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      To all  my villain book lovers. Thank you for seeing beauty where there is nothing but pain.
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      I’ve worked for men all my life, been enslaved by them. But my new boss is different—he buys me designer handbags to ensure I’m on time.

      But scowls at me when he hands them over.

      

      He’s intoxicating.

      

      Dangerous.

      

      All the things I should stay away from.

      

      The thing is… when his hands touch mine, I’m not disgusted, and I should be. Because he owns a scandalous club, and I work there…

      

      He’s the villain in everyone’s story except mine. In fact, it would classify me as the villain in his story.

      

      And that’s okay, I’m fine with that title.
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            He’s hot, that’s a start

          

          AVANI

        

      

    

    
      As I look into the diner from the sidewalk, my new boss, Grayson, doesn’t notice me at first. We’ve only spoken over the phone, and when I see him for the first time, I realize he resembles his brother, my old boss, Jake.

      He’s dressed in all gray—his slacks, shirt, even his shoes. His hair is pushed back but slightly mussed, like he’s run his hand through it multiple times. His skin is tanned, olive almost, and I can see the peeking of ink from under his dress shirt.

      I’m not a woman who thinks men are beautiful.

      I’ve seen the worst in them, been with the worst of them.

      So, it’s shocking for me to come to the conclusion this man is beautiful. And I can tell he knows it too. I’ve made it my life to study men; I’ve had to in my career and because of how I grew up. As I look at Grayson sitting down at the table, he has confidence all around him, it lights off of him.

      I continue to stare. Mesmerized when his tongue flicks across his lip as he listens to the guy speaking to him, a bored expression fixed on his face.

      I place my bag on the ground and wonder if I should go in and introduce myself or wait to see if he comes out here. His eyes dance around the small but quiet diner before they fall back to the man talking to him.

      Is he looking for me?

      We had an appointment thirty minutes ago, and the flick of his eyes to his watch tells me he isn’t impressed I’m late.

      I’m always late.

      So he better get used to that fact.

      Grayson nods at something the guy says, and then his eyes flick away and find me standing outside with a large smile. His stare zooms in as his brows pinch tighter together, and his lip quirks up in a smirk. He lifts his wrist and taps his watch.

      Ha.

      I reach down and pick up my designer bag bursting full of my things and strut into the diner.

      The smell of burgers and fries assaults me.

      Oh Lord, now I want fries.

      It’s two o’clock in the morning, and we’d agreed to meet at one-thirty after my plane landed. I took a slight detour before the driver dropped me off here, which is why I’m late.

      It doesn’t surprise me Jake didn’t warn Grayson I wouldn’t be on time. Jake doesn’t like many people, so forwarding information which could be useful isn’t something he would bother with.

      I approach his table, and the man who was talking to him falls silent.

      “I’ll have an order of fries, extra cheese, please,” I tell the man. He raises a brow, and then he looks at my new boss.

      “You heard her,” Grayson says from across the table.

      “I don’t work here,” the man responds gruffly, his gaze bouncing between my new boss and me.

      “So go order them,” Grayson adds with no room for argument.

      The man nods and heads to the counter. After sliding my bag across the table until it isn’t blocking my view of Grayson, I place my hands in front of me on the table.

      “Did you get me what I asked for?”

      Grayson ignores me, and instead, reaches for his pack of cigarettes placed next to the green vase holding the freshly cut peach roses the same color as the faux leather seats. “Don’t smoke around me.”

      His hand pauses, and he taps his fingers lightly on the lacquered wood. “So, like I said… What I asked for?” I hold my hand out in front of me, waiting for him to place what is due to me in my palm.

      “You are demanding,” he states, his expression incredulous, but he pulls up a large green bag with a designer logo on it I recognize instantly which must have been sitting next to him with his free hand. I smile as I reach for it, only he doesn’t let it go, and now I’m the one with the incredulous expression. “This is the first of many. You will look after all my girls and get me more.”

      “That depends on what type of boss you are. Jake has women working in his sex club because he treats them well. What type of owner are you?” I ask, pulling the bag from his grasp and quickly tearing it open. When I see the designer logo on the pink handbag, I smile big and bring my gaze back to his. “One every month,” I remind him.

      “Yes, as part of your outrageous deal.” Grayson shakes his head, huffing a humorless laugh.

      “Please… I know the amount of money pouring into these businesses. A little designer bag means nothing to you.” I place it on the chair next to me with a shrug.

      A server exits the kitchen, carrying my fries covered in cheese sauce. Just how I like them. His bright red cheeks and tight blond curls frame his flushed face.

      “Our contract is for one year,” Grayson states, ignoring the server.

      I pick out the sauciest fry with my fingers, glancing back up at him and nod as I take my first bite.

      “After that, I’m off to Europe. Somewhere where it’s safe and nice,” I tell him after I’ve swallowed the deliciousness and licked my fingers clean.

      “You plan to take all your bags with you?” he asks, and I can tell by the tone of his voice he’s being a smartass. But I simply smile.

      “Of course. And what I don’t take, I’ll rent a storage unit for.” I reach for his apple juice, next to his cigarettes and take a sip before sliding it back toward him.

      Grayson flicks his gaze at it, then back to me. “You can have it,” he says. I shrug and take it back.

      “So, you fuck strangers?” he asks.

      When I don’t answer right away, savoring another delicious bite of my food, he presses, “And enjoy it?”

      “I bet you fuck strangers. At least one of us is getting paid to do it.” I wink at him. “But no, I play with strangers. At the beginning, I used to fuck. Now I play.” I correct his assumption. “So don’t expect me to fuck unless I want to.”

      “Have you heard of my establishment?” Grayson asks.

      “Yes,” I tell him, then add, “vaguely.”

      “It’s different from Jake’s. Jake’s is about all about how he runs it and color coding. That’s not how I work, though the color thing has stuck so don’t get that confused, our colors indicate something different,” he starts, and I pause. “We have rooms for fantasies. For instance, for those who enjoy indulging in a school fantasy, we have a classroom fit with a long ruler for spanking.”  He smirks. “The women who work for me wear colored hair ribbons, and each ribbon tells you which area we assign her to. Blue is the water room decked out with a spa and tools for water play. Black is our dungeon room, and red is our blood room.”

      “Blood room?” I ask, surprised. “No fucking man is cutting me,” I state, barely suppressing a grimace.

      “It’s for him to be cut, not you. We have a nurse who teaches a safe technique and is on hand when that room is hired.”

      “So, they’re paying for a nurse too?”

      “Of course they are. We’re all about safety. And we want to remain that way.”

      “Who usually rents that room? Do you have regulars?” I ask.

      “We do, and they pay a lot more than you can imagine.” Grayson pauses, seeming to assess my reaction to his news. I try to remain impassive this time. I take another sip of his drink and wait for him to continue. “The room is booked in advance. Our nurse works once a week, and we have to have special cleaners for the room to ensure hygiene standards are maintained.”

      “That’s disgusting.” I shiver at the thought.

      “It’s a kink, and you shouldn’t shame a kink, Avani,” he scolds and sits back, crossing his arms.

      “I’m not shaming, just giving my opinion. There’s a difference.” I smile, leaning back to mirror him.

      “So, the girls who wear red ribbons do the cutting,” I verify.

      “Precisely.” Grayson nods. “Those who wear pink are in charge. That will be you.”

      “This should be interesting,” I say, smiling.

      “If you say so.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            She may be a whore.

          

          Grayson

        

      

    

    
      Irritating.

      That’s the first word that pops into my head when I think of Avani.

      Annoying is another word.

      She has been with me for two weeks and is already the most aggravating person I know. I’m not sure how that is possible because I know some incredibly aggravating assholes.

      She was meant to be at work two hours ago—two fucking hours—I guess my brother forgot to mention she is always fucking late.

      I have a thing for punctuality.

      I am never late.

      Yet she has a knack for it I have never experienced before, and it’s pissing me off. To. No. End.

      I don’t make a habit of killing women. But for her, I might make a damn exception. She’s lucky she’s good at her job, otherwise, I would fire her ass.

      I bang on her door, but she doesn’t answer, so I try calling her again.

      Still no fucking answer.

      “Hello?” I spin around to see a cute little brunette standing in the doorway. She has a towel wrapped around her body as she looks up at me. “Can I help you””

      Fuck! Is this even her apartment, or is she lying about that too?

      Little fucking brat.

      “I was looking for Avani,” I say. She glances over her shoulder before looking back at me with her nose scrunched up.

      “She left a while ago. Don’t know where. Don’t care.” She shrugs.

      So she does live here. Interesting.

      “You are her…” I trail off.

      “I’m her roommate.” Her eyes rake over me. “You are?”

      “Her boss.”

      Straightening her back, she smiles. “I figured she was lying when she said she had a job.”

      “You did, did you?” I ask, stepping closer. “You just assumed, with all her expensive bags, she works for free?”

      “I figured she was a whore, that’s about it.”

      I nod, smirking. “Goodnight,” I tell her, turning away and heading for the exit.

      “What was your name?” the girl yells. I smile at her over my shoulder, then keep walking.

      My phone rings when I hit the sidewalk, and when I see Avani’s name flash on my screen as I open the car door, I swear.

      “Where are you?” I bark at her.

      “At work. Where are you?” she bites back.

      “At your house. Seems you forgot what time your shift started.”

      “Get the fuck away from my place, you stalker.”

      “Show up to fucking work on time, and I wouldn’t have to stalk your ass.” I hang up and drive off.

      The infuriating woman calls back immediately, but I don’t answer.

      When I get to the club, I spot her standing at the front desk straight away. Her two-toned hair is pulled back in a ponytail, the silky strands dark below and blonde on top. Weird, but whatever. Her full lips shine from the pink coat of gloss she has spread across her mouth. She’s chewing gum.

      Loudly, I might add.

      She pops a bubble when I reach her.

      “So, you do show up to work after all.”

      She smirks at my words. “You were late. I was here.” She gives me a full smile, and all it does is grate my every single nerve. “But since you’re here, I need you to sign off on a few things.”

      “Grayson.” One of the girls says my name as they approach. “I need you to remove the man in the blue room.”

      “Where is security?” I ask.

      She doesn’t meet my eyes as she says, “Helping another girl.”

      “Fucking hell.” I point to Avani. “Stay there. Do not fucking move.”

      She smiles big, showing me her perfect white teeth, and gives me a salute. I hear her chuckle as I walk away, followed by, “He has something stuck up his ass. Maybe he should pull it out.”

      The blue room is comprised of a jacuzzi surrounded by a rock garden perched at the top of a short set of steps. It has a waterfall feature lit from underneath, glowing a luminescent blue. Striding straight into the room, I see a client lounging in the hot tub. He has a gun next to him and a glass of champagne in his hand. How the fuck did he get that in here? Glass is not allowed. His eyes flick back to me as I reach him. I kick his gun away, and it falls off the ledge, clattering to the floor.

      “Out,” I growl.

      He lifts his glass of champagne and puts it to his lips, smirking. “Tell her to come back and stop being a little bitch. I want to play some more.”

      I grind my teeth at his words. “Last chance. Get the fuck up,” I warn, my voice lowering. He grips his glass in his hand and offers me a smile before he takes another sip. I start rolling up my sleeves before I step into the jacuzzi, shoes on and all, and move in close to him. “Close your eyes,” I tell him, but he doesn’t listen. I smirk as I reach for him, my hands going around his throat and gripping tight. He struggles. His legs kick out at me—thankfully missing my cock—and his hands grip my bare arms, trying to rip my fingers free from his throat. I push him down, his head going under water, and he tries to fight me hard, but I keep him there waiting until he doesn’t fight me any longer—and they all fight at the end—but this man has no luck, and after about five minutes he goes limp.

      I could have shot him.

      But the clean-up crew would not be impressed if I made them scrub all that blood. We have a room for that kink, and it has the proper sterilization products and procedures. This one, not so much.

      A lot of the men come here to be dominated. We don’t call it the Playroom of Pleasure for nothing.

      Some want a safe place to live out their fantasies. Somewhere they can act out their kink, shame free—whatever that might be.

      They get off on it.

      And the women don’t have to touch the clients.

      They always get a choice.

      Consent is key.

      And for those who don’t obey the rules? Well, let’s just say they end up like Mr. Harrington here.

      Dead.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Ladies and gentlemen, its big

          

          Avani

        

      

    

    
      It’s impossible to stop the laugh that bubbles up as I watch him walk out of the blue room. Water drips from his pants, and his expression screams rage.

      Actually, come to think of it, every time I talk to him, his expression screams rage.

      And it’s always directed at me.

      Asshole.

      “Good, you’re back. Sign here, please.” I hold out the pen for him, but he walks straight past me. So, grabbing the pen and paper, I follow him to his office, my heels sinking into the plush carpet. He attempts to shut the door on me, but I simply push through and walk around his desk to sit in his leather chair. I can’t help it; I surreptitiously inhale the scent of his office. The pine furniture polish the cleaning crew used to shine his desk to dangerous proportions along with the expensive leather from his ergonomic chair mask—but not completely cover—the subtle scent of cigarettes. I’m not a fan of smoking, but all the scents combine with the lingering spice of his expensive cologne creating an undeniable and sensual male domain. He grumbles something under his breath at me, but I don’t hear, or better yet care, what he has to say. “Sorry, I don’t understand bullshit.” I offer him a smile.

      Grayson turns to face me. His brows pinch together as he licks his lips in frustration. “You are the most irritating woman I have ever dealt with.” I give him my best fuck-you smile and hold out the pen. He takes it and quickly swipes his signature.

      I spare it a quick glance. “I could do it, you know?” I offer.

      “Do what?” He kicks off his shoes and starts unbuckling his belt.

      “Your signature. It’s easily done. Saves me annoying you.”

      Grayson pauses, his hand on his belt, and glares at me. “Do not fucking forge my signature!” he growls.

      “Why not? It’s not like you care about the law or anything. Did you forget you came in last week covered in blood?”

      Both brows raise, and he slides his belt off in one motion before unbuttoning his pants and pulling them down.

      I sit back, smiling, enjoying the show.

      “Hmm… So you do have a huge cock. I was wondering.”

      “Stop fucking staring,” he barks.

      “And it’s perfectly manscaped too. For someone so rough around the edges, you sure do take pride in your cock.” He shakes his head and opens a drawer, then pulls out a pair of dry jeans. I watch, licking my lips, as he slides one leg into them.

      I’ve never seen Grayson as someone who I’d want to fuck. Don’t get me wrong, he is a beautiful man, there’s absolutely no denying he’s attractive. But he’s not quite my type.

      I like them more obedient.

      I have a thing with control.

      My background isn’t pleasant, so the minute I gained control over my life, I craved maintaining it and will never return to a weak place or state of mind.

      It’s why I have no issue doing this job and will continue doing it.

      Grayson loves control, much like me, and it’s why we butt heads. Plus, it’s fun to annoy him. He is completely unlike his brother, Jake, who saved me. Jake is more reasonable and doesn’t need to show his dominance because it oozes from him on its own. But Grayson loves to show you how powerful he is.

      He revels in it.

      It irks me.

      I scan his body. Toned muscular legs lead to the perfect penis.

      And I hate him a little more for having such a good body.

      “Take a picture,” he snaps.

      “Nah, don’t want to break my camera lens.” I smile as I rise from his chair and make my way to the door.

      “Avani.” I stop at his voice. When I look back over my shoulder, he is watching me. “Stop being fucking late. I’m sick of it. And next time you are, you won’t get a bag.”

      I spin around and stomp straight up to him, pointing my finger in his chest, and I push. “You have no right. It’s part of our deal. Those bags are mine. If you do that, I’ll fuck you over,” I seethe at him. It was part of the bargaining to get me here, and the new me gets what she is owed.

      “You do know who you are threatening, right?” he says, narrowing his eyes as he looks down at me. Tall asshole.

      “My boss. And I have no issue doing so.” I grin up at him with challenge written all over my face.

      He grinds his jaw, his teeth sliding over each other before he finally opens his mouth and leans down to get right next to my ear. “Those who fuck me over die in their sleep. I slice their throats and watch as they open their eyes. The last thing they see is me. So don’t piss me off.”

      “Ohhh, the big bad bogeyman. I’m so scared, I’m shaking in my fucking heels.” I give him my best eye roll. “You don’t scare me, Grayson. I’ve dealt with worse than you. Your brother should have warned you. It’s why I’m such an asset. You can’t push me over so easily.” I turn for the door again, but before I can get it open more than an inch, he slams it shut and cages me in from behind.

      “Don’t. Be. Fucking. Late. I hate it.”

      “What will I get if I’m not late?” I smile, not looking at him. I hear him suck in a breath, which turns into an exasperated sigh.

      “Is this what you do, bribe your way to get the things you want?”

      “If it’s what’s necessary.”

      He steps up closer, and the heat of his body is on my back.

      I go to think of what to say next, but as I look down I see his palms still pressed against the hard wood of the door a few inches above my head, and my breathing picks up at his nearness, but I try to keep it steady in hopes he doesn’t notice the effect he has on me as I mumble some words I hope are coherent enough.

      “I want a Chanel bag, thank you very much.”

      “Fucking hell, woman.” He removes his hand, and I pull the door open.

      “When I get the bag, I’ll try my best to be on time, but there are no promises.” Skipping out, I leave him swearing in his office.

      The door slams behind me, and I can’t help fighting a smirk as I go back to the front desk.

      Asshole.
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      Destiny is up and awake when I get home. It’s early. I worked all night, staying back to finish up some paperwork for one of the girls.

      I didn’t realize how disorganized his place was. I can see why he went to his brother for help finding staff. Jake has the sex game down pat, but Grayson, not so much. Don’t get me wrong, his place is amazing. Edgy even. But not in the way his brother runs things. Not only do I have to look after all his girls, I have also been looking after the financial side of things. Yay, me. Not.

      He fired his accountant.

      Destiny turns on the blender as she looks over her shoulder at me. I put my things down on the couch and go to the fridge.

      “I had to use your apple juice, but I’ll get more today.”

      She won’t. This is what she does.

      Want to know why?

      Because she’s a bitch, that’s why.

      I hadn’t planned to live here long. It was the first apartment I came by, so I snatched it up. Now I wish I’d looked harder. But I do love my bedroom, even if my housemate is a cunt.

      “Your boss came by yesterday.” I close the fridge and turn  to face her. “Is he single?” Destiny licks her lips as she stares at me. When I don’t answer, she raises a brow. “Did you hear me? Is he single?”

      “I heard you. I have to go to bed.” I walk away and hear her mutter some shit under her breath.

      Now, it’s not like me to hit a bitch, but I do really want to hit this bitch.

      I walk into my room and collapse on my bed, sighing in relief. I immediately regret my choice because I still have to shower and brush my teeth.

      Turning over onto my back, I stare up at the ceiling.

      Is my boss single? Yes, he is. Or at least I hope he is. Especially since he isn’t shy to invade my personal space.

      I’ve never been in a relationship. That would probably have to do with some of my upbringing. I was born to a prostitute, who proceeded to sell me like I was a make-money-quick scheme. I guess I was as it worked out pretty well for her. My life has been something out of a horror story. At one point, I was locked in a room for close to a year. My only contact was a nanny who never looked me in the eye.

      I didn’t understand there were such things as normal families—I had never seen or heard of one. When I got older, I ran away several times. My behavior was not tolerated, and I was beaten for it.

      But I didn’t care and would do it again and again.

      They would always find me.

      At the age of fifteen, I knew how to please a man. What to do with my body to get what I wanted.

      The last time I ran away, I didn’t get caught.

      That was until I hit the border of a different country and somehow ended up with a man who took me to parties where he would proceed to sell me.

      The man was neither mean or nice, he was merely a man wanting to make money.

      That is when my luck changed, and I met Jake.

      I was too young for him the first time I met him, but he bought me anyway, paying dearly for me to get out of the business and have a few years of a normal childhood. He put me in a house with a housekeeper, and I even had access to the internet, where I could learn things. He was the first person in my entire life to treat me as I was—a child.

      I was…happy. At least, I think I was.

      

      When I turned twenty-one, I was officially Jake’s.

      Old enough to work.

      I was happy to work for him, even knowing he owned a sex club because I owed him more than he would ever know.

      It helped.

      Immensely.

      Don’t get me wrong. Those evil thoughts still love to try to creep into my head, take hold, and don’t let go. The ones where I have never been good enough, and how I am nothing more than an object to people. It’s hard to see yourself as something more when you are so used to people putting you down and using you.

      But I work myself out of them.

      My life before Jake was a life I didn’t want, I was taken, and what happened to me was not my choice.

      But this life I am living right now? It is solely my choice.

      Jake taught me on his visits that a woman’s body is her sole responsibility, and I could choose who touched it.

      I liked the sound of that after having men who had so much power over me for so long. It felt good to have control.

      And as it turned out, I was good at it.

      I hadn’t worked out yet how I was good at many things.

      The flashy things I have now, I make men pay for.

      Up there for thinking, down there for fucking.

      Leaving Jake was a big step for me because I love him. Not in a romantic way. He is a man who refuses to show feelings. He is cold in some ways and kind in many others. If I had something I could call family, it would be Jake.

      His brother, on the other hand, I despise.

      What an asshole.

      A knock comes on my door, and I freeze at the sound.

      “Avani.”

      Groaning, I walk across the room and pull the door open for Destiny. “It’s my birthday this weekend, and I’m having a few friends over. Feel free to invite yours,” she announces with no preamble.

      “I don’t have any friends.” I go to shut the door, but she stops it with her foot.

      “Your boss. You can invite him.”

      “Sure,” I tell her, smiling. Satisfied, she moves back so I can shut the door.

      Ha! Like that’s going to happen. I don’t want Grayson in my house. Least of all in my space.

      Talk about a nightmare waiting to happen.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Maybe she’s a keeper, or not

          

          Grayson

        

      

    

    
      My first love is sex, and everything after that is fun.

      For example, taking a life.

      Sex and death.

      They are two fickle things to me that somehow work for me.

      I started out small, being contracted here and there. Kill someone, and I get paid.

      I did it because I like money.

      It’s simple, really.

      I may have a few screws loose in my head, but they are my screws. And despite what others say, I do have limits.

      I tend not to kill women, though saying I haven’t would be a lie. I killed one crazy bitch, but she’s probably better off six feet under for what she did to her children. Some people should not parent, and that crazy bitch was one of them, so do I regret killing her, no.

      I’m thinking of making Avani my second female kill if she doesn’t walk in that fucking door sometime soon.

      All week she has been late, despite our talk. To say I’m ready to blow a gasket would be an understatement. I grab my phone and send her a message.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: WHERE THE FUCK ARE YOU?

      

      

      

      

      

      

      She replies straight away.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Avani: Gosh, hold your junk. I was just there yesterday. Desperate much?

      

      

      

      

      

      

      I grind my jaw.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: You were here yesterday because you were working, like you are meant to be again today. Where are you?

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Avani: You are so needy.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: And you are late. Again.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Avani: Late? I’m late? Gosh, when did I fuck someone to risk being late? Are you tracking my cycle, mister? You know bosses shouldn’t do that. I could call human resources and have you reported.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Avani… get to fucking work.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      She sends me a smiling emoji, and I want to kill her even more. Clenching my jaw, I wait at the front door. An hour later, she walks in with a Starbucks in hand with some pink shit in it and a smile on her face.

      She always has that fucking smile. What is there to be so happy about?

      Her feet halt when she sees me, then her eyes fall to the bag on the counter and they widen.

      Her hand goes to her heart, and she gushes. “For me?”

      Who the fuck else would want this ugly thing?

      Except I don’t say that.

      She steps over and pushes her pink drink into my chest, making me take it whether I want to or not as she opens the bag while I take a sniff of the drink. Smells fruity.

      “This is my first Chanel bag. Now, you know I will treasure this,” she coos, pulling the box out.

      “You better fucking treasure it by being on time from now on,” I grumble.

      She beams as she opens the box carefully. She all but threw the paper bag to the side, but the box she is careful with.

      “You can have a sip. It’s sweet, like me.” She motions to the drink in my hand, then her eyes find mine, and that’s when I notice how violet they are.

      “You are anything but sweet. You’re nothing but trouble,” I tell her.

      “With a capital T.” She smirks, then turns away from me. Removing the bag out of the box, she lifts it and slides the strap onto her shoulder. A squeal leaves her lips as she spins and faces me. “It suits me, doesn’t it?”

      How do I tell her it’s ugly?

      “Sure,” is what I manage to say. “Okay, on time from now on.”

      She nods and reaches for her drink. “Bye, boss.” She waves me off as she skips away.

      Trouble is all that woman is.

      “Sir.” Turning around, I see Monica waiting for me. She is a small woman who is great at her job. “You told me to always tell you if they show up. They are in your office now.” I look to where Avani just went and watch her going to the back room.

      “If anyone asks, I’m busy.” She nods as I walk away, leaving her there. As soon as I get to my office door, I push it open. I find them all in there—there’s one standing at my desk, another sitting in my chair, and the last is on the sofa, lounging with his legs crossed over each other.

      Truth be told, it was these men who got me into this field—the field of killing.

      All three brothers.

      All as dangerous as each other.

      They don’t belong to any type of mafia or gang. They don’t need that type of backing. They are known by one name, and only a fool would be stupid enough to question them.

      Sometimes I am that fool.

      “Boys.” They all look my way as I shut the door behind me. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

      When I was a teen, we all lived on the same street. They were older than me, and even in their late teens, they had people scared of them.

      Me? Well, I was simply interested in them.

      Zuko was the first of the brothers that I met and became friends with.

      I eventually started hanging with them, then one day I found out first-hand what they do. I remember thinking they had no fear.  We obviously didn’t come from a nice neighborhood, and men in our neighborhood were not known to be good men either. One of them came up to me one day as Zuko and his brothers were walking toward me, but the man didn’t see them. He came up and touched my head, telling me that, I was a good kid, and he could pay me to…

      Zuko didn’t waste a second as he walked up and slid a knife I never knew he owned straight into the man’s neck.

      That was my first taste of the life. I remember looking up at him and thinking, that man is powerful. I want to be like him when I grow up.

      My father had taken off or was dead, who knows, and my mother had a new man who she had no qualms fucking right in the living room for all to see, so I lived and played on the streets to not be in the same house as whoever she brought in.

      “You didn’t call,” Zuko says from behind my desk. His younger twin brothers, Kyson and Kenzo, watch on silently. The three brothers are known as the Hunters.

      They are hired to kill. Trained hunters known for always getting their kill. Zuko is lethal, he is known to slice the back of a man’s Achilles and watch as he falls on the ground, unable to walk, then his brothers have their own tricks. They do jobs mostly together, but sometimes they will work separately. One brother would terrify anyone, but all three would make someone kill themself before the brothers even had the chance to reach them.

      “I got what I needed, and now I’m back,” I reply.

      “You got more girls?” Zuko asks. At that moment, the door opens without a knock, and Avani stands there holding a pen in her hand. Her eyes take in the three men before they lock onto me.

      “Two men are here to see you. They say they are acquaintances of Mr. Harrington.” Her eyes don’t leave mine. Smart girl.

      “This who you got from your brother?” Kyson asks.

      Avani looks to Kyson, who is sitting on the sofa, and offers him a smile before she looks back to me.

      “Grayson, they are pushing around the girls.” Knowing I’ll follow her she silently turns and walks out.

      Kyson stands from the couch, his brothers remaining where they are, and I follow him out to find Avani raising her voice at a man. Kyson stops and leans against the door, watching her.

      Avani slaps one of the men. “You keep your filthy fucking hands to yourself, you pig,” she screams.

      This woman is good at taking charge, and I like it.

      Monica hovers behind Avani, keeping her head low as Avani stands off with the two men.

      “I can see why you hired her,” Kyson comments. Smirking, he wastes no time stepping up next to Avani. Sliding his hands into his pockets, he stares down at the two older men.

      “Our friend has gone missing, and this is where he was seen last,” one of them says to Kyson, who continues to watch on silently.

      “As I told you, your friend left and hasn’t returned. So off you two go.” Avani waves to the door.

      The one speaking takes a step in closer. He’s so close he’s only mere inches away from Avani’s face when he grabs a fist full of her hair and pulls hard. “You don’t get to speak to us like that, you whore.”

      Avani’s face morphs from disgust at what I can only imagine is this fucker's, bad breath, to pain, to determination.

      I watch with a smile as her fists close before she steps closer and brings her knee to align directly with his groin with enough force to lodge his balls under his chin and  he drops like the bag of shit he is. The moment he falls to his knees, the palm of Avani’s hand meets his nose, and a loud crack rings through the hallway.

      “I told you to leave,” she spits, pushing him back.

      The idiot falls onto his back, and he rolls painfully to his side, groaning as his hands cover his balls. If he pukes on my carpet I’m going to be pissed.

      As if she has just handed the loser on the floor a refresher towel and not bruised balls and a broken nose, Avani looks over her shoulder, smiles at Kyson, and strides off with Monica in tow.

      I calmly walk up to the two men.

      “Now, I’m not as nice as she is, so fuck off, or I’ll put a bullet in your head.” The one who hasn’t spoken stands there shocked, looking from where Avani disappeared to his friend on the floor before he reaches down, drapes his friend’s arm around his shoulders and helps him up. From one blink to the next, the assholes are gone, leaving me alone with Kyson.

