited into hell-flames. Death, murder, and destruction were all I comprehended.

      Regina noticed me as soon as I came into view. Her gaze met mine as the asshole stood over her, his lips inching closer to her ear. I crept up to the table, my mind on murder, even as my brain reminded me that I needed to stay out of jail to keep Regina safe.

      “If you don’t back the fuck away from her, that dull butter knife she used to butter her roll is what I’ll use to sever your carotid artery, right after I snap every finger on your right hand for touching her shoulder.”

      He snatched his hand away from Regina. I was sure my green eyes blazed with orange flames.

      I stepped closer, and he backed off, holding up his hands. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”

      Surrounding diners started to glance in our direction the moment the razor sharp edge of my voice sounded. After the man backed away, more eyes fell on our confrontation.

      “You mean no disrespect? Yet, the moment I stepped away, you get your ass up and invade her personal space, fucking touch her, and attempt to whisper in her ear. That sounds like three different levels of disrespect to not only me but especially to her.”

      My raised voice drew just about every eye in the restaurant as people peeked around corners and each other to get a look, but I didn’t give a fuck. The sound of forks and spoons falling into plates registered as hushed tones turned into dead silence.

      “Ansel, can we leave?” Regina inquired in a low tone, her gaze meeting the floor in embarrassment. “Please?” she begged when I took another step closer to the man.

      When I took two quick steps and got in the man’s face, she jumped from her seat and tugged at my arm. “Ansel. Don’t do this. Don’t make a scene. We were having a good time.”

      She gripped my wrist, and I was sure she felt the tremble in my body as I fought to control my rage. Her pleading eyes begged me not to disappoint her, but I couldn’t grant her request. Based on his wide-eyed gape and flaring nostrils, the man was praying her words would stifle the flames fuming off my body.

      Staring down, I glanced into Regina’s pleading gaze.

      “I can’t let this shit go,” I uttered through clenched teeth. “I’m going to beat this motherfucker’s ass,” I confirmed in a tone calmer than my coiled body portrayed. “I told you, Regina, if someone put their hands on you, there would be a fucking problem.” I half-heartedly pointed at the man stupid enough to still be standing there, but my gaze remained on her. “That’s a fucking problem.”

      Out of the corner of my eyes, I spotted the two restaurant security guards who were headed our way. They were just in time to keep me from killing this man. I removed Regina’s hand from my arm before taking her by the waist to shove her to safety. After I was certain of her safety, I reared back and socked the asshole in the face.

      He staggered back and fell against his table. The loud knocking of his body against the table and the clattering of dishes as they crashed into each other caused loud gasps to spill out from the other diners. Stunned hands flew up to mouths, but no one moved closer to break up the fight.

      The man was so stunned by the hard punch that his mouth dropped open as wide as his eyes. He grasped at his face and busted lip. With him pinned against the table, I didn’t hold back as I pounced and started wailing on him.

      “You touched,” Punch “the wrong,” Punch “woman,” Punch. “Blatant,” Punch “fucking,” Punch “disrespect.” The sound my fist made when it connected with his head may as well have been a bat striking concrete. A free therapy session was what I was giving his ass. He’d never approach another man’s woman.

      The guards started running towards us as Regina stood in place, yelling for me to stop. “Ansel, please! Stop it!”

      While all eyes were on me beating the hell out of this guy, who deserved the ass whipping he got, the crowd had no idea of the swirling chaos about to take place outside.

      “Three, two, one…” JG counted down in my ear right before my knuckle connected with the man’s jawbone. I didn’t need to look at the wimpy asshole in front of me to beat his ass. He was my size, so this fight would have been more exciting if he’d at least fought back.

      My sharp gaze darted in the direction of the man standing outside the black SUV parked across the street. A smile crept across my face when his brains splattered against the passenger side glass and the top of the vehicle. It looked like a watermelon had been dropped from ten stories above.

      A security officer gripped me from behind, pinning my arms at my sides.

      “Marcus! Scott!” I called, knowing they would know to follow the one in the SUV preparing to run. Sirens sounded, but the driver was screeching away from the scene, leaving his dead buddy sliding the rest of the way down the side of the vehicle and hitting the road.

      “Mr. Knox, please settle down!” The security guard in front of me yelled as his buddy gripped me in a bearhug from behind. I didn’t fight. All eyes were on me and the bloody asshole who had crumpled to the floor, coughing up blood.

      The diners weren’t clued in to what was happening outside. But, they didn’t matter. My main concern was keeping as much of the bad from Regina as I could. If images of her dead cousin were surfacing, she was suffering more than she admitted. I’d rather her think me a crazy asshole than to know that motherfuckers had already started their quest to snatch her.

      “Mr. Knox, are you okay?” The security officer questioned as he continued to hold me from behind. I nodded and allowed him to release me. The restaurant manager bent to check on the asshole I’d beaten.

      The restaurant owner was a loyal member of one of my clubs. He glanced up at me from the bloody asshole he kneeled next to and gave me a knowing head nod. Regina skirted away from my hand when I reached for her.

      “Let’s go,” I ordered, my voice firm and demanding. I pointed her in the direction we were going in and gave her a gentle nudge, despite her being disgusted with me. She didn’t ask why I was leading her through the kitchen and towards a back door. Her pinched expression and stiff postured revealed her anger as we walked out of the door and stepped up to my waiting and already running car. I helped her in but didn’t close the door.

      “I forgot something,” I informed her. “I’ll be right back.”

      She nodded and gazed straight ahead with her lips tightly pinched. She’d seen the devil in me slip out, and she was deciding if she could deal with him or not. Hell, she’d grown up around a devil her whole life—she just didn’t know it at the time.

      I jogged back into the restaurant, glancing back at her briefly before the view of her was taken away when I opened the door and stepped inside.
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      The scary version of Ansel I’d met the first day we’d been introduced had emerged. He harbored this brute force inside him that I was sure had never been tamed. How could I have let myself think that because he was attracted to me that I’d never meet that version of him again? I was older, but so much more naïve than him.

      He’d never hidden his true self from me, but I’d chosen to see what I wanted: the playful, handsome, and hardworking parts of him. There was also that sexy and seductive part of him that left me breathless and twisted up with lust and desire. This incident proved that I needed to be afraid even though he’d taken on the task of protector.

      When the hairs on the back of my neck started to stand, I peered through the windshield, swiveled my neck around and searched for what or who, I hadn’t a clue.

      I jumped, my head nearly striking the ceiling when my door popped open. My hand sat on my heaving chest as my raspy breaths bounced around the interior of the car. A strong hand reached in and gripped the front of my dress, jerking me out of the door with unyielding strength. I’d assumed it was Ansel who’d opened the door, but I was wrong.

      The strong scent of cigarettes drifted up my nose and invaded my lungs as powerful arms tightened around my neck. The other arm was a vise around my body as tart, hot breath swiped across my face and shot up my nose to join the cigarette stench I’d inhaled. Despite the nausea his smoky breath dredged up, I filled my lungs with as much air as I could and prepared to scream my head off.

      “He...”

      My yell for help was cut short when a big hand was thrown over my mouth. My heart hammered hard enough to chip away pieces of my chest plate. The noise of horns blowing, revving engines, and people shouting around the bend of the alley sounded, but none of them were in earshot even if I could have screamed.

      The hand clamped over my face squeezed with a bruising force that allowed me to feel the rough pads of his fingers digging into my jaw. My teeth scraped the back of his calloused fingers and attempted to bite, but the grip was so tight I couldn’t close my mouth.

      My feet kicked and scraped against the concrete. The sexy red heels Ansel liked on me were being skinned alive. Sharp kicks and straining attempts to break free from the tight grip around my body were useless.

      My family had caught me, and they were going to ensure they killed me this time. Muffled screams scratched my throat and died at the back of the hand around my mouth as I called for Ansel.

      The veins in my head and neck protruded from the force of strength I’d used attempting to break myself free. My wide eyes caught a glimpse of the perfect sky as I prayed for Ansel to walk back out of that door before the monster that had me, took me.

      “If you don’t let her go, I’m going to paint this dirty alley with your brains.”

      It was the voice of the devil, so deadly that the man holding me, froze.

      “Don’t make me repeat myself,” the voice sounded once more. Ansel was back, and my heart rejoiced at the sound of his voice.

      I stumbled down to one knee when the tight grip around me loosened. My knee and hand struck the ground, but in my stunned state, if there was any pain, it didn’t register. My joy at being set free overwhelmed me. I scrambled to my feet, ran on the shaky heels, and hid behind Ansel’s back. In my haste to get away, I’d failed to cast a glance back at the man who’d snatched me.

      Ansel held me against his back with one hand and aimed his gun with the other.

      “Toss your gun and turn slowly. I haven’t killed anyone in almost three days, and my fucking trigger finger is itching like a motherfucker. Try me, and it’s going to take a miracle for you to be identified.”

      The man’s gun flew left, clinking to the ground before it slid to a stop about five feet to the right of him. I gripped Ansel’s non-gun arm and peeked around his muscular shoulder at the man. He raised his hands and turned the rest of the way around like he’d been ordered to. When he turned and faced Ansel’s direction…

      Pop! Pop!

      The powerful punch of Ansel’s gun registered, but a silencer muffled the noise. The scent of gun smoke drifted up my nose and swirled into the air around us. Ansel had shot out my attacker’s knees. He crashed to the ground when his legs gave out under his body. The man’s face was scrunched in pain, but I couldn’t make out his unfamiliar features. I didn’t know the man, but it didn’t mean he didn’t work for my family.

      My grip on Ansel’s arm was so tight, I was likely cutting off his circulation.

      “Let’s go,” he ordered as he turned. My tight hold caused my body to turn right along with his. My heels scraped the road with each wobbly step I took as my bugged-out gaze remained aimed at the man yelling in pain on the ground. The noise on the streets had covered all that had gone down in the alley, including the man’s incessant screams.

      Ansel escorted me to the car. My mind hadn’t wrapped around the fact that he’d just shot someone in broad daylight. Although we walked back towards Ansel’s car at a brisk pace, it didn’t stop me from turning back to snatch glances at the yelling man.

      When another man approached the yelling man from behind, a loud scream threatened to scratch the back of my throat. However, recognition registered, and my scream died on my tongue. It was JG, one of Ansel’s ranger buddies. Ansel had promised me he’d protect me, but I didn’t think I understood what protecting me truly meant until now.
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      Regina stared outside the window for most of our thirty-minute drive home. The sun sat with pride in the distance, providing sparks of warmth that lightened the chill inside the car. Regina’s quiet irritation with me was warranted. I wasn’t an easy man to understand, much less learn to take.

      She’d witnessed the scene in the restaurant, had fallen into the hands of her captor, and had stood at my back as I shot someone.

      Even though it was a good distraction inside the restaurant, I still would have beaten that motherfucker’s ass for putting his hand on Regina. He’d better be glad I hadn’t lured his ass to a quiet, dark place.

      The woman-grabbing bastard in the alley was about to face hell. His shattered knees were the least of his worries. He would tell me who sent him, or the devil would send me a personal thank you for sending him a fresh soul.

      “Did you know the man that attempted to take you? Did his face look familiar?” I questioned Regina breaking the silence inside the car.

      “No. But, it doesn’t mean he doesn’t work for my family.”

      The sadness in her tone spilled over. She reached over and placed a delicate hand on my arm.

      “Thank you, Ansel. Thank you for protecting me.”

      I didn’t answer her.

      “You’re going to kill him, aren’t you?” she questioned as she turned her head away from me, knowing the answer but seeking confirmation anyway.

      The idea of the man’s arm around her neck as he attempted to drag her off had rage burning through my muscles and my heart set on termination. I needed to kill his ass as much as I needed Regina naked in my bed. The fact that they thought they could snatch her from under my nose had me steaming, wondering who I was going to have to kill, and how I’d carry out the murders.

      I glanced in Regina’s direction. There was no use in me keeping the truth from her. “Yes, Regina. I’m going to finish killing him. And to get you prepared, starting tomorrow, I’m going to start teaching you how to protect yourself better.”

      “Okay,” her low tone sounded. “I’d appreciate that.”

      She turned her head back towards her window. Aaron had warned me that she wasn’t as weak as she let on. Most women would have been freaked out of their minds right now. Instead, Regina sat in silence, processing all that had happened.

      After parking, I opened her door and helped her from the car. We walked in silence to the elevator. The lift went by in a blur before the elevator dinged and opened.

      The silence between us was as alive as the trouble that I knew was brewing. Trouble had entered the city searching for Regina, but they had no idea the hell they’d face in their attempts.

      I expected Regina to be upset over how I acted inside the restaurant. However, I think she’d learn to appreciate the demon inside of me. If I didn’t let my demon eat, he’d be a motherfucker to control, and I’d always be in beast-mode, ready to destroy any and everything in my wake.

      He was the worst part of me, but it was also that part that would protect Regina at all cost. I didn’t believe Regina understood that once she had a Knox fighting for her, she’d have a beast that wasn’t going to stop until he solved whatever problem she had and destroyed every threat that came at her. If it meant dropping bodies, so be it.

      It wasn’t the time to pull Aaron into this situation. If things heated up enough to require another Knox or members of our MC, all hell would get raised. The California chapter of our MC was spun from our Florida chapter. If I mentioned trouble, they wouldn’t hesitate to assist.

      However, I preferred my own gang. The men I’d lived in the trenches with. The ones that had seen the true faces of evil in third world countries. The ones that had followed orders that required us to take out entire villages and towns if the government deemed it necessary. We’d all been trained, conditioned, and had acquired skills that required a certain amount of finesse when dealing with the kind of people searching for Regina.

      I flexed my sore knuckles and fell onto the couch as my gaze rested on Regina retreating towards the stairs. My head fell back onto the couch, and I did my best to relax the beast stirring inside me. Deep breaths were useless as I attempted to calm myself before I left to meet my crew. The no-knees motherfucker would tell me something, or else.

      The idea that I’d unsettled Regina wasn’t sitting well with me either. This was a fucking first. Since when had I given any kind of a damn about upsetting anyone?

      Regina had me acting off and out of character. I worried about her well-being and safety, but I acknowledged that I was also worried about how she felt in relation to me.

      The light taps of her bare feet registered as the sound grew closer. She’d changed into a pair of my gray sweats and one of my plain black T-shirts. She’d worn jeans this morning, so I’d thrown away every pair she owned. She’d let me have it too, calling me a ‘selfish, arrogant asshole.’ I’d taken her angry words as a compliment.

      When she marched towards my room, I assumed she’d been furious enough to toss all my shit. Instead, she’d gone into my room and taken a few pairs of my sweats and T-shirts. She wasn’t going to let me boss her around, and I liked it. Regina had a quiet feistiness in her that turned me on.

      My head lifted when she approached carrying her medical bag. The bag didn’t come out unless she was preparing to check my shoulder wound. She sat the bag on the coffee table and stepped between my splayed legs. Not saying a word, I glanced up at her, my brows pinched. When she kneeled before me and reached for my battered hand, the gesture floored me. My ass was tongue-tied for the first time in my life as my face drew into a confused frown.

      I couldn’t take credit for saving her moments ago because it was an unscripted incident that could have gotten her killed. I’d also embarrassed the shit out of her inside that restaurant. I hadn’t listened to any of her pleas when she begged me to stop. Yet, here she was about to fix my scraped knuckles.

      She reached back for alcohol swabs and Q-tips before she laid her hands face up to await mine. She remained kneeling before me like I was this precious package she sought to take care of. She ripped open a few swabs and swiped them across my scraped knuckles. She blew away the sting as she glanced up at me with a level of care in her gaze that I didn’t deserve.

      I sat in the quiet peace she’d enveloped me in and watched her take care of me. No one had done anything like this for me, especially not after witnessing the hell I was capable of unleashing.

      “I left you alone in the car on purpose. I wanted to see if anyone was following you. However. I didn’t expect they’d be stupid enough to try to take you.”

      When she glanced at me, those big pretty eyes caught the light enough for me to see that she didn’t have any hostility there.

      “I figured that much when I saw JG dragging the man away. It’s why I asked if you were going to kill him.”

      “You’re not upset?”

      She shook her head and continued the business of fixing my hands.

      “I’ll always be straight with you, Regina.”

      She stilled, glaring at me. “I’d appreciate that,” she stated without saying more.

      “Motherfuckers are going to try to take you, and I’m going to likely kill a lot of people. There is a demon inside me, and once I let him out, it’s hard to put him back in the cage unless he gets what he wants.”

      She placed a soft hand against my forearm. “I know. I met him first. He scares me, but he also saved me from a family aiming to kill me, and who continues to come after me.”

      She glanced down before lifting her gaze again.

      “Ansel, I’m not street smart. Hell, if I’m being honest, I’m only smart in the areas of medicine that I’ve studied my butt off to learn. I’d always been able to get what I needed from books until my family took me captive. I’ve learned how to protect myself the hard way, and as you witnessed in the alley today, I’m not that good at it. So, whatever you’d like to teach me, I’m willing to learn because I don’t think my family is going to stop until I’m dead.”

      My fingers slid under her chin and lifted her head. “That will never happen, not as long as I’m alive.”

      She glared a long time before she nodded. The emotional impact of my statement left tears standing in her eyes, but she didn’t let them fall.

      She continued her task of patching me up. In a moment, I would likely bust my knuckles up even worse, but I enjoyed her taking care of me. More of my anxiety slipped away as genuine care seeped into me. Regina could well be the stabilizer I needed in my life to staunch my need to kill in the name of taming the beast within.

      We didn’t speak another word to each other, but the connection we shared was as alive as the thundering beat of my heart. Once Regina completed her task, she gathered up the supplies and disappeared, her light steps falling back down the stairs and meeting my ears.

      My head fell against the couch. This was supposed to be a piece of cake. I protect her. Kill some people. She becomes my sub. Have hot kinky sex. End of story.

      Not even fucking close to my current reality with Regina.
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      By the time I marched into the garage at my house in the hills, my crew had everything set up. JG and Rob stood waiting like ravenous dogs, knowing that we were about to do some sick shit to this man to make him talk.

      Cuffed to one of my sturdy wooden poolside chairs, the man’s bucked eyes darted around in his head like loose marbles as he glanced up at us. The guys had wrapped his blown-out knees in torn white towels that were soaked through with his blood.

      He was positioned like he was about to sunbathe, except each of his limbs and midsection was secured to the chair. He wasn’t gagged, so he could save himself the pain and start talking.

      “Would you like to do the honors?” I asked JG.

      “No. I’m classically trained by my grandfather. My methods work, but they are dated. You know that new age torture type shit that allows me to update my resume.”

      I shrugged at JG’s compliment. “In that case, were you able to get the items I asked for?”

      “Yep. Took a bit of trying, but I finally found the right size you wanted,” JG answered before he walked off whistling. JG’s father and grandfather were mob hitmen. To keep JG away from the business, his father had struck a trade deal with the bosses. His father had stacked up an untold amount of bodies to buy JG’s freedom. Killing must have been in the men’s blood because after the military, JG ended up doing the same work as his father and grandfather anyway. The difference was JG did it as a freelancer.

      He returned and set the items I’d requested on the table along with his opened torture kit. The kit contained an impressive array of knives, saws, syringes filled with different types of drugs, and several other blades and items.

      “I can’t wait to see what your crazy ass does with that shit. Looks like you’re about to conduct a science experiment,” Rob stated with a pinched brow and his arms folded across his chest. “Hanging around with you two sick bastards, I know more shit about torture and death than any normal person should.”

      “When in the fuck did you become normal?” JG asked Rob.

      Rob released a low chuckle. “Touché,” he answered.

      Rob was a more traditional killer. He didn’t play with his victims. He’d put them out of their misery with quick, calm ease.

      I chuckled at my friends before casting my gaze to the man that had started to squirm. Without me saying a word, the man started to shake his head at me, noticing my death-filled gaze. He had no idea that he was getting the tame version of me. It was when I asked for alone time with someone that my techniques swerved towards psychopathic.

      The man’s eyes bugged, the pleading in them apparent as his rigid body shook from the intense fright coursing through him. I was the poison he could see, the threat he could feel, the deadly predator that lurked in plain sight.

      Silence blanketed the space as I stared down at him, my fingers intertwined in front of me. I maintained the position for a solid minute, letting his tension knot even tighter. When I broke the silence and reached for his pants, he, as well as JG and Rob, ogled me.

      The man started to whimper and wiggle away from my hands when I yanked his belt apart, unbuttoned his pants, and slid his zipper down. JG and Rob observed, neither uttering a word, although I could read the questions in their tense expressions. The man’s vocal protest and his repeated yammering about not knowing who he worked for was nothing more than a blade sliding across my nerves.

      When I tugged his pants down and exposed his flaccid dick, his protests intensified. He yanked against the cuffs holding him to the chair. He forgot about his injured knees as his legs worked against the cuffs, making them clink loud and echo throughout my garage.

      I retrieved a syringe from my pocket, which enticed JG and Rob to lean closer, curious to see what I’d do next.

      “I told you. I don’t know who hired me. I never saw him. We did everything over the net. I got my assignment through a secure online inbox.”

      The man’s harsh breathing echoed off the garage wall as his wide gaze remained pinned on the needle in my hand. Since I’d exposed his dick, he likely assumed I’d inject something into it or cut it off.

      When I reached down and gripped his arm, he shrugged away, but I was so filled with the devil that my strength had doubled. The man screamed his head off, but he may as well have been whispering as far as I was concerned. I jammed the needle in his arm and emptied the contents into his flesh.

      A tired breath escaped me as I stepped away and stood at the table with my back to him.

      “What now?” JG inquired behind me.

      “We wait,” I answered.

      “Well, I’m going to go and fix myself a sandwich. Dealing with silly motherfuckers that claim they work for ghosts has worked me up an appetite.”

      I shook my head at JG. Most of my friends claimed I was the craziest person they knew, but if I listed the crazy shit I’d witnessed from them over the years, I’d say I was in like company.

      Rob cleared his throat behind me but didn’t say anything as JG walked back into the garage with a stack of meat he’d decided to add bread to. My alarm sounded on my watch prompting me to turn as I was met with the man’s stiff erection.

      I don’t know how, but JG stood there and ate a sandwich while staring down the eye of another man’s dick. The dreadful sight didn’t appear to bother him one bit.

      “What the hell did you give him?” JG asked before taking another bite out of his stack of meat.

      “Viagra. A double dose,” I stated, my tone indifferent. Rob silently repeated the word Viagra before his face scrunched in confusion.
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      I stepped to the opposite side of the table so that the man could see what I was doing. I picked up the large beaker I’d asked JG to find up for me. The thin glass jar was the size of one of those five-gallon jugs the waterman delivered.

      Untying the sack, I reached in with caution and removed the black snake. It wasn’t a large snake, a two-footer, just big enough to do the job.

      At the sight of the snake, the man started to scream his head off, his screeches peeling the paint off the walls.

      “Man, don’t do this shit. I don’t know who hired me. I’m telling the fucking truth!”

      I tipped the beaker a little and let the snake wiggle and hiss and work up his agitation before I slipped him inside. With a dropper firm in my grip, I squeezed and released until it was filled with the liquid. Rob and JG glanced at each other before they returned their attention to me. By now they knew or had an idea of what I was about to do to this man.

      “Rat musk,” I stated while using the dropper to drop the liquid on the man’s stiff dick. I’d tortured many men, but I’d never heard one scream as much as this one. I tipped the short-neck of the beaker over with the snake inside and slipped it over the man’s dick. The man flapped around in the chair like a fish out of water.

      The chair bucked under him, making loud grunts against the cement floor. The snake had fallen from the bottom of the beaker and landed on the man’s dick as his head climbed up the jar searching for a way out. The two small holes I’d asked JG to cut into the bottom would allow the snake breathable air, so this process could be a short one or long one. It didn’t matter to me either way. It wasn’t my dick in jeopardy.

      The man screamed, his eyes bulging from his skull at the atrocious shit I was doing. The snake had wrapped his tail around the base of the man’s dick as I pressed hard to keep the beaker in place against the man’s bucking body.

      JG and Rob shook their heads as they gawked at the horrible sight. With the high-pitched screaming going on, I raised my voice to ask my questions.

      “Who do you work for?”

      “I don’t know! I don’t know! I told you all I know.”

      “Do you work for the Dominquez family?”

      “I don’t know who that is. I don’t know the man that hired me.”

      “So, let me get this straight. You expect me to believe you were hired by a fucking ghost to steal a whole woman, a human being? One that you put in a chokehold? One that had the muzzle of your gun pressed against her temple?” I was so amped up, lightning strikes flashed in my stormy gaze. “Where were you asked to take the woman to?”

      “I hadn’t gotten the instructions yet. After I got her, I was supposed to get a call telling me where to drop her off.” The rattling of his body as it knocked against the chair livened up my garage. “Oh! Shiiiiiit! Get that thing off my dick, man! Get it off! Pleeease!”

      The snake reared back, and its tongue flicked like it was about to strike at its prey. The man bucked so hard that when the snake lunged to strike at his dick, it missed and hit the side of the beaker. The snake wasn’t a poisonous one, but like the man, I wouldn’t have cared for him being anywhere near my dick. The man’s struggle had been so forceful that he’d almost knocked the beaker from my hand.

      Rob stepped up and placed pressure on the man’s shoulder as the snake reared back once more, agitated by all the shaking and moving.

      Tears seeped from the sobbing man’s eyes, and spittle flew from his mouth as he yelled and pleaded.

      “Where are you and your friends staying? How many of you are there?” I questioned, noticing that the snake was preparing to strike again.

      “The Bunswick Hotel! On 55th and Lincoln. There are four of us!” The man sobbed through quivering lips. He switched back to shrieking yells when the snake moved.

      “Get it off me, man!”

      This time, when the snake aimed and shot its head at the man’s head, it didn’t miss. The man sang like a pig that had been stuck in quicksand. His eyes were as big as silver dollars.

      “Get it off! Get it off! Oh God in heaven help me!”

      The man bucked and jumped, but it wasn’t enough to shake the snake loose from its target. When the snake opened its mouth wider and slipped the tip of the man’s dick further in his mouth, the action shocked even me.

      “Unless you tell me what I need to know, your dick will be swallowed. And I don’t believe the one doing the swallowing gives a whole lot of fucks if you get off or not.”

      I was met with a series of unintelligible screams and more bucking before the man started spilling his guts.

      “I don’t work for the Dominquez family. Ooooo! Fuuuuck! I never met the man that hired me. I got the assignment and half the money up front. If the lady has anything to do with the Dominquez cartel, they are not going to stop until they get her back and kill everyone that comes in contact with her. Even me. Now, please! Get it off! Get it off! Get that thing off my dick!”

      With his dick being swallowed by a snake, the man swore with everything he had that he spoke the truth. Given his situation, I started to believe him.

      I continued to let the snake have at his dick as I fired off question after question until he started talking crazy and saying shit that didn’t make logical sense. I think I may have taken him past the point of his mental tolerance. He’d still not confessed to working for or even knowing the Dominquez family. All he claimed to know about the family was what he’d seen in the media or read about.

      “I’m telling you the truth,” the words bubbled from the man’s raw throat. His jumbled words and erratic bouts of laughter had him sounding delirious as drool oozed from his mouth and dripped onto his chest.

      He was done. There wasn’t much else I could do to him to make him talk. Most of his dick had been swallowed, and his mind had been fried from the pain and from witnessing the slow destruction of his member. You can fuck up multiple parts of a man, chop off a few fingers, even hack off a limb, but mess with a man’s dick and he’ll tell you anything you want to know.

      I believed that this man was telling me the truth. Whoever had hired him had been playing it smart. He’d hired this dumb bastard without a face-to-face introduction. It could well have been a member of the Dominguez family who’d hired him, but I needed to dig deeper to figure this out. Someone was out there plotting to take Regina, and I wasn’t altogether sure it was her family, based on this man’s information.

      I’d put in a call to D so that he could get a snapshot of the man’s face before I killed him. Although the man had given me his identity, D would still run his face through facial recognition to confirm it. He would also dig around in the man’s background to connect dots.

      It was worth a shot, but I didn’t think the man’s identity would help us, especially if he worked for a ghost. We needed the man’s partners. According to the last update, the guy outside the restaurant had eluded the cops, and the slippery fucker had also lost Marcus and Scott.

      Right now, I needed someone else to torture and prayed the location we’d extracted from Mr. Swallowed Dick would lead to my next victim.

      The incessant crying and unintelligible yapping of half-dick was grating on my last unraveling nerve. Usually, the anticipation of a fresh kill would ease my tension. Not so much this time.

      I reached behind my back and drew my pistol.

      As soon as the man lifted his teary-eyed gaze and it met mine, I squeezed the trigger. A small portion of his brains splattered the wall behind him, and more fluids and matter leaked from his head and dripped onto the chair. Globs of blood and brain matter oozed between the cracks of the wood and splattered to the floor. His open, dead eyes appeared relieved I’d put him out of his misery.

      “Why did you kill him?” JG asked, with curiosity but not a hint of concern in his tone.

      “He doesn’t know who he works for. Whoever sent him is hiring guns without providing an identity. This bastard didn’t have a clue that Regina was a Dominguez. The one or ones hunting her are being smart about it. If it is her family, they are avoiding making the same mistakes as the ones before them did.”

      I’d executed a member of someone’s team who’d been tasked to take Regina. The mystery surrounding who the man or group was had not been solved. However, if there was one thing I was sure of, more were coming, and more were going to die.

      JG took over the duty of separating the snake from the man. He made the task simple by taking a large pair of scissors that resembled garden shears and severed the portion of the man’s dick below the snake’s mouth.

      I took out my phone and checked on Regina who was sitting up in her bed at one in the morning with a book in her hand. The woman didn’t sleep for shit and sooner or later, she and I would have a talk to figure out why. I clicked off my phone and shoved it down my back pocket.
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      At 3:30 a.m., I eased up the stairs to Regina’s room, listening for any sound. If she were up, she’d be reading or studying a medical book.

      I cracked her door open and peeked in, finding her asleep atop her covers, fully clothed. The light from her book reader highlighted her beautiful face, half of which was planted in the pillow as she slept on her stomach. She wore one of my T-shirts and a pair of my shorts. Her wearing my clothes was sexy and had me ready to throw away the rest of her wardrobe.

      I’d enjoy nothing more than to wake her and drag her down to my playroom. However, I relied on discipline to keep me from fucking her every time I came in contact with her. She needed time to get used of my size and the way I liked to fuck. Her pussy had been so tight that if she’d claimed to be a virgin, I would have believed her. Therefore, I was biding my time until she recovered so I could fuck her like I intended to. I wanted her screaming for me to go on, not stop.

      Some of the shit she’d revealed in some of her rambling talking sessions didn’t make sense. How could a woman that looked like Regina not be getting any sex? What in the fuck was wrong with men? Were their dicks on life-support? Were their eyes clouded by a haze of dumb fuckery?

      My buzzing phone drifted through the third different way I was fucking Regina in my head. I eased her door back closed.

      “Marcus,” I answered when I was far enough away from her door.

      “We found the driver of the SUV. I called D. He did some CCTV and some kind of GPS tech shit that he does. I don’t know how he does that shit, but we got him. We brought him here because we know you just left the hills. Come down to the basement.”

      I hopped on the elevator and headed towards the basement. Marcus met me when I stepped off the elevator. Having the building owner as a member of my club gave me access to areas of the building that were unknown to most.

      It was time to go back to work. Time to find out who the hell had the nerve to watch us and the balls to think they could take Regina. I’d find out what was inside this man’s brains, and I wasn’t opposed to cracking his head open and pulling the information out myself.
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      After breakfast, Ansel handed me a pretty, blue wrapped box that had me grinning from ear to ear. He’d informed that we weren’t in a relationship, but wasn’t the giving of gifts the indication of a relationship? Calm down, Regina. He can’t be tamed, remember?

      Ansel was no doubt my first addiction. The longer I was around him, the further I sensed myself falling. He created this euphoric sensation within me that caused my senses to overflow with desire. My senses became so heightened that I’d lose complete control of myself. I found it difficult to walk away when he was done playing with me. Everything he did was good, even when it involved pain. The sound and feel of him pounding into my…Jesus!

      His voice could make goosebumps prickle my skin, the taste of his tongue was divine, the sight of him made my eyes smile and cast my worries away. My mind and body were hooked on Ansel. He wreaked havoc on all my senses, even as my mind warred with the parts of him that I should be afraid of.

      The reel of recent events he’d created with me played in my head and wouldn’t stop. The way he’d eased me open with his tongue and loosened me up with his fingers before he pried me apart and filled every space down to the depth of my soul. The vivid images of our sex caused me to shiver. With him, I didn’t wish or pray or angle my body in odd directions to get him to fulfill my desires. He knew what my body craved better than I did.

      Focus, Regina, I reminded as I glanced down at the box he’d handed me. The box was weighted, so I hadn’t a clue as to what it could have been. Ansel sat on the couch next to me as I ripped the pretty paper away.

      The thick wooden box sat on my lap as I examined the best way to open it. Made of glossy varnished redwood, it was buffed to a gleaming shine. My fingers fumbled around until I found the latch that sprang the box open.

      I lifted the top wide enough to glance at the shiny piece that winked at me. Sitting there, stunned, I stared at it. My gaze found Ansel, whose face didn’t give anything away as he observed me with my gift.

      “Is this for me?”

      “Yes, Doc. That is yours, and before long, I’m going to have you unwilling to let this little bundle of joy out of your sight.”

      “It’s a gun,” I stated the obvious. I’d been expecting something else even when my mind yelled for me not to.

      “It’s a Glock-19. Powerful, but not too big for your small hands. It’s time you learned how to protect yourself, Doc,” Ansel stated as his excitement seeped through his tone and flashed in his gaze.

      “But, I don’t like guns,” I confirmed, staring at the piece with a frown on my face.

      Ansel leaned closer. “You like my dick don’t you, Doc?”

      The smile spread across my face before I could stop it and, “Yes,” fell too easily from my lips. It was Ansel, so there was no use in me being coy about it anyway.

      “If I recall, you were afraid of my dick too when you first saw it.”

      He made a good point, but what did it have to do with me learning how to use a gun?

      “I’m going to need you to think of that gun as my dick. Powerful, hard, and willing to give you all the satisfaction you can imagine.”

      My snitching tongue slipped over my lips at his words before he slapped his hand over my thigh and squeezed.

      “I’ll be taking you to the gun range in a few hours, so prepare yourself, Doc.”

      Ansel stood and stalked away, leaving me with my new gift. I sat staring at it, terrified of it, but Ansel was right. I needed to know how to protect myself.

      As I inched to the edge of the couch, an idea hit me. I’d just realized that Ansel called me Doc when he was being playful. He called me Regina when he was being more caring or discussing important issues. Lord help me when he called me Gina.
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      Regina couldn’t shoot for shit. We’d been at it for about an hour, and just like our relationship, I concluded that I needed to teach her in a more nontraditional way. Every time I invaded her personal space and inched closer, she’d lose her shit and miss the target.

      “I know that I’m distracting you, Regina. That’s kind of the point. When you’re out there being attacked, any number of real-life distractions can and will happen. You have to be able to think past a distraction, aim your gun, and squeeze the trigger.”

      She was not the only one being distracted. Regina was sexy as fuck in my sweats. My gaze had been pulled down to the way they hugged her plump ass. She’d likely been hitting someone else’s damn target as far as my eyes were concerned.

