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        Duncan

      

      

      

      I’m a giant, but I move like a quiet breeze.

      When the hair lifts on the back of someone’s neck and they check the window for a draft, there’s no draft. It’s me approaching them from behind with a piano string. I’m a part of the shadows on the edges of the room. I’m an assassin with frigid blood running in his veins and no remorse. No conscience. All I have are orders and a deadline. A target.

      If all of that is true, why am I standing in the dark corner of this art gallery, arrested by the sight of a tiny girl?

      My deadline to kill her uncle is approaching quickly. The deed should be done by now, but I can only stand and watch her give such a big yawn, she almost falls out of her chair. She is more like a sleepy angel than a girl. How old is she? I have no experience with females. They are weak, confusing things that inevitably cower in my presence. This itty bitty one who can’t keep her glasses on her nose properly? She would probably turn white as a sheet if I stepped out into the light. She’d cry and bargain and plead for me to show mercy.

      I think…I think I’d be tempted to show her some, this drowsy angel.

      I’m alarmed by the realization.

      Mercy is a foreign concept to me. No one has ever shown it to me, nor have I ever seen it given. But I think if my objective tonight was to kill this tiny girl with the messy brunette bun on top of her head, I would not like it.

      I would hate it.

      Again, she yawns so wide, she almost tips sideways in her chair and I have to lock my muscles down tight to keep myself from stepping out of the shadows and steadying her. What would her delicate body feel like in my hands? Would I know how to touch someone without crushing them? Why is she not in bed when she is this tired?

      She should be in bed. A huge, comfortable one with soft blankets. Dozens of pillows. And fire crackling in a nearby hearth. I would like to put her in that bed and guard her from a position at the door, ready to slash the throats of anyone who wakes her up.

      The angel’s name is Thea.

      I know this information from the dossier.

      I’m here to kill her uncle who owns this gallery where I’m standing. It’s a remote location, detached from the city. Once a thriving institution for lovers of art, it’s now gated and secluded. An exclusive place to display and procure rare paintings—at least on the surface. Gardner is a world-renowned painter himself, though only a few of his pieces are exhibited here. His niece is the curator. Thea. Thea.

      When I’m alone later, totally alone, I’m going to say it out loud.

      My loins tighten just thinking about it.

      Letting the soft word roll off my tongue.

      So few words do.

      I don’t speak unless necessary and can’t deny that saying her name, hearing it with my own ears, is one hundred percent vital.

      She pokes her bun with the pencil she’s using and rubs her sleepy eyes. My fingers curl into my palms, around the wire I’m holding. I swallow roughly, off kilter. Confused by the sharp twists happening in my chest. I’m having a more and more difficult time not going toward Thea where she sits at a desk, filling out an endless stack of paperwork. A twitch is developing behind my right eye, the pressure increasing the longer this girl isn’t in bed.

      She can’t be more than sixteen or seventeen, can she?

      If I were a member of society and practiced their rules, this might be considered inappropriate. A thirty-seven year old man watching this young girl from the darkness. It might be called stalking or perversion or peeping. This is simply my life, though. Watching life from the outside. Looking in from the cold.

      This is the first time I’ve wanted to step into the light, the warmth so badly.

      Thea yawns again and this time, it’s accompanied by a little sigh. She sets down her pencil and stretches her tiny arms up over her head, arching her back—

      My cock stiffens angrily at the sight of her breasts. They are petite as the rest of her, but round, pointy-tipped in the center. Perhaps she is older than seventeen, but only slightly. And I am having trouble controlling my breathing now, my hands aching to touch those mounds, fondle them. My entire being burns to emerge from the edges of the room, pull her out of the chair and examine every inch of this girl. Thea. I want to strip her naked and memorize every mole, every curve and dip. I want to know her fragrance.

      I could do it.

      She wouldn’t be able to stop me.

      But if I distressed her, even for a millisecond, I would want to use this piano wire on myself. Why is she making me feel such…emotions? They almost anger me. I don’t want them, but they persist until I’m stepping closer, closer to the light.

      Thea looks up suddenly, right at me.

      I know she can’t possibly see me, but she senses something is off. Having her full attention turns my heart into a factory machine, pumping and stamping and sputtering. It’s an effort to stand still when usually I can do so for hours on end, waiting for my prey.

      I’ve never used the word beautiful in my life, but…fuck.

      Beautiful isn’t even an adequate word.

      She blinks at the room from behind her glasses, slowly pushing them up her nose with a slender index finger. “Hello?” she whispers.

      My jaw slackens, that single word from her mouth causing me to shudder.

      She stands from her chair, coming around the side of the desk slowly and my nostrils flare, breath choking in my throat. Ah God. Yes, she’s at least eighteen or nineteen with those curvy little hips. Now that she is standing, however, I can see she is barely five feet tall. Her head wouldn’t even reach my shoulder. I would have to lift her. I would have to…hold her in my arms in order to look her in the eye.

      Why do my back teeth grind down at the very idea of that? Holding Thea, looking her in the eye. It fucking rattles me. Sends a bead of sweat rolling down my spine.

      She’s getting closer. What am I going to do?

      Any other time, she would have to be killed as well. A witness.

      The thought of harming a hair on her head makes me nauseous. Makes me want to howl in anger. No. No no no. I could never do it.

      Does that mean I’m not a monster?

      Or does this mean I’m…her monster?

      “Hello?” she whispers again, making my dick pulse.

      I could present myself. I could try and calm her down after she panics—and she would. I’m six feet eight inches of steel. I’m terror in the flesh. I’m a machine. Muscle and a mission—that is all I’ve ever consisted of. But now I would like very much to touch this sleepy angel. Thea. To run my scarred and calloused hands up and over her tits, smooth my palms on her throat and learn the delicate texture of her flesh. I’d like to rub her in my lap.

      A sound escapes me. A gruff grunt of pure starvation.

      And she stops in her tracks, searching the darkness. Inside her white button down shirt, her small breasts quiver with quickening breaths. She kicked off her flat shoes a minute ago, leaving her feet bare, and I salivate over the little berries of her toes, eager to suck on them, to slide my tongue in between them and nibble on the sweet arch of her foot.

      For a breathless moment, we are looking right at each other, though she doesn’t know it. Her big, gray eyes are locked right on mine. I’m surprised to find that, instead of timidness, there is some bravery there. Even some recklessness in her young gaze. Like she wouldn’t be so averse to joining me in the darkness—

      “Thea?”

      The rusty boom of her uncle’s voice shatters the moment, tightening my fist around the wire until it starts to shake.

      Right in front of my eyes, she pulls her shutters like a shop keeper, closing off the recklessness I glimpsed and trading it for stoicism. “Yes, uncle.”

      “Oh. Good, good. You’re working.” He strides into the room in twisted pajamas, hair in disarray, a cane in his hand. “Just wanted to make sure you didn’t venture out. Just wanted to double and triple check.”

      “Of course I didn’t venture out,” she says softly, turning away from me and going back to her desk, curling into her chair. “You’ve warned me of what’s outside. I keep to the gallery or upstairs in my room.”

      “Very good, Thea. You’ve always been a smart girl,” her uncle remarks, exhaling. “Listening to your elders and learning from their knowledge instead of making your own mistakes, like so many your age.” He taps his cane. “This is where we are safe. Only here.”

      “Yes, Uncle Gardner.”

      Thea’s uncle, Gardner Wills, is a recluse.

      His gallery is isolated by choice.

      When I read his dossier, I glossed over the part about his niece being his caretaker, as well as his gallery curator, thinking the information inconsequential. Now I wonder how long she’s been kept here, inside these walls and iron gates. The possibility that she’s been here months or years without leaving makes my stomach turn over, even as I give an internal sigh of relief that she’s been safe. Still…this angel is meant to fly. To tumble in the sunshine. One look from those stormy gray eyes told me that. Has she been held here?

      “There are monsters out there,” Gardner says, beginning to grow agitated, his cane tapping off the marble floor in an eerie rhythm. “Monsters. That’s why we only allow collectors through the doors. That’s why we schedule and vet them months in advance.” His head shakes rapidly. “Not the public. Never the public. We can’t have the public.”

      Thea rises to her feet and places a hand on her uncle’s arm, calming him down. But I can see she holds a little of herself away, like she doesn’t exactly trust him. “Why don’t you go back to bed? I’ll finish this paperwork.”

      “It must be finished by morning.”

      “I understand.”

      “You’re the only one I trust to do it. No one else.” He turns to look at his wall of paintings. “You’re one of the rare good ones. Women,” he spits the word. “But if you went out there, you’d become just like them.”

      Thea nods, gives him a tired smile.

      My lip curls in anger.

      What the hell is he talking about? She’d become just like what?

      I’m not sure. But it’s obvious that the uncle is the reason she is tired. He has this young girl running an entire gallery on her own with no help. He keeps her here, doing his bidding, doesn’t he? Because he’s scared of the outside world.

      It’s for good reason. A lot of dangerous people want him dead.

      Including my boss.

      But I’ll squeeze his throat extra tight for dragging this angel into his bullshit.

      The uncle leaves and returns upstairs where I will meet him shortly. I settle in to watch Thea do her paperwork for a while longer, so I’m surprised when—as soon as she hears her uncle’s door close upstairs—she pushes back from the desk and tiptoes outside, to the courtyard nestled among the walls of the gallery. I follow her there, keeping to the darkness and working to keep my breathing even, laser-focused on her every movement.

      She goes to the wall where some items are hidden beneath a burlap tarp and she drags it off, revealing a large canvas. Several bottles of paint. She drags the oversized canvas out into the center of the grass and once again, I have to restrain myself from helping her. Doing something for her. Anything.

      She brings over the bottles of paint, too.

      And then she loosens her bun, dropping that wealth of dark hair around her shoulders in a soft cascade that makes me throb. Everywhere. Ache to spear my fingers through it. Feel the texture of it on my thighs, my stomach, my balls.

      I forget to breath when she unbuttons her shirt and peels it off, letting the white material flutter to the grass. Christ, she is…she is not wearing a bra. The moonlight bathes the pale, naked swells of her tits and she raises her arms to the sky, as if basking in the glow. And it’s the most striking sight I’ve ever come across. It’s sacred, this secret moment of decadence. This half-naked girl lifting her fingertips toward the moon, barefoot, hair around her shoulders, as if absorbing strength.

      After a moment, she sweeps down to pick up a bottle of paint.

      Blue.

      Gently, delicately, she removes the cap—

      And then she splashes the color across the blank canvas.

      Like cracking a whip.

      I shove a wrist into my mouth just in time to catch my moan, come spurting from the head of my cock. I’m coming. My God, I’m coming. Violently. Moisture gushing down the inside of my thigh, soaking into my black pants. She does it again, this time with yellow. Snaps her wrist with an expression of pure authority, paint striking the canvas like leather on skin—and I have to turn and press my hips to the wall of the gallery, fucking it roughly, grinding my cock on stone, the sound of paint slapping behind me. Slap. Snap. Whip.

      This tiny teenager, not an inch over five feet tall, has felled a deadly giant with a wave of her hand. I’m nearly incoherent, knees threatening to give way. Every time she blasts the canvas with a lightning bolt of paint, my climax is prolonged, wringing me out until it starts to fucking hurt. And I like it.

      No, I love her burning me alive like this.

      I love her being the maestro of my pleasure and pain.

      Even as I rap my forehead against the stone wall, come drenching the front of my pants, I wish for more. More, more, more. It’s an honor to be put through this torture by my little angel. To be on the receiving end of those digging claws. How innocent, young and sweet she looks for someone so fierce. Knowing her secret is an aphrodisiac, the addiction powering through my veins, replacing the ice that has lived there so long.

      I’ve never wanted a female.

      I’ve especially never had this…urge. To be so sweetly mistreated.

      I could crush her with one hand. I’m three times her size.

      Yet, one flick of her hand and I can barely remain standing.

      Thea. The pebble who brought down Goliath.

      Finally, she ends the painting session and I turn, momentarily replete, my back being supported by the gallery wall, my sides heaving with exertion. She lies on her back now in the grass, toes extended and wiggling, arms up over her head, the freshly-painted canvas nearby.

      Sexual. Uninhibited. A goddess. Free.

      But this is her only freedom, isn’t it? This late night indulgence of her inner beauty?

      No.

      No, I will see to it that she has more.

      That she’s given freedom beyond her wildest dreams.

      The piano wire heats like a promise in my hand, but I shove the device into my pocket instead. This is her world and I won’t make it feel unsafe for her. Not for a single second. I won’t visit death upon the only home she knows, because I know too well what that is like. Instead, I’ll speak with her uncle, threaten him unless he allows Thea her freedom. Then I will go.

      Even as I make the vow, I know damn well it’s a lie.

      I’m not going anywhere now that I’ve found her.
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        A week later

      

      

      

      I sit in the courtyard of the gallery, my eyes riveted on flecks of blue paint left over in the grass. I killed my uncle with my wild, sloppy art, didn’t I? My midnight acts of rebellion unbalanced the careful trust we held. I changed the shape of the universe by being too free…and his life snuck away like a thief, betrayed.

      It’s a ridiculous belief, but all throughout Gardner’s funeral today, it was all I could think about. How, if I’d just stayed inside the gallery that night and completed the paperwork, just like he wanted, Uncle Gardner would still be here.

      Is that what you want?

      No, a voice whispers, but I rush to subdue it. My uncle was a peculiar man, a paranoid one. The classic traits of a tortured artist. He hasn’t allowed me outside of the gallery walls since I came to live with him, six years ago. After my parents relocated to Paris to recapture their bohemian lifestyle. He had no choice but to take in a bewildered twelve-year-old girl. It wouldn’t have been right to expect the man to change his ways, simply because a burden landed on his doorstep.

      We never had love between us, my uncle and I. But I appreciated him. I had sympathy for him and his fear of the outside…and somewhere along the line, I began to believe him about the world being a scary place.

      A cold breeze blows over the gallery walls, rustles the trees and balloons my black funeral dress around my thighs—

      And then there he is.

      A man.

      No, a giant.

      He’s standing ten yards away, watching me with such intensity that I am cemented to the stone bench where I sit. My scalp prickles with alarm, my brain shouting at me to run. I’m supposed to be alone here. There isn’t supposed to be anyone here from the outside world. There is a strict, thoroughly-scrutinized schedule of collectors that come here to view the art, make purchases.

      People don’t just walk in off the street. There are walls. Gates.

      My chest is heaving in my dress, breath sawing in and out of my lungs.

      But as the giant stands there, stock still, as if giving me time to get used to him, I start to notice other things about him. His shoulders. How incredibly wide they are. Strong. Like he could pull a tractor behind him without getting winded.

      I have a vision of my nails digging into those shoulders. Or my teeth.

      I think of him carrying me room to room on those shoulders like a princess.

      Who he serves.

      Blasted with shame, my legs cross on the bench. Clenching. I buried my uncle today and these are the thoughts I’m having? Maybe I never deserved his protection and generosity at all. Maybe he was right and women are wicked, evil things. Just as depicted in every single one of his paintings throughout his life. Women stabbing men in the backs. Women conspiring in alleyways. Women starting fires, seducing men, practicing witchcraft.

      If I’m evil, then maybe there is a good reason this giant has arrived.

      “Are you here to kill me?” I ask.

      The harsh planes of his face wince, ever so slightly. “No.”