      “She’s worth it, that one. I suggest you keep her,” Kyson says as he goes back to the office.

      “Damn, and here I was hoping to put a bullet in her head,” I reply.

      “A bullet isn’t really your style now, is it? You like to get them when they’re sleeping,” Kyson declares.

      “It’s always the best way. You know I like their last thoughts to be of me.”

      Kyson says nothing as we go back to my office. His brothers look up and go straight back to why they are here.

      I have access to high-profile clients, secretive ones, and they need an in to do a job.

      Our relationship has turned into one of you scratch my back, and I’ll scratch yours.

      And it looks like it’s my turn to do the scratching.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            The frying pan didn’t deserve that.

          

          Avani

        

      

    

    
      Those men who Grayson met with were off. Scary even. I watched as they left and stayed well and clear of them. I’ve been around a lot of scary men in my life, and none have made me think, fuck, this one I shouldn’t be near, like they did.

      “Drop me home?” I ask Grayson.

      “Take a fucking cab,” he says as I lock up.

      “Please, have a heart. My car is fucked, and I need a lift. Help your staff out.”

      “Fuck my staff.”

      “I didn’t ask you to fuck me. Actually, that is the last thing I want to do.” I offer him a smile. “You aren’t my type.”

      “Touché.” He nods, looking me over. I’m standing in front of him in my red heels and a tiny black dress. It’s more of a suit dress, and I love it. I found it at a thrift store and have worn it to work three times already.

      “Please,” I beg, smiling.

      “Fucking hell. Get your shit. I am not waiting for you.” As he storms out, I grab my new sparkly bag and follow after him. Grayson doesn’t open the car door like a gentleman, and I tsk at him and climb in. I try to speak during the ride, but he turns up the music so loud he can’t hear me even if I did say something.

      No wonder he’s single. He’s a complete jerk.

      We stop at the front of my house, and I see a lot of people walking in and out.

      Fuck.

      The party.

      Grayson turns the music down and faces me.

      “You throwing a party and didn’t invite me?” he asks.

      “Fuck no. I planned to sleep.” I open the car door and get out, leaving him behind.

      As I enter the house, I spot Destiny straight away, sitting at our counter with a drink in front of her. When she sees me, she doesn’t even offer a wave, just goes back to talking to her friends.

      “Avani.” I turn to see Grayson standing behind me, my old bag in his hand. “Don’t leave your shit for me to collect in my damn car.” I pull it from his hands and curl my lip at him.

      “Thanks.” I huff.

      Destiny gets off the stool and bounces—yes, she bounces—straight over to us.

      “I’m so happy to see you again.” Destiny reaches out to touch Grayson, who looks at me in question. I shrug and walk off straight to my room and shut the door. The music is way too loud, and I’m getting pissed. Jumping straight into the shower, I then stand under the water for what feels like a good twenty minutes before I finally get out, and when I do, I can still hear the damn music.

      Surely someone will complain.

      Wrapping the towel around myself, I take a deep breath and open the door. No one is there, just the insanely loud music blaring through the speakers.

      I turn it off, instantly greeted by silence.

      That is before I hear a loud moan.

      Is Destiny fucking someone?

      I look to her room, but it’s not coming from there. Her door is open, and her lights are off. Walking to the back door, I hear it again.

      Oh my God.

      Her face comes into view, eyes closed in pleasure.

      Ha. For some reason, I thought she would be a screamer.

      But when my eyes travel up, I see who it is behind her.

      Grayson.

      My blood starts boiling as I watch him slide in and out of her, his hand gripping her hair as she stands bent over while he fucks her from behind.

      Nope.

      Nope.

      Not happening.

      Not allowed to happen.

      I stomp into the kitchen and grab the closest thing to me—a frying pan—before I stalk back out. Conveniently, he doesn’t notice me at first, so I smack him on the head. He stops instantly, growls, and turns to face me.

      I’m fucking seething by this point.

      How could he do this?

      Destiny stops her stupid moaning as he pulls out of her, and I return to my bedroom to grab my phone to call Jake.

      I got the job because of him, so surely, he can make this stop.

      “Who are you calling?” Grayson asks, stepping into my room, where he is most certainly not welcome. I show him with a lifted brow, and he snatches my phone as I hear Jake answer.

      “Sooo… I may have killed Avani,” Grayson says ever so calmly, which makes me scream at him.

      “Or… I’m going to kill him. He’s trying to fuck my roommate. My roommate, Jake. Tell your brother to knock it off, or I’ll end him!”

      Jake says something I can’t make out and then ends the call.

      I reach for my phone, but Grayson holds it to his chest.

      “You fucking hit me with a frying pan.”

      “Give. Me. My. Phone.”

      “How dare you,” Destiny shouts, entering my room and stepping in close to Grayson.

      “Get out, Destiny,” I tell her calmly.

      “Get out? You just interrupted us, and now you’re telling me to get out?” she screams, pulling her dress down.

      “Well, maybe if you were fucking in your room, it wouldn’t be an issue.”

      “You are such a whore,” she fires back, flicking her hair over her shoulder.

      Fuck this.

      At the count of three in my head, I jump at her.

      Grayson is fast but not fast enough. I grab a chunk of her hair and yank it. She screams as Grayson wraps his arms around my midsection, and I try to climb him to get to her.

      Whore?

      The bitch has no concept of what a whore is.

      If she did, she would know that would be her.

      “Fucking leave,” Grayson growls at her. He’s still holding me as I clutch her hair. I tug on the strands one more time for good measure. “Let it go, Avani.

      “Fuck you,” I reply, but I do as he says. Her hair falls from my grip, and she steps out the door. As she turns back, Grayson kicks the door shut in her face and drops me back to the floor.

      “If I let you go, will you behave?”

      “Let me go,” I order.

      “Will you behave?” he asks again, this time with more force. I glare at him, then I lean in and bite his arm. He swears and drops his hold on my waist.

      “Asshole,” I grumble, standing up straight. When I see his eyes move from his shoulder where I bit him to my body, I realize my towel has fallen to the floor. As his eyes rake over me, it’s obvious he’s getting hard behind his trousers.

      Nope.

      “Leave. And this time, don’t fuck my roommate on the way out,” I growl at him as I bend down and pick up the towel. “And stop looking at me like that.”

      “Like what?” he asks, adjusting himself without a care in the world.

      “Like you want to fuck me. That will never happen.”

      “I’d rather shoot myself in the fucking head than let my cock be anywhere near you.”

      I roll my eyes as he leaves, pushing the door shut behind him with more force than needed. But then I lean on it and listen in to Grayson talking to Destiny.

      “Stay,” she coos.

      “Fuck off.”

      I giggle a little at his comeback.

      “We were having such a good time.”

      “You were a cunt to keep my cock warm, nothing more.” I hear the front door shut and Destiny cries as she goes to her room.

      That’s what you get for fucking with crazy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Destiny doesn’t come out when I leave, but I know she’s in there.

      I tried to think of how I should handle this.

      I decided my best option was to not go to work today, and told him I was sick.

      I mean, it sounds like a plan to me.

      Instead, I’ll take my pay, and go shopping.

      I prefer to save my money, but I have been doing that for many years now and have a lot stashed away. So today, because I’m mad, I am going shopping.

      With my new bag.

      The agreement for the bag was that I wouldn’t be late, not that I couldn’t have sick days.

      And today I am sick. Cough, cough.

      Just as I’m browsing for some new panties, my phone rings.

      Grayson’s name flashes on the screen.

      I press ignore.

      He calls again.

      I ignore that too.

      Who fucks their employee’s roommate? He can fuck off and leave me alone.

      I managed to find some really nice lingerie—granted, I was looking for thirty minutes, but panties can’t be rushed, and they have to be comfortable.

      Comfort is key for a pampered pussy.

      You have to treat her well.

      “You don’t look very sick.” I jump at the voice, and the lady assisting me peeks over my shoulder.

      “Just these, please.” I push the pile over to her, and she starts scanning them as he steps closer to me.

      Grayson’s hand comes up and touches my forehead. “Not even a temp,” he mutters, and I slap his hand away.

      “How is your cock? Sliding into any more of my roommates?” I question, sending him a smile that says fuck you without words. He grinds his jaw and shakes his head.

      “You have more roommates?” he asks, being a smartass.

      The cashier lady’s expression turns confused as she takes in our conversation.

      “Just shut up already,” I grumble as the lady tells me the total. But before I can pay for it, he hands her his credit card.

      “I’ve bought you panties, which you clearly needed. You can come back to work now.”

      “I’m sick,” I argue, reaching for the bag on the counter. He takes it before I can and starts walking away with it, and I follow him out the door with a groan. “Give me my damn panties.”

      “I paid for them, so you either come back to work, or I take them.”

      “What are you going to do with my panties?” I ask, my arms crossing over my chest.

      “Maybe I’ll sniff them.”

      “That’ll be a waste since I haven’t worn them.” I smirk and snatch the bag from his hand.

      “I won’t fuck your roommate again,” he states seriously.

      “I’m sure that’s what you tell all the ladies,” I say, pushing past him.

      “To be fair, I was waiting for you. She kicked everyone out, and then she hit on me.”

      “Oh, fucking classic. A man can’t say no to a woman.”

      “Well, in all fairness, she did take off her top and slide her hand down my pants before I could even think.” He shrugs.

      “And you couldn’t help yourself.” I roll my eyes.

      “I’m a man.”

      “Good. Since you’re a man, why don’t you introduce me to one of your friends, and I’ll fuck them to make this even.”

      “That will not happen,” he growls, but then a smirk takes over. “I have no friends.”

      “What about that scary dude? I saw the way he looked at me—I even gave him my best smile.”

      “Kyson?” He says his name. “He’s crazy.”

      “Perfect, so am I.” I move to start walking again, and he follows close behind.

      “Don’t you dare go anywhere near him,” he warns.

      I stop and turn back to eye him. “Do you really think you can tell me who I can fuck?” I ask with a snicker. “Think carefully before you answer that. I can easily find another frying pan to hit you with.” I point at him.

      Grayson tries to fight his smirk, but this time he fails.

      “Fuck, you’re annoying. Will you please come back to work?”

      “Why? Can’t function without me?” My head tilts to the side as I wait for him to come back at me with some smartass answer.

      “No, you have helped. And you’ve turned my business into what it needs to be in the short time you’ve been there. The girls actually come into work knowing you are there. So, please, come back.”

      “I’ll come back tomorrow. I’m busy now.” I stride off with a smile on my face.

      “Avani.” He catches up to me, but I don’t stop or even acknowledge he’s there. “Did you not hear what I said?”

      “I did. And as I said, I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      “What are you doing now?” he asks.

      “I’m off to get a massage.” I smile.

      “I’ll come.”

      “As long as you don’t fuck the therapist.”

      “Fucking hell,” he mutters.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Fuck the therapist, how about no

          

          Grayson

        

      

    

    
      My plan was to stay with her long enough that she would come back to work. Instead, I watch her ass sway as she walks, and I can’t help thinking about her naked. And now she is using me.

      She made me pay for the massage, and now, as we sit down for dinner, she motions to the waitress to send me the bill, before we have even eaten, but its pre fixed menu so the price is the same regardless..

      I pay. Of course.

      “Don’t you have that thing where women believe they are equal and have to pay for their own things?” I ask as the server brings over another drink she ordered.

      “Nope, I don’t fall into that kind of feminism. Because I know I am better than any man, so why not use it to my full advantage. It’s not like men don’t use us.” She winks, swirling her wineglass. “You are in the business where they do use us. We have to take back the power somehow, and as far as I’m concerned, I hold all my own power, and no man will ever take it again.”

      “Sounds like something you would say.”

      “You want a girl like Destiny, who will lift her skirt and say, fuck me, Daddy, while being a good girl.”

      I’m taken aback by her words.

      I adjust myself in my trousers, and she notices. She always does.

      “Where I would rather be on top, taking full control, with the man giving me his all.”

      Fuck, my dick is instantly hard.

      “I have control issues,” I tell her.

      “Don’t we all.” She raises her glass in salute and takes a sip. “Don’t mind me… I plan to drink all this and then you are going to take me home. This time, you will keep your cock in your pants.”

      “What if you want it out?”

      A laugh bubbles up from her, and wine spurts out her mouth. She hastily tries to clean it up. “That will never happen. You’re not my type. I don’t want a used cock that has been in something like…Destiny.” she uses air quotes, and a sneer pulls at her lips.

      “I’m sure I could persuade you.” Maybe. I’m not sure when things changed, but for some reason, I want her.

      “I’m sure you could, but then I would quit the next day,” she warns.

      “Understood. So no fucking.”

      “Absolutely not. We don’t even like each other.” She scrunches her nose.

      “This is true. I find you annoying at best.”

      She laughs, reaches for the bottle of wine, and pours herself another glass.

      “You don’t even want to know what I think of you.” A smile touches her lips, and it’s not her usual cocky smile. It’s one that is laced with amusement.

      I lean back and study her. Her hair is down, framing her face, the darker strands peeking out from the bottom.

      “Tell me,” I push, running a hand through my hair.

      “You might fire me.”

      “Now, we both know that won’t happen, so tell me. Not as your boss but as a friend.”

      She finishes that glass and pours herself another one.

      “Okay, you asked for it, friend.” Avani tilts her head, and I can almost see the thoughts passing through her eyes. “I think you are a cocky son of a bitch, whose ego is too big for his pants. You believe the world should revolve around you and that you can fuck whomever you please with no consequences.”

      “Is that all?” I ask, lifting a brow. Not sure why I want her to keep going, but I do.

      “No, but that’s all I got right now.” She sets the empty glass on the table. “Take me home now, please.” Avani stands on wobbly legs and smiles. I reach for her, but she brushes me off and goes straight to where my car is parked. I open the door for her, and she looks up at me, surprised, before she slides in.

      As soon as we’re on the road, she falls asleep without a word.

      When I stop at her place, I see her roommate straight away. Destiny spots me and is heading to the door until she sees Avani in my passenger seat. I get out, open her door, and reach for her shopping bags.

      “Avani.” I say her name, but she doesn’t respond. She stays perfectly still, her mouth slightly open as she sleeps. Not seeing much choice, I reach down, and slide one hand under her legs, the other bracing her back as I lift her up. She rests in my arms easily as I carry her inside.

      Destiny looks on, not saying a word, as I walk Avani to her room and lay her on the bed. After placing her stuff at the foot of the bed I turn to leave when she says my name, “Grayson.”

      “Hmm…”

      “If you didn’t fuck my roommate, we could have…” She goes back to sleep before finishing what she was about to say.

      “Could have what?” I ask, but she’s asleep now, and all I’m going to think about is the… what if?

      “Are you back for her or me?” Destiny asks from the hallway.

      Avani turns over and curls herself up into a ball as I walk out and shut the door.

      I’m now face-to-face with Destiny.

      What was I thinking?

      Oh, that’s right. I was pissed at the little troublemaker asleep right now.

      So pissed that she made my cock hard.

      I fucking hate how my body wants her, and my mind knows better.

      So I fucked her friend, thinking it would help get Avani out of my head. Then the bitch hit me with a damn pan. Honestly, who hits someone with a frying pan?

      “You do realize I fucked you, nothing more,” I tell her.

      “But we can fuck again,” she offers.

      “Yeah, that’s not going to happen.”

      “Why, because of her?” She nods toward Avani’s room.

      “Yes and no. Yes, because she asked me not to. And no, because I never fuck the same cunt twice.” I smile at her.

      “She will never want you, you know that?” she bites back, thinking that’s the reason.

      “I’m her boss. Don’t be jealous, Destiny. It doesn’t look good on you.” I head to the front door, but her words stop me.

      “As if I would be jealous of a two-bit whore.”

      I spin around to face her. “I would watch your words around me. I have no issue taking them from you.”

      “Taking them?” she asks, her eyes glancing around the room refusing to make eye contact with me as she fidgets with her hands showing me she is suddenly nervous. As she should be.

      “Yes, taking them straight from your mouth…with my fucking knife.” Her eyes go wide, and she steps back, fear now fully in place. “Now you get it. You saw the allure and wanted a piece but didn’t think how dangerous it could be.” I smile cruelly at her. “Goodbye, Destiny. Be nice to your roommate, or I’ll come and visit when you’re sleeping.”

      Little does she know, I’m not lying.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Keep your cock to yourself.

          

          Avani

        

      

    

    
      Oh shit! I wake with a splitting headache.

      When I sit up, I see bags of clothes at the end of my bed.

      Oh, right, I went shopping and made my boss pay for it.

      Score.

      I get out of bed and stand, stretching before I walk into the kitchen hoping my roommate didn’t drink all my juice again and find her sitting at the counter. Ignoring her, I open the fridge and find my apple juice. I grab it with a smile and start drinking as I hear her voice echo from behind me.

      “We need to talk.”

      Wiping my mouth, I turn to find her holding a pen and paper. “About?”

      “You staying here.” I look at her, confused. “I think it’s time you find somewhere else to live.”

      “What the hell for?” I ask, raising a brow at her.

      “We aren’t working, and I was here first.”

      “My names on the lease. That’s not going to happen. I like it here, so I’m not leaving.” I don’t like it here, especially not with her, but I like my room and bathroom. And the area is relatively good. The only problem is her.

      “I’ll have to take this further.”

      “Is this because you fucked my boss, and now he doesn’t want you anymore?”

      “He does want me.” She flicks her hair over her shoulder. “It’s me who doesn’t want him. He’s dangerous, and I can’t have someone like that coming into my personal space.”

      “It was you who invited him to stay, not me.” I smirk at her when she doesn’t know how to respond. “So make sure when you complain, you add that little bit, because I’m sure he will back me up.”

      “You can’t do this!” she yells. “You need to leave.”

      “Not happening. Now, excuse me, I have to be on time for work today.”

      She mutters something else, but I don’t pay attention. Destiny can’t kick me out because she doesn’t like me, and she knows that. I signed a contract when I rented half of this place. So did she. She doesn’t have any more right to it than I do.

      It’s laughable to think that she does.

      Destiny keeps on talking as I pack my bag to leave. Regardless of whatever bullshit she’s spewing, I plan to be on time today—I know there’s a first for everything.

      “Just leave already,” she shrieks. “I’ll lie. I’ll tell them the party was all you and that you do drugs.”

      I almost laugh at her desperate words. Slinging my bag over my shoulder, I give her a nod. “You do you, boo.” I wave at her as I leave.

      Thankfully, I manage to get out without further issues and head straight to work.

      As soon as I walk in the doors, I see Grayson standing there.

      “Thirty minutes. Really, Avani?” he grumbles. I give him my best glare and step past him. “I gave you that bag out of good faith.” He follows as I make my way into the girls dressing room. He doesn’t care that there are half-naked women in here getting ready for the night. But then again, neither do they. “You’ll have to give me the bag back.”

      I spin around to face him, gripping the bag and shoving it at his chest. “Fuck you, I quit.” Luckily for me, my phone is in my pocket, and my car keys are in my hand. He takes the bag and looks at me, perplexed. Moving around him, I go straight for the door, ready to get the hell away from him. He manages to catch me by my elbow, stopping me in my tracks with a strong grip.

      “Quit? What the fuck is wrong with you? Are you PMSing or something?”

      “Or something,” I reply with an eye roll.

      “So…what’s wrong?” he questions, and I swear I see genuine concern in his eyes. Too bad I couldn’t care less right now.

      “I was set to be on time today, but then I had a run-in with my roommate. You remember her, the one you fucked,” I seethe. “Well, she decided because she can no longer have your asshole cock, that she is mad and wants to get me kicked out of the house.”

      Still holding on to my elbow, he states, “You can afford something better than that place. I know you can.”

      “I like that place. I picked that place,” I reply.

      Before that, I lived somewhere Jake picked. I liked it there too. And before that, I lived wherever I had to—where I was forced to.

      This place was solely my choice.

      I thought I had done well, apart from the fucked-up roommate.

      “I’ll handle it,” Grayson states, letting me go and giving me my bag back. “Now, get to work.”

      “You’ll handle it? Please don’t. You fucked it up for me, to begin with. You and your damn cock.” I shove into his shoulder as I strut past him and go back to where the girls are, dropping my things on my small desk.

      He doesn’t follow me this time.

      As I flop down in my chair, I start to bite my nails but quickly stop and shake my head.

      If worse comes to worst, I guess I’ll just have to find somewhere else to live.
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      I didn’t see Grayson for the rest of my shift and was grateful for it. Working at a sex club is hard. And tiring. Even when you’re not the one who has to fuck the clients. Handling the employees is just as difficult.

      I’m exhausted when I get home and find Destiny walking out the front door, a bag in her hand.

      “You,” she snarls.

      “Um…okay, me,” I say, confused.

      “You win.”

      “Win what?” I’m really not in the mood to play these games.

      “Don’t even try to play the innocent game with me. It won’t work.”

      “Okay, sounds good.” I brush her off.

      “See, you have no respect. You really are just trash.” I step past her to see half of her things already gone, and the other half is packed and waiting.

      “Are you going somewhere?” I question.

      “Yes, I got kicked out. As I said, you won. How on earth you did that, I will never know.”

      “I’ve been at work, Destiny, so I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Your stupid-girl act doesn’t work on me.”

      “Okay…” I shake my head, not understanding where she’s going with this.

      “I went to the owner today, and he said he would think about my concerns. Later, he came around and said he’d given it some thought, and I was in the wrong and should pack my things and get out.”

      Grayson pops into my head, but how could he have anything to do with this?

      “Seems like you brought that on yourself,” I inform her.

      She throws one of her bags at me, but it misses. “How people like you get by in this world is beyond me. You belong in the gutter.”

      “Have a nice life, Destiny.”

      “And go suck your boss’s cock,” she yells after me as I go to my room and shut the door. I stay in there and wait until I hear her leave. When I think it’s all clear, I go out and all her things are gone except a few random things which I’m sure she will be back for.

      She didn’t mess around.

      When I first met Destiny, I was hoping we could become friends. But after about a week, I realized she wasn’t a girl’s girl.

      I don’t have any girlfriends. I have acquaintances at work, but none are friends. Jake, my old boss, was the closest thing I had to a friend, and even then, we hardly spoke. But I knew I could trust him with my life.

      Isn’t that what you should expect in a friendship?

      Trusting someone with your life?

      I’m not really sure.

      When I was younger, I thought I had a friend in the man who took me, but I was wrong. He was only being nice to me to gain my trust so he could use me.

      Men use.

      It’s what they’re good at.

      If you come to accept that fact, life gets a little easier.

      Women, on the other hand? Well, they aren’t something I’ve managed to crack.

      Women tend to hate me on sight, and I’ve also grown to accept that fact too.

      I’m not someone who holds grudges. I try to move on because I would be stuck in the past if I didn’t. And the past is somewhere I definitely do not want to be ever again. I haven’t forgiven all the people who have done wrong by me. And I haven’t forgotten either.

      But if there is one thing I learned in therapy it’s that I have to move on. Otherwise, I physically will not be able to move. It took a lot of time to let those words really sink in because it wasn’t me simply giving in to what happened, it was showing them that I am stronger than I thought.

      My therapist asked once if I had ever thought about finding my biological parents. My reply was instant—I laughed at her. Why would someone choose to find people who gave them up so willingly, basically selling their child? I don’t need that kind of negativity in my life. I’m a relatively positive person now. I work on my affirmations. I tell myself daily how strong and beautiful I am and I can do anything I set my mind to.

      It wasn’t easy when I first started declaring these thoughts; I didn’t believe them, but I said them anyway. And I found it amazing what the power of the mind could do because eventually, the weight and the guilt on my chest eased, and I started to believe them.

      I don’t tell anyone about my backstory. I’m not even sure Jake knows all of my history. He isn’t really one to share anyway. So I guess I’m thankful for that.

      I’m also incredibly thankful when Grayson saw me naked, he didn’t see my back. When I decided to work for Jake and take back my power and my own body it led to pleasing other people, I always wore something which would cover my back. That way if someone touched it, I wouldn’t feel like they were putting acid on me. It’s the only part of me that I still can’t stand to look at. Luckily, it’s easy to avoid.

      My therapist also asked me once, “If I give you lemons, what are you going to do with them?” I looked at her, confused about where she was going with that. Did she want me to throw them at her like balls? She laughed and answered, “You’re going to make lemonade out of the lemons, as the old saying goes. But what they failed to tell you is, that when you turn lemons into lemonade, you can then sell it. Which in turn gives you a profit. That is how these men used to think of you. But now that you have the lemons, it’s up to you to decide what you do with the lemonade.”

      It didn’t make much sense when she said it, but I understand her analogy.

      It is my choice to do what I want, and no one can take that away from me.

      Not anymore.

      So I turned my lemons into lemonade and made it my bitch.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Grayson, who?

          

          Grayson

        

      

    

    
      I’ve tried for a long time to stop, but it’s an addiction.

      A deadly one.

      One I simply can’t seem to give up.

      No matter how hard I try.

      Like some people are addicted to cigarettes or alcohol.

      I will go on the record and say sex is probably my other addiction. If a man says he’s not into sex, he’s most definitely lying.

      But my number one addiction is the obsession of watching the life drain from someone’s eyes as they are half asleep.

      My first-ever job was because of the Hunter brothers. They dared me to do it, thinking I wouldn’t. They had a hit on someone and told me if I did it, they would pay me more money than I could have ever dreamed of.

      So I did it that same night.

      I’d like to say I found my calling.

      But I’m not entirely sure someone can as a killer.

      A hired gun, as they like to say.

      The Hunters didn’t believe me when I told them what I did. So Zuko went to check out for himself that the mark was dead.

      He was.

      Still lying in bed.

      Strangled in his sleep.

      He joked and called me the bogeyman and the name stuck.

      The only people who call me by my first name are my mother, brother, and Avani. My employees call me boss, and everyone else calls me bogeyman. But that’s because I have no friends and those that call me by bogeyman, are in the world of killing.

      The sole reason I became a hired gun for the Hunters was that it pulled the authorities off their tracks. If they were somewhere in plain sight, how could they have possibly killed someone?

      It worked.

      And it worked again and again.

      I watch as my newest mark climbs into his bed. He doesn’t see me, but I see him clear as day. I’m in his room, crouched in his closet, while he finishes up talking to someone on the phone.

      When I opened his closet earlier, I was disgusted. Photographs—ones a grown ass men should never have—were stashed in the sock drawer. I came to snoop, to gather information, but what I found made me change the purpose for my visit.

      I want to make it very, precisely clear everything the Hunters do is to their advantage. They are not the good guys, but neither am I.

      They kill for money, usually with no questions asked. When they can’t take the job, they call me and take a cut from the kill.

      I wouldn’t go as far as to say I love the boys, but I do like them. And respect them.

      We have a mutual understanding, and it’s served me well for many years.

      My phone buzzes and I see Zuko’s name on the screen. He’ll be wanting an update—I should have checked in by now. But I can’t do it. After what I saw, I can’t leave this place—not with this guy alive.

      Grinding my teeth, I grip the photographs I collected, my gloves ensuring I don’t leave any fingerprints, as I watch him end the call and turn the covers down.

      I won’t have long to wait. Men don’t take long to fall asleep. It’s the women who take forever, their brains never switching off.

      I wasn’t aware of the reason I was meant to be snooping until I got here.

      He is a businessman, a CEO, I was told. The look of his house and the car he drives confirm he’s successful.

      From my snooping I didn’t find any evidence of a wife or kids. And thank fuck for that.

      This man is all types of fucked up and should not be living let alone have a family. As soon as I hear the first soft snore, I get up and slowly open the closet door—it’s new, so it doesn’t make a sound. Shutting it behind me, I creep over to his bed and stare down at the cretin. His sheets are bright white as if they are cleaned and freshened every day. It’s a shame my preferred method of killing is strangulation. I would love to torture this motherfucker and watch his blood seep onto the sheets, staining them a brilliant crimson. But that’s too messy, and leaves way more evidence behind. It’s best to stick with what I know. A smile creeps across his face as he sleeps and is as sickening as what I found in that closet.

      I feel my phone vibrate again, but I ignore it.

      He rolls over, which is his first mistake because now his throat is perfectly in my view. I reach down, letting my hand do what it wants as it grips his neck and starts to squeeze. He doesn’t move at first, then the sensation of my fingers tightening around his neck permeates his sleep and he realizes his breathing isn’t right. His eyes fling open, wide and terrified as I stare down at him.

      Stupid, dirty man.

      What a fucked-up thing you are.

      The scumbag’s feet start to kick, and his fingers claw at my hands, but my leather gloves protect me from his attack.

      A trick I learned early on.

      No DNA.

      If there is, burn the house.

      Zuko did that to the first man I killed. That guy tore up my hands so badly that it looked like I got in a fight with a cat.

      A soft gasp brings me back to the present as my victim tries to speak, scream, anything. But I merely apply more pressure and smile.

      “Boo,” I whisper and tighten my grip further. It’s not long until his hands fall to his sides and his eyes stop blinking.

      This, or worse, is how all men like him should reach their death.

      Not happy.