      “Right now, I need you to be Gina. That badass bitch that’s not afraid to look a man in the eyes and take his fucking life. That sexy freak I met a few nights ago that’s not afraid to take my dick and let me pound that tight pussy until it quivers and convulses, sucking me in deeper.”

      I lost focus for a moment thinking about how good it would be to fuck her again.

      “Pick up your gun,” I instructed. My indecent words had her hands shaking, but she picked up the gun with more confidence this time. She raised it and aimed as I’d shown her, resting her trigger finger against the trigger guard.

      “That’s right hold that dick like you’re ready to fuck it,” I directed. “Cup the bottom a little bit tighter, Gina,” I stated, licking my lips as they hovered above her earlobe. Her grip tightened, and her aim grew steadier although I knew my hot words and closeness were turning her on. Her vanilla-cocoa scent wreaked my senses as her warmth wrapped itself around my body and wouldn’t let go.

      “Just like that, Gina,” I voiced, my tone low and spilling some of the lust that had built inside me. “Remember, you’re holding my dick. Concentrate, aim, and let it blow your mind.”

      Closing the last inches of space between us in the tight booth, my dick was as hard as the steel in her hands. I trapped Gina with my body, placing my hand over her arms from behind as she aimed at the target. There was no way she didn’t feel my dick pressed against her back, and I damn sure wasn’t about to remove it.

      “You have no idea how badly I’d like to bend you over, right now, and fuck you until you cream all over my dick.”

      Her breath hitched, but she didn’t comment, and the gun didn’t wobble as much as it had the first few times I’d whispered the freaky shit I planned to do.

      “Think about taking my dick in your hands. Thick, long, hard, ready for you to prime it, setting the head against your sexy wet lips. Take it into your mouth, ensuring you aim at the back of your throat. The spot that’s going to make me come so damn good that my eyes will roll back in my head. Find the moment when you know one last stroke of your hot tongue will set me off. Then, squeeze your throat around the head and allow the hot shot of cum to shoot down your throat.”

      My dirty words had her breaths rushing past her lips, but she maintained her aim as I pressed my dick harder against her back.

      “Breathe in,” I coached. She did. “Align your sight and steady your aim,” I instructed, my words calmer than my dick that throbbed so hard it hurt. “Now breathe out, Gina, and squeeze.”

      The shot didn’t land dead center of the target’s chest, but had it been a man, his ass would have gone down.

      “Again,” I coached until she’d gotten a good three round shot-group. I instructed her on the proper way to drop the clip, extract the bullet from the chamber, and place the gun. Next, how to read her target, and techniques to improve her shot-group. She turned. The excitement on her face and laughter was contagious.

      “That’s how you fucking make me come, Gina. Every time,” I expressed, my voice brimming with pride.

      I couldn’t believe this shit was working. I wasn’t good for teaching anybody a damn thing, but if my nasty ass mouth could make her shoot like that, it was on.

      After we’d inspected the shots, I gave her more pointers and primed her to go another round. If we kept this up, I was going to end up coming all over her back.
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      If Regina found my shooting lessons tough, I’m sure she changed her mind when we started the next lesson. My home gym had been stocked with everything I needed to train her.

      “You’re punching like a fucking girl, Gina. I need to see bad bitch, Gina, not whoever the fuck you are right now. You are going to do better because we are going to do this shit every fucking day, all day, if you don’t try harder.”

      “I’m punching as hard as I can,” she yelled back at me. I’d been yelling at her none stop, stirring her anger on purpose.

      When she punched my palm, I gripped her fist and snatched her around, turning her back into my chest and putting her in a tight hold from behind. She struggled to break free, attempting to replicate the lessons I’d taught her.

      My lips sat above her ear.

      “You’re strong, Gina. A lot fucking stronger than you’re showing me right now. What if I was Sorio? What if I was the motherfucker that put his hands on you? Let Gina all the way out and fuck him up.”

      Her chest heaved at my taunting words. I may as well have been slapping her in the face. She hated Sorio with everything she had. A hate so deep, it dripped from her each time his name was mentioned.

      The tiny crease on her forehead deepened as her anger swirled. I’d heard bits and pieces of the story of Sorio from her and Aaron. When it came to Regina, even from the first day, she’d commanded my attention, and I willingly gave it. Based on her anger now and the silent messages her body gave off when she’d talked about Sorio, I was convinced he’d hurt her far worse than she’d revealed.

      “That’s it, Gina. Get angry. You’ll need that anger. You have physical strength because your fucking family forced you to toss around dead bodies for years. Your anger is what’s going to help you direct that strength into a weapon.”

      Gripping her tight shoulders, I spun her to face me, loving the shocked expression on her face when I manhandled her.

      “He hurt you worse than you’ve let on, right?”

      Her gaze dropped before she nodded.

      “You need to get that shit off your chest. You want to talk about it?”

      She shook her head, still not meeting my gaze. “Not right now,” she murmured in a voice filled with pain, hurt, and the unmistakable twinge of anger.

      Regina wasn’t a fighter, but by the time I got done with her, she would be a fucking female menace.
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      The day had been a productive one as far as I was concerned. I’d spent half the day with Regina and half in my office attempting to play catch up with work.

      Except for a few business-related fires I’d extinguished, I’d been in my office for an hour and hadn’t accomplished shit. Regina crossed my mind. She’d taken her lessons well this morning and had puffed my chest up with pride. She’d not given too much resistance about me being tough on her. However, the mean looks she gave hinted at her irritation.

      As much as I didn’t like the lame ass idea in my head, I enjoyed having someone to go home to. Before Regina, working a fourteen to eighteen-hour day wasn’t shit. With Regina around, my normal routine had become a whole different story.

      All I’d improved lately was my imagination on how many ways I wanted to see Regina tied up. I closed my laptop and prepared to go home, reminding myself that I paid people good money to do most of the shit I did anyway.

      The drive home had gone by in a blur. Regina’s scent and her pheromones met me as soon as I stepped off the elevator and into my apartment, wreaking sweet havoc on my senses. I had no view of the woman and already ached to fuck her.

      My gaze fell on the spectacular view of the city through the floor to ceiling windows in my living room. She’d often sit on the chaise and study until her body slumped and her eyes drooped. It was her favorite spot in the entire apartment, but she wasn’t there.

      If she tired of that, she’d sit by the pool. I’d seen her swim laps like a champ, but she was more content to sit by the pool and enjoy the view. A peek onto the balcony sent my gaze to her second favorite spot, but she wasn’t there either.

      “Regina,” I called. My brow bent as a crease of concern wiggled its way into my brain when she didn’t answer my call. The kitchen produced steam flowing from the pots and pans. It was after six, so Gigi had come and gone.

      My pace quickened as I left the kitchen and marched up the stairs to Regina’s room. I used the tips of my fingers to open her cracked door farther. Emptiness and silence greeted me as my gaze raked over her bed and her open bathroom door.

      I removed my phone and brought up the cameras, clicking over each, searching for the woman who was about to cause me to have a heart attack before I turned twenty-seven fucking years old.

      Phone in one hand, I reached back with the other and gripped the handle of my pistol as it rested against my back. I didn’t put a fucking thing past her family. If I had my way, I’d kill each and every last one of them.

      A rustling from the closet sent me in that direction. A deep sigh escaped, and I released the grip I’d placed on my pistol. Regina was sitting on the floor of the closet with a damn book in her hand. She was such a beautiful nerd.

      “Regina,” I called in a firm voice, making her jump at the sound of my urgent call. Her head jerked up from the book that nearly toppled from her hands. She popped a set of black earbuds from her ears that I’d just noticed.

      “Yes. What’s…what’s wrong?” she stammered. Her face squinted in concern as she glanced up at me with an endearing innocence before she gripped the hand I lowered to help her up.

      My quick eyes scanned her delicious body. First, it was the jeans, but now my sweats. I loved Regina in my clothes, but I wanted that sexy body of hers exposed for my eyes only.

      I’d stuffed a few of her drawers full of the kinds of sexy clothes that I wished to see her in. However, I was learning that Regina wasn’t going to let me run every aspect of her life, and she managed to get her points across loud and clear despite her calm nature.

      “Nothing,” rushed out of my mouth. “I didn’t see you. I’ve been calling out to you with no response.”

      My labored breathing sounded over the buzz coming from her earphones as relief unfurled the strong fist that was squeezing my heart. This damn woman was going to be the death of me.

      “I apologize,” she declared. “I didn’t mean to make you worry.” Her big brown gaze projected a sincerity that couldn’t be missed. “I was listening to music and studying.”

      While some women in her situation would have been out spending my money or planning some type of scheme, she studied, conditioning her mind on the ways to fix the broken human body.

      A teasing smirk raced across my lips.

      “What?” she asked, considering my expression as a tiny smile surfaced on her lips.

      “You and Megan,” I started. “I’ve never met women like you two. Megan has the mind to torture the devil and leave his ass in distress. You, I do believe you can take a human apart, and rebuild him into a better person.”

      There wasn’t enough money in the world to pay for the smile that lit her face. It wasn’t often I could get her to grin wide enough to show me the full beauty of her smile, but when I did, it shone light into my dark world.

      “Thank you for such a nice compliment, but all I aspire to be is a good doctor.”

      “You already are,” I complimented, making her brown cheeks flush pink.

      “Is there any word on my name change?” she inquired, stopping my uncharacteristically rare moment of dishing out compliments.

      “Not yet. Give it at least another week.”

      I’d just lied. I’d received her document yesterday. However, I was a selfish bastard that wanted to keep Regina all to myself for as long as it lasted. The moment she started applying to hospitals, they were going to scoop her up. Anybody that could fix a traumatic brain injury while being held captive in her family’s cellar was a damn medical marvel in the making.

      “Are you ready for dinner?” I questioned, swiftly changing the subject. With a gesture of my hand, I insisted she walk out ahead of me. Her knowing glances back let me know that she knew what I was up to.

      “Doc,” I called after her.

      “Yes,” she answered turning back to address me.

      “I don’t mind you in my clothes. As a matter of fact, I love it. But, you have beautiful, flavorful skin and a luscious body that I’d like to see a lot more of. From now on, I want to see loose ass all over the place and tits bouncing in my face when I get home. Not you with all these clothes on, condemning your body to prison as far as I’m concerned.”

      “Sorry. Long story,” she offered, not sounding the least bit apologetic. “Next time, I’ll be waiting at the elevator naked.”

      I didn’t care for the sarcasm in her tone.

      “Good. That sounds more like it. And that long story you just alluded to, I’d like to hear it when you’re ready to tell me. I don’t need a repeat of Aaron with Megan and all her secrets. If you have an angry ex-husband lurking, I need to know it so I can kill his ass.”

      Her posture stiffened when I mentioned hearing her story. But her giggling about me killing a secret ex-husband melted the ice on the chilling secret I knew she kept.

      After we fixed our plates of creamy lobster linguine and sat across the table from each other, silence filled the room for a moment. Too much silence bothered her, but I didn’t mind it. Silent or not, I never got tired of watching Regina.

      “How was the rest of your day? At work?” she asked as a slight squint in her eye registered, and a twinge of a smile bowed her lips. Regina claimed only book smarts, but she didn’t fool me. She paid attention to more shit than she alluded to.

      “Work…” I stated, putting emphasis on the word and letting her know that I’d caught the question in her tone. “Work was good. I accomplished a lot today.”

      She knew from Aaron that I ran guns for our MC. I think she may have even suspected that my legal business required that a few illegal activities take place from time to time. My gaze froze on hers, loving the way I could make her squirm with just a look.

      “By the way, I owe you a punishment.”

      Her brows knitted into a deep V. “For what? You haven’t been home long enough for me to do anything to be punished for.”

      Her body was likely sore from the fighting lessons I’d given her this morning, so my aim was not to be as hard on her as I’d like to be. She didn’t need to know that though.

      My lips twitched, but I kept my grin hidden. “For making me worry when I got home and couldn’t find you. You are going to experience the wrath of Dr. Sparks under wet conditions.”

      “Dr. Sparks? Wet conditions?” she questioned. She didn’t appear stressed about the punishment I was promising her. She was learning that punishment didn’t always mean hurt or pain.

      “Yes, sweetheart. I like to keep shit interesting, and I definitely need to get you wet. Besides, all I’ve been thinking about all day is how many ways I could aim my dick to get to the bottom of your tight pussy.”

      Her lips fell apart, but I didn’t believe for a second it was from shock. I’d piqued her interest, and her inner freak stared back at me.

      Wait a fucking minute! Did I just call her sweetheart?
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      Was it bad of me to obsess about Ansel putting his hands on me again? The sight of him plunged my mind into another zone. I hadn’t yet figured out how to flip the switch from us, the normal people, to them, the naughty ones. However, it didn’t stop me from wanting both.

      My goodness. The experiences he created. The hot and nasty things he said. His body had its own voice and with each call, I answered. Taut muscles stretching and expanding, pulling and bulging. Handsome face, gorgeous eyes, and a dick that delivered addictive kisses of pure bliss. My heartbeat pounded thinking about what Ansel could do, what he hadn’t yet done. I couldn’t rightfully describe the type of pleasure he’d introduced to my body.

      I’d almost been kidnapped yesterday, but he’d managed to find a way to wipe it out of my mind. He’d promised to punish me for making him stress when he couldn’t find me earlier. If he planned to punish me like he had the times before, this was a punishment worth enduring, one I was anticipating.

      What am I saying? I didn’t sound like myself anymore. Or, was he helping me find my true self? I didn’t know what was happening because my brain kept focusing on his ability to drive me insane with pleasure. His attention to each and every detail down to the way he sucked on my…

      “Doc.”

      I jumped at the sound of his nickname for me. My mind had drifted again, and I’d missed his approach. The sight of that thick leather black strap in his hand stalled me, and a surge of tension threatened to overflow.

      It looked like a black leather strap he’d borrowed from the 16th century. A whip mixed with a cat-o-nine tails with fringed leather tips. The shiny black of the leather gleamed against the light.

      A hard swallow accompanied my halted posture as my eyes remained laser-focused on the object. It wasn’t until Ansel reached and took my hand that I glanced up at him, too dumbstruck to say anything. He assisted in lifting me from the couch, my body rooted in a strange mix of fear and excitement.

      Ansel had smoothly tricked me into thinking it was okay to be punished. From the looks of the strap in his hand, I was about to be screaming in pain and pleading for him to stop. He’d promised me that he wouldn’t push me past my limits, and I had to believe he’d told me the truth. A deep breath calmed my body but anxiousness was a nasty parasite I couldn’t shake.

      Why was he leading me towards the balcony? It was raining outside. A light drizzle had started hours ago. April showers had started to pour, midway through the month. The drizzle remained steady and light, and for a while, it hypnotized me as I’d watched it sprinkle from the sky through the windows.

      I stood, seized in nervous tension before I forced my wobbly legs to move. My head darted back and forth between Ansel and the leather strap in his hand. He slid the balcony door open and stood waiting for me to exit.

      “Ansel. What are you doing?”

      “It’s time I collected on my promise, Gina. It’s time for me to punish you. And if you remember, I said I needed to get you wet.”

      “You want me to go out there? In the rain? My hair,” I emphasized, aiming a finger at my messy ponytail.

      He pursed his lips at me, letting me know that my hair should have been the last thing I worried about.

      “What about it?” he asked, glaring fleetingly at my hair before his gaze settled on mine.

      “My hair doesn’t get all cute and curly when it gets wet like some women. I get a jungle-fro that takes hours to tame,” I volunteered. My father may have been Mexican, but I hadn’t inherited his silky hair texture.

      “Stop worrying about your hair and start worrying about how much dick I’m going to force into your pussy,” he warned with an arched brow.

      He’d only taken off his suit jacket and tie before he stepped out into the rain, fully clothed. He glanced back, expecting me to follow him. The sprinkles started to darken the crisp white of his shirt, but he didn’t care.

      Ansel smiled before snapping his fingers three loud times, making me jump to a moving start.

      “Get your sexy ass out here, Gina!” he demanded in his Dom voice. His booming tone carried through the tickling drops and set off trembles inside my body. I was scared, but dammit if my body wasn’t also buzzing with lust.

      A deep breath and a calming sigh escaped before I let quick steps carry me across the threshold of the door. Mindful of the impending unknown, I left the door open, in case I needed to run for my life.

      A gasp lifted my chest as soon as the cold droplets licked my face and bare arms. Ansel stood in the rain like it was nothing more than an afterthought, awaiting my slow arrival. He hadn’t turned on the balcony lights, but the waving blue water of the lit pool gave us all the light we needed. Shadows and wet droplets fought my vision for dominance, but my eyes remained peeled and my mind alert.

      By the time I stood within a foot of Ansel, I was shivering. My eyes blinked twice as fast to keep up with the steady drip-drops, but my vision remained sharp at this closer view. The dancing sprinkles didn’t stop my gaze from finding that whipping device in his hands either.

      He’d propped his free hand on the rounded bar over the glass balcony as the strap hung from his grip. Its shiny black skin was now wet and gleamed as it found light in the dimness that blanketed the balcony. The rain produced its own music as the sprinkles chanted varying melodies when they splashed against shallow and dense surfaces.

      “Gina, I’d like to introduce you to Dr. Sparks, one of the many floggers you will get to know.”

      A large gulp I attempted to swallow became lodged in my throat along with the fear I struggled to choke down.

      “Take off your clothes. All of them except your panties,” he demanded, not giving me a chance to freak out.

      My lips fell apart, but I couldn’t talk. I pointed outward, hoping he understood my reluctance.

      “This is a private balcony. We are at the top of the building. Unless there is someone out there in a helicopter with a telescope, no one can see us.”

      The shiver in my body increased, from the cold rain and from the anticipation of what was about to happen. My body was heavy from the rain soaking my clothes, but my fingers worked the wet material away from my skin.

      “Don’t make me undress you, Gina,” came his commanding voice.

      I tugged my soaked and clinging top, stretching it as I twisted my arms into it to pull it away from my body. The top slipped up and over my stomach. Before the shirt had cleared my head, Ansel’s gaze was glued to my body. He leaned against the balcony, watching. The wet droplets that drizzled over him only amped up his sexiness.

      My shirt hit the floor of the balcony with a wet splat. I slipped my feet from my once comfortable fluffy house slippers. Now, they may as well have been two piles of wet hair sitting atop my feet.

      The slight tremble in me had started to dwindle after noticing Ansel’s heated gaze, one that burned with flashing heat for me. When his tongue slid over his bottom lip, the chill in the air was washed away. Was this balcony heated like his floors?

      I slipped my thumb in the waistband of my loose-fitting sweats—Ansel’s sweats, and started to tug them down.

      “Slowly, Gina. And turn around,” he commanded.

      Although aware of that shiny leather strap in his hand, he’d managed to turn the heat up on me with a glance and the flick of his tongue. I turned and faced the door I’d left open, aware that Ansel was back there, assessing my every move and every part of me.

      His interest in me had set my pulse to a beat of a different kind. Lust started to invade my senses, and I welcomed its intoxicating effect on me.

      I shoved at my sweats, taking them down to the halfway point of my ass as I wiggled. I edged the sweats over my ass like he’d asked. I still hadn’t figured out what he’d done to my clothes, but I’d accepted that he wasn’t going to give them back.

      All he’d left me with were the sexy clothes he’d purchased, most of which I flat-out refused to put on. I’d taken a few pairs of his sweats and T-shirts to maintain my comfort.

      When the sweats journeyed over my ass and I started to slip them over the back of my hips, he added, “Bend over just a little bit more. You have no idea how bad I want to tear that ass up right now.”

      His voice sounded heavier, the lusty twinge creeping between the syllables of each word. The sweats were down to the back of my knees now.

      A quick breath swept past my tongue, lifting my chest when Ansel stepped behind me. His warm hand slipped around my wet waist making me jump as he straightened my body and yanked me back and against his strong chest.

      Pinned against him, I reveled in the warm hard press of his body against mine. I no longer minded the rain as it continued its light strikes on my skin, the only thing keeping me cool.

      “Go and stand with your hands on the balcony. Bend at the waist, so I can see more of that pretty ass of yours.”

      “Yes, Sir,” I answered, ready to follow any commands he dished out.

      I stepped out of the wet sweats and marched over to the balcony, before placing my hand on the railing. The top of the balcony was a shiny bar, much like a horizontal stripper pole. I gripped its wet surface and bent, poking my ass into the air.

      The thin pink lacy underwear Ansel had purchased clung to my body like a second skin. They were so thin the water made them see through, and they barely covered half my ass, certainly what he intended.

      He was at my back again, his warm body melting into the back side of mine. His lips feathered over the side of my neck, warm like soft heaters against my wet skin. His hands roamed until he had them wrapped around my tits. He squeezed with enough firmness to draw a moan from me.

      His soft wet lips rested against my earlobe as each exhaled breath bounced off the side of my face and neck. The erotic sensation of his touch spiked my arousal, setting off a flame within me.

      “Are you ready for your punishment, Gina?”

      He’d enticed me into forgetting all about my impending punishment and about Dr. Sparks, the leather flogger in his hand. His hand slid up my back, and with one quick flick of his finger, my bra popped apart. He didn’t waste any time peeling the wet material off my chest and over my arms as his lips caressed the pounding pulse in my neck. The wet leather of the flogger flapped against the back of my bare wet leg.

      “Did I tell you to take your hands from the rail?” His voice rang out as his rugged tone had the hairs on the back of my neck standing.

      I’d reached back to grab him, holding him to me. What was wrong with me? I didn’t know what would happen or what kind of pain I would experience, yet my body was ready for whatever happened next even when my mind wasn’t. I released my tight grip of his pants and I placed my hand back on the balcony, gripping the thick bar.

      “You didn’t answer me, Gina. Are you ready for your punishment?”

      “Yes, Sir,” I forced past my wet trembling lips.

      In a set of thin panties with fresh rainwater sprinkling all over my body, my grip tightened around the hard bar as I prepared to be punished. The light from the adjacent buildings was blurred against the falling rain, as was my vision. Except, my vision was blurred with pure lust. Farther out, the shadows of buildings stood against the darkness and parted the rain. With the low visibility, it seemed we were the only people in the city.

      “Poke that beautiful ass out a little bit more,” he demanded as the heat flamed hotter within my body. Before I could get lost in my building heat, the first blow cracked against my ass.

      “Oooh!” escaped, but it wasn’t a cry of pain. The loud crack would have you believe I was being abused, but the sound did not match the impact it made against my warm wet skin. I glanced back, noting that the flogger was the cause of the sweet torture that had been set upon my ass.

      Dr. Spark’s was a deceptive instrument, and I was willing to bet it was what Ansel wanted. He liked me stressed. It appeared that the flogger could take my skin off with one hard strike. Instead, it had peppered my ass with a fire that flipped my lust from warm to burning hot.

      Crack! Came the second wet lick across my ass and set off another group of lusty pangs that spread out and over my body. I would embrace it this time, freeing myself to accept Ansel’s version of punishment.

      My tongue slipped over my lips, wanting more. The water hitting my skin added to the scene. Crack! My eyes slammed shut on a deep inhale as water dripped from my body. This strike had been harder, louder, and more enticing, raising my lust higher.

      He knew what to do to keep me riding the wave of fear and lust while creaming all over myself. It had always been one or the other, but his deliberate actions had me marrying my fear with pleasure and fusing my pain with my lust. It was like experiencing too much and not enough at the same time, a mind trip that left me breathless, panting, and silently begging for more.

      It was official—I was Ansel’s freak. My Dom’s submissive. The warmth of my juices flowed after they’d squirted from deep within my quivering folds. I lost count of how many cracks came down on my ass and back, but I welcomed them. Any one of them was about to send me over the edge. My ass poked out further, waiting for the more I wasn’t going to get.

      “You’re being punished, Gina. Did you think I was about to let you come?”

      My teeth bit into my bottom lip as my head slipped lower with disappointment. I needed to come so badly that a hard lick from anything was going to set me off. My body begged for release as my mind struggled to beat back the sparks of madness that Ansel had set off in me. At this point, I was hoping the rain would come down harder and help me out.
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      Ansel was determined to make me suffer, but not in the way that I’d assumed. My body shook as I stood gripping the balcony so tight that I could picture the metal bending inside my hands.

      Strong hands gripped either side of my hips, making my pussy convulse with anticipation. Ansel let his hands drop lower to the only material left clinging to my body. His fingers tickled my slippery skin as the slide of my panties over my ass drew a quick breath from me.

      My heightened anticipation for what was coming next had the pounding between my thighs vibrating throughout my body. Once he had my underwear at my feet, I stepped out of them, not giving a damn about being naked outside in the rain anymore. Sweet relief was close now that Ansel’s warm hands were sliding closer to the strongest ache.

      All he needed to do was finger my clit, and I’d explode.

      The scene was as much a stimulator as Ansel’s expert handling of my body. He took his time, using slow hands to massage my wet skin, sending them over my legs and back before stopping at my waist. He’d bypassed the area I needed him to ply. I was sure, on purpose. He caressed my legs with deliberate strokes, making the intense sensation I’d had to come dwindle. He lingered at my thighs, taunting me.

      As soon as he sent his hand down towards my inner thighs, he stopped and jerked me back, not giving me time to think.

      “You want to come, don’t you?”

      “Yes, Sir,” I answered, unable to keep desperation from my tone.

      “How badly? Tell me how bad you want to come.”

      “Bad enough to beg, Sir. Please let me come,” I begged shamelessly.

      He drove me out of my mind with his roving hands as his teasing voice irritated my frazzled nerves, but I dared not say a word. He was the only one that could give me what I desired most.

      This punishment was far worse than I imagined it would be. It was worse than the first punishment now that I knew the torture of being so close and not being allowed to come.

      My mind had started to eat itself alive. My body was a mass of confusion. I didn’t know if I was shaking, shivering, or twitching.

      “Beg harder, Gina. I want to see some pleading in those eyes. You damn near gave me a heart attack today. I should torture you all night.”

      “Please, Sir. I didn’t mean to do it. I won’t do it again. I promise. Please let me come.”

      The way I was twitching and shaking, I should have been able to get myself off. However, I was convinced that Ansel had programmed my body because it only responded to him now.

      His warm breath mixed with the rain and washed over me, rushing out as harsh as mine.  He backed away from me, but I remained in place, hoping my obedience would win me what I wanted.

      The rustling behind me caused me to glance back at Ansel removing his wet shirt. He kicked off his shoes and peeled off his wet socks. When he started on his pants, I blinked faster, attempting to bat away the falling rain so I could see him better.

      When he dropped his pants, his dick popped out like a big, flesh colored pipe. I didn’t understand the mathematics of how he’d gotten it all inside me, but it had been sheer magic.

      He nudged my back. “Hold on to the balcony. You need to be taught a good lesson.”

      Was I being punished for making him worry or was it for something else I’d done?

      I gripped the bar of the balcony harder when his dick pressed against my ass cheek. My need to come had dwindled even more, and he must have known it. His strong hand passed across my ass before he backed away from me again.

      Whack! “Ooo!” Spilled from my lips before a low elongated, “Shiiit,” passed across my lips at the realization of what he’d hit me with. The loud wet smack had come from him using his dick to spank me. A second smack sent my teeth into my bottom lip as I twisted my neck to get a look.

      His slight movement caused my lids to drop and my body to overflow with anticipation. Whack! He was going to make me come with his dick in a way that I never could have imagined. The idea of him smacking me across the ass with his long hard dick was driving me wild. My heart hammered, and my breaths heaved as water drizzled down my hot body. Just. One. More. My mind begged for it as hard as my amped up body was begging. One more and my body and mind would join together as a team and devour the sweet taste of bliss.

      However, Ansel was determined to make me pay. The dark movement of his shadow taunted me as it drew away from me. He’d stopped again. My head dropped as my knuckles strained against my skin, threatening to punch through my hands, I gripped the balcony bar so hard. My body sagged, distress plaguing every part of me.

      “Please, Sir. Please let me come,” I begged, as the words scratched their way from my constricting throat. The overwhelming need had me on the verge of crying as I continued to beg in low murmurs.

      He applied light strokes to my back, teasing me at my most desperate time of need. Again, I attempted to squeeze my clit by clamping my legs together, but nothing I did worked.

      He spun me, and his dick greeted with a bobbing wave. My tongue passed over my lips on its own, possessed by the sight of it so long and full and thick.

      “Where do you want it, Gina?”

      He knew where I wanted it, but he was determined to prolong my suffering to remind me of his dominance over me. My shaky hand rose and pointed to my mouth. He did well to hide his surprise, but his dick told on him when it jumped at my suggestion.

      “You want it in your mouth? You nasty little freak.”

      “Yes, Sir. May I please have a taste?”

      I may not have had an all-around explosive sex life, but I’d gotten a lot of practice with oral sex from an overly active college boyfriend that I wasn’t ready to hand my virginity to. Oral sex became my substitute until I was ready. Thankfully, I’d held my virtue for a better candidate because my so-called boyfriend had been cheating on me anyway.

      My gaze followed Ansel’s movements when he stepped away and returned with his folded wet pants. He placed them on the wet balcony floor between us.

      His voice rang out over the falling droplets as his finger pointed at my makeshift kneepad. “On your knees. Now!”

      I assumed my position, placing my knees atop the wet cushion he’d laid out. On the way down, my gaze strolled over his rippling abs and stopped at the splendid constructed piece aimed at my mouth.

      “May I put it in my mouth, Sir?”

      “Yes, you may,” he answered, stroking the top of my wet hair as he brushed soaked strands from my face.

      My anxious hands glided down, from head to base, making him take a deep sip of air. The rain aided in making it slick. A few light strokes and I leaned in, letting my tongue lap at the fat pink head as I glanced up at him through wet lashes.

      He tasted like he looked; a side of hot sin with a sweet aftertaste. It was a taste I’d crave long after we were done. I fed more of his thick dick into my mouth, my hungry tongue sliding along the hard underside as my hands massaged what was left exposed.

      My gaze lifted and met his, observing his reactions to the way I pleasured him. My cheeks drew in to suck harder, while my hands worked with a firmer intensity to ensure I didn’t leave any part of him untouched. When the head grazed the back of my throat, a shiver coursed through him and motivated me to repeat the action, allowing his head to poke the slick warm wetness of my throat.

      “Shit, Gina,” rushed out as my gaze brushed over his fist, clenched at his side. His other hand was tangled in my hair, as his grip grew tighter. With his head in my throat, I moaned over it, making him thrust forward. At least an inch went down my throat and my body heaved as I gagged on his length, but it didn’t stop me from continuing my job.

      With my mouth stuffed, I let the head tickle my throat until the demanding flesh pushed past my ability to maintain my gag reflex. My harsh breaths passed through my nose to keep him in place.

      My lashes fought the rain to view his reaction as I strengthened my suction and worked my hands back and forth and around. He grew harder at my added pressure, and throaty groans escaped him. I wanted to please him as much as I wanted to bring him to the brink, just as he’d done me.

      Saliva drizzled down my chin when I eased his length out, sucking hard before I puckered my lips and placed a kiss on the tip. My tongue teased, folded around, and cradled the head as my hands massaged with a focused pace.

      He released a series of low hisses when I slurped while easing it back into my hungry mouth. His every wince, moan, cry, and clench, urged me to work harder, suck harder, and give him more pleasure.

      My right hand slid with delicate ease over his balls until I cupped and massaged them. They danced against my palm as I sent his stiff length speeding into my mouth so that it would collide against the back of my throat.

      “Dammit, Gina, fuck!” he roared as his body folded forward and his left leg started to shake.

      His grip tightened in my hair, pulling hard enough to elicit a tolerable pain. I worked my hands faster as I massaged his head with my tonsils, edging as much of him in as I could tolerate. I forced so much of his dick down my throat, the tip of my tongue tickled his balls. Sucking, slurping, gagging, and massaging, I worked him over with a relentless intensity until I felt his balls tightening and his body trembling.

      He pulled himself free of my mouth and hands, seconds before he came, seconds before I intended to stop. His dick bobbed up and down as he struggled to breathe, his breaths escaping into the rainy night. The moment his accusing glare fell on me, I knew he’d figured out my intentions.

      “You knew that your head game was fire and tried to use it to seek revenge,” he stated through rushed breaths. “You sneaky little devil. That was clever. No one, but Gina would take such a calculated risk and plot revenge. But remember this, Gina, whatever punishment I inflict on you, I’ve already applied to myself in some way.”

      My plan had backfired, and I’d manage to do nothing but add to the stack of punishments he had in store.
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      “Bend lower and arch your back,” he commanded. He’d spun me so fast I lost my breath as wet droplets flew from my body.

      If he let me come, I was willing to follow his every command and show him whatever it was he’d like to see. I arched my back, putting a deep bend in it, my ass on full display for him. The water hitting my hot skin, the idea of being outside, and the sound each splash created played into the moment. The rain had become a physical form of music that played on my senses and danced against my body.  Although I was being tortured, this was still one of the most intense sensual exchanges I’d experienced.

      When he lined up behind me, and his slippery hard dick skimmed over the crack of my ass, it took everything inside me not to reach back and guide him where I needed it most. I intensified my already tight grip on the balcony to keep from backing onto his dick, which was hot and hard against my hypersensitive skin. A flash of something flickered past my view and fell to the floor. It took my foggy mind a moment to figure out that it was a condom wrapper.

      Ansel placed the head of his dick right at the edge of my lips, making it kiss my hot wetness. With his strong hands gripping my thighs, he pushed, but it was so slight his dick tipped past my lips. It took some discipline, but I remained in place. My chest heaved so hard, I just as well had been at a full sprint.

      He inched in a bit more, licking at the pink padding of my walls. I sighed, my relief meeting my excitement. Inch by torturous inch he sliced through my trembling canal, making me pant with a heated lust I’d never known. He backed out and thrust forward, but he didn’t put it all the way in. It didn’t matter—he was large enough to get me off with half of it in.

      My body shuddered with the excitement and the pleasure of being stuffed full of his dick. He reached up, twisted his fingers into the roots of my wet hair and yanked, sending my head to the sky. His nails scraped my scalp as he pulled, making my back arch deeper. His action loosened my ponytail and caused it to slap the side of my face. The deeper arc caused his dick to sink deeper as the pressure from the hair pulling amplified my pleasure.

      The rain picked up, adding to the intensity of our situation. The deeper he slid, the more the pressure built and the more powerful the pleasure. I kept my mouth clamped shut, too afraid to say anything out loud. Nothing had ever felt so good.

      My skin tingled all over, his actions burning me alive as his body collided into mine. His dick drove into me over and over, so deep, so savage, and so delicious.

      “Shhh! Oh God!” slipped past my lips, as my insides quivered at the sparks of wet pleasure. Whimpers escaped between harsh breaths as my moans along with his hard breathing refused to stay contained. Was he saying something? I was too far gone to concentrate on anything but the deeper thrust he shoved into my body.

      Control over my vocals had been lost. My moans intensified, enjoying the sweet slices of pain that fed into the pleasure. His pounding thrusts ruled my body and slid deeper before the thrill spread out and caressed my mind.

      “Sir!” I shouted, licking my wet lips as a throaty moan followed. I was close, and he wasn’t even all the way in. My body started to shiver at the enchanting sparks that constructed the pathway to my delayed orgasm.

      Like he’d read my mind or better yet my body, Ansel eased his dick out, and spun my tortured body so that I faced him. I’d never wanted to punch a man so much in my life. He placed his hand under my chin, my body shivering from the best-worse sexual torture I’d ever experienced. Hell, it was the only kind of good-torture that I’d experienced.