      He doesn’t elaborate. He doesn’t even act like it was a weird question.

      But he does take a step in my direction, sending my pulse into a tailspin, and I have no choice but to study him closer. As if his body will solve the mystery of why he’s in the gallery courtyard at twilight, dressed in all black to match his eyes.

      No.

      No, they’re a deep, dark brown, I see, as he eliminates the space between us.

      Dark chocolate eyes.

      His hair is the same color, but with flecks of silver at the temples.

      In that single word—no—I heard a trace of Scotland and his skin has the weathered nature of someone from that far-away country. Shaped by the cold.

      He’s extremely tall. Built like a tank. So much bigger than me, it would be comical if we weren’t strangers, alone. If I hadn’t been taught to be terrified of anyone or anything unfamiliar. But I have—and my feet are growing restless to run. So I get up from the bench and circle around back, putting it between us, my hand pressed to my racing heart.

      “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

      As soon as I stood, he stopped in his tracks. Now, he holds up his hands, as if showing me he’s no threat. Yeah, sure. He could bulldoze me. “I’m Duncan. I’m here to help you pack up the artwork.”

      Oh.

      That’s right.

      I wasn’t expecting it to happen so soon, but my uncle’s final wish was to have the artwork donated to a gallery in the city. The building and grounds have been left to me. But the artwork has to go. It’s highly valuable and has to be packed with the utmost care by an expert. “Of course,” I say, wetting my lips. “I didn’t…expect you to arrive so fast.”

      A rumble sounds off in his thick chest. “Here I am.”

      “Yes. There you are,” I say, sounding out of breath. Am I?

      Yes, I can’t seem to drag enough into my lungs. Has the temperature risen?

      The way he’s watching me, steadily, without blinking, as if trying to read my mind…there’s something intimate about it. Intensely intimate, especially for me, who has never had more than a brief, cursory conversation with another human being.

      “Would you like to sit down?” I manage to say, though my throat is parched.

      Slowly, Duncan nods.

      And we both approach the bench from opposite sides, my neck craning the closer we get until my head is all the way back. I’m like a child looking up at an adult, instead of an eighteen-year-old looking up at a man nearing his forties. Again, I’m struck by the fact that he could squash me like a bug. Oddly, though…I feel confident he won’t. His hands are still up to show me he’s safe, his Adam’s apple stuck mid-bob, eyelids at half-mast. Power at rest.

      If I told him to kneel, we would be eye to eye. Would he? Would he…kneel?

      I sit down quickly when my sex heats and clenches.

      Wicked girl.

      Wicked female.

      I didn’t even have to go outside into the world to become one. It’s just my character.

      “I’m sorry for behaving so strangely,” I say, looking down at the ground where my bare toes press into the grass. “It has been a long day. A long week, really.”

      “Yes.” He sits down beside me, hesitantly, as if unsure whether or not the stone will hold someone his size. “I’m sorry for the loss of your uncle.”

      “Thank you.” I swallow hard and extend my hand. “I’m Thea.”

      He stares at my hand for several beats, his chest rising up and plummeting down. “I’m Duncan,” he rasps, finally slipping his hand around mine, setting off a series of muscle spasms beneath my belly button. At least, I think that’s what they are. I’ve never felt them so deeply before. So anxiously.

      “How long do you think it will take you to pack up everything?”

      A line moves in his cheek. “Four days. Possibly five.”

      “That long?” My pulse is tripping over itself at the idea of being around him for so many hours when he’s causing these drastic plummets and lifts in my belly. “Do you have someone here to help you? Or…is it just going to be the two of us?”

      His voice abrades me like sandpaper, his gaze walking up the curve of my calf muscle and resting on my knee. “The two of us.”

      In this whole huge, sprawling gallery.

      Me and him.

      “Oh,” I breathe, wishing I knew more about small talk and how to make it. “Maybe you can tell me about what the outside is like.”

      I blurt the suggestion as fast as I can, saying a silent apology to Uncle Gardner. He didn’t like it when I told people that I never leave the gallery or our residence upstairs. I’ve always wanted to know what the world is like outside these walls, though. I remember a lot about it, but with every passing year, my memories start to merge with scenes from movies, until I’m not sure which is real and which I’m weaving together with film.

      “Why don’t I just bring you outside?” Duncan suggests, his Scottish accent knitted into his vowels. Why doonah just bring ye outside. “It’s just over that wall.”

      “Oh no.” I shake my head, my throat closing in on itself. “No, I won’t go out there.”

      “Why not?”

      He must know, right? He lives out there. “There are a lot of bad people outside of the gallery. My uncle showed me every day, the things that happen in the news. People planting bombs and stealing identities and murdering members of their own family.”

      He listens to me patiently, his dark brown eyes solemn and deeply interested. “Aye. Those things do happen. But they’re not going to happen to you.” His forearms flex in the waning sunlight. “Not as long as I’m with you.”

      “Yes…” Even though it’s rude, I can’t help staring at his sizeable chest, the giant trunks of his thighs. “Yes, I do think I’d be safe with you, but you can’t be with me forever.”

      A muscle leaps in his jaw, something unknown flickering in his eyes. “I could be a test run of sorts. Maybe the next time, you’d be brave enough to do it yourself.”

      I’m already shaking my head, my skin clamming up around me. My uncle’s voice is as clear as if he’s standing at my right. The outside is a cruel, wicked place. It lures you in, makes you feel secure, then rips off your head. Your parents are of the world, Thea, and look what they’ve done. Abandoning their only child. Do you want to be like them? Inflicting hurt on people? “My uncle told me I would become wicked if I left. A sinner. That I would eventually have to assimilate and…” I push up from the bench, rubbing my hands down my arms to rid them of goosebumps, the trepidation and panic. “I’m just going to stay here. He left the property to me, so I don’t have to leave. All right?”

      He’s quiet so long, I’m not sure he’s going to say anything. Then, “What do you think he meant by you becoming wicked, Thea?”

      Why is his voice so soothing, so grounding? It makes me want to tell him things. To confide in him. Or maybe it’s the fact that I’m totally alone in the world now that makes me whisper, “He meant I would give in to the thoughts inside me. He must have sensed them.”

      Duncan pushes to his feet, the massive breadth of his shoulders blocking out what’s left of the sun. “What thoughts are inside of you, angel?”

      My breath catches when he calls me angel. Not because it’s so unexpected, but because it feels so natural. Why? We’ve only just met. Never mind that there is something about his presence that feels familiar. Like I’ve been inside of it before.

      Do I dare tell him what thoughts I have inside of my head?

      This courtyard is where I come to feel reckless. Late at night when I’m the only one awake in the gallery and I can truly be myself. This is where I unburden myself, and this man, he makes me want to confess even more because none of what I’ve said so far has caused a hint of judgment on his face. It’s like he already knows the answer, he’s just waiting for confirmation from me. About my wicked thoughts.

      I crook my finger to bring him closer and swallowing audibly, he does as I ask, lighting a fuse deep, deep inside of me. When he reaches me, he props his hands on his knees and stoops forward, dropping his head down to my level, my mouth in the perfect position to tell secrets at his ear. How easy he made it for me.

      “I have thoughts about…sex.” A knot starts to unravel inside of me, making me feel loose and languid everywhere. “But I don’t think it’s normal…the kind I think about. I think of odd things, like…denying a man his…his…”

      “Pleasure?” he rasps against my shoulder, his breath singeing me there.

      I lick my suddenly-parched lips. “Yes. Is such a thing done out in the world?”

      “I assume it is done, Thea.” Is he panting? “But I’ve never had it done to me.”

      “Oh.” I like that too much. The fact that he’s never lived out my specific fantasies with anyone makes my nipples pearl inside my black dress. “You’ve n-never been…”

      When I start to lose my nerve, he pushes his mouth up against my ear, his labored breath sounding like a tumultuous ocean. “Keep going. Don’t stop.”

      Oh my goodness. Oh my goodness. We’re touching. Heat travels south in my body, gathering beneath my navel. My toes curl into the grass, digging into the dirt beneath. “You’ve never been ordered t-to make yourself naked. Just so someone can look?”

      “No,” he says raggedly, his teeth scraping my earlobe.

      I take a big breath, squeeze my eyes closed and summon a reserve of bravery. “Never been ordered to touch yourself…there? Or stop touching it?” My own breath is beginning to become thin, my thighs trembling from being pressed together so tightly. “Over and over again until you are in agony and begin to beg—”

      “Thea, my God—”

      “I told you I was wicked.”

      “No, you are perfect.”

      I try to back away from Duncan, but I’m hauled up against him like a rag doll, my feet leaving the ground to dangle several inches above it. And I don’t know where it comes from, but my voice unfurls like a whip, clear and precise. “No, Duncan.” I pinch his ear between my thumb and index finger. “Keep your hands to yourself.”

      Immediately, he lowers my feet back to the ground, like a giant setting down a baby doll. And his contrite expression turns me embarrassingly wet. This giant bows his head in front of me, someone he could pick up and throw a hundred yards. The power in that realization runs through me like a raging river.

      “I’m sorry, angel.”

      I let go of his ear, staring down at my hand in disbelief. “D-d-don’t do it again.”

      That’s when I notice the large protrusion in his pants. It’s the length of a hammer and thick as the leg of a sturdy stool. It’s his erect penis. I’ve been around art for six years and the male anatomy is well known to me. I’ve simply never imagined it could be so large.

      That it could make my claws dig into my palms with the need to tease it.

      “I think I should go inside,” I whisper, alarmed. Alarmed that I might have found myself in a situation where I can enact the terrible thoughts in my head—and that I’m so sorely tempted. Maybe I don’t have to go out in the world to solidify my identity as a sinner. It found me right here inside the gallery walls. I’ve managed to remain on the borderline, managed to keep the thoughts contained to my head, but now…with Duncan, they long to break out.

      Run free.

      His dark eyes seem to be encouraging me. And once again, I get the sense that he already knew my deepest secret. That he just coaxed it out of me.

      “Who are you?” I whisper.

      Not a ripple passes through his expression. “I’m here to pack the art.”

      “And?” I ask, my volume even lower, the word almost swallowed by the night wind.

      “And if you wish it, angel…” He grips onto his erection, squeezing it hard enough to turn his knuckles white, his accent turning thicker, voice like gravel. “If you wish it, this cock is ripe for your enjoyment. It’s never been inside another. I knew the second I saw ye, Thea, it was only meant for fuckin’ you. For making you wail like a baby. If ye have to boss me around and make me suffer, do it, lass. Do it. Watch me obey like a servant in exchange for long, hard rides of that pussy.”

      I stumble back, gasping. Shocked by his crude words, yes. But more so by my reaction to them. I’m on the verge of an orgasm simply from the offer he’s made. It’s something I’ve fantasized about in shame, late at night, never about a specific person. Until now.

      Now I’ll never see anyone but this hulking Scotsman.

      But I’m supposed to fight these urges. I’m supposed to battle the wickedness.

      Duncan takes a step forward, stopping on a dime when I lift my chin. “I bet if you conquer me,” he says gruffly, “you’ll be brave enough to conquer those walls, won’t you?” With a curse, he stops fondling himself, raking a hand through his dark hair. “Think about it. Please.”

      I swallow the promise I want desperately to make and run past him to the courtyard entrance, stealing into the dark, silent gallery as fast as I can, my breaths like nylons rubbing together in my ears. I make it to my room and close the door, locking it behind me and dropping to my knees. One press of my curled fist between my thighs and I climax, pitching forward to cry out his name into the rug, my hips rutting my fist desperately, anxiously.

      And moments later, when I lie replete on the floor of my bedroom, I replay the entire encounter again, again, and again until I pass out from exhaustion with his face in my head, wondering if tomorrow will bring my ruin.
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      I don’t sleep all night.

      There is too much at stake.

      Did I push too hard or not hard enough?

      Will she let me in or fall back on the dated lessons taught by her recluse uncle?

      My night is spent pacing the long marble hallways of the gallery, analyzing every reaction Thea had to me. To every word and touch. I think of how she can be soft as a flower petal one second, then dig into me like a beautiful thorn the next. My cock is puffy and neglected, my chest in pain from having her several floors away from me.

      Technically, I am the one she should be protected from. I am the cold-blooded murderer that sneaks into one’s bedroom at night. I’m the evil, slightly deranged man mothers warn their children about. I lack all conscience or consequence.

      Except when it comes to her.

      My heart is in an ancient torture device and the crank is turned tighter every second she is away. After the unfortunate accident with her uncle Gardner, I adapted. Started to craft my identity, needing to find a way to be close to her. I tapped the phones and listened to my little angel arranging for a man to come and pack the artwork. I waited for him to arrive, then simply dismissed him, pretending to be the head of security. People rarely question me. They want to get away as fast as possible.

      Not Thea.

      She sat next to me on the bench, her small thigh pressed to my oversized one.

      She let me put my mouth on her shoulder, touch it to her ear.

      It was very difficult not to use my superior strength to position her on the grass beneath me, shove open her legs and take what I need, what I need so desperately from this girl…but there is a sacred tether inside of me, holding tight. My body obeys her without question, as if I was born to serve her. Just her. This girl half my age, so small compared to me. I should and could be the one in command, yet she controls me with the tiniest raise of her chin.

      She has the power to break me or make me whole.

      Is she going to say yes?

      Is she going to allow me to bring her secret fantasies to life?

      To show her there is nothing to be ashamed of?

      Maybe if I can achieve that, I can earn enough of her trust to coax her outdoors. Out into the real world where she belongs. Her wild spirit isn’t meant to be contained inside these stone walls. It’s meant to roam, to experience. To do it safely, she’ll need me at her side. Or at the very least, at her back. And that’s where I intend to be. One step away from my angel at all times. Awaiting my next order.

      I stop pacing and press my head to one of the gallery walls. My fingers fumble with the button of my pants, unfastening it and reaching in once to stroke my stiffness.

      I imagine knocking on her bedroom door and presenting my hard cock—still attached, of course—on a platter. Standing in front of Thea, offering the ruddy appendage to her, waiting to see if it’s to her liking. If she’ll be in the mood to use it or abuse it.

      Stand right there until I’m ready to play.

      Don’t move.

      She’d drag her little pinkie finger over the thickest vein and I’d spurt come onto the platter, making her giggle.

      It might be hours until I’m ready. But it better stay hard the whole time.

      No touching allowed.

      I groan into my bent elbow and rip my other hand free of my pants, slapping it onto the wall. Imagining her leaving the bedroom door open and changing her clothes, slowly, humming to herself while fabric drags over supple skin. While tights are dragged up slender young legs. Panties being molded into place over her virgin mound. I’d have no problem staying hard if she let me look. God, I’m going to ejaculate just thinking of watching her perform the secret routine of getting dressed. What would she ask for in exchange for the privilege?

      “Good morning,” comes Thea’s voice behind me.

      Her melodic tone rakes me sweetly, sending a ripple of painful yearning down to my toes. I should be embarrassed that she essentially caught me humping the wall, but…I like her catching me. I like the fact that there is already an understood depravity between us after what she confessed in the courtyard yesterday, and now? Now she doesn’t even seem surprised that—when I turn around to face her—there is an urgent swell behind my zipper.

      “Good morning,” I rasp in a threadbare voice, absorbing the precious sight of her. She’s barefoot as usual, wearing a long, lavender robe that only allows her toes to peek out. It is belted tightly and her arms are crossed. She shifts on the balls of her feet, visibly trying to keep her cool. “Did you sleep well?”