      I step back after I maintain pressure for a few more seconds, just to be sure, and my phone rings again. This time I answer it, and Zuko’s voice comes through.

      “Hit was canceled,” he says.

      “Too late, already done.” I hurriedly tell him before he hangs up.

      He grunts in reply but says nothing more, so I disconnect the call.

      As I walk out of the mark’s house, I know tonight when I go home to sleep, I’ll rest easy.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            That’s a joke right?

          

          Avani

        

      

    

    
      Since the day she moved out three weeks ago, I haven’t seen Destiny. I can honestly say I could live my whole life without seeing her again and be happy. But when I’m about to leave for my shift today, I find her standing on the doorstep.

      It’s been nice having the place to myself.

      Really damn nice.

      It’s been lonely though too.

      But that’s a much better alternative…than her.

      She looks much the same as the last time I saw her, except this time, she has sunglasses covering her eyes as she stares at me and licks her lips.

      “Avani,” she says.

      “Destiny.” I stand there with my bag in hand, wondering what the hell she wants.

      “Look…” She pauses before she speaks again. “You’re heading to work, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Okay. So, will you be seeing Grayson there?”

      I’m not sure if I should answer her, but Grayson can handle himself when it comes to her.

      “Yes.”

      “Can I follow you there? I don’t know where he works, and it’s kind of urgent.”

      “Can I not just get your number and pass it on if it’s urgent?”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “He won’t call, and I don’t expect him to. But I need to speak to him.”

      “Whatever, he can deal with you. You can follow me.” I say nothing else as I get into my car and drive off. She follows close behind until I reach work. A few girls are standing out front, smoking as I pass them by and Destiny catches up, walking in next to me.

      “What is this place?” she asks, scanning the building.

      I shake my head and open the front door. Grayson is leaning against the front desk when I enter, and his eyes flick to me, full of what looks like pleasure that I’m not late—I’ve been good for the last two weeks about being on time—before they move to Destiny then back to me.

      “You don’t bring friends to work,” he growls, his expression dampening.

      I put my hands up in the air. “She’s here to see you.” I push past him and go behind the counter to set things up and check how many clients we have today.

      “What do you need?” Grayson asks her.

      I look up as she hugs herself, her hands rubbing her arms.

      “Is there nowhere private we can talk?” she asks him.

      “No. Now, what do you want?”

      I contain my smirk, until I hear what drops from her mouth next.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      “And?” he asks, raising a brow.

      I lift my bottle of water to my lips and take a sip. She looks over his shoulder to me before she tells him, “It’s yours.” Her hands drop to her sides. “Remember that night? Well, now I’m pregnant. You do get how it works, right?”

      I spit out my drink, and Grayson looks back at me with his brows pinched.

      “You put her up to this?” he asks me.

      “Ha! Hell no. But looks like you’ll be a daddy. Yay for you.”

      Three girls smile and wave as they head inside the club.

      “What is this place?” Destiny asks him.

      “It’s a whorehouse. Maybe you should work here.”

      My eyes bulge at his words.

      He is such an asshole.

      One that makes me want to laugh that is.

      “That’s how you are going to treat your future baby’s mother?” Her head starts to shake.

      “You are my nothing.”

      “I’m not lying,” she insists, her tone growing more high-pitched.

      “I have no doubt,” he replies, confusing not only her but me too.

      “But you’re saying it’s not yours? I’m not a whore. You are the only man I’ve slept with recently.”

      Grayson steps back so he is closer to me, leaning his elbow on the desk, as he says to her, “You must be a whore if you can’t remember.”

      “I remember everything.” She stands a little straighter. “I even found out that it was you who got me kicked out of my house.”

      “What?” I ask, joining in the conversation. Destiny turns to me, but Grayson stays where he is.

      “Oh, so you didn’t tell her.” She smiles. “It seems your boss here bought the house and then kicked me out.”

      “You what?” My gaze whips to Grayson, who is still not looking my way. “Grayson, so help me God, you better answer me before I decide I should come in very fucking late every fucking day.”

      I hear him suck in a breath, and then he turns to face me. “What?”

      “You bought the house?” I ask.

      “She needed to go,” he says simply, adding a shrug.

      Destiny scoffs but otherwise stays quiet.

      “You own my house?” I ask him again. “The one I am living in? Is that why the rent hasn’t increased now since it’s just me?” My voice is firm, but on the inside I’m freaking the fuck out.

      What does this mean?

      Why would he do that?

      “I can afford it.”

      “I’m sure you can.” I give him an eye roll and look at Destiny. “Why are you still here?”

      “You are such a bitch.”

      I smile with a shrug.

      “Grayson,” Destiny says, her demeanor sweetening. “We need to talk about this. I think I’m keeping it.”

      “Good for you,” he replies, unconcerned.

      “Really? You’re happy with my decision?” I see hope in her eyes, and I’m waiting for him to crush it. Grayson is mean, cruel, and, more importantly, an asshole. “Do you want to be involved or just send money?”

      “Neither,” he states.

      I start to cough to cover my laugh.

      “What? You have to do the right thing here. This is your baby.”

      “No, it’s not.” He stands his ground.

      “It is,” she insists, raising her chin a little.

      “Maybe you two should go to your office to talk. Some of us have to work,” I tell them.

      “We aren’t going anywhere,” Grayson says calmly. “There is nothing more to discuss.”

      “How can you be like this?” Destiny whines, throwing her hands in the air.

      “Like what?” he asks.

      She waves a hand at him. “This. I am pregnant with your child.”

      “I believe you are pregnant, just not with my child,” he says, maintaining his stance. He hasn’t broken a sweat during this whole ordeal.

      It’s slightly impressive.

      “How can you be so sure?” she asks. “Don’t answer that. I will get lawyers involved. You will be supporting me.” She goes to turn, but he captures her arm, and she looks back at him.

      “I know it’s not my child because I cannot have kids. I had that problem fixed many years ago. Your lawyer can contact my doctors, and when they do, you will also pay for my lawyer who sure is expensive.” He smirks, dropping her arm.

      She gapes at him, shocked, clearly not sure what to say.

      I start to laugh, really obnoxiously loud, and when her eyes fall to mine, they are hard and irritated.

      “Fuck you, Avani. He doesn’t want you anyway.” Destiny makes a dramatic exit and stomps out the door. When I look up, Grayson is now staring at me. There’s a look in his eyes that has me swallowing.

      “What?” I ask. Grayson says nothing and turns to walk away. “What?” I yell after him.

      “Your laugh. It’s nice,” he mutters before he disappears.

      My laugh is nice?

      Huh?

      I don’t know how long I stand there thinking about his last words, but when the girls come out ready for their clients, I realize I haven’t moved.

      Grayson never gives compliments, yet he just gave me one.

      And he can’t have children? That’s something I never thought I’d learn about him.

      I smile at the girls when they say something to me, but all I can think about is that he bought my house and told me I have a nice laugh.

      Goddammit! Thoughts of him are distracting.

      What is that man up to?

      And why can’t he stick to being the asshole he is?

      Our relationship works better that way.

      When I didn’t see him as someone who I could like.

      That can’t happen.

      I cannot like Grayson.

      He is my boss.

      He is a nightmare.

      And most of all, he is an asshole.

      “Avani.” One of the girls touches my arm. “Are you okay?” I give her a small nod before I go back to work and try to put all thoughts of Grayson in the back of my mind, where they belong with all my other fucked-up shit.
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      Speaking to Grayson is like talking to a wall. I’ve asked him several times about my house now, and I get nothing in return.

      He just stops, acts like he’s peering at something intently behind me and then he walks away without ever saying a damn thing. Not even an acknowledgment to shut me up. Not even a ‘why don’t you shut the fuck up.’

      This has happened all since Destiny left. Not sure if she thought she could get him or his money—or if she even is pregnant—but that really fucking backfired.

      “Avani.” I turn to find Monica standing near my car. It’s Sunday, and we just finished a day shift.

      “Yeah?”

      “I was wondering, would you mind coming out with me?” she asks hesitantly.

      “Sorry?” I reply, a bit caught off guard.

      She brushes her hair behind her ear and smiles. “I have a blind date, but it’s been so long since I’ve been on a date, and I’m a little scared. And my friends have all left, gone to different colleges, so you are the only person I feel safe asking.”

      “You think of me as safe?” I haven’t heard that one before.

      “Yes. I mean, you do a good job looking after us. Our last manager never cared. You actually care.” She shrugs.

      I always try to make sure they’re okay. I feel like it’s a must. Security was lacking when I arrived. Grayson has these great rooms for different fantasies but not enough security to hold down the fort. With just him there would be enough fear, but Grayson isn’t there every second of every day.

      We have viewing rooms where we can check on the girls to ensure their safety. I used to do that as much as possible, as well as trying to man the front door, check appointments, and take payments. Which in and of itself is a head fuck. So I asked for more security. It’s helped, and I think it’s made the girls feel better about their working conditions.

      “Are you sure you want me to come?”

      “Yes, please. I’ll even buy your drinks.”

      “Done.”

      She smiles wide and points to her car. “Let me drive, so you can drink as much as you want.”

      “Well, okay.” I shrug and slide my keys into my bag as I climb into her car. Monica is one of the only girls I really talk to. Not that I don’t speak to the other girls, but Monica always hangs around a little longer and chats about silly things like makeup and bags, which she knows I like.

      “You moved here, right. So I guess you don’t know many people either?” she inquires.

      “I know Grayson, and I can’t say I’m happy to know him.”

      She laughs at my comment. “Grayson comes into the club way more now that you are there. He used to only come in now and then, stay for a short time, then leave.”

      “Really?” I ask, surprised.

      “Yep. I don’t think he is as bad as they make him out to be.” Monica shrugs as she keeps on driving. Looking at me briefly, she adds, “I think he likes you too.”

      I want to laugh.

      Like obnoxiously laugh.

      Grayson and I—we do not like each other.

      At least, that’s what I think.

      Could I be wrong?

      No, I doubt it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Did you really just text me?

          

          Grayson

        

      

    

    
      “Boss,” Monica says on the other end of the line.

      “Monica. Why are you calling me?”

      Kyson sits across from me, a bottle of whiskey in his hand.

      “Well, I wasn’t sure who else to call.”

      “Call for what, Monica?” I groan.

      “Avani. She’s drunk, and well…” Her voice lowers to a whisper. “She’s a terrible drunk.”

      I can’t help but shake my head at her words. Grabbing my keys and walking out without saying a word to the guys, I get in my car and start driving with my phone still in hand. “Where are you?”

      “Rattle Snake Bar.”

      “Why are you both there?” At first, I think she’s hung up on me as the phone goes silent, but then Monica’s voice comes through again.

      “I asked her to come because I had a date and didn’t feel safe. My date never showed, so we stayed and drank together instead.” She pauses with a nervous laugh. “I was paying.”

      I hear a loud giggle in the background, and I know it’s her. Avani says something, and then Monica’s voice comes back. “She’s now asking if she can get on the bar and dance,” she whispers.

      “I’m on my way. Keep her in her seat until I get there.”

      “Okay,” she replies, then I hang up and pick up speed.

      This fucking woman will be the death of me.

      Why on earth I agreed to take her on is beyond me.

      This is what I get for asking Jake to send me someone.

      It’s not that she isn’t worth it. She’s definitely good for business. The girls feel safer and come in more because of it.

      Pulling up to the bar and finding a spot as I pull in, I park, get out of the car, and walk straight inside. I spot Avani right away, dressed as if she’s at work, in black jeans and a white button-up shirt. But the shirt is missing a few buttons, and I can see the tops of her tits contained in a red lacy bra peek out the top.

      Her head is hanging back, and I’m actually afraid she is going to fall off the fucking bar she is dancing on and smash her skull. It sure would be a shame to mess up that pretty blonde hair.

      Monica spots me and runs over. “Thank God. I didn’t know what to do.”

      I watch Avani squat on the bar as she reaches for another drink.

      Striding up to her, I snatch it from her hand, and her violet eyes find mine, narrowing on contact. “You,” she growls.

      “Me.” I smile.

      “Give me my drink.” I glance at it and then back to her.

      “That would be a no. Now, get down.”

      “Do you think you can order me around?” She starts to laugh, and for just a moment, I enjoy the sound.

      “Yes, I know I can. Get down.”

      “Fuck off.”

      “If you don’t get down, I’ll get you down and spank your ass.”

      “Promises, promises,” she whispers as she stands and then goes straight back to shaking her hips. Groaning as she turns around, I reach out and grab her, then toss her over my shoulder. Avani smacks at my back, and Monica laughs as she watches the comical scene play out in front of her. “Hey, you big oaf, what are you doing?”

      “Taking you home,” I grumble.

      “Don’t you mean your home?” she snaps.

      “No. Your home.”

      “But you own it,” she replies sulkily, then remains quiet as I carry her out.

      I hear my phone ding in my pocket. Managing to pull it out, I see Avani’s name flash on my screen.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Avani: Put me down.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      “Did you really just text me?” I ask her as my hand grips her hips. Fuck her curves feel good under my hands as her body slides down mine, and I set her on her feet.

      My phone dings again in my hand.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Avani: Yes. Why are you here?

      

      

      

      

      

      

      I smirk at her text as she stands on shaky legs, staring up at me defiantly.

      “You can use your big girl voice, you know,” I tell her with a lifted brow. She types on her phone again.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Avani: Fuck you.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Simple, yet effective.

      She’s waiting for me to reply. Licking her lips, she wavers slightly on her heels.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: You wouldn’t be able to walk if I fucked you.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Ha!

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Avani: I could walk just fine…straight out the door.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      “Get in the car,” I tell her, opening the door. She goes to type out another message, but I take the phone from her hand easily. “In. Now.”

      “You are so bossy,” she whines as she slides in.

      I shut her car door with a little more muscle than necessary, then walk around to the driver’s side and get in.

      “You are the worst boss ever.”

      “And you are an annoying drunk,” I retort.

      “I also suck cock,” she says. My hands grip the wheel, squeezing it hard at her words. “Oh, look, big boy has no words.”

      Clenching my jaw, I stay quiet.

      She lets out a large groan before her head leans against the window, and then I hear a soft snore.

      When I pull up to her house, I sit in the car out front for at least thirty minutes before getting out, it’s raining, and I don’t want to wake her just so she can get drenched. Eventually, the weather clears, and I walk around to her side and slowly open the door. I manage to catch her head before she falls, and she jolts as she rouses, her eyes opening and finding mine.

      “Why are you here?” Her breath is in my face, and she smells like stale alcohol.

      “You stink.”

      She opens her mouth and blows a breath in my face with not a care in the world. “Cocksucker,” she mumbles.

      Getting out, she stands on wobbly legs, then makes her way to the front steps leading up to the porch. I stand back and watch her struggle to find the key and put it into the lock. “Fucking hell.” Her keys drop to the wet ground, and when she bends down to retrieve them, she loses her balance, her hands just barely catching herself before she loses the battle and lands with her firm ass in a puddle. “This is why I don’t drink,” she mutters, lying down on the wet grass.

      I study her for a little while before I move, so I’m standing above her. “Get the fuck up.”

      Her eyes are closed, but they spring open at the sound of my voice. “Go away. I was sleeping.”

      “Where are your keys?” I scan the ground but can’t see them.

      “Possibly under my ass,” she mumbles, her eyes closing again.

      “You are a terrible drunk.” I reach for the buckle on her belt and pull. It lifts her ass up so I can reach under and grab her keys.

      “And you are manhandling me,” she complains.

      “Shut up,” I reply and walk the step up the porch to the front door. When I turn back to her, she hasn’t moved, and her eyes are closed again. “Fuck me.”

      I walk back down the porch and lift her up easily into my arms. She grumbles something, but I don’t care. I carry her inside and lay her on the couch, where she rolls straight to her stomach and starts to snore.

      For a moment I think about getting her out of her wet clothes so she doesn’t catch a cold. I would be a real asshole if I allowed her to get sick. I set her bag on the table and take one last look at her sleeping form. It’s time to leave. I head to the door and silently close it behind me. The door whips open and Avani is standing on the threshold, her hair a tangled mess.

      “I hate you,” she states, her voice softer than I’ve ever heard it. She leans up and kisses my cheek, then pushes my chest and shuts the door in my face with a loud bang.

      The feeling is mutual, I think.

      At least I keep telling myself that.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            On time, ha!

          

          Avani

        

      

    

    
      My head hurts, badly.

      Hangovers aren’t for the weak, and mixing drinks is a big no-no. But I didn’t really get that memo last night when I decided to drink everything under the sun and more.

      I reach for my phone with blurry eyes, then hold it in my hand before I open it to read a message from Grayson.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Grayson: Be ready by ten

      

      

      

      

      

      

      So demanding. I forgot I agreed to go shopping with him for items for the club. I scroll up and read my other messages as they come back to me, and I cringe. Looking at the time, I have fifteen minutes to get ready. Shit.

      I get up quickly and jump in the shower, getting lost in the soothing spray as I stand there. It feels good to shake off the fog in my head while I brush my teeth.

      “Do you ever plan to be on time?”

      I jump at that voice.

      “Oh my God, are you in my shower?” I squeak.

      “I’m in the bathroom, not the shower. You are in the shower,” he points out.

      “And you are in my house,” I retort.

      “Correction, my house, as you cleared up last night. But yes, I guess you do rent it.”

      Pulling the shower curtain back, his eyes fall straight to my breasts before they slide down lower and lower until they finally trace their way back up to my face.

      “About that. Why did you do it?” I question.

      “Why are you naked?” he asks, his eyes hard. I lean in, and when I’m close enough, I see specks of green in his eyes.

      “It’s my shower. You invited yourself in.” I breathe in his face.

      “I see you brushed your teeth,” he mentions, not making a move to back up.

      “I see you’re still an asshole.” My hand goes to my naked hip and rests there. Before I can say or do anything, he moves. I gasp as his hand goes to my throat, gripping it as his lips meet mine.

      Holy shit.

      What is he doing?

      And why am I not pushing him away?

      He squeezes a little tighter around my throat, and my hands reach up and hold onto his shoulders. It all happens so fast, and I’m not even sure I’m fully there as I experience it. Somehow my body—my very naked body—finds his, and now I am leaning against him. His other hand slides down my side until it grasps my hip, holding me still.

      With his lips moving against mine, my mouth parts. He takes that invitation and slips his tongue in, eliciting a moan that I try and fail to suppress. He tastes like peppermint and something else I can’t quite put my finger on. His tongue plays with mine in a slow, sexual motion, one I have never felt before. It’s like he’s savoring every inch of me.

      I pull away with widening eyes, and our lips separate, his hands falling back to his sides. We both stare at each other in a shared state of shock. Then, I lift my hand and slap him across the face.

      He smirks at the contact, then turns and stalks out, leaving me standing there with wetness between my legs that isn’t from the shower. That realization has me groaning with frustration. I get dressed as fast as I can, then leave my room to find him at the kitchen counter on his phone. He doesn’t look up at me as I approach.

      “I’m ready,” I state, my eyes narrowing when he finishes what he’s typing before glancing over his shoulder at me.

      “So you can get ready on time. Look at that.” He slides his phone into his pocket and turns to face me fully. “Your lips are pink.”

      “That’s because some asshole kissed them.”

      Leaving me with a shrug, I watch him stride out the door. With a huff, I grab my expensive bag and reluctantly follow him out. When I get to the car, he holds out a cup toward me. I study it for a moment, then raise my eyes to his, waiting for an explanation.

      “It’s for your hangover. Drink it.”

      “It probably has poison in it,” I say, scrunching my nose and refusing to take whatever that is from him.

      “Are you allergic to anything?” he asks.

      What type of question is that?

      “No, are you?”

      “Yes, actually. Shellfish. Now, drink it.” Rolling my eyes, I take it, and he starts the car and pulls out onto the street. The first sip isn’t all that bad—I’m not sure what it is, but it tastes okay. He stops, pulls up to the main shopping area, and parks the car.

      “What’s this?”

      “Beds. We need new ones.” He gets out, and I look at the furniture store in front of us. I climb out of the car, then toss the remainder of my drink in the trash as he walks through the door.

      “Hi, how can I help you today?”

      Grayson doesn’t respond to the sale associate, so she turns her attention to me.

      “We need a few beds. What are some of the best ones you have?”

      “Any kind in particular?” she asks.

      “Yes, ones that you can tie your partner to,” I answer.

      Grayson turns back and looks at me with a smile.

      The sales associate’s expression gives away her shock before she nods and says, “Follow me.” She leads us to a bed with four posts.

      Grayson nods. “I’ll take it,” he tells her.

      The sales lady looks at us, surprised. “Will that be all?” she asks.

      “No, we need a few more. Any others you recommend?” he asks, as my stomach growls loudly. Grayson shoots me a look.

      “What? You made me come here and didn’t bother feeding me first.” I purse my lips.

      He goes off with the sales associate as I sit on one of the beds. I lie back, and just as I’m about to doze off, his hand lands on my thigh, shaking me. “Get up.”

      “Fuck you,” I snarl before getting up and following him out.

      Grayson doesn’t speak when we get back in the car, which is fine with me. He drives us to a restaurant, where the valet takes his keys as he walks around to my side of the car. “Get out,” he orders.

      “You are so demanding and so damn annoying,” I tell him, but I do as he says.

      A hostess seats us, and I look at the menu as he sits across from me.

      “I’ll have the oysters.” I smile, knowing he’s allergic.

      Grayson orders the steak and looks back at me. “She’ll have the same,” he tells the waitress.

      “Plus the oysters,” I add. The waitress nods and walks off. “Why did you kiss me?” I ask him.

      “Lapse of judgment. Clearly, I wasn’t thinking.”

      “Good. Don’t do it again. You have cooties.”

      “Cooties?” he asks with a lift of his brow.

      “Yes. You kissed trash, which in turn gives you cooties,” I inform him.

      “I never kissed Destiny. My dick slid in and out of her, wrapped for protection, mind you, which she clearly forgot when she came into the club.”

      “So, you had a vasectomy?” I ask.

      “Yes, but you can never be too careful,” he answers like it should be obvious.

      “So I take it you have had herpes or worse before?”

      The waitress tries to hide her horror as she brings us our drinks.

      Grayson waits until she leaves before he answers me, “Do you have a filter?”

      “Do you have manners?” I bite back.

      “No, I have not had a sexually transmitted disease. I get checked when I make the girls get checked. Speaking of—”

      “I was checked regularly when I worked for Jake. And not that it’s any of your business, but I haven’t had the privilege of fucking anyone since I’ve been here because I’ve been too busy working.” It’s a sad fact that my job has been taking priority over my sex life lately. Hopefully that will all change if the guy I’ve been talking to on the dating app confirms our date for tonight.

      His jaw grinds from side to side, and I just smile as my oysters are placed in front of me. I lift the first up and suck it out as our eyes remain locked.

      “I bet you look like that when you suck cock,” he says. The poor waitress, she keeps on overhearing our not-suitable-for-public conversation. “You offered to suck my cock last night, do you remember?”

      “I do not remember that, and I would never.” I move in my seat, fidgeting at the thought of his cock anywhere near me.

      “You don’t like cock?” he asks.

      “I do, very much so.” I smile.

      “Just not my cock?”

      “Listen, I can suck it right now.” I take another oyster and stare at him. “Oops, your loss,” I say as the waitress comes back, placing our steaks in front of us.

      He smirks and shakes his head, knowing what game I’m playing. We sit in silence for a while and eat.

      “You’re something else,” he says as I finish my steak. Grayson is only halfway through his dinner. I guess I was way hungrier than I thought.

      “Why did you kiss me?” I ask him again.

      “I don’t like you,” he adds, avoiding my question.

      “Not the answer I am looking for.”

      “It was a lapse of judgment like I said.”

      “It wasn’t, but it’s cute that you think that. You want me, you can’t admit it, and even worse, you hate that I don’t want you.”

      “If I wanted you, Avani, I would have you.” I can tell by the cocky expression he is showing me he’s so confident.

      “Is that what you think?” I ask with a laugh. “I feel if I wanted you, I could have you.” I smile, relaxing back into my chair.

      “You are a beautiful woman, despite being a bitch. I think you could have almost anyone.”

      “I am not a bitch,” I reply and flick my hand in the air. “By the way you owe me my bag for this month. Can we go shopping after we’re done here so I can pick one out?”

      “No.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “We haven’t finished shopping for the club,” he informs me.

      “After that?”

      “You are like a child, you know that? You just don’t stop.”

      My phone dings and I look down at it. Bingo, looks like I might be getting that date after all.

      “I need to be home by six,” I say, meeting Grayson’s gaze.

      “Why?”

      I smile at his curiosity. Maybe I am a bitch.

      “I have a date.” It’s been a long time since I’ve been on a date. Actually, I can’t remember the last time someone took me out.

      “You don’t date.”

      “Now I do.” Reaching for my drink, I watch him over the rim of the glass.

      “Cancel it,” he snaps.

      “Nope, I’m excited. This one seems nice.”

      “He wants to fuck you,” he says, his knife and fork now discarded.

      “And that’s so bad because?” I ask, confused that he, out of all people, would think it’s a problem. “You fuck. In fact, you fucked my roommate. What is it now…a month ago?”

      “You made me hard. I needed my cock wet and didn’t want to ask you.”

      I spit my drink out at his words.

      Did he really just say that?

      “You…what?” I ask, stunned. He has quite literally shocked me into momentary silence.

      “I didn’t stutter.”

      I put my hands up. “That’s wrong on so many levels,” I say, shaking my head.

      “If you say so.”

      My phone dings, and before I can do anything, Grayson reaches out and grabs it from me. I sit there as he reads the message and then looks at me. “He wants to fuck you.”

      “So what?” I reach over the table for my phone as it dings again, but he pulls it back and reads the new message.

      “And he’s a bit desperate if you ask me. He wants to know if you want to get ‘dessert’ after.” His eyes find mine, and he leans over and holds my phone out to me. “Where are you going?”

      I reach out to take my phone from his grip, but he holds it tight.

      “Where are you going?” he asks again, waiting for my reply with a fixed glare.

      “A fancy restaurant,” I answer and pull my phone away from him. I scan the messages and cringe at the dessert one.

      Surely it can’t be that bad. Can it?

      I would hate to say he’s right.

      Admitting he’s right would be the last thing I would want.

      “Come on, I’d rather get this day over and done with,” he says suddenly, standing and putting a couple of hundred dollars down on the table to cover the bill.

      I guess he feels the waitress could probably use a good tip after listening to the way we were talking.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Do I suddenly like orange?

          

          Grayson

        

      

    

    
      I should know better.

      At least, that’s what I tell myself.

      I shouldn’t hang with the staff, especially not her. She is annoying as fuck, is super bitchy, and is absolutely the most beautiful creature I have ever seen.

      I loathe her the most for that fact alone.

      I’m sitting in my car, telling myself not to get out.

      It’s not the smart thing to do. I should stay.

      Stay…

      Fuck.

      Pushing open the door, I get out.

      “Grayson, is that you?” I turn to find an older lady standing next to a man. She clings to his arm, smiling, as he looks at me warily. “That is you, isn’t it?” As she steps closer, she brings the man with her.

      “It’s me, Mrs. Pearson,” I say to my old next-door neighbor growing up. She would feed me when my mother was out on dates and left me to fend for myself.

      “It’s so good to see you. I always wondered how you got along and hoped you were still alive.”

      “Still alive,” I say with a tight nod.

      “Oh, sorry. This is my husband. He’s the reason I moved… He lives in a nicer neighborhood, you see. And, well, you know how ours was.”

      “I do.”

      “Do you still live there?” she asks.

      “I do. But in a much nicer house.” Her eyes fall to my car, and she smiles.

      “You must have done well for yourself. I always thought you would.” She beams at me.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Pearson.”

      Waving me off, she turns to leave. “Grayson.”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m sorry you had a shit mother.”

      I laugh at that before I reply, “I’m not. It showed me what I need and what I don’t.”

      She nods as if she gets it, and she very well may. Mrs. Pearson was a hard woman back in the day. It’s why her house was always untouched when other houses in the neighborhood were constantly broken into. And she fed the strays, literally. Then one day, when I came home from school, she was gone.

      I assumed she was dead, but it’s nice to know the old bat is still kicking.

      Looking back to the restaurant, I decide it’s best I don’t go in until I hear her loud laughter. I spin around to see Avani entering the restaurant, a man walking next to her and eyeing her like she’s the best dish on the menu.

      She’s wearing an eye-catching orange dress, a small black jacket, and a pair of heels, with her hair tied up, showing off her delicate neck.

      I didn’t know I liked the color orange until now.

      Leaning against my car, my gaze follows her until she disappears into the restaurant.

      Fuck it.

      Locking my car, I walk inside.

      After scanning the room, I see her sitting at a table with him.

      When did I become a stalker?

      She doesn’t look as hungover as she was earlier today when she reaches for her glass of wine.

      “Can I help you?” the hostess asks.

      “I’ll take a seat at the bar.” I nod in that direction, and she gives me a confused look. I make my way to the bar and grab a seat where I can still see Avani and her date. He says something to her, and she laughs again. The room fills with her cackle, or maybe it’s just that I’m tuned in to only her.

      What a witch.