      My lashes batted away the falling droplets and allowed me to observe his play. His free hand cupped one of my tits. A gasp escaped when he pinched my nipple because the bite set off a spark that teased my looming orgasm.

      “Please, Sir,” I begged. My desperate tone edged out, laced with a twinge of agony that tortured my mind and kept my body riddled with a jittery need. I’d become convinced that Ansel intended to punish me until I lost all senses.

      Irritated, I prayed that there was something that I could do to end my torment. A wicked little savior wiggled its way into my mind and a smile tugged at the corners of my lips. With my head high, I glanced at him with a determined intensity.

      “Pussy Queen!” flew past my lips and stopped him in his torturous tracks. His hand skated to a stop at my side as his eyes lifted and found mine. His brows pinched as a blaze was set off in his furious gaze.

      “I know the fuck you didn’t just pull your safe word on me, Gina. Undo that fucking shit right now!” he demanded, his face serious and determined.

      “No,” I said, loving that I’d had a little power in this crazy D/s relationship we were in.

      “Gina, you fucking…you did that shit because you couldn’t take your punishment like a woman,” he sneered.

      His lips balled into tight knots as he stared out at nothing, the weight of his heavy thoughts sat on his tensed shoulders.

      “You’re a fucking evil little devil for that shit,” he stated as he paced and glared at me with a green blaze burning bright in his gaze.

      “Thank you, Sir,” I voiced, taking his words as a compliment. He’d wanted Gina, now he had to deal with her.

      He continued to pace. The noise from the rain mingled with his irritated breaths. He’d figure out a way to get past the rules. Rules he’d vowed not to break.

      “Gina, stop being a fucking bitch. Use the keyword and undo that fucking safe word,” he demanded.

      “If I do, you’re going to punish me worse.”

      He reached down and gripped my throbbing wet core. “You un-key that safe word, and I’ll punish you just the way you like it.”

      Like that, the man had me flowing and hot all over again. But, I wasn’t as weak as he assumed I was. I’d give in because I knew that whatever he planned to do next would be explosive.

      “Dick King,” fell over my wet lips, and I swore devil-horns flashed over Ansel’s head. He stepped closer, filling my space, and I didn’t trust the calm demeanor he presented.

      “Arms around my neck now,” he commanded. I didn’t know his plan, but a better view of his face revealed that he was as tortured in lust as I was. Why had it taken me this long to realize that when he punished me, he also punished himself? He’d said this was about trust, but it was also about discipline for the both of us. Once my hands met and connected around his neck, he lifted me with ease as my legs wrapped around his waist.

      The way he handled me made me feel small and dainty. He not only conquered my body, he dominated the amount of pleasure he dished out. The idea of being someone’s submissive was starting to grow on me. Submitting to Ansel was proving to be one of the most erotic and sexually impactful moments of my life.

      He lifted me higher and slipped his hand between our bodies. My heated gaze bore into his as he lifted and placed his hard and throbbing dick against my quivering heat. He’d gotten me so hot and charged there was likely smoke coming from my pussy. Ansel plunged into me this time, not holding back or teasing me anymore. I lost my breath and mind at the same time.

      His thrusts were sure and hard strokes as he lifted and maneuvered my body with sheer strength and precision. No man had handled my body this way. I’d always assumed I was too heavy for this type of sexual fantasy.

      Gradually, Ansel was snatching away my every insecurity along with every breath I took. He masterfully maneuvered my body up and down his thick shaft. Every inch slid in, so deep, the pleasure flooded my body as much as my juices were drowning his dick. He pounded into me so hard, I couldn’t breathe, but at the same time, I didn’t want him to stop.

      “Am I hurting you?” he asked, but I was so far gone, I couldn’t answer. Hell, I didn’t know how to answer. The man was dicking me down so good that it didn’t matter what kind of kinky games he wanted to play. I’d be willing.

      “Am I hurting you?” he asked again. His words were louder this time, quick and jerky. Thankfully, he hadn’t stopped filling my pussy to max capacity with his powerful thrust.

      “No,” I managed. “Feels,” was all I could squeeze past my moans. A mix of a shout and a gasp escaped as a series of exhausted breaths followed. I was about to burst and based on the tight pinch of his face, so was he.

      “Sir. Please don’t stop fucking me!” I yelled, no longer caring about language or how wild and uninhibited I’d become riding the edge of my deepest desires. The sneaky grip of madness snatched at my being as he fucked me harder, making his dick go so deep he yanked pleasure from every hot spot inside my body. I’d gotten my legs wrapped around his waist so tight, he’d have to pry me loose.

      A series of “fucks,” and “oh my gods,” spilled from us in a chorus of curse words and vocal appreciation for the best feeling in the world. No one had ever evoked such passionate feelings within me. No one had made me throw my inhibitions in the trashcan.

      “Sir, can I come, please!” I begged. I needed to orgasm so badly, I was willing to get on my hands and knees and beg.

      This was the most addictive drug I’d been exposed to. Although we’d only slept together a few times, I knew I was already ruined. I was never going to desire any other man. Not after this.

      “Yes, you may come,” was forced from his mouth, sounding as ragged and rushed as my words had been.

      My pussy muscles started constricting so hard against his dick that I was afraid I’d pass out from the amount of pleasure exploding throughout my sex-crazed body. Sound and sight were gone, Ansel had set fire to the senses, burning away everything except pleasure. My mind and body soared high over the clouds and I allowed myself to float there.

      My head was thrown up as water splashed against my tongue from my open mouth. My inner thighs clenched at his sides as tight as my arms squeezed his neck. My body was a vise around his waist, and I was unable to tell what parts were him or me. His dick jerked inside me as it spilled the last of his hot cum into the condom.

      Rain pelted us, keeping the tingling remnants of our orgasm going. We stood in place, stuck to each other, panting and letting our high ease away on its own. His dick continued to throb inside me, which stimulated my muscles and caused them to flex and clinch, not willing to let go. Ansel eased me down when our breathing slowed. The grooves of his dick, still hard, seduced me and made me greedy for more of the something I’d never had.

      “I think it’s time to take this to the playroom,” he announced, knowing he had me hooked enough to agree to just about anything.
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      My feet met the wet floor of the balcony, and I almost melted into the floor when my legs gave way. His strong hands gripped my arms to keep me upright.

      “You okay?” he questioned, eyeing me with concern.

      “Yes, Sir,” I answered, not sure what to call him anymore. Was he my Dom or had he turned back to Ansel? He took my hand and guided me towards the open door, but not before reaching down to the table to pick up his phone that I’d noticed for the first time.

      We left everything we’d taken off on the balcony. When we crossed into the living room, water had pooled to the inside of the door.

      The cold air inside the apartment hit me with a punch of shock that sent a shiver to my body and edged me further away from the high that Ansel had set off within me. I eased back to slow Ansel’s quick stride.

      “Don’t you think we need to get a towel? We are dripping all over the place,” I stated as I glanced down at the wet footsteps we were leaving behind.

      “Don’t worry about that. We’ve got more important shit to be concerned about,” he stated as he tightened his grip on my hand and lured me closer to his back.

      “Hop on,” he stated.

      My smile grew wide, and a squeal of excitement escaped. I hopped onto his back, wet body, wet pussy, and all. He placed his strong forearms under my butt to keep me in place as I wrapped my legs around his sides. My tits sat smashed against his warm tight back. His body heat radiated through me as I clamped my arms tighter around his neck when he started to walk. My giggles sounded all the way down the hall, enjoying my first naked-back ride.

      Ansel could say what the hell he wanted. He could be the gun-running MC hitman. He could be the mean punishing Dom. He could be my deadly protector. But, he wasn’t the devil he’d like me to believe he was. He had a caring, and playful side to him that I was sure wasn’t revealed to many.

      His wet feet squeaked and plopped against the shiny floor as we leaked and ambled to the playroom. I hadn’t a clue as to what we’d do next, but I was on board for whatever was on his kinky mind.

      We crossed into the playroom after he keyed in the code, but he didn’t lead me to the bed like I expected. Instead, we ended up in the bathroom. A pinch of concern hit me when he reached into and turned the shower on. Were we about to shower together? He released me, allowing me to slide from his warm firm back.

      “Let’s get clean so I can dirty you up again,” he stated with that famous smirk plastered on his face.

      My smile spread wide across my face.

      “Yes, Sir,” I answered, the enthusiasm in my voice apparent. He took my hand and led me past the large shower’s open door. As I stepped into it, a loud smack sounded before sparks of pain sprinkled over my ass.

      Ansel’s strong hand making the connection caused my steps to hitch. Even as the sting in my ass ached, a smile spread all over my face. He enjoyed the sound of his hand landing solid against my ass as well as watching it jiggle from the impact.

      The sparks from the slap had reignited the lust in my body. I accepted that I liked the attention and the peppery pain and pleasure his type of play elicited. If the rest of this night continued like it started, I was in for one hell of a ride.
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      Fresh from the shower, I led Regina to my bed. She’d taken a bold stance on the balcony, challenging me in a way I’d never experienced before. She was learning this shit too fucking fast. Was I creating a monster that would sooner or later, not obey a fucking thing I commanded?

      I should have been more upset. I should have been pissed. I should have had her on her knees begging for what she thirsted for. My problem was that I craved the challenge she presented. It was an interesting element I’d not encountered in any of my D/s relationships.

      Hell, I was starting to wonder if I could even call this a D/s relationship. It was somewhere in between being what I’d envisioned and what I hadn’t expected as it was taking on a life of its own.

      I sat her on the side of the bed and walked over to the wall of cuffs. I removed the ones with the chain link attached. She sat, naked and beautiful as her gaze fell on the cuffs I’d chosen. Her bronzed skin glowed, beckoning to be caressed while her curious gaze traced my every move.

      Her presence was enough to bring life into my playroom, but I added a touch more by clicking the music on, placing my song choice on low repeat. When We Fuck, by Tank was a fitting choice for all the savage sexual misconduct we were about to engage in.

      “Give me your hands, Gina.”

      She handed them over without protest as she watched me cuff her hands before I instructed her into the center of my bed. There was about a foot and a half of chain length from the cuff on her hands to the ones I’d closed around my headboard. Her hands were left raised from the pull of the cuffs.

      Kneeling in front of her, I admired the view. Fuck, she was gorgeous cuffed to my bed. Nothing got me going like a sexy woman tied to my headboard, but Gina tied to it sent fire racing through my veins. The sight had my dick standing straight up. That horny dick-faced bastard was down there with pussy on his mind when there was a whole damn body to explore.

      I remained in a kneeling position in front of her.

      “That shit you pulled on the balcony,” I started. Her breaths picked up a notch. “I intended to take it easy on you, Gina. I intended to ease you into this. Take you through the phases. But, you showed me tonight that you’re woman enough to skip a few steps. I’m about to graduate your ass to a new level. If you even fix your mouth to say a safe word, Dom and sub are going out of the fucking window, and you will meet Ansel—the real fucking Ansel.”

      My words scared her, but she liked this shit more than she let on. The thumping pulse-point in her neck and her tight nipples told on her.

      “Yes, Sir,” she answered, unable to hide the lust that filled her tone and hung heavy in her gaze.

      “As punishment for your disobedience, I’m going to give you what I call twenty-the-hard-way.”

      Her face squinted in confusion.

      “Each thrust, you count, you miss a number, you skip a number, you even think about a safe word, and I start over. You will be responsible for how long it takes you to come. You understand this, Gina?”

      “Yes, Sir,” she answered. Her fear and lust were at war, but I didn’t intend to allow her to think on it too long.

      Gripping her thighs, I yanked her down on the bed. The chain on the cuffs clinked, opposing her pull as her hard breaths became a layer of rhythm over the music. Lying before me, hands cuffed above her, there was no place she could go.

      I spread her legs wide, loving that she was dripping wet for me. I aligned my dick with her pussy, making her shiver when I teased the head across it.

      “Eyes on me, Gina,” I ordered, while sliding a condom on with the swiftness of a magician. “Get ready to count, and I better hear each number.”

      My dick plunged in, squeezing its way deep inside her. The loud smack of the impact sounded off, making her tits bounce, the mattress protest, and the metal from the cuffs thump from her tight pull. Her eyes slammed shut on impact, but I heard the number shoot out of her mouth. “One!”

      “What did I tell you, Gina? Eyes open. Look at me while I’m fucking you.”

      My dick slammed into her again, knocking the ponytail she’d redone to the side.

      “T-T-Two!” she yelled, doing her best to fight the hard impact and concentrate on counting.

      I thrust forward three hard times in rapid succession. “Three, four, five,” came out on an exhale that dragged out the end of the word five and made it sound like she was crying.

      By the time we’d reached the number fourteen, I’d accepted that Gina liked it rough. She liked the hard, pounding punishment so much, she was about to come. She started begging to come at sixteen,” “Please, Sir. Please!”

      Her pleas were ignored as I pushed her to obey my commands.

      Three more quick and hard thrusts knocked each hard breath out of her mouth as she suffocated on her deep inhales. Her body hung lopsided, but the cuffs kept her on her back.

      “Se…en, Eig…en, Ni…en,” she yelled. Her speech was off, but I gave her credit for the numbers she’d tried to say. “Please, Sir,” she begged as her body trembled with her need to be released.

      The last and hardest thrust had wrecked her. I left my dick buried deep inside, loving the way she clenched around me. She couldn’t spit out the rest of twenty to save her own life. The broken syllables, “Tw…tw…tw,” sounded as she squinted through her agony to look at me. The plea in her gaze was evident. “Sir, please,” she whispered between harsh breaths.

      “Since you took your punishment so well, you may come, Gina.”

      The tension fell from her body, her head fell back, and her pussy exploded around my dick. The action caused me to fold over to keep from pounding her into the mattress. All the tautness she’d held was evaporating as she let the orgasm take her to another place.

      My fingers melted into the damp flesh of her thighs as I watched her revel in one of the great joys of this world. Her face was turned into her raised arm, her body relaxed as the tight cuffs kept the top portion of her elevated.

      Her body jerked, and she managed to lift her head when I backed out of her. Her chest rose high and sank low, still chasing breaths. I hoped she didn’t think I was done.

      Leaving her cuffed and chained to my bed, I climbed out and walked over to retrieve a few toys. This time, I chose the weighted nipple clamps and searched for my next item. My fingers sat tapping at my lips, thinking about how far I’d like to take her. A devious smile found its place on my lips when my gaze landed on the perfect toy.

      She’d pulled her knees together and up and sat watching me as her curious gaze followed my every movement. I stalked back to the bed and sat at her feet, making her body bounce atop the mattress.

      She gawked at the items in my hand before I set them aside and pushed her knees apart. Gaining access to her full, mouthwatering tits, I inched the clamps over her puckered nipples. Her nipples were small brown succulent morsels that sent my tongue over my lips, hungry for a taste.

      When I picked up the second toy, her lips fell apart and her body tensed.

      “Sir. What is that?”

      “Anal beads,” I answered, loving the shock that filled her face. I raised the purple string of three with the tiny vibrator attached to the top, and she started shaking her head.

      “There is a string of six that is much larger than these if you’d prefer me to stuff those up that pretty ass of yours.”

      She bit the corner of her bottom lip as fear and reluctance flashed across her face. I sat the purple beads to the side knowing their presence would linger on her mind.

      “Slide back,” I instructed. I needed some slack in the chain this time to position her so that I could turn and maneuver her any way I desired.

      “There. That’s good. Now, lie back and spread your legs wider so I can taste my pussy.”

      Like a good little sub, she obeyed. There was enough slack in the chain that her cuffed hands rested near her chest.

      Playtime was over. I pounced on her pussy, licking, sucking, and sopping up every drop of her like it was the last cup of grape Kool-Aid. Her cuffed fingers clenched and unclenched as she yanked the chain in an attempt to either touch or stop me. I was too involved with her pussy to figure out which.

      She’d attempted to back away from my feast, but I secured my arms around her hips to keep her in place. When she stopped running and started throwing her pussy in my face, that’s when I knew I had her. That’s when I lowered my tongue and started licking that virgin ass of hers.

      At first, she hesitated, not knowing how to react. It took a short moment for my actions to drive her crazy. I ate her ass out so good she was on the verge of coming again. She had no idea, I was a nasty mouth motherfucker, and no part of her was off limits. I raised my mouth to her soaked pussy and eased the tip of my finger into her tight ass.

      The foreign sensation caused her to attempt to run from me again, but I rectified that situation by closing my lips around her swollen clit. Her harsh breaths and loud moaning blended into the beautiful chimes of the cuffs that kept her anchored to my headboard.

      The last thing I wanted was to remove my mouth from her pussy, but I needed to prepare to invade her ass. I kept my thumb on her clit, teasing it as I raised the beads for her to see.

      “Each time one goes in, I need you to count Gina because each time one comes out will be a potential orgasm.”

      Her gaze was pinned on the beads. She likely had difficulty believing they held such power. Her hips continued to rock against the play of my fingers, but her gaze remained stuck on the beads.

      “Gina!” I’d had to raise my voice to get her attention. “I need you to count.”

      “Yes Sir,” she answered over her labored breathing.

      My mouth fell back to her pussy and went to town. As soon as she started humping my face again, I sat the first bead against her puckered star.

      “Fuck! Not now!” I muttered low to myself as the flash of my phone lured my attention away from the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen. She must have noticed my distressed face.

      “What’s wrong, Sir?”

      “Fucking phone,” I answered as I remained in place, glancing at it. My head started to volley back and forth between Gina’s pretty pussy and my fucking flashing phone. My duty to protect her should come before anything else, right?

      My body slumped in defeat. A fucking sexy goddess was cuffed to my bed, but I needed to make the hard choice.

      “You should answer it,” she suggested. Her face was as serious as mine had turned. I eased from the bed and swiped the face of my phone.

      “Yeah.”

      “Ansel, get down here! We found the last one,” came Marcus’ voice. “This motherfucker is also claiming that he doesn’t work for the Dominquez family.”

      My face bunched. “I’m on my way,” I uttered through clench teeth as my gaze remained pinned on Gina.

      Although she knew I’d be leaving, she appeared more concerned than upset. The dead bastard we were about to torture wasn’t going anywhere, so I climbed my ass back onto that bed and worked her pussy until she came all over my tongue.

      Her harsh breathing and the clinking of metal sounded as I undid her cuffs and freed her hands. The cuffs were left dangling from the chains and attached to the headboard. I sat before her as she drew her knees into her chest and set her chin atop them. The big smile on her face was all I needed to see.

      My finger stroked the side of her knee. I hadn’t had enough of her. The idea of having to leave caused a lump of emotion to gather in my throat, but I choked it down.

      “I’ll see you later,” flowed from my mouth before I stood and dashed off, dick still hard. I hadn’t given her time to say whatever brimmed on the tip of her tongue. Any word or action from her would have stopped me from doing my job as her protector.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            32

          

          

      

    

    







            Regina

          

        

      

    

    
      My heavy eyes fluttered open and my gaze settled on the purple beads that sat on the bedside table next to Ansel’s large bed. It took me a moment to realize I was in his playroom.

      After he’d uncuffed me, he’d gazed at me with a level of care I’d never seen in him before. I could tell he didn’t want to leave me last night, which was the biggest compliment I could have asked for in a relationship like ours.

      Shouting out that safe word had been a blessing of sorts. He’d taken me so brutally hard. Who knew I liked it rough until he’d showed me I did? Twenty of the hardest strokes from the biggest dick I’d ever had, and he had me falling apart.

      I’d been at war with myself over Ansel countless times. He protected me, a sacrifice on his part that I was beyond grateful for. He also gave me something I’d never had before, the best sex of my life. And although he may never admit it to himself, I think he cared about me too.

      My fingertips traced my lips before a smile bent them. How was it that he could make me feel so free, and open, and sexy? Now that my mind wasn’t clouded with lust, I could think. I’d failed miserably at my goal of keeping my feelings to myself. Thinking with a level head when Ansel had the ability to take me to another world was too much to ask.

      Each time he touched me, kissed me, or focused his attention on me for any amount of time, my heart fluttered, my pulse quickened, and my damn brain went numb. I was falling for Ansel Knox, and I wasn’t sure there was a whole hell of a lot I could do about it.

      I was in trouble. The kind of deep trouble I couldn’t dig my way out of. Did I want too much? Was I looking too deep? Was I hoping too hard? Probably. I couldn’t help but think that there was more between us than just mind-blowing sex. Sometimes, I glimpsed care, compassion, and understanding in Ansel’s gaze when he looked at me.

      Leave it alone, Regina.

      I slung my feet over the side of the bed and eased my body up. My wrist burned from being cuffed, but I didn’t care. The silly smile I couldn’t keep away spread across my lips as I inched my naked body closer to the bathroom.

      Every muscle I used ached, but it was a good ache that called forth memories that I never wanted to forget. Ansel had made every sore muscle and every creaky bone worth it.

      After I’d relieved myself and washed my hands, I peeked into the small closet stocked with towels. I retrieved a large fluffy white towel and wrapped it around myself. There weren’t any windows or clocks in the playroom, so I had no idea what time of day or night it was, and I didn’t want Gigi to catch me walking around naked.

      After traveling through the living room and up to my room, the brightness shining through the drapes and a quick glance at the clock revealed it was afternoon. I’d been sexed so well that I’d slept most of the day away.

      After a shower, I attempted to tame my hair and settled for putting it into a French braid. I threw on a pair of the sexy black panties Ansel had purchased because sexy undies were all I had now. The man had good taste, that’s for sure, but I wasn’t going to always let him dictate what I could and couldn’t wear.

      Thanks to Ansel, I didn’t have a thing to put on except sexy dresses and lingerie. I wrapped myself in another towel and eased down the hall towards his bedroom. For comfort, his clothes were all I had left to wear.

      His bedroom door was always left open, so I peeked in and found it empty. His bed was untouched, which meant that he’d not returned after the call he’d gotten last night.

      The heady scent of him permeated the room, enticing me to take in a deep breath that I released on a sigh. My gaze landed on a stack of letters sitting on Ansel’s dresser addressed to Tyler A. Knox. I stood in place letting his full name sink him. Why didn’t he use his first name? I added this mystery to the collection of others I hoped he’d someday solve for me.

      A peek into his closet enticed me to tiptoe in. My curiosity about him was always on high alert. My fingers ran across a row of freshly pressed shirts of varying colors. A row of suit jackets came next. The thick wooden hangers played a tune as they danced from my touch.

      A flicker of light caught my eye and caused me to stop in my curious tracks. My head tilted before I inched back a step. I placed my arms between the suit jackets and spread them apart, the hangers screeching against the metal rod.

      What the hell is that?

      I inched closer to the light winking at me and the realization of what I stared at floored me. My gaze remained on the back of my hand as I reached up and pushed at the crack. When pushing didn’t work, I slid my finger past the opening, and a little pressure caused the doorway to slide open.

      The view of the arsenal of weapons in his secret closet was starting to paint a vivid picture of who Ansel really was. So many guns, hand grenades, knives, gloves, and strangling devices. Although I knew certain aspects of Ansel, mystery and intrigue still surrounded him.

      What was Ansel up to? I remember him telling that man in the alley that he hadn’t killed anyone in three days.

      The ideas climbing into my head sent nervous tremors through my body. Ansel eyed me like a hawk, but what he didn’t know was that I paid attention too. I sensed his eyes on me when I couldn’t see him and believed he had at least a few cameras someplace inside the house. Though at first the idea of being watch concerned me, it was who was watching me that quickened my pulse and pushed me past my reservations.

      Some of my sleepless nights would lead me to the chaise or the living room couch. Ansel received calls if it had something to do with my family, but there were other times I’d seen Ansel coming in at daybreak with splatters of blood on his clothes.

      He didn’t update me on the things he did while away, and I didn’t ask. I was afraid to know. He often dressed in a suit to go to work, but I sensed it wasn’t just office work he did. I’d spotted the black leather gloves he’d slip on or carry along with him. Now that I think about it, he hadn’t attempted to hide them from me. Who was the real Ansel Knox?
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      My body froze at the sound of the elevator doors sliding open. Our gazes met and locked the moment Ansel came into view.  I was up and off the couch when my gaze fell on the small splatters of blood on his shirt, hoping it wasn’t his.

      “Are you okay?” I questioned, putting what I’d seen in his closet on the backburner. Besides, I’d seen what he’d done to my uncles and cousins on their last mission, so I knew he had a stash of weapons somewhere. I just didn’t expect him to have a well-stocked armory.

      “I’m fine. I should be asking you that question,” he stated, the crease of concern in his face deepening. “Are you okay? I didn’t hurt you last night, did I?”

      What in the heck is he talking about?

      “I’m fine,” I answered, confused. Was he throwing me off on purpose?

      I didn’t chase after him when he bypassed me and headed towards his bedroom. My mind was so conflicted about Ansel that I didn’t know what to do. I flopped down on the couch, and like I always did when stressed, I bit what was left of my nails.

      It wasn’t until Ansel was out of my sight that I comprehended what I’d done. I should have been inquiring about the arsenal of weapons in his closet, yet the first thing that concerned me was his well-being. What was wrong with me? Was I doomed to only care about the most dangerous men?

      First, it was my father. I had no idea how many people my father had killed throughout his life, yet I loved him as much as any daughter could love her father. Then there was August. Even after he divulged information about the countless men he’d killed and tortured, I cared about him enough to take care of him and killed to keep him from being discovered.

      Now, there was Ansel. Was he killing people for sport? Even with that horrible idea in my brain, I still cared about him. Maybe I was the sick one. Maybe I was the worst of any of them.

      Ansel’s footsteps drew me away from my conflicting notions. He sat on the couch beside me, with a fresh and soapy scent wafting off of him. He’d brought my medical bag and sat it on the table in front of him. There was no visible damage to his body, but I was willing to fix whatever he needed me to.

      “Can I ask you something, Ansel?”

      “Yes, what’s up?” he asked as he started rifling through the medical bag.

      I decided on the simplest and most nonconfrontational question first.

      “Why would you think that you’d hurt me?”

      He sat the medical bag next to him on the couch and placed his hands under my wrist and lifted them. He leveled my wrist and hands near our eye level. “Because of this shit. I promised you at least your well-being. Marks and bruises are going to happen, but I try to never break the skin and you didn’t ask for this.”

      My wrists were red and raw from being cuffed, but I was fine.

      “Shit!” he cursed as he removed a few items from the bag. He took my first wrist with delicate ease and started rubbing triple antibiotic ointment into it. I sat and observed. He took care of me to a level that didn’t match what I’d started to believe about him.

      “Are you going to leave me too?” he questioned. The anger inflected in his voice wasn’t missed. “When Aaron comes for you in three days. Are–you–leaving?”

      He demanded an answer. What in the heck was he talking about? I ignored his angry tone and questions.

      “Ansel, a few hours ago I stumbled upon an arsenal of weapons in your closet large enough to wage war on a small country. Half my mind is telling me that you’re hurting or killing people for reasons I don’t understand. Even after all that, the idea of leaving you didn’t cross my mind until you mentioned it.”

      Stunned disbelief rose to the surface of his face before he captured my gaze and stilled me with his stern expression.

      “If I hadn’t gotten that call last night, I may have taken things too far with you. I break women. I suppose that’s what I do. It’s never been my intention, but they all eventually leave and don’t return. I don’t want to break you, Regina.”

      There was more going on here than he’d said. “I don’t want to be broken. My family has done enough of that already. You’ve seen me naked. You’ve seen the scars I’ve tried to make disappear with cocoa butter and creams. My family has chipped away and taken pieces of me that I can never get back. As unconventional as our relationship is, Ansel, I don’t believe you’re going to break me.”

      We sat in silence for a moment, allowing our thoughts to settle. Our conversation was all over the place, but I was patient enough to await answers and attempt to piece together an explanation.

      He leaned back into the couch, his gaze never letting me go. “You think I kill people for sport?”

      I shrugged. My heart thumped with an alarming force that caused the beat to rattle my chest cavity.

      “I don’t know. But, I’m not blind, Ansel. You leave some nights and come back with blood all over you. And it doesn’t always have something to do with the men that are chasing me.”

      He studied me like he was seeing the real me for the first time. Intrigue and a shot of something I couldn’t name flashed in his gaze.

      “Ansel, you said we were building trust. It goes both ways. I’d like for you to trust me as much as I’m putting my trust in you.”

      He sat, assessing me as I prepared to ask the questions that had been burning a hole in my brain. “Where do you go when you come back with blood on your hands? Where do you go when you have the black leather gloves?”

      “I kill,” he confirmed before my eyes fell closed.
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      Ansel had dropped a bomb on me, and neither a hint of remorse nor a touch of sorrow was in his tone as his intense gaze remained on mine. The shock of his confirmation left me frozen as my mind sought some type of logical reasoning.

      The level of fright that filled me sent my heart plummeting to the bottom of my stomach. The only sound outside my mind telling me to get up and run was the ticking of the clock on the end table and the light trickle of the wind against the windows.

      “Why do you kill?” I asked, the question finding its way out of the thick cloud of terror I was trapped in. “Is it people you kill for your MC like August does? Is it people that threaten your life?”

      “No,” he answered, only offering that one word.

      “Why do you kill, Ansel?”

      My attempt to calm my voice failed as fear overflowed and spilled into the tone of my shaky words. I needed to know the answer, but at the same time, I was afraid to know.

      Ansel had a complicated side that I didn’t understand. The idea of him killing people because he was a sociopath that did it for fun had my leg jumping as it tapped a low beat against the couch.

      “I’m a serial killer, Regina. I don’t do it because I have a sick, psycho fetish. I do it because I believe I need to.”

      My heart hit the floor and bounced around before it melted into a bloody puddle. My brain screamed for me to get up and run, but with a hole in my chest, I was left sitting there too stunned to move. My mouth dropped open, and my body shook as oxygen turned into unbreathable solids around me.

      I couldn’t call forth a single word at Ansel’s confession. This was why he had no problem protecting me. It would guarantee him more kills.

      “I bet you’re going to leave me now, huh? Now that you know what kind of monster I am?”

      No words came. They’d all melted into my fear as I sat blinking. Hard swallows and deep breaths came and went as I fought to compose myself and remain seated next to someone that had admitted to being a serial killer.

      My fingers dug into the tops of my thighs to keep the trembling at bay. My words were forced out past my fear long enough to utter words.

      “Why do you believe you have to go out and kill people?” I inquired. Fear engulfed me, shredding my body into strips of meaty flesh. My voice shook, making my words choppy. However, the realist in me kept me sitting and in place.

      Being around my family and doing unspeakable acts in the name of Dominquez had hardened me enough to face my fears head-on. It had turned me into the kind of person who was willing to go deeper than the surface, and it was abundantly clear that Ansel had a depth and darkness that had never been breached.

      My question surprised him as much as it surprised me. Noticing the hint of confusion on his face nipped at the clouds of fear that had surrounded me.

      “Why do you believe you have to go out and kill people?” I repeated. “Did they do something to you? Is it for revenge? Do you do it for satisfaction?”

      “Anxiety,” he answered.

      His voice was low but held firm to its unapologetic edge.

      “Murder is how you deal with your anxiety?” I questioned, my fear seeping away more with each new revelation he revealed. He called it anxiety, but there was something much more complex than anxiety happening with Ansel. For now, he could label it as he saw fit.

      “Pills don’t work. Talking to head doctors doesn’t work. I’ve exhausted the traditional ways and nothing but death works.”

      I’d somehow found a way to steady my breathing as air escaped in a low hiss from my mouth.

      “Ansel, please help me understand what you’re saying. What you’re doing?”

      “Why haven’t you called Aaron yet to come and pick you up, Regina?” he asked. There was a pleading in his eyes I’d never seen before. I believe he was afraid of me leaving him, but he’d risked it by telling me about his actions. I pondered my answer to his question, taking my time to think it over.

      “I’ve been around you for over a month in total. Other than the first day, I’ve never gotten the vibe that you have a desire to kill me or hurt me. I’m scared, Ansel. Terrified. But, I would also like to understand you. I haven’t called August yet because I’ve seen what he can do, and I don’t believe he’s that much different from you.”

      He gazed at me, likely wondering if I was crazy. In a way, I was. I was sitting next to a man with blood on his hand from a fresh kill, one who had admitted that killing was a way for him to deal with what he called anxiety.

      “My mind starts to fracture,” he stated in a low tone. “And it feels like I’m losing control of myself. There are always thoughts that I want gone. Ideas and images I don’t want in my head. It’s like I’m drowning in a sea of pain, choking on anguish, coughing up torment, gagging on agony. The worse part about the feeling is the sensation that I’m being dragged down by my own hands. If I stay that way for too long, my body starts to react to what my mind is demanding. It’s like there is a demon inside me scratching and clawing his way out, dragging me under so that he can take over. If I let it drag me under, I believe I’d lose complete control. Killing quiets that beast, keeps it in the cage.”

      “So, you just go out and kill people? How often do you do this?” I inquired, sounding more like a journalist interviewing a killer than a woman that should be concerned for her life.

      “It’s not just anybody I’m killing. I don’t go out and kill random people. My FBI connection gives me the names of murderers, rapist, child molesters, cases they can’t make stick, people they know that are out there doing heinous shit. And yes, if my MC needs someone dead, I don’t hesitate to take on the job. I don’t believe I’ve killed anyone that didn’t deserve it or didn’t have it coming.”

      A sliver of relief ran through me, knowing that he wasn’t out there killing innocent people. However, my fear remained on high.

      “There has to be a part of you that knows this is wrong. That you can’t keep killing people.”

      “Of course, I know its wrong. But, as far as I’m concerned, I’m doing the world a favor. The man I killed a few hours ago was one of a group tasked to kidnap you. The one I killed before him had raped and killed three women. Because the authorities fucked up the evidence, he got away with it.”

      Okay, so maybe I was crazier than Ansel, but he made sense. He had a serious Dexter vibe going, and I wasn’t all that sure it was something that could be fixed. The idea of attempting to understand this part of him terrified me. The idea of me agreeing with parts of how he handled it had me lost in my own head.

      How mentally gone was I? Did I belong in a hospital working among sane people and on patients? Should I be allowed to practice medicine as a doctor with this amount of turmoil in my brain? Maybe my family had accomplished their mission of transforming me into a monster like them. Was it the Dominquez blood in me that allowed me to accept the warped reality that most people ran like hell from?

      There were secrets within me that I’d go to my grave not telling a soul. I believe Ansel had shared one of his with me. He’d struggled with this. To open up and allow someone to see the messiness inside was one of the most difficult tasks anyone could face.

      Staring straight ahead, Ansel sat quiet and unmoving. It was the first time he hadn’t watched me like a hawk.

      “It’s like when August killed Sorio,” I started, attempting to bring more understanding into my brain. “When he killed my cousin, Sorio, he saved the world from a man that would continue to wreak havoc, raping women, and torturing people. Sorio killed people no matter if they were bad or good. When August took Megan and me out to your garage and revealed what was left of him, I didn’t regret his death. When you and August and your crews carried out Operation Take Six and killed the heads of my family, I didn’t feel guilt for any of their deaths either.”

      “What are you saying, Regina?” He questioned.

      “I’m not saying that I understand you, the why or what you go through, but I understand your choice in choosing to kill the predators in this world.”

      “Regina, I just revealed to you that I use killing as a form of medicine,” he pointed out.