      “Yes.” After a second, she shakes her head. “No.”

      “You were thinking of my offer.”

      To conquer me.

      Face pinkening, she nods.

      Lord, that blush arouses me. Makes me groan deep down inside. She is two sides of a gorgeous coin, my angel. Shy and powerful, all at once. Unique. There is no one like her in this world. In thirty-seven years, I’ve seen enough of it to know for sure. She’s been here all along, locked in this cold gallery that pays homage to beings far beneath her.

      “I’m still thinking about it,” she murmurs, her eyes flashing a little. As if she’s testing herself. Stretching her legs. “You aren’t rushing me, are you?”

      Her rebuke is a velvet slap to my balls. “No, angel,” I say hoarsely.

      The rosy quality of her complexion deepens. “I would like to know more about you first.” Her gray eyes track down the front of me, lingering on my cockstand. “For instance, why does someone of your considerable size become an art mover?”

      I can’t keep myself from looking at her tits. They’re half hidden behind her arms, but I can see their perky shape. “Perhaps I like handling small, delicate things.”

      Her eyes fly back to mine, her fingers curling into the lapels of her robe and holding it high around her neck. “What if…the artwork has never been handled before?”

      “The artwork will be the one setting the pace, lass. I’m just the dirty mover.”

      She fans her face for a moment, catches herself and grows visibly embarrassed. Fuck, she’s adorable. It’s physically painful to be ten feet away from her. I want her close, whispering erotic confessions in my ear again. No, this time I want to sit her in my lap and bounce her on my knee while she tells me how she’s planning to torture me.

      Thankfully she does end up a step closer. Two. Hesitant though they are. “How did you end up here? All the way from Scotland?”

      A pointed object forms in my throat. I try not to show my knee-jerk reaction on my face, but I know I’ve failed when she frowns and comes a touch nearer. There is no choice but to be honest with her. Already I am a murderer in her midst, the bringer of her grief—accidental or not. I will not add to my offenses and then expect her to trust me.

      “My parents moved us here when I was wee—about thirteen. Back in Inverness, my father was a police officer. He’d put away some bad men and they were threatening us. This was going to be a fresh start. They’d even promised me a bunk bed. But the bad man’s network was too far reaching.” I keep my features schooled, though the horror of that day unfolds in my head, fresh. As if it happened last week. “They were murdered on the way to our new house from the airport. I never did get to see the house they’d bought. I knew I had to…disappear. That I wasn’t meant to survive. I only got lucky because I was lying down in the back seat.”

      “I’m so sorry,” she whispers, her voice like a reverent prayer in a church. Hushed and holy. “Duncan, I can’t imagine what it was like for you.”

      “Can you not imagine it, lass?” Taking a chance, I take a stride in her direction, bringing us a few feet apart. “Where are your parents? Why were you left to your uncle?”

      Thea is silent for several moments. Then, “They are free spirits. Sometimes I’m sad that they left me here. Sometimes I’m resentful and mad. But a lot of the time, I’m grateful. That I don’t have to shoulder the guilt for holding them back. I’d rather they just go and be happy.”

      “Generous angel.” I slip here, allowing too much of my infatuation to leak into those two words. They emerge guttural. Hungry. A man on the verge of pouncing and licking and gorging. But she only inclines her head gently, spearing me with a look of authority. And I force myself back into line. “And your uncle. Was he good to you?”

      “He wasn’t perfect, but he gave me a home.” Then she says something that swipes claw marks into my stomach. “I loved him in my own way.”

      And I killed him.

      The very sight of me was the only weapon required.

      If the man was still alive, someone else would have come in my stead to do the job. He was marked for death. After watching them interact that first night, I almost consoled myself with the belief I did Thea a favor, entering her uncle’s bedroom that night. Intending to talk, to negotiate Thea’s freedom, but doing far worse instead. Knowing she loved him, I wish I’d stayed away. I betrayed my angel before we ever spoke.

      I’ve never experienced remorse, but I do now.

      It brands itself on my gut.

      Why did I not stop to consider more carefully what I was doing? Now it can’t be taken back. Now I have this hideous secret from the person who inspires the most honesty inside of me. The girl who has been open and truthful with me in return.

      I stare down at my murderer’s hands. “Thea…”

      She unties her robe.

      I hold my breath, my dark thoughts vanishing,

      She drops it, the slinky material slithering to the marble floor.

      A ferocious, heaved sound blasts out of me at what she reveals.

      She is wearing lacy lavender panties that are cut so fucking low, I can see the beginning of her pussy slit. And a thin, silky black tank top that brushes her navel. She is compact and curvy and tight and tiny. So goddamn young. If we’re splitting hairs, she could be my kid. But our age difference doesn’t stop me from wanting her smooth, sexy thighs flexing and tightening around my head. Doesn’t stop me from wanting to impregnate her on the floor, come and virgin blood mixing together and dripping down her ass cheeks.

      And then.

      Eyes squeezed shut, she whispers. “Kn-kneel.”

      My knees land so hard, so heavily, they shake the ground beneath us.

      Every demon inside me is called to heel in the wake of her shy, girlish command.

      “Good,” she breathes, her expression brightening with awe, with appreciation for the feeling it gave her when I didn’t hesitate to obey. “Now follow me.”

      She turns and strides away, revealing the bare buns of her stunning little ass. They twitch down the hallway, jiggling ever so slightly, and I crawl after her, panting.
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      Power tingles in my fingertips, fills my tummy full of bubbles.

      This mammoth of a man prowls after me on his hands and knees, in the hallowed halls of my uncle’s gallery, and I might as well be floating. As soon as Duncan knelt in front of me, a pressure fell away from my shoulders I didn’t even know was there. And I can breathe. I can breathe with these reigns in my hands, the other end tied to this man’s neck.

      My life has been coordinated by others. I’ve been moved and left behind and maneuvered—but not now. I’m finally the one doing the maneuvering. I might still be caught within the walls of this place, but on the inside? I’m finally soaring above them.

      I glance back over my shoulder with a prim look and find him licking his lips, riveted by the movement of my hips, my bottom. And following my urges, finally allowing them to fully formulate, I rake my fingers up through my hair and toss it around, adding swagger to my walk.

      The resulting animal groan curls my lips in a smile.

      Was this the right decision? Giving in to the wickedness inside of me?

      I don’t know. Maybe I won’t know until it’s too late and I’ll be consumed by the world. Gobbled up like so many women before me. Sin could take hold and never let go. But this morning when I woke up, I knew with absolute certainty that I wouldn’t be able to withstand the temptation for four to five days. The temptation to let my impulses out for once. To liberate them where they pulse constantly beneath the surface.

      For the next little while, I’m not going to think about consequences.

      Or the fate of my immortal soul. What my uncle would think if he could see me parading through his beloved gallery in panties and a chemise.

      I’m just going to indulge. I’ve waited so long.

      Just once. At least once.

      Up ahead, I spy my destination. A throne from the nineteenth century, ornately carved and fashioned with red velvet, protected behind golden ropes so gallery visitors don’t get too close. It’s a replica of the throne sat upon by Queen Victoria and I should have more humility than this, I really should, but I step over the ropes anyway and take a seat, slowly lowering myself onto the cushioned velvet and crossing my bare legs.

      The sheer wetness that gathers on the lace of my panties is obscene. It’s lust and sin and depravity, but there is nothing I can do to stop it. Especially when Duncan gets to his feet long enough to loudly drag the rope barriers aside, before dropping into a kneel once more, this time at the foot of my throne, his big chest puffing up and down in great heaves, his giant hands shaking where he rests them on his thighs. This formidable Scotsman has given me total power over him and it zigzags, electric, through my veins now.

      “Take off your shirt,” I whisper, tremulously, my voice not quite caught up with the rest of me. The reigns might be in my hands, but they’re trembling. Excited and nervous. About what’s to come, how being the queen, the ruler, will make me feel. If I’ll ever be able to live without this afterward.

      Duncan reaches behind his neck, capturing the back of his collar and tugging the long-sleeved garment over his head, flexing hundreds of profanely thick muscles in the process. They play and swell and shift beneath the thin material of his shirt—and then all I can see is brawn. An excess of it. Ink, too. It starts at the base of his throat and winds downward, around his navel in the pattern of a magazine of bullets, disappearing into his black pants, the button of which has been undone since I came upon him.

      Touching himself. Undulating against the wall.

      Chanting my name.

      Did he realize he was doing that?

      “What were you thinking about when I came downstairs?”

      The lump in his throat travels up and down. “I was thinking of watching you get dressed. How you would look…putting on stockings and panties.”

      My sex pulses, a low throb that makes me squirm on the throne. “And in this fantasy, what were you doing while I dressed myself?”

      That inked magazine of bullets vibrates with a drawn-out shudder. “Waiting with a ready cock, angel.”

      A ready cock.

      I’ve never heard the word spoken out loud by anyone else.

      Let alone heard it in these terms. A ready cock. Ready for me. For pleasure.

      “It’s hard now, isn’t it?” I manage, my pulse picking up.

      “Aye,” he grunts, his hand inching toward the outcropping of caged flesh.

      “No.” I shake my head. “Don’t touch until I say you can.”

      Duncan makes a sound of pain, quickly lacing the fingers of both hands together on the back of his head, his biceps like two melons on either side, his humongous chest lightly glazed with sweat.

      “I’m so much younger than you,” I say, studying his face closely. “Why do you want to…be on your knees for a girl, like this? Why are you so willing to serve me when you could so easily force me to serve you?”

      “I don’t have an answer for ye, Thea,” he says, his accent growing more pronounced. “I’ve never wanted to serve anyone. I serve myself. Maybe it’s because you’re young that these needs of yours are so…pure. You’re so fucking pure that they strike me hard and I want to get right in the middle of them.” He breaks off, visibly getting himself under control, licking sweat off his upper lip. “When ye wish it.”

      “That’s right, Duncan. When I wish it,” I whisper, shaken. Moved. More and more freedom lifting me, making me light with every honest word out of his mouth. “Sh-show me what a ready cock looks like.”

      Duncan takes a moment to breathe, drying his palms on his bent legs. Then he raises dark-chocolate eyes to mine and unzips his pants, his jaw flexing as he reaches in and takes out the enormous flesh that lives between his legs. Presenting it to me in a fist.

      It’s gorgeous.

      Thick and hearty like the rest of him. Long. Covered in patterns of veins and throbbing, beating like a heart in the home of his giant paw. It’s nothing like the penises I’ve seen in paintings and sculptures throughout the gallery. Duncan’s is a living, breathing animal unto itself. Visibly in need of tending.

      “Leave it there. Put your hands back on your head.”

      A rough sound kindles in his chest and he winces, letting the heavy shaft and balls drop, the mass of his manhood nearly reaching the floor between his legs. And the vision he makes kneeling in front of me with his hard sex jutting out, hands behind his head, is something I’ll think about every day for the rest of my life. It’s hedonism. It’s a perfect depiction of lust. Of the aroused male condition.

      He’s…perfection.

      A gift.

      A drive to reward him has me arching my back, peeling off the silk of my chemise. Dangling the material off my index finger for a moment, before letting it slither to the floor. Duncan moans, the sound echoing around the cavernous gallery, his shaft firing straight up and smacking off his deeply-grooved abdomen.

      Falling back in the throne lazily, I palm my breasts, letting them bounce down and plucking at my nipples. Part of me can’t believe I’m sitting on this valuable throne, wearing nothing but a pair of lace panties, part of me feels like I’ve always belonged here. That it was built for me to sit in and torture this giant of a man.

      “I’d lick them rotten and suck them sweet, if you let me,” he pushes between his teeth, the erection bobbing hungrily between his powerful thighs. “Such sweet little babies they are.”

      I blink at him innocently. “Where would I lick and suck you, Duncan?”

      “Ah, Jesus. Fuck!”

      A long stripe of white paints the floor between Duncan and the throne, excess moisture dripping from the purple head of his arousal. I watch it happen with delighted wonder, moaning a little at the evidence of his lust for me. He seems caught in the middle of an unescapable storm and maybe I am evil, maybe I am wicked, because it makes my flesh spasm happily. In anticipation of more. More. Something I can’t describe because I’ve never experienced it.

      “Angel.” His stomach hollows violently, his hips pumping against the air. Muscles chase each other across the range of his chest. “I need to stroke my cock.”

      His accent is thicker now, almost guttural.

      Ahh need tae stroke me cock.

      “Say please,” I murmur, uncrossing my legs and leaning forward in the throne.

      “Please.”

      I purse my lips. “No. No touching.”

      Cursing vilely, he ruts the air with futile thrusts and my body begins to respond. Imagining him inside of me, those big hips rolling him deeper and deeper, his sweat decorating my skin, his desire and desperation and gratitude lining his chiseled face. As he works and works and works to rid himself of the painful frustration men feel.

      But maybe not only men.

      I’m beginning to feel it now, too. A spiraling tickle in my tummy, spreading lower and making me flushed everywhere, making me breathe faster. My nipples are little pebbles now and I rub at them anxiously, hips restless on the cushion of the throne. Is that me whining?

      Duncan watches me with intense eyes, hands still locked behind his head, hips driving forward and back—and it’s like we’re having intercourse without touching, but I can almost feel him. The rabid punch of his sex into mine, spearing me, his muscle pinning me down.

      “I’d get that little body fat with babies, lass,” he growls, sweat rolling down the side of his face and dripping onto the floor. “Ye’d be ordering me to put the next one in ye. And the next.”

      Those words.

      Little body.

      Babies.

      Ordering me.

      They make me cry out and I don’t think, I simply plunge my fingers into my panties, finding myself saturated. And there is something about being genuinely aroused and uninhibited that allows me to find that spot for the first time. My clitoris. I gasp at the discovery, immediately shoving my panties down to get a better angle with my wrist, ripping them down to my knees. Bringing my fingers back to that nub and whimpering.

      And Duncan bellows my name, his swollen trunk of flesh jerking and spilling milky wetness into a puddle on the floor. His hands are still behind his head, his stomach knitted up in a painful manner, that huge staff releasing, swelling, releasing again and again, his lower body humping the air as if it’s a woman. As if it’s me.

      The sight of his passion on the floor is mesmerizing.

      Thrilling.

      I love it. I love what I made him do. Without the use of his hands.

      But my instinct has me shaking my head with disappointment.

      “Look at what you did without permission.” I spread my thighs, just a little, stretching the lace panties around my knees. “What if I wanted it inside of me?”

      Duncan groans brokenly, frustration making the veins on his neck stand out. “I’ll make it hard again for you, angel.”

      “No,” I pout, starting to pull up my panties, even though my flesh is crying out for friction, for touch. This torturing of him is only stoking that passion. “It’s too late.”

      “No.” His hands drop from behind his head and he crawls forward on hands and knees, shoving my knees open and tearing the lace from my sex with his teeth. His eyes are feverish, desperate, his tongue lapping at me without preamble, stroking over my clit side to side to side.

      The erotic sensation floods me with need. With sharp-edged hunger.

      I squirm, unable to bear it all at once.

      But I didn’t issue this order, I didn’t give permission, and I’m not letting go of my newfound freedom so easily, so I slap him across the face—

      Slap.