      Wonder if she’s put a spell on me.

      That has to be the reason I’m here, right?

      I’ve never cared what a woman is doing before, yet here I am, waiting and watching her as if she is going to magically come over to me.

      A part of me doesn’t even want to see her. Yet here I sit like some sort of lost puppy.

      Who the fuck am I?

      “Sir?” I turn in my seat to see a lady gesturing to the seat next to me. “Is this seat taken?” She’s attractive and the type of woman I would normally go for. Her lacy dress is a little see-through and clings to her curves, and her lips are painted bright red.

      Enticing.

      So why am I thinking of light pink lips that match her flushed cheeks when I kiss them?

      “No,” I reply after a moment. She takes the seat, and I hear Avani behind me, ordering a drink.

      “Are you waiting for anyone?” she asks, looking around before turning her eyes to me.

      “No.”

      She chuckles. “Okay. Can I buy you a drink?”

      “No,” I tell her and look back to Avani. Her date is leaning in now, and his hand touches hers, but she pulls it away.

      She looks down, and when she does, I see him do something. She isn’t paying him any attention because she is looking at her phone.

      “Are you sure? I could show you a good time.” I turn back to glance at the woman next to me. She smiles, raising her hand toward me.

      “Touch me, and I’ll be the last thing you touch,” I warn her as I stand.

      She mutters something, but I don’t hear it as I walk away.

      A few quick strides and I’m standing behind Avani, and she has no idea.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Trash, where you belong

          

          Avani

        

      

    

    
      He’s nice, I guess. A little nicer than I expected.

      He orders me wine and then water. Tells me about his job and how much he loves it. Proceeds to ask me about mine—I don’t tell him exactly what I do, just that I run the front office of a club. When men hear you work in a sex club, their first train of thought is, this will be an easy fuck.

      “So, do you want to go somewhere after this?” he asks as my phone buzzes. When I glance at the screen, I see it’s Destiny asking for some of the possessions she left behind.

      She’s going to flip her shit when she finds out I threw her stuff in the trash.

      I’m about to reply to my date, but when I raise my eyes from my phone, I see that he’s face down on the table with a hand on his neck. And it’s none other than Grayson holding him there.

      “What are you doing here?” I hiss, anger flaring inside me.

      “You refused to see me, to see this,” he replies hotly.

      I shake my head at him. Refused. What is he talking about? The man starts to swear, and everyone in the restaurant is watching us now.

      “Grayson, let him go.” I stand, and his eyes roam over me as he continues to pin my date to the table.

      “Watch who you fucking date next time. He plans to roofie and rape you.” He growls. Yes, he goddamn growls at me.

      “Did you just growl at me?” I ask, a bit taken aback. And then I look to my date. He wouldn’t have…would he? I fix my eyes back on Grayson. “How do you know this?”

      “I watched him slip something into your drink. If you opened up those pretty fucking eyes once in a while, you would see all men are pieces of shit.”

      “I know they are, so what does that make you?”

      “Your fucking savior.” He applies more pressure to my date’s neck as two waiters walk over. They attempt to restrain Grayson, but he grunts at them, shrugging them off easily. My date is swearing at Grayson, but Grayson doesn’t even care.

      “Check his pockets. I bet he has more than one date rape drug on him.”

      “I’m not checking his pockets.” I scoff.

      Grayson looks to the waiter on his left.

      “Check this man’s pockets unless you want to be sued for allowing a woman to be drugged in your establishment.” The waiter does so without having to be asked twice. He reaches into my date’s pocket, and two small tablets rest in his palm when he pulls his hand out.

      I stand there, numb. No. No way.

      As I lock eyes with Grayson, I’m sure he can see my shock and fear. His hand is still on my date’s neck when he leans down to his ear.

      “You should run, or the bogeyman might get you,” he whispers, but it’s a deadly threat if I have ever heard one. I had heard that’s what he’s called. He’s as dangerous as he is beautiful.

      I’ve yet to see him be dangerous, but I can verify that he is a beautiful asshole.

      Without another word, I grab my bag and jacket, then head to the exit. I don’t wait for anyone.

      If I were drugged…

      I’ve been drugged many times against my will, and I’ve worked through a lot of other triggers, but that one is one I had hoped to never live through again.

      “Avani,” Grayson calls out from behind me.

      “Go away,” I shout, hugging my shoulders. I should have brought a warmer jacket. And I should have driven myself.

      “I’ll take you home,” he says.

      “No. He knows where I live. Home is the last place I want to be,” I tell him.

      “I have to go to work. You can come with me.” He reaches for my hand, but I brush off his touch. I can’t read his expression as I walk past him and head straight to his car. He unlocks it, and I open the door before he can do it for me.

      As he’s rounding the car to the driver’s side, I ask, “Why are you here?” He ignores me and gets in the car. I do the same, sitting down and buckling myself in. “You didn’t answer me. Why are you here?”

      “I decided to add stalking to my resume,” he says. “Bet you’re glad I did.”

      I roll my eyes at him. “Do you do this for all your girls, or am I special?”

      “Oh, you’re special, and you know it.”

      “I hate you.”

      “Good, the feeling is mutual. Now, shut up. I’m still fucking mad.”

      “Ha.” I shake my head. “Mad? What on earth do you have to be mad about? It was me who almost got raped.”

      “Because I let him walk out of there, that’s why.” His hands clench on the steering wheel.

      “We were in a public place. What were you going to do, slice his throat in front of everyone?”

      “Yes. Yes, I fucking should have.”

      “Anger issues much?” I murmur under my breath as we pull up to work. It’s closed for the night, as we aren’t open on Monday nights, which is great for me.

      He gets out and slams the door shut, then stalks inside. I follow behind him, not wanting to be alone right now. Even if that means being around him.

      I find him in his office, moving around files. It’s clear he’s distracted and isn’t going to find what he’s looking for..

      “Grayson.” I say his name, but he pays me no attention. “Grayson,” I say again, more firmly, this time stepping up to him. He rests his hands on a stack of paperwork as his eyes find mine.

      “What?” he grinds out.

      “Calm down.”

      “I’ll be calm when my hands are around his throat.” He smirks, and it’s deadly. If I knew better, I would run far, far away from him.

      “You need to calm down,” I say more firmly.

      His fist slams into the desk, and I raise a brow at him.

      “You need to stay here. I have something I need to do.” The look in his eyes is enough to freeze someone on the spot.

      “No, you aren’t allowed to leave me till I feel safe.” I have a feeling he is going to search for my date. And for some reason, having him near makes me feel safe.

      “I’ll call security to come look after you.”

      “No, you will stay.” I sit on his couch, feeling more vulnerable than I have in years. “Now, what did you need to come to work for?” I cross my legs, and my dress rises up my thigh. His eyes follow the movement, and he steps away from his desk and comes over to the couch.

      “Nothing.”

      “Okay, well, I was thinking of taking a stripping class,” I say, trying to change the subject to something lighter. He pulls out a chair across from me and sits down.

      “Good, I concur. They say I’m an excellent instructor. Show me your moves.”

      “You want me to strip for you?” I laugh, but as I take in his expression, I can tell he’s serious.

      “I’m your boss so I will be the best judge of talent. Plus, I also own a strip joint, so you can audition for me.”

      I lick my lips. I was joking, but he doesn’t need to know that. This will be a good distraction from the night I’ve just had. I also have to keep my options open, after all. And truth be told, I did look into classes about a year ago, but a lot has changed since then.

      “I want lessons, not to audition,” I correct him.

      “I’ll tell you if you’re any good.” He smirks, then taps his lap. “Show me what you got.”

      “Each piece of clothing I remove, I get a handbag,” I negotiate, only willing to do this if I can make it worth my while.

      His smirk becomes bigger. “Deal,” he agrees, then taps his legs again.

      “Hands to yourself. Touching will require higher payment,” I warn him. “One you aren’t ready for.”

      “And what payment would that be?” he asks, and I grin.

      “This club.”

      His smirk drops and he nods once. “No touching.”

      “Done.” I reach for my phone and turn on some music, and thankfully something nice comes on. I sway my hips as I approach him, then turn around and bend over in front of him as I undo the straps of my heels. I hear his breathing pick up just a notch as I remove one and go for the other. The sound sends a satisfying thrill through me. When I’m upright again, I turn around ever so slowly to find him watching me intently and it makes my stomach flip.

      Grayson usually looks through you, but right now he sees all of me.

      Even fully clothed.

      I don’t know if I like how it’s making me feel; the intensity of his stare.

      The music fills the room, and I gyrate my hips, coming closer to him and then hovering over his lap. I lock eyes with him and ask, “Is it okay so far?”

      “Yes.” Only one word, but it holds so much.

      Reaching for the straps of my dress, I pull them down. I make sure to face him so he can’t see my back.

      No touching. He isn’t allowed to touch me.

      I have to remind myself of that. Because the longer his eyes stay on me like this, the more I want to change that rule.

      Letting the dress fall to the floor, I climb onto his lap, so his cock is between my legs. My toes barely touch the floor as I really start to move, grinding on him as I do.

      “Avani.” He says my name as a warning, but I’m already lost to the feeling of his body beneath mine.

      I shouldn’t have done this.

      It was my mistake.

      But now I can’t seem to help myself. My hips move faster, and I slide a hand into my bra, rolling my nipple between my thumb and finger as I ride him through his incredibly expensive pants, which are probably wet from how turned on I am.

      “Let me touch you,” he says, and I shake my head no. “Avani.” My hips keep rocking, the friction so fucking good that I can’t stop.

      Fuck, it’s been a while since a man has touched me down there.

      I squeeze my nipple, and I feel his breath inches from it.

      “Let me taste you,” he whispers, his voice like gravel.

      My hand moves from my breast to my hair, pulling at it as I arch my chest closer to him. “Just my tits, nowhere else,” I tell him almost breathlessly.

      His mouth instantly covers my nipple, and he sucks on the peach colored flesh before he rolls it between his teeth and then bites. I moan at the sting of pain and grind harder without thought. His hand raises and cups my other breast, squeezing it hard.

      Fuck.

      This feels too good.

      I keep going—no god can help me now.

      I’m about to come on my boss’s lap even though I’ve only allowed him to touch my breasts. How ridiculous is this?

      “Avani.” Just my name, but I know what he wants.

      “Nowhere else. Or the club is mine,” I whisper, riding into bliss.

      “Fuck it. You can have the fucking club and as many bags as you want, just let me fuck you already.”

      I’m too lost to understand what he’s saying or even hear him correctly.

      His mouth moves to my other breast, and he pays it the same beautifully attentive torture as he did the other one. Heat rises from my core, a burning inferno washing over me. I shudder as my whole body falls against him and I moan my release, my grip tightening on his shoulders and my limbs trembling. My tit pops out of his mouth as I sit up and smile, then carefully scoot myself backward, reach for my dress, and pull it up.

      “That was fun. When should I expect my bags?” I ask, and he groans, biting his lip while I reach for my bag and retrieve my phone, opening my Uber app.

      “You aren’t allowed to do that for another living soul. Do you fucking understand me?” he says, standing.

      I can’t help it. I glance down to see his hard cock through his trousers. I did that to him.

      “Luckily for me, you aren’t the boss of me outside of work.” I turn to leave, but he captures my hand and pulls me back to him, our chests slamming together.

      “I’ll pay whatever it is you want. You can practice on me.”

      “Okay.” I tap his chest and push away. Being that close to him is not good for my well-being.

      “Just like that?” he asks, making me stop and look back at him.

      “Yep, I like to practice. Plus, I get free bags.” I smirk. “Who knows, I might turn professional one day.”

      “Like hell, you will,” he states.

      “As if you could stop me,” I sass back, fighting the smirk at his possessive tone.

      “Doesn’t mean I wouldn’t try,” he says. “Avani.”

      “Yes?”

      His hand cups his cock, and my thighs clench in response.

      “This is what you do to someone you give a lap dance to. If you make another man have this…” he nods to his hard-on, “I will simply fucking end them.”

      “Bye, boss.” I wave as I walk out, saving my hard swallow and deep breath for when I’m out of his sight.

      “You don’t have a way home,” he yells.

      “I already ordered an Uber. He’s waiting at the front,” I yell back. I know he is going to check the cameras to make sure. As soon as I get outside, I hop into the waiting car and head home.

      What have I done…

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Twelve is not your number.

          

          Grayson

        

      

    

    
      I must be missing an emotional part of my brain. The part where remorse is housed. I mean, it has to be, right?

      To do what I do and feel no remorse.

      Something has to be wrong with me, right?

      I observe him as he gets out of his car, locks it, and walks into his house.

      He is dressed in the same clothes he had on at the restaurant. Except now he has a weird gait, most likely because he’s drunk.

      I sit there, watching him.

      Usually, I like to wait until they are asleep, but this man, he deserves to see every second of me.

      I walk up behind him as he fumbles with the door. As soon as the lock clicks and he pushes it open, my hand covers his mouth. I push him inside and kick the door shut behind us.

      He really did pick the wrong woman.

      Or maybe I did?

      I’m not sure which.

      He tries to bite me, and I quickly pull my leather-gloved hand away as I kick him down to his knees.

      “You,” he says when he sees me.

      “Me.” I smile at him. “I would suggest you don’t scream. Each scream will require me to take a body part from you and I must say, it’s not quite my specialty. Mine is ending you when you sleep. But don’t worry, we still have time for that later on.” I lock the door and push a chair against it. He sprints for the kitchen, but I kick out my leg and he falls face-first to the floor, too intoxicated to catch himself. His nose catches the brunt of it, and blood soaks the front of him as he starts to cry, and lets out a soft scream when he does..

      “You really don’t listen, do you?” I shake my head and bend down. “How many women have you raped? Give me the wrong answer and I’ll remove a finger.”

      “None.”

      “Wrong.” I smile, reach for my knife, and before he can pull away or even think of another thing to say, I slice off the tip of his pinkie.

      This knife is sharp. I guess I’ll have to thank the Hunters later for lending it to me.

      He opens his mouth to scream, and I clamp my hand over his mouth again. His nostrils flare open and shut as his adrenaline spikes and he fights off the hysteria. “I’m going to remove my hand but you’re going to have to be really quiet. We’re making quite a mess here and cleaning this all up is going to put me in a mood. One you don’t want to be on the receiving end of. Do you understand?”

      The fucker nods his head frantically as he sucks at the air, desperately trying to fill his panicked lungs. I slowly remove my hand. “Fuck, how could you?” His other hand clutches his fingers as he looks down at his pinkie on the ground.

      “How many women have you raped?” I ask again, ignoring his question. People like him keep count. I know they do.

      He keeps sniveling and staring at his finger like it’s the worst thing that’s happened to him. This fucker doesn’t have a clue what pain is. I wipe the blood on his pants, real close to his groin. His eyes widen and instead of looking at his missing digit he stares at the silhouette of the knife dangerously close to his junk. To prove my point, I press the knife through his pants and into the soft flesh of his dick. I’m moments away from making this loser pee sitting down for the rest of his life. Which to be fair isn’t going to be very long. “I’m not going to ask again.”

      “Twelve. Twelve, it’s twelve” he says, and now I believe him.

      I stand and leave him on the floor in his own blood as I explore his home. He doesn’t move this time, knowing better. I walk into his kitchen which is neat with not a plate out of place.

      Pulling open the drawers, I take note of everything. Each space is just as organized.

      Walking back to him, I look down at his pathetic body.

      “Get up.” He does, albeit reluctantly, and follows me. I lead him to his room. “You can get in your bed.”

      “I wasn’t going to hurt her,” he blubbers, sitting on the edge of the mattress. I head into his closet and pull things out. When I get to the stash, I smile. Walking back over to him, I place the drugs next to him.

      “Take them,” I order. He reaches for them, holding the bag in his good hand.  I shake my head. “You misunderstood. Take them.”

      His terror-filled eyes search mine.

      I nod my head.

      “I can’t. It’ll kill me,” he says on a sob.

      “Take them or lose another finger.” He pulls one from the bag and places it in his mouth. “Swallow.” I watch as he gulps it down. “Another,” He reaches for another pill his hand shaking so hard he drops it twice before he’s able to bring it to his lips. It takes him some time to swallow, I guess if I was a better man I could offer him some water to help them go down. Too bad I’m not.  “Now, one more for good luck,” I order, my voice deathly calm.

      His gaze bounces from the pills to me as if I would let him out of it.

      He will do it.

      No matter what.

      Even if I have to force them down his throat. He reaches for one, puts it in his mouth, and swallows. “Now, let me know when you feel it taking effect so I can show you what the women you touch feel.”

      “What? They don’t feel anything,” he replies, confused.

      “Well, we can’t have that now, can we?” I say in disapproval.

      Walking to the edge of the bed, I reach for him. I bet he’s regretting using Ketamine, especially when it can take as quick as a minute to take effect. His pupils start to dilate as the drugs kick in. It won’t be long now till he passes out. The thing is, when he passes out, he won’t wake up.

      I place my knife against his throat. His eyes close at the touch of the blade as I start to slice it across his skin ever so slowly. He tries to move but can’t. I watch as I hit the correct pressure, and the blood comes out even faster than before. His fucked-up hand lifts to his throat, struggling to hold the wound closed as I step back. His eyes start to close and then open, drugs in full force now.

      “I wouldn’t have hurt her,” he says through a strangled breath.

      “You attempted to touch something that was mine. That was your first mistake. Thinking you can hurt her…” I lean in close and whisper. “That…will be your last mistake.” Hovering over him, I smile as his eyes close, and his hand falls from his throat. “See you in hell, you piece of shit.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            I can dance, thank you very much.

          

          Avani

        

      

    

    
      Grayson has been avoiding me, which I can’t say I’m unhappy about. I mean, I did come on his leg and probably ruined his good pants in the process.

      Though, when I walk into work today, a new bag sits at the counter, and I know it’s for me.

      “How were you the morning after we went out?” Monica asks as I open it and smile when I see it. Pulling my attention from the new bag, I tell her what happened.

      “Grayson made me go shopping. And I almost died.”

      “Oh yes, I saw the new beds. Nice.”

      “And then I went out on a date that ended badly with the guy trying to roofie me.” I roll my eyes.

      “What? Oh my God, are you joking? Are you okay?”

      I wave off her concern. “I’m fine. He didn’t succeed, obviously.”

      Her hand falls from her heart.

      “Thank God. That could have been bad.”

      “Yep, for both of us.” I smile, thinking of how Grayson wanted to murder him.

      “You working a full shift tonight or half?” Monica asks. Some nights I work half, if it’s slow, and I know I can get away. Others, I just stay.

      “Half. I’m taking lessons for something.”

      “Ohh, what?”

      “If you say lap dancing, I will kill whoever it is that is teaching you,” Grayson says from behind us. Monica’s eyes go wide, and she hurries off, not wanting to stay around for another one of our arguments.

      “Now, why would you say that?” I ask, unable to tamp down my growing smile at pissing him off.

      “Is it?” he asks with a bite.

      “Is it what?” I play dumb.

      “Are you taking lessons for lap dancing?”

      “I sure am.” I smile wide. “You gave me inspo.”

      “Where and when?”

      “Nope, not happening,” I tell him. “I want my instructor alive.”

      “I’ll assist,” he says.

      “Hell no. That’s not happening either.”

      “So you’re lying, then,” he says, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “I don’t lie.” I shrug. “Just a little fib.” I hold up my thumb and forefinger about half an inch apart.

      “So, no lap dancing?” he confirms.

      “It’s actually pole dancing.” I laugh at his face when it morphs into shock.

      “Fuck me,” he mutters. “I’m coming to that as well.”

      “No, you aren’t. It’s in classrooms, and I’m sure the other women do not want you there to watch.” I have a feeling though, if he came, his eyes would solely be on me.

      “I’ll get you a private teacher,” he offers.

      I roll my eyes. “Go away.” I wave him off, but he makes no move to leave.

      “Private lessons, Avani.”

      “No, Grayson,” I state firmly as I spin on my heel, my hair flicking him as I do. He grabs it and wraps the ends around his fist, pulling me back. Then, managing to catch me before I fall, he pulls me into him, my back now against his chest.

      Monica walks back out at that moment, eyes us, then leaves just as fast as she came.

      “How dare you manhandle me,” I yell, my mind spinning as I glare at his darkening eyes.

      I lift my foot and slam it down on his.

      His hand drops from my hair, and he grunts as I take a step away from him. That doesn’t stop him though. He stalks toward me until he is directly in front of me, my back now against the wall. Grabbing my hands, he slams them against the wall, holding them in place as he leans in. “You enjoy when I manhandle you, it’s written all over your fucking face.”

      I go to bite him, but he pulls back, smirking at me.

      “I do not, you piece of shit.”

      “See, you say that, but your body is pressing against mine right now, trying to find the right position, totally betraying everything you are saying.” Stupid body. He leans in closer, our noses almost touching. “I know the position. Would you like me to show you?” He presses into me, and I open my mouth, but before any words can come out, his mouth is on mine.

      His tongue sneakily slides straight into my mouth, his lips not giving me room to breathe unless the oxygen comes from him. He kisses me hard and deep. Someone growls, I’m not sure if it’s him or me, but I feel it vibrate all through my body.

      He manages to bite my lip, and I finally gather my sanity and pull away, my hands falling from the wall where they were pinned. He takes a step back, then smirks at me before he walks away without a word.

      Great! Now I’m completely aroused.

      Fuck him.
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      I dreamed of that kiss.

      It was a kiss that invaded my thoughts.

      Which really is unfair. I hate that he is in my dreams now. Grayson is an asshole and someone I could never see myself with. Correction, I struggle to see myself with anyone, if we are being honest here.

      I wake to a knock on my door, which is odd because I have no friends, and Grayson has a key. Getting up and walking to the door, I pull the robe tighter around me and see two police officers standing there.

      “Miss.” My hand grips the door as I look at each of them. “We were hoping to talk to Avani Paige.”

      “That’s me,” I tell them.

      “Okay, do you happen to know a man by the name of Sebastian Rocks?”

      “I went on a date with Sebastian the other night,” I reply, and they look at each other and nod.

      “And how did that date end?”

      “Can I ask why you are asking me these things?” My annoyance is clear in my tone. “I’m half asleep and only finished work a few hours ago, so please cut to the chase.”

      “We have more questions, so we should probably go down to the station.”

      “Good. Leave your card, and I’ll make an appointment when I get a chance.” I smile at them, holding out my hand.

      “No, miss, that’s not how this works.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because this is a murder investigation.”

      “I’m sorry, what? I left him at the table, and he was still alive when I left.” My hand drops to my side. “I’ll come in later today with my lawyer.” I hold out my hand again, and they give me a card and leave.

      I run to my room and quickly change. Flicking through the paperwork I took home, I find one that has Grayson’s address on it. Grabbing my keys, I run out the door and straight to the car and put his address in my phone maps.

      It doesn’t take me long to get to his house, and I briefly wonder if he lives alone. I ignore the hope that flares inside me that he does as I get out of the car and knock on his door. A few people whistle my way, and I realize this area isn’t all that safe. Knocking even harder, I finally hear footsteps before the door is pulled open, and Grayson is standing there wearing only a pair of boxers.

      “Avani, it’s early,” he grumbles.

      I push in past him, and he doesn’t try to stop me. I don’t even have a chance to ogle his chest, though I know it’s worth a look. His home is nothing like I expected it to be. The house is full of old furniture, but not in a dirty way, more like a worn-in feel to it. On the contrary, everything seems clean, and I don’t even see a television in the living room.

      I hear the door shut, and as I turn around, Grayson walks up to me. And this time, I can’t help as my eyes drop to his bare chest. Grayson has incredibly smooth, beautiful skin.

      “Do you care to tell me why you’re waking me up this early, or do you want to just stare at me?”

      “Shut up,” I snap, shaking my head. “You killed him, didn’t you?”

      “You’ll have to be more specific, sugar lips.”

      “Sugar lips?” My brows furrow at the nickname.

      “Yes, it seems you’re just like sugar. One can become addicted to you.”

      “You are so fucked up.”

      “What I wouldn’t give to have those lips wrapped around my cock.” His eyes get a faraway look in them as if he’s thinking about it right now.

      “Grayson!” I scream his name, and he chuckles.

      “Yes, I may have sent your wannabe rapist to his maker. How do you know about it?” he asks, which makes me huff.

      “Because the police came knocking on my damn door.”

      “That’s fine. I have a lawyer, and you have an alibi.” He smirks as if it’s not a worry. But it is on so many levels. Having my name associated with a police investigation will be exceedingly bad for me.

      “I don’t have an alibi,” I whisper.

      “You do. Me,” he says like it’s obvious.

      I roll my eyes. He’s being way too cavalier.

      “You are the worst alibi,” I tell him, feeling deflated. He steps up to me and lays his hand on my shoulder. I raise my face to his and hate that when I stare at his lips, I want them to kiss me.

      How can he do that to me and so easily?

      We hate each other, don’t we?

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” he asks, his eyes searching mine. “I would suggest you stop before I tear those clothes from your body and make you realize that your sweet pussy is mine. Just like those perfect pink lips.”

      I step back and shake my head. “My pussy is mine, thank you very much. And so are my lips.” I cross my arms over my chest. “Who even speaks like that? Do the other women you fuck, like that kind of talk?” I lean in a little, waiting for him to answer.

      His jaw tics before he answers, “Fuck, you do my head in.”

      “Same, same,” I reply, my frustration ratcheting higher. “And you killed my date,” I scream.

      “He deserved it, little bitch cunt he was.”

      “You have a screw loose, you know that?”

      “Yes, and that loose screw would very much like to be in you.” Grayson winks at me.

      “Oh, fuck me.” I roll my eyes.

      “I’m trying to, but you keep on backing away.” He reaches for me again, and I let him grab me this time. As he pulls me to him, my hands land on his chest, and before I can think or even do a single thing, he lifts me up so my legs wrap around his waist and his hands go to my ass. My skirt has ridden up, and his hands are on my bare skin, which he seems to enjoy quite a lot as he squeezes my ass cheeks.

      “I’m going to fuck you now. This is your last chance to run away.”

      I say nothing as I stare at his lips, hypnotized by them. Finally, he seems to get it because he leans in and kisses them, plundering my mouth and erasing my every rational thought.

      After a brief moment, I pull back quickly, breaking the spell. “I still don’t like you,” I tell him, and he laughs.

      “Just keep telling yourself that.” He tosses me on the bed, my ass bouncing on the mattress. I’m so distracted by him I didn’t even notice we had moved. I sit up on my elbows and look at him, trying to school my features to not look as bewildered as I am. His fingers slip into the waistband of his boxers before he pulls them down. Reaching for a condom, he slides it on, never once breaking eye contact with me.

      “Would you like me to undress you?”

      I shrug in response, not really caring and too shocked to speak.

      Grayson sees where my eyes are and leans down until his whole body is covering mine as he gets close to my ear. “Don’t worry…it will fit.” I want to laugh, really, I do. But in truth, I was actually worried about that. I’ve seen a lot of cocks in my line of work,` but Grayson puts them all to shame.

      He pulls away and reaches for my skirt. Slowly, he removes it from my hips and down my legs, then repeats the process with my panties before he leans in and takes the hem of my shirt between his teeth. He raises it, and then I feel his tongue on my belly before he kisses it. I jump at the contact and wonder, how long has it been since I had sex?

      Six months?

      Maybe more.

      Shit.

      I’m confident in the bedroom, don’t get me wrong. I can be dominant or soft when needed. I am flexible, but once I decided not to fuck complete strangers, I stopped fucking altogether. I have a purple pussy eater at home that does the trick just right.

      So why do I need someone else?

      Grayson is showing me exactly why I do.

      His lips trace up to my breast, pushing my shirt up further as he goes. I was in a rush and may have forgotten to put a bra on. As soon as the shirt reaches my head, I lift and pull it the rest of the way off.

      He smirks, moving back down my body until he gets to my pussy. He kisses it softly before his tongue darts out and licks my slit. I jolt, and he pushes my hips down and keeps on going, holding me still and not stopping, even when I buck. He takes my hands and puts them on his head. I’m so lost in what he’s doing with his mouth that my fingers automatically grab every strand I can get a hold of and pull. I guide him without even realizing I’m doing it.

      He fucks me with his mouth before he slides a finger in me, then another, thrusting them in and out. My breaths rush in and out of my mouth. The sensation intense, incredible and overwhelming at once. My hands yank at his hair, desperate for release. I feel like I’m going out of my mind. I reach the moment when I can’t take it anymore. “Please.” My words are a whispered prayer. Grayson takes pity on me. His rhythm slows down to long, painfully teasing licks, his fingers speeding up, and I come holding back a scream of pleasure.

      My hands leave his hair and tangle through my own as I settle down from that high.

      Shit, he is good with his mouth.

      Before I can say anything, he is above me, and I can feel him at my entrance. He pushes in but doesn’t go far.

      “Sugar.”

      “Hmm?” I hum, in a state of bliss, but I’m already hungry for more.

      He leans down until his lips touch mine, and I don’t even care that they were just on my pussy.

      “I want you to remember something,” he says quietly.

      “Hmm?” I say again. No coherent words are leaving me.