      My body slid closer, glancing into his face. I’d never seen Ansel confused, but my actions had him stumped. I sat my hand over the back of his, but he didn’t respond to my touch.

      “I know what you revealed to me, Ansel. I listened to what you’ve divulged. I’ve somewhat digested what you’ve disclosed. I’m not going to pretend I understand it all. I’m not going to pretend I understand you. But, I get it, Ansel. I get it in a way that may not even be healthy, but I get it. Trust, Ansel. You just gave me a big piece of your trust.”

      A flash of a smile surfaced but never met his lips. I do believe I’d stunned the one person that thought himself too arrogant to be shocked or awed. He’d been raised by a racist motorcycle club that killed on a whim. There was no telling what he’d encountered throughout his life. I’d only spent three years with my family and look what it had done to me.

      “Will you tell me what made you like this?” I inquired, curious for him to share more of himself with me.

      “One day,” he answered. His far-off gaze hinted that it wasn’t a story for the faint at heart. I wanted to know the story, but I was willing to wait for as long as it took for him to tell it.
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      How in the hell was Regina sitting here after the bombshell I’d dropped on her? I’d scared her, but she hadn’t run, nor had she judged me. She’d sat there and asked and waited and tried to understand my side of an unbelievably complex situation.

      I’d revealed one of my darkest secrets. Surprisingly, my body and mind felt cleansed as relief washed over me for telling someone. The true test would come in a few days when Aaron returned to pick Regina up.

      As Regina sat staring like I was some specimen in a lab, I felt the intense need to get the spotlight off me. My fucking problems had problems. My complications had complaints. My damn predicaments had troubles. If I dumped all my shit on Regina at once, she’d damn sure pack her shit and run.

      “Since we are talking under the guise of trust, will you tell me what your cousin did to you? I can’t help but think that the reason you’re still sitting here is because of some of the horrible shit he put you through.”

      My finger raked the large faded scar on the back of her hand to drive home my point. Regina was a beautiful woman, but she carried as many scars on her body as I did.

      Her gaze never met mine. Her shoulders dropped as her body shrunk under my question. I sensed that her cousin had been torturing her. The knife marks on her side and in her back were evidence of it. She’d done a hell of a job at getting them to fade and blend with her natural beautiful tone, but they weren’t invisible. Shit, there wasn’t much of anything I’d missed on this woman.

      “Regina,” I called when she turtled herself into a mental shell.

      “He…” Her throat bobbed after a hard swallow as she gathered herself. “He was a monster, Ansel.”

      She sat back into the couch and crossed her legs. She stared straight ahead like she was pulling strength from whatever she concentrated on.

      “The first time I met him, he’d broken into my apartment in the middle of the night.”

      A long pause followed her statement before she started up again. I could sense the thoughts swimming around in her brain, ripping their way from her mind.

      “Since my father was dead and no longer in the picture, my veil of protection had crumbled. One night I woke up to Sorio sitting on my bed. He’d called me numerous times prior, requesting that I move to Texas and do my duty as a Dominquez. I told him no, had even hung up on him a few times.”

      My hand gripped Regina’s thighs. A low gasp escaped when I spun her so that she sat facing me now, her legs remaining folded. I needed to see her face. I wanted to read her expressions. She sat for a paused moment, readying herself to continue.

      “When I jumped away from him and started to scream, he back-handed me. At twenty-five, it was the first time I’d been hit. Other than contact from physical education at school, I’d never been in a fight, and my father had never laid a hand on me. Therefore, that first strike from Sorio’s hand had knocked me silly. I sat with my back to my headboard, my body balled into a tight knot as I cupped my busted lip. I didn’t know who he was, so I assumed someone had broken in, and I was about to be raped and killed. He wiped those thoughts from my head when he introduced himself.”

      ‘You fucking spoiled cunt. I don’t like being hung up on. When I fucking call you and ask you to do something, you fucking do it and don’t give me any backtalk.’

      “I immediately knew who I was dealing with. He’d sounded threatening enough over the phone, but there was no way I could have predicted that he’d show up and break into my apartment. The moment he noticed I’d figured out who he was, he continued his sermon.”

      ‘Daddy isn’t here to protect you anymore, princess. Now, you get to meet the rest of your family. You’re going to be my bitch from now on. I’m giving you a week to get whatever affairs you have in order. Quit your job and bring your ass to Texas like the family has requested. We could use a doctor, and from what I hear, you’re one of those smart bitches.’

      “The entire time he talked, I prayed that I was dreaming and that I’d wake up from the nightmare.”

      ‘Disobey me again, and I don’t care how smart you are, I’m going to teach you how to respect your family. Don’t make me come back because I won’t be as nice as I’m being this time.’

      “I didn’t know it then, but Sorio had shown me his good side that night. I’d heard about my family and knew enough to know that they got away with so much crime that they could kill you and you’d never be found. I went to the New York Police Department, but when I revealed my last name and the officers comprehended who was threatening me, I started to get the cold shoulder from the officers. It didn’t take me but a minute to determine that they were as afraid of my family as I was. They’d made empty promises, but I knew that they weren’t going to help me. I didn’t have any other choice, I quit my job and went to Texas.”

      I didn’t say a word as I processed Regina’s story. One that I knew was about to get ten times worse if the frown on her face was any indication.

      “After I moved to Texas, it took three weeks for me to run. I was caught after being on the run for a week. And like he’d warned, Sorio beat me until he was too tired to lift his hands anymore. I ended up with bruised ribs, a sprained wrist, a busted lip, black eyes, and numerous bruises all over my body. He’d found a way to drain the money from my accounts so that even if I got away, I wouldn’t have a way to take care of myself or have the means to get far.”

      She shifted, leaning her body against the back of the couch for support. I may as well have been a damn statue. I was good for listening, killing, or protecting, but I wasn’t much good to anyone for moral support. I’d hired a damn nurse to help me with Megan because I knew I couldn’t give her all the care and support she needed when she thought she’d lost Aaron.

      “They had me working and staying in this dingy makeshift hospital room that they had at the back of one of their nightclubs. They had me doing medical procedures that I wasn’t even qualified to do. I’d studied cardiology, but they didn’t care. All they saw was a doctor. I was treating severe gunshot wounds, stab wounds, blunt-force trauma, and even sexually transmitted diseases. You name it, they sent it. Whenever I told them I couldn’t save someone or fix something, I’d get beaten for not knowing. So, in an effort to lessen my physical abuse, I asked for books. Lots and lots of medical books.”

      My hand cupped her knee and squeezed, hating that she’d gone through so much pain at the hands of her own fucking family.

      “Sorio would show up at random times and hit me for the hell of it. It was his way of reminding me of what he could do to me. He promised that he would make it worse if I ran again. But, I hadn’t learned my lesson. I ran a second time and enjoyed a full month of freedom before they tracked me down. My mistake had been going to the cops. I believe they were the ones that had called my family and alerted them as to where I was.”

      My gaze raked over her clenched fists and the tension that lingered at the corners of her eyes. She aimed her gaze at my chest, and her shoulder remained planted against the couch.

      “First, Sorio took off his belt and beat me like a mad father disciplining his child. Only, he did it with the buckle side of the belt. When he took out his pocketknife and started cutting into my back, I knew I was about to die. He ensured his actions were deliberate, taunting me the whole time.”

      ‘Didn’t I tell you that you’ll be my bitch from now on? When I say fetch, you better go get it. When I say sit, you fall. You do what the fuck I say or suffer the consequences. I’m carving my initials on my bitch. This is going to remind your ass of me every time you look back. Next time, I’m going to carve up your fucking face.’

      “I’d read that some victims of abuse learned to get used to the pain. Over the months, Sorio had hit me so many times that I was sure that I’d gotten used to it because the beatings had become tolerable, but he escalated his abuse when he started cutting into my body.”

      I took Regina’s hand when her body shook from the straining emotions that started to get the best of her. I didn’t know what else to do. Her calm presence and her good-natured spirit made it difficult to believe she’d had such vile shit done to her.

      There was no way I could have anticipated the devastation she’d face or how toxic her reality had been. Tears stood in her eyes, but she refused to let them fall even as her voice grew thick with emotion. She blew out a few steadying breaths before continuing.

      “Even after he’d cut me, I wasn’t ready to give up my quest for freedom. And like the two times before, I didn’t know how to stay hidden. The third time, when Sorio got his hands on me…”

      She stopped, so filled with racking emotions that she closed her eyes and was either meditating or praying, I didn’t know which. She needed to get this shit out, and her story had stirred my anxiety so badly, I needed to kill some fucking body.
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      My anxiety had started to spark fire, and my nerves had sprouted razor blades. As best as I could, I kept my feelings in check for Regina’s sake, as she prepared to finish a story that I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the rest of.

      “Sorio wanted to ensure that I never ran again. He did the evilest thing you could do to a person. I’d hidden myself out in Galveston, Texas, on the beach. When I was brought to him, in the house at the farm, I was in a thin yellow sundress. His sinister grin was what greeted me when I was shoved into the living room with him. I had no idea at the time what the farm was but found out it was where I’d be kept from now on.

      “Sorio stared at me as I stood at the door with tears streaming down my cheeks. He stalked towards me like an angry bull. I backed away from him until the wall stopped me, but I continued to inch back, hoping I could force my body through the hard wood to get away from him. He rushed me, and before I could scream, his big hand was around my neck. His hold was so tight I couldn’t breathe as he lifted, inching me up the wall.”

      With her fist clutched into tight balls, a visible tremble edged over her body.

      “My feet teetered on the floor as I stretched my body to give me leverage to ease the stress on my neck and to get oxygen into my lungs. Just when the pinpricks of blackness narrowed my view, he eased me down a notch, but maintained his tight grip on my neck.”

      She shook her head and bit into her bottom lip in an attempt to decrease the impact of reliving the incident.

      “That’s when things went from bad to worse. He poked out his tongue and eased his face closer to mine before he allowed his nasty wet tongue to inch up and over my cheek. I couldn’t believe what he was doing. I was no longer concerned about the hand he had around my throat because his other hand was sliding up my leg and inching my dress up.”

      “Fucking hell no!” I blurted out, shaking my head. My outburst had stopped Regina from talking, and we sat staring at each other for a long while before she started again. She clenched her eyes shut, making them tremble as wet droplets stuck to her lashes.

      ‘I’m going to fix this running away shit so your ass never runs again. I’ve been wanting a taste of this pussy, and now you’ve given me the perfect excuse I need to take it.’

      “I was in such shock at his words and what he’d done that I couldn’t think straight enough to fight him right away. I froze until he took a tight hold of my crotch area, hurting me. My blaring screams didn’t stop him. None of the men that worked for him saw fit to help me. Since the front door of the house had been left open, there was no way they didn’t hear me screaming. I refused to believe that Sorio would follow through, hoping he’d only gone that far as a means to scare me. However, the crazed look in his eyes and his actions revealed that there was nothing inside of him warning him that what he was about to do was wrong.”

      This was one of the first times in my life I was afraid to hear something. Regina was about to confirm some shit that I didn’t want to hear, let alone believe. I stood, jarring her for a moment, then I started to pace. My fucking hands had begun to shake with rage, so I calmed as best I could before I retook my seat. I was determined to sit through this when all I actually wanted was to have Regina pause her story, let me go and kill three or four people, so I could come back and have enough control to sit through the rest.

      “The sound of my panties ripping registered before the impact of them being yanked from my body. I begged him. I begged so hard. I fought him. I fought as hard as I could make my body fight, but my efforts were useless. He picked me up, one hand around my neck and the other gripping my crotch. He lifted and slammed me to the hardwood floor. The jarring impact took my breath and trapped me in pain. I couldn’t make myself function, and it felt like he’d broken my entire body.”

      This shit was killing me, so I couldn’t imagine what it was doing to Regina having to tell me about her living nightmare. She was shaking hard enough that she made my body vibrate, but she found the strength to continue.

      “I gasped and choked, unable to breathe. When he started kicking me, the best I could do was protect my face and head. Each blow was like he’d taken a bat to my body, loud, fleshy, almost an unnatural brutality. One kick caught me in the side of my head, and all I could hear was bells chiming. Before long, my eyes started to crawl to the top of my head, and I welcomed the sense of floating away. I prayed to pass out. I prayed to die. I prayed that he’d kill me. He must have noticed me drifting because he stopped, not allowing me to get away from him. I was too weak and out of it to even fight him as he stripped. I managed to turn away from the sight of his erection, not wanting to believe that my own cousin was evil enough to do such a thing.”

      My hand slapped against my forehead. No! No! Fucking no! were the words roaring inside my head. I didn’t speak, knowing that there was nothing I could say to ease the pain Regina had suffered. I’d done some fucked up shit in my life. I’d taken pleasure in killing people. I’d had fucked-up shit done to me. But this shit Regina was revealing was another level type of fucked up.

      This was the type of shit that fucked up your mind for good. I didn’t want to believe that she’d been through this traumatic experience, but I forced myself to accept her story anyway. It explained a lot about her strength and ability to deal with situations that would have the average person running and hiding.

      “When he climbed on top of me, I fought, but my body and mind didn’t know how to coordinate with each other anymore. I screamed when he rammed into me. God, it hurt, like he was stabbing me down there. I kept screaming, my voice ripping from my throat as sheer horror ripped my body apart. Nothing I did helped. I believed Sorio wanted me screaming. It all played into his sick punishment. He didn’t use a condom, Ansel. The sick bastard didn’t use a condom. His taunting words made it that much worse.”

      ‘I can’t believe this shit. I broke into this tight pussy. A fucking virgin. You are a fucking virgin. I can’t believe it. This is even better. I’m the first one to break this pussy in. You like that bitch. You like that!’

      “He yelled and taunted me the whole time and kissed my face like I wasn’t his cousin. Like I wasn’t screaming my head off and struggling to get him off me. I wasn’t a virgin like he’d assumed. My second year of college and my curiosity had taken care of that. But, I let him believe whatever he wanted. All I wanted was him off me.”

      “Fuck, Regina. Fuck,” I whispered, too low for her to hear it. This fucking story was a motherfucker to digest. My throat was so tight that I couldn’t swallow. My vision had fallen out of focus, and I couldn’t see straight anymore. This shit was ripping away pieces of my heart with slow, deliberate tears. My green eyes had gone black. I was ready to kill any motherfucker that resembled Sorio.

      “About halfway through it, I stopped screaming. I stopped fighting. I let rage consume me. It was all I had left. I wasn’t strong enough to fight him, but I vowed that I’d find a way to kill my cousin if it were the last thing I did.”

      My body shook at this point, haunted by that same helpless sensation I’d experienced when I couldn’t help Aaron after he’d been shot.

      “After he raped me, I knew that I was broken, ruined, too messed up to have a normal relationship. The gutted remains of my soul clung to my body. Hope was the thread I used to knit myself back together. Rage was the fuel I used to go on and not succumb to my despair. Hate carried me through the darkness.”

      Her lips quivered, and she pinched them together to still them. She attempted to keep her pain from seeping out, but nothing could keep the amount of pain emanating from her contained. Her finger tapped lightly at her left ear.

      “At first, it was a constant ringing, an elongated siren in my ear that never stopped. I’d gotten enough experience to make my own determinations on most medical issues. I didn’t have to seek out a doctor’s opinion to know that I’d lost some hearing in my left ear. The physical evidence was unmistakable. Sometimes when people talk to me from the left, I have to tilt my head to hear them clearly.”

      Her eyes opened when my hands slid down her arms. She glanced up at the pity that I failed to pull from my face.

      “Don’t look at me that way Ansel. You’re the only person that knows, and I told you because I expected you wouldn’t pity me. That you would tell me to use it to make myself stronger. That you’d understand better than anyone. I sense the horrors you’ve suffered throughout your life mirror my own. I notice the way you look at me with understanding.”

      She was right, but I wasn’t myself with Regina. I became someone else around her, for her. The spark had been ignited the day we met, and now it had grown into a flame that I hadn’t bothered to put out. I prayed for the power to take this pain away from Regina, but knew it was hers to bare.

      I’d noticed her slight head tilts and had assumed it was something she did, like a tick. Finding out what it really meant ripped my heart from my chest. I didn’t want to accept that she’d been beaten so brutally that she’d lost a part of one of her senses.

      The knowledge led me to believe that she wasn’t telling me the full extent of the brutality she’d suffered. The marks on her body revealed more details. Her wounded gaze reflected the pain she’d endured. She’d condensed three years of her worse nightmare into a short story. Her voice reined in my attention.

      “After that day, I could hardly stand to look in Sorio’s face. Each time was like reliving the horror he’d inflicted upon me. Each time I faced him, it pulled at that tethered thread of hope that strung me together. I still cry about it. I still get angry about it. I pray that I’ll someday be able to live peacefully with it, but I haven’t reached that point yet. When the memories haunt me, I fight them, but they still win. He’s dead, and he still beats me. His abuse remains alive within me. I force myself to think around the mental pain and the phantoms of the physical pain as well.”

      She glanced at me and kept her gaze pinned on mine. She’d done a good job of keeping herself from crying. However, she’d managed to turn me into a fucking piece of stone. I sat frozen as images of her abuse swirled in my brain. I’d heard and seen horrendous shit. However, listening to what had been dumped all over someone you cared about was a humbling eyeopener.

      Regina’s story had clawed its way into me, raked out my insides, and ripped them apart. She didn’t want pity from me, and I’d do my best to treat her like the strong woman she’d become. But how in the hell was I supposed to be the pillar of strength she needed when all I wanted was to kill every last person that knew Sorio had raped her?

      “They spared no expense when it came to medical supplies and equipment. I had access to them all, so I’d fixed a syringe for Sorio. I filled it with Propofol. I still have it. Each month, I’d refill the syringe, ensuring the drug was always fresh. My plan was to give it to Sorio, knock him out and throw him into the incinerator. Over the years, I had multiple chances to exact my revenge, but each time I faced him, all I could think about was him on top of me and invading my body. I’d chicken out, too shaken to do anything except take his taunts and flee from his presence.”

      I could take this part of Regina’s story better, her plotting to kill that motherfucker.

      “After four months at the farm, I found out that I would be given breaks every six months like I’d earned paid time off or something. The first thing I did on my first break was go to an escort service. I couldn’t wash the ordeal with Sorio from my head or off my body. So, I did what I stupidly assumed was the next best thing.”

      A crease lined my forehead. Whatever she’d done, couldn’t have been good.

      “I wanted someone to come after him and wash him away from my body, to screw him out of my system. That’s when I discovered that I didn’t experience satisfaction from sex anymore, but it didn’t stop me. I wanted the ghost of his presence inside of me gone, and I didn’t care what I had to do to make it go away.”

      “I’m so fucking sorry, Regina,” I blurted, unable to hold back any longer. “It just occurred to me that this is why you wore jeans all the time. Then my sweats. If I’d known this—”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong, Ansel,” she assured me. “You’re the first man that has gotten me to enjoy sex again. You have no idea what it means, that I can still enjoy it, after what he did.” She squeezed my hand. “You’re not going to stop, are you? Because of what I’ve revealed to you?”

      “Ansel,” she called when I took too long to answer.

      “No, I won’t stop, but you have to tell me, Regina. You have to tell me when I take shit too far. I was mad as hell when you spoke that damn safe word, but now...”

      “Ansel, I don’t want you to think that I’m so broken that I can’t handle what you have in store. I’m a lot stronger than I may look or even act sometimes. I’ll let you know when something is too much.”

      I nodded, pulling my lips into a tight knot as her story continued to blow my damn brain apart. Cradling her into my chest, my hand moved with gentle ease up and down her arm.

      “Regina,” I called, keeping my tone light and gentle.

      “Yes?”

      “Who else knew about what that motherfucker was doing to you?”

      A knowing expression appeared on her face when she lifted her head and glanced at me.

      “I’m not telling you. You’re going to find them and kill them.”

      This woman knew me a hell of a lot better than I assumed she did. “Fucking right. Anyone that sits around and allows shit like that to happen doesn’t deserve to be breathing. I need to kill somebody, Regina.”

      She placed her head against my heaving chest. The tremble in her body remained, indicating that her distress over having to tell her story remained.

      “You don’t need to kill anyone. You’re sympathizing with me. I sense that you know my pain. That you’ve suffered my pain. Allow yourself to experience something other than pain and anger. We are two people that have been marred by the circumstances of our past, Ansel. We have so much in common that us coming together can’t be a mistake.”

      Her words edged away a bit of my tension.

      “Neither one of us has parents. I sense that your pain was as intense as my own, to the point where your anxiety makes you commit violent acts. The woes of our pasts left their marks, and although they aren’t necessarily good scars to have, they have taught us the true definition of strength. How to survive. How to overcome impossible situations.”

      I’d never had more respect for another individual than I had right then for Regina. She had divulged to me her harshest truths. A situation that would have killed a weaker being. Now, even at her most vulnerable, she’d called on the provision of strength she owned to soothe my stormy mind.

      I eased my body down, taking her along with me when I stretched out on the couch. I would be the strength she tapped into when she needed it, not the other way around. I cast my gaze at the ceiling, and I folded her into my chest until her trembles subsided into smooth, deep breaths.

      I wasn’t going to let this shit go, and I think Regina knew it. It may not be next week or next month, but I would hunt down every last person that knew, saw, spoke of, and talked about what Sorio did to Regina. They were going to meet the Reaper. Their souls already belonged to me. They just didn’t know it yet.
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      We ended up spending the night on the couch because I refused to turn Regina loose. I didn’t go to work because I wouldn’t let her out of my sight.

      After breakfast, I followed her around the house like a stalker, genuinely concerned about her state-of-mind. Countless times she’d repeated that she was fine, but I didn’t believe her until the light returned to her eyes, the warm smile returned to her face, and the sparks of lust that ignited her body when my gaze fell upon her, started to flicker.

      I wasn’t a sentimental person. Therefore, I didn’t know what I was supposed to do for Regina other than be there for her. Her revelation yesterday had ripped my brain apart and squeezed my heart into a tight wad that I couldn’t uncrumple. Neither of us mentioned her story because I got the impression that she’d gotten it off her chest and was done with it.

      While she read, I sat next to her on the couch and feigned interest in something on television.

      “Ansel,” she called in a soft tone while reaching up to set her book reader on the coffee table.

      Her soft hand rested on my forearm. The story allowed me to realize that I cared about Regina a hell of a lot more than I was willing to allow myself to believe. Her story, the jagged pieces she’d revealed, had burrowed so deeply that it stirred my dormant soul. If Sorio weren’t already dead, I’d find him and torture his ass every day for the rest of his life.

      “Ansel,” Regina called once more.

      “Yes.” I finally glanced her way.

      “Can I kiss you?”

      A deep crinkle fell into my forehead.

      “What?” I asked, surprised by her request. I squinted. What was happening in that pretty head of hers?

      My mind still hadn’t wrapped itself around what she’d divulged. Regina had taken my bombshell on the chin like a champ. However, it was the atomic bomb she’d dropped on me that kept my body bustling with tension. Now, she was asking to kiss me.

      “You don’t let me kiss you or touch you unless it’s a command from my Dom.” I didn’t miss the teasing tone she’d used. The lines of our D/s relationship were blurred. Hell, she’d run an eraser straight up the middle of it. Those fucking normal days as she called them were sneaking their way into our lives whether I wanted them to or not.

      “You said we could be regular people sometimes. So, can I kiss you?”

      She was right, but her behavior confused the fuck out of me. I didn’t do normal, so I was about as lost as a man could be. I glanced at her, realizing something. Neither of us was normal by any stretch of the word. She was a doctor who’d been held captive and escaped her cartel family. I was an ex-military, gunrunning, serial killer with a knack for business. Her soft tone lulled my attention.

      “I don’t want to think about him, Ansel. I don’t want to give him any more time than I already have. I needed to get it all out of my system, mend my past so my future would have a chance to heal,” she expressed like she’d been plugged into my thoughts. “Being around you has been my therapy. You make me forget. You make me forget about it all.”

      Regina had my mind wandering all over the place. It had been a while since I’d had my mind blown because I’d never allowed myself to go this deep with anyone. This thing with Regina and me was soft, caring, and like she’d said, therapeutic. It was becoming way too fucking real and growing into something I was losing control of.

      It was one of the reasons I’d gotten into this life in the first place. I wanted all the control. A quick deep breath blew past my lips. For Regina, I could give up some control.

      “Okay, you can kiss me, but don’t think I’m switching. I’m no one’s fucking bottom.”

      Her brow lifted, but she didn’t comment. She didn’t have a clue as to what I was talking about, and I don’t believe she cared. She rose onto her knees, and I assisted in pulling her over and onto my lap so that she straddled my thighs.

      The smile she wore urged the tickle in my lips to spread into a grin even as I fought it, along with the rush of excitement she’d ignited within me. The fact that she’d accepted the craziest part of me still floored me. When she reached her palm out towards my face, I dodged her hand.

      “Why won’t you let me touch you, Ansel?”

      “Because I don’t like it, and you better do what I gave you permission to before I change my mind.”

      A cheeky smile peeked. I believed she knew my tough words were the only armor of protection I had from her.

      She leaned in, bringing her sweet warmth closer. Her big brown eyes locked with mine, and I couldn’t move even if I wanted to. The moment her soft lips covered mine, I was done for.

      A flood of emotions hit me so hard I tugged her in before I’d even realized my arms had encircled her. Her hands swept past my shoulders and met at the back of my neck.

      The couch grumbled under our movements as my body began to flow into the soft grooves and curves of hers. My dick stiffened and nudged the backside of her thigh, angling to find his way into paradise. The slide of her fingers against my skin, the weight of her warm body pressed into mine, and her invigorating scent worked as a team to feed my hunger for more.

      My tongue flicked at her soft lips, urging her to share more of her delicious flavor. When she opened, I eased my tongue into her mouth and swallowed the soft moan she released.

      Regina was awakening a passion in me that I’d never known was there. She backed away and broke the kiss when our heavy breathing started to fill the living room.

      Her lust-heavy gaze met mine, and our breath stilted, causing the thumping in my chest to hammer out the sound in my ears. More than lust was being revealed. Care shone through our connection, an emotion I didn’t know I was capable of releasing in abundance.

      Her teeth sank into her bottom lip as her gaze remained interlocked with mine. Quick warm breaths danced over my face and chin as her chest heaved, meeting mine on every rise. The sight of her so worked up over our kiss made me acknowledge my own harsh breathing.

      The wind from my heavy breaths picked up a few loose strands of her hair, and they danced against her face. My heartbeat pounded in my ears like we’d been fucking instead of kissing. I sensed she wanted to kiss me again, but reluctance kept her at bay.

      Breathing her in and tasting her wasn’t enough. I craved more. My hand slid around her neck to pull her lips back into mine. In the midst of our kiss, her voice sounded.

      “Can I touch you, Ansel?”

      She was taking advantage of the state she’d gotten me into.

      “Yes,” rushed past my lips before I could stop it. Her palm cupped each side of my face as she rose up higher, dominating the kiss. Now, it was her tongue caressing mine, her lips devouring mine, and her hands melting into the rhythm of my body. There wasn’t shit I could do about it either because I wanted it. I wanted her like this but was too fucking arrogant to admit it to myself.

      “Ansel,” she called as warm puffs of her breath kissed my ear. Why in the fuck was she stopping again? Especially now that I had two hands full of ass?

      “Can we do it like normal people? You said we didn’t always have to be Dom and sub.”

      Why in the fuck had I told her that shit? Normal for me was rough sex and a smile after a one-night-stand.

      Regina had gotten me this far and I hadn’t cracked, so why stop now?

      “Okay, Doc. Teach me how normal people fuck.”

      “What? Me? I—”

      “Yep, you. You’re going to have to teach me the way. It’s obvious that I don’t know it, and I’ve never been too proud to learn.”

      I’d lost complete control, and I wasn’t too upset about it. This situation was weird since it was something I wasn’t used to, but everything about Regina and me felt too much like right.
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      Regina made me feel like I ruled over seven kingdoms. My mind hadn’t wrapped itself around what I was allowing to happen, but my dick was down there singing a fucking Rick James song. He didn’t give a damn that I was out of character and not dominating a damn thing, not even the position I sat in on the couch.

      Anxiousness filled my body, insisting I speed things along, but I’d promised Regina that she could do this, so I wasn’t going to interfere too much. The way her tongue flicked over her lips and the way she set her darkened gaze on mine before she started edging the bottom of my shirt up, had me anxious in a way I’d never experienced. She was telling me that she was about to fuck up the world as I knew it. In a way, she already had. I had no intention of giving up my job as her Dom, but her calm way of doing things wasn’t bad either.

      She lifted the sides of my T-shirt as I reached back and pulled it over my head. Her quick fingers grazed over my abs as their delicate tips slid over my left nipple. A lazy moan was released before my tongue moved over my bottom lip.

      “Ansel,” she called, breaking me from the lusty haze she’d induced. She leaned back and glared at me when her delicate fingers caressed my tattooed shoulder and slid down my arm.

      “Later, Regina, I’ll tell you about it later. Right now, you’ve got me real interested in this ‘normal people’ fucking.”

      “Ansel?” she called again, ignoring the need that she’d built in me.

      My tattoos covered scars, and I knew she’d discovered the rough skin even if she couldn’t see it clearly because of the ink. She’d used creams and cocoa butter to cover her scars. I’d opted for ink that camouflaged mine.

      Her curious gaze reflected concern and curiosity. I was never going to get to the good stuff if I didn’t tell her something.

      “We have something else in common, Regina. Abusive fucking family members. My alcoholic and bipolar ass mother used her fist and pots of boiling water instead of belts when she beat my ass.”

      After my comment, I kissed her hard, silencing her ready questions. The last thing I wanted to think about was my abusive childhood. It was likely what caused my anxiety, awakened my demon, and lured me to kill people to calm my damn nerves.

      When I released her from the kiss, her ragged breaths and lust-heavy eyes didn’t stop those curious fingers from sliding over my damaged shoulder once more.

      “Doc, there is a lot of hard dick down there waiting on you. Later. We’ll talk about it later.”

      For a moment, it appeared she wouldn’t let it go. I knew all too well what she’d found, but she ignored her curiosity and continued to kiss me.

      I gripped her top, taking it up and over her head. I slung it and let it fall over the back of the couch, eager to get my hands on her tits. Her dark nipples peeked through the sheer material of her white lacy bra. I pinched one hard tip between my teeth and enjoyed the hot moan that flooded my ear.

      The quick maneuvering of my eager fingers snapped her bra clasped and set her free. I tossed the bra over the couch just as I’d tossed her top.

      Regina had my dick so hard, it was cutting through the fabric of my sweats. She’d driven me to a whole new level of hot. I lifted my pelvic to raise our bodies so I could slide my sweats down.

      “Take these off,” I whispered as I tugged at my sweats that she wore. She backed away and stood before me to drop the pants. I used the time to pull mine down as far as my hips before I was dragging her back on top of me, not giving her time to glide her sexy black panties off.

      “Being normal people is not so bad, right?”

      Her question filtered into my ear as her lips raked the edge of my earlobe.

      “No,” I huffed out as my lips glided over the warm skin of her neck. My hand glided over her soft flesh, kneading, squeezing, and rubbing. It didn’t take but a moment for my palms to land right back on that luscious ass that I couldn’t stop myself from groping. Drawing her closer, I snuggled her tight, moist pussy against my dick, which was standing like a gladiator ready for anything.

      How in the hell could Regina have me this hot without being tied up and under my control? I didn’t know, but she was sexy as hell straddling my lap, about to ride my dick.

      “Fuck, Doc. You keep this up, and you’re going to make me fall for you.”

      I know my ass wasn’t thinking straight, letting that kind of shit slide from my head and crawl over my tongue.

      “What’s so wrong with that?” she whispered back, her lust-heavy voice hot in my ear.

      “Trust me, you don’t want that, Doc. I’m a possessive motherfucker. The shit at the restaurant was a warm up. I can already picture the damage and destruction I could bring to the world over you. Trust me, hell would be safer.”

      My words had her smiling as she rained kisses all over my face. She acted like I’d complimented her when it was supposed to be a warning.

      “I don’t mind it,” she shrugged. “I’ve never had someone want me like that.”

      I sucked her bottom lip between mine, loving the way her body filled my hands. “Bit of advice. Never give anyone that much control over you, Doc. Especially not me. Give me an inch, and I’ll take miles. All the fucking miles. Road miles, nautical miles, sky miles.”

      Hearing her giggle after her story filled me with a joy I’d never experienced. I’d been serious, despite making her laugh. Hell, I was already beating men in public places over her. The world wouldn’t be a safe place if she were to become my woman.

      My ass wasn’t stable enough to handle a relationship. I was like plutonium; expose me to the wrong elements, and there goes half the planet.

      When our lips unlocked and her gaze met mine, she noticed that I was serious, but she didn’t care. She laid those eyes on me with so much care in them that a pulse of emotions reached into my body and squeezed my heart so tight, I couldn’t take my next breath.

      On the verge of passing out from the overwhelming impact, Regina leaned in and placed her soft, lush lips atop mine. The kiss was light, but the depth of the emotion she’d put behind it wasn’t missed.

      The emotional side of this session needed to be blown to hell. Emotions were like sneaky little truth-inducing stimulants. They were much like alcohol when it took over your mind and led you to saying shit that should stay buried. Besides, I was ready to get this normal people fucking started already so I could get back to the business of dominance and obedience.

      “Regina, I need you on my dick right now!” I commanded, grinding my dick against her pussy, stirring her wetness. The lace of her soaked panties blocked my entrance. When she eased back, aiming to get up, I stopped her.

      “Condom,” she whispered.

      I took her chin in my hand to ensure her gaze met mine. My other hand was at her panties, slipping them to the side.

      “You trust me?”

      Her whole body fluttered when my finger slipped over her clit and spread her wetness.

      “Yes,” she whispered while nodding her head, her teeth buried in her bottom lip.

      With a firm grip on her and one around my dick, I aligned us. Her pussy was so hot for me that the heat from it warmed my dick head.

      Putting us out of our misery, I thrust my hips up and slid into her wet tightness. We moaned into each other’s mouths as she pushed the rest of the way down my dick.

      Jesus! She was so warm and wet; my toes were already curling into the floor.

      She allowed me to impale her for as far as my dick could go at this angle. I steadied her and shivered, loving the way her pussy squeezed me. Without a condom, her silky walls felt like they were laced with magic. Her slippery heat produced a thrill I’d never experienced, a buzz that I wanted to overdose on. There was no doubt about it; I was buried in one of the great marvels of the world.

      My fingers tightened around her sides when I was ready for her to move. It was time she showcased her riding skills. She started slow and unsure, rocking with ease like she was afraid she’d hurt me.

      “You’re not going to hurt me, use your hips,” I urged. “Don’t be afraid of the dick. Show me that you want it. Tell me how much you like it.”

      “Like this,” she asked as lust dripped from her voice like wax melting from a candle.

      “Yes. Shit. Just like that.” I cheered her on because she’d fucking listened. My body slid down a notch to spread my legs wider so I could open her and go deeper. I palmed her plump cheeks, giving her another small nudge of encouragement.

      “I’ve never had it this good. I love it,” she revealed. Her words poured into my ears between moans and over her gasps. I tasted her truth on the tip of my tongue, sensed it in the soft billowing flow of her body, and heard it in the delicate tone of each moan. Regina was all mine.

      I poured power into my upward thrust, burying myself so deep, the head licked her back wall.