      —and he moans, loving it, pressing his face into my palm with gratitude, as if I issued a caress, instead of a reprimand. “That’s my fierce little girl.” He licks me crudely, curling his tongue around my clitoris. “Now spread your fucking legs.”

      Then he dips his face to my lap again, lower, teasing that button mercilessly, grunting, spitting on me to keep me soaked and delivering this amazing, wet, continuous contact, until my hips arch off the throne and I start sobbing, my thighs wrapping around his head. My sense of sight deserts me, jet engines roaring in my ears a second before light explodes behind my eyes, relief like I didn’t know existed wracking me, turning me into a plucked tuning fork, wave after wave of rapture clenching my intimate muscles.

      My scream carries through the marble halls, intermingling with his animal grunts, and I hear the splash of him releasing on the floor again, at the foot of my throne.

      And I don’t know where this is going.

      I don’t know who this man is going to be to me or what we’ve unleashed.

      But for now…

      I’m in charge until I’m not.

      I’m the queen until I’m just his little princess. Like now.

      When Duncan opens his arms to me, I leap into them like a spoiled, overwrought, overindulged child, burying my face in his neck. Once again a doll in the arms of her giant. The fight and authority gone out of me, leaving a young, exhausted teenager in their wake.

      I let him carry me upstairs to bed, not a stitch of clothing to hide me from the paintings. I’m unconscious before my head even hits the pillow, but I dream of him watching me with a wild air of obsession, dream of his looming figure in the corner of my room and I sleep more soundly than I ever have in my life.
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      I watch her as long as possible without getting caught.

      When she starts to rouse in her bed and I consider climbing into the sheets with her, rolling her naked body on top of mine to see if she’ll rub all over me like a drowsy kitty, I know it’s time to leave. This morning, I was granted the treasure of a lifetime and I will not push it. I will not be greedy with the angel. I’m still drunk on the taste of her virgin cunt. It haunts my tongue hours later as I arrange her painting equipment in the moonlit courtyard.

      Wanting to please her.

      God help me, it’s all I want to do for the rest of my life.

      Now that night has fallen, I’m irrationally stressed out that she hasn’t eaten. How can I provide for her if I’m not given the chance? Should I wake her up to feed her? Does she need to be bathed and dressed and will she allow me to do those tasks for her?

      There are levels to this…relationship…I didn’t see coming.

      My relationship with Thea.

      Just saying those words makes me dizzy. Makes me want to punch the stone courtyard wall in triumph. Maybe do something completely out of character like…smile.

      “Thea,” I whisper into the near-darkness, my rasp of her name blending in with the soft wind that tousles the branches of the surrounding trees. “Thea. My relationship with Thea.”

      She is my task master.

      My sexual agony in the flesh.

      But when it’s time to come, she opens her thighs and whines for her Duncan to take care of business. I grind my back teeth together to keep from moaning. About all of it. How she tasted. Smelled like fresh lavender. How she made me crawl, slapped me, deprived me, shamed me—came like a harlot—and then buckled like an innocent girl, replete in her servant’s arms. Each facet of her personality is one hundred percent authentic. And every second of it felt exactly right, as if it had been woven into the fabric of the universe. Fated.

      I hear a soft groan of the back door behind me and blood rushes to my cock. I turn around and find her in a short white nightgown that’s ruffle hem stops at the tops of her thighs, her hair tousled from sleep, mouth puffy. It takes a summoning of my full willpower not to storm over and find out who she’s going to be tonight, the queen, the harlot or the princess, so I can indulge her. So I can be whatever she needs at this very moment.

      “You should have woken me. I slept so long.” She looks past me and sees the canvas I’ve laid out, the bottles of paint—and her steps falter. “What are you doing?”

      “These things were under a tarp against the wall,” I say smoothly, grateful I don’t have to lie. Although I’m omitting the fact that I’ve seen her paint in the moonlight. “Are they yours?”

      Her shoulders relax at my easy tone. “Y-yes, they’re mine.”

      I nod and step back, giving her room to approach, her head tilting as if deciding what to put on the canvas. I’m powerless to stop my gaze from moving hungrily over the supple curve of her bottom, which isn’t quite covered by the hem of her nightgown. Her hair is in sleepy disarray down her back, grass threading through her delicate toes.

      I’d like to devour her in one fucking bite.

      I’d like her to tease me into a state of misery.

      I just need need need anything she can give me.

      My insides are chaos.

      “My uncle didn’t know that I painted,” she says, her cheeks coloring slightly. “He wouldn’t have been a fan of mine, I don’t think. He said art is an executed plan. That it’s an accurate expression of the world. That it’s truth.” Her eyes are a little bewildered when she cranes her neck to look up at me. “But what if I don’t know what the world looks like?”

      I feel inadequate being asked this question. It’s important to her. My answer is going to mean something. Unfortunately, I don’t have much practice with serious conversation. With any conversation, really. Relating to people isn’t something I do. My home is in the darkness. I’m given my jobs and I return there, to my basement haunt on the edges of the city. Away from people and light and voices. There is no socializing. Not beyond what is necessary to purchase food and the tools of my trade.

      This is my angel, though. Giving her what she needs is in my blood.

      So I search for the remnants of my humanity, surprised to find she’s already reanimated pieces of it, making the answer come somewhat easier.

      “Maybe you’re painting your own truth, Thea. Maybe it’s what you understand as truth. The world is what surrounds someone. No one has the same understanding of it.”

      Thea takes in my answer, nodding. Giving me a light half-smile. “Thank you.” She swallows, her flush deepening. Shyly, she asks, “Do you want to watch?”

      Our height and age and size difference has never been more obvious than now, when she looks up at me as if for guidance, reassurance. Hope in her eyes.

      My heart nearly tumbles out onto the floor.

      So she’s to be my princess tonight, is she?

      “Very much,” I say gruffly, gesturing to the canvas. “Please.”

      Pressing her lips together, she bends forward and picks up a blue bottle of paint, presenting her bare ass to the evening air, turning my hands to fists at my sides and stretching the confining material of my pants. “I’m most honest when I paint,” she whispers, slowly unscrewing the cap and letting it drop from her graceful fingers. “At least…until today. I was twice as honest in my throne.”

      “Good,” I say unevenly, my muscles coiled up, constricted. I’m vibrating head to toe just being this close to her, being given the honor of her honied voice. “You can be honest with me.”

      “It feels that way,” she whispers, letting a line of blue fall to the crisp white canvas, creating a circular pattern near the bottom center. “You make me wonder if wickedness isn’t something to be scared of, but something to be…celebrated.” Her chin comes up. “Then again, temptation makes people want to compromise their morals, doesn’t it? Makes them come up with excuses to…play?”

      With that, she whips a barrage of paint down onto the canvas.

      I have to grind my back teeth so I don’t groan out loud.

      “If wickedness is something to feel good about, to be enjoyed…with the right person…then I’ve been kept here for no reason. And I’m not ready to accept that,” she whispers, bending forward to collect the green paint, dropping the cap a moment later. And arcing it downward in a loud snap that makes my briefs feel like an iron prison. “Not tonight,” she chokes out.

      I take several deep breaths before speaking, so the lust in my voice doesn’t scare her. “When you’re ready, you’ll look at the world beyond these walls and find your own truth in it, lass. It is a bad place in many ways, but it’s…” I beg my mind for the right words to help this disillusioned girl who is slowly realizing she’s been lied to. Kept locked away. “It’s a million avenues and you can walk down your own without defining it. It can be chaos or an executed plan. Whatever makes it yours.”

      Again, she listens carefully to each word, her gray eyes curious. “And what makes the world yours, Duncan?”

      Before you? Destruction of life. Loneliness. Emptiness.

      Now?

      “Possibilities. Maybe…if I can quiet the chaos enough to see beauty…” Like yours. Like you. “I can be someone my parents would have been proud of. Instead of someone who became so acquainted with darkness and pain, it turned into the only thing that fed him.”

      She worries her bottom lip. “But isn’t what I do to you considered…pain?”

      “Ach, no, lass. They are two very different kinds of pain.” My attention is drawn to the small swells of her tits, my fingers itching to play with the ruby-red nipples hidden inside her nightgown. “Your pain leads to pleasure. So much more than I deserve. You make me work for the…worthiness of it. I’ve never been more fulfilled than when I came at your feet. You made me earn the right.” I finger the hem of her nightgown, noting the way her knees sneak together, pressing. Is her pussy turning wet? “Maybe next time you’ll allow me to put my come between your legs.”

      A flick of her wrist releases a spray of paint. “Are you asking for permission, Duncan?”

      This wee girl nearly buckles my knees with her whispered question, every cell in my body rushing madly in a state of unruly anticipation. Am I really going to be allowed inside this angel? After everything I’ve done, after the darkness that I’ve consumed and created, the universe is going to allow me a pleasure beyond my wildest imagination? “Yes,” I hiss. “I’m asking permission.”

      Her blink is innocent. “Ask properly.”

      I’m going to ejaculate down the leg of my pants before I lay a finger on her. There is an invisible leash between us. One end is in her tiny hand, the other end is attached to a collar around my neck. If she asked me to fight a war against the entire population right now and win, I would attempt it. I would attempt anything for her to be happy with me. Satisfied. “Please may I put my come between your legs?”

      The lids of her eyes grow heavy with arousal, her toes curling into the earth. “How?”

      “By fuckin’ ye,” I blurt in a pained rush, dizzy from the lack of blood in the northern region of my body. I’m stooped partially forward from the weight in my balls. “By working this cock as deep as it’ll go in your little body.”

      She looks down at the appendage in question, where it strains eagerly against the fly of my pants, observing it beneath long black eyelashes. Then, slowly, she traces it with that pinkie finger. “It might not get very far.”

      Christ. “An inch would be more than I deserve.”

      Thea looks almost pained by that statement of truth, tilting her head at me. Reaching up with both hands to cup the sides of my face. “The way you talk about…what you deserve. Being fed by pain and darkness. What have you been through outside these walls, my giant?”

      “Things you’ll never encounter,” I vow. “Things I’ll never allow to come near you.”

      “You’ll forget about these terrible things while you’re inside me?”

      “I’ll forget everything but you, Thea. Everything.”

      “Me too,” she whispers, taking my hand and guiding me to the stone bench where we first sat, side by side. Only it’s fully dark now, except for the moon and a scattering of stars. A slow, languid breeze stirs the grass and the leaves of the courtyard trees. It blows Thea’s dark hair across her face as she pushes me into a sitting position and stands between my outstretched thighs. We’re eye-to-eye, with me sitting down, and my chest crowds to the point of bursting when she settles her small hands on my shoulders trustingly.

      Guilt tries to intrude. I’ve unintentionally taken the last of her family.

      I’ve lied and betrayed her.

      But then she settles her soft lips on my hard ones and every ounce of darkness in me drains from my fingertips, leaving me, replacing itself with wonder. The wonder of her.

      It’s my first kiss, as well as hers. But in the nasty corners of the earth where I’ve roamed, I’ve seen coupling taking place in alleys and black corners of irreputable establishments. I’ve seen and heard things against my will. I know the mechanics of sex, the objective of it. There will be none of that impersonal filth here tonight. No. Not with this angel. Never with my angel. But I’m grateful that I know enough to guide us. Know enough to coax her mouth open and find her tongue, her gasp melting on mine. The willing way she gives it back to me, offering her slickness, licking it against me, making an eager sound in her throat.

      My fingertips drag side to side on the backs of her knees. I’m keen to grip her juicy arse in both hands, but I strive for patience, determined to make her first time as perfect as it can be. Determined not to rush. To be grateful for this gift and not be selfish. Still, it gets harder not to gorge myself, to roughen my touch when she starts kissing me with more and more excitement, gasping, her fingers digging into my shoulders. She’s affected. Her little knees are pressed to my stomach now, our lips slanting hungrily, and I can no longer keep my palms from sliding up the smooth backs of her thighs to knead her gorgeous bottom.

      “Duncan,” she whimpers, straddling me on the bench, her bare cunt pressing down on the bulge of my crotch. “I love kissing you.”

      My head falls back on a groan. How many miracles am I going to be given?

      To be in this courtyard with Thea, having her speak to me, would have been the best thing to ever happen in my life. To be kissing her, to have her enjoying it, is almost unthinkable. To have her rubbing around in my lap is transporting me to heaven, a place I never expected to see. “My mouth and hands and cock are yours, angel,” I rasp, overcome with the tightening sensation in my chest, the rollicking beat of my heart. “Use them how you wish.”

      “I will,” she says, raising her chin. But looking down between us, her confidence slips almost immediately—and it’s easy to tell why. Her thighs on top of mine, the way her feet dangle so high above the grass, calls into focus the difference in our size once again. “B-but you have to help me.”

      Her quiet plea is like an arrow piercing me in the throat. So sharp I can’t speak.

      Desperate to calm my angel’s fears, I kiss her again, sinking my tongue deep into her mouth while gathering the hem of her nightgown in my hands. Lifting it up past her waist, holding it there until she relaxes again, her thighs flexing to snuggle closer, bringing her pussy flusher to my lap and—shyly, hesitantly—rocking.

      Rocket bursts go off behind my eyes, my balls tightening ominously.

      “Beautiful, horny girl,” I mutter into her neck, rubbing the pad of my tongue beneath her ear, down the silky side of her neck. Then I’m back to her lips, our mouths frantic to gather each other’s tastes. “You can rub it on me, angel. There’s nothing wrong about that.”

      Once again, she opens her thighs and struggles closer, my grip on her buttocks urging her forward, helping her grind once, twice. “Duncan,” she sobs. “I can’t get close enough.”

      Her problem becomes mine to solve—and I do. I rip my shirt straight down the middle and slough it off my arms, offering my skin to warm her. And she does. She nestles into me with a happy sound, going back to kissing me and undulating in my lap. My cock is in utter agony from being confined, from having her little pussy riding on top of it, faster and faster, but I don’t rush her. I don’t throw her down onto the grass and fuck her savagely like I need to. I hold onto my seed with all of my might, smoothing my hands up and down the taut curves of her ass, giving her my tongue over and over until I’m dizzy, until my heart is lodged in my throat from the perfection of this creature. My angel.

      And eventually she starts to whimper again. Whine with frustration.

      It’s music to my ears. Give me the weight of your problems, Thea. Let me fix.

      “Still not close enough,” she pants against my mouth, her brows knit in confusion. “O-or I was. It was perfect and now I need more. I need more, Duncan.”

      “Yes, angel.”

      My hands shake with the need to tear the virginal white nightgown from her delicious body, but firmly rooted inside of me is an intuition about what this female needs. What she wants and when she wants it. And I know I have to completely expose myself before she’ll do the same. Today on the throne, she was in charge of her own nudity. Of the whole situation. But she’s out of her depth here, so I have to reach the deep end first, before she’ll follow.

      I lean back and gently slide her onto my thighs, going to work on my button and fly, wincing at the immense pressure between my legs. Precome has already leaked out and spotted the front of my pants from having Thea rubbing on top of me. I suck in a breath and drag out my dripping cock, cursing through my teeth when my balls emerge, dragging over the teeth of my zipper. And I look up, finding Thea watching in fascination, eyes excited. Lips teeth-marked from her arousal.

      “This is good pain?” she whispers, flashing me her wide eyes.

      “Yes,” I grit out. “God, yes.”