      “When I fuck you like my dirty whore, I want you to know I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

      “Thought you were going to say, ‘remember that I respect you.’”

      He laughs at my words.

      “There’s no respect between these sheets, only sweet, sweet debauchery.”

      “Well, shut up and fuck me already,” I demand, leaning up and biting his lip.

      “Yes, ma’am.” And instead of saluting me, he slides straight in.

      My eyes practically roll into the back of my head at his first thrust, and I have to remember to breathe. Wrapping my arms around his shoulders, I hold on for dear life. He chuckles and uses his arms to hold himself above me as he thrusts deeper.

      Fuck. He knows what he’s doing.

      One hand moves and pins my hips down again as he glides in and out even slower, watching me as he does.

      “You like that?” he asks, his voice low and undeniably sexy.

      I bite my lip.

      Why do I like it so much?

      I can feel everything, and it feels so damn good.

      So, so good.

      He continues pumping in and out, holding me down, and occasionally leaning closer to bite my lips.

      Gosh, now I know why Destiny wanted to trap him.

      His cock is a thing of mastery.

      And, fuck, it knows how to please.

      My fingernails scrape his skin as I fall back onto the bed, my pleasure hitting me hard, harder than ever before. He keeps his steady rhythm as I come, and I watch as he does as well, our eye contact never breaking.

      A scream tears from my lips, his mouth chases mine shutting it up with his own. I’ve had orgasms before, but none like this, none with such intensity I can hardly think straight and everything in my mind goes blank. It’s hard to make a woman speechless, but his cock did just that. And more.

      His gaze slides up to mine and when I see those eyes I am drunk on the sight of him. Ever so slowly and carefully he pulls out of me, I roll onto my stomach, and everything goes silent before I hear him speak. “Who the fuck did that to you?” He sucks in a breath before he says darkly, “I’ll fucking kill them.”

      Oh shit.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            I‘ll kill them

          

          Grayson

        

      

    

    
      She tenses but doesn’t look at me as I stare at her back. It’s scarred. Deeply. All over. How did I not know this?

      Come to think of it, she always wears her back covered, never in revealing shirts. Yes, she wears dresses, but not ones that dip low enough to show this much skin.

      “Avani.” I say her name and reach for her. She flinches at my touch but doesn’t move otherwise. “Who did that to you?” I try to ask in a more calming voice, but I know I fail. I’m fucking furious this happened to her. That someone hurt her.

      Who would try to ruin a woman so perfect?

      And that’s what she is—perfect.

      “I should go. I need to head to the police station,” she finally says, attempting to get up. As soon as she stands at the end of the bed, I am in front of her, my hand on her waist.

      “The scars are old…so who did that?”

      She looks up at me with those cunning eyes, the same ones that saw through me from the very beginning, and she pushes me away. “I’m not your charity case to fix, Grayson. We fucked. Don’t bring more into it than that.” She pushes away, and I have to contain my outrage as I watch her dress.

      “My lawyer will meet you there,” I tell her, reaching for my phone and sending him a message. He replies straight away he is on his way.

      “What if he’s busy?” she asks, sliding her shirt on and covering the marks I will get to the bottom of.

      “He will meet you there. Don’t say a thing without him.” She nods, pulling up her skirt as she attempts to walk out, but I catch her wrist. “Wait, I’ll drive you.”

      Avani pulls her hand free. “You’ve already caused enough damage for one day, don’t you think,” she says angrily as she hurries out, not giving me a chance to catch her this time.

      As soon as she is gone, I call my brother, Jake, and he answers immediately.

      “What did they do to her?” I blurt.

      “You’ve seen the scars,” he replies without saying hello.

      “Yes, I saw them.” I run a hand through my hair, tugging at the roots. “How did you see them?” I growl.

      “Calm the fuck down. I saw them when I found her.” Jake pauses, and I know what he’s about to ask before he does. “Why do you care?” I hear rustling in the background. “Are you fucking her?”

      “That’s none of your concern.”

      “She was known as a runner. They belted her because she always tried to run away,” he informs me, then hangs up.

      Well, fuck.

      Getting dressed, I head to the police station and wait outside. It’s a good thirty minutes before she walks out with the lawyer. He nods to me and heads down the sidewalk as she stops in front of me, looking beyond bothered that I’m here.

      “I called Jake,” I tell her, and her expression morphs as the meaning of what I’m saying sinks in.

      Her eyes narrow, and she leans in, hissing, “You had no right asking him.”

      “You weren’t going to tell me,” I point out.

      “Because it’s in the past, and I would like to forget about it,” she says, moving toward her car.

      “Some things can’t be forgotten,” I reply with frustration in my voice. I wouldn’t have had to call Jake if she would’ve told me herself.

      She swings around, walking backward as she glares at me.

      “I know. I’m already trying to forget what we did.” She smirks and gets in her car.

      Well, shit.
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      She doesn’t show up for work all week. And when I go to her place, she isn’t there either. I know because I break in.

      “Monica.” I give a slight nod as she joins me at the entrance as I wait to see if Avani will come to work today.

      “You must have really upset her?” she says. Her correct observation pisses me off. Not even at her, but at myself all over again.

      I give her a sidelong glance. “Don’t you have work to do?”

      She shrugs. “Not yet. Figured I would wait for Avani too. I like her, and it’s been weird not having her here running things this past week.”

      She’s right, it has been weird. Hopefully, Avani will come back today, though I have been saying that every day.

      If she was anyone else, I would fucking fire her ass.

      But I think I overstepped and have to deal with the consequences.

      I shouldn’t have given in and fucked her. But my cock is hard from simply thinking about burying itself inside her again.

      Not good. Not good at all.

      “Boss.”

      “Yes, Monica.”

      She’s looking down at her phone. “She’s in the back,” she says quietly.

      Sneaky bitch.

      I scowl before I walk through the place and go straight to the back room. I find her at her locker, putting things away as she slides on heels.

      “Avani.”

      “Hey,” she says, smiling and sliding on the other heel like nothing has happened between us.

      “Where the fuck have you been?” I ask.

      “I took a holiday. Did you forget?”

      “Holiday?” What the fuck? I do not remember giving her authorization for that.

      “I put it on your desk before I left. Did you not read it?”

      I spin and head to my office. As soon as I enter, I shuffle everything on my desk until I see her handwriting on a piece of paper. Clutching it, I stomp out of my office to find her at the front with all the girls around her. She looks up and smiles at me. but it doesn’t reach her eyes.

      “Walk away. Now!” I growl at the girls, and they run off quickly. “You left a note?” I say to her, holding it up in my fist.

      “I told you so. I had to get away. You know, with the death of my date and all.” She feigns compassion when I know she is lying.

      “Oh, did it hurt your feelings that the man who tried to roofie you got killed?”

      “Yes, it did.” She looks away, and that pisses me off even more.

      “Liar.”

      “If you say so.” She flicks her hair over her shoulder. “I’m also giving you my two weeks’ notice. I think Monica would be good for the job, and I can start training her right away.”

      “That won’t be happening,” I reply, my chest tightening that she’d even think of it. “I hired you for this.”

      “And I’ve helped, turned this place upside down, and now I have it running how it’s supposed to be.” She picks up her paperwork and walks to the printer.

      “Is this because I fucked you?” I ask. “That won’t happen again.”

      “No, this is because you killed my date,” she replies simply. “Now, I have to leave.” She turns to face me. “I’ll also hand you my keys when I move out of the house. I’m happy for you to keep my security deposit since I’m leaving early.”

      Without another word she walks away, leaving me wondering what the fuck just happened.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Best sex, worst boss.

          

          Avani

        

      

    

    
      He is clearly angry.

      Grayson’s ignored me every day for the last two weeks. He doesn’t even say hello. And all I can think about every time I see him is how I can get him to sleep with me one more time before I go.

      Because he is the best sex I have ever had, by far.

      And he can eat pussy like a bitch.

      The best bitch, that is.

      I am thankful for his lawyer though. I’ve had to see the police two more times since that event, and each time the lawyer was there to help me.

      I walk into his office and place my house keys on his desk. He looks up from what he’s doing and grinds his jaw. His eyes flick to the keys, then to me.

      “Just wanted to say thanks. It’s been a pleasure.”

      “Has it?” he asks. “Or are you lying again? They say only villains lie. Are you my villain, Avani?”

      “It has, and I’d happily be your villain. But it’s time for me to move on.” I turn to walk out the door when he says my name, stopping me. “Yes?” I try to keep my tone calm.

      I hear his chair roll across the floor as he gets up, then I feel him at my back. When I turn around, our chests are touching.

      “Don’t leave,” he says softly. My eyes fall to the carpet before they find him again. If you had a man like him looking at you asking you to stay, you would be crazy not to. A part of me wants to, and the other knows better.

      “I have to.” I smile sadly. “It’s easier this way.”

      “What is?” he asks.

      “All of this,”

      He lifts his fingers to my mouth, pulling my bottom lip with his thumb as he strokes it, I can feel the need from him to kiss me. I want him to kiss me, even though part of me doesn’t. It’s a war I’m unsure I want to fight within myself.

      “I haven’t paid for another dance yet. I think I should get one for you leaving.” He steps away, his finger falling as he does, and reaches for something behind his desk. As he pulls up a large bag, I see the logo and smile. “You can work for it…one last time.” I think about shaking my head and telling him no. Instead, I nod to the chair, which he gladly takes a seat in, putting the bag next to him.

      Walking over to him, pushing his legs apart I stand between his legs. “Should I just sit on your cock?” I raise a brow. “Or would you like the dance?”

      “I’ll take options A and B, thank you very much.”

      I don’t bother removing any clothing as I sit on his lap. He keeps his hands to himself when I gyrate my hips. But his smell is intoxicating me, making me need him more than I’ve ever craved anyone.

      I hate wanting him more so than anything.

      He leans in and brushes away the hair from my neck as he places his mouth against my skin. His lips trace small kisses up to my jaw while his hand runs down my back, causing me to wiggle my hips. I pull away and stand so I can remove my pants and underwear. He frees his cock and slides on a condom without me saying anything.

      Moving forward, I go to sit on him, but I make sure his cock is rubbing against me, not in me. His hand circles around my backside and trails its way to my ass, where he slides a finger in as I rub myself against him. He groans as I lift, and the tip of his cock meets my entrance. Leaning in, he bites my shoulder, ready to fill me. But I pull back and start rubbing up against him again, tormenting us both.

      I’m throbbing. Literally throbbing.

      “Sit.” He growls. “Now.”

      “What if I don’t want to,” I tease.

      “Sit, or so help me God…” He bites my shoulder harder, and I do as he asks, sitting, ever so slowly, reveling in the feel of him sliding all the way in. As soon as I am fully seated, I take a minute to adjust to his size.

      “Move,” he says, in a breathless whisper, his hands gripping my hips. “Fuck, move already.”

      I raise my hips up and down. Grayson doesn’t do it for me, he just lets me go at my own pace. Leaning into him, he bites my nipples through my shirt, which I didn’t take off. I don’t need his hands on my bare back, reminding him of what’s there.

      His hands leave my hips and my ass and find their way to my shirt. He lifts the material until my tits are free, then takes one into his mouth. As I slide up and down his cock, he smacks my ass, making me moan and go faster. My head lolls back as he plays with my tits. His hand goes to my hair and grips it, bringing my face back to him. He leans in and kisses me on the mouth. I part my lips, allowing him entrance, our tongues dancing while my hips move in rhythm. I can feel the build-up—it’s almost there, almost time—as my kisses get slower and his speed up, his tongue dancing with mine even faster.

      “Come for me,” he says into my mouth, and I do, hard. Squeezing his cock with my pussy, my climax hits hard. At least I thought it was hard until he lets go of my hair and takes control of my hips, bouncing me himself. I can feel another orgasm coming on, but he doesn’t slow down, he moves faster and faster.

      I suck in a breath, wrapping my arms around his shoulders and clinging to him, waiting for the second one to hit. I know when it does it is going to obliterate every single orgasm I’ve had before this. Including the one he just gave me. And when it does, we come together.

      “There’s a party for you tonight,” he tells me as we catch our breath.

      “I know,” I reply, my forehead leaning against his.

      “I’m coming.”

      I laugh and shake my head. “And what are you going to dress up as?” I pull back to study him.

      Monica made it a Halloween-themed party.

      “I’ll be me.”

      I laugh again and climb off of him. He doesn’t stop me as I fix myself up and enter the bathroom.

      “Show me what you’re wearing,” he says through the closed door as I flush and wash my hands before exiting the bathroom. A knock has us staring at one another for a moment before I go to leave.

      “I’ll send you a picture.” I wink.

      “Where are you staying tonight?” he asks, and I pull open the door.

      “A hotel.” I don’t give him an opportunity to reply, stepping into the hall and making my way to the front, where I spot Monica waiting for me.

      “Ready?” she asks.

      I nod and smile.

      She’s coming back to the hotel with me to get ready.

      I don’t look back to Grayson—it’s better that way.

      I don’t trust what I feel for him.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Grayson: Picture?

      

      

      

      

      

      

      I get that message as I wait for room service to arrive. I’m dressed already, so I get up and capture a picture in the mirror. His reply is instant.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Grayson: Nope. Get changed. Over my dead body you’ll walk out in that.

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
        Me: I’m wearing it.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Grayson: Avani…

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
        Grayson: You ain’t wearing that out in public. In the bedroom, maybe.

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
        Me: I am.

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
        Grayson: If you walk out in that, you won’t see your Halloween party.

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
        Me: Whatever. I’m wearing it.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      A knock comes on the door, and I smile, thinking it’s room service. I put my phone down and go to answer the door as my phone beeps. Quickly running over, I pick up the phone and read the last message from Grayson.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Grayson: Knock, knock. Open the door.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      “Grayson?” I call out to the door.

      “Avani,” he answers. I giggle as I throw the door open.

      “Were you waiting out here when I sent that?” I ask, my hand on my hip. His eyes eat me up.

      I am wearing a devil outfit—all red, with red fishnet stockings and horns. The costume itself is a body suit that covers all of me but exposes a bit of cleavage.

      Grayson grinds his jaw as he takes me in. “You can’t go out like that,” he states, licking his lips.

      “This is nothing compared to what some of the girls wear,” I say, turning around and showing him all of it.

      “I couldn’t care less what they wear. It won’t be them the other men will be thinking of fucking…it’ll be you.”

      “I hope so. I like to have men thinking about fucking me. Did it long enough with you.” I wink. Grayson steps in and shuts the door behind him.

      “I’m not wearing a coat, before you even think of asking.” I point at him.

      “That’s fine, I have my gun. I feel like shooting any fucker who looks your way.”

      “That’s a bit drastic, wouldn’t you say?” I raise a brow. A second knock comes, and I clap my hands. “Room service.”

      “If you open that door dressed like that, I’ll have to kill the room service person.”

      I pause in my red boots and look back at him. “You open it, then.”

      He struts straight past me in his all-black outfit and gets the food as the room service kid looks in and spots me.

      “I’d look elsewhere unless you want to lose those eyes,” Grayson growls at the kid. When the kid looks away, Grayson tips him and kicks the door shut with his boot.

      “What are you meant to be?” I look him up and down. He looks good. Though, he always does the asshole.

      “Your bodyguard.” He winks and places the food down in front of me.

      “Ha, yeah, no way,” I say, shaking my head.

      “Yep, deal with it.” He points to my food. “Eat.”

      “You are so bossy.” I pull the chair out and start eating.

      “I think you should stay,” he says, taking the chair opposite me and leaning back in it.

      “I can’t.”

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      I think on it for a second while he watches me.

      “Both.”

      “That’s not acceptable,” he says like he has the right.

      My phone starts ringing, and he glances over to where I left it on my bed, but I don’t make a move to get it.

      “We should go.” I stand.

      “You haven’t finished eating yet,” he points out.

      “That’s okay. I’ll grab something afterward.”

      I pick up my phone and check the message.

      “Everyone is there,” I tell him, reaching for my matching red bag. “Come on, Grayson, no being late.” The way his incredulous gaze whips to mine has me laughing.

      He reaches for my hand and slides his fingers between mine without a word. As promised, he gives a death stare to anyone who looks our way as we walk to the car.

      “Stop it,” I tell him.

      “Stop what?” he grumbles, opening the car door.

      “Staring at people like that.” I huff.

      “They should keep their eyes to themselves.” He waves for me to get in, standing behind me so no one can see me bend over. I want to laugh, but instead, I look up at him as he closes the door and watch as he walks around the car and climbs in.

      “We could walk. It’s not that far,” I offer.

      His eyes trace my body until he reaches my face. “Yeah, that’s not going to happen.”

      “I’m not yours,” I point out, but it sounds like a lie on my tongue. “You get that, right?”

      His hands squeeze the steering wheel. “Yeah, I get it.”

      I nod and look out the window.

      Grayson pulls up in front of the club and parks, then turns to me. “Restrain yourself tonight, would ya?” I say as I tap his thigh, then open the door and get out. He grumbles something, but I don’t hear him. Then he comes to my side and slides his hand to my lower back, touching just above my ass as we walk in. I spot the girls straight away. Some I speak to more than others, but most of them are lovely. Monica has become a friend I didn’t know I wanted. She texts me, checks in on me, and it is nice to have that in a person; it’s not something I’ve been lucky enough to experience much before.

      I’ve always wanted a friendship like that.

      Glancing over at Grayson, I wonder what it would be like to love him, to be loved by him. I have a feeling both of us would be in the same boat and have no idea what to do or how to even handle that emotion. His hand falls lower to my ass as we get to the seating area in the back. I go to sit, and he positions himself so he blocks my view of the dance floor or, better yet, anyone seeing me.

      “Oh, the devil. It suits you,” Monica says, and I hear a low grumble from Grayson. “You look good too, boss. What are you?” she asks, her hand on her hip. She’s dressed as the Wizard from The Wizard of Oz and looks amazing.

      “He says he’s my bodyguard when in truth, I think he is the bogeyman.” I turn and wink at him.

      Grayson smirks before I pull his hand and tell him to sit. Then, like it’s his natural position, his hand finds my lower back, and he strokes it through my costume, I tense, thinking he can feel my scars, or worse see them but that feeling fades quickly. I feel the tension rising with every caress.

      I’m going to sleep with this man again.

      I just know it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            No audience allowed

          

          Grayson

        

      

    

    
      Avani’s hips and ass are shaking in front of my face, and all I want to do is reach out and pull her back down. Holding a drink in her hand, she yell-talks to Monica.

      I sit back and watch her.

      How can I be so fucking hypnotized by her?

      Maybe it’s for the best she leaves—to cure me of my addiction for her.

      It seems my overwhelming need for her has sunk its way in without remorse.

      Avani turns and looks at me, her eyes twinkling with something, but I’m not sure what. Handing her drink to Monica, she bends over, so she’s in my face.

      “Want to dance?” she asks, smirking. That smirk is dangerous. “Or I could give you a dance.” She winks. “We know how much you like them.”

      “No, because I don’t want an audience when I fuck you.”

      “Honey, that’s the business you are in.” She wags her brows. “Watching is just as fun as the deed itself.” She taps my jacket. “Pass that to me, please.” I sit up and remove my jacket, handing it to her. She grins while she puts it on, and it covers her completely. She does up the buttons and then turns around and sits on my lap.

      “What are you doing?” I ask as she leans back, her ass wiggling on my lap.

      “I’m going to fuck you, sir. Now shut up.”

      I sit up and wrap my hands around her waist and slide one into the jacket, reaching her clit through her body suit. She grinds on my hand as I apply pressure and acts like she is dancing. Who is this woman?

      “Are you ready?” she whispers in my ear. How do I tell her I was born ready without actually telling her? Instead, I kiss her.

      She continues moving her hips as she reaches between and unhooks her body suit between her legs, pressing herself against my hand. Her hand slips behind her when she pulls away, and she moves forward to unzip me carefully. My cock springs free, but the jacket covers it.

      She scoots back and lifts her hands as if she is stretching and lifts her ass just a little before she drops back down and straight onto my cock. She does it slowly, bobbing her head to the music to make it appear as if she is dancing.

      Oh, she’s dancing all right.

      On my cock.

      Her head lolls back and falls into the crook of my neck as she gives up her dancing and starts rocking back and forth. I pull her head to the side and kiss her again because I can’t seem to stop doing so. She’s an addiction I didn’t know I could fall victim to.

      Someone calls her name, but she keeps on going until she orgasms with her moans flowing into my mouth. When she’s done, her lips leave mine, and she sits up, looking back at me with lust-filled eyes.

      “That was fun.” She smirks.

      I shake my head and feel her clench me before she goes back dancing. I let her go for a bit before I reach out and squeeze her hands to stop. She does without hesitation, and I tuck myself in easily as she stands and turns to face me. I look to the left as I feel someone watching us, and I see a man hold up a drink and nod in my direction before he disappears into the crowd.

      Avani grips my face and turns my attention back to her. “Hey, where did you go?” she asks, leaning in. I open the jacket to make sure her bodysuit is on correctly and see the crotch area is visibly wet. She brushes it off, not caring, and goes to remove the jacket.

      “Put it back on,” I tell her.

      “Nope,” she sings.

      “Put it on, Avani. Other men will see your sweet fucking pussy juices all over you. Put. It. Back. On.” I growl.

      She nods, slides it back on, and leans down. “I’m not doing that for you, just so you know. No man can tell me what to do ever again.” She bites my ear. “Even if he does have a great cock.” Chuckling, she walks off before I can pull her back. I follow her with my eyes as she goes to the bar and orders another drink while Monica sits down beside me.

      “I’m going to miss her. It’s been good having her around the club, and she has really turned it all around.”

      My jaw twitches at her words as I swivel toward her, I don’t like the thought of not seeing her again, especially not hearing that smart ass mouth bite back at me..

      “Have you tried convincing her to stay?” she asks with hope in her eyes.

      “What do you think?” I bite back.

      “I was only asking. It’s just…she seems to really like you. So I had hoped—”

      “Just because people like each other doesn’t mean they should be together,” I tell her.

      “I didn’t say anything about being together,” she mutters as Avani returns with two drinks in her hands. She hands me one and sits next to me as Monica gets up and walks away.

      “Why are you leaving?” I turn and ask Avani.

      She sips her drink and stares at me. “I’m leaving, that’s it. No need to discuss it further. What? Are you catching feelings or something, Grayson? It’s been great sex so let’s end it at that.” She smiles and averts her eyes.

      Sex.

      Is that really all it’s been?

      I want to tell myself that it is.

      “So, if it’s just sex, why can’t you tell me?” I question, unable to stop myself.

      Her head falls back, and she lets out a breath. “Enough, Grayson. Stop fucking killing my vibe.” I sit there as she stands, takes the jacket off, and drops it onto my lap before she glares at me. “I’m heading back to the hotel. To sleep. Don’t follow me.” She goes over to Monica and the girls to say her goodbyes, and not once does she look back at me as she leaves.

      I get up and follow her because she sure as shit can’t walk the streets dressed like that. The moment I step outside, I see someone holding her wrist. Instantly, I approach and put my hand on her waist from behind, which makes her jump until she sees it is me.

      “I’d remove your hand before I remove it for you,” I tell him calmly, but I am anything but calm right now.

      “Who the fuck are you?” the guy asks as Avani tries to free her hand. His eyes are on me as I pull out my knife and slice quickly against the wrist of the hand holding her. He releases Avani and steps back, clutching his wrist to his chest. He doesn’t say anything as he looks at her, then back to me. His jaw grinds before he nods and walks away.

      “Who was that?” I ask.

      She hugs herself as she stares after him until he approaches a car and gets in.

      “Avani.”

      When her eyes find mine, there’s a vulnerability in them. Something you hardly see from her. She shakes her head, turns, and starts running.

      Shit.

      Fuck.

      Running after her, I eventually manage to catch up. When I spin her around to face me, tears are streaming down her cheeks, and her eyes are bloodshot from crying.

      “Avani.”

      “Sometimes I wish I never met you.” She pulls her hand free, turns and walks into the hotel.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Running is what I do best.

          

          Avani

        

      

    

    
      “Stop.” His voice comes from close behind me as I get to the hallway of my hotel room. My hand is on the doorknob, ready to go in. He’s repeated the same word over and over again.

      “Go home, Grayson. Go home and forget about me.”

      “Why are you really running?” he asks, looking both fierce and at a loss as he tries to understand me.

      “You. I’m running because of you,” I spit out, unlocking my door and going in. He follows, not giving it a chance to close, and steps right in.

      “What did I do?”

      Fuck, he just won’t let me be.

      “What didn’t you do? You killed my date, got me on the watch list for the police, and won’t stop fucking touching me,” I yell. As soon as the words are out of my mouth, he walks over to grab my hand, which I throw off and back away from him. “I need sleep. You’ve had your fun with me and I got your business up and running with great results. So, please…leave.”

      “Fucking hell, Avani.” Before I can respond, he has me in his arms, his hand around my throat, and his mouth on mine.

      Maybe it’s easier this way.

      It has to be, right?

      Or so I keep telling myself.

      We would never work.

      So why am I letting him touch me right now?

      Am I a slave to his touch?

      Does it do something magical to me that I’m unaware of?

      It’s really not fair.

      His mouth stays pressed to mine as he reaches for my outfit and starts tearing it from my body. He rips and rips until I know it’s a ruined pile of scraps at our feet.

      “Thank fuck that’s off,” Grayson says, stepping back and pulling his shirt over his head. He then kicks his shoes off one by one as I back away. I am still wearing my red boots and stockings, even though they are torn. As I step farther away from him, he watches me with predatory eyes.

      “Turn around,” he commands.

      I shake my head.

      He is naked and his cock hard as he stands in front of me.

      “Turn around, Avani.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “I plan to.” He winks and takes a menacing step in my direction. I go to step back, but he grabs me before I can move and pulls me to him, so my front is pressed against his. “Do you not like it when my cock slides into your sweet, sweet pussy?” I bite my lip, choosing not to answer him. It’s true, though. I do like it. A lot. “Tell me, Avani, do you like it?”

      I push at his chest, but he doesn’t move.

      “No, Grayson.” His face drops a little. “I love it, and I love it even more, when you are on your knees in front of me while you eat my pussy.”

      He doesn’t waste a second as he drops to his knees and grins up at me before he taps one of my feet, indicating for me to lift. I do, and he places my leg over his shoulder as he leans forward. He doesn’t kiss. He doesn’t nuzzle. He just dives straight in and makes out with my clit.

      I let out a long moan, and my hands find his hair as he slides one finger straight into me while his mouth continues to work me over and into oblivion. Foreplay with him is so fucking amazing.

      It doesn’t take long for me to come; I guess that’s what one too many drinks will do to you. And to have a man like him on his knees in front of you, it’s kind of a rush. He is a fucking rush.

      When I first met him, I didn’t even entertain the idea of us having sex. I always thought he was simply my annoying fucking boss. But as my hands slide through his hair, he is exactly as annoying as ever, but also so much more.

      Another reason I have to leave.

      I rang Jake and told him what happened, and he told me to speak to Grayson, that he would get it. But Grayson looks at me without seeing my past, and I like it like that. I like that he doesn’t see the broken woman I once was.

      Suddenly, he stands, picks me up, then slides straight into me without a second of hesitation.

      “Too big.” I groan. “Too much.”

      As a whimper leaves my lips, he leans in and bites my ear.

      “Your pussy loves my cock. The way it squeezes around me as if she were made just for me. We are the perfect fit.”

      I don’t respond, just lock my hands around his neck and press my heels into his ass, gripping on for dear life as he raises me up and down, up and down. I also love the fact that I hardly have to do any of the work. His strength shows in the way he effortlessly lifts me to bounce on his cock as if I weigh nothing. I think his power is one of my favorite things.

      And I hate more than anything else that I put him and favorite in the same sentence.

      “Avani.” He groans my name as his hands grip my ass. I notice he’s careful not to touch my back.

      “Hmm?”

      “Tell me you’ll stay.”

      Over the last couple of weeks I contemplated staying.

      I really did.

      But I’m used to running.

      Correction, I had to run.

      It’s been a while since I’ve done so. With Jake keeping me safe I never had to.

      But despite feeling safe with Grayson too, our feelings confuse things even more. I don’t know how to understand them, and I’m not sure I really want to. We love having sex, and we love arguing. That’s as much as I know. Everything else is up in the air, and I don’t even want to address it to give it the time of day.

      I hold back my words as he continues to use my body, and I let him because I am using him as much.

      “Fuck, Avani, I’ll buy you the whole fucking Gucci store if you stay.”

      I almost laugh. Almost.

      That is until he lifts me and pulls out, and throws me backward onto the bed. Then I do laugh, but it’s more like a giggle. However, when I look at him standing at the end of the bed, his massive cock hard and jutting toward me, the laughter dies quickly.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, opening my legs.

      His gaze zeroes in on my pussy before he shakes his head and locks his eyes on mine. “Stop using the game of sex and tell me you’ll stay.”

      “You told me to tell no more lies,” I whisper, smirking.

      “Tell me,” he demands.

      “I’ll stay,” I say softly.

      He nods and crawls over me. He kicks my legs apart and spreads them farther then he slides into me, his eyes never leaving mine.

      “I hate that I like you,” he says.

      “Same.”