      Only after I’d smacked her ass did I realize my mistake. Her pussy gripped my dick so hard it caused me to yell out, “Fuck, Regina!” Her muscles continued to squeeze my shit so tight, my back bowed as a growl became lodged in my throat. I gripped her arms, keeping her in place for a moment. I’d already broken the rules for her, but there was one I wouldn’t break. There was no way in hell I was coming before her.

      There was power in the name of her pussy, and she was clueless. How do you tell a woman she was the best you’d ever had without sounding like a pussy-whipped wimp?

      I hadn’t experienced a premature come situation since I was a loose-dick teenager, passing around dick like it was ten-cent candy.

      “I’m sorry,” she apologized, her face creased in concern when she noticed my tight grimace. The poor woman assumed she’d done something wrong. “I can go faster or harder if that’s what you want,” she offered.

      Her endearing tone let me know that she meant every word. All she wanted to do was please me, but she was doing so much more. She was linking me to her, and it would be a motherfucker to let her go when the time came.

      “You’re doing a great job. Keep going,” I complimented as I devoured her lush lips.

      She started her slow movement again. Her pussy slipped up and over and around my dick as our lips and tongues did as much slipping and sliding.

      When I assumed things couldn’t get any better, Regina worked her hips faster, throwing her pussy on me so good, I was about to bust a fucking lung I breathed so hard. I pried my lips apart from hers so I could breathe.

      Her arms wrapped around my neck as her fingers dug into the top of my scalp. The positioning had her tits bouncing against my face as she massaged my dick, grinding it into her wet tightness with a desperate need that set my lust on fire and turned my desire into an inferno. I relished every tantalizing thrust, stroke, and wave. Her pussy was so juicy, the wetness dripped over my balls, making me want to go deeper even when I knew I was out of room.

      “Ansel! Oh God!” she yelled, her hot breath winding into my ear. I didn’t understand half of what she said in Spanish, but her body language translated loud and clear. She wavered over the edge of madness, about to come. So did I. My back started to tingle first before the sensation bounced around in the pit of my stomach and hit my dick with a fierce spark.

      “Regina! Fuck! That’s it. Work that pussy on this dick!” I didn’t know how much longer I had in me. All I knew was it was seconds and not minutes. All that shit about being in control had gone clean out the window because Regina was controlling my dick with every movement of her body.

      Holding back had never been a problem, but Regina’s pussy had my dick in a fucking chokehold so good, that happy bastard was down there in heavenly bliss not listening to a damn thing my mind had to say. I took one of her hard-tipped nipples into my mouth and sucked hard. The dam that retained our desire had busted wide open.

      “Ansel! Ansel!” she repeated as I thrusted upwards as fast as I could, catching every twist, turn, and quake as she came hard, shaking as she gripped me tighter, holding me against her as she lost her mind.

      When I could take no more, I threw my head back and released a loud, throat-scratching roar as the power of my orgasm started to take control, tightening my balls, readying them for a powerful eruption. My dick hammered inside her, striking against her walls as my body quivered from blinding pleasure.

      A moment of clarity kicked me in the side of the head. I pushed Regina back as I yanked my dick out in the nick of time. I erupted so hard, hot cum shot up and over her stomach, over one of her tits, and up to her neck.

      If I’d come inside Regina, with all the cum shooting from my dick, they may as well have started turning heaters on in hell. There was no doubt about it; that much strong nut would have fertilized every egg inside her. We needed to put some birth control on short order if we kept fucking like this.

      We sat enjoying the aftermath of an incredible high, letting it fade naturally.

      My aim had been to be tough on Regina. I’d attempted to be. All my tough talk about being brutal wasn’t a lie because I was normally a fucking raving lunatic. Regina though…her quiet feistiness and my respect for her tempered the way I treated her.

      I cared enough about her not to push too far, or spank too hard, or choke too tight, or bite too deep. However, when it came to pounding her pussy, I couldn’t control my brutality. Besides, the freak in her could take it.

      My eyes followed her finger as she used it to paint her nipple with my cum. When she lifted the finger and eyed me as her hot pink tongue lapped up my cum, she set off another explosion of lust within me.

      There were no questions asked when I gripped her hand and led her towards my bedroom. I’d decided. When Aaron came to pick Regina up in a few days, she wasn’t going with him, period. If I needed to tie her sexy ass up and hold her hostage, so fucking be it, that’s what I’d do.

      I’d had a lot of sex in my time, had fucked and trained many subs, had fucked half of Florida and most of California, but none held a candle to Regina. She’d broken through and dragged me from my own controlling mentality and urged me to let the fuck go.

      No woman had ever connected with me like this. Our physical connection during sex was undeniable. Hell, we were putting a new spin on the definition of chemistry. We’d also connected on an emotional level during sex, which scared the ever-loving fuck out of me, but I took it because there was no getting around it.

      The mental connection and understanding we had for each other when we were levelheaded and not lust-drunk was another twist to our relationship that continued to amaze me. Regina was my own personal beast-slayer, and if I had my way, I wasn’t ever letting her go.
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      The last twenty-four hours had been a whirlwind of sex, bondage, dominance, and even hints of romance. My sore body was a testament to the obstacles Ansel had put me through, but I’d enjoyed every single moment of it.

      My head bobbed atop his heaving chest as I gazed up at him. This time with him was surreal, one of the best experiences of my life. I’d never had a man that desired me this way—in every way.

      “So… Sir, or Ansel,” I stated with a smirk. The lines between who we were from one moment to the next were a blur of confusion. The smile on his face amazed me.

      “What?” he asked, his stare becoming a curious glint.

      “It’s hard to believe that I can make you smile like that. It’s beautiful. Like a gift you’re giving back to me.”

      He lifted a brow but didn’t comment, staring at me in that way that he did that kicked up my anxiousness. Since my head was on his chest, there wasn’t much I could do to hide my gaze from his.

      I could never look into his eyes without squirming, so I stopped trying. I’m sure he’d figured out by now why his gaze made me so squirrelly. I’d fallen head over heels for the man. Not even the soft serenading voice of Sade in the background eased my tension.

      “Is there anything else on me that you like more than my butt?” I questioned, talking to ease my anxiousness and to hide the truth in my gaze.

      “Your eyes,” he answered without hesitation.

      My forehead wrinkled. I slid my forearm under my chin as I continued to stare up at him. “My eyes are brown. Plain and boring like millions of other brown eyes in the world.”

      He sat up, taking me up with him. He shook his head, and a stiff gaze surfaced like I’d offended his judgment.

      His warm hand cupped my face. “Sometimes, you don’t see yourself at all.”

      He slung his legs over the edge of the bed and stood. “Get up,” he ordered. I obeyed. Who was he right now, my Dom or my protector?

      He gripped my arms and positioned me in front of him. We stood in front of his full-length mirror, butt ass naked. I knew better than to comment on any imperfection on my body because he’d let me have it.

      He towered over me, pointing at the mirror. “Look into your eyes, Regina.”

      I looked.

      “Look how beautiful they are. They are not like anyone else’s brown eyes.”

      He must have noticed the doubt in my gaze.

      “Your brown eyes can tell a story in seconds. They are my most loyal and receptive supporters. They tell me everything I need to know and the secrets you try to hide from me. They are big, like large beautiful flowers emerging from living earth. They emit your sincerity and reflect your good spirit. When you smile, Regina, you make others smile too because it shines through your eyes. One smile, one radiant sparkle from your eyes, can give the sun a run for its money.”

      I beamed under his praise. His words lifted my emotions before folding them into the warmth of a thousand embraces.

      “Thank you,” I whispered because my voice had cracked into a thousand pieces and my heart had turned into mush. It took great effort to keep my emotions at bay and the burning behind my eyes under control. No one had ever expressed to me anything so inspiring. Those were the most beautiful words any man had spoken about me.

      Ansel wasn’t going to let me have doubts about any parts of myself, not even my eyes. My gaze was glued to his in the mirror. There was more depth to him than I could have imagined. If I weren’t already, this moment would have tipped the scales in the direction of letting myself fall.

      His voice and body delivered the Dom, his mind revealed the truth, and sometimes, if I searched hard enough, his eyes gave a glimpse into his heart. The ridiculous smile that spread across my face couldn’t be helped.

      Ansel had climbed so far into my heart and mind, there was no way I could not love him. There was no use in me denying his effect on me. The evidence had become clearer. The stupid smile I could never wipe off my face, my body’s reaction to his every action, and him tucked in every corner of my mind. I carried a willingness to please him in whatever way he wanted, but he appeared to be more concerned with satisfying me than allowing me to please him.

      He spun me around to face him. “Nothing about you is plain,” he stated as his creamy finger circled my dark nipple, making it pucker at the slightest touch. “No part of you is boring,” he continued as his fingers traced along the quivering flesh of my stomach until it reached the heat emanating down below. “If you are plain and boring like you think, why can’t I keep my hands off you?”

      His question was laced with a heavy dose of lust that turned up the heat in my body. How could I not fall for this man? How could I not want to make him happy? I knew without any doubt that he could have been tougher on me, yet, there was an underlying care behind his actions that let me know he didn’t want to hurt me.

      I was falling. No, scratch that, I’d fallen. The stars were swimming in my eyes. I was under Ansel’s spell, and I didn’t know how to break it. Did I even want to break it? The most pathetic part about the situation was, even if he never loved me back, I wasn’t going to allow myself to feel bad about my feelings for him.
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      Two days of the best sex of my life had my fucking mind twisted. Another woman hadn’t crossed my mind since Regina had walked her fine ass through my door. My subs had been calling, they may even have been stalking my ass, but I didn’t want to hear their voices. I damn sure didn’t want to see them.

      Regina and I hadn’t had any interruptions in the last forty-eight hours. My team hadn’t found any new leads, and no one else had shown up to present themselves as torture practice for us. For now, work took a backseat. When one of my managers called about me needing to take care of something, I told him, “I pay you enough to take care of it, so take care of it,” before I hung up on him.

      I could make money anytime. What I couldn’t do was find another Regina. Aside from killing whoever was searching for her, the time we had together had become my greatest priority. I was afraid of becoming obsessed with Regina. This wasn’t a good situation for someone with my type of mentality. It wasn’t going to end well.

      The hum of the elevator rising to my floor drew my lips into a tight smile. Aaron was on the way to pick up Regina. She’d expressed that she wasn’t going to leave me, but I sat with a nagging anxiousness looming over my shoulders, hoping she didn’t change her mind.

      Genuine fear plagued me, the first time I’d been afraid of losing someone. I’d hate to have to stalk Regina, snatch her up, and stash her in one of my secret hideaways.

      “Be gone, demon,” I voiced in a low tone to the son-of-a-bitch in my head that led me to do bad things.

      My ass was experiencing a lot of firsts with Regina. The first woman I’d enjoyed being around long-term. The first I’d chase if she left me. The first to know one of my darkest secrets. The first I’d by-passed fucking, to be intimate with. Me: intimate. Never saw that shit coming. We talked to each other. We fought to understand each other. I was starting to think we truly trusted each other.

      The ding sounded, signaling the arrival of the elevator. The doors slid apart and out walked the beard.

      Aaron had called several times, checking up on Regina. I ignored each of his calls and listened to the voicemails he’d leave cursing my ass out. I’d text him back, “Fuck off! We’re good.”

      “Hey,” he greeted in a dry tone as he glanced around my apartment, searching for Regina. I like that my cousin kept his promises, but as far as Regina was concerned, I wouldn’t mind if he broke this one.

      We gripped hands and pulled each other into a brotherly hug.

      “How’d it go? Any trouble?” he asked as his razor-sharp gaze zoomed in on my face.

      I shrugged before taking my seat and waited for Aaron to relax his killer face and sit his ass down too. I loved my cousin, really, I did, but there were times when Aaron appeared to have just committed a mass murder. And he had the nerve to wonder why people were always staring upside his head. I finally answered him.

      “A little trouble, but nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      I gave a short monologue about what had happened in the past few weeks. Although he sat and listened intently, Aaron’s facial expressions revealed a story of death and destruction at his hands. If someone hurt Regina, they would have two crazy ass Knox men to contend with as well as an army of bloodthirsty killers better known as the friends.

      “So, motherfuckers are still coming after her. Why didn’t you tell me when I tried to call your ass?”

      A smile spread across my face. I’d given Regina a phone with Aaron and Megan’s numbers in it, and she hadn’t bothered them once.

      The left corner of my lip pulled tight, preparing to answer his question. “Aaron, what the fuck do I look like? The help? It’s only a matter of time before we figure out who the fuck we’re dealing with, and I’ll do what I need to do. Handle the shit.”

      Aaron, side-eyed me. “Your crazy ass was probably praying someone came after her so you’d have someone to kill. Where is she? I hope you haven’t been in here doing that Dom and submissive shit to her.”

      He glanced around my quiet apartment before his hard gaze landed back on me.

      “You know, cousin, I can’t remember if I uncuffed her from my headboard.” I was only half-joking with Aaron. Regina had gotten familiar with the headboards in my playroom and bedroom. I’d made the most of the time we had left, just in case she decided to go. I’d taken her to the gun range once more. I’d also given her another self-defense class where she hadn’t defended anything except her pussy from my dick.

      Most of our time together over the last forty-eight hours had been spent with her tied up and me fucking her in every imaginable way I could think of.

      “Ansel!” Aaron called, getting my attention. “Where the fuck is Regina?”

      “I’m right here, August.” Her sweet voice rang out and kissed my eardrum. She strutted into the living room in a pair of my blue sweats and one of my white T-shirts. Her feet were bare, letting me know she wasn’t prepared to leave my ass.

      Aaron stood to greet her, giving her a once over as she stepped closer. He gave her a quick hug. What he did next had me sitting there eyeballing his ass so hard, there was no way he didn’t sense my gaze punching his ass in the back of his neck.

      That motherfucker stood his ass there and turned Regina all the way around, inspecting her. When he took her wrists and raised them, the scrapes from the handcuffs was on display. Aaron turned his head over his shoulder. The full force of his hard glare was cast down on me like two big ass blaring headlights had been flipped on bright.

      “I’m okay, August,” Regina confirmed, pulling his attention away from me. “Ansel’s been a perfect gentleman.”

      She had gone too damn far with the gentleman statement. Now, Aaron knew her ass was lying. My name and gentleman didn’t even sound right being in the same sentence.

      “Are you ready?” he asked after he released a frustrated sigh.

      “I’d like to stay with Ansel. He’s been taking good care of me.”

      A shit-eating grin broke out on my face after hearing that statement.

      “I bet he has,” Aaron mumbled under his breath as his gaze fell back on me. My grin remained, glad that Regina had decided not to leave.

      “What did you do to her?” Aaron questioned me. “I know fucking cuff marks when I see them. And I know for fuck sure that you don’t even know what a fucking gentleman is.”

      Aaron asked the wrong question. He should be asking what she’d done to me. Regina was the smoothest criminal I knew. She’d committed her robberies with caring ease and masterful subtlety.

      She’d been stealing bits and pieces of me since the day I’d met her. She wasn’t harsh or demanding but determined to gradually take enough of me that I’d not want her to give anything back.

      As for the cuff marks, I took more care in the way I bound her. Marks and bruises were a part of my world, but I wasn’t proud of the fact that I’d fucked up and let those cuffs bite into her wrist.

      She tapped Aaron’s arm to regain his attention. “I’m okay, August. I’d like to stay.”

      They glared at each other for a paused moment before Aaron nodded his head at her. “Okay, but call me if you want to leave, and I’ll come and get you. I told you I’d take care of you, and I meant that shit.”

      “I know, August, and I believe you. Ansel also said he’d take care of me, and he has been.”

      That’s my girl. Tell that big fucking woolly mammoth how good I’ve been taking care of you.

      She gave Aaron another quick hug before she glanced at me. Our gazes locked and didn’t break until she walked her sexy ass away and retreated back towards the hall that led to my bedroom. My gaze remained on her, but I could sense my cousin’s gaze upside my head.

      “What?” I asked, shrugging.

      His gaze raked accusingly over me before he shook a finger in my direction.

      “You gave me shit about Megan, and your ass is plum fucking gone. Regina is like the people-whisperer, but I don’t know how she pulled this shit off, especially with your crazy ass.”

      “What in the fuck are you talking about, Aaron? You took on a fucking cartel over Megan. Died and came back to life for her. Me and Doc, let’s just say, we understand each other.”

      Aaron shook his head at me, lips pinched and stretched like he pitied me or something. His headshaking and hard gaze remained on me for a paused moment before he retook his seat on the couch.

      “Yeah, you understand each other all right. Your fucking ass is gone, and you don’t even know it yet. Trust me, that’s one habit you can’t break. One addiction you can’t fight. One obstacle you can’t overcome. I can’t wait until you figure it out and it knocks you on your arrogant ass.”

      “Whatever,” I stated flatly. “If you’re finished with my intervention, let me fill you in on the motherfuckers we encountered that tried to take her. You were around her family and the crew that worked for them longer than anybody. Maybe you can see an angle we missed.”

      Aaron nodded, but the smirk on his face irked the shit out of me. That bearded bastard acted like he knew some shit I didn’t. I cared for Regina, so the fuck what? It didn’t mean I’d be marching my ass down to the justice of the peace to marry her.

      “How’s Megan?” I asked, wiping that fucking grin right off his face. All anyone needed to do was mention Megan, and his ass turned into a different person.

      “She’s good, has gotten back into her writing. She would have come today, but she’s a little tired.”

      “Um hmm,” I murmured as I folded my arms over my chest. Megan and Aaron appeared to be polar opposites, but they were each other’s air. They also fucked like rabbits on Red Bull. My cousin was one of the most vicious motherfuckers I knew. But, seeing the way he loved Megan led me to believe anything was possible.
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      I’d spent most of yesterday evening with Aaron and the crew. Me and the gang, including D remotely, caught him up on everything we’d gathered on the group that had attempted to snatch Regina.

      Aaron had come up empty, and even D hadn’t been able to pull any tricks from his digital magic hat to give us any new leads. I’d even sat Regina in front of the surveillance we’d gathered to see if she could clue something in. For now, sharp eyes and trigger fingers were our first-line of defense against an enemy we couldn’t yet identify.

      Lately, work had been getting my middle finger. I’d show up and not get shit done. My heart wasn’t in it.

      Like now, instead of going over boring ass accounting reports, my mind lingered on Regina. After I backed away from my desk and took out my phone, I pulled up the camera feeds. I needed to see her face to ensure she was okay. She sat in her second favorite spot near the pool, letting her feet drag through the water. For a moment all I could concentrate on was how fucking sexy she looked in that green bathing suit until my scanning eyes landed on her face.

      Usually, the pool and the view of the city enticed her to smile, but my face drew into a tight frown at the level of sadness her slumped body carried. I zoomed the camera in for a better view.

      Why are you so sad, Regina?

      The longer I stared at her, the more concerned I became. This was how she’d been when I’d first met her, stressed and sad-faced all the time. Now that I knew the reason behind her sadness, I sought to shelter her from it. The torture she’d suffered at the hands of her cousin haunted her. I certainly understood why.

      “What are you watching, boss?” came a voice that had my head snapping up from my phone.

      I’d been concentrating so hard on Regina that I’d let Franklin, one of my managers, sneak in on me.

      “This is grown folks’ shit, Franklin,” I informed, giving him a stern eye, even though the man was nearly a decade older than me. “Shouldn’t you be somewhere getting this place freak-fly for tonight?”

      “I just stepped in to say hello. We haven’t been seeing you much around here lately, and when we do, you stop in and jet out like the place is on fire.”

      I stood. “Well, call the fucking fire department. I gotta go.” I pointed at my laptop. “Check these accounting reports. There’s something I need to do.”

      Franklin jerked his head back like my request was shocking. His ass knew I was like an elephant when it came to remembering shit. Before he protested, I pointed out, “Don’t feed me shit about you not knowing how to do this either. You have a fucking business degree from Berkeley, and you did accounting for your wife’s father before you came here. Why in the hell you think you were hired in the first place?”

      “Okay, boss,” he relented with a deep smile. “I’ll get right on it and text you if something’s off.”

      I was already out of the door walking at a brisk pace. When I’d left this morning, Regina had been tired as hell. I’d ensured she would be. I’d also left her with a wide grin on her face. Now, it appeared she’d lost a kidney to a non-licensed doctor.

      She’d revealed that she’d been seeing images of her cousin again. Was it time I got her professional help? I’d studied the fuck out of psychology in an attempt to figure out my own fractured mind and had barely scratched the surface. If Regina and I were both legit crazy, it was a recipe for disaster. One of us needed to hold the key to sanity, and that someone damn sure wasn’t me.

      By the time I stepped into the apartment, Regina was stretched out on the couch, asleep. This wasn’t unusual since she didn’t sleep well throughout the night unless I got ahold of her. I sat on the arm of the couch and watched her sleep. There was a lot of shit I vowed I’d never do, but when it came to Regina, a lot of nevers had been going up in flames.

      My jacket and tie came off before I kicked off my shoes. I stopped at the notion of taking my pants off too. It would lead to us fucking, and I didn’t think fucking was what Regina needed. She needed to know that I had her back, even if it was just me being there with her.

      I eased down onto the couch, making her stir. A lazy groan escaped as she turned her body blindly with my help. She automatically knew what to do as her leg fell over mine and her hand slid across the top of my chest. My arm tightened around her back, drawing her in closer, allowing her warmth to cover me and her scent to invigorate my senses. The movements caused her to stir awake before she lifted her head. Her sleep-heavy gaze found mine.

      “Ansel?”

      “Yep, unless you’re expecting another good-looking, sexy as hell motherfucker. And if you did, his ass would be deader than a rusty doornail.”

      My reply had her giggling as she kept her gaze pinned on mine. This was the Regina I liked seeing. Most of her body was snuggled into mine with the rest of her pinned against the back of the couch. I relaxed my head against the arm of the couch.

      There was no use resisting the pull. The hand I’d placed under and around her back slid lower and rested on her ass. My other sat on the hip of the leg draped across mine. I didn’t acknowledge her staring at me even though our faces were inches apart. I already knew what she was thinking.

      “I thought you said there’d be no snuggling. This feels like snuggling to me,” she sang in a cute, teasing tone. The big smile on her face was all I’d needed to see, even if I broke every rule I’d established to make it happen.

      “Go back to sleep before I give you something to talk about,” I replied playfully.

      After a low giggle, she nestled her head into my chest and squeezed her arm around me a bit tighter. I lowered my head and rested my mouth to the top of her hair. My chest rose and fell in quick movements that I couldn’t control as my heart pounded under her cheek.

      An emotion I’d ignored since the moment I’d met Regina decided to surface. It was at this moment, with her, that I accepted that fighting it made it worse. I was arrogant, never wanting to admit to any type of defeat. But this, this thing between Regina and me, was slaying my ass whether I wanted to accept it or not.

      My lips found the top of her hair before a deep inhale lifted my chest. A light cherry-almond scent came from it. When mixed with her natural vanilla-cocoa aroma, the mixture was damn near irresistible.

      I slid my hand up her hip until I reached her chin and lifted. As soon as her gaze met mine, she inched her head up higher, and I inched mine down. Our lips met, and we kept them together for a paused moment, enjoying the connection. She danced her fingers over my cheek and lured my gaze back to hers when I eased our lips apart. I stifled a gasp when our eyes locked, and I swear, a strong force flew from her and knocked me in my chest.

      My lips crashed into hers and delved deeper into another kiss while wrestling with the overpowering sensation that rode me hard and wouldn’t let go. The kiss amplified the emotions swirling between us. The amount of passion from this simple kiss sent sharp jolts through my body and raised goosebumps on my arms before it settled into my bloodstream.

      This was some powerful shit that caused my entire body to catch a chill. I’m not going to lie, I was no punk, but the shit stirring between us scared the shit out of me. Enough that I stopped the kiss and pulled back. I knew Regina felt it too. My gaze found the telling details in the goosebumps that covered the bare skin of her arms. Her harsh breathing was fast and warm against my body as it swept over the material of my shirt.

      My lips met the top of her hair again when she snuggled back into my chest. My face remained buried in her hair as I fought to keep my mind from overloading.

      I was bad, damaged, fucked up in more ways than I could count. Did I deserve to have this connection with Regina? Did I deserve to experience this type of emotional purity? This was the type of blessing reserved for the good guys. The people that made the world a better place. Not for a demon like me. This couldn’t have been something meant for me. I was stealing—taking something that didn’t belong to me.

      There was no use in attempting to settle my mind. No matter how many times I sequenced the logical aspects of us in my head, it never added up. My ideas hovered until I felt myself drifting.
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      The sharp jerk of my neck registered, but the world I’d been lured into refused to release its suffocating grip and set me free.

      “Ansel wake up,”  her soothing voice sounded, reaching through the darkness to reconnect my mind to the light. “You’re safe here with me.”

      The light trace of delicate fingers stroked my stubbled jaw, and my eyes fluttered open. And what a beautiful view they opened to. Regina was laid out on top of me. The concern etched on her face indicated that she’d heard my dream-inspired ramblings.

      My dreams usually had me on edge, cagey like a feral animal, but Regina’s presence cast it away, easing my anxiety into a faint trace of mist. Her radiating warmth chased away the chill the dream had left in my body. The press of her weight on top of me felt natural like she was in her rightful place.

      The dark view outside sparkling with city lights indicated that we’d been out for at least a few hours. One of my hands was full of ass and pinned between her body and the couch. My other hand had worked its way under her top as it rested against the warm silkiness of her side.

      She ground her pussy against my hip, and I shook my head at her.

      “You don’t want that, Doc. My dick is always hungry for you, but I’m being considerate. You have a case of the sore pussy, and I want my little pussy queen as good as new so I can wreck her all over again.”

      She burst into a fit of laughter that enticed me to join her. The shit that fell out of my mouth was ridiculous, but I enjoyed the sound of Regina’s laughter.

      “How is she by the way?” I inquired, glancing down in that direction. “I’m going to need her to do whatever it is she does and snap back because, fuck,” I stated, fighting the heat that blazed between us. I reached down and gripped my dick that had started to jump up as soon as the word pussy was mentioned.

      “Sooo,” she inquired with suspicious eyes, dragging out the word. “Does this mean we have adopted the role of a couple now?”

      A glance down showed me how wrapped up in each other we were, and I sat up, taking her up with me. Her words had snapped me from this little fantasy we were in. We sure as shit had started to act like a couple.

      “No. You know I can’t go there with you, Regina. I don’t think I’m equipped to handle a normal relationship.”

      “Oh,” was all she said as I sat all the way up, threw my legs over the couch and let my feet hit the cold floor. She eased back but remained kneeling, her side pressed into my arm as her arm rested over my shoulder. I sensed her gaze on me, so I turned and glanced at her.

      “It’s not that I don’t want you, Regina. Don’t ever think that. But, I do want better for you than me. You’re a doctor. You’ve worked your ass off to earn that title. I’ve watched you over the short time we’ve been together. You study your ass off, and you haven’t even started applying for jobs yet. I know that you’d be the hardest worker, the kind that would pour your heart and soul into your work. I think you’d also do the same in a relationship.” I released a deep sigh. “I can’t give you that kind of dedication and care in return.”

      “I believe you can,” she stated matter-of-factly. There was a hint of opposition in her tone. She was set to challenge my ass. “You want to sex me and cuff me. You want me obedient and submissive, but you don’t want any of the baggage or work it might take to turn our relationship into a real one? God forbid that you actually admit to yourself that you care about me.”

      “I can’t go there with you, Regina. I wasn’t taught the principles of manhood. I learned the best way I could. The guidelines I follow are warped, twisted. All you’d have with me is a temporary relationship that would burn itself out before we even got started. I’m not capable of giving the kind of love you deserve. There are too many fucking demons in me. I’d end up being the devil that ruins your life.”

      “You can’t go there with me, Ansel, or you just don’t want to?”

      This damn woman here. She wasn’t listening to a damned thing I was saying.

      My nostrils flared with anger, and for the life of me, I couldn’t direct any of it at her. She bent down and kissed me, dragging her lips over mine with a light caress. I’d be damned if her kiss didn’t calm me right the fuck down. She kept her palm planted against my chin, ensuring I didn’t turn away.

      “You’ve protected me. You’ve provided me shelter, food, and everything I need. You’ve fought for me, killed for me. You keep me satisfied in a way that I’ve never experienced before. You support the fact that I’m a doctor where some men are intimidated by it. You handed me a credit card with virtually no limit and refused to let me give it back.”

      When she outed my actions like that, it did appear I’d been more generous than even I’d realized.

      “You appreciate my body, even though I have scars and am not a size two. Not only did you introduce me to layers of yourself, it feels like you’ve introduced me to myself. Even when it seems like you aren’t listening to a thing I rant about, you’ll say something that lets me know you were attentive the whole time.

      “You know how to make me open up in a way that’s allowed me to exercise some of the toxic thoughts that haunt me. What more is there for me to want or need? You’ve done for me more than some husbands are willing to do for their wives.”

      My hand lifted at her statement, and I turned my face away from her palm. “What I’m doing is a part of my job of protecting you, not what you’re making it out to be.”

      “I know. I know,” she uttered as I scooted away from her to the edge of the couch. “We are not a couple, Ansel. I’m just saying. You say you can’t give me what I deserve, but you’ve already given me so much more. And no matter what you say, it doesn’t all feel like it’s a part of you doing your job.”

      Her slight movement registered behind me. The low scrunch of the couch sounded, and the cushion dipped as she drew closer.

      “I don’t understand why we can’t be more than what we are. However, I have no choice but to respect your choice.”

      The sincerity in her tone stirred something within me that caused me to glance back at her. And I hadn’t missed the stress she’d placed on the word your.  She wasn’t hiding shit from me, and I don’t think she ever had. She’d fallen for me, and her gaze revealed the truth of her words.

      Sadness flashed in her eyes, making them appear too heavy for her to hold open. She wanted something that I wasn’t sure I could give her. Shit was getting too deep. Way deeper than I expected it to go with us. It was hitting nerves and stirring emotions. Exposing a connection that had been woven together by a force that neither of us had control over. When had we become these people? Why hadn’t I followed my own advice and stuck to the rules?
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      I expected Regina to get up after my reaction to her declarations. So, when her arms wrapped around me from behind, I froze. She buried her face in my neck, kneeling behind me, and I was fucking done for. A stunning force immobilized my body before Regina’s warm breath washed over the skin of my neck and caused a chill to ripple over me.

      “Ansel.” She let my name linger in the air before she placed her mouth to my ear. Her arms tightened around me. “I love you.”

      Suffocating tension grew thick enough to stifle my breath before my heart exploded. Three words. Eight letters. They were a combination of words and letters that had never been spoken to me in that delicate way. In that loving manner. In that meaningful tone. There was so much intense power behind those words that they’d reduced me into a mindless vessel powered by emotions.

      Every hair on my body stood up. Every nerve ending shorted out by an overabundance of energy. Every neuron in my brain sparked too fast. My heart dropped into my stomach, and a tornado was in there ripping it to shreds.

      “What…we…” My attempt to utter a response faltered because no words would form. Gasping, I choked on my own breaths. It took me a moment to realize that I was shaking as this beautiful woman’s love flowed into my body.

      As my body shook, uncontrolled, my mind followed, my heart fluttered, and my brain quaked. She’d unleashed too much, and I couldn’t handle it. I couldn’t handle the intensity and angst of such a deep connection.

      I had no idea words could do this to a person. However, words spoken by the right person could wield the power of an army because I’d been slain. The depth of those three words had cut so deep they immobilized me. Speech muted. Held captive. I couldn’t even gather myself enough to move away from her.

      No one had loved me like this. How could they? How could she? I wasn’t the man you loved. I wasn’t good for anything but the devil’s work: killing, sex, and salacious acts that others avoided.

      There was no need to glance into Regina’s eyes or search for certain telling indicators to know that those words had traveled straight from her heart. The power of them radiated through me and filled my body and mind to max capacity. One coherent thought surfaced. This can’t be real.

      “Shit. Regina. Fuck!” Fell from my lips in a harsh whisper. Not the thing you say to a woman that just admitted she loves you. My face was scrunched with confusion and nagging emotion. I couldn’t focus on anything because I was too busy keeping my thoughts contained. Regina’s grip grew tighter around me.

      “Don’t worry. I don’t expect you to say it back. I know you don’t love me back, Ansel. You may not be able to give me love, but you have given me everything else. I’m willing to accept the way it is…” her words trailed off.

      What was she saying?

      “Let me have this, Ansel. I’ve never had someone to love before. You don’t have to do anything in return. Just let me love you. Okay?”

      Her soft lips fell on the back of my neck, and my eyes slammed shut from the powerful impact. My ass was stuck. Half of me desired everything Regina offered, but the other half didn’t want to ruin her life. Did I have feelings for Regina? There’s no way in hell I couldn’t have them. Could I give her as much love as she poured into me? I doubted it.

      Regina spoke words that my heart sang in silence, but she’d crossed a bridge I wasn’t ready to cross. Her face nuzzled in my neck and shoulder and her arms remained wrapped around me. Her warm, soft body melded into my back.

      This woman.

      Her embrace was so warm and inviting she had me sinking into that overwhelming sensation. The embrace swallowed my body, warmed me to the core, and comforted me into a relaxed state. I floated atop happiness, glided along joy, and breathed in pure love.

      My eyes popped open, and I shook off the heavy wave of feelings she’d stirred. Her warm lips caressed my neck, and her soft pecks sounded before she buried her face against my skin, inhaling me deeply. Her arms adjusted around me, and my eyes closed at the sensation of her heart pounding against my back.

      “Regina,” I called lightly.

      “Yes,” she answered, her warm breath sliding over my skin. It felt good to have someone want me like this, but I couldn’t allow it.

      My hand tightened around her forearm, intending to separate her from me. “I’ll fucking kill anybody that touches you. You know that right?”

      She squeezed, and her low murmur sounded. “Um hum.”

      I believed she knew that this was the best I could offer her right now. I attempted to pull away, but she wouldn’t release the grip she had on me. I was about to make a dick move because Regina was scaring the fuck out of me.

      “Let go, Regina,” I stated, my tone low and unsure.

      I didn’t sound like myself. My words weren’t arrogant and sure. They were weak and filled with uncertainty. What had this woman reduced me to?

      The front of her body was glued to my back as she gripped me from behind. Her arms were around my neck like vise grips as she squeezed me so hard her nails dug into my shoulder. She nuzzled her nose in deeper, her warm breath heavenly against my skin.

      Regina knew I was uncomfortable. There was no way she didn’t sense it in the light tremble of my body. She kept my ass in place so that I could wallow in it. She wanted me to experience the love she had for me. She forced me to feel what I’d been denying. I’d lived my life surrounded by beasts of all manners, but Regina was the most vicious of them all. Her weapon of choice was one I couldn’t fight, didn’t know how to fight.

      She breathed me in on a deep inhale, unwilling to let go. I didn’t want her to let go, but I had no right to bask in this priceless gift and not be willing to reciprocate it. The connection we shared was magic. The raw emotion of it was the medicine that healed wounds, the answers that righted all wrongs, and the clues that solved every problem.

      When you felt this way about someone, there was nothing you wouldn’t do for them. There was nothing the two of you couldn’t work out. This connection was no doubt the only fingerprint shared by two humans. The idea that I, of all people, was getting to experience this incredible mystery was as amazing as it was disturbing.