      Biting her lip, she drags her fingertips down my abdomen and circles my cock with her small hands. She cradles the brutal length of it in her left hand and slaps it sharply with her right, making my rear up and shout, my pleasure/pain carrying through the courtyard. She slaps it again, harder. And again. Milky moisture dribbles from the head and she makes a girlish, happy sound at the sight of it, nearly spilling the rest of my load.

      Then she slaps my cock again, watching me closely. “Th-this is good pain?”

      “Yes. Fuck. Fuck.”

      Her fingernails bury themselves in my balls. “Watch your mouth.”

      I don’t take a breath. I don’t dare. Not in the presence of such magnificence. This beauty, hidden away for so long, having the courage to follow her instinct to rule me. Not questioning it. She’s brave and incredible and mine. I need her to be mine always. For every second of the rest of my life. “I’m sorry, angel,” I gasp, her nails digging in ever so slightly deeper into my testicles, shooting a sharp-edged ribbon of bliss down to my toes, causing a spasm in my belly. An almost-climax. “Anything you give me is good pain. Anything.”

      Slowly, she eases her nails from my flesh and more blood rushes south to fill the space occupied by her grip, ripping a hoarse sound from my throat. It’s uncomfortable in the best way, the most unbelievable way. Excruciatingly perfect. And it gets even better when she strokes my cock lovingly, like an apology, her lips brushing back and forth across my panting mouth. “Good giant,” she murmurs, scooting closer. “You’re so good.”

      Bringing the tip of my throbbing dick to her pussy, she tucks it between her slippery folds, eyes locked on mine the whole time. Holding me in fucking thrall. Holding me prisoner in a cell I never want to be released from. She’s got me—my heart, my body, my soul—in the palm of her hand.

      “Help me fit it,” she exhales, her sweet, warm breath bathing my face, making me eyelids heavy, along with the lust in my stomach, my blood, my bones.

      I reach for myself, but stop short. “Can I touch it, Thea?”

      Her lips part, pupils expanding. She’s exultant. “Yes,” she whispers shakily, watching me take over. Watching me drag my fist, balls to tip, three times. Slowly. Then I guide it to her virgin hole, rubbing my hard flesh over the top of it, requesting entry. Her thighs are draped over mine, spread wide, her nightgown around her hips. There has never been a more beautiful sight witnessed anywhere. Not anywhere on this earth.

      So beautiful that some instinct to claim rears its head inside of me and I press myself into her wet, little hole, groaning as the helmet of my shaft disappears between the bare folds of her sex, earning a gasp from Thea’s mouth. A groan from mine.

      “Ah, Jesus,” I push through my teeth. “Baby’s so tight.”

      She wiggles her hips sensually, her hands raking up and down my chest. “I want more.”

      God knows I want to give her more. I want to rifle the full length of it into her snug little pocket and slam in and out until the agony between my legs is gone. But she’s so delicate, so trusting, and I focus on that. The way she believes in me, knows I’ll do what’s right, no matter how difficult. “I can get it in,” I say raggedly. “I can have you sitting on the whole of it, lass.”

      “How?”

      I exhale against her jaw, traveling down the side of her neck with my tongue. “Take your nightgown off for me. Let me suck your little nipples.”

      Biting her lip, she nods and we work together to remove the garment, casting it aside on the grass and leaving her fully nude on my lap, my cock lodged a mere inch inside of her tight, young cunt. A goddess outlined by moonlight. I have to close my eyes and count to ten to get myself under control. I barely manage it. I can’t fully manage it when I’m this close to paradise. When it’s being offered to me, against all odds.

      “Right,” I say unevenly, pressing my forehead to hers, dragging my right hand down between our bodies and thumbing her clitoris. Her mouth forms an O against mine, her breath coming faster. “This is why you open your thighs for me, angel. This little bud demands it. And you own me, you rule me, but I rule this. This pretty girl is property of your giant.”

      “Yes,” she gasps, writhing another inch onto my cock, lubricating her own way, aided by my thumb on her swollen bundle of nerves. “Y-your property.”

      I press down harder on that pleasure button and she arches her back on a moan, giving me the perfect opportunity to lick over her stiff right nipple, curling my tongue around it and gently sucking it into my mouth—and down she sinks another inch. I’m a third of the way inside of her and already, I’m struggling not to drain my balls. Those twin sources of misery are stuck right to the underside of my body, clenched, throbbing. Begging to be emptied.

      When she squirms closer to my lap, impaling herself another few inches, I roar her name into the curve of her neck, increasing the pace of my thumb on her clit, strumming it fast, making it harder, making Thea’s whimpers turn louder, more urgent.

      “Tell me again,” she says haltingly. “W-what you said today. About me ordering you t-to…babies…”

      Without her uttering another word, I know exactly what she means. And the fact that my primal vow is what she craves…it’s my undoing.

      I take hold of her little backside and stuff her down my remaining length, roughly, my growl drowned out by her strangled cry. “You’ll order me to breed you. Is that what you want to hear, you tight little angel?”

      When she’s finished gasping, adjusting to the bulk of me, she hiccups, “Yes.”

      “Am I hurting you, lass?” I demand to know, my lips on top of hers.

      “I like it,” she whispers, rolling her lower body—and I break. I fucking break. “Love it.”

      I’m raking her up and back now, tunneling in and out of her soaked cunt, the sounds and scents of sex filling the night air. “You’ll make me wait, teasing me. Making me pull out. You’ll know how bad I want to fatten up that belly, but you won’t let me. You’ll tease and torture until I go mad.” My accent is thick as molasses now, along with the rest of me. “Until I’m ready tae hold ye down and pump ye full. And then you’ll finally let me fuckin’ breed ye.”

      “Duncan!”

      She comes like my little harlot. Whipping her hips up and back, tits jiggling, mouth open, eyes blind. I keep my thumb busy on her clit until the last second, and a scream rips out of her, that already too-tight pussy clenching hotly around mine, summoning the seed from my balls like a sorceress. They squeeze and release, firing searing heat up the stalk of my shaft, the release of pressure making my skull throb, the walls of my throat burn—and I bellow her name in reverence, in thanksgiving, lifting my hips, smacking her up and down again, again, again in a punctuated rhythm and spurting my seed into her in great, glopping waves, gratitude and wonder making a permanent home in my chest.

      “Thea, Thea, Thea,” I chant into her hair.

      “Duncan.”

      And she collapses on me like earlier today, like a helpless princess, boneless, her beautiful face buried in my sweaty neck. Trusting me to squire her somewhere safe—and I do. I carry her limp little body up to her bedroom like the precious treasure she is, intending to guard her all through the night, the hell with sleep. But when I pass her uncle’s old bedroom, a horrible sense of foreboding sweeps me that stays with me until the early morning hours.

      What will she do when she finds out who I really am?

      It’s inevitable, isn’t it?

      I can’t hide forever. Not from this girl who sees me so clearly.

      When that happens…

      Will she show me mercy or cast me out of her light?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thea

      

      

      

      I never thought much about losing my virginity.

      It was always something that would happen far, far down the road. Or not at all.

      I definitely never realized I would wake up the morning after and feel so…

      Powerful.

      Sitting on the edge of my bed, I hum to myself and smooth lavender lotion onto my legs. After a small hesitation, I apply more, higher, to my inner thighs and hips. To my breasts and belly. I watch myself in the mirror, hands roaming all over my skin, remembering everything that happened last night in the courtyard. The simultaneous loss of control and gaining of it. The passion and frenzy and…understanding.

      That’s it. I feel understood. By Duncan.

      I stand and walk to my dresser, taking out a pair of simple blue panties, smooth to the touch. Bordered in dusky pink. My plan is to help Duncan pack the paintings today, so I start to put on jeans and a sweater, then change my mind, donning a short, floaty dress instead. A dress that technically is a slip, usually worn on summer days in the courtyard when the gallery is closed and I want to feel the sun on my skin.

      Today I’m wearing it because I want to feel his touch on my skin.

      Want to feel it everywhere.

      I realize I’m staring into space, my hands climbing my ribcage toward my aroused nipples—and I drop them away. More than anything, I want to go downstairs and forget the ominous stirring inside of me, but…I can’t. I can’t deny that I woke up this morning with the knowledge that something is off. There is something I’m missing.

      Something Duncan isn’t telling me.

      It’s almost as if I dreamed him up. Suddenly he was here. Suddenly we were connected by some fated force, physical and emotional, and I never had a chance to examine how it all came about. I’ve been too distracted by what he does to me.

      What he allows me to do to him.

      My breath picks up the pace and I drop my head against my closet door, visions of last night flashing in my mind, his words echoing in my ears.

      Anything you give me is good pain. Anything.

      You’ll order me to breed you.

      Baby’s so tight.

      My skin flushes so hot, I retreat to my bathroom and press a cold, wet towel to the back of my neck. And I look myself in the eye over the vanity. I tell myself that today I’m going to ask him questions about his supposed darkness. How he came to be here. Yes, he is from the art packing company I contacted, but he…hasn’t left the gallery once, as far as I can tell. Does he have a home? What happens once he’s done with this job?

      I vow I’m going to ask these questions, but when I get downstairs and find him bare-chested, suspenders hanging down from his hips, muscles flexing as he removes a painting from the wall, every sensible notion I have in my head flees like darkness in the face of the sun.

      Duncan turns to face me, his face transforming with utter adoration and hunger…and obedience. Yes, he’s waiting to see what I want. Me. The girl who barely reaches his shoulder. The girl he had to carry like a baby to bed last night. He gives me what I need. Control in a life where I’ve had so very little. A life where I’ve been neglected, abandoned, confined and lonely.

      My fingertips tingle with that control now, chest swelling with gratitude for him. For his understanding and care of me, so unique and perfect in nature. And instead of asking him who he really is, I say, instead, “I’m ready to go outside the walls.”

      His chiseled mouth lifts into a half smile and he opens his arms to me.

      I run and leap into them, no questions asked, his big hands finding my buttocks and boosting me high so I can lock my thighs around his hips. My giant just smiles at me, rubbing soothing, happy circles onto my back and…and I fall in love with him. Then and there. I can feel my heart splitting into two halves, one side crawling into Duncan’s chest, invisible and unseen, to stay forever.

      As I’ve gotten older and my fantasies started to include teasing and controlling and torturing, I thought myself flawed. Sick. But he’s not only accepted my flaw, he’s turned it into a blessing. Something about me he craves, maybe even needs. By allowing that part of me to run wild, he’s given me the courage I need to face the outside world, instead of hiding from it.

      “Where would you like to go, lass?”

      I press my face into his warm neck, nibbling at the sinew there, loving the way he tips his head to the side so I can get a more thorough taste. “The beach,” I murmur. “I want to see the ocean. I want to see…a library. I want to get coffee in a paper cup I see people using when they come to the gallery.”

      “Then we will do all of these things.”

      “What about packing the paintings?” I ask, striving for casual. Pretending I don’t notice the slight tightening of his muscles when I ask the question.

      Duncan kisses my temple. “I stayed up last night working. We can afford a few hours.”

      Ask him.

      Ask him why it felt as if you’d met him—felt him—before that first afternoon.

      He winds my loose hair in a fist, distracting me. Moaning over the rise of his erection between my thighs, I allow him to pull my head back, exposing my throat. His tongue travels from my clavicle to my jaw, his breath starting to release in bursts. “Before we go, may I take my relief?” His voice is a deep rasp of hunger. “May I give you your own?”

      I’m dying to say yes, but I’m giving up too much ground.

      There are explanations needed. Questions I should be asking.

      So instead of saying yes, yes, my frustration with myself leads us down a different path.

      “No, giant.” He drops his face into the crook of my neck and groans miserably, his arousal like a sword against my belly. “But if you can stand my teasing all day…”

      He holds his breath, that mountainous body vibrating.

      “If you can stand it,” I say, sinking my teeth into his ear, pulling until he starts to pant, before letting it go. “When we get home, you don’t have to ask for permission. Not for anything. Just this once.”

      Several seconds pass before he lets his breath out slowly, shakily. “You mean…I can take ye without asking?”

      Sinuously, I rub my sex on the long ridge of his. “Any way you want.”

      His swallow is like cannon fire in my ear. “Rough, like?”

      I blink innocently at him and nod. “I won’t stop you.”

      Those dark-chocolate eyes of his lose focus, growing slightly dazed. “Ah, Thea. You’ll be so wet from teasin’ me.” A shudder passes through him, his voice taking on an eager quality. “I’m already in pain. Can’t imagine what it’ll be like after a whole day.”

      “You love it,” I whisper, rocking on him.

      “Aye.”

      We’re very close to the point of no return. Where he’ll have to unzip his pants and enter me. But the promise of the control he’s offering me, the promise of seeing the world beyond the walls for the first time in years, forces me to loosen my legs from around his waist and slide down. I take his hand in mine and guide him out of the gallery, my skin hot under his intense gaze. And I tell myself tomorrow will be soon enough to start asking questions.
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        * * *

      

      We are in Duncan’s car.

      A large black one with dark windows.

      My legs tremble on the leather passenger seat, my fingernails digging into the edge.

      I can feel my giant looking over at me with increasing concern, but I can’t seem to get my breathing under control. So far, we’ve only turned out of the long gallery driveway, onto a quiet lane canopied with trees, but we might as well be flying upside down in a fighter jet.

      “Thea,” Duncan says, low and measured. “There is not a thing in this world that can get through me to you. You are safe.”

      “My heart knows that. My body doesn’t seem to care.”

      “Tell me what you’re scared of.”

      “I…I don’t know…” I shake my head, trying to calm the chaos. “People smiling at me, but they’re secretly monsters. They’ll transform as soon as I turn my back.”

      For some reason, this seems to bother Duncan a great deal.

      His Adam’s apple rises and plummets roughly.

      “The scariest monster you can think of will run the opposite direction of me, Thea,” he says quietly, slowing the vehicle to a stop at a red light. And it’s on the tip of my tongue to ask him what he means. Why would monsters fear him? Who is he and what has he done? But then a family passes through the crosswalk in front of the car. Parents and a child. They’re each holding one of the small boy’s hands and swinging him upward on the count of three, sending him into fits of laughter.

      There is no mistaking that their joy is real.

      My claws loosen their grip on the seat slightly and we keep driving, passing more and more scenes like the one on the crosswalk. Lovers in the park cozied up together on a bench. A man handing ice cream to children through a truck window. Women pushing babies in strollers. An elderly woman kissing her dog while he wags his tail excitedly.

      It’s not just the people that capture my attention, either. It’s the sky, giant and blue and uninterrupted by walls. It’s the different scents in the air. The sense of ease I didn’t expect. No one is secretly hiding horns and pitchforks. There is no fighting or explosions or pits of fire.

      Perhaps those things exist somewhere, but they aren’t…rampant.

      No one is going to drag me into a hell portal or try to hurt me.

      No one is going to influence me into becoming wicked.

      What does that mean, anyway? Wicked.

      Evil like the women in my uncle’s paintings?

      Why are they all evil? Why are none of them like the people on the sidewalks or in the cars beside us at stoplights? Duncan’s words come back to me from the night before.

      Maybe you’re painting your own truth, Thea. Maybe it’s what you understand as truth. The world is what surrounds someone. No one has the same understanding of it.

      What if my uncle simply had a terrible view of the world? What if his experiences jaded him or made him think ill of people, lock himself away and never give them another chance? What if…I was a victim to his misconceptions and there was never truly a reason to keep me within the gallery walls in the first place?