      “I hate that I need you.” Those words from him have my body fluttering in a wholly unfamiliar way. He leans down and bites my bottom lip as he pushes all the way in, making me gasp. “But most of all…” I quickly cover his mouth with a kiss, not wanting to hear what else he has to say.

      He finds a rhythm and hugs himself to me, his hand now sliding around to my bare back, gliding gently along my scars as he does. Like it’s nothing. My body tenses, but he simply applies pressure with his other hand to my clit and doesn’t stop.

      “I know you’re lying,” he whispers as he places kisses all over my neck. “I hate it when you lie to me.”

      I say nothing because if I do, I will lie to him. It’s just the way things have to be.

      Grayson touches his forehead to mine, and that’s when his rhythm slows, and we both come together before his body slumps onto mine. He kisses my cheek before he pulls out of me and rolls off, lying next to me. Then he turns me onto my side and pulls me into him, my back against his front.

      His hand brushes my hair from my eyes. “How did you get these?” he asks cautiously. I tense at his question as well as his touch as he traces a scar.

      “You’ve been to one of Jake’s parties, correct? The ones where he goes and buys the women from their masters and brings them back, then he gives them a choice to pay off their debt but technically saving them from that life?” I inquire.

      “Yes,” he answers.

      “I was once one of those girls.”

      “I had a feeling you were but didn’t want to ask.”

      “Escaping is what I had to do or at least try. I always attempted to escape whenever the opportunity arose,” I explain as he wraps me into him, squeezing me a little closer. “So I got a whip for every escape attempt.”

      “How many times did you try?” he asks.

      “Thirteen.” I’ll never forget each and every one. It’s one of the reasons I was at those parties. My first owner would not have had me there, but I was scarred so much from him, so he sold me for a low price, and in turn, I was sold again to Jake. But the first owner thought he would get me back eventually. I was his, at least in his mind.

      This was many, many years ago, and I can say that I am better. I enjoy sex now because I took control of it. I am better mentally and physically. But I still hide those scars and prefer not to be reminded of them.

      It’s easier that way.

      “Tell me the name of whoever it was,” he demands.

      I shake my head. “No, I’m tired. And if I think of it before I go to sleep, I’ll have nightmares,” I tell him quietly.

      “Tomorrow, then.”

      “Yeah,” I say, agreeing. That’s all I can do. I get up, go into the bathroom, pull off my heels then quickly pee before I find a washcloth and wipe between my legs.

      Grayson is half asleep when I return, but he lifts the covers for me to slide in. Then he tucks me in and pulls me to him.

      “I’ve never shared a bed with a woman before,” he tells me.

      “You ever fucked one of your staff before?” I ask.

      “Ha, no way. You are the first and will be the last.”

      His response causes warmth in my chest, and I close my eyes. It’s not long until I hear him drift off, and a low snore eventually comes. I stay there, watching the clock, waiting and waiting.

      When over an hour has passed and he hasn’t moved, I slide slowly out of his hold. Swinging my legs silently off the bed, I turn back to see him still asleep. Breathing a sigh of relief, I grab my clothes and quickly change into what I can before I pack my suitcase and go to the door. When I look back, he hasn’t moved, still in the same position, fast asleep.

      I’m not sure how things could be any different.

      They’re simply not.

      And it’s time for me to go.

      I am a runner, after all.

      It’s what I do best.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Where, oh where is she?

          

          Grayson

        

      

    

    
      The bed is empty.

      That’s my first thought when I reach my hand out across the mattress for Avani and find the bed cold.

      She’s no longer there.

      The sun hasn’t risen, so it’s still nighttime. Sitting up, I look for her bag and see it’s also gone.

      She ran.

      I should have known better.

      Unfortunately, Avani doesn’t know me well enough to want to make a promise to me and keep it.

      Even though a small part of me was hoping she would.

      Getting out of bed and pulling on my clothes, something falls out of my pocket—a small piece of paper. Opening it, I see her handwriting.

      Four simple words stare back at me.

      

      
        
        Don’t look for me.

      

      

      

      I would like to say I’m a man of my word, but let’s be real, I’m not. I’m a liar and a killer. So keeping my word isn’t high on my agenda.

      I open the door and walk out, pressing call on her number as I do. A robotic-sounding recorded response is all I get. “Sorry, this phone number has been disconnected.”

      Well, there you go. Of course, this woman has all the smarts, but I knew she did, didn’t I?

      She’s probably done this before.

      Multiple times.

      And this time is simply the icing on the cake.

      I call my brother. Jake answers and tells me he hasn’t heard from Avani, and if she is gone, not to search for her.

      Easier said than done.

      I will find her.

      And I will get to keep her.

      She’s the only thing in this life that has made me feel somewhat good.

      Annoyed most of the time, but good.

      I will find you, Avani.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Dresses, yukk

          

          Avani

        

      

    

    
      One Year Later…

      

      “Can I help you?” I greet the lady who walks into the store.

      She smiles at me and heads straight over to the bridal area. My heels click as I follow after her on the marble floor.

      After everything that happened with Grayson, I moved states and was hired to work in an appointment only, upscale bridal boutique, where we also sell stunning one-of-a-kind evening dresses.

      The lady looks through a rack and runs her hand over one of the elegant white dresses.

      I turn to see Michelle pointing to her as she mouths, “I have to go. Can you look after her?” I nod my head and stand by to assist.

      Let’s be real here. This position is like apples and oranges compared to my last one—I sold sex, and now I sell dresses—they couldn’t be more different.

      Which position did I like more? The sex.

      But I don’t dislike this position. It’s quite simply…different.

      I have my own apartment. It’s cheaper living here, so I’m still able to save and live on my own. I guess a lot of that has to do with the fact I’m not in the city, and that counts.

      “Yes.” The woman pulls me from my thoughts. “I think my boyfriend is going to propose to me tonight, and I need the perfect dress, I heard talk of a ring and he’s made plans, so I need everything perfect.”

      “Oh, how exciting. Are you going anywhere special?” I ask her. “Beach? restaurant?”

      “Beach, I think.”

      “Any color preference?”

      “White,” she states, still flipping through the bridal gowns. Her phone rings, and she holds up a finger as she answers it and walks away. My eyes follow her as she sashays with a strut only people with money can pull off. She is stunning with long, model-like legs and stick-straight, sandy blonde hair ending near her lower back.

      She turns back to me as she places her phone down. “Sorry, he’s outside. Can he come in?” I nod before I lead her to the racks of dresses she needs. “This area right here…” I point, “will have the perfect dress. Pick a few, and you can try them on. Give me a second to get your partner.”

      She smiles politely at me as I head to the door. I unlock it, and when I pull it open, I try to shut it again straight away. But his foot slides into the gap, and he glares at me like I am the enemy.

      “Avani…” he growls my name, “open the fucking door.”

      No fucking way!

      I try to push it closed, but he is stronger than me and merely shoves it open, nearly knocking me back on my ass as he steps in and shuts the door behind him. The way he glares at me makes me want to run far, far away. Yet, my feet are glued to the spot, not wanting to move an inch.

      A soft voice floats to us, and I know it’s her.

      Are they together?

      What is he doing with her?

      She is so perfect.

      And I was so broken.

      His eyes never leave me as I glance behind me—the customer isn’t near us, only calling out.

      “I have to work,” I tell him.

      I go to turn back to assist the customer, but his hand grips my arm, and he locks eyes with me. I can’t help it as my eyes search his.

      What does he see?

      “Did you really think I wouldn’t find you?” Grayson smirks and then drops my hand as he winks and strides past me. I take in his ass as it moves in his black jeans until he turns the corner. I hear her voice and have to remember why I’m here and that I shouldn’t run.

      I need to stay put.

      Managing to compose myself, I put one foot in front of the other and step over to find her arms around his neck as she smiles at something he said. He has one hand on her hip, the other hanging at his side, as she talks about their plans.

      Grayson seems to sense when I enter because he steps back and looks over at me. His jaw clenches and starts grinding from side to side while his eyes take me in slowly, starting at my head and ending at my feet.

      “I’m going to try them on, Grayson. You can pick which one you like best.” She swings around, her hair flinging as she does, and slips into the dressing room.

      “So…” My hands grip each other and squeeze tight. “Would you care for a drink?” I ask him.

      “A drink?” He nods his head. “Nice. So that’s what we’re going for.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.” I shake my head to give myself some credibility—the problem is I know exactly what he means.

      “Did we lose some brain cells in the last year?” Grayson bites back.

      “What do you think of this one?” I spin around as she walks out dressed in a white, knee-length dress. It’s sheer lace and shows a lot of skin, but she looks gorgeous in it. Her eyes lock on Grayson behind me as a smile takes over her face and lights her eyes.

      “Stunning,” he replies.

      My brows narrow. Grayson doesn’t give compliments. He is more…

      “Yeah. Should I try on the rest?” she asks.

      “If you want, but you know I think you look amazing in everything.”

      I refuse to look back at this stranger behind me.

      When he speaks to me, I see Grayson. But when he talks to her, I see someone I don’t know. Maybe I never really knew him.

      “Okay, the others are pretty too. Give me a few minutes. I want to try them all on.”

      “Okay, honey.”

      She claps her hands and runs into the dressing room. When she’s gone, I look back over my shoulder to Grayson and mouth, “Honey?” He says nothing but allows his eyes to zoom in on me with a look of pure unadulterated hatred.

      So much hate.

      I would say the word detest is not strong enough either.

      I shake my head and decide to ignore him.

      That’s the smart thing to do, right?

      Walking up to the dressing room, I give a soft knock before speaking, “Do you want me to pick anything else?”

      “No.” She hands me a dress. “I’ll take that one. And I may take a few more depending on how I feel, you never know.” She winks.

      She must have money or…

      I look back to Grayson, whose flaring nostrils and flexing of fingers into a fist show an exasperated expression on his face.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I step past Grayson and hear him mumble something under his breath.

      “What did you say?” I stop and look back at him.

      A slow and steady smirk covers his lips. “You look good, Avani.”

      “Thank you.” I give him a nod and continue to the front counter. When I get to the register, I prepare the dress, adding tissue paper and sliding it into its protective bag as I hear her voice again.

      Glancing up, I see her place a soft kiss on his lips. He doesn’t pull back or tell her to go away. Instead, he kisses her back before she spins around and heads straight to the dressing room. The minute she is in there, he glances over his shoulder to me, then winks and looks back as she holds out the dress she took off for him. Grayson takes it and walks over to me, my heart beating out of my chest with each step he takes.

      Can he hear the beating of my heart?

      Would it be loud enough?

      I hope to God it’s not.

      I don’t want to give myself away.

      When Grayson reaches me, he places the dress on the counter, and his eyes find mine. “Are you always late to this job as well?” A bit of humor laces his question and I internally smile.

      I take the dress and prepare it the same way as the other one.

      “No,” I answer and look up at him. He raises a brow in surprise as he nods.

      “So you did it to piss me off, like everything else.”

      My mouth opens to say something, but I close it again when she steps up beside him.

      I don’t even know her name.

      I think I did at the beginning, but I’ve let it go because all I can see is him.

      Standing there is a different man from the one I knew a year ago.

      Her hand slides around his waist as she leans her head on his shoulder.

      “I’m getting both. We couldn’t decide,” she gushes, looking to Grayson.

      “What my baby wants, she gets,” Grayson says with so much, urgh… Who knows what that was?

      I hold back the gag, just barely.

      “Charlotte, do you need anything else?” he asks, not looking my way.

      Charlotte.

      She kind of looks like a Charlotte too. If there is a way to look like one. I guess what I really mean is it suits her.

      “No, I think this will be perfect for tonight.”

      “Good.” Grayson smiles at her. She doesn’t look back at me as she leans on him. He does, though.

      His eyes haunt me in more ways than one.

      I wish I could rid myself of them.

      I hate that I wake up dreaming about him.

      Dreams that are both good and bad.

      “How would you like to pay?” I direct to Grayson.

      “You can add it to my daddy’s account,” Charlotte says, meeting my eyes.

      “Nonsense, I got it.” Grayson hands over his credit card, and I take it. Then, swiping it with no issue, I hand it back to him. He doesn’t thank me, but she does as he grabs both dresses, and they exit the shop.

      Grayson doesn’t look back, and she yells her thanks, but her eyes stay on him.

      My stare remains fixed on the door even after it closes. My body wants to run over and lock the door, yet I stare at it, unsure what to do.

      “Avani.” I turn around as one of the other sales associates walks out of the back. “You good to close? I’m gonna head out.” I wave her off as she takes the back exit.

      After switching the lights off, I walk over to lock the front door when it pushes open and Grayson stalks in. I step back, and then he locks the door behind him.

      “Grayson, you need to leave.”

      His hands slide into his pockets as he stares at me. I hate how he stares at me, assessing and studying me as if he knows every thought in my damn head.

      “That’s not going to happen.” He smirks.

      “You knew where I was?” I ask. “How?”

      “Those men you met, the Hunters, they can find anyone. Granted, I didn’t know you worked here, but I did plan to find you.”

      “Why? Why would you want to find someone who left you?”

      He walks around me, almost stalking me.

      “Why did you run?” Grayson asks, and I bite my lip. “Tell me the truth, Avani. Why. Did. You. Run?” He uses a much more forceful voice, enunciating every word.

      “I’m used to running. It’s what I do.”

      “You’ve lasted almost a year here. And longer when you were with my brother,” he points out. “So why did you run from me?”

      “I hate the way you make me feel,” I admit, and it hurts to even talk about this with him. On the other hand, I don’t know why I’m even entertaining this discussion.

      Grayson nods his head as his tongue slides across his teeth. “Did that sting as it left your sweet mouth?” His brow raises.

      “Are you getting engaged?” I ask, pointing out the obvious. “Seems you didn’t have trouble moving on.”

      “Is that…” he pauses and leans in, “jealousy I detect?”

      “No!” I scoff, turning away from him. I head to the back room to collect my things, and he follows. “You shouldn’t be in here.”

      “Do you not want my answer?” he asks.

      I shake my head without thought. “I’m not sure I do.” My hand lands on the locker, and he steps up behind me, his front hitting my back as he consumes the space around me.

      “You do. And no, I am not asking her to marry me.” I go to spin around, but he pushes me forward, my front hitting the lockers as his mouth hovers over my ear. “If I was to marry anyone, it would be you.”

      I suck in a breath and close my eyes as I feel him move away from me. Resting my forehead against the locker, it takes me a bit of time to gather my thoughts. When I do, I turn around to find he’s no longer there. I hear the door shut and know he’s left.

      Now I have to pull myself together enough to get myself home.

      He talked of marrying me as if it was something he had thought about and could be done so easily.

      I don’t even want marriage.

      I never have after what happened to me growing up. Getting married was never an idea that popped into my head like most young girls dream of their future husband. I dreamed of being free and living my own life, without having a haunted past.

      So why did my body warm with a welcome feeling when he mentioned it?

      I’ve thought a lot about Grayson over the last year. So much so I believe I’ve built another version of him in my head. It’s probably not healthy, but I couldn’t help myself.

      We were a disaster waiting to happen.

      Not to mention, I have my own demons as well.

      And those I don’t like to share.

      I shared pieces of my demons with him with the scars, which was a lot for me. Usually, I share nothing of myself with other people, that way, I don’t get hurt.

      Managing to pull myself together enough to walk out, I find Grayson leaning against my car.

      How did he know which car was mine?

      Goddammit, he looks good.

      He always does.

      But under the moonlight, I almost want to forget about our past and run right up to him and kiss him so thoroughly that my panties fall off by themselves. I want to press my lips to his until all my fears fall to the pavement.

      But I left for a reason.

      And that reason is still valid.

      I run—it’s what I do.

      Just because he is God’s gift to women doesn’t mean I should stay.

      “I thought you left,” I state, crossing my arms over my chest.

      Grayson pushes off the car and cracks his neck from side to side. “No, that’s your job.” I flinch at his jab. “I stay, even when it gets hard.”

      “I’m sure you do,” I reply.

      Grayson stands there watching me, not saying a word until I start to fidget. Then, finally, he offers me a small smile as he steps away from my car and closer to me. “I want to tell you something,” he leans in and whispers.

      “What?”

      “You were by far, my favorite fuck.” His breath tickles my ear before he pulls away, and I watch as he climbs into his car and drives off.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Peek a boo

          

          Grayson

        

      

    

    
      Keeping tabs on Avani has always been easy. She thinks she’s good at hiding and running away, but I’ve always known what town she was in. The hard part was not going to her and taking her back.

      But she ran for a reason.

      And I have found out the reason.

      When I pull up, Charlotte is waiting for me at the front of her house. She is a beautiful woman, there is absolutely no doubt about that, but she is also incredibly naive and not the brightest crayon in the pack. She’s a daddy’s girl, and I’m unsure if she’s ever really had to work for anything. Seducing her was easy. All I had to do was show her I had money and buy her pretty things. She’s grown on me though, and I don’t mind her as a person.

      She pulls the car door open and climbs into the passenger side, then leans over and kisses me on my lips. My hand reaches out and grips her face as I kiss her back, but she doesn’t taste as good as the little devil I left behind in a parking lot.

      Fuck, she doesn’t even look the same.

      Charlotte’s skin is perfect, almost porcelain-like, with not a scar or blemish marring her. Avani, on the other hand, her skin tells stories of pain and where she came from. She sees them as something that hinders her. Little does she know that those scars give her so much more power than she realizes.

      “I missed you,” she mutters against my lips as she pulls away. She’s wearing the dress that she picked out at the store today. It’s white.

      Charlotte thinks I plan to propose to her tonight. I don’t.

      “Where are we going?” Charlotte pulls back and does up her seat belt as I start the engine and drive off.

      “To a restaurant,” I tell her with a sidelong glance.

      I watch as her mouth forms a perfect smile, then her hand reaches over and clasps my thigh. She attempts some small talk, but her excitement shines through. I’m not sure where she got the idea I would propose tonight, but it’s far from the truth.

      Eventually, we pull up to the restaurant, and I toss the valet the keys. Charlotte slides her hand straight into my elbow when I reach her side, then she leans into me slightly. She smells clean with a fruity scent. In contrast, Avani smells of delicious vanilla mixed with tones that you know will seduce the best of men.

      “Oh my God, my father is here?” She looks at me excitedly, like she didn’t just see him this morning. As I said, she’s a daddy’s girl. Charlotte doesn’t remove her arm from me as we walk in together. When we reach her father, he offers me a smile and nod before he shakes my hand, and his daughter leans in to kiss his cheek.

      I hate the man.

      He has money.

      He has power.

      And he is also a disgusting fucking pig who needs a bullet put straight between his eyes.

      I wonder how long she would cry if I killed him right now.

      I wonder if she would leave me.

      Somewhere, somehow, I doubt it very much.

      “Grayson, are you looking after my daughter?” Music starts playing in the theme of “Happy Birthday.” First Charlotte looks to me and then to her father.

      “Was this you, Papa?”

      He looks away.

      “Of course. It’s always for you, sweetheart.” She throws her arms around his neck and cuddles him.

      When she pulls back, she looks at me. “You didn’t do this?”

      “My job was to bring you here and help you pick a dress.” I smile at her, and I see it click. The disappointment that I am not, in fact, proposing to her this evening. She covers it quickly when her father says her name.

      “He did good. You look like an angel. Now, come. Let’s eat,” her father says as he leads us past a few groups of people on the way to the back of the restaurant.

      A set of doors opens to a small private area with all of Charlotte’s friends around the table. As soon as we are in the room, she walks off, out of hearing distance, leaving me standing next to her father.

      “She’s disappointed,” he says, studying her.

      “She is,” I agree.

      “Why?” he asks, turning to me.

      “She thought I was proposing tonight,” I inform him.

      Her father raises a brow before he replies, “Do you plan to propose to her if that’s what she wants?”

      Charlotte looks over her shoulder at us and smiles before turning back to her friends.

      “How would that make you feel?” I ask him, and his jaw starts to grind.

      “No one is good enough for her, but she has picked you. So I have to accept that fact.”

      “She has picked me, hasn’t she?” I smile at him.

      Charlotte saunters back over and snuggles into my side.

      “I have a surprise for you,” her father says.

      My nostrils flare at his words.

      It would be wrong to kill him, right?

      “I bought you a holiday house.”

      Of course he did.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Propose?

          

          Avani

        

      

    

    
      “Where is your car?”

      I jump at that voice.

      Spinning around, I find Grayson leaning against his car. I haven’t seen him in a week. And to say I haven’t been keeping an eye out to see if he showed up again would be an understatement.

      Tonight though, I’ve had it.

      Yesterday, my shitbox of a car decided to crap out because it’s an ass like that. And I’ve had to catch the bus and walk to work which is incredibly painful.

      “I’m catching the bus.” I nod to the bus station where I’m standing.

      “You? Catch a bus…interesting.”

      “Not really that interesting,” I reply. Sitting on the bus terminal seat, I hear his footsteps come over and take the seat next to me.

      “It’s late. Weird and dangerous people come out to play when it’s late.”

      “I’m not scared of the bogeyman,” I tell him, and he tries to suppress his smirk at the use of his nickname.

      “No, I guess you are not.”

      “Why are you here?” Looking at his hand, I ask, “Did you propose?”

      “No, I did not. I didn’t lie when I said I have no intentions of marrying her.”

      “So why are you with her?” Just as I voice the question, I hear the bus approaching, so I stand, and he does as well. “Goodnight, Grayson,” I say, noting that he doesn’t answer my question.

      I step onto the bus, pay, and take a seat. When I look out the window to catch one last glimpse of him, he is no longer there. As I’m staring out the glass, someone sits in the seat next to me, and I immediately know who it is.

      “Why are you on the bus?” When he says nothing, I add, “Your car is right there,” and point outside.

      “I know,” he answers.

      “So why are you on the bus?” I repeat as the bus pulls away.

      “Because you’re on the bus.” His words shock me. I don’t know if I should move away or say something.

      “I’m capable of catching the bus by myself. I have been for a week.”

      “A week?” he asks, confusion wrinkling his brow.

      “Yes, a week,” I answer, not sure where this conversation is going.

      “I’ll drive you from now on. Tell me your hours.”

      “Absolutely not. I don’t need a man to protect me. I am doing just fine by myself.” Raising a brow at him, I give him my best fuck you smirk.

      “Oh, how I’ve missed that sass,” he whispers, leaning in.

      I pull away, not wanting him to kiss me.

      Kissing him would mean a lot of things.

      None of which I am prepared to deal with.

      “You’re with someone. What are you doing?” I ask, narrowing my eyes. “And will you get off my bus?”

      “You don’t own the bus,” he states, lifting his hand and trapping me in by placing it on the metal rail in front.

      “No, I guess you’re right.” I stand, and as I do, I look down at him. “This is me. Please move so I can get off.”

      Grayson does as I say, getting up and stepping back so I can scoot out. He follows me until I am off the bus and standing in front of my apartment, the grass green under my feet, the white building right next to us, and the sky a dark gray, it feels like my personality right now. Mixed with different colors. Thanks to him like always..

      “Goodnight, Grayson.”

      “You aren’t going to invite me in?” he asks.

      “No. Go and see your girlfriend.”

      He smirks as a car pulls up. “Get inside, Avani.”

      “Still so bossy,” I mutter.

      But I do just that.
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      The next night, I don’t see him as I sit at the bus stop, waiting.

      I’m wondering when he will show up. Because I know he will eventually.

      I have no doubt he will unless he is preoccupied with her.

      When I hear the bus, I look around one more time and still see no sign of him. Climbing onto the bus, the driver nods as I pass him to find my seat. And when I do, I see Grayson sitting there in the same seat as last night. Dressed in all black, he is watching me with keen eyes.

      “You caught the bus?” I ask, surprised to see him.

      “Something like that,” he mutters as he stands and offers me my usual spot. But I don’t take it and sit in front of him instead. The bus takes off, and his breathing increases. “Are you mad?”

      “Why are you here?” I ask.

      “Tell me where your car is so I can fix it.” The bus passes the next stop without even slowing down.

      I look back at him. “It’s in the garage down the road. Now, tell me why you are on this bus,” I reply, hoping that if I give him something, I’ll get something in return.

      “I bought it.” He smirks.

      “I’m sorry, you what?” I ask, confused.

      Did I hear him right? Did he just say…

      “This bus. I bought it.”

      “You can’t just buy a bus,” I mutter in disbelief.

      “If you have enough money, you can buy anything.”

      “Fuck me.” I shake my head and face forward again.

      “Well, if you’re offering.” Grayson moves and is quickly seated next to me.

      “That wasn’t an offer. It was simply me not believing what you did.”

      “If you don’t want me to take you at your word, don’t say it.”

      I try to move closer to the window, and he only smirks. “Ice cream?” he asks before he lifts his hand to the driver and says, “Stop…just up here.”

      “It’s late, and I want to go home.”

      “We have time for ice cream,” he states, standing and offering me his hand. I look at it, thinking if I take that hand, it could hurt me. Not physically, but emotionally. “Avani.”

      I stand, ignoring his hand, and walk off the bus. The door shuts behind him when he follows me off, and we are standing on the sidewalk in the middle of the night in front of an ice cream shop.

      “Chocolate?” he asks.

      “Grayson, why are you here?” I repeat for what feels like the hundredth time, and it’s becoming increasingly frustrating.

      “Vanilla?” he says, ignoring my question and stepping up to the ice cream shop.

      “Can I please have…” He looks back at me.

      “Chocolate,” I tell the lady. He orders himself strawberry as I wait a few feet away. When he has both orders, he hands mine over and locks his eyes with me.

      “You left,” he says, finally giving me an answer. “Ran away. I should have known the minute things got too serious, you would run.”

      I watch in awe as he licks his ice cream. It distracts me for a second, reminding me how good that tongue is when it’s working down below.

      “Too serious? Don’t you mean how you killed my date and the police got involved, getting my name mixed up in it?” I bark at him.

      My ice cream starts to melt, and he indicates his head to it. I throw it to the ground, and he pauses, then licks his and shakes his head. “He deserved to die, like one day I will.”

      “That’s your best excuse?”

      “What are you running from?” he asks.

      “I don’t need to have this conversation with you. You were a great fuck who is now fucking someone else. So let it be that.” I turn and head down the sidewalk as quickly as I can. My apartment isn’t too far but it’s still a distance away.

      “You shouldn’t walk home by yourself. It’s not safe,” he calls after me.

      “You…are what I’m afraid of,” I yell back. “Anybody else… I can handle.”

      I hear his chuckle before I’m lifted and thrown over his shoulder.

      “Put me down,” I shriek.

      “No, it’s not safe. It’s why I have a bus.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      This guy is infuriating! I lift my hand and bring it down hard on the only thing I can reach. His ass.

      “Keep doing that, and my cock is going to be inside you before you have a chance to object.”

      “It is not allowed anywhere near me,” I say firmly, then pull my arm back and hit him as hard as I can.

      As we reach the bus, the doors open, and he carries me up the stairs until we reach our seats. Ever so slowly he slides me down his front so I can feel how turned on he is right now. I stand there, shocked for a few seconds before I reach up and slap his face while our bodies are pressed together. Closing his eyes, he grinds his jaw before he pins me with his gaze. His eyes sparkle with mischief and something more sinister.

      “You’re with someone. Is this what you do? Cheat?”

      “No, I do not cheat,” he replies gruffly.

      “Then what are you doing here?”

      The bus starts moving as we stare at each other.

      “I’m telling you to stop spanking me, or I will fuck you. It was pretty clear.”

      “Against my will?” I ask.

      He leans in close. “I can smell how much you want me, Avani, so don’t play the victim. We both know you aren’t.” He’s right but that’s not the point. “I would never do anything to you against your will,” he adds.

      I believe him.

      I sit on the edge of the seat, and he easily reaches for me and pushes me over until I’m against the window so he can sit next to me.

      “There are over twenty spare seats,” I point out.

      “Yeah, but none have you in them.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek and look away at his words.

      We sit in silence as the bus continues on its route. When it finally arrives at my apartment, he stands and offers me his hand.

      I don’t take it.

      Instead, I pull my bag up over my shoulder and push past him. I hear him following me, yet I pay no attention as I get to my door.

      “Avani.”

      I don’t turn around, but my hand pauses on the doorknob.

      “You’ll understand everything eventually. For now, please stop hating me.”

      I gasp at Grayson’s words, and when I turn around, the bus is pulling away, and he is nowhere in sight.

      Stop hating him.

      That’s the real issue, isn’t it?

      I don’t hate him.

      Even though I want to.

      Even though I should.

      There are parts of me screaming to hate him. Yet here I stand, wondering how to do just that.

      This game we are playing is going to end disastrously.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Stubborn as always.

          

          Grayson

        

      

    

    
      She didn’t listen.

      But that isn’t new.

      She never fucking listened, to begin with, and least of all to me.

      I was running late, expecting her to be sitting at the bus stop, but she isn’t.

      She’s gone.

      Of course she is.

      She likes to defy me, and I should spank her for her attitude.

      Getting in my car, I drive in the direction of her house and find her almost home. Walking. By herself. I slow the car, and she spots me, her eyes narrowing.

      “Get lost,” she yells.