      Regina had reduced me to a puddle in her arms as my body slumped and fell further into her hold, enthralled by her sensational magic. When I found the strength to reach up and tap her arm again, her grip loosened. She eased away from me in silence, the leather squeaking under her movement.

      I stood but was slow to walk away. My mind was split in two. I wanted her. Hell, I didn’t intend to let her go. But, I didn’t think I could give her what she was freely willing to give me.

      Without a glance back, I forced myself to walk away. The crinkling of the couch never registered, so I knew she hadn’t moved. She sat watching me walk away. With each step I took, her pull on me grew stronger, making my muscles fight to move me. When I was sure I was out of her view and turned onto my hallway, I slung my back against the wall.

      What in the fuck had I walked away from? Had I ruined the best thing to ever happen to me? Was I going to regret this moment for the rest of my life? Or had I saved a beautiful woman from a lifetime of pain?

      “Fuck!” I yelled as my forehead fell into my hands. There weren’t many challenges I’d walked away from, but this. Now, I understood why men started wars over women. I was falling for Regina as much as she’d admitted falling for me, but I couldn’t do that to her. I’d never gone there with anyone. I’d been truthful when I declared to her I’d hurt someone over her. Shit, we weren’t even in a relationship, and I could already picture my hands around someone’s throat if they eyed her too hard.

      “Nope, hell no,” I stated out loud while shaking my head. Regina didn’t need my kind of fucked up drama, and I doubted I could give her the kind of love she deserved.

      Ten minutes of me pacing up and down my bedroom, and my heart had finally returned to its normal beat. I gathered my clothes and headed for the shower, praying my mind would come up with a solution we could both abide.

      “Fuck, Regina! Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” I yelled at the top of my lungs as the hot water from the shower slapped hard against my skin. Her love continued to flow through me, the embers refusing to go out.

      My body shook from the emotions she’d set off, not knowing how to handle the unfamiliar currents. I raked my fingers through my wet hair, attempting to think past what was impossible to shake.

      I couldn’t give in to this. I was stronger than these fucking emotions. They were invisible and faceless. So, how the fuck had they reduced my ass to rubble?

      Regina understood me like no one else had, and she had so much love left in her to give. Me, I was afraid I didn’t have any left. Damn sure not enough to give her. About as selfish as an asshole could get, even as I fought against us forging a relationship, I couldn’t swallow the idea of letting her go. If there was one thing I knew with a great degree of certainty, I wanted Regina with me.

      I hopped out of the shower like the water had turned into flames, storming into my bedroom. Water dripped off my fast-moving body, dick swinging against the cooler air. My fingers swiped fast over the shiny black face of my phone as I called up my contact list and pressed the number I needed.

      “Yes,” came the voice of my saving grace. My fingers combed through my wet hair to keep water from falling into my face.

      “You got anything for me? I need something now!” I roared, not hiding the fact that I was about to have a fucking anxiety attack. My mind was all over the place, and I didn’t want or need Regina seeing me lose my shit. I needed to get my head right so I could think. I needed to go back and talk to Regina, but I had to clear my mind before I did that.

      “You sound stressed, Sir. I can go for some rough play right about now. Shock? Breath-play? You name it. I’m down. It’s been a while.”

      “You got anything or not?” I snapped.

      “Okay. Okay. Yes, I’ve got something for you. You got a pen?”

      When I stepped into the living room thirty minutes later and dressed, I found Regina rolled into a tight ball. Her heavy breaths indicated she’d fallen back to sleep. I eased down on the couch, careful not to wake her. I sat at her head, fingering her hair with the lightest stroke of my trembling hand.

      How could she find peace in sleep after the scene we’d just had? She looked so relaxed. A small smile rested on her lips as her shoulders moved in time with her breaths. How she could find happiness with the likes of me, I didn’t understand. How could she love me?

      I bent and placed a feather-light kiss on the side of her forehead before I slid my black leather gloves on. Anxiety kicked my ass so bad my fucking hands shook harder. Crazy thing was, a session with Regina could take it all away. However, she was also the reason I needed to put distance between us and pull myself back together.
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      The blaring sound of a horn pierced my ears and lured me from a restless sleep. My body reacted before I had a chance to piece together what the ear-splitting noise was. Up and on my feet, I staggered a bit to get my balance. The darkness outside indicated that morning hadn’t come yet, so it was sometime in the middle of the night.

      It was the fire alarm that was making the irritating blaring sound. A quick inspection didn’t reveal any visible smoke inside the apartment. It was Gigi’s off day, so the kitchen had been left untouched.

      My bare feet slapped against the floor as I ran to the large living room windows to see if there was smoke outside. A quick peek revealed that all was normal.

      An incoming called pulled my scanning gaze to my phone flashing atop the coffee table.

      “Ansel,” I answered. With the phone at my right ear, I placed my hand over my left to hear him better.

      “Regina, I don’t see smoke anywhere, but I need you to go up and grab the keys from your bedside table. JG is on his way up. Just in case this alarm was triggered on purpose, he will stay with you until I get there.”

      My feet smacked against the stairs as I ran to my room. The nervous frenzy that had been set off within me yelled as the fire alarm continued to scream.

      Although disoriented, Ansel’s calming voice eased a bit of my tension.

      “Are you coming soon, Ansel? I’m scared.”

      “I’m about thirty-minutes away, but I’m on the way,” he replied. “Regina,” he called into the phone.

      “Yes,” squeezed past my quivering lips.

      “Grab the keys and your gun too,” he instructed.

      “My gun? You think this is my family, don’t you?”

      “I don’t know, but I’d rather you be prepared if it is. I’ll see you soon, okay?”

      “Okay,” I replied as I swiped the keys and grabbed my gun box that sat next to each other inside my bedside drawer. I slipped my feet into my tennis shoes, not bothering to pull the backs over my heels. My shoes flapped against my feet with each quick step I took.

      As soon as I cleared the stairs and dashed through the living room, I scurried towards the elevator. JG stood between the open doors waiting, gun drawn as he glanced around the apartment.

      My phone vibrated in my hand, scaring the shit out of me as I clumped closer to JG.

      “Hello,” I answered, fighting to keep the quiver from my tone.

      “The sprinklers in the gym have been triggered, but there isn’t any smoke. Don’t stay in the building. You remember what I told you about using the keys and taking the black Mercedes?”

      “Yes,” I answered him. “You told me to use the car and to go to the address that’s in the GPS.”

      “I need you to be Gina right now. JG is going to take you to the safe house, and I’ll meet you there. Hand your phone and keys to him.”

      “Okay,” I replied as I handed the items over. Why was my heart so heavy all of a sudden? Why did I get the sense I was never going to see Ansel again? Ansel was the spark I’d needed to rejuvenate my life after my family had derailed it. Now, there was a possibility of me being snatched from him.

      Was my family doing this to draw me out so they could take me? Were they already here in the building coming for me? Were they going to finally kill me?

      My worst thoughts plagued me as the elevator lowered us. JG hadn’t uttered a word, but Ansel’s voice sounded, buzzing through the phone at his ear. When Ansel’s voice stopped, JG swiped my phone off and handed it back. I gripped it and my gun box like they contained the secrets of life.

      JG exited with his gun drawn and aimed into the dark garage. His actions reminded me that I also had a gun that Ansel had ensured I’d gained confidence with. He wanted me to be Gina, so I cracked the box open and wrapped my hands around the cold hard metal that I’d decided to call Winston. I didn’t have Winston aimed and at the ready like JG, but I believed I’d have a fighting chance if I were attacked.

      My feet moved with swift purpose as I jogged to keep up with JG’s quick steps. He opened the passenger side car door and waited until I climbed in before slamming the door behind me. He ran around the front, gun glued to his hand like it was a part of his arm.

      He hopped into the car and pushed it to a quick start. The high-powered engine roared to life, and the body trembled around us. The tires left a squeak echoing throughout the garage at JG’s quick take off. He didn’t have to tell me to strap in or stay low. August had revealed stories of the shootouts he and Megan had been in.

      I tossed my gun box over the seat and sat with Winston in my lap, hoping this was a fire scare and not a ploy for my family to get their hooks in me. My body didn’t begin to relax until JG and I had cleared most of the city traffic.

      The speeding swish of cars and the occasional horn sounding pierced the quiet darkness of the stretch of interstate we were driving along.

      “Regina,” JG called, in a low, calm tone. It was the kind of low and calm that let you know that something bad was about to be confirmed. A chill found its way up my spine during his pause.

      “Yes,” I answered, not ready to hear his words.

      “Climb into the back seat. Get behind me and strap yourself in. Stay low.”

      “What’s wrong?” I questioned as I climbed over the console and forced my body between the two front seats, falling into the back seat more than I climbed into it.

      “We’ve got company. They’ve been following us since we left the building.”

      I’d assumed JG was talking to me. When he continued, I understood he’d been speaking to someone on his phone. The speaker’s voice came across clear over the roar of the car engine and the wind whirling outside the closed windows.

      “Take the scenic route. We are going to try to get rid of your tails,” Marcus’ voice sounded.

      Since he was talking to Marcus, it meant that JG had back up. However, it also meant that we had more trouble than we anticipated. Now I was sure that the fire at Ansel’s apartment was an intentional rouse to draw me away from the building.

      My vibrating phone drew my attention. It was Ansel again. “Yes,” I answered. My voice shook with fear.

      “It’s going to be okay. I need you to believe that I will not let anything happen to you.”

      “Okay,” I choked out, not sure what he was preparing me for. Did he know something that I didn’t?

      “Regina—”

      My body lurched before Ansel could say his next word. My phone flew from my hands into the darkness and landed on the floor of the car. It took me a few lingering seconds to latch on to the fact that we’d been hit. The car swerved. A sharp jerk flung our bodies from side to side. The wheels screamed and fought the highway to remain steady and on the road as JG steered with rough yanks.

      The first few thumps registered, but it wasn’t until flecks of fire sparked off the glass next to my head that I understood we were being shot at.

      “This car is bulletproof. You’re safe in here, Regina. Ansel made sure of that. You’re pretty much riding in the car version of a tank.”

      Struck dumb by his words, I couldn’t render a reply. Leave it up to Ansel to have a tank on standby.

      “Regina, hold on!” JG yelled as the trembling tires rumbled under the car before losing their grip on the highway.

      My body lurched from left to right. The squeal of tires sounded as JG maneuvered the steering wheel to keep us steady. The force that we’d been hit with, coupled with our speed, meant the car couldn’t be controlled. My body went airborne for a few seconds, my inside shifting, before the deafening crinkle of metal colliding into metal filled my ears.

      The seatbelt came alive as it snatched at my body. Glass and pieces of debris peppered my skin as I used my arms to protect my face. A quick, sharp jerk caused me to lose my breath for a moment. When the car lifted from the ground a second time, my eyes remained open in fright long enough to see the view turn sideways. My body was slung back and forth and side to side, making the seatbelt dig in with a painful grip.

      The car may have been bulletproofed, but it didn’t mean it wasn’t unbreakable. Pieces of glass grazed my skin. Either all the windows had been busted out, or the car’s automatic windows had malfunctioned, leaving us susceptible to flying bullets.

      A sharp jerk whipped my neck to the left as I struggled against the momentum that flung me about. When something hard struck my head and blurred my vision, I was too weak to blink away the overpowering sensation of blacking out.

      Dirt, debris, and strong gusts of wind from the momentum of our rollover added itself to the crunchy sound of twisted metal that had screamed its deadly tune. The loud crunch blasted my ears as the car landed on its side and remained that way.

      My eyes tried to flutter open as I fought lightheadedness and attempted to lift my head. That was when I realized I was suspended sideways, fastened in place by the seatbelt. The car had flipped at least twice and had come to rest on its side, driver’s side down. Through my hazy view, a small portion of white peeked. The airbag had deployed in front of JG.

      “JG,” I called, my voice crawling over the pain controlling my body. My effort to reach for his shoulder was useless. I was stuck, and JG was nonresponsive in our sideways tomb. I was more frightened for his well-being than I was for my own because his face appeared to be buried in the white cloud of the airbag, and he wasn’t moving.

      The sound of multiple voices registered as I struggled to free myself from the seatbelt. The noise of cars zooming along the interstate entered my consciousness along with crying insects that called into the night. No one speeding along would hear me if I screamed. Did they even know that we’d been in an accident?

      The car rocked, and it wasn’t until I glanced up at the obscured view of a stranger that I understood why. The men that had been chasing us had caught us. The bright light that was shined down on me only showed me the dark profile of a face.

      The man made several attempts to reach into the car from the top side window. My hands clawed in his direction in an attempt to keep him away from me. My sideways positioning had my symmetry and depth perception thrown off. Winston had been flung about the car and was what I believed had been the hard object that struck me upside the head during the rollover.

      The seatbelt aided my captor; its tight and persistent hold made me a sitting duck. I fought to unsnap the unyielding seatbelt, as well as the persistent man each time he reached into the car. The top half of his body was leaned in through the window above.

      I’d been so distracted by the man at the back-side top of the car, I hadn’t been paying attention to the one that had sneaked in through the front passenger side window. My view had been obstructed due to a portion of the car being smashed, but the man had managed to slither his way in.

      A filthy rag was shoved at my face, my neck twisting with quick jerks to avoid the strong chemicals it had been soaked in. When the rag made contact with my face, the man’s tightened grip cupped my nose and mouth. My eyes grew heavy, my lids fluttering, fighting to stay open. My arms became filled with lead, no longer able to fight off my attacker.

      The world around me started to fade and shrink. The tight embrace of hope had loosened, and my body was being yanked from her caring caress. My eyes fluttered, and my vision narrowed into a pinprick of light until there was nothing left but black silence.
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      An epic fucking failure.

      The banner hung around my neck like a big flashing neon sign. I’d left Regina at a time when she needed me. I’d left her alone long enough for someone to execute a plan to take her.

      When I strolled into my apartment, Rob was there with the building manager and two firefighters. I expected the scent of smoke in the air, but Regina’s scent lingered.

      “Mr. Knox, I apologize for this mishap. The sprinklers in your gym were triggered, but there isn’t a fire. We think it may be a malfunction. I assure you, Sir, we are going to do everything in our power to find out how this happened.”

      Without rendering a reply, I walked away from the men. When I stepped into my gym, the floor was a small lake of water.  I scanned the room from top to bottom, but nothing appeared out of place.

      “Mr. Knox, we have a team on the way to clean this up. We will replace your equipment if any of it is damaged.”

      Again, I didn’t answer. I swiped and pressed the number I needed and lifted my phone to my ear.

      “Ansel,” the voiced sounded in my ear.

      “D, I got a big fucking problem.”

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      D and I had gotten to know each other relatively well, so he was aware that if I called in a problem, shit was serious.

      I stepped away from the building manager and firemen as they remained in the gym talking about what they thought had happened to the sprinkler system.

      “D, someone triggered the fucking sprinkler in my home gym. I think they did it to get Regina out of the building. JG is taking her to the safe house. Marcus and Scott are trailing them. Is there any way you can get eyes and clues as to who did this?”

      Before I could finish my question, D’s fingers striking keys, registered. “I’ll see what I can do. Call you back.” Click.

      The men talked in the background as I headed for the elevator. Rob sent me a quick head’s up as I acknowledged him with one of my own. They would take weeks to give me an answer D could provide in hours. I wasn’t sticking around for them to ease my mind over a wet room when Regina was out there being targeted by a fucking predator. One who’d been crafty enough to lure her out into the open.

      For a second time, I placed my phone to my ear. “Yes,” came my cousin’s groggy voice.

      “Aaron, Regina’s been lured from my apartment. JG is taking her to the safe house.”

      “What? Why the fuck aren’t you with her?” Aaron questioned. The sound of him running around getting dressed registered in my ear. He and Megan had just returned from their trip the day prior.

      “Aaron, what’s wrong?” Megan’s question sounded in the background.

      “Something’s going down with Regina,” he told her before the unmistakable sound of a gun being charged registered in my ear.

      “I want to come with you, Aaron,” came Megan’s pleading voice.

      “Megan, please, baby. Stay here for me, and I promise if we can use your kind of help I’ll call you, okay?”

      If he meant her help on how to torture someone, he may as well bring her. Megan had an innocent face, but there was enough horrific shit swimming around in her head that she could scare the devil. It was why I believed I got along with her so well.

      “Ansel,” Aaron’s voice came back loud in my ear. “Why the fuck is JG taking Regina to the safe house? Where the fuck are you? It’s after one in the fucking morning.”

      “I was out,” I stated, knowing my cousin knew what ‘out’ at that hour meant.

      “You put your fucking obsession with killing before the woman you were supposed to be protecting? Fuck, Ansel! I left Regina with you because I knew if anybody could keep her safe it would be you. Regina is smart and strong and caring, and I clung to the hope that maybe she might have been able to help you too.”

      The silence that followed left his words echoing inside my head.

      “I’m on my fucking way,” Aaron announced before he hung up in my face.

      I couldn’t even be mad at Aaron. I already felt like a sack of week-old shit for not being with Regina. Having my cousin angry with me for fucking up had me feeling lower than a yellow belly weasel. My fucking jaw ticked so hard, I was grinding the enamel off my teeth. If something happened to Regina because I couldn’t control my shit, I don’t know what the fuck I would do.

      I swiped her number. “Regina,” I called into my phone.

      “Yes,” she answered, fear lacing her voice.

      “It’s going to be okay. I need you to believe that I will not let anything happen to you.”

      “Okay,” she replied. Her shaky tone was followed by the unmistakable squeal of tires that sent my nerves jumping up like juiced up jumper cables.

      “Regina,” I called as a loud impact exploded in my ear. “Regina! Regina!”
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      The gas pedal of my black Audi touched the floor. The stars had aligned tonight and kept the local cops from spotting me because I’d broken every traffic law made. I glimpsed the aftermath of two near-miss accidents that I’d almost caused. My side mirrors showed that I’d avoided as many more.

      I swiped and dialed D. With D, shit that took days or weeks was reduced to hours—like catching a plane versus driving.

      “Ansel?” he answered.

      “D, can you track my Mercedes? I’m texting you the VIN number. JG and Regina might be compromised. I can’t get either of them on the phone and Marcus and Scott aren’t answering either.”

      I couldn’t track the car the legal way since it was under one of my aliases.

      “Give me a second,” D’s voice sounded. I could picture his fingers weaving magic into the keyboard or computer in front of him.

      As I waited for D, I continued driving towards the safehouse in case JG and Regina were already there.

      “Ansel, they are on the John-James expressway, near mile marker 128,” D confirmed.

      “Fuck!” I roared as I slammed my foot on the brake, making the car scream as a cloud of white smoke flew from beneath it and littered the atmosphere.

      Going way too fast, I yanked the steering wheel, spinning the car in the opposite direction. The car protested my demands by squealing, jerking, and wobbling along the highway. The angry roar of the engine sounded, but I was more determined than the ton of twisted metal. D’s information confirmed that eight miles of distance separated me from Regina.

      “D, are they moving?”

      “No,” he confirmed, and I didn’t miss the hint of concern in his word. “You need me there, Ansel? I’m close. In Vegas. A quick plane ride, and I’ll be there in a few hours or less.”

      “Yes. I think DG6 is back on the prowl and if they put a fucking hand on Regina…” Unable to finish the sentence, my hard breaths filled the cab of my car. “If you can swing it, come,” I stated to D before hanging up.

      This was going to be a long fucking night. It was also the longest eight miles of my life as I sped past one-twenty. The swish of slower cars blew past my view in a blur. When I came to a screeching stop at mile marker 128, I didn’t see anything amiss.

      Two tall and isolated telephone poles affixed with dim lights illuminated the area with scarce lighting. Not even the moon’s ominous glow, as it peeked through billowing clouds, helped break the darkness apart.

      Smoke floated into the darkness, catching my eye, billowing against the dark landscape on the other side of the interstate. The lights on the poles hummed with electricity and seemed to allude to some ominous shit going down.

      Pop! Pop! Pop!

      The unmistakable sound of gunfire pulled my attention across the freeway. I squinted against the darkness. Was that a dark car turned on its side? I prayed it wasn’t JG and Regina. My eyes adjusted and made out three vehicles parked near the overturned car.  I jumped from my car, leaving it running on the side of the median.

      I hopped the cement barricade that separated the interstate and sprinted across three lanes of traffic, nearly getting clipped by a white Toyota that honked and kept going.

      More shots rang out, and I acknowledged that I was in the middle of a gunfight. If shots were being exchanged it meant that Scott, Marcus, and JG were taking out whoever had come after Regina. I prayed my crew recognized me sneaking into their active firefight.

      Upon further inspection, both sides appeared too busy shooting at each other to notice me. My heart dropped when the view of the car turned on its side became clearer. It was my black Mercedes. The realization stabbed me in the heart. The knife twisted as her name fell over my lips.

      “Regina.” I prayed she hadn’t been hurt. “What have I fucking done?”

      More gunfire revealed that the concentration of it came from the area nearest the Mercedes. When I was about to step towards the flipped car, I lifted my gun ready to pull the trigger at the figure that ran towards me.

      “It’s Scott man, don’t shoot,” he called out, running hunched in a zigzag pattern towards me. He bent, breathing hard. “Marcus is out there getting some sniper bonding time with Tina. He’s lighting their asses up as I try to make it to the Mercedes. I believed JG is hurt. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be able to keep us back. There were at least ten, and we’ve taken out three so far.”

      Considering Scott’s words, I weighed my options. Seven of them left against, me, Scott, and Marcus. It would be lucky sevens tonight because nothing was stopping me from getting to that car.

      “They are trying to keep us from getting to the Mercedes,” Scott’s faint words sounded and confirmed my thoughts.

      An explosion of fury overwhelmed me before I stepped away from Scott with him yelling for me to hold up. I put my faith in Marcus and Tina to keep a bullet out of me. There was no way I was waiting. Regina could have been in that car bleeding to death.

      The swish of hot lead as it whizzed past my head should have stopped me, but I kept charging onward. The first shadow that filled my view, I aimed and let off rounds until the unmistaken cry of the wounded sounded. The first vehicle I came across had been damaged on the passenger side and abandoned.

      A bullet struck the front fender, encouraging me to duck. It also reminded me that I was a target. With no bulletproof protection on, all that kept me alive was willpower and Marcus out there in the darkness with Tina, my sniper rifle.

      The driver side door of the SUV had been left open, so I climbed in. I waited with bated breath for the sign I needed. When the muzzle flash of multiple weapons sparked against the darkness, a demented smile passed over my lips. I didn’t want single flashes. I wanted the area where there was a crowd.

      After I cranked up the SUV, I threw it into drive, and slammed my foot down on the accelerator. I roared towards the dark area I’d programmed for attack. When I was close enough, I flipped on the lights, ensuring I blinded whoever was unlucky enough to be in my way.

      My actions caused bullets to pepper the SUV as they thumped loud against the metal. I ducked and kept moving as part of the front windshield exploded, sending glass raining over me.

      The jarring impact of the SUV slamming into something hard send me into the steering wheel. The squeal of a dying man was music to my ears, letting me know that at least one of them had been too slow to move. Random bullets continued to pelt the truck, but it didn’t stop me from exiting. The Mercedes was about a hundred feet away.

      As I retreated away from the SUV I’d used as a battering ram, I turned, aimed, and fired two rounds in the gas tank. It was sluggish to blow, so I sent two more hot slugs into the tank. The loud boom that followed the shots shoved my body, the force of the impact strong enough to make me stumble as it blew my short hair sideways.

      The shit didn’t blow up neat and contained like it did in the movies. Pieces of metal and fire flew through the air as the deafening sound and force caused my ears to pop. The heat from the flames lit up the sky. The shrill yells of two distinct voices sounded, praying in Spanish as the fire extinguished what little life they had left in them.

      The unmistakable sound of sirens in the distance alerted that we were running out of time. The SUV I’d blown up would lead the authorities to us quicker. Tina sounded right before another series of loud moans, indicating that Marcus had taken down another one.

      The eerie silence that followed had goosebumps rising on my skin. On instinct, I turned and fired, sending hot lead into head and heart. The man flew back into the darkness from the impact of the bullets. It didn’t matter that I didn’t see but a shadow of his face. As a part of the crew attempting to take Regina, he had been marked for death.

      My feet beat up the ground as I ran towards the Mercedes, not caring about my life, but hoping and praying that Regina was alive. I didn’t care if I got there with half my head intact. I was determined to get Regina out of that car. My trek towards the car wasn’t met with any gunfire, which indicated all of them were dead or injured.

      The telephone poles were spread wide on this stretch of highway, but the nearest few gave me enough illumination to see JG inside the vehicle. I didn’t see Regina in the front of the car, but it didn’t mean that she wasn’t inside. JG had likely done what I would have done, which was put her in the back seat behind him.

      Since the vehicle was turned on its side, driver’s side down, I couldn’t pull JG out. The squeal of the sirens grew louder, causing me to cast a glance in the direction of the sound. Faint traces flashed blue, no more than three or four minutes away.

      I climbed on top of the overturned car and peered into the busted passenger side window. The movement of JG’s chest brought a spark of relief.

      “Regina!” I yelled, glancing around the darkness and making myself an easy target as I remained on top of the flipped car, searching the back.

      “Regina!” I called a second time as I jumped from the car. My heart thundered, threatening to explode. Overwhelming fear pummeled me, refusing to ease its devastating blows. I ran into the darkness in every direction, unwilling to accept what my mind yelled.

      Regina was gone. These men were a decoy. They were holding Marcus and Scott back while the person or persons that took Regina made a clean getaway.

      “JG!” Scott yelled behind me as he climbed onto and peered into the sideways turned car as I had. He jumped from the car and stood beside me. “We gotta go, Ansel. JG is still breathing but appears to be in bad shape. The medics will get him to the hospital. We’ll get him out later if we have to.”

      I heard Scott, but at the same time, I didn’t.

      Dread and helplessness kicked my ass with lead boots. I had one friend seriously injured that we’d have to leave. Two more that had been trading fire with motherfuckers who’d led them into an ambush. And the worse news, the news that snatched my heart out…someone had gotten away with Regina. I’d let someone get their hands on her when I was supposed to be the one protecting her. She could be someplace right now being tortured, and that shit was on me.

      “Ansel, man, we gotta go!” Scott yelled as he gripped and shook my arm. “There are too many fucking bodies out here. We go and regroup so we can track down Regina.”

      Scott’s words jarred me from my trance. I didn’t care if I had to set the fucking city on fire. I would find Regina, and I didn’t care who I needed to go through to get her back.
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      An hour later, we’d all gathered inside my apartment. Aaron, Scott, Marcus, and Rob were with me, discussing the best way to track down Regina.

      I’d gotten into the CCTV feed to see if I could spot anything that would lead to Regina, but I’d come up empty. I knew the basics, but I didn’t have D’s level of technical expertise. Aaron hadn’t spoken a word, other than sharing his suggestions on how to get Regina back. I was the one that had fucked up, but I knew he’d already taken the blame.

      When D stepped off the elevator and into my living room a half-hour later, I started to breathe again. He had a black carrying case slung across his shoulder and a leather briefcase dangling from his hand. He had the power to pool all our clues together and give us a lead on where Regina had been taken.

      We greeted each other and gathered around my large dining room table. We waited as D set up, hoping he could give us the edge we needed to find Regina. I sat at the table, my mind a freeway of random ideas. My face dropped into my palms as the voices of the men around me faded.

      I’d assumed life would kick me in the ass when I was on my deathbed. That I’d lie there writhing in pain, remembering all the horrible shit I’d done. That I’d be tortured to death. Or that I’d experience all the pain and hurt I’d cause throughout my life. These were fates that I’d willingly accept compared to the hell that had been dumped on me this night.

      Knowing that Regina was out there with someone we hadn’t yet identified was fucking me up. Helplessness kicked my ass. Any number of fucked up things could have been happening to her. The burn of uncertainty had spread to all my senses. I saw flames, I smelled smoke. Heat licked my skin, I tasted ash, and I heard the chimes of hell.

      Failure taunted me, and guilt was taking a jackhammer to my mind. I’d chosen to leave Regina at a time when she’d poured her heart out to me. The woman had handed me the most precious thing she owned, and I’d left her.

      “I love you.”

      The ghost of her delicate voice faded once more as it reminded me of what I’d turned my back on. The whisper of her soft kiss lingered on my lips, her touch alive on my skin. I needed to suffer for the mess I’d allowed to happen. I’d run away from the most valuable thing in my life to chase a quick fix I believed I’d needed. Aaron warned me that I’d get knocked on my ass when I figured things out, and he was right.

      Just when I was about to aim at something and start letting off rounds to calm my anger and rage, D called out, “I’ve got something here.”

      My hand fell from my forehead before my gaze shot across the table at him.

      “The CCTV images are dark, but I’ve brightened one enough to see one of the SUVs fleeing the scene before the shootout. The last images of the plate, which I ran, were taken on Crossover Boulevard, about fifteen miles from here, just outside the city limits.”

      A spark of hope stirred within me at D’s update. I focused on his fingers as they worked like a blur over the keys before my gaze lifted to his face. His eyes rose, sensing my gaze on him. His fingers continued to dance over the keys as we stared at each other.

      “Regina has a tracker on her,” I blurted. “I’ve attempted several times to see if I could pick it up, but I couldn’t get anything. They may have used a jamming device to disrupt the frequency.”

      My finger pointed in D’s direction. “If I give you the serial number, do you think you can pick it up or turn it back on, even if it was jammed?”

      D’s fingers stopped, ceasing the incessant pecking of keys as he glanced at me. I sensed every eye in the room on me now. Scott glanced up from my laptop that sat in front of him. Rob, who was standing over D’s shoulder picked up his head and glared at me. Marcus shoved his phone in his back pocket. I think he’d hung up on someone. Aaron, who sat at the end of the table, glanced up from his phone.

      A thick silence filled the room and allowed the sound of the clock ticking on the wall behind me to come alive.

      “If you have a serial number and it emits any kind of signal, I’ll find it,” came D’s sure-sounding answer.

      Aaron’s face was scrunched in confusion. “Unless you were anticipating her being taken or have trackers on all her clothes, how the hell did you get a tracker on Regina? How do you know they didn’t find it on her and throw it away?”

      Those were two questions I didn’t want to answer. Ignoring my cousin, I took up the pen and pad that D slid my way and wrote the serial number down. I also wrote the frequency at which the tracker transmitted. When I pushed the pad back across the table, D’s questioning glance was almost as pronounced as Aaron’s.

      “Wait, you know the shit by heart?” he asked. I didn’t answer D’s question either. Instead, I stood and started pacing as five sets of eyes followed my movement. A bit of my tension eased when D’s fingers started up again.

      “If I can track down any part of the signal on the device before it stopped transmitting, I can send it a digital jump-start that could possibly turn it back on. Then, I could triangulate the signal. If this works, it could lead us straight to Regina and a location, provided they haven’t found it on her and tossed it already.”

      D’s words tamed the beastly roar of the monster stirring inside me.

      “They are not going to find it on her,” I informed D with certainty in my tone. Sound was once again sucked from the room as silence, and inquiring minds wanted to know what would spew from my twisted brain next.

      Aaron stood. “Why are you so sure that they are not going to find a tracker on her? We’ve dealt with these motherfuckers before. They aren’t untrained thugs off the streets that don’t know what they’re doing.”

      Aaron knew me better than anyone else. He and I glared at each other for a paused moment, his eyes widening the moment he’d connected the dots.

      “They are not going to find the tracker on her because she doesn’t even know she has a tracker on her, does she?” Aaron didn’t give me a chance to answer.

      “Tell me, you didn’t put the fucking tracker inside her,” he barked.

      D, Rob, Marcus, and Scott stared between us, not saying a word. The tension in the room was so thick it appeared they were holding their breaths.

      “Tell me you didn’t implant a tracker in her body?” Aaron questioned, side-eyeing me.

      One nod went in my cousin’s direction before I turned away from him and met the awed gazes of the others staring across the table at me.

      “You put a tracker inside your woman? Daaamn!” came Scott’s comment.

      “Brings a whole new meaning to the word keeping your woman in check,” Marcus’ statement followed.

      “You all can say what the fuck you want. I don’t give enough fuck to care. If my crazy ass logic helps us to find Regina, what’s the fucking problem?”

      Silence followed my question. I wasn’t sorry for what I’d done. I would do it again. Besides, we needed to find Regina before some fucked up shit happened to her. If it already hadn’t.

      D sat at the table with his lips balled up as he typed away at the keyboard. At any moment, it appeared he’d explode in laughter. Rob was concentrating extra hard on something on the screen of my computer that he was using. Marcus had already turned his back and pretended to be staring at the picture on the wall as his shoulders bounced up and down. Aaron’s unblinking gaze was aimed at my face. Scott straight up started laughing, not giving a damn about my pinched expression and coiled body.

      The men already believed I was one swerve from flying clean off the rails. This stunt likely tipped the scales for them.

      They laughed. Aaron and I didn’t.

      “How long?” came Aaron’s question. “How long have you had the woman branded like she’s some fucking cattle?”

      “Two weeks,” I stated, eyeing him with the same level of intensity he flashed at me. I should have been ashamed. I wasn’t. I should have felt bad about what I’d done. I didn’t. I’d already decided that I was going to stalk Regina if she left me, so I’d decided to save myself the trouble of having to hunt her down. I didn’t intend to follow in Aaron’s footsteps by trekking across the country to find Megan.

      D snapped a finger to get our attention. He resumed typing on the second laptop he’d set up in front of him.

      “JG’s been stabilized, but he’s in serious condition. He’s in intensive care. He was shot in the chest. Bullet missed his heart but collapsed a lung. He’s cited as a suspect, which means he’ll be cuffed to the bed the entire time he’s recovering.”

      We’d been in this situation before when Rob had been shot and captured. Due to the number of bodies we’d left behind, he’d also been cuffed to the bed as he recovered. Thanks to our friends in law enforcement, he’d been uncuffed and upgraded to a nicer hospital room.

      The news of JG being okay eased a lot of the stiffness we carried. D turned his attention to the second computer.

      “Hey, guys, I think I’ve got a signal.”

      All eyes fell on D as our bodies moved closer to him from all areas of the room.

      “It’s a rather unorthodox way to keep track of someone, but with that tracker device in her, we should be able to find Regina relatively fast. The good news is the location is less than five miles away from the last sighting of the license plate.”

      This was the best news I’d heard all night.

      “Where did you put the tracker?” Marcus inquired, not hiding his grin. The conversation had turned back to my craziness. I didn’t answer Marcus.

      The nagging idea of Regina leaving me wouldn’t stop, so desperate times had called for desperate measures. Before we’d even crossed the line and let feelings get involved, I knew that I’d wanted to keep her. I knew that I’d have a hard time letting her go.

      My gaze roved over the men in the room. They could call me crazy, a stalker, obsessed, I didn’t care. All I knew was that I wanted Regina and was willing to do just about anything to keep her. Now that she’d been taken, it reinforced my need for her.

      Regina gave me a taste of something I’d never had before. I didn’t care if I had to blow up hell and set fire to the high waters, I’d get Regina back.

      She’d forced her fears aside, delved past my exterior, and fought to understand me. She’d encouraged me to allow more emotions to sink in instead of tossing them aside to embrace rage and anger. She forced me to experience a deeper connection even as I fought against it.

      She gave me the one thing I’d never gotten from any woman, the one thing I never even believed I deserved.