      I want to ask Duncan to pull over so I can crawl into his lap. I want to ask him questions and clarify everything in my mind, even though it scares me to admit that maybe my life, for the past several years, has been a waste. I need him to soothe me.

      The ocean comes into view at that moment, however, and my thoughts scatter like grain in the wind.

      I throw myself back against the seat, positive the enormity of it is going to swallow me, but it doesn’t rise up like a wave. It remains serene and glittering for miles and miles into the horizon. The car stops moving and absently I hear the click of my seatbelt buckle disengaging. Then I’m being dragged right where I want to be. Into Duncan’s lap.

      His lips move in my hair, pressing to my temple.  “Watching you rediscover the world is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” he rasps, combing his fingers through my hair. “I’m…rediscovering it with you, Thea. The daytime at least. Normally I only come out at night.”

      “Why?” I whisper, my cheek pressed to his chest, my gaze on the ocean.

      Duncan chuckles—and I realize it’s the first time I’ve heard him laugh. Though there’s no humor in the sound. “How ironic that this world you fear…it fears me. And you keep me on a leash. Don’t you realize you could rule everything you see with your kind of bravery, lass?”

      Instead of answering him, I frown into his chest. “Why does the world fear you?”

      “You’ve grown used to the way I look. Or maybe…you simply have a sixth sense and know I’d put a knife in my gut before harming you. But others…” He sighs, gives my temple a final kiss. “Why don’t I just show you, instead?”

      Duncan climbs out of the car, still holding me in his arms, and kicks the driver’s side door closed. He settles me on my feet carefully and studies my face a moment, before locking our fingers together and guiding me from our parking spot toward the beach.

      And immediately, people start to scatter. They try to be subtle about it, quickly picking up their children and hastening toward the opposite end of the beach, but I notice everything. These people take one look at my giant, at his face, and they are scared. Even a group of men, who appear to be on the tougher side, quiet their music and stub out their cigarettes, averting their gazes from the man holding my hand so gently.

      I look up at Duncan and for the first time, I really take notice of the scarring on his neck. The angry, red puckers. I see the white slash that bisects his brow and left eye. I’ve always known he was tall, but I’ve had no one to compare him to, save myself. Now I see he’s twice the size of the largest man at the beach. Muscular on top of it—still not wearing a shirt, just pants and hanging suspenders. And those bullet holes in his shoulders…have they always been there or have I been distracted by his gorgeous eyes?

      “You see?” He tries to give me a smile, but it strains around the edges, the tips of his ears turning red. “This is how I knew you’d be fine outside the walls, Thea. You’ve already conquered the scariest motherfucker the world has to offer.”

      “You’re not scary,” I whisper, my throat aching from wanting to shout at everyone. “It’s like you told me. The world…it’s only what surrounds someone. It’s what they see. Some people might look at my artwork and find chaos. Some will look deeper and find beauty. If they would look deeper at you, they would see what I see.”

      “I only care if you see it,” he blurts hoarsely.

      I’m not sure if I was born with this intuition or if it arrived at the same time as Duncan. But I know exactly what he needs right now. In this moment. When he’s exposed himself in the middle of this beach, in broad daylight, for my benefit. So I can see the ocean. I know he needs to be anchored, reminded that he’s safe with me. And I give him that without question, because he gives it to me. “I don’t just see the beauty inside of you,” I say, winding one of his hanging suspenders around my fist. “I command it, don’t I? It’s mine.”

      The horrible tension leaks out of his shoulders. “Yes, my angel.”

      “Good.” I hold his suspenders tighter and wade into the water, gasping as a wave comes along and surrounds my calves, gurgling with white. Duncan hovers beside me protectively, pressing closer the further we get out into the ocean. When the water reaches my waist, it’s still barely covering Duncan’s knees—and I can’t help but giggle, letting go of his suspenders and reaching up to use his broad shoulders for balance. “I have a secret,” I say, kissing his bare chest, now flavored with salty ocean spray.

      “What is it?” he says, gruffly, watching me with his heart in his eyes.

      “I don’t know how to swim.”

      Duncan turns ghostly pale, a choked noise tripping over his harsh lips. “Please stay right beside me, Thea.”

      “I will.” I lick across the ruddy disc of his nipple. “I don’t want to be anywhere else.”

      He grunts, exhales in a rush and gathers me close, his hands twisting in the sides of my wet slip. “Please. I don’t want to be distracted.”

      “Distracted by what?” I murmur, raking my teeth over his other nipple. His erection powers straight up between us, so fast I can practically see his vision doubling. And I walk my fingers over that turgid bar lightly, barely enough to be felt through the material of his wet pants. “Take this out.”

      There is a confident hum in my bones, in my heart, telling me what this man needs. Even if he’s conflicted. He eyes the water with distrust, but they heat to a fever pitch when he looks back at my fingers, still tracing the outline of his shaft. Needing me to anchor him. Needing contact with someone who sees him. Knows him. And wants him. “I have to keep you safe,” he says raggedly. “Have to keep my angel safe.”

      “You will.” I make sure he sees in my eyes how positive I am of the fact. How safe and secure I am within his reach. I give him my trust as another form of anchoring and he accepts it, gratitude in his eyes. “Let me see it,” I whisper, tapping my index finger against his bulge.

      Briefly, he glances back over his shoulder. At the beach dotted with people. “Here?”

      I nod, peeling down the straps of my slip so he can look at my breasts, knowing not a soul on the beach can see around Duncan’s extensive frame. “Keep your back to the beach and no one will know what a horny giant you are.”

      Eyes clenching shut, he bites down hard on his bottom lip and quickly unfastens his pants, shoving down the zipper—and out tumbles his engorged sex, balls purple and mottled beneath. “Ah, Jesus, Thea,” he pants. “You make it so stiff.”

      My pout is sympathetic, but my grip is tight as it circles him, pumping him roughly. “How many strokes would it take to make you feel better?”

      “I…” His fingers have sunk into his hair, those teeth drawing blood in his lower lip. He can’t seem to think clearly enough to form words. “Five, lass. Please, just five.”

      Slowly, very slowly, I ride my fist up his shaft, then back down, twisting at the root where his shaft meets his balls. “One.” Again. “Two.” His giant chest starts to puff up and down quickly, his gaze growing even more unfocused. “Three.” This time when I reach the base of his sex, his balls press up tight to my wrist, quivering, poised for release. Droplets of sweat form in the hollow of his throat, muscles tense. A prayer in his eyes.

      His power contained in my small hand.

      I loosen my hold slightly and he curses, hips rutting forward for the fourth stroke, searching to get the traction he needs, but I’ve taken it away.

      Leaning in, I kiss him lovingly on the chest. “Put it back now.”

      What I said before, back at the gallery, about him loving the way I tease him? It wasn’t a lie or an exaggeration. And that was never more obvious than now as he zips his erection back into its prison, his eyes nothing short of worshipful, grateful, riveted on me.

      “Thank you, angel.”

      He opens his safe, formidable arms and I climb into them, resting my head on his shoulder on the way to the car. Letting everyone we pass see my absolute trust in him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Duncan

      

      

      

      Until Thea, I was floating aimlessly through endless black space. She’s the star that has welcomed me into the light, put my feet on solid ground. I’m no longer slowly tumbling end over end in a zero-gravity atmosphere. One word out of her mouth or bat of her eyelashes and I’m more alive, more stable, than I knew was possible. Instead of being numb, I can now feel the intense arousal of my body, the harsh and wonderful pull of my groin, the thundering of my heart. Does it hurt when she plays with me? God, yes. But only because it makes me feel so alive, so present in my skin, for the first time in decades, I could erupt.

      I crave it.

      I crave her.

      I follow her through the library with her tiny hand in mine, wanting to fall at her feet over the way she glares at the gawkers. The people trying to be subtle about shuffling their children toward the exit. The librarian who looks like she’s seen a ghost. Thea squeezes my hand tighter, lifts her chin and keeps walking, fierce and beautiful and more than I deserve.

      She needs to know the truth.

      Not only about me, but her uncle and the gallery.

      Have I waited too long to tell her everything?

      I fell in love with Thea the night I arrived to kill Gardner. Right there in the shadows, her name was carved into my heart for all time. But I never expected this. I never expected her to want me in return. To allow me the treasure of her body. To claim me so publicly. She is mine and I am hers, and there is no room for lies. Not when our honesty is the best thing about us.

      Tonight. I will tell her everything tonight and pray she’ll keep me afterward. I can’t go back to watching her from the shadows only. Her light is keeping me alive now.

      Thea pulls me deeper and deeper into the library. There is only the odd person in the dark stacks at the back of the establishment and they slip away hastily when they see me, leaving us alone in the furthest row from the entrance. Vaguely, I register giant volumes of atlases lining the shelves, but my focus is on the angel. How she is luminous even in the dark, silent aisle. How she smiles at me so sweetly over her shoulder, even as she prepares to torture me more. My cock is already in a state of agony, point upward and throbbing, wedged between my belly and waistband. Weeping from the tip. And it very nearly gives up the fight when she turns to me in her pretty, flimsy dress and I see her pebbled nipples.

      Her excitement.

      Knowing how much my angel enjoys being in charge, how wet it makes her pussy to tease me, I take a long breath and call forth my stamina. She will have what she needs. Her perfect pleasure/pain will make me feel human in the process.

      And when we arrive back at the gallery, I won’t need permission.

      I won’t need permission.

      Those words play in my head, over and over, like an erotic mantra.

      This little girl has me wrapped around her pinkie finger and I don’t want to be anywhere else. This is home. This is the way I feel alive. When it’s for her.

      I’m also a beast that needs to rut.

      Roughly. Wildly.

      Without shame or restraint.

      Thea knows this, too. She is inexperienced with men, but when it comes to me, her intuition is bone deep—and I trust her with my soul. My body.

      As she unzips my pants in the last row of the library, I give her both freely, clenching my teeth as hard as I can and holding on to the top shelf for balance. Panting through my nostrils like a winded bull, I look down at the crown of Thea’s perfect head, at the delicate, white part that runs up the center. Then lower where she fists my rampant hard on, jacking me once, twice, wringing a hoarse sound from my mouth. Jesus. Jesus. My balls screw up so tight, the books triple in front of me, my throat parched, thighs beginning to shudder violently.

      “I’m going to come. Please. Please.”

      “No.” She bends her knees slightly and rubs my shaft on her tits, shifting the silk of the garment over her spiked nipples, giving me peeks of those smooth globes, the puckered flesh in the center. I envision my semen painting her cleavage, her throat, her face. I imagine it dripping off her young, little tits and I have to grit my teeth and bare them so I don’t make those tempting images a reality. “You will wait.”

      I won’t need permission.

      I won’t need permission.

      She strokes me again, harder this time, and I almost knock over the bookshelf, a roar building in my throat. “When we get back to the gallery,” I say in a rushed rasp of breath, “I am going to…”

      Thea looks up at me, her excitement clear. Gray eyes at half-mast, her ribcage expanding and contracting, pulse fluttering at the base of her fragile neck. Intoxicating. She’s even more beautiful like this. When she’s given control. When she’s allowed to be herself. “You’re going to what?” she whispers, brushing her thumb over the head of my cock. “Hmm?”

      Back and forth. Back and forth.

      My heart slams against my eardrums, sweat running in a rivulet down my spine. “I’m going to chase ye down and shove your little legs apart. I’m going to ram it in so deep, you’ll feel me in your belly. Going tae pump inside that tight, wet, cock-teasing cunt until I’m blind and you’re screaming, squirming, begging.” I try to swallow, but can’t, my words coming out thick and uneven. “You’ll finally realize I’m a monster.”

      Thea, breathing hard, goes down on her knees.

      As I stare in disbelief, she kisses the throbbing head of my cock. “Not a monster.” I grip the nearest shelf, nearly snapping it in my fist when she slides her saliva-glossed lips down a third of my veiny sex, so coarse and vulgar compared to her delicate, feminine mouth. She doesn’t suckle me. She just lets me feel the perfect drag of her tongue, the light scrape of her teeth. All along my most sensitive nerve endings. Turning me into a live wire of sensation. A shuddering mass of gratitude. Is this really happening? Is this perfect angel really taking me into her mouth? “Not a monster, Duncan,” she whispers, licking my shaft long and slow. “A God.”

      I can’t stave off the hoarse moan that leaves me.

      Prolonged when she takes me to the back of her throat.

      I was already her servant. I would have already followed her to the ends of the earth, into hell if she wanted to visit, but now…perhaps I have transcended into something more than a man. If this golden angel wants me, if she has chosen me for this exquisite pain, maybe I am more than a monster. Or a man. After all, isn’t she more than a girl? She’s fallen from heaven. I knew it the moment I laid eyes on her.

      I will show her I’m worthy of her treatment. Her attention.

      I’ll live for her. I’ll live for this.

      Determinedly, I bite down hard on my bottom lip, grinding my wrists together behind my back as if they are in handcuffs, and watch her lips travel up and down my cock, her mouth enveloping me over and over again, leaving slickness behind on the pulsing flesh. Her eyes remain on my face the entire time, as if judging how much torture she can inflict before I reach the point of no return—and that point is swiftly approaching.

      “Thea,” I moan raggedly, my abdomen twisting viciously with the need to release. “It’s starting to hurt too bad, baby, baby, angel. Please.”

      The sympathy in her eyes almost finishes me.

      My soft, little princess is in there, too. I’ll get to hold her as soon as I’ve been treated to the queen and the harlot. There are so many layers, so many dimensions to this girl, and I am starved for them all. I am in love with them all, through and through.

      Very slowly, she lets the substantial weight of me fall from her mouth.

      She stands, tapping my cock once with her index finger. “Put it away.”

      At her breathy, girlish command, precome drips from the tip, splattering onto the floor, and she pouts at me in reaction, turning me on more. More. Needing to pleasure her. Make her happy with me, not perturbed. I’m grunting and trying to get a decent breath while putting my painful erection back in my pants, all the while devouring the sight of her bare shoulders, the slopes of her tits, the swollen quality of her mouth.

      When I’ve finally accomplished the task of zipping my pants over the rigid mountain of flesh she created, Thea grips my cock through my pants and leads me out the emergency exit toward my car, a deafening rush blowing in my ears.

      I won’t have to ask permission.

      I won’t have to ask permission.
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      I’m running.

      Sprinting through the grounds of the gallery, sunset turning the sky to fire around me, my hair carrying on the summer wind behind me. This is freedom.

      Today was freedom.

      I finally have to accept it—I’ve been a prisoner at the hands of my uncle for six years. There’s no denying it to myself anymore. He did wrong by me, just like my parents. Keeping me from a world that might have dark spots, but also has so much beauty to offer.

      I don’t have to live in bitterness, though, over what has been done to me.

      I can move on. I can move on just like this. Free.

      As soon as Duncan put the car in park, I threw open the door and dove out, his menacing growl lifting goosebumps on every inch of my skin. Satisfaction and excitement and desire are living things inside of me, so heady that I’m gasping, bombarded by need, my legs turning so jelly-like, they barely carry me around the stone structure, through the trees that surround the place I’ve called home for so long.

      I throw a glance over my shoulder, equal parts nervous and exhilarated, but there is no sign of him. Somehow, though…I know he’s near. That he’s watching, waiting to pounce, and I want to scream from the anticipation.

      The whole way home, I massaged him through the fly of his pants.

      Kissed his neck.