      I put the car in park and swing open the door. As I do, she starts to run. Ha, yeah, that’s not happening. Did I forget to mention my favorite workout in school was running track?

      But fuck, she is fast.

      Her bag drops, and she books it even faster. My legs pump harder before I manage to catch her. Just as I slide my hand around her waist, we both fall to the ground. I spin so I take the brunt of the fall, and she lands on my chest. Her eyes—those hypnotic eyes—find mine, and they are furious.

      “You should have waited for the bus,” I scold.

      “You should go to your girlfriend,” she snaps back as she tries to get up. I hold her to me as the porch light from a house flicks on as we lie on someone’s lawn.

      “Jealous, jealous.” I tsk.

      “Control freak, control freak,” she whispers. “Now, let me up.”

      “I told you not to walk home. It’s not safe.”

      “Yeah, well, as you are aware, I don’t take orders from men.” Avani tries to push away again, but I tighten my hold. “Your damn cock is poking me.”

      “Well, stop wiggling on it. You’re making him happy.”

      Avani mutters something under her breath before I reach down and grab her ass. She stills instantly.

      “What are you doing?” she asks breathily.

      “You didn’t behave, and since you seem to have a fixation on spanking, I figured you needed a lesson in obedience.” I smile at her.

      Her head whips around, and she looks back at my hands on her ass.

      “If you spank me, so help me God, Grayson…”

      I lift my hand and smack her once.

      Avani’s eyes go wide, and she wiggles against me again.

      Big mistake.

      My cock goes up like a fucking tent in my pants.

      She feels it automatically and instantly stops her movements.

      “Stop spanking me,” she whispers.

      “Stop moving,” I say, my tone gruff. “And start listening.”

      “What does it matter? What, after a whole fucking year, you want to make sure I get home safely all of a sudden?” She laughs while rolling her eyes. “You can’t pick and choose when you want to be the macho man.”

      “Who says I haven’t had someone watching you for the last year.” Her breathing stops, and I smile at her.

      “You haven’t. I would have known.”

      “Would you, though?”

      “Let me go right…fucking…now, or I’ll knee you in the balls.”

      I release her, and she stands. Grabbing her bag, I climb to my feet. “Have you really had someone following me?”

      “Of course I have. Think about it, Avani. Why would I let you go so easily?” I hold out her bag, and she snatches it from me.

      “Why?” she asks. “You’ve clearly moved on, so why would you have someone following me?” Her eyes flick to the owner of the lawn we’re on, who is standing out front now with a bat in his hand.

      “Get the fuck off my lawn. I’ve already called the police,” he shouts.

      “Fuck. Police again. What is it with you?” Avani hurries away, and I flip the man the finger and follow her.

      “That was intended,” I tell her.

      “So, what? Are you going to go back and kill him too?” She waves a hand in the direction we just left.

      “Should I? I mean, if you want me to—”

      She stops, then spins to face me, effectively cutting me off. “Don’t you dare! Do you hear me, Grayson? Don’t you dare!”

      “I wanted to invite you somewhere,” I tell her.

      Avani huffs and turns back around and continues her walk. “To where?” she yells as we get closer to her place.

      “It’s a dinner…with a few people. I’ll send a car to collect you. Dress nicely.”

      “And what if I don’t want to go?” She gets out her keys and unlocks the door.

      “I’d find a way to bring you. Trust me. It is for you, after all.” I smile at her as she shakes her head and heads inside.

      Before she closes the door, she turns back to me. “When?”

      “The day after tomorrow.”

      “I’m not working for the next two days.”

      “Yes, you are.” I raise a brow at her. “I’ll see you after your next shift.”

      “Fuck you.” She gives me her best fuck you smirk, one that I like way too much before she slams the door shut.

      I start my walk back to my car when my phone rings and I see Charlotte’s name pop up, so I answer it.

      “Grayson.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Are you cheating on me?”

      Stopping, I look back over my shoulder. Avani’s lights are off in her apartment. Is she watching me, or has she gone to bed?

      “No, why?”

      “I’ve been tracking you, and the last few nights, you keep going to the same address,” she states.

      “You’ve been what?” I ask. Well fuck! Maybe she’s a sneaky bitch like her father, after all.

      “Yes, Grayson, it’s an app. I track people and you are on it.”

      “Why? Actually, never mind, don’t answer that.”

      Charlotte—one.

      Me—zero.

      Dammit!

      “I’m planning a surprise for you, but clearly, you are fucking it all up for me by tracking me,” I tell her as I reach my car. When I pull the car door open and get in, I bring up the apps on my phone and find a purple one I know I never installed. Disabling it, I sit back.

      “I didn’t mean to. I was just…” Charlotte tries to backtrack but trails off.

      “Charlotte, this might not work if you go behind my back and track me. If you want to know where I am, you call. Use your brain.” I hang up, and she calls right back but I let it ring a few times before I answer.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Daddy just said not to trust you, and well—” Her voice is breathless from panic.

      “You don’t have to listen to everything your father says, Charlotte. You are a grown-ass woman.”

      “I know, I know… He never has liked any of the men I’ve dated. You’re the first he doesn’t hate.”

      “I have to go, Charlotte.”

      “Don’t be mad, okay?” she says softly.

      “Don’t be a sneaky bitch, then.”

      She sucks in a breath at my words. “I won’t, I promise.” She pauses, taking an audible breath. “Can I see you tonight?”

      “No, Charlotte, you know our rule.”

      “It’s a silly rule…I want to.”

      “When we are married,” I remind her.

      “But I want to have sex with you now, Grayson,” she whines.

      A shiver takes over my body, and it’s not a good one. The only person I want to fuck is currently in her little house, forming a plan to avoid me again.

      Why is it that Avani turns me on so much?

      And why is it that I want her as badly as I want my next breath?

      When I don’t answer, Charlotte says, “You better marry me soon,” then she hangs up.

      Soon…
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            Knock, knock, who’s there?

          

          Avani

        

      

    

    
      Someone is banging on my door. So help me, God, if it’s him again, I will slice that wonderful cock from his body and then feed it to him.

      Pulling on a shirt, I shuffle to the door, knife in hand, and pull it open.

      But it’s not him standing there to greet me.

      No, it’s his girlfriend.

      Or maybe it’s his soon-to-be fiancée.

      Fuck if I know.

      Her eyes flick to the knife in my hand before they focus on my face. “You,” she says, shocked.

      “Sorry, me?” I ask, confused.

      “I get it now. I get what he is up to.” I stand there, unsure of what to say. Am I meant to know what she is talking about? “I’ve been tracking Grayson, and he’s been to this address a few times. And now I get why.” Her long blonde hair flicks behind her as she stands in front of me in a Chanel dress and sky-high, red-soled heels. In contrast, I’m dressed in an old T-shirt and no pants. My hair is messy because I haven’t brushed it, and I couldn’t care less.

      “Why?” I ask, indulging her.

      “Could you put that knife away? It’s making me uneasy.”

      I place the knife on the small table nearby and step back into the doorway where she is standing.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “As I was saying… You run that dress store, and you know my size. He’s probably picking out the perfect dress for me to wear.”

      “Yeah…” Is she delusional?

      “So, now that I know, can you show it to me? I want the perfect one, and let’s be honest, Grayson has impeccable taste, but mine is better. Can you show it to me?” she asks, leaning in and looking inside my small apartment.

      “Yeah, that’s not going to work,” I tell her.

      “Why? He was here last night. Surely the dress is here?”

      Oh, so she really was tracking him, then.

      I wonder if he knows this tidbit of information.

      “It’s back at the store.” I smile at her. “But it’s under lock and key, and you can’t see it. Strict instructions,” I lie.

      “Oh, okay. Well, any hint on the color so I can buy the right shoes?”

      “Yellow.” I throw it out there, and her nose crinkles, but she nods her head.

      “Thank you.” She turns without another word and walks back to her car. Just before her driver takes off, I see she is on her phone.

      I bet she’s off to buy shoes to match the nonexistent dress.

      I wonder if Grayson ever mentioned me to her.

      Does she know of my existence at all? I doubt it.

      Going back inside, I find Grayson’s old number and call it.

      He answers straight away. “Avani.”

      “Look, I don’t appreciate unwanted visitors,” I tell him.

      “What are you talking about?” He sounds confused.

      “Charlotte just left my place. She was not invited.” I hear him mutter some swear words.

      “She was tracking me, the sneaky bitch.”

      “So, now you’ll meet me at the store in an hour because you have a dress to buy,” I inform him.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “I covered your ass. You’re welcome. She thinks you’re buying her some kind of special dress. Which, now you are. A yellow one.”

      “Yellow?”

      “Yes, it’s all I could think of under trying circumstances.” I start pulling out my clothes and getting dressed.

      “What are you doing right now?” he asks.

      “Getting dressed.”

      “Let’s FaceTime.”

      “Ha, no.” I laugh, and I hang up on him.

      I quickly straighten my hair and make myself an energy drink before I head out. As I step outside, he’s there, leaning against a car. Not his usual flashy car—this one is more my style; it’s softer and more affordable.

      “Where did you steal the car from?” I nod to it.

      Grayson runs his hand over the hood. “I went to go and get yours, but it’s fucked. You really know how to buy shit cars, don’t you?” he states as he chucks the keys at me.

      “What’s this for?”

      “For showing me your boobs.” He winks.

      “I haven’t…” Oh, he means before. “I don’t want it.”

      “Well, you did show me your pussy too, so that meant a Porsche, but I knew you wouldn’t want one of those.” He smacks the roof of the Toyota. “She is reliable, brand new, and not too flashy.”

      “You can’t just buy me a car.” I scoff.

      “I can…and did. Now, if you are contemplating some form of payment, I would like to see your tits again,” he says in all seriousness.

      “You have issues. You know that, right?”

      “I do, but you do have great tits.” His eyes dance with mischief as he stares at me.

      I look down at the keys in my hand, then back to him and the car. “I can’t accept this,” I argue.

      “You can, and you will.” He taps the window and says, “Look inside.” So I do, and the first thing I see is not one but two designer bags. “You haven’t stopped accepting these gifts, now, have you?” he teases, a slow and steady smirk touching his lips.

      “Um… Hell no. You can buy me the store, if you like,” I say, opening the door to take a closer look.

      He laughs as I pull out the first bag. I grin wide when I see it’s a red, limited edition, Gucci crossbody handbag with a detailed chain-link design. It’s fricking gorgeous, and I love it instantly.

      “Now, drive me to your work to get this fucking dress,” he says, walking around to the passenger side and sliding in. I look to the driver’s side, debating whether I should get in. Finally, I decide not to look a gift horse in the mouth and take it. People throughout my life have taken from me in so many ways that it’s nice to receive something. I know I don’t deserve it, but did they all deserve the pieces of me they stole?

      Grayson, luckily, hasn’t stolen anything.

      He gives.

      It’s his love language to gift.

      Me? I receive.

      And now it seems this is my love language.

      We get each other in that way, and it’s nice. Even if I want to say no, I know I won’t. This car is great, and even Grayson can be great.

      But I’m just not sure if we are great together.

      “Stop thinking,” he orders as I drive.

      “Easier said than done.”

      “Okay, let’s get deep. Tell me the worst human you have ever met,” he says, catching me off guard.

      However, the answer is easy.

      “We weren’t allowed to call him by his name. He was one of my owners who gave me away because I was too scarred. He is the worst human imaginable…if you can even call him that. He gave me up because of scars, some of them that asshole put on me himself, and he took great pleasure in making me bleed. He treated me as if I were lower than an animal. If I hate anyone in this world, it is him…” I pause, swallowing roughly. “Why would you want to know that?”

      “What’s the worst thing he did?” he asks, not answering my question.

      When I glance over at him, his eyes have darkened

      And I shiver at the thought of it.

      “I—”

      “You’re safe now. Tell me.”

      “I have a therapist, you know. I’m better now,” I quietly reply.

      “Okay, so why aren’t you telling me?”

      “He was mad at me this one time. I think, if I remember right, I had tried to run away again. I was a teenager. He was having a party, and I figured it was the best time to run. He thought of me as his…his possession. The sick fuck.” I shake my head at the thought of him. “He always found me, even when I ran as fast as I could. Even when I thought I was safe. He had an uncanny way of finding me.”

      “That’s why you got mad about the police,” he guesses.

      “I never changed my name, but that’s because he stole it away, and I was only to be known as ‘girl.’ So when I took back control of who I was, I grabbed it by the balls and ran,” I tell him, pulling up to the dress store.

      “After he whipped my back, he tore the nails off my fingers so my hands would be useless to climb. Then he cut into my palms so deep they had to be stitched. It was all to teach me not to run.”

      Grayson reaches for me, grabs my hands, and turns them over. The scars are faded now, barely noticeable, but his finger traces one anyway.

      “I’m sorry you had to go through that. If I could take the pain away, I would.” His words shock me, along with his tone. It’s soft but not pitying, and I wish I could crawl into his embrace. But I can’t.

      I pull my hand away and get out of the car.

      Grayson follows me into the store, and I lock it behind us.

      “Powerful men usually get what they want.” I smile at him. “So why not get what you can out of them?” I walk over to a yellow dress, grab it, and hand it to him. He passes me his black card, and I swipe it through. Once payment is cleared, I go to give it back, but he doesn’t take it.

      “Show me your tits, and the card is yours for the day,” he says, smirking. It’s an odd thing to say with how heavy our conversation has been, but I can see it’s his way of trying to lighten the mood.

      “Show me your cock, and I’ll think about using the card,” I retort.

      Grayson drops the dress to the floor. I wince because that dress is fucking expensive, but he doesn’t care. He undoes his belt slowly, leaving it on as he pulls down his zipper and smiles at me.

      “You’re watching, right?” he asks.

      “I am,” I reply, nodding.

      Grayson reaches in and pulls out his cock. It’s semi-hard, and he strokes it, my eyes not straying from the incredible show he’s giving me. Damn, I’ve missed that cock. Just about as much as I’ve missed him.

      Grayson groans as it gets harder. “You’ll spoil yourself with the card,” he commands.

      All I can do is nod, as there are no words left in my vocabulary.

      “Good.” Then he tucks his dick back in, zips his fly, and does the belt up before he bends down for the dress. I start laughing, and he drops his head to the side. “What?”

      I point behind me, and he groans.

      “You couldn’t have started with that?” he accuses.

      “What? It’s going to be funny when my boss sees it.”

      “I’ll buy the store.” With that, he turns to go, taking the dress with him. I can’t help but laugh at the thought of him buying a dress store because his cock is now on camera. “Dress in black, and don’t bring a date. See you tomorrow.” His voice makes me jump before he winks and leaves.

      I run after him and yell, “Are you bringing a date?”

      “Yes,” he answers.

      To which I raise a brow.

      Two can play that game.

      “I can see what you’re planning behind those eyes. Trust me. Unless you want him dead, no date.”

      “Show me your cock again, and I’ll think about not bringing a date,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest.

      He does so without any hesitation and simply pulls it out.

      “Would you like to kiss it goodbye?”

      With those words, I spin on my heels and walk back inside hearing his chuckle behind me.

      That man sure does have a nice cock.

      Very nice, indeed.
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            Her skirt should be burned.

          

          Grayson

        

      

    

    
      Avani didn’t show, and she’s not at her apartment.

      I had this planned—it was meant to go down perfectly. Yet it all changed because she never showed.

      I’m not sure what the fuck I’m supposed to do, but I know pacing back and forth in front of her house, is not it. A neighbor pops their head out and gives me a weird look before they head back inside. I call the dress store, knowing it’s closed but hoping she might answer.

      Nope.

      No luck.

      Driving around, I almost give up.

      That is until I spot her car—the very same one I bought her—parked out front of a dive bar. Through the large window, I can see her dancing. What the fuck? Jumping from the car, I head straight inside.

      She’s wearing heels, a tiny skirt that should be illegal, as I can see straight up to her lacy pink underwear, and a skin-tight white T-shirt. Her two-toned hair is down and wavy, swinging loosely as she sways from side to side, moving to Rhianna like no one is watching. Only everyone is. People around the bar are cheering her on as she sways her beautiful shapely hips.

      “Avani.”

      She pauses when she hears her name, then her glassy eyes find me, and she smiles.

      “Grayson. Oh, my Grayson… Did you propose to your girlfriend tonight?” she sings.

      “No.”

      “Why not?” she asks but doesn’t keep eye contact long enough to wait for my answer.

      “I can see up your skirt, Avani. That means other men can see up your skirt too.”

      “Lucky them.” She keeps dancing, so I reach up and lift her from the bar. She doesn’t make it easy, as she continues shaking her head from side to side and kicking her feet as I lower her.

      “We had plans tonight. Did you forget?” I remind her.

      Her nose wrinkles as she looks at me. “As if I wanted to come on a date and watch you with her.” She shakes her head lazily and flags down the bartender. “Another one,” she tells him.

      I stare him down and growl loudly. “No, you fucking won’t. She’s had enough.”

      “You are such a spoilsport. You know that?” She pushes away from me, but I capture her wrist.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To the bathroom, stalker.”

      I let her go and ask the bartender for a bottle of water. Looking in the direction she went, I find her shaking her hips at a guy sitting in front of her. She moves in closer, and his hand raises to touch her waist as I walk up behind him.

      “One finger touches her, I’ll cut it off.”

      Avani ignores me because that’s what she’s good at, and the guy grunts.

      “She doesn’t want you, man. Fuck off.” I reach for my knife and slide it under his fat chin and hold it as he goes to touch her again. “Touch her. I dare you.”

      “Fuck, it’s just pussy,” the guy retorts.

      “That’s my pussy,” I tell him, then to her, I say, “Get away from him. Now.”

      “You’re no fun. Go home and fuck your girlfriend,” she says, pouting.

      “I’d rather fuck you.”

      She twirls around and struts off.

      So I pull the knife away from the guy’s throat and, with one arm, capture her waist and carry her from the fucking bar, out the door, and straight to my car. “This is what you do instead of meeting me?” I seethe.

      “It was such a better option than dealing with you.”

      “You used the card,” I say, watching her smile light up.

      “I did. Went shopping. It was so much fun. You also just paid for rounds for everyone at that bar. See how thoughtful you are?” She slumps in the passenger’s seat, her eyes closing. “Even the dude you held a knife to.” She lets out a small giggle. “Oh. My car.”

      “I’ll have it towed to your apartment,” I tell her, but a soft snore is already leaving her parted pink lips.

      When we reach her place not long later, she wakes, but only to roll over to her side, her skirt bunching up to her waist.

      Fuck.

      Getting out and adjusting myself, I move to the other side of the car, pulling her out and into my arms. Avani stays asleep as I walk to her door.

      Fuck.

      Keys.

      Reaching for the door handle, I jiggle it. And sure enough, it opens.

      Really? She didn’t even lock her fucking house.

      Kicking the door shut and carrying her in, I pass the small couch and find the only bedroom at the end of the hallway. Her bed is messy, and she has clothes everywhere like she couldn’t decide what to wear.

      I lay her on the bed, and she moans and rolls over to her stomach, her ass on full display.

      “Avani.”

      “Hmm…”

      “You should have come tonight. You would have enjoyed it.”

      “Negative,” she mumbles.

      “Goodnight,” I say as I quietly walk out.

      On the way, I find bags and bags of new clothes, and I can’t help the smile that spreads across my face at the sight of everything she purchased.

      She fucking did spend big.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Trust you, that’s a hard no.

          

          Avani

        

      

    

    
      Grayson’s at my door, dressed in a suit.

      I look him over from head to toe, then say, “Nope.” I go to shut the door, but he pushes it back open. “Get dressed. Trust me on this one,” he says.

      “That’s a big ask, don’t you think?”

      He steps in and looks around. I cleaned up today, but that’s all I did. Other than showering, I stayed on the couch. It’s what I tend to do now on my days off.

      At some point during the day, my new car was left in my driveway.

      I’d thought about his party invitation last night and even considered accepting it. But then I thought better of it. And since he knew where I worked and lived and could easily find me, I found the closest bar and got drunk thinking he couldn’t track me there.

      How wrong was I?

      “Avani, get dressed in something nice,” he orders, and I know from the look on his face that he won’t let me be on this one.

      “Arghhh,” I whine, then turn around to head to my room. Of course he follows me. “How did you find me last night?” I grab a dress I bought the other day, lay it on the bed, and then pull off the shirt I’m wearing. When I discard the shirt and realize Grayson hasn’t said anything, I turn to him. His eyes are laser-focused on my tits. “My eyes are up here,” I tell him, snapping my fingers and pointing to my face.

      “Can’t help myself. How I have missed looking at those great tits.” He makes me blush, but I slip the dress on and ignore him. Once I have it on, I turn around to ask him to zip it up, but he’s already there, pulling the metal tab up along my back. He doesn’t touch my scars and is careful with my zipper. I don’t feel him stare in disgust at the physical reminders of my past—I feel him look at me with nothing but lust.

      “Red is your color,” he whispers as I pull away.

      “Thank you. Now, please tell me where we are going.”

      “To a house.”

      “Am I invited to this house?” I ask, confused.

      “Semantics.” He waves me off.

      “Do I need to do my hair and makeup?”

      “No, you look beautiful the way you are.”

      I smile at his compliment, grab the brush, run it through my hair anyway, and then pin it up just in case. When I step into the living room, he’s standing there waiting for me. Grayson offers me his hand, but I don’t take it as we walk out.

      “You can follow me,” he says.

      “You aren’t driving?” I ask.

      “I am, but we need to arrive separately.” I bite my bottom lip, but he reaches up and pulls it free with his thumb. “You’ll be fine. And tonight, you’ll have answers, I promise.”

      I do the only thing I can—nod, get in my car, and then follow him.

      Grayson drives for a good twenty minutes out of town to a more secluded area where houses are expensive and are gated communities. He says something to the guard, who simply waves me in after him as I follow. When he stops at the front of the house, he gets out and walks to the door.

      I sit in the car, unsure about what I’m supposed to do.

      Do I wait?

      Or get out?

      Someone knocks on my door, and I jump. When I turn to the window, I see the three men I met over a year ago standing there.

      The Hunters.

      One opens my door and offers me his hand. I take it as I climb out, and his eyes soak me in. They’re appraising me, but not in a dirty way. It’s more appreciative.

      “We should wait,” one of them says.

      “He said five minutes,” another says.

      I should probably learn their names. Did Grayson introduce me last time? I’m having difficulty remembering, but I recall their faces. They are hard to forget. I can tell they are related somehow as they all look alike.

      “Do any of you know why we’re here?” I ask.

      The one who helped me out of the car smiles and replies, “For a celebration.”

      Well, okay, that is not the answer I was after. But I guess that will do.

      We stand there silently, the men looking toward the door, waiting.

      “This is taking forever,” I mutter.

      The one closest to me laughs under his breath as someone’s phone beeps.

      “Showtime. “Stay real close, princess,” one says over his shoulder.

      “I’m not a princess,” I say back to him.

      “Come on, princess.”

      “What’s your name?” I ask, and he smiles.

      “The name’s Kyson, princess.”

      I grumble as he heads to the door. The other two don’t say a word as they walk to the entrance. Putting one foot in front of the other, I follow them until we reach the front door, where I hear screaming and yelling from the other side. But as we enter, it goes quiet, and all eyes fall on us.

      Charlotte is standing next to Grayson, who smiles when he sees me while she stares at me in confusion.

      It’s in that moment, when I look past her that my world stops.

      Drops.

      Falls out from under my feet.

      The world disappears for me to never see it again.

      I can’t move.

      Even though every inch of me wants to run as fast as I can the other way.

      Stop!

      Drop!

      Run!

      I scream in my head.

      Those eyes that have haunted me all these years are now locked on me.

      “Avani,” he says calmly.

      Charlotte spins to look behind her at the man who basically ruined my life, and Grayson is still by her side.

      “What’s going on? How do you know my daddy?” Charlotte asks.

      Something in me dies at hearing that man is a father. How can someone so evil be a father, much less the father of a girl? And how is she standing there like her life is normal? When he treated me like I was utter shit on his shoe and his property.

      “You have a daughter?” I blurt out.

      He goes to take a step in my direction, but the men I walked in with block his path to me.

      “I see you brought backup.” The sound of his voice grates on every nerve inside me. My body starts shaking, and I must remember I am in charge here. No, actually, I’m not. I look up and find Grayson, who is still standing next to Charlotte. He hasn’t moved a muscle.

      He will protect me, won’t he?

      “Why are you looking at him?” Charlotte barks then grips Grayson tightly to her.

      “Have you been under my eye this whole time, Avani?” I look away from her and back to him.

      Marcus.

      Evil fucking Marcus.

      “Of course. You think you could find me that easily again?” I taunt him. “You always had an ego so fucking large you never saw your own mistakes.”

      “And you always had a mouth on you,” Marcus retorts.

      “Yes, yes, I do.” I smile. “And not even your raggedy old ass could change that.” Marcus lunges toward me. This asshole always hated my mouth, and I never stopped using it because he despised it.

      “I’d stop if I were you.” We all turn at the sound of Grayson’s voice. And when we do, Marcus sucks in a breath at what he sees. Grayson is holding a knife to Charlotte’s throat, pressing it in, so it almost cuts her porcelain skin.

      “What are you doing, Grayson?” Marcus asks him, his hands up in surrender as he looks at his daughter.

      “Does she have any scars on her body?” I ask Marcus.

      His eyes quickly flash to me.

      “Does she? Or didn’t she deserve the same treatment I got?” I tilt my head. “We are around the same age if I am not mistaken.”

      “You are,” Grayson says, nodding and then addressing Marcus. “Tell your security to leave, or I’ll slice her throat right now.”

      “You wouldn’t. You love her,” Marcus replies. He waits, and everything goes quiet before his gaze moves to me, then back to Grayson. “Oh, it’s not Charlotte you love.”

      “No, it’s not,” Grayson answers truthfully, and Charlotte’s brow furrows in response.

      “She does have a great pussy, I’ll give you that,” Marcus taunts with an evil grin.

      Grayson’s eyes flash and he cuts Charlotte’s throat a little, making her whimper and cry.

      “Stop!” Marcus shouts.

      “Is the security called off?” Grayson asks him. When he doesn’t answer, Grayson smirks and pushes in a little harder. She is, for sure, going to have a scar.

      “This is why you wouldn’t have sex with her, isn’t it? Because you didn’t want her.” My head spins at that information from Marcus as I stare at Grayson.

      “Security, now.”

      Marcus slowly reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small radio. We listen as he tells his security team to go home. Now it’s just me, Grayson, Marcus, the three men I came in with, and Charlotte, whose eyes haven’t stopped welling with tears.

      “Now, drop the knife,” Marcus says.

      Grayson’s eyes find mine. “Do you want me to drop the knife?” he asks.

      I nod, and he lowers the knife but holds Charlotte to him, not letting her run off. I step in front of her, the men who walked in with me let me go. I reach out and touch her face.

      “Why didn’t you hurt her?” I ask in a small voice.

      “She is my daughter,” Marcus answers simply.

      “I was someone’s daughter once,” I tell him. “You hated scars, yet you gave them to me anyway,” I muse as Charlotte cries harder. “How did it feel fucking someone the same age as your daughter?”

      “Don’t act like it was a punishment for you. On the contrary, I gave you a better life than the one you had before,” he spits, pushing my nerves to the very edge.

      I reach for Grayson’s hand and take the knife from him. He looks at me, puzzled before I focus on Charlotte.

      “This has nothing to do with you and everything to do with your father. We are a product of our parents, after all, and as your father used to tell me, I had to pay for their sins.”

      “I—” Marcus starts but stops himself.

      That was the excuse I used to get when he would speak to me. ‘Your parents gave you up, so you have to pay. No one wants you, so you should be thankful for me.’

      I wasn’t.

      “He sold you to someone. I never wanted that. I sent you to him because you ran away again,” Marcus says, trying to justify what he did.

      “Wrong. You sold me because I was scarred. But you never gave him permission to sell me, which he did anyway. Thankfully, to a great man, one I could never have dreamed of being near.” I smile, thinking of Jake.

      “Jake is as much of a monster as I am. He buys more women than I do.” He scoffs.

      “To save them,” I whisper.

      It’s not known in that dark circle what Jake does with the women he buys. But that’s okay.

      “You tried looking for me, didn’t you?”

      “Yes. I even found you, but you ran again.”

      “How did you find me?” I question.

      “Police report,” Marcus says, and I raise a brow at Grayson.

      “I told you,” I tell him. Then I smile before he can say anything and reach up and stick the knife into Charlotte’s stomach. She buckles over, but Grayson’s hold on her waist is the only thing keeping her from crumpling to the floor.

      “Fuck, we like her,” I hear someone mutter.

      And I know it’s one of the men who came in with me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Always the prettiest in every room.

          

          Grayson

        

      

    

    
      Well, shit!

      “Now she isn’t as pretty. She’s scarred, just like me,” Avani says, stepping back.

      Marcus runs over and reaches for his daughter. “What have you done? What have you done?” Marcus screeches. His hands are now covered in blood from trying to stop his daughter’s bleeding.

      Avani didn’t cut her deep enough to kill her, but she will be scarred.

      “You should remove your shirt,” I tell him, hovering over them. I can feel Avani behind me.