      Love.
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      My eyes popped open, and they fell back closed as fast as I’d opened them. My groggy mind minced my thoughts as my woozy body wavered from whatever chemical they’d drugged me with.

      I’d seen another vision, a nagging hallucination I’d been praying not to see anymore. A vision was the only way to explain who stood before me, filling my view.

      “Did you miss me, princess?” came a voice dripping with enough poison that my skin crawled. “Did you really think you could get rid of me that easily?”

      The sound of that voice took my breath away. I reached up and gripped my chest to keep my heart from exploding. My mouth fell open, but all I could force out was a few choked utterances that didn’t make sense. Was I mentally ill? Had my life been so traumatic over the years that I’d suffered a complete mental break?

      My eyes blinked in rapid snapshots before I squeezed them together tighter and reopened them to ensure I wasn’t imagining things. Nothing I did took the vision away. As sure as I drew breath, the devil stood in front of me.

      “How are you…a…a…?” I managed, breathless, awed, confused.

      “Alive?” he finished the question I attempted to ask. “Let’s just say, there’s a guardian angel watching my back.”

      Evil laughter filled the space, and my skin didn’t just crawl, it melted off my bones and left me a skinless vessel of wracked nerves.

      “Bet you thought you’d never see me again.”

      One evil finger shook at me as he stepped closer. “You believed that new boyfriend of yours would keep you safe? I’ll give him some credit. He did a good job, but I knew patience was the key to us reuniting again.”

      His taunting words were evil reminders of our history of violence and shame. He’d promised that he’d kill me if I ran from him again. I’d not just run from him, I’d sat by and let Ansel and August Knox plot his murder.

      My gaze panned my surroundings as the strong scent of chemicals invaded my nostrils. Inside a small break room, four cheap wooden tables sat next to a collection of rickety chairs pooled together near two refrigerators, offset by a single sink with a dripping faucet. Another table sat alone in a corner under a dirty microwave. The doors of the two white wall cabinets that hung over the sink were crooked on their hinges.

      I’d been shoved into the open empty space near the far wall. Praying for mercy was useless because the monster that stood before me would never give it.

      Ansel was my only hope of getting out of this situation alive. He was one of the smartest men I knew, and if anybody could find me, it would be him.

      However, locating me would be a difficult task. I didn’t have the instincts of an ex-military ranger but searching for me with no viable leads was the same as looking for a needle in a haystack. I didn’t even know where I’d been taken. Hope and faith kept my mind from imploding as fear placed me in a chokehold.

      The training that Ansel had started giving me, surfaced. I wasn’t good enough to fight a man, but when the time came, maybe I could find a way to make this monster kill me faster. It was the only way to keep him from getting what he wanted and to avoid the pain and suffering I knew he intended to inflict on me.

      My fingers swiped my tired eyes once more, praying that this was a vivid dream and not my current reality.

      “What’s wrong? Still think you’re seeing a ghost?”

      “So…So…Sorio?” My voice crawled over my tongue and cracked into pieces as soon as his name passed my dry lips. If Sorio was alive and standing before me, who in the hell had August killed in Ansel’s garage?
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      The monster taunted me with cruel words, his body standing proud and sure before me. Surprisingly, his words didn’t have the same effect that they’d always had on me. The words were spoken, they sank in, but my body didn’t flutter with fear like it always had in Sorio’s presence.

      My mind attempted to piece together an explanation as to how he was alive, combing my brain for clues. I’d seen who I believed was him, dead on Ansel’s garage floor nearly a month ago.

      My gaze scanned the area he’d taken me to. Outside the break room area we were in, there wasn’t much else but the cement wall of the hallway I’d been dragged down by one of his men. When the drug had started to wear off, I’d continued to feign sleep in an attempt to figure out where I was. It was unfortunate that I had already been inside this place when my vision started to return.

      However, I recalled us traveling down some steps, so we were likely in a basement since I hadn’t spotted any windows. My family loved their secret underground hideaways. This one stunk of mildew and chemicals. Stale and recycled air surrounded me, same as it always had in the cellar they’d stuck me in in Texas. I’d caught a glimpse of the machines they used to make their drugs, so this had to have been one of their meth labs.

      “Look at me when I’m talking to you, you fucking black cunt!”

      His loud, sharp words were familiar. But like his presence, they didn’t have the same impact anymore. He’d always called me black, like the Mexican part of me had been a horrible mistake. Did my color offend him? He was Mexican too, so he wasn’t much lighter than I was. However, I understood that some people developed color complexes. They associated lighter skin with superiority. I also remembered my father telling me that not many of his family liked the fact that he’d chosen to marry my African-American mother over the woman they’d intended for him to marry.

      A sharp standing kick landed in my side and rattled my teeth as a painful jolt radiated through the rest of my midsection and sent my back slamming into the wall behind me. Folded in pain, I gripped my side and struggled to suck in oxygen.

      “I said look at me, bitch!”

      Through my anguish, I fought the weariness in my body and lifted my head. I glanced up into my cousin’s face, but images of me standing over his burning corpse filled my brain. Where did that come from? Why was I not afraid anymore? Why was I so carelessly ignoring him, knowing he’d get angrier?

      Smack! My neck snapped hard to the left as the sting of his backhand ravaged my skin and set fire to the right side of my face. The force of the impact sent me sideways, and with nothing to break my fall, my hands reached down to cushion the impact.

      The hard slap of my hands against the floor sent pain shooting up my arms that mingled with the stinging burn on my cheek. My head throbbed from the pulsing pain. One, two, three drops of blood from my busted lip dripped to the floor as I struggled to lift my head. A few shakes of my head took some of the ringing out of my damaged ear as I forced myself to overcome the pain. It didn’t work, but I endured it.

      Sorio had put me through so much pain over the years that I was sure that I could endure more than I should have been able to. His black shadow on the floor moved closer before the heat of his body revealed him standing over me. He placed rough fingers under my chin and jerked my face up. For a second, it appeared, surprise flickered across his evil gaze. If so, it was due to my lack of tears or fear.

      I refused to give Sorio the satisfaction. The satisfaction he’d enjoy in seeing me crumble before him. The satisfaction he took in making me beg for his mercy. I didn’t care what he did, and I refused to give him what he wanted. He’d taken enough from me already.

      “I see that new boyfriend has been teaching you how to be a woman. Let’s see how much of a woman you will be when I get through with you. When I take that tight pussy again.” His threatening words hissed out like poisonous gas was being released into the air.

      “Sid, George, Pablo, Alvero, come in here!” he demanded in a roaring voice that sounded over the hum of machines and the shuffle of feet.

      “I’ve got a special treat for you this morning,” he informed as the four men entered the area. The men gathered around me, circling like a pack of hungry wolves that hadn’t eaten in weeks.

      “She’s a pretty one, boss,” one of the men stated as his dirty fingers stroked my hair. I jerked my head away from his hand that smelled strongly of the chemicals he’d been mixing.

      “I’ve never had one this brown. They say the juice is sweeter from the darker berries,” another commented as he grinned down at me. My roving gaze landed on his hand as it tightened around the bulge in his pants. Their actions suggested that they’d done this with Sorio before.

      Another traced my left breast with his finger, causing me to recoil in disgust as his tongue sliced over his lips.

      “Don’t touch me,” I protested. When I slapped his hand away, a boisterous laugh escaped him. Fear hammered through my body but thinking of Ansel and how he’d urged me to be strong helped me to control it.

      Sorio stood before me, the grin on his face wide and smug as he enjoyed his dominating position. His men pawed at me from every direction. Smacking their hands away and yelling for them to stop was useless. However, my cries of protest refused to be silenced, and my instinct to defend myself had surfaced with an abiding strength I’d never felt before.

      “I like this long hair,” one announced before pulling my hair, making me yelp in pain.

      “Calm down, boys, I get the first taste,” Sorio announced through the sinister smirk as his evil gaze remained locked on mine.

      Even as my cousin threatened me with the one thing that had broken me the most, I refused to give him the satisfaction he craved. He liked me scared and helpless, but I wasn’t the same Regina anymore. Was I scared? Shitless. Was I afraid? Deathly. Was I going to let Sorio see it? Hell, no!

      The time I’d spent around the Knox men and witnessing how fiercely they fought for family inspired me to be more like them. Ansel would come for me. He’d promised that he would, and I believed him. Even if he didn’t find me before my cousin unleashed the hell he’d planned, the idea of Ansel coming for me was enough to keep me strong.

      Even if Sorio and his men raped me a thousand times, I’d endure the punishment to deny him what he wanted most.

      He reached down and jerked my arm with a brutal grip before he yanked me to my feet. “What the fuck is wrong with you? Don’t you hear me talking to you?”

      He shook me, tossing my body around to snap me into the reality he wanted me in. The laughter of the men surrounding me sparked my anger and heightened my resolve to tap into every bit of strength I owned.

      When I didn’t answer Sorio, he ripped my shirt open, exposing my bra. He taunted, but I no longer paid attention to his abusive words or angry shouts. Instead, the sound of Ansel’s voice rang loud in my head.

      “I need you to be Gina. That badass bitch that’s not afraid to look a man in the eyes and take his fucking life.”

      My cousin’s face was pinched with genuine confusion when his gaze met mine. He no longer saw the woman he’d broken, and I no longer saw a devil. I glanced into the face of a man who preyed on the weak by imposing his will. I’d found what I’d never allowed myself to see before. Sorio was nothing but a man who hid behind our family name and did horrible things to people in the name of Dominquez.

      “How are you alive?” I uttered. The question surprised him as much as it surprised me when it fell from my mouth.

      He released my arm, and I rubbed it to dull the pain that his bruising grip left behind. There was no doubt he’d use the moment as his opportunity to taunt me.

      “You are supposed to be smart, Doctor.”

      The way he punctuated the word doctor, let me know that he hated the fact that I’d earned the title. I had something to be proud of, and all he had was our family name.

      “With your medical education and degrees, I can’t believe you hadn’t figured the shit out.” He paced in front of me as I kept my back to the wall. His hand rested behind his back like a professor about to school a student. His chest poked out high as a sinister grin lingered on his lips. The men stood a few paces back, awaiting the order from their master when it was time to attack.

      “Figured what out?” I inquired. If I could keep Sorio talking, maybe it would give Ansel time to pinpoint my location. I clung fiercely to the hope that Ansel would find me. He may not love me, but I knew he cared about me a heck of a lot more than he admitted to me.

      “The Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde routine?” Sorio stated while wiggling his eyebrows. “You never wondered why one moment, I’d sit and try to have a civil dinner or lunch with you, and the next I was beating the shit out of you? Or the times when I’d try to clean you up after I’d beaten the fuck out of you?”

      I’d assumed he was crazy as hell, not that it meant something. So what? He was crazier than I assumed. What difference did it make? Crazy was crazy.

      “It wasn’t me, cousin. All those times I was being nice to you. It wasn’t me.”

      Who the hell was it? Your equally psychotic twin?

      His smile widened like he’d heard my question.

      “The nice one was my brother and your cousin, Mateo. He was a killer too, just not as thorough and vicious as me. He killed when he had to. I kill because I love to. He was the one that talked me into letting you have those weeks off. And what a fucking mistake that turned out to be.”

      “You had a twin?” The words tumbled over my lips. A few questioning murmurs came from the men behind me, hinting that they hadn’t known Sorio’s secret either.

      “Yes, genius, and an airtight alibi for every fucking crime I ever committed.”

      Lumps of fear tumbled down my constricted throat, the news jarring me. August had killed the one person that had likely kept Sorio from killing me or making my life a worse hell than it already had been.

      “My mother had us at home. A midwife delivered us. After we were born, my father seized the opportunity. He killed the midwife and threatened to kill my mother if she breathed a word to anyone that she’d given birth to twins. My father started training Mateo and me as soon as we hit double digits. I had the mind for murder, Mateo didn’t so much. He became the decoy, the alibi, the key ingredient needed to commit the perfect crimes. I became my father’s secret little assassin. When my mother threatened to spill the secret…”

      Sorio didn’t have to finish the sentence. His eyebrows rose, and his eyes glinted with a murderous gaze that confirmed his suggestion. It was official. My family was a den of monsters. Parents who would eat their young and kids that murdered their parents if they became a problem.

      “How do you think your father ended up dead?”

      A strangled gasp escaped as I attempted to mute my hollowed cries. My lips started to tremble, but it wasn’t fear I stifled. Anger was the emotion that coursed through me. I’d had a sick sense that our family had killed my father. Now, I was face-to-face with his killer and the man who’d turned my life into a living nightmare.

      “Uncle Emilio and his nice little tucked away side-life with his perfect wife and daughter. You really think your mother died in a car accident?”

      “Nooo,” came my low murmur of protest, hoping that denying what he said would make it false. I’d had seven short years with my mother, not enough time to build lasting memories of her.

      “Nope, my father killed your mother and not because he didn’t like her. My father wanted to fuck her, and that black bitch turned him down like she had a choice. I lost my father because of you black bitches. After my father killed your mother, he went into hiding for years and ended up in the slums of Texas because Uncle Emilio had put a price on his head. Over that bitch. My father ended up getting killed by the little black foster bitch he was raising. After the family had given up the quest, I sought to avenge my father’s death. I started with Uncle Emilio. His murder was some of my best work.”

      Sorio stood over me, gloating. He blamed my mother and me for his father’s death. His thinking was an erratic, disjointed mess. He was psychotic and willing to kill anyone he deemed responsible for his unhappiness.

      “You abide by the rules of this family, or you die by them,” he declared shaking a finger in my face as he quoted some misguided family principle. “Realigning DG6 was one of my biggest plans. I’d intended to do what your boyfriend and his band of fucking brothers did. It would have taken me longer my way, but thanks to your boyfriend and friends, they took out the top six for me. No one, not even the Social Security Administration knows I had a twin, so guess who took over the reins of the Dominquez Cartel?”  He tapped at his chest. “I run DG6 now!”

      His revelation hung in the air while my brain spasmed in my head. Sorio was running my already evil cartel family, which meant that hell was getting spilled on earth. The men snickered behind me, but I knew my cousin well enough to know he’d kill them for the information he’d divulged. He’d killed for less, and they were too dumb to realize he’d already revealed he’d killed his own mother to protect his secret.

      “I know your boyfriend and his friends have connections, so I haven’t shown my face for obvious reasons. Although I could have gone on and lived happily ever after running the empire, there was this one thing I couldn’t let go of. One thing that nagged at me so hard, I fucking couldn’t let it get away from me. One thing that kept niggling in my mind to the point that I needed to do something about it.”

      The evil glare that usually sent a shiver through me appeared. Sorio had risked his cover to come after me. A smile spread across his face, revealing his evil intent.

      “I’m not going to kill you, cousin. That would be too easy. But, I’m going to make you pray for death every day.” He said this as he slid his tongue across his lips and rubbed his hands together in delight. I stared into the face of blinding evil, a disturbed man that shouldn’t have been around normal humans.

      Sorio’s twisted obsession with me knew no bounds.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            48

          

          

      

    

    







            Ansel

          

        

      

    

    
      “Five miles,” came D’s voice in my earpiece. We’d left the congestion of the city about ten miles back. The dark stretch of highway we’d turned along led us into an area I’d never ventured into before.

      It was a smaller outlying area on the outskirts of the city. The view outside my window provided no comfort, only bitter darkness. A still darkness cast in shadows that had me thinking the worst.

      When Aaron had been fighting for Megan, I’d assumed I’d understood what he’d been going through. I believed I’d been sympathetic to his feelings. However, it was only now that I understood the fight, the passion, and the motivation that drove him.

      When the life of someone you cared about hung on the brink, you’d do the unthinkable to save them. I’d do anything and was ready to kill any and everybody if they stood in the way of my getting Regina back.

      I rode shotgun as Aaron drove with Rob in the backseat. Marcus, Scott, and D led the way in one of the two Chevy Tahoe’s we’d borrowed from the parking garage of the Rembert hotel.

      The mood I was in, the tone I’d taken, none of the men spoke a word to me unless it was necessary. They knew me well enough to know I’d reached the point that talking was the last thing I wanted to do.

      We hadn’t positively identified who’d taken Regina but based on the men we’d encountered at the crash site, they were likely associated with DG6. Heavily accented and speaking Spanish, they were similar to the crews we’d encountered that had been deployed to track down Megan.

      The Dominquez family was known for being bad people, but I had no intention of letting any of them live if they hurt Regina.

      My eyes focused on our dark surroundings as Aaron slowed the vehicle when the guys slowed ahead of us.

      “Three minutes out,” D’s voice sounded. The area we’d arrived in was a large business district. The streets were aligned with hotels and large office complexes. I’d expected Regina would have been taken to a desolate area surrounded by trees. If Regina was here, was her captor arrogant enough to think he’d gotten away?

      “You thinking what I’m thinking?” Aaron asked as his head turned in my direction.

      “Yes. They are either setting us up, or they believe they are in the clear.”

      The sound of sliding metal filled my ears as I twisted the silencer on my weapon. The click, clack, and clink of weapons being readied sang into my earpiece. Since we were in an area that had lurking eyes, this mission would have to be a silent one.

      The darkness swam over the lights on the telephone poles, making them cast a dim, eerie glow. The moon peeked, the stars stared, and the atmosphere buzzed with the anticipation of our impending mission.

      When the vehicles slowed to a crawl, my neck swiveled. We had driven to the end of the street where a train track separated us from a cozy neighborhood beyond it. An interstate overpass crossed the tracks and provided enough noise to help drown out whatever havoc we were about to cause.

      “The abandoned restaurant,” D’s voice pointed out. Thick trees and shrubs separated the restaurant from the hotels and offices. The place appeared to have been shut down for years. The tall weeds in the empty parking lot were noticeable from the highway. A chain held up by lopsided poles prevented vehicles from turning into the empty lot.

      There weren’t any visible cars in the parking lot, nor was there any visible light inside the building that indicated it was occupied. It was one of those large all-you-can-eat buffet style restaurants. The building stood alone in the middle of the lot, a large L-shaped whitewood finish that nature had taken its toll on.

      We moved past the restaurant and headed over the tracks to find a place to park. We turned onto the first side street and parked along the side of the road like the locals had, facing the exit. No one uttered a word as we prepared to go to war.

      Three guns, two knives, and five extra clips of ammo were what I’d strapped to various parts of my body. Without seeing any of them, I knew that the rest of the crew was as heavily armed. We didn’t exit the vehicles at the same time. Scott and Marcus exited the lead vehicle first. A few minutes later, D exited the lead vehicle, and Rob exited our vehicle before they joined and faded into the darkness as a team.

      The last thing a nosey neighbor needed to see was a gang dressed all in black tactical gear that appeared ready to take on the Taliban. They’d have had the cops on our asses in a heartbeat.

      I sensed Aaron’s gaze on me as we waited in the dark vehicle. A lazy breeze through our cracked windows broke the silence. The leather seat groaned beneath him and called my attention before my gaze landed on the dark profile of his fist. My fist bumped his, and we kept them together.

      “They die,” Aaron stated.

      “Or we die,” I finished. Those words caused a faint smile to trace my lips. They meant everything. They meant my cousin had my back no matter what. That we were going to rescue Regina or blow up every room in hell until we got her back.

      Aaron and I exited the SUV. In stealth mode, our background was harmonizing insects, the distant booms of the train’s boxcars being connected, and the overpass traffic roaring above us. Over the tracks, in a patch of shrubs, the rest of our crew waited. Their dark clothes and silence left them blended into the night.

      The concrete foundation of a building that once stood on the patch of land we converged on was scarcely visible due to overgrowth. The solitary light on the pole next to the slab of concrete provided sparse lighting for the area. Near the restaurant we targeted, a telephone pole stood against the darkness without light. Nine times out of ten, the light had been conveniently shut off.

      Its white color gave it visibility, but most of the building was cast in darkness. No sound or obvious signs of life came from that direction. I wanted to question D’s tracking skills but knew first-hand that he was one of the best at what he did.

      “Regina’s tracker signal is strong. I’m also picking up multiple heat signatures,” came D’s low tone. Now, we were getting somewhere. “I sent you all the blueprints of this building,” he announced. How the hell he’d gotten blueprints of an abandoned restaurant was beyond me.

      “I see two strong heat signatures, but there appears to be more that are dim as fuck like they’re half dead,” D stated, not talking to anyone in particular. I inched closer to D, rustling the tall grass as I moved.

      D’s face was so close to the lit face of his phone, he may as well have been kissing it. I glared at it, taking in the dim heat signatures. I pointed at a few more spots on the screen.

      “What’s that? I asked D as my gaze remained on what may or may not have been more dim figures.

      “I don’t know,” D answered, squinting at the screen as he batted away an insect that lingered near his face.

      “This is more than likely DG6. If so, that could well be people underground,” I stated as the blurs of faded orange light on D’s screen danced before my eyes like floating ghost. My statement drew us all tighter around D.

      “It sure the fuck could be,” D stated as he glanced around the group. “I hope you strapped on extra ammo. If what we see are men, there are at least twelve of them in that building.”

      I didn’t care how many were down there. There would only be one left alive—Regina.
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      I took north, Aaron south, Rob east, and D west. Marcus had Tina and was posted up outside the front, ready to lay down sniper fire as Scott remained our eyes in the back of the building.

      “Check your feeds,” D’s voice announced. “The dim heat signatures have brightened. I can confirm fifteen now.”

      The elongated scratchy sound of the window I’d pried open sounded as I snapped my neck in either direction before allowing my body to cross the threshold. The place was drenched in darkness, making the night goggles a necessity. The strongest heat signatures we’d spotted belonged to two half-wits who were asleep on duty.

      Tap! Tap!

      The two muffled taps from my weapon sent dark matter splattering against the floor. One fell from his chair and landed on the floor, and the other’s head fell back against the rickety wooden chair he sat in. His eyes were aimed at the ceiling as the contents of his head made drip-drop sounds against the floor.

      Fifteen. Fourteen.

      The count was on. I needed to reach my number one. If I didn’t, the world would feel the wrath of my disappointment.

      “Lupe, Noah, radio check, over,” came a voice, in Spanish, through the radio the two dead men shared.

      Aaron, D, and Rob coming into view was confirmation that each area had been cleared. We didn’t speak as we waited for the friends to show up and reveal to us how to get into the lower half of the building.

      Like luring a rat to cheese, the creaking of wood shifting under someone’s weight sounded and sent us into the shadows. Dust particles swirled at my face and swam up my nose with each breath I took. The darkness blanketed me, adding to the dark storm that swirled in my head.

      The unmistakable sound of a door squeaking open drew my gaze to the area behind the bar and likely the way into the basement. Regina was here, and it wasn’t the fact that D was tracking her device. I sensed her presence as faint traces of her scent caused my nostrils to flare.

      When two shadows crept out from behind the bar, we didn’t have to speak a word to each other as they stepped into the opening, surrounded by us on each side.

      “Lupe, Noah, where the fuck are you? Why…”

      The talker’s words stopped when he stepped close enough to view the dark and bloody figures of his friends. They drew their weapons, but they were already dead men.

      “I got them,” I announced, knowing my team could hear me. At the sound of my voice, the new arrivals turned in my direction. One keyed his radio to call for backup. I wanted him to.

      “Alert! Alert! Alert! We got…”

      Tap! Tap!

      My silenced weapon spoke.

      Thirteen. Twelve.

      Without night vision, they were sitting ducks that I didn’t waste time picking off. One was slung against the wall as his head exploded and sent dark liquid against the faded and peeling wall, giving it a splash of life. The other’s body flew over the chair of the one lying dead there, toppling it.

      If the radio call hadn’t gotten their attention below, the stumbling sound of bodies dropping would.

      “We’ve got movement below,” D spoke in a low tone.

      “I’m going down,” I announced, already heading towards the bar. I didn’t care if they were coming up or not. I didn’t intend to stop killing people until I saw Regina, my number one.

      “I’m going with you,” Aaron and D announced simultaneously like they were operating on the same frequency.

      “I guess that leaves me here with the dead,” Rob stated, sounding disappointed that he’d miss out on more action.

      “All clear out here, guys,” came Marcus’ voice followed by Scott’s, assuring us that backup hadn’t shown up.

      It appeared that these assholes believed they’d gotten away scot-free.

      After a minute of us searching, we found the door that dropped down into the basement area of the building.

      Aaron and I pointed weapons into the darkness below as D slung the thick metal door open. A gust of cold air flew from the darkness and washed over us. My night goggles adjusted to the thicker darkness that enveloped a steep set of stairs that descended into nothingness. A chilling gust of wind flew past us, alerting us that there was movement somewhere in the darkness. The sound of approaching footsteps didn’t stop me from stepping down.

      The approaching man triggered a motion-light that lit the stairwell. The sudden light blinded me before I slung my goggles off my face, but not before I sent hot slugs towards the man’s head and heart.

      Eleven.

      It hadn’t occurred right away that Aaron had sent slugs of his own into the unlucky bastard. We paused all movement, listening for more to approach. When no sound met us, we proceeded down.

      The stairs led to a sharp right turn into a dim, cement entryway that presented two huge metal doors.

      “It’s operated by key-card,” D announced. “I’ll see if I can find one on the stiff you two pumped full of holes.”

      Aaron and I waited at the door, guns at the ready as D turned and searched the man for the access card that would get us through the doors. We had no idea what waited for us on the other side of those doors, but we were ready to face it. This place was heavily secured and guarded. Were we at one of DG6’s safe houses?

      D returned with his weapon ready and aimed in one hand as he waved the card in front of the doors with the other. One of the doors popped open about a foot wide, making light spill into the dim space we stood in. The strong odor of chemicals greeted us, seeping through the crack.

      The sound of machinery being operated threw me off. What in the hell was this place?

      I eased the door open with the toe of my boot and stepped through. Aaron followed, aiming in the opposite direction as me. D let us move a good distance in before he approached the door.

      There were industrial-sized mixing instruments. Glass and rubber tubing ran like veins around the area. Boxes of supplies were stacked floor to ceiling. My attention was drawn to the large barrels of volatile chemicals and propane tanks that lined the walls and hinted that this was one of DG6’s dope making facilities.

      “Who the fuck are you?” came a voice, followed by an eruption of hot slugs. We dived for cover as more voices sounded and more bullets chased us. I knew enough about drug labs to know that shooting inside one could kill us all.

      I’d taken cover behind the engine area of a large metal device. Aaron dived behind a wall of thick wooden crates that I was willing to bet was a stack of their finished product. D dived back out of the door into the hall. Quick glances and the fact that bullets were flying from at least three different directions let me know that there were at least three men in this area.

      Although it was only minutes, we traded fire for what seemed like an hour. I didn’t have time to play shootout when someone could have been hurting or getting away with Regina again.

      My desperate eyes searched for any advantage I could get over these assholes. When my gaze fell on the big green oxygen canister a few feet away from one of the assholes shooting at us, I took aim and fired at it.

      One clean shot was all it took. The loud explosion rocked the building around us and sent the man’s body parts in about five different directions.

      Ten.

      A few areas flickered with fire, but the smoke the explosion left behind aided me in seeking out the others. The silent tap of a weapon on the other side of the room let me know that Aaron had killed another.

      Nine.

      The thump of Nine’s body hitting the floor sounded as I chased the fleeting footsteps of the other guy.

      I didn’t notice the set up until it was too late. A hard and heavy object came down over my head, disorienting me. The object collided with my hand next, and my gun clinked to the floor. A foot came at me, but I stopped it from striking the side of my head. Although my vision was blurred from the hit on my head, it didn’t stop me from fighting back.

      I blocked a superman-punch and sent my knuckles into the man’s chin. He shook off my hit and came back with more kicks. I could have gone hand to hand with this dick all night, but I had more important shit to do. I left my face open to his fist on purpose, hoping he’d make the mistake of falling into my deadly clutches.

      As his hard fist knocked my head back with a sharp punch, I allowed him to believe he had the upper hand. His fatal mistake was rearing back to come at me with another punch. In my hunched position, I rushed him, colliding into him hard enough to send us against the wall.

      After a straining battle for dominance, I maneuvered my body around his so that I could take his back. Once I had his back, his ass was as good as gone. With my right arm around his neck like a vise, I gripped my left arm to force his head down to cut off his air supply.

      Within seconds his body went limp in my arms, but I didn’t want him all the way out. He groaned and attempted to break away from me as I lowered him onto the floor, sitting him in front of me.

      My lips dipped to his ear, and I whispered to him, “You’re lucky I’m in a rush, motherfucker,” right before the loud snap of his neck vibrated against my arms. I tossed his body aside. His wide eyes peered at me as his head sat unnaturally facing the back of his body.

      Eight.

      Another double tap sounded in my ear—either Aaron or D taking out another.

      Seven.

      If D’s count had been right, there should have been five of them left plus Regina. I continued to move down the hall as I talked. “D, how many heat signatures are you picking up?”

      “Six and you are the closest to them,” he informed.

      “Wait for me, Ansel,” came Aaron’s voice. He knew good and well that if it were Megan down here, his ass wouldn’t wait for me.

      Peeling wooden tables came into view as I approached an area surrounded by cement walls that had started to crack and crumble. The sound of her voice invigorated my body with a searing passion that settled into my bones and eased my mind before it came to rest in my chest.

      “You can rape and kill me, but you are going to die much worse than me,” came Regina’s voice. As quickly as her voice had calmed me, the words she’d spoken had flipped me into a state of controlled madness.

      I proceeded with caution, easing ahead in silence. When I turned into the open entryway of the break room, and my gaze landed on him, my breath hitched, and my face drew into a tight frown of confusion.
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      “What the fuck?” Came my voiceless question. Sorio? What was up with motherfuckers coming back from the dead?

      Sorio stood behind Regina, along with four others who’d gathered in the break room, two on either side of them. The men had their weapons drawn and aimed at my head.

      I couldn’t care less about the weapons aimed at me, but the one aimed at Regina’s head by a man that my cousin had killed nearly a month ago was another story. That slimy bastard either had a twin or had hired a look-alike decoy.

      The threats of imminent death didn’t stop me from aiming my gun at Sorio’s head. If not for the fact that he had his hand around Regina’s neck with the firm press of his gun to the side of her head, he’d already be dead.

      Sound eluded my ears as I counted the seconds. Each second gave me an opportunity to access the group’s every move. Two of the men had too much finger on the trigger. Their first shots would probably miss me. One hadn’t even chambered a round. One looked too scared to even pull the trigger. Sorio was the only threat I considered.

      Although it took seconds to assess the situation, the charged atmosphere made it feel like hours. Since I was wearing body armor, my chances of surviving was a hell of a lot better than any of theirs.

      My military training had ensured that I was a good shot, and I’d never been hesitant to shoot. I’d never given a second thought to playing Russian roulette with my life, but I wasn’t willing to risk Regina’s. An inch could mean her death. A rash decision to kill Sorio could also lead his men to focus on Regina instead of me.

      “Can you count? You’re outnumbered five to one,” one of the men shouted.

      Not anymore.

      My peripheral caught a glimpse of Aaron making his approach, crawling towards me. I stood in the doorway to the outside of the break room. D came into view in the distance, making his way down the hallway.

      Aaron noticed my stance and knew to stay hidden. He crawled to the edge of the doorway where I was standing and used the face of his watch to get a snapshot of what I aimed at. The air around me froze, and the slightest movements caught my eyes. My anxious finger sat against the trigger as my gaze studied every aspect of the scene before me.

      Sorio sneered at me and sniffed at Regina’s hair. “You’re going to be scooping this bitch’s brains up off this floor,” he stated matter-of-factly. He was too arrogant to allow his men to shoot me right away. He wanted me to see Regina suffer or die first. It would be his fatal fucking mistake.

      At the sight of Regina’s face, my anger boiled lava hot, threatened to spill over and turn everything to ash. The puffy dark pink area of her right cheek and drops of blood at the corner of her mouth revealed that she had been smacked. The obvious sign of a footprint stood out on the side of the yellow shirt—my T-shirt—that she wore.

      The smirk on Sorio’s face heightened my irritation, causing my rage to explode inside of me as I fought to contain it. My death-filled gaze crept up from Regina and met his.

      “You’re going to pray for mercy and call on the devil for help by the time I’m done with you,” I promised him. My voice dripped with enough murderous intent to lift his eyebrows.

      When a red dot flashed on Sorio’s forehead, I almost smiled, despite the fury rolling through me. When a second dot appeared on the head of one of the four aiming at me, a smile surfaced, drenched in sin. These bastards had no idea how deep in hell they already were.

      Aaron and D weren’t going to shoot unless I gave them the word. However, if Sorio’s finger flexed on his trigger, none of us would hesitate to blow his brains out.

      “What the fuck are you smiling at? I’m going to kill your little slut,” he taunted as his tongue licked up the side of her cheek. “She’s a hard-headed bitch that doesn’t know how to listen. But, I’ve taught her all kinds of lessons.” His gun slid up and down the side of Regina’s head.

      “Sorio, all you have to do is say the word,” the man closest to him and Regina, spat.

      I glared into the man’s eyes and tilted my head once in his direction. The faint, Tap! Tap! of D’s gun sounded from wherever he’d posted up. The boldest of Sorio’s bunch lost his brains and a piece of his heart as his limp body followed the bloody pieces to the floor.

      Six.

      Another was foolish enough to tighten his grip on the weapon as the others were smart enough to drop theirs and raise their hands in surrender. They’d acknowledged how knee-deep in shit they were.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Sorio questioned as he tightened his grip on Regina and yelled at his gutless men.

      He’d been so busy talking shit that he’d missed the fact that my backup had arrived.

      “There’s a red dot in my chest,” one of the men confirmed in Spanish. “Me too,” trembled from the other’s lips. The last one aiming a gun at me glanced down in time to notice that either D or Aaron had put a dot in his chest. His weapon hit the floor with a loud clink as he raised his hands in defeat.

      Sorio’s anger surged as his pointed gaze raked over his surrendering men. The annoying sound of his voice was ignored as he cursed the men, threatening to kill them, like he had a chance in hell of living.

      My gaze locked with Regina, but my eye spotted what Sorio had failed to see in her for years. I didn’t see innocent Regina. It was my fucking badass Gina staring back at me. Not one tear stood in her eyes. Even with a gun aimed at her head, her worse nightmare at her back, and her body tensed in fear, the light in her gaze sparked when our eyes met.

      One wrong move, any small twitch of Sorio’s hand could end her. I scanned everything in the break room, checking for a way to get Regina away from that asshole without her getting hurt.

      Eyeing Regina with stern intensity, I could have sworn she attempted to tell me something with her eyes. Was she signaling me? I glanced down when she sent her wide gaze downward.

      While Sorio continued to bark words at his men, Regina turned her arm towards me, revealing the object she held. Her modest nature was a mask she’d worn well. She was more resourceful than she’d given herself credit for and was most certainly not a damsel in distress.

      My attention on Regina and lack of acknowledgment at Sorio’s demanding words angered him further. His words were a jumble of mixed English and Spanish. His stupidity didn’t deserve a wasted breath let alone my attention. He sounded like a fucking broken record. With his face pinched in fury, his grip on Regina tightened, and he forced his gun deeper into the side of her head.

      “What the hell is she doing?” came Aaron’s voice low in my ear. “Is that a—”

      D’s question was cut off by Sorio’s outburst.

      “Take your shot, motherfucker!” Sorio cursed, lobbing his taunting dare at me. “See if you can take me before I take this bitch out.”