      Let the strap of my slip fall down to my elbow, baring my breasts.

      By the time we pulled down the lane, Duncan’s eyes were burning, his expression reminding me of ancient berserkers I read about in school. In a furious, trancelike state. I’ve never felt anything so hard as what I held in my hand, stroking, torturing, stopping just as he reached the edge, ready to fall off.

      Now I’m going to pay.

      I want to pay. Need to.

      I need to be taught a lesson. Need to be shown, physically, what my teasing did to him.

      The expectancy of what is about to happen has soaked my underwear straight through, my breath is sawing in and out of my lungs. And it’s the fact that I can’t see him, but know he’s coming, that is making my skin tingle wildly everywhere.

      I’m around the backside of the gallery now, nowhere else to run—

      No, wait, there is the door.

      It leads to the basement of the gallery. A place my uncle asked me never to go. But he’s not here any longer and it’s my only option as a hiding place. With a breathy laugh, I throw open the basement door and steal into the darkness. There is a low light up ahead, so I venture toward that, curious, rubbing my arms against the sudden cold.

      The closer I get to the light, the more objects start to take shape in the darkness.

      Is that…a makeshift bed on the floor?

      I’m given no time to register my discovery when the door is thrown open behind me, a large, looming figure blocking out the orange sunset. I can’t see his face. Only his silhouette. But there’s no mistaking it’s Duncan. If his massive frame wasn’t a dead giveaway, the rasps of his breath are in my blood now. I would recognize them in a sandstorm on the other side of the world. They’re mine. Those dogged pants belong to me.

      I back away slowly, my hand feeling along the cold, stone wall, my nipples tickling into peaks, heat filtering down into my tummy.

      All at once, I’m snatched by eager hands and whirled around, facing the lit room ahead once again, but not seeing it this time. There’s nothing but the man behind me, the question of what is to come. How hard have I earned it? How far did I push him?

      I get my answer almost immediately.

      My feet are kicked out from beneath me, my knees landing on the stone floor.

      I’m bent forward forcefully, my forearms flush to the cold stone, my breath loud and scraping in my ear drums. Heart going a thousand miles an hour.

      Duncan grunts and flips up the back of my slip, tearing my panties straight down the middle and cracking his palm across the cheeks of my bottom. The sound of the slap is like a cannon being fired in a hallway and it’s followed by my gratified whimper.

      He does it again, spanking me like a bratty child.

      Three times. Four. Thrusting his erection into the split of my backside in between smacks. Frenzied pumping. His grunts are strangled, animalistic. And now I’m pulled into a trance, too. This is my doing. I pushed him to this. These are my consequences and I want to feel every bit of them. I want to be punished for being a tease. I want to feel how much I affected him—already, I’m addicted to his tangible proof.

      My fingers turn to claws on the stone floor when he spits on me.

      The moisture slides down through the split of my buttocks, joining with my natural wetness, drenching me further. The sound of a zipper coming down in the darkness is followed by a guttural sound from Duncan. My hips are yanked back, tilted, positioned—and then he shoves himself home inside of me. Bellowing. Pistoning his hips without missing a beat, his lap glancing off my backside with raunchy slaps of flesh on flesh.

      He fucks me like a mating lion.

      Purely with the intent to come.

      I can feel the agony pouring off of him, hear it in the threadbare rasps of sound he makes, like he’s on the verge of dying.

      Duncan drops forward, his heaving chest to my back, licking the entirety of my ear in one filthy lap of his tongue. “Did you fatten up my cock to your liking?” He slams home inside of me, his right hand wrapping around my throat and squeezing. “Does it please your tight little princess cunt, lass? Does it?”

      “Yes!”

      He’s huge and hard inside of me, leaving nothing untouched. Every drive of his erection to the hilt seems to encounter something new, a sensitive nerve ending that makes my legs flex, turns my flesh slicker, more eager to take him. He’s an animal, but that makes me one, too, doesn’t it? On my knees and elbows, being attacked from behind. Mated. The trunk of his sex tunneling in and out of me with no mercy, his grunts growing more and more desperate.

      “Teasing and teasing and teasing,” he growls, choking me, thrusting upward so hard now that my knees leave the floor every other second, his arousal a thick, hungry hook of flesh inside of me. “Teasing!”

      “Bad horny giant,” I manage around the manacle of his hand around my throat. “Can’t control yourself. Bad. Bad.”

      “Ahhh, Jesus.” Being reprimanded makes him pump harder, faster, his sweat falling onto my shoulders and back now, our flesh meeting in slippery smacks. His hand leaves my throat, dragging downward to knead my jostling breasts, then lower to my belly. He digs his fingers into it and grinds deep, deep inside of me. “You will carry my children here, lass. They’ll be born with the devil’s mischief in them, because of your torture. The way you boil my come before letting it out. You’re a bad girl. You’re a bad little angel and I fuckin’ worship you for it. I worship you.”

      My muscles seize up around him, warmth gathering around the place where our bodies meet and God, oh God, I didn’t think it could feel even better than the first time, but somehow it does, because there is no hesitation in either of our movements. We’re pursuing with singlemindedness, no apology, no stopping. Grinding and sliding and creating friction with our sexes, teeth gnashing, fingers scrabbling on stone. My orgasm tears a wild scream from my throat and I shove my butt back into his lap, my knees lifted off the ground in a rough slam and his heat floods me, too, his beastly bay of relief echoing down the hallway.

      “Thea!”

      “Duncan. Duncan.”

      My sob is interrupted when he pulls out of me, still spilling his thick, ample seed, and rubs the head of his erection in a very different spot. There. At my back entrance.

      “No permission,” he growls in my ear.

      And then he uses the lubrication from our lovemaking to press into me, stretching me in a way that feels wrong and right at the same time. His flesh is already growing hard again, his breath hot in my ear. I played games with this big, powerful man, and now I’m getting more than I bargained for. But I can’t help but crave the illicitness of what he’s doing to me. The taboo nature of it, this giant, so much older and bigger than me, pushing into virgin territory on the stone-cold floor. Using my body. Taking ownership of it.

      “I wanted to pull down your panties and play with this tight little hole while you slept. Barely resisted, didn’t I? Not resisting now, though. You’re getting my cock here, lass. Every filthy bit of it. I’d get my balls into your ass, too, if I could fit them.”

      My mouth is open an inch from the floor, sobbing, turned on to a piercing degree.

      I didn’t imagine him standing there in my bedroom at night.

      Looming over me.

      Looking his fill. Wanting to do much more.

      While I sleep innocently below.

      I shouldn’t like it so much, this revelation. I shouldn’t love it, but I do. I want his obsession. I want it to break loose and run free. I never want it to be tamed.

      Duncan makes a low keening sound and pushes the remaining distance into my rear, panting above my head, rocking into me once, twice, making me cry out, my knees scrabbling on the stone floor, until his heavy hips drop and pin me. Giving me no place to go. No way out but to scream while he bucks into my backside, assaulting me—and I beg for that assault brokenly, twistedly begging for his harsh lesson. I wanted this. I tempted it. And it’s glorious.

      “My giant,” I whimper, rolling my forehead left to right on the cold floor. “My king.”

      “Mine,” he grunts, picking up his pace. Slap slap slap. “MINE!”

      When he comes apart this time, there is an added satisfaction to it. The fact that I survived the second round, the harsher treatment. The fact that I sacrificed for his pleasure the way he sacrificed for mine all day…it breathes more life into me, until I’m floating. I’m floating, listening to him shout his way through another climax, his big chest hollowing and expanding against my spine. My own sex is triggered by his pleasure, flexing in a rough, almost painful orgasm, my screams joining his loud curses, my buttocks rocking back into his lap shamelessly.

      And then I collapse, spent, my mind a void.

      Duncan scoops up my limp body, cradling me to his chest like a rag doll, making soothing sounds in his throat, his mouth moving over my face, kissing, smelling my hair.

      “I love you,” he breathes, bringing my eyes open quickly. Finding his shining down on me with reverence and passion and vulnerability. “I love you, angel. I’d die for ye.”

      Continents move in my chest, unlocking the truth. Unlocking everything. “I love you, too, Duncan.” A wildly happy laugh releases in a rush. “I love you.”

      We hold each other for long minutes, both of us wrapped in wonder, our hearts knocking rapidly, hands smoothing over sweaty skin. I’m happy. I’m happy. I didn’t even know what that meant until now, but there is still a pinch at the back of my neck. A warning that I can’t really name. I just know there is more. There is something ugly just out of view.

      With my head lolling against Duncan’s bicep, I glance over at the light. The light I noticed upon entering the basement. I was distracted when Duncan caught up with me, trapped in physical yearning so deep that nothing else mattered. But now…I see that I was right.

      There is a makeshift bed on the floor.

      Noting the size of the bed, which can accommodate someone close to seven feet tall, I swallow hard. “You’ve been sleeping down here.”
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      Duncan’s arms stiffen around me.

      He doesn’t say anything.

      “For how long?” I whisper.

      I’m not sure why I ask that. I only know that it’s important. That when Duncan walked out into the courtyard the day of my uncle’s funeral, it didn’t feel as if he arrived by mistake. Nor did it feel like the first time we’d been in one another’s presence. That doesn’t make any sense. He’s not someone who could be easily met and forgotten. The idea is laughable. But the feeling remains, insistent.

      “Nine days,” he rasps.

      A pain begins in the center of my forehead. “But you arrived to pack the art. That was only two nights ago…” His accelerated breathing tells me I’m onto something. That things are not what they seem. Terribly, terribly wrong. “Who are you really?”

      “I’m your Duncan,” he says, voice intense. “That is rock-solid truth, angel.”

      I want to look up at his face, but I’m scared. I’m scared to move. Fearful of what’s to come. Of this perfect, if new, relationship between us crumbling to the ground. “What have you been doing here all this time?”

      Duncan is silent for long moments. “I was sent to…watch your uncle.”

      “Why?”

      Instead of answering me right away, Duncan climbs to his feet, still holding me in his arms. Paralyzed, I let him carry me toward the light. I watch as his bed comes into view, along with several items from my bedroom. A bottle of my favorite lavender perfume, several pairs of my underwear, a picture of me on the steps of the gallery. He swallows loudly and without glancing up, I know he’s blushing to the tips of his ears.

      Maybe there is something wrong with me, but I’m not bothered by the tokens he’s stolen. There is part of me, the part that is infatuated with Duncan, that craves his returned obsession. Loves it, even. I would steal his things, too, if given the chance, wouldn’t I? Objects to hold at night when I can’t hold him?

      I’m far more concerned with why he’s been here so long.

      And what he’s about to show me.

      We move into another room and Duncan turns on the light, revealing a dozen stacked boxes. Art shipment ones, just like he’s been packing with paintings. But as we move closer, I can see there is no art nestled among the stuffing. There is a brown substance wrapped in cellophane. Many packs of it.

      I might be naïve and sheltered, but I know what I’m looking at.

      “Drugs?”

      Duncan makes a sound. “Your uncle was transporting it under the guise of collecting and selling artwork. I’m sorry, Thea. I’m—”

      I’m glad he’s holding me, because I grow dizzy enough to almost faint. “No, but…why? Why would he do that? He didn’t need to sell drugs. He…”

      “Thea…” Duncan sighs. “It costs a lot of money to maintain a place this size. In his paranoia, he only allowed in two dozen collectors a year and only sold the odd painting…”

      All at once, I feel like an absolute idiot.

      A child.

      All of the art coming in, rarely going out. Rarely being sold. I assumed Gardner had a lot of money from his work as an artist, but he hadn’t sold a personal painting in a decade. Maybe longer. Of course he was making income somewhere else. How obvious that should have been.

      “But what does all of this…” I gesture to the boxes. “Have to do with you?”

      He goes still as a statue, but perspiration forms on his brow.

      “Duncan?”

      That thick Adam’s apple slides up and down, his eyes turning to me. Imploring. “I was hired by a man who didn’t want your uncle distributing drugs in his territory. I was just coming here to do a job and then I saw you.” He exhales long and gusty, his eyelids falling. “I saw my angel being held captive in this stone prison by a madman and…I wanted to kill him all the more. But I didn’t, Thea.” He hesitates. “Not on purpose.”

      My voice grows muffled in my ears, the words drowning in a turbulent lake.

      Duncan isn’t here to pack the art at all. He is a hired assassin.

      And I’ve given him my heart. Completely. Irrevocably.

      My body. My soul. My secrets.

      He took them all while lying to me.

      My uncle lied to me, too. I’ve been conned by the only two people in my life.

      Am I so stupid? Am I so easily duped?

      “I went to his room, planning on demanding your freedom. You didn’t belong here, a captive in this cold, dark place. People like me…we belong in crypts. But not my angel.” His eyelids fall completely, hiding his dark chocolate irises from view. “I walked through his bedroom door, he took one look at me and…”

      “You gave him the heart attack.”

      Duncan hangs his head, confirming my theory. “I should have known better.”

      Until today, I believed my uncle Gardner meant well. That he cared for me. Then I went outside in the world and saw he’d been lying. That I’d been kept from school, from life in general, because of his beliefs that people are evil. That malevolence roams the streets and sucks people in at will. The truth was…the evil was right here all along. That’s why he believed so staunchly in it. He was living it. Helping put this deadly drug into the world. While his dumb niece suspected nothing.

      Now Duncan has done the same. Carried on without telling me the truth, leading me along blindly. For that, I want to rage at him. Slap his beloved face. Go out into the courtyard and paint and scream and wail over my scorned pride.

      I’m not scared of him. Maybe that’s insane. He’s just admitted to being an unintentional murderer. He’s been living in my basement, watching me as I sleep. Stealing my things. And yet, I still yearn for him. My instinct tells me that being in his arms is still the safest place I could be.

      Maybe I am gullible.

      Maybe I am an idiot.

      Nothing I knew to be true is real. It’s all lies—and I fell for them.

      I wiggle and shove until Duncan sets me down. He watches me back away with a panic-stricken expression, shifting on his feet, hands clenching and unclenching at his sides. “Thea—”

      “Go. Leave.” I swipe at the moisture escaping my eyes. “Now!”

      “No.” He pales rapidly, reaching for me, but I dance out of his desperate grasp. “Please, don’t send me away. I just wanted to give you freedom, angel. I didn’t mean to kill him—”

      “I know you didn’t. I know. And I can see now that he was keeping me a prisoner. I can see that.” My tears are causing him great visible distress, but I can’t stop them from falling. “Maybe I even hate him for it, especially now that I know he’d created his own paranoia. That he contributed to the society he found so terrible. But it’s the lying I can’t forgive. You lied to me, just like him. I’ve been manipulated by everyone in my life—and I thought you were the first person to give me control. But you were controlling me, too, weren’t you? Making me believe what you wanted me to believe?”

      “No…” He grasps at his chest. “No, I was going to tell you everything. I never thought you could love me. I never expected you to even tolerate me. I was just getting used to believing this was real.” Shaking his head slowly, eyes tortured, he searches for words. “I owed you the truth, lass. I wouldn’t have kept it from you past today. Please believe me.”

      No. I’m too angry.

      My pride is in ribbons at my feet.

      What is truth? I don’t even know how to recognize it.

      As much as I want to run to my giant, I have to think. I have to think and grieve over my blindness and how I’ve been used. Lied to. By everyone I’ve ever loved.

      It hurts the most coming from Duncan. By far.