      Regina gripped the syringe in her hand and positioned it so that her thumb and forefinger removed the cap. All eyes remained on me. My gaze was locked on Regina. As Sorio slung his heated words and continued to jerk her around with the tight grip he had around her neck, he wasn’t paying attention to her careful movements.

      She eased her hand up and away from his thigh and slammed it back down, using her thumb to shove the clear concoction into him. Sorio had been so busy running his mouth that he didn’t even notice anything amiss until Regina retracted the empty needle and let it fall to the floor. His men were focused on me, not seeing what was happening right next to them.

      “What...the…fuck?” Sorio questioned, his words spaced and slurred as his body wobbled. His grip loosened as his gun-hand shook like the gun was too heavy for him to carry. When the gun’s aim fell from her temple, Regina used the opportunity to knock it out of his rubbery hand, the way that I’d taught her.

      She lunged the top half of her body forward and snapped back, sending the back of her head into his face. Sorio attempted to swipe at his busted nose, but his rubbery arm missed his face. Regina ran towards me.

      The other men stared in big-eyed open-mouth awe, hands raised above their heads. With no gun and no Regina, Aaron and D could have killed Sorio, but they didn’t. They knew me well enough to know that I would make him suffer. That was if whatever Regina had given him didn’t kill him first.

      Regina slung her body into mine as I held her tight against me with my free arm. My lips met the top of her hair as I kept my gaze aimed on Sorio. He staggered, unable to stay upright as his wide, watery gaze fell on the discarded syringe. As he fell into the wall, death inched across his gaze and was aimed at Regina’s back locked tight against me.

      Aaron walked in and stood next to us, his gun aimed at the stunned men. “What in the fuck did she give him?” Aaron inquired as he observed the blubbering mess Sorio had become.

      “I don’t know, but he’d better hope it kills him,” I spat through gritted teeth as D approached and stood on the opposite side of me. D had a gun in each hand, aimed at the men. They stood, glaring back and forth between us and their woozy boss who was slumped against the wall, drool spilling over his lips.

      Regina unclamped herself from my body. “It’s not going to kill him. It’s only going to knock him out.”

      My mind called up the story she’d revealed about her plot to kill Sorio. My mission now was to ensure that her vision for how she wanted to kill him came true.

      Sorio’s body slid down the wall to the floor as his heavy breathing filled the room. He fought the drug but was no match for it as his eyes rolled to the back of his head. When his tongue peeked from the corner of his mouth, he was as good as out.

      “So, let me guess, that motherfucker had a twin?” Aaron asked as he glanced at Regina.

      She nodded. “He is the real Sorio. The one you killed in Ansel’s garage was his twin, Mateo. According to him, no one but his father knew he had a twin. Since Megan killed his father and Sorio killed his own mother, I don’t think anyone else knew he was a twin.”

      I drew Regina back into my chest, folding her tight against me as I rejoiced in the fact that she was safe. I leaned back enough to place a soft kiss on her lips. Easing back more, she lifted her head so that her gaze met mine.

      “I told you that I would kill anyone that put their hands on you.”

      Reluctantly, I turned Regina loose and stepped away from the group. Sorio’s presence brought about a familiar urge to release my demon who begged to come out and play. My weapon was aimed at the man furthest from Sorio’s crumpled body. The man shook his head as water filled his eyes. He knew he was about to die.

      “On your fucking knees,” I barked. When he caught death in my gaze, he knew enough to do as I’d ordered.

      He fell to his knees as I stood behind him, gun aimed at the back of his head. My gaze panned up to Regina’s, who’d taken a firm grip of Aaron’s arm.

      “Did this asshole touch you?” I asked through a haze of anger and gritted teeth. “Did he put a finger on any part of your body? Did he breathe the same air as you?” I questioned, my gaze locked on hers, demanding an answer.

      Her conflicted gaze remained on mine. I hadn’t missed the statement she’d spoken when I’d first approached the break room. Sorio and these assholes had been planning to rape her.

      Regina glanced down at the man kneeling before me and her face creased with the unmistakable expression of hurt. It was all the answer I needed. I pulled the trigger. I didn’t feel the kick of the gun, but the blowback splattered against me as pieces of scalp and bone fragments stuck into the material of my clothes.

      The man’s limp body following his splattered brains to the floor filled my view. Small dark puffs of smoke billowed from the walnut-sized hole the hot bullet had opened in his head before blood gushed from the hole like thick dark oil from a jug. The fingers on his left hand twitched as his body convulsed, knocking against the floor as it fought a battle it wasn’t going to win.

      Five.

      The others pleaded their case and begged for mercy with bulging eyes and hands in the prayer position. Their efforts were wasted on me. My mind had descended into the dark place that swallowed my remorse, drank my regret, and ate my sorrow. Nothing but rage and anger survived, and only death would snatch me from its relentless grip.

      When I took the first step towards the next one, he scrambled away until his body hit the wall. I stepped across Sorio, glad to see his chest moving. I had plans for that cousin-raping motherfucker. By the time I was done with him, he would beg the devil to rescue him from me. Sorio would suffer, but I couldn’t do to him the one thing I wanted to do the most because that honor belonged to Regina.

      “On your goddamn knees,” I barked at the next asshole who was about to meet death. I shoved my gun down the back of my pants and extracted my hunting knife. The sharp edge of the thick serrated blade was ready to rip through flesh and bite bone.

      The man’s wide gaze followed the sharp black blade as I stood positioned at his side. With our backs to the wall, we faced Regina, Aaron, and D. The man’s body trembled against my left hand that I’d placed on his shoulder. If we hadn’t shown up, he could have been raping Regina right now. The idea caused a blaze of fury to course through my body as my left eye twitched. My grip tightened around the knife in my hand.

      The pulse in the side of the man’s head revealed that his heart was about to blow up. The fucker was so scared that I spotted wetness darkening the seat of his khaki pants.

      Again, I glanced up at Regina. “Did he put his hands on you?”

      “Aaron, stop this,” she pleaded in a low tone, pulling on Aaron’s arm.

      “Just tell him, Regina, because I believe you know that I’d be doing the same fucking thing.”

      Her gaze traveled around Aaron and met D’s. D pointed at Aaron and winked at Regina. “What he said.”

      Regina glanced back at me when Aaron and D didn’t ease whatever guilt she harbored. She nodded, and I assumed she’d turn away, but she continued to watch. I raised my knife, keeping my gaze on hers before I plunged it into the man’s chest. I believed she got the message loud and clear. Anyone that laid a hand on her in harm was as good as dead. I didn’t care if it was in her past, present, or future.

      The deep, hard thrust sounded like I’d gut-punched the man as a grunt left his throat before he started gurgling blood. The knife scraped a rib before it sank deeper, hungry for a taste of blood as it ripped through his heart. I extracted the knife with a quick yank, ripping away a piece of flesh and shirt in the process.

      Blood squirted hard and fast while some bubbled under his gray shirt, painting it a dark red that appeared black. The metallic scent of blood was welcomed. I inhaled it, relishing who it was being spilled from.

      The man clawed at his chest with hooked fingers, his contorted face frozen in awe and fear. His throat clucked as it bobbed up and down. His knees gave, and his body slid sideways but didn’t go all the way down. His delayed scream ripped from his clogged throat and sent blood shooting from his mouth.

      The blood hit the wooden floor, sounding like a cup of rocks had been tossed. I sent my knife to the left of his Adam’s apple to shut him up and kicked my foot into his chest to dislodge his body from my knife.

      Four.

      His body fell as he twitched, thudding against the floor. The pleading cries of his friend was nothing more than theme music, the cries of the dead.

      After ordering the last one to his knees, I glanced back at Regina. She must have wanted it over because she nodded once and shoved her face into Aaron’s shoulder. I left two deep thrusts of my knife in the last one’s chest, but he fought death, clinging to life with a fierce desire.

      My knife plunged into the side of his neck. The sharp jab struck his vertebra and the knife twisted in my hand. It sliced through his flesh enough to open a wide hole that left his head hanging lopsided on his shoulders. The sight of his fatty tissue and shredded pink meat sat exposed before his heart constricted and sent a strong squirt of blood out of the opening. I didn’t even wait for his body to fall before I walked away.

      Three.

      The act of dispensing death hadn’t eased the thick fog of anger that continued to surround me. I stood over Sorio and stared down at the asshole I wanted to torture for the next thirty years. Regina’s gaze found mine and washed away a large portion of my anxiety.

      “All I need is an hour alone with him, Regina. Then, I’ll let you have him,” I voiced.

      “What?” whispered past her lips as she watched me stand over the man that had shown her hell on earth.

      “Make that two hours. I’ll make him think it’s a lifetime. Then, you can make good on the plan you had when he held you captive.”

      Regina’s brows lifted as her posture took on a more assured stance. With the other men, she’d hesitated, but for Sorio, there wasn’t a moment’s hesitation as she nodded. A small smile danced in her eyes but didn’t sit on her lips as “Gina” peeked out.
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      The thread of hope I’d clung to hadn’t been ripped away by the storm that had blown into my life. Ansel had come for me just like he said he would. The angel that my cousin claimed was watching his back had been the angel of death.

      With Sorio stuffed into and tied up in the back of one of the stolen SUVs, Ansel drove August to pick up Megan. August had insisted we pick her up before we traveled to our final destination. Since Sorio had put a hit out on Megan, August likely wanted her to bear witness to his demise.

      D, Rob, Scott, and Marcus had stayed at the DG6 dope house to destroy any evidence that might indicate that we’d been there. They’d mentioned explosives, so I’d eventually see something on the news about the place being destroyed.

      By the time Sorio was awakened by more drugs, D, Rob, Scott, and Marcus had completed their clean up job. At nine in the morning, most of the dew had dried, and the sun sat high in the sky. The southern California temperature was perfect at seventy-five degrees.

      Megan and I sat on either side of August at Ansel’s dining table at his house in the hills. The rest of the men had raided the kitchen. They’d gathered on the large living room couch, yelling at a sports show playing on the large screen in front of them like Sorio screaming inside Ansel’s garage wasn’t a big deal.

      “Aww! Oh God. Nooo!”

      The sound of Sorio screaming for God was something I’d never expected to hear in this lifetime. I didn’t think he believed in God. At least three different cutting and drilling devices had sounded as I sat and waited.

      Although I relished the idea of getting revenge against my cousin, I’d harbored doubts about following through with the act. I believed Ansel needed this more than I did. If he didn’t release the anger he felt towards Sorio, it would lead to him seeking out others to kill. I was certain he’d never hurt me, but it didn’t stop me from worrying about his mental health.

      I loved Ansel. Therefore, I wanted him healthy on all fronts.

      Sorio’s screams and the thundering sound of hard objects scraping the floor drew me away from my internal musings. During the time I’d been a prisoner to my family, I’d become accustomed to the silence of the dead, so the yelling of the living was a bit unsettling.

      The horrid screams that came from Sorio raised goosebumps on my arms, but I’d accepted that they hadn’t surfaced because I was sad or scared. Guilt for what I sat through didn’t register. When his screams grew so loud they rattled the walls, I stifled a smile at his suffering.

      My mind fell back on the man I’d come to care so much about. I worried about Ansel more than I cared about exacting revenge on my cousin.

      “He’s been screaming the entire time.” I stated the obvious, not wanting anyone to catch on to who I was truly worried about. “Shouldn’t he have passed out by now?” I asked August and Megan although I knew the answer.

      August turned his attention away from Megan, glanced at me, and smiled. They had been carrying on a casual conversation like this was a normal occurrence.

      “You’re a doctor,” August stated. “You know there are things he can be given to make him wake up and stay awake.”

      My brows lifted. Was there anything these men couldn’t get? Was there anything they weren’t in to?

      “You know the only reason Ansel doesn’t kill him is because he wants him to suffer for as long as possible. If it were up to him, he’d keep Sorio alive for as long as he held you hostage and torture him every day,” August pointed out.

      “So, why doesn’t he?” I asked. The coldness in my voice froze the air around me and caused Megan’s and August’s brows to lift.

      “Because he’d rather you exact your revenge now that he knows what that asshole did to you.”

      “Ansel doesn’t have to do this. I’m worried about him, August,” I stated, finally revealing my concern.

      August knew that Sorio had beaten me, but only Ansel knew how far the abuse had gone. I stood, and August placed a hand over mine to keep me in place.

      “Trust me, Regina. You don’t want to go in there,” he urged with an expression of warning on his face.

      “What? Why?” I queried, not ignoring the caution in August’s gaze.

      “I know you have seen about every type of dead body there is, but it’s different when it’s a living person staring back at you. Ansel was called ‘The Reaper’ in the military. On the rare occasion when he asks to be alone with someone, let him have his time. Trust me, it’s not something you want to bear witness too. When he reaps a person, he picks apart their soul, piece by piece.” August shook his head like he was shaking off a memory. “The Ansel you know is not in that garage right now.”

      “Awww! My bones! Oh God, please! My bones!” came Sorio’s unmerciful screams, adding to the warning that August gave. The fact that Sorio’s screams inside the closed garage was seeping into the house was a testament as to the type of torture Ansel was dishing out.

      August pointed at the men sitting in the living room, but his gaze was on me as I retook my seat. “Why do you think they aren’t in there? Ansel doesn’t ask to be alone often, but when he does, we respect his request.”

      August’s words scared me. I’d forced myself to understand so much about Ansel already, and now, there was more. August didn’t address the crease of concern in my face.

      D walked up and glanced across the table at me. “Regina, you have nothing to worry about. I’ve worked with Ansel enough times to know that some of what he does comes from him.” D pointed at August. “If you ask me, they are just alike. Yet, one is always claiming the other is worse.”

      Should I have been relieved or more stressed about that revelation?

      Before I could think on it any further, Ansel came in from the garage, wiping his hands on a large beige towel. He’d asked for two hours with Sorio and hadn’t gone a minute over. He’d wiped away most of the sweat on his face and neck, but sprinkles clung to the edges of his hairline. His hands had been drenched based on the amount of blood he’d wiped onto the towel. His gaze found mine, and I stood, unsure of what to say or do.

      His smile cast away every doubt I’d had about him as he stepped to within a foot of me.

      “Are you okay?” I inquired in a low tone, not asking because I believed he was physically hurt.

      “I’m fine,” he confirmed in his normal voice. He was the Ansel I knew, not the grim reaper that August had warned me about.

      “I left you more than enough of him,” he informed.

      Ansel must have noticed the doubt in my expression.

      “You are going to get the revenge you deserve,” he urged. “Do I need to pull the Dom card and order you to? That motherfucker doesn’t deserve a drop of your sympathy.”

      “I don’t feel sorry for him. And you don’t have to turn Dom on me because you’re right,” I stated with certainty.

      “Would you like to do to him what you told me you’d planned?” Ansel questioned.

      I nodded with pinched lips, not believing what I was agreeing to.

      “We’ll set him up for you,” he stated as he slung the bloody towel over his shoulder. He lowered his face to mine and placed a sweet kiss on my lips that I gladly accepted. The fact that he’d kissed me in a room filled with his friends and family spoke volumes.

      Without saying a word, the rest of the men, including August stood and followed Ansel into the garage when he walked away.

      Megan stood next to me as we watched the closed door the men had exited through. When her warm hand wrapped around mine, I took it and squeezed it.

      “Welcome to the family, Doc,” she greeted matter-of-factly.
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      As I stood staring at the man who’d taken a part of my soul and ripped it into shreds, sorrow never factored into the situation. I hadn’t a clue as to what Ansel had done to him, but from the looks of him, Sorio hadn’t been played with in a nice way.

      Every part of this exposed skin was covered in cuts and bruises, and the outside crotch area of his pants was bloody. Based on the vile scent that had my nose hairs curling and the dark wet stain in his butt area, he’d defecated.

      Even at a distance, it appeared the devil had gotten ahold of Sorio. I relished the sight of such an evil force being reduced to a sobbing heap. His sniveling cries found my ears, and I did nothing to hide the smirk on my lips or the taste of vengeance on my tongue.

      Ansel and crew had staged him in the yard away from the house. Sorio was face up and displayed between two sets of metal poles: two at his head and two at his feet, each a couple of feet apart. His body was stretched by chain links that had been attached to each of his limbs and anchored to each of the thick metal poles. His limbs were spread apart as his body dangled about two feet off the ground. Each time his body started to sag, the chains dug into the flesh of his exposed ankles and his wrists and bit deeper.

      Since Ansel’s house was out in the middle of the hills, any hope for a rescue on Sorio’s part was out of the question. He was displayed on Ansel’s sidewalk, the concrete beneath him.

      Pain radiated through his cries. Suffering bled through his mumbled rants. His face was a canvas of agony. My gaze lingered on his every move and facial expression as my ears tuned in to the music of his demise.

      I’d been taught to forgive. I’d been taught to be sympathetic to another’s pain. I’d been taught that revenge wasn’t something you sought but left in the hands of God. So, why did my cousin’s suffering give me a tremendous sense of joy? Why did I want him to know that I knew he suffered? Why did I want to see the agony on his face? Why did I want him to suffer more than he already had?

      Sorio needed to experience some of the pain he’d inflicted upon me. He needed to experience the mental anguish he’d left me with over the years. He needed to know that I would be the one to see him take his last worthless breath.

      Ansel broke my concentration when he handed me a plastic bottle of accelerant. As always, his eyes had been on me the entire time, waiting for me to change my mind, I suppose. Now that Sorio was in front of me, I started to appreciate my opportunity at revenge.

      August had offered me the opportunity to exact my revenge before, and I’d turned him down. Not this time. Thanks to Sorio’s arrogance and twisted obsession with me, he would wallow in the hell I intended to bath him in.

      Although he squirmed under the weight of his impending doom, Sorio was too stubborn and hateful to ever beg me for his life. I didn’t need him to, nor did I want him to beg. All I sought were his screams filling my ears. I wanted him screaming until I got sick of the sound of his voice. I wanted to witness the exact moment when his soul was snatched from his body and dragged down to hell.

      Ensuring Sorio had a clear view of my face, I stepped closer. His eyes widened for a moment and the last thing I expected to see, surfaced: fear. He was afraid of what I would do to him.

      I leaned in closer, my gaze glued to his. I gathered every drop of saliva in my mouth and spat in his face. His fear-filled eyes blinked in rapid flicks, but he didn’t say a word, knowing he deserved much worse.

      At the closer view, I noticed a bloody piece of meat in his hand. If I knew Ansel half as well as I was starting to get to know him, Sorio’s dick had been tied to his palm. The sight of his severed member was a gift that dissolved the last bit of the hold he’d held over a part of my body.

      He stretched his neck, attempting to watch me back away, anxiousness climbing over his distress to observe my moves.  I aimed the bottle of accelerant at his body but stopped myself just as a few drops dripped to the ground.

      Lighting Sorio in a blaze was too merciful a death. At this moment, I realized that I was in full agreement with Ansel. Sorio’s pain and suffering needed to be a lasting one. I wanted every mean and nasty thing he’d done, to haunt him before he took the journey to hell.

      I aimed the accelerant, but it wasn’t at his body. It was aimed at the ground beneath him. The big grin on Ansel’s face indicated that he understood what I was about to do to Sorio. Marcus placed a hand over his mouth and the word, “Wicked,” slid between his fingers. A couple of low and elongated whistles came from the other guys. They stood and watched me as I prepared to roast a human, and not one of them was going to stop me.

      Sorio attempted to wiggle loose, but his efforts were useless. Every move caused him pain as the areas wrapped in chain started to saturate with blood. His whimpers were a pleasant sound to my ears. Each of his agonizing groans was a healing cleanse to the areas of me he’d broken. With every fiber of my being, I hated this man. I’d never hated anyone except him.

      With the box of matches in hand, I inched my body a few steps closer, ensuring he had a clear shot of me.

      “I’m sorry, Regina,” stammered over his chapped lips, the sound faint in my left ear. It was a lot more than I expected from such an evil man, but it was too late. If he weren’t here facing his death, he’d have done unimaginable things to me by now.

      His unexpected apology was the shock of the century. Sorio had been broken, but like he’d promised, Ansel had left him with enough mental focus that he understood what I was about to do to him.

      His apology was not accepted. It meant nothing. He could spend ten lifetimes making up for what he’d done, and it would never be enough. I didn’t say a word to him. I wasn’t going to taunt him in his misery as he’d done to me.

      The struck match sounded as the flame flickered past my gaze that remained aimed at Sorio’s wide tortured eyes. I brought the match up so that he could see the flame and would know what was coming. I tossed the match, and the fire ignited before it had even struck the saturated ground.

      The flames licked at his back and legs, making him twitch and flap about as the chains clinked and his movement rocked the thick poles that suspended him above the ground.

      The heat and flames were high enough to snatch at his clothes before they’d started to catch at certain spots. When the flames started to kiss his flesh, his whimpers grew into agonizing cries. The fire ate at his epidermis, burning hair and destroying his top layer of skin.

      Sorio’s cries were those of the desperate. The cries of the tortured. The cries of the beaten and destroyed. They reminded me of my own cries when he’d unmercifully raped me, and the many times he’d beaten me bloody and left me scared and helpless.

      His wailing screams didn’t come until I aimed and squeezed more of the accelerant under his body, refusing to let the flames die beneath him. The screams were loud but rang hollow in my ears. His suffering was a horrific sight to witness, much like the way I’d struggled and screamed and pleaded for mercy. I’d not been given mercy, and neither would he.

      I watched without remorse as the fire bit into his dermis, the denser tissue where his blood vessels would pop from the extreme heat, his sweat glands would burn to a crisp, and his hair follicles would dehydrate before cracking into pieces. His nerve endings would deliver maximum amounts of pain as they withered and fried before the heat touched the rest of the nerves waiting below.

      With most of his clothing melted from the back of his body, the flames ate at more of his skin that was being revealed, turning portions of it black as blisters bubbled up. The scent caused a few of the men to step back a few paces.

      The odor of Sorio’s burning flesh left a twinge of nausea in the pit of my belly, but I’d learned all too well how to swallow the feeling and press on. Although the scent was strong enough to singe my nose hairs, it was a tolerable stench to someone that had encountered hundreds of unnatural odors from all manner of decayed bodies. Sorio was the sole reason I’d seen more dead bodies than I could count.

      There was only one reason I turned away from Sorio. I faced Megan, before I handed her the bottle. Sorio had been hunting her for years, so she deserved revenge as much as I did. She took the bottle with a smile.

      She stepped up and stood close enough to Sorio that I feared she’d get burned from the heat swirling off him. But, like me, Megan wanted him to see her face. She’d allowed the fire under him to die down as smoke continued to billow from his burned clothes and blister the black skin on the bottom side of him.

      The odor of burned skin mixed with self-defecation permeated the air. The stench lingered instead of spreading itself out in the environment. It was as if it clung to Sorio, knowing he was rotten to the core and didn’t want to spread his evil into the world.

      Megan leaned down close to Sorio, her mouth near his ear. The stench permeating off him was gag-worthy, but Megan didn’t show a hint of repulsion. I don’t have a clue what you could tell someone in his state of agony to get his eyes to go wide, but she’d managed.

      The scene had us riveted to her and Sorio’s first and last moment with each other. Unconsciously, our bodies leaned closer. What was she going to do next? I’m sure I wasn’t the only one that wanted to know.

      Megan sat the bottle of fluid against Sorio’s cheek. She placed her other hand over his mouth before she squeezed his lips apart. The plastic bottle made a clunking sound in her small hand as she poured the fluid down his throat.

      Sorio must have understood that if he didn’t swallow the fluid, the fire would light his face up. He gulped the fluid, coughing and gagging until Megan believed he’d had enough. She let go of his mouth and backed away from him as she aimed the bottle under the low flickers on the ground below him.

      Megan squeezed an ample amount of the accelerant below him, and the fire blazed back to life. Sorio nearly tore his limbs apart to get away from the hell Megan had sent blazing beneath him.

      The chains that bit into his wrists and ankles clinked as his powerful bucking caused the ground to tremble beneath our feet. He’d yelled loud and long enough that his sound edged out in jagged ripples like his throat was on the verge of tearing into pieces.

      By now, the flames should have been licking at portions of his cutaneous membrane, the fatty layer that protected his internal organs.

      Any small flame or piece of flying ash would set his face and mouth on fire where some of the fluid had spilled. Megan stood at his side, soaking in his suffering cries until the fire began to die back down. She aimed and shot another big squeeze under him before she backed away and handed the bottle back.

      The hair at the back of his head started to catch fire. He’d become so delirious with pain that he’d attempted to blow away the flames, twisting his lips in a useless attempt to blow them out.

      I aimed and squeezed more of the fluid under his body as the flames scorched the sides of his exposed legs and more of his clothes caught and burned.

      The stench of burning hair mix with the rancid aroma of burning flesh grew thick enough for us to choke on. The odor stung my eyes as rapid blinks help keep my focus, but I didn’t dare back away. The burning rags fell to the ground as they peeled away from his clothes piece by piece.

      “Re-re-gina. I’m so-sorry,” was what sounded among his screams and sputters. It had all started to sound like white noise. The fire had started its climb over the sides of his body. It flickered and ate at the top layers of more skin. I’d not put a lot of the fluid near his head because I needed him focused on his pain and suffering for as long as possible.

      When his body started to twitch, I knew he was close to meeting his father, the Devil. His eyes begin to flutter as they started to roll back in his head. His mouth dropped open, the fluid Megan had poured down his throat ignited, and his final breath blew the flames, making a blaze shoot out from his open mouth. Each inhale sent charring heat down his throat and into his lungs, suffocating him. His eyes had gone wide as he choked on fire. His body jerked hard enough to make one of the metal poles lean.

      When I was certain that there was no chance he’d survive, I aimed and shot the fluid all over him, letting the flames burn away whatever life he had left in him.

      Ansel walked up and stood next to me as Sorio’s burning body sagged on the chains. The flames danced joyfully over him, happy to assist him away from this world. I’d never been so grateful to see another human die. I’d never rejoiced at witnessing death until now.

      Megan and Aaron stood beside Ansel and me as the charred remains of my cousin burned. I didn’t stop dousing him with the accelerant until the bottle hissed air.

      “Two,” Ansel murmured so low, I almost missed it.
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      I pressed a delicate kiss over the bruise in Regina’s side, causing a deep smile to bend her lips. Fresh from a long hot bath, the scent of coconut milk drifted off her warm silky skin and stirred my lust, but I choked it down.

      My finger skimmed her back, grazing over the area I’d implanted the tracker. I’d inventoried every mark on her before I tied her into my big white robe. Despite the events of the last twenty-four hours, a genuine smile managed to shine through her eyes.

      I wanted her relaxed and in a good mood before I approached her with the news that would finally break the carefully constructed allegiance she held for me. She’d fought every instinct she’d known to stay at my side even after she’d discovered my twisted mentality where it concerned dispensing death.

      “Regina, there is something I must tell you. Would you join me in the living room, please?”

      “Sure,” she answered. The smile on her face meant more than she’d ever know.

      After I sat her on the couch, I dragged the coffee table closer and sat facing her. I needed to see her face when I revealed what I’d done. Although I expected her to leave, she had no idea the crazy shit I was willing to do to get her back.

      “Regina, I need to explain to you how we found you. I’m sure D, with all of his magic tricks, would have found a way, but I couldn’t wait that long.”

      Her face drew into a questioning squint. “How did you guys find me?” she inquired.

      “You had a tracker on you, Regina. One that I put there,” I informed.

      She shrugged, not understanding the full concept of the tracker and where it was on her body.  My hand sat atop the medical bag I’d placed on the table beside me. Her gaze followed my hand.

      “I don’t think you understand. I put a tracker under your skin. In your back.”

      Confused, her wide gaze traveled back and forth between the medical bag and my face.

      “That’s good, I guess. It helped you guys to find me. But, how did you know when or that you’d even have to put a trac…ker…”

      Her words stalled. She’d caught on to what I’d revealed.

      “Wait. You put a tracker under my skin? How? When? How long has it been under my skin, Ansel?”

      “For over two weeks. I know it’s a fucking sick thing to do to a person, but I can’t even apologize to you because I know I’d do it again. Therefore, I’ll understand if you prefer to get the hell away from me.”

      I retrieved a pair of tweezers and a lancet from the medical bag. Her gaze sat on the items in my hand as my anxious fingers played with the tweezers that made pinching metallic clicks.

      “So, let me get this straight. You put a tracker under my skin so that you could find me if I decided to leave you? You didn’t put it there with the intent of finding me if I got snatched?” Her questions hung in the air. She stared, blinking and not saying anything while she mulled over my actions in her head.

      “Ansel, if I did leave you, I have nowhere else to go but to Aaron who happens to live in your spare apartment. My family would kill me if I tried to make it on my own. Wait…two weeks?”

      The wheels turned faster in her head, her eyes motioning left and right while her fingers dug into her thighs.

      “Ansel, I’ve been around you for over a month, but alone with you for a little over two weeks,” she stated, her questioning gaze meeting mine.

      “Everyone leaves me, Regina. You are the first person I didn’t want to leave. I put it there in case you decided to get away from me and all the craziness I knew you’d eventually see from being here alone with me.” I raised the tweezers and lancet. “I’ll have to make a small incision on your skin to get it out.”

      She raised her hand to still me. “How did you get a tracker under my skin without me knowing it?”

      “The first time I took you over my knee,” I revealed.

      When I moved and reached my hands out, Regina lifted her hand again.

      “Wait,” she exclaimed, halting me. “If you hadn’t put this tracking device in me, there may have been a chance that you guys would not have found me? You probably wouldn’t have found me before my cousin had tortured me?”

      “Yes. The tracker is the main reason we were able to find you so quickly.”

      Staring, I realized she wasn’t pissed. Regina had the ability to deal with my crazy better than anyone I knew. On a deep inhale, her lips pinched and her eyes drew tighter as she contemplated my actions.

      “If Sorio would have gotten to me again, Ansel, I don’t know if I’d have survived it. This tracker helped to save me, right?”

      “Yes,” I answered, reaching for her again only to have her hand block mine.

      “It’s not a danger to my health or anything is it?”

      “No. It emits a tiny frequency. It’s safe, no bigger than the tip of a pen.”

      “What if I don’t want it removed?” she asked, her gaze holding mine.

      My brow pinched tight. This was another in a mounting number of times that Regina had shocked me into a state of stunned silence.

      “What are you saying, Regina? You’re not pissed that I did this to you without your knowledge? For my own selfish reasons, no less?”

      “It’s creepy, stalkerish, borderline psychotic, but coming from you, it’s also kind of sweet.”

      My body fell back. I was as surprised as I was confused by her reaction to it all.

      “Ansel, the fact that you were willing to do something, however drastic it was, to keep me from leaving you, was sweet. It was a gesture proving that I meant something to you. It also saved my life. Given who my family is, I’d rather be tagged with this tracker in case they come after me again.”

      Her chest rose on a deep breath as her gaze traveled over me before she exhaled.

      “The only people that wanted to keep me was my family, and they treated me like a caged animal that they abused on a whim. Everyone else I’ve ever loved was killed at the hands of the same family. You’ve never laid a hand on me in harm, Ansel. You’ve never made me feel caged or captured. No man has ever fought to keep me enough to do something this drastic. It’s a strange and unique way to express it, but the fact that you care means everything to me.”

      My smile inched across my lips before it filled my face.

      “Ansel, even if you hadn’t put a tracker in my back, I’d have never left you. You’ve cared for and protected me since the moment you decided you weren’t going to kill me. You’ve given me everything I needed whether you realize it or not. Although you won’t admit it, you’ve given me more love and care than anyone I know.”

      After I placed the tweezers and lancet on the table, I stood and then sat next to her on the couch. I raised her hands to my lips, placing soft kisses to the backs.

      “You’re a beautiful and incredible woman, Regina. I’m realizing that you’re also the only person that can deal with my kind of crazy.” My body leaned closer to hers, my gaze inches away from her inquisitive one. “I haven’t touched another woman since you walked into my life. I only want your pussy wrapped around my dick. You’re the only woman I want tied to my headboards.”

      I’d muttered the words while doing my best to keep from smiling. At my words, her smile grew wide before she giggled at me, and a flush of pink washed over her cheeks.

      “Ansel,” she teased, placing her hand over her heart. “I didn’t know you had it in you. I think those are the second sweetest words you’ve ever said to me.”

      My hand wrapped around her wrist as I assisted her over my legs so that she straddled my lap. Her fingertips teased the scruff on my face before she leaned in and placed a soft kiss on my lips.

      “I love you, Regina,” I blurted.

      My gaze met hers as my heartbeat hammered in my throat. The overwhelming anxiousness in my body had me gripping her waist to keep my hands from shaking. My harsh breaths escaped and collided with hers. She knew as well as I did, if I said it, I meant it.

      Gazing into her eyes, I found pure love reflected back at me. There weren’t butterflies in my stomach, there was a fucking dragon in there, lighting it on fire.

      She must have spotted the seriousness in my gaze and noticed how difficult it was for me to take this final step. Unable to move, the emotions that flooded me spilled over, too much for me to contain.

      “I love you too,” she whispered as the smile in her eyes spread across her lips. Her hand slid over my stubbled chin and rested against the strong pulse beating in my neck.

      “I’ve never experienced this kind of high, Regina. I’ve never felt this way about anyone but you. There’s never been a challenge that I’ve been afraid to meet. Then, you happened. From the moment I met you, I knew it. I knew that if I didn’t kill you that first day, I’d not want to let you out of my sight.”

      My head was too heavy for my neck, my eyes hooded with emotions instead of lust. Regina was the only woman to ever make me feel this amazing rush. She had my endorphins hopped up on her secret drug, and my heart and mind were confused as to how to control the overwhelming currents.

      We sat forehead to forehead, allowing the impact of our declarations to sink in. There was no sound, only the harmony of our breathing and the rhythmic beat of my heart in my ears.

      Staring into Regina’s eyes, I knew at this moment that nothing or no one would ever come between us. My lips covered hers, the kiss easing the sensation of drowning in emotions. Did she sense the depth of the love I gave? I eased back, but kept my forehead against hers, allowing our feelings to encircle us.

      The nagging reminders of my relationship shortcomings had me stressed that I was incapable of loving Regina the way she deserved. However, I was a Knox. If there was one thing I had in abundance, it was determination.

      I’d give Regina everything I had to give until it was enough.

      “Ansel,” her soft voice called, fanning over our heavy breathing.

      “Yes,” I answered, living within the high we created together, breathing it in, letting it devour me whole.

      “Can we do it like normal people?”

      My hearty laugh filled up the space of the room. “Yes, but I must warn you. When I told you I was easing you into my world in phases, I wasn’t exaggerating. So, after we are done being normal, I’d like to introduce you to my newest toy, Dr. Cocky Climax.”

      Her brows shot up as the eagerness in her gaze introduced a smile. “I’ve changed my mind. I’d like for you to introduce me to the newest doctor, Sir.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ***End of Twisted Obsession***

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Author’s Thank you

      

      

      

      My sincere thank you for reading this book. If you enjoyed it, please pass it along to friends or anyone you think would enjoy it. Please leave a review letting me and others know what you thought of the book. Your reviews are important to me. They feed my mind, allowing me to create better stories and produce the kinds of books that will keep you entertained.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Connect on Social Media

          

        

      

    

    
      Subscribe to my monthly Newsletter for exclusive updates and much more. Join my Facebook Readers’ Group, where you can live-chat about my books or any of your favorite books, enjoy contests, raffles, and giveaways. You can also follow me on Twitter, Goodreads, or Pinterest.
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