      He made me feel so free. Made me let go. Open up. Spread my wings.

      When all the while, I was being fed what was necessary to keep me happy.

      Blissfully ignorant.

      “I don’t want to see you ever again,” I whisper, choppily, my chest turning hollow. “Leave the gallery, Duncan. Now. I mean it.”

      “I cannot.”

      “You have to.”

      “Nay, I can’t be apart from you, Thea.” His tone is grave. “It will kill me.”

      I’m too torn up to hear him. To process his words. I don’t want anyone’s voice in my head ever again. Words only manipulate. They influence me into wasting years of my life. Believing things that aren’t true. I just need to be alone. I just need silence and solitude—because obviously I’m the only person I can trust.

      I lift my chin somehow, even though my heart is breaking and tears are spilling down my cheeks in rivulets. “Go. Now.”

      It’s an order and he’s programmed to obey me. But he doesn’t execute the demand easily. With a hoarse sound, he stumbles down the black hallway toward the rear entrance, staggering, catching himself on the stone walls, barely able to remain on his feet. The sight pries open my ribs, my heart demanding I call out to him, make him come back, but he’s gone before I can find my voice.

      Vanished.

      Taking all of my warmth and safety and happiness with him.

      I crumple to the floor and lie down on the bedding, sobbing into the blankets that smell of my perfume—and I’ve never felt so alone in my life. Somehow I fall asleep, lulled by Duncan’s scent mingled with mine. Or maybe my subconscious shows me mercy, because I no longer have him and that’s unacceptable to my heart. He’s a vital presence in my life. This giant I’ve fallen in love with, become consumed with, need terribly.

      In my dreams, I hear his voice.

      He soothes me after lovemaking, telling me I’m his angel. Kissing me where it hurts and telling me I was brave to take him so deep, that he loves me. That he’ll guard me his whole life.

      I wake up sweating, still on the basement floor. In a panic.

      How much time has passed since I fell asleep? There is no sunlight in the basement, so it is impossible to know. My anger has cooled—and immediately, my capsizing heart tells me everything is wrong. That I’ve made a tremendous mistake.

      I lurch to my feet and stumble down the hallway, in the same fashion Duncan did when he left and it hurts to think about it. How aimless and devastated he was.

      I told him he was the same as my uncle. That he was maneuvering and controlling me with lies, but I didn’t stop to see things from his point of view. This man…he can’t even go out in public without people running away or fearing him. Of course he needed time to trust that what we have is real. Of course he didn’t want to scare me off.

      He’s lived in the darkness because that was his only option.

      He’s killed. He’s hunted. A man traumatized from a young age from his own tragedy and the shocking loss of his parents. But he won’t have to do those things anymore. I love him. He can live within that love and walk down a new path. With me.

      Out in the open. We both deserve that.

      But, oh God, I’ve let my anger and tarnished pride take hold of me. I’ve lashed out and what if…what if I’ve lost him now?

      I throw open the basement door and I’m jarred to a halt, finding the sky pitch black. I’ve been passed out for hours and now…now I have no way to find Duncan. I told him to leave. I ordered it. But I don’t have a phone number. Have no idea where he lives.

      “Duncan?” I sob into the darkness.

      Nothing but the sound of crickets greets my ears.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Duncan

      

      

      

      I’m dying.

      I never expected to feel a thing when my life ended.

      There would just be a gradual dimming. Maybe even relief that I don’t have to continue the cycle of violence, the only thing I understand. Now that I’ve been in Thea’s presence, now that I’ve had a glimpse of heaven, I can’t go back to hell. I can’t walk this earth without the purpose of protecting and appeasing and caring for her.

      She’s my angel.

      I don’t want to go on without her. I won’t.

      I can’t seem to walk straight and my chest cavity has been filled with knives. Every step hurts. But she told me to leave and I refuse to upset her further. She was right—I’ve ruined everything. Now I have to pay for my silence. I have to pay for being a motherfucker ugly enough to scare someone to death. This is my penance—the loss of Thea.

      Death.

      My heart is not…right. Not functioning properly.

      It beats in a fast sequence, then stops for a while. I black out, unsure of where I am, my knees buried in the dirt somewhere on the gallery grounds. She told me to leave, though. I have to leave. I have to do what my angel asks of me. So I stagger once again to my feet and amble aimlessly toward the gate, my vision doubling, tripling. Acid rising in my stomach. Everything is shutting down inside of me. Nothing is working.

      You lied to me, just like him.

      Her words pierce my skin like daggers, making me bay brokenly into the fading light.

      She’s right. Every word she said is right. I should have told her I was a killer. I should have told her what I’d done. My angel might have had enough grace to love me anyway, but I betrayed her trust. I don’t deserve that grace or love now.

      Up ahead is the gate. I need to reach the other side of it.

      My knees start to give out, but I suck down a gasping breath and soldier forward, my heartbeat becoming fainter. Fainter the farther I get from Thea.

      At least I’m leaving her with the option for freedom.

      That’s all I ever expected to give.

      Never in a million years could I have expected she’d want me back.

      That she’d let me touch her sweet body and hold me like I’m someone to her.

      If I have to die, if my body has to shut down without her, at least I’ve experienced the best this world has to offer. Thea. My Thea.

      Somehow, I make it through the gate before collapsing, my lungs beginning to seize up. If my many victims could see me now, they wouldn’t believe it. The monster who lurks in the shadows has been felled by an angel that barely reaches his shoulder.

      I picture her face in my mind and allow the worst of the pain to take over. To creep into my chest and wrap my heart in piano wire, the preferred tool of my trade, strangling the life out of it. And all the while, I hold onto her image, begging whoever is listening to keep her safe. To keep her in the light. Away from the darkness I know all too well.

      The world starts to fade around me, blackness encroaching on the edges of my vision, and I hold onto thoughts of her, determined to let them be my final memories of this earth. Her sleepy yawns, her regal bearing when she sat on the throne, her look of wonder when she saw the ocean for the first time. I love her. I love her so much.

      Goodbye, angel.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Thea

      

      

      

      As I sprint through the grounds of the gallery, I feel a terrible twist in my chest.

      It’s more than foreboding or dread, it’s the sense that something is very wrong.

      That Duncan is in trouble. Or distress.

      I scream behind my teeth, searching the darkness for some sign of his huge, imposing figure, but there is nothing but grass and trees and the stone prison at the center. Moisture floods down my cheeks, but I don’t bother to brush the tears away, continuing to run, continuing to look for some sign of him—

      In my haste and fear, I stumble, my hands breaking my fall on a patch of soft earth. And there, I see a footprint a mere few inches from my face. One that couldn’t belong to just any man—but to mine. It’s Duncan’s.

      Noting the direction it took, I stand and run again, screaming his name, “Duncan!”

      The gate is up ahead and I notice it’s partially open.

      But it’s when I see Duncan lying prone on the other side terror floods me, and I sprint at full speed, my life hanging in the balance. Truly, I don’t think I’ll be able to live if sending him away has broken him so thoroughly.

      Nay, I can’t be apart from you, Thea. It will kill me.

      Why didn’t I listen? Our connection is not typical or light. It’s deep. Raw. Essential. My life intertwined with his the moment we locked eyes and I shouldn’t have played so carelessly with that. I should have yelled at him and forgiven him in the same breath. Should have trusted my heart and known he would never hurt me on purpose.

      “Duncan,” I whimper, hurtling through the gate and throwing myself down beside him, raking my shaking hands over his mountainous body. They eventually find his face and I crouch close, leaning down to press my lips to his. Kissing him. Kissing them even though they’re barely warm. Oh God, what if I’m too late? Is this really possible? That he could die at the thought of being separated from me forever? “Please don’t go. I love you. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

      Despair wracks me when he doesn’t move.

      When his chest doesn’t even seem to rise or fall, his heart silent.

      I can’t believe this. It can’t be real.

      “Please,” I whisper, my tears falling onto his face, wetting his scars. “I order you to wake up and come home with me. I demand it, Duncan.” I suck in a breath and scream with all of my strength. “Wake up!”

      Hours seem to pass, when in reality it’s a matter of moments, my hoarse command still lingering in the air. That’s when his right eyelid twitches. Then the left.

      His hand picks up and drops, before lifting to cup my cheek. “Angel.”

      My heart shoots up into my throat so quickly, I almost choke, anxiously looking down into dark-chocolate eyes. The eyes of my love. “My giant. I’m sorry. I should have understood. I don’t want you to go away. Stay. Stay. Please. Stay with me forever. I love you.”

      His chest begins to rise and fall quickly, disbelief swimming in his expression. “Stay?”

      “Yes,” I sob, tears raining down my face. “Forever. Please?”

      Muscles shift in his throat, emotion drenching his voice. “As long as my Thea wants me, she will never be without me.”

      “Then you’re going to be around for a long, long time,” I whisper shakily, kissing his mouth. Kissing him until his body rouses and begins responding to mine, one hand sinking into my hair, the other dragging me onto him in a straddle. “I demand it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Duncan

      

      

      

      
        
        Five Years Later

      

      

      

      My wife is doing what she does best.

      Making me wait.

      She’s ready to be pregnant again.

      After two children together—and being nowhere short of deranged in my obsession with her—I know the signs. She starts to walk around our little cabin on the lake with fingers strumming up and down her belly. She stops wearing panties altogether, lifting her skirt for me in the middle of the day when we only have a few moments together. I’ve had her up against the washing machine today, in the meadow on her hands and knees and in the front seat of my truck—but she hasn’t let me come yet. Only her.

      My wife comes every time. I exist for her pleasure, plain and simple.

      Her happiness and contentment put breath in my lungs. Keep me alive.

      And God, I crave her torture. Love it.

      I love my magnificent, bossy little wife and our life in the sunshine—a place I never expected to live. Light on my face, her trusting hand in mine and two daughters who care for me. Value me. A family I protect and cherish beyond all else and always will.

      We sold the gallery five years ago and found this place. Close enough to civilization that I can bring Thea exploring, refusing to give her another life of seclusion. But far enough from too many people who might look at me funny and make my wife angry. We live peaceful. We live easy and happy, basking in the endless summer of the lake. Thea paints, occasionally selling a piece to one of the city’s many galleries. The interest in her is high, considering her uncle was an odd, reclusive artist, not to mention she is extremely talented, her skill improving even more now that she has seen the world as an adult. Embraced its beautiful parts.

      As for me, I found a position working in forestry. My height and strength are good for more than just killing. Maintaining the wildlife that surrounds us and keeping it safe from potential fire. Thea likes to call me her lumberjack occasionally, pride shining in her eyes, and there is no greater feeling in this world than having her proud of me.

      To be her husband.

      I still can’t believe she sat up in bed the morning after I almost died from a broken heart, wanting to know how soon we could be married in a church. Better believe I found one the same day, not willing to leave it up to chance. And now this angel, this queen/harlot/princess all rolled into one, is mine. Mine to love. To treasure and spoil at every opportunity.

      Mine to lust for.

      As I’m doing now.

      I pause in the middle of chopping a log to watch her saunter out onto the porch of our cabin. In cowboy boots and a black skirt that hugs her sexy arse. A low growl builds in my throat when she bends forward to water one of our herb gardens. My cock has been leaking like a faucet since the third time she begged me to orgasm her without coming myself. And fuck, she knows I love it. Love how alive it makes me feel to be in sexual thrall at her fingertips. At her beck and call. I fucking live for it. Every perfectly painful second.

      She also knows there is only so much I can take.

      I’m at the end of my rope, my balls in a furious knot, as she approaches the place where I’m chopping logs, her tongue slowly wetting the seam of her lips. “The girls are doing a puzzle,” she whispers, tracing a line of sweat that trickles down my chest. “Take me somewhere.”

      Already laboring to breathe, I pick her up in my arms and stomp through the forest, my dick throbbing woefully between my legs. When she makes me wait this long, we can’t fuck in the house. I’m too loud, too forceful. And this is the longest she’s made me wait in a while, being inside of her three times without completion. There is steam coming off my skin. Out of my nose. I can barely think straight. Not about anything but her pussy.

      We reach a shed where I keep some of my forestry equipment and I hurry around back, throwing her back against the side of it, hurriedly unzipping my pants. I’m engorged, ready to blow, groaning as I use my hips to widen her thighs, arrowing my shaft toward her entrance.

      Pumping in with a hoarse wheeze, thrusting once, twice, violently.

      “No coming,” she whispers, flexing her cunt around me. “Not a single drop.”

      My bellow of denial can be heard in the city. “Angel. Angel. No.”

      Eyelids at half mast, she leans in to drag her tongue up the curve of my ear. “I can’t stop you, Duncan. If you need it so bad. Can I?”

      Her small body is like a taunt against my mammoth one. “Nay, lass, you couldn’t stop me. Not if I used force.”

      Again, her intimate muscles ripple around mine, milking the throbbing length of me—and I know what she wants. Know why she’s driven me to this point. She wants me to snap. “You wouldn’t do that, would you?” Her teeth rake my neck. “Make me pay for making your cock so stiff and angry?”

      I groan like an animal, pumping deep and holding. My wife never says cock. She rarely curses at all. Hearing the coarser language from her mouth makes me even more horny. More desperate to hear the slap of sex into sex, to feel the mounting tension in my balls as I thrust. “I might make ye pay,” I whisper, unevenly, through my teeth. “Might have tae.”

      “No,” she whines, pushing at my shoulders.

      Teasing me. Playing a game I have no choice but to win or the pain will persist.

      “Yes,” I growl, giving her a rough slam of my hips. A filthy grind while I look her right in the eye. While she sobs my name, her pussy growing sopping wet around me. “You just remember I worship you while I’m doing it. That I’ll love you until I die.”

      Her breath stutters, her eyes packed full of emotion. “You remember that I ache day and night for you,” she whispers, writhing side to side on my cock, her feet dangling high above the earth. “That I love you so much, I’m on the edge of shattering all the time.”

      We groan into a kiss that is frantic, almost delirious in its arousal. And I give in to instinct, throwing her down on the soft forest floor of grass and fallen leaves, pinning her underneath me, her wrists held down, letting her feel the wrath of my hunger. Fucking her like a furious beast, bucking, knees buried in the earth, my tongue in her mewling little mouth.

      “Did you want to feel yourself getting pregnant this time, lass? There’s enough come in here to swell your womb ten times,” I grind out, wrapping a hand around her throat, looking her square in the eye while my seed erupts, filling her to the brim and spilling over. Holding her throat and making her watch me come apart, my cock jerking in her tight channel, heart exploding in my chest as we write another chapter of a book I never thought I’d be lucky enough to write. “Take me in and make me a daddy again, wife.” She tilts her hips and moans, flexing around me. “Good girl, so hot for breeding.”

      “I love you,” she gasps.

      “My heart,” I breathe jaggedly, burying my face in her neck. “I love you, too.”

      When I’m spent, I fall on her, and although tears of emotion leak from her eyes, she laughs, throwing her arms around my neck, kissing me passionately. And we make love again, slower this time, in the grass, finally home.

      

      THE END
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        I’ve been in love with Gunner Kraft since middle school when I became best friends with his son. I’m eighteen now and still pining for the billionaire finance dynamo—every big, bulky inch of him. To him, I’m forbidden fruit. Off limits to a forty-five year old man. But I have a plan to show him exactly how much I’ve grown up. How good we could be together. And temptation has never felt so right…
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