      Marcus looks up at me, his hands still clutching his daughter. “M-my what?” he stutters.

      “Remove your shirt,” I repeat.

      “No. Now fucking get out.”

      I start to laugh, and he leaves his daughter lying on the floor as soft whimpers leave her mouth and her eyes stay squeezed shut as if to expel the pain, before he stands in front of me.

      “You think this is funny?” he shouts.

      “Last chance to remove your shirt or my men here will remove it for you. And trust me, you don’t want that.” I point my thumb over my shoulder. “Maybe you have heard of them. The Hunters?”

      Marcus’s eyes go wide as they fly to the brothers.

      “You’ve done work for me before. I can pay you double whatever Grayson is paying you to leave and take him with you. But leave her.” Marcus points to Avani.

      “Boys, that sounds like a fair offer. You should consider it,” I droll.

      “We are,” they say, making me smile.

      “Kill him!” Marcus yells.

      Zuko is the first to move. When he reaches us, he taps my shoulder and steps forward to Marcus. Then he whips out a knife and, in one swift movement, slices open the front of Marcus’ shirt.

      “I’d suggest you remove the rest of the shirt,” I tell Marcus. He does so, glancing at his daughter on the floor.

      “How does it feel?” Avani asks, coming closer. “To feel as helpless as you made me feel. Would it upset you if I went over to your daughter right now and cut her again?”

      Charlotte whimpers at my words. Her hands are still holding her stomach as she lies on the floor. “Please, just let us go,” she begs softly.

      Avani gives her a quick glance, then walks over and stands in front of me.

      “Undo the back of my dress,” Avani orders, not looking back at me. “Grayson, undo the back of my dress,” she says again when I remain still for too long. Her eyes find mine over her shoulder and beg me to do as she asks. I reach up and unzip the back slowly. She holds the front of the garment to her chest so it doesn’t fall. “Thank you,” she whispers before she walks to Charlotte, bends down, and tells her to sit up.

      “I can’t,” Charlotte says through her tears.

      “You can,” Avani tells her. “I’ve had worse than that flesh wound at the hands of your father. Now be a big girl and do it.” Charlotte listens and sits up, crying as she does. “Good. Now look at this.” Avani turns around to show Charlotte her back and says, “Do you see all those scars? They are courtesy of your father. Isn’t he sweet?”

      Charlotte looks to her father, then back to Avani.

      “He would never,” Charlotte hisses.

      “Tell her.” I give Marcus a cold glare.

      “Did you do that?” Charlotte asks.

      “He did worse. This is just what is left to remind me of my time with him,” Avani says, standing and walking back to me. She turns so I can see her back, but I reach for her dress and zip it back up. She walks over to Marcus and spits in his face. “I hate you.”

      “I hate you as well,” Marcus replies.

      “Charlotte, you have a choice,” I say. Her eyes flick between her father and me. “I either kill you or your father.”

      Avani smiles next to me.

      “W-what do you m-mean?” Her eyes grow wide, her tears drying on her cheeks. “You can’t kill us. Why would you kill us?” she screams.

      Avani reaches for the knife on the floor and picks it up before she steps over to Marcus. “Turn around,” she orders him.

      “Fuck you, whore,” he spits.

      She slashes across his chest.

      The door behind us is kicked open, but I was expecting that to occur. The boys turn, and within seconds, the room is cleared. A few screams rip through the air, and I know the Hunters have just killed the guards with a few quick flicks of a knife.

      “Turn around,” Avani tells Marcus again.

      He does, reluctantly.

      She wastes no time as she steps closer and starts cutting his skin. The room is silent, and I’ve got to give it to him, he isn’t screaming as she slices into his flesh.

      “Make her stop, Grayson! Make her stop,” Charlotte begs.

      “No can do.” I smile.

      “What did I ever see in you?” she asks, shaking her head.

      “Who the fuck knows?” I wink and look back to Avani. I watch as she continues carving. Marcus starts swearing as I walk up to her, placing my hand on her shoulder gently, I give her a squeeze. When I see what she wrote, I smile.

      I’m a rapist.

      She steps back, holding the knife tight as he collapses to the floor.

      “Five minutes,” Zuko says.

      I look at her, reach for her chin, and turn her to face me. “What do you want?” I ask her.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you want him dead?”

      She looks at him on his knees, the words bleeding all over his back before she nods her head.

      “Do you want to do it?” I reach for her hand, the same one holding the knife.

      “I think I do,” she admits.

      “Then do it,” I tell her, letting go of her hand.

      “No, no! Don’t do it. He’s my father,” Charlotte screams.

      “Do it,” I tell her again.

      Time is ticking.

      We need to move before we are caught.

      “Two minutes,” Zuko says.

      “Fuck.” She breathes deeply, stepping forward. Her hand lifts, and she stabs the asshole straight in the chest.

      Dropping her hand, she covers her face.

      “One minute,” Zuko calls.

      I pull my knife from Marcus’s chest, slice his throat, then walk over to Charlotte.

      “Wrong father, sorry,” I tell her before I slice her throat as well.

      Avani stands there, somewhat shocked. But we don’t have time to chat.

      I lift her into my arms and carry her out of the house.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Did I forget how to breathe?

          

          Avani

        

      

    

    
      Being numb after going through something like that is normal, right?

      That’s how I feel right now.

      Numb.

      Unfeeling.

      Stupefied.

      I should be upset, screaming, or laughing, happy or even relieved. I’m sure one of those reactions would be good. Instead, I sit in my apartment, still in my dress, with Grayson sitting across from me, watching me.

      Not saying a word.

      He is just…there.

      I’m not sure how long we’ve been sitting here. But the sun has started to rise, and my stomach is growling.

      Grayson gets up and goes to the kitchen. After removing his jacket, he places it on the counter, and starts cooking some bacon and eggs while I stay right where I am.

      Numb.

      When it’s done, he walks over, holds out the plate, and offers it to me. “You need to eat.”

      I lift my hands and see there is still blood on them.

      Blood that is not mine.

      Grayson sets down the plate, goes back to the kitchen, then comes back with a bowl full of water and a cloth. He takes my hands and starts cleaning them.

      “Why did you take me there?” I ask, my voice weaker than I’m used to.

      “You know why,” he says.

      “No, no, I don’t,” I reply, shaking my head.

      When my hands are clean, he places the food in my lap. “Eat.”

      I pick up a piece of bacon and chew. “Are you refusing to answer me?”

      “No, but you haven’t processed what happened, and you need sleep and food first.”

      “So why are you here?”

      “To look after you,” Grayson utters, his messy curly hair falls into his eyes, the very same ones staring at me with worry, and a touch of pity edged into them.

      “Is that what you call what you’re doing?”

      “Yes. And tomorrow, after you’ve rested, we can talk.”

      “You killed her. You dated her, and then you killed her.” The bacon falls from my hand. My appetite is suddenly gone. “How could you kill her?”

      “Because she no longer served a purpose, and Charlotte being left alive would put a target on you.” He lifts me up to my feet. “And no one is allowed to hold that power over you again.”

      He leads me to my bathroom and turns on the shower and undresses me. He’s slow and careful like he’s afraid I might crack at any time.

      I very well may.

      I stand there as he tests the water.

      Grayson starts removing his own clothes, but I don’t say anything. Without waiting for him, I step into the shower.

      “I’m going to wash you.” His voice is behind me, and usually, I wouldn’t allow him this close to my scars, but I don’t move as he gently wipes the washcloth over them. I let the water rain over my face, my hair getting soaked, as I stand there, unable to move.

      I feel the loss of him when he steps out. He turns the faucet off, and then a towel is wrapped around me. Lifting me into his hold, he carries me to bed.

      My eyes are closed, and I feel him tuck me in.

      That’s the last thing I know before I fall asleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “You were asleep for more than twelve hours,” Grayson says from the couch in my living room when I walk out. I wrap the towel I fell asleep in tighter around me. Sitting opposite him, he nods to the coffee, and I shake my head.

      “Did you plan that whole thing?” I ask.

      “Of course I did.”

      “Those men, why were they there?”

      “I’ve known them since I was a child. I needed backup. You know that man couldn’t be trusted, so they were there to assist.”

      I sit back and notice he doesn’t have a shirt on. My eyes trace his skin, beautifully olive with ink placed randomly all over.

      “So, you dated her—”

      “To get close to her father. I had to understand who he was. I couldn’t just creep into his house and slit his throat… It wouldn’t work like that for him.” He smiles almost fondly. “He may have been a fuckhead, but he had well-trained guards.” I stay quiet, and he continues. “He had fewer when his daughter was around, not wanting any of them to be tempted by her. So to get close, I knew I had to date her. It was easy.”

      “Did you fuck her?” I manage to say.

      “No, I did not,” he says without pause, and I believe him. “You are the only woman I want to fuck.”

      “I can’t even think of sex with you right now. All I keep seeing is you slitting their throats.”

      “You did stab him, just not a kill blow. The neck is a kill blow.” He smiles. “Trust me, I know.”

      “I want you to leave,” I tell him.

      He stands and gazes down at me. “Are you sure?” His eyes lock onto mine.

      “Yes. I want to stay in bed. I need to call work, and I need to rest.”

      “Okay.” He leans down and kisses the top of my head before walks out the door, shirtless.

      I sit there for a good hour before I manage to finally move. I go to the front window and open the drapes to reveal Grayson asleep in his car in the parking lot.

      Sighing, I go to my room and get dressed. After slipping on some shoes, I go out to his car and open the passenger door. He wakes and sits his seat upright, then he looks at me.

      “Can we get food?” I ask.

      He doesn’t say anything, simply starts the car and drives.

      “So let me get my head around all of this…” I start, needing to understand his motives. “You didn’t just show up randomly to my place of work. You showed up knowing I work there.”

      “Of course. I booked the dress appointment for Charlotte.”

      “Do you feel bad at all for what you did to her?” I ask.

      Grayson’s expression doesn’t change at the mention of her. “No,” he says coldly.

      “What if that were me? Would you feel bad if I was killed instead?”

      His hands grip the steering wheel harder. “What type of question is that? You weren’t in that situation because I would not allow you to be in that situation, to begin with.”

      “But I easily could have been,” I tell him. “With the police… Because of you,” I remind him.

      “And I made that situation go away. No one will ever fucking hurt you again while I am here.”

      “What happens if I don’t want you here, Grayson?” We come to a stop, and he looks at me.

      “You don’t want me around?” he questions, and I know he sees right through me.

      I look away as I answer him, “I don’t know right now. I left for a reason. And I assumed it would be better after I did. But it’s the only place I have ever regretted leaving. I enjoyed my job at your club. I even liked my house.”

      “It’s all still yours. Everything. The house, the job. I want you to come home with me and take it all back. I’m sure Monica will be happy to see you again.”

      I smile at the thought of Monica—it’s been so long since I’ve seen her—and I enjoyed our friendship. It was one of the first real ones I’ve had.

      “That’s a big offer. But I have a life here.”

      He starts driving again and goes through a drive-thru. After ordering for both of us, the lady stares at his shirtless torso as she passes him the food. He drives off and, without even looking at me, whispers, “No need to give her a death stare.”

      “I wasn’t.” I huff, looking away as he places the food on my lap and then drives back to my place. When we get there, he stays in the car.

      “Are you coming in?”

      “You asked me to leave,” he points out.

      “Yeah, well… My head’s a fucking mess. Come and eat with me.”

      Grayson gets out, then takes the food from me and carries it inside. We sit on the couch, and he hands me my burger.

      “I want to say thank you.”

      “For?” he asks.

      “For doing what you did. It took a bit, but I feel…” I smile, my eyes stinging with unshed tears I don’t want to fall, “free. I’ve never felt free before. It always felt like no matter what it did, he would find me. Now I know it’ll never happen. Because he doesn’t breathe any longer, and that’s thanks to you.”

      He goes to speak, but I hold up my hand.

      “Why did you do that?” I tentatively ask as I search his face.

      “Because I hate what he did to you.”

      “But you have killed people before.”

      “And?”

      “And what? What does it matter what he did?”

      “Because he did it to you, and I love you…” His words make him pause.

      My heart stutters as his eyes find mine, and he looks away, reaching for his burger.

      Like he didn’t just drop a bomb in front of me.

      As if it’s a normal thing to do.

      “You love me?” I ask, barely getting the words out. “How can you love me, Grayson?”

      “Don’t ask me the how. I just know it’s true. It’s as easy as that,” he says.

      “As easy as that?” I whisper.

      “Yes, as easy as that,” he repeats.

      “Did you give the bus back, or do you still own it?” I ask, changing the subject.

      He smirks. “Yes, I gave the bus back.”

      “Good, that was weird.”

      “I’d do it again.” He winks.

      “Of course you would.” I roll my eyes. “Did you care for her at all?”

      “No. I knew the reason I was with her was entirely for her father. I never once saw her as more than a means to an end.” He bites into his burger, and I watch as his lips wrap around it.

      What would it be like to kiss him again?

      It’s been so long since those lips touched mine.

      Since those hands have roamed my body.

      “Have you been with anyone since me?” he asks.

      I look down at my burger. “I tried,” I tell him, hating the truth. “But when he asked me to go back to his place after our date, well, let’s just say I went home instead.”

      “Did you kiss him?”

      “Yes.”

      “Tell me where he lives.” He growls, rising from the couch, and I laugh while shaking my head.

      “Sit back down.” I tug at his hand.

      Grayson does as told and picks up his burger. “I may very well find him,” he mumbles before taking another bite.

      “You know, most women don’t like that macho shit. So knock it off.”

      “It’s not macho shit. It’s simply me stating the facts. Another man thought he could kiss you. That isn’t allowed.”

      “Oh, it isn’t allowed? You know, you thinking that you can tell me what is and what isn’t allowed won’t work in this relationship.” I smile at him.

      Grayson’s phone starts ringing, and he pulls it out of his pocket. When he sees who it is, he puts it on the table, ignoring it. He lets it ring out, but it starts back up again. I reach for it, and he makes no move to stop me. When I see Monica’s name flash on the screen, I answer.

      “Grayson, how could you not answer? I’m stuck here,” she cries.

      “Monica,” I say into the phone.

      Grayson sits back and watches me, crossing his legs and smirking as he wipes his lips.

      “Huh? Who’s this? You’re not Grayson. Shit, do I have the wrong number?” It goes silent before her voice comes through again. “Hold up… I know that voice.”

      “You do.” I smile.

      “Avani. Oh, gosh, thank God you answered. Getting the boss to answer is impossible. Tell him I’m going to quit if he doesn’t come back soon.”

      I laugh before I say, “I’ll tell him.”

      Grayson reaches for the phone and takes it from me. “I’m going to be coming back tomorrow…with Avani.” I gape at him and start shaking my head rapidly. “She’s excited to see you,” he adds, then hangs up.

      I sit there, locking and unlocking my jaw as I glare at him.

      “Why would you do that?” I get up with a huff and stand directly in front of him.

      He looks up at me and scoots forward so his knees are on either side of me. If he lifted his hands and wrapped them around my legs, I would fall onto him.

      “Because you found your home, then you left it. It’s time to come back.”

      “This is my home,” I say, waving my hand around the room.

      Grayson shakes his head. “No, it’s not.” His eyes never leave mine. The green specks glitter under the light. “Your home is back with me, and you know it.”

      “I—”

      “You can, and you will.” He pauses, waiting for my argument. But this time, I don’t have one. “Can I touch you now?” His arms are out and ready to touch me.

      I think about it for a second. What are the consequences of his touch? Will it scar me more than I have already let it? Do I want it?

      I’m not even sure.

      His touch does things to me, and he doesn’t let me think clearly.

      So when the words leave my mouth, I can’t stop them. “Yes.”

      He wastes no time pulling me to him until his face is buried in my stomach. I suck in a breath at his touch and stay still as he holds me. Neither of us move for a few minutes.

      “I need sleep,” he says into my stomach.

      “You want to sleep here?” My hands lift and touch his hair, but they hover, unsure of what to do. He stays where he is, his breathing soft and even as he leans on me. I manage to release my breath and lay my hand on his head.

      “Let’s go to bed,” I tell him.

      Grayson stands, lifting me up with him. I slide down his body and cling to his neck, my legs going around his waist as he walks us to the bedroom.

      It feels natural to have him hold me.

      To be back in his arms again.

      I missed it.

      And I love it.

      He walks us to my bed, lays me down, then slides off his pants. The ink on his thighs is new. I grin before I scoot over to let him in.

      He climbs in next to me and pulls me straight to him. “Why are you grinning?” he asks.

      “The flower on your thigh.”

      “It’s a lily. Do you know what it means?” Our bodies are touching, and I can feel every inch of him. Feel the comfort his touch brings me without even trying.

      “Tell me,” I say.

      “It means magnificent beauty or a sign of rebirth. It means you, Avani.” I’m pretty sure I stop breathing at his words. “Do you not like it?”

      “Why would you do that?” I whisper.

      “Because I was going to be the one to help give you a new life, and you are the most beautiful fucking thing on this earth. It was fitting and right.”

      “But we hate each other,” I say, so confused about everything I’m feeling. “Yet here you are in my bed, in a different state, with a tattoo on your leg that means me. And you’ve never been in a real relationship until…” I pause. Was it me or Charlotte? “Anyway. Are you sure this will even work?”

      “We can work that out tomorrow. I’m tired, and I know I’m not going anywhere ever again if you are not there with me.”

      “Oh, are you sure of that?” I sass not being able to help myself.

      “Positive.” He squeezes me. “And if you run, I will find you. Again.”

      “I’m not sure I want to run again,” I confess, settling myself against him.

      “Good, because we know you are slow, and I’m fast. I was on the track team, after all,” he boasts.

      “What, in school?” I start laughing.

      “Hey, I was great. And I can still catch your ass when you’re running.”

      “That’s because I was never on the track team.” I smile.

      “Yeah, just your own team. Which I want to be a part of.” He brushes a strand of hair behind my ear.

      “We shall see,” I reply.

      “Oh no, we are not seeing. I know. Where you go, I will follow even if you don’t approve. I have stalking tendencies… Haven’t we discovered this already?”

      “Oh yes, we have.” I put my arm around his waist and hold him to me. “Luckily, you’re good-looking.”

      “Yeah, the best.” He yawns, and before I can say anything else, I hear him softly breathing in sleep.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Run again?

          

          Grayson

        

      

    

    
      She’s gone when I wake up.

      My body leaves the bed quickly and starts moving without even thinking. I stop when I see Avani in the kitchen trying to cook. She turns around when she hears me, then smiles and returns to what she’s doing.

      “Did you think I ran?”

      “Are you cooking?” I reply, ignoring her. The smell of the food calms me slightly as I lift my hand and run it through my hair.

      “Yes but be warned. I don’t cook, so it might taste like shit.” She laughs.

      “You should be packing, not cooking,” I tell her.

      She doesn’t react to my words, just turns with a plate full of pancakes and hands them to me. “Eat.”

      I look down at them. They look unappetizing because they are flat—no fluff whatsoever.

      “What? Do they look bad?” She puts honey in front of me instead of syrup. “I tried,” she says self-consciously. And it’s the first time I’ve seen her nervous around me. I smile and pick up the fork she put down. Cutting the thin, misshapen pancake, I take a bite. It tastes like crap, but I smile and swallow when I look up at her hopeful face.

      Fuck.

      That was like eating horse shit.

      She beams and goes back to the stove to make more. I put the fork down and shake my head, reaching for the water and drinking it to get rid of the aftertaste that is left in my mouth.

      “I’ve been thinking…” she starts, brushing her hair over her shoulder.

      “Yes?”

      “If I come back, we go back to our old deal. New bags.”

      “You have a closet full of bags. Literally.”

      “And?” She flips her pancake to the plate and sits down beside me. “Are you judging my bags?”

      “Oh, hell no.” I smile.

      “Good. Because if you judge my bags, you have to go. That’s not negotiable.” I lean over and bite her pancake from her fork. “Hey, that was mine.” She looks at my plate. “You haven’t even finished yours.” She cuts again and forks a piece, and before I can snatch it, she puts it in her mouth and starts to chew. Her mouth moves, and I see the shock on her face. She isn’t sure what she’s tasting then she spits it out.

      “You—”

      “Yes?”

      “You liked that?” she asks, staring at my plate. I cut another piece, put it in my mouth, and chew. “That’s disgusting. How could you?”

      “It’s great,” I say, mouth full of food.

      “Grayson, tell me the truth.”

      “You can have all the bags you want. You still have my credit card. It’s all yours,” I tell her.

      Her eyes go wide. “No, that card is yours. I just used it to piss you off.”

      “I gave it to you to use. And keep,” I inform her. “I have another. Did you even notice the name on the card?”

      She raises a brow, gets up, and walks to her purse, pulling the card out of her wallet. Her head whips in my direction when she sees her name on it. “When did you do this?” She gasps.

      I shrug. “What does it matter? It’s yours. Your spending limit is endless.”

      “You shouldn’t tell a woman who has never had access to any sort of money for most her life that her spending limit is endless.” She winks, putting it back. “But thank you.”

      A knock comes on the door, and she gets up to answer it as my stomach starts turning. “Are you okay?” Avani asks. She pulls open the door to see Zuko standing there. His eyes find me and then lock on Avani.

      “What is wrong with you?” Zuko says.

      I push past him and straight out the door, throwing up the contents of my stomach onto the lawn. I hear Zuko’s soft laugh as Avani mutters under her breath.

      “You trying to kill him already?” Zuko asks.

      “It was the pancakes, wasn’t it?” she asks sullenly.

      “Pancakes? Fuck, you are trying to kill him. You sure you want this one around?” Zuko asks as I look over my shoulder, wiping my mouth.

      Zuko has his thumb pointing to Avani, who is trying to contain her laugh.

      “I told you I couldn’t cook. You said it was good,” Avani mumbles.

      “Newsflash, it wasn’t,” Zuko adds.

      I shake my head, realizing too late that it was a mistake when I heave again.

      “Fuck, let me find something,” Avani says, running back inside.

      “I’m not sure you should take it. Whatever she gives you might kill you.” Zuko chuckles.

      “Shut up,” I grumble as I straighten. Grayson’s trying to hide his smirk, but it’s not working. “Why are you even here?”

      “We had some business to attend to in the city.”

      I wipe my mouth before I speak again. “So, you killed someone. Will I see this one on the news?”

      “No, do you ever?” He winks. That’s true. Somehow, they are like magicians in what they do. It’s dark and twisted, and that’s saying something coming from me. Because I’m dark and twisted on the inside, it’s just that they are next level. I guess I had to learn it from somewhere.

      “We got the bodies out before the police arrived. Wanted you to know that.”

      “Thanks,” I reply, and he nods as Avani walks out with a glass.

      “I wouldn’t drink that. She’s already tried poisoning you with food,” he tosses out as he walks off.

      “I didn’t mean to poison you,” she whispers, looking up at me adorably. She actually feels bad. “You shouldn’t have eaten it.”

      “You cooked for me.”

      She shrugs. “Yeah, I tried. And I almost killed you.”

      I brush her off and shake my head. “No, you didn’t. All is good.” Just as the last word leaves my mouth, I’m bending over and throwing up again.

      “Nothing is good. I’m never cooking again,” she states with sadness in her tone.

      “Agreed. It’s probably best you don’t. We can hire a cook.”

      Her hands come up from behind me, and she holds the cup in front of me. “I like the idea of a cook,” she muses.

      “Good. Done and dusted,” I tell Avani as she smiles. “Now it’s time to go home.”

      “Home,” she whispers. “I’ve never really had my own home before.”

      Fuck.

      It’s time to change that.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            How could he?

          

          Avani

        

      

    

    
      Grayson didn’t change the house.

      It’s exactly the same as I left it.

      Even down to the furniture.

      We came back the day before yesterday, and I have been soaking it all in.

      Unfortunately, Grayson was sick the whole way back.

      No thanks to my spectacular cooking.

      And when he was finally better the following day, he helped me unpack.

      Now, he is out getting food, which I will not be preparing, but he’s been gone for quite some time. All my things are back where they belong, and I’m sitting on the couch, waiting for him to turn up. Turning on Netflix, I’m just getting into a show when the door finally opens. Grayson strolls in, his hands full of paperwork and food.

      “You get lost?” I joke as he sits next to me and puts the food on the coffee table where my feet are.

      He sits back, turning his body toward me. “No, I had business to take care of,” he says, holding out the paperwork. “This is in no way me buying you. This is for you, from me.” I take it from him, confused by what he means. That is until I see a deed to the house with my name on it.

      Only my name is on it.

      No one else’s just mine.

      “What is this? I don’t own this place,” I ask, wanting an explanation.

      “You do. I don’t need it, and you do. So it’s yours. But I will ask if I can move in.” He grins boyishly.

      “That’s a no. I like my space.” I shrug. “Though, you can bring your shit here and sleep here, you know, for my booty calls.”

      “Booty calls?” he asks, raising a brow.

      “Yep. You know, when I want to see that fine-ass booty.” I put the paperwork down and climb onto his lap.

      His hands wrap around my waist. “What are you doing?” he asks.

      He hasn’t once pressured me or even asked me for more since we’ve been back.

      He kissed me once but didn’t take it any further.

      The thing is, I like domineering Grayson.

      He turns me on like no one ever has.

      “I want to fuck you. Is that not obvious?”

      A small and deadly smirk finds his lips. “Fuck away. I’m all yours.” He puts his hands behind his head and leans back.

      “No, no, that won’t do. I need you to pull your cock out. I’m not doing all the work.”

      “Okay.” He reaches down and, with no hesitation, pulls it out. It’s already hard, as it points up between us.

      I scoot back until I’m kneeling on the floor in front of him.

      “What are you doing? I can’t fuck you from down there,” he says, reaching for me.

      I push his hands away and lift the dress I’m wearing over my head. I am wearing nothing underneath. He pauses, then sits back and stares at me. His eyes leave mine as he takes in my body.

      “Touch me, and I stop,” I warn. Grayson nods as I lean up and push his legs apart. “Lift your hips.” He does, and I pull the trousers down until they hit the floor. Then I push his legs back open, so I can move between them. Leaning forward, I kiss up his inner thigh until I reach his cock. He jumps just a little, his hands staying behind his head as he watches me.

      “You teasing me? I have no patience to be teased,” Grayson says, his voice full of lust.

      I say nothing back, simply letting my mouth do the work. I lick, taste, and suck in places all around his cock. At the base, at the top, just not touching where I know he wants me to touch.

      “Avani…” He growls.

      “Yes?” I say innocently.

      “I don’t care for foreplay. I’d rather slide into you, so move it before I give in and break.”

      “Break,” I whisper. “How interesting.” Just as I say the last word, I lean forward and cover the tip of his cock with my mouth.

      “Fuck,” he swears. His hands move from behind his head, but I give him a look, and he stops, clenching them into fists as I try to take him as far down as I can without gagging. I do this three times before being suddenly lifted like a doll and placed onto his lap. “That’s enough. I would rather come in your pussy.”

      I wipe at my mouth. “You were going to come that fast?” I ask, smirking.

      “Yes, because of you. Now sit.”

      “Sit?”

      “Yes, sit the fuck down on my cock.”

      “Oh, that I can do.”

      His thumb finds my clit and starts to massage it lightly as I hover over his cock. Finally, I tilt my hips and feel him at my entrance.

      “Tell me, how much do you want me right now?” he asks.

      “Can you feel how wet I am?”

      He slips a finger in and licks his lips. “Yes.”

      I push his hand away and lower myself onto him. He sucks in a breath through his teeth, and I have to pause when he’s fully seated inside me. It’s a lot, but just right at the same time.

      “Fuck!” He breathes out heavily.

      “Yes, that’s what I plan to do,” I say, leaning forward and touching my lips to his.

      He palms my ass cheeks and starts moving me hard and fast until the rhythm is unmatched. Leaning forward, he bites my shoulder, marking me as I grip onto him for dear life.

      “Faster,” he demands, increasing the speed, my clit rubbing on him with each and every stroke.

      How can sex feel so fucking good?

      It’s like magic.

      Seduction.

      I never want to come up for air.

      Or maybe that’s simply Grayson.

      We both come at the same time, and neither of us can help ourselves. I fall forward onto his chest, and he strokes my back lazily.

      “Are you only with me for the sex?” I ask.

      “Ha, are you joking?” he asks, confused.

      “No,” I answer seriously.

      “Of course I’m not. I’m with you because you make my fucking head spin. Because when you aren’t with me, I’m thinking of you. Because when you are with me, I am still thinking of you. I can go without sex, Avani, not that I want to. But I can.”

      His eyes sear into me, and he grips my ass in his strong hands before he continues. “I want you. That much is obvious to those around me. I did eat your pancakes after all. If that isn’t love, what is?” he says, winking.

      I laugh, throwing my head back. “I guess that is love,” I agree as he slaps my ass.

      “Now, let’s go for round two.”

      “I need food,” I tell him, looking behind me at the food he bought. He lifts me up and turns me around to sit in his lap, his cock hard again against my ass.

      “You eat, I’ll fuck.”

      “Oh my God.” I giggle.

      “No, love. Not just any god, but your fucking god.”

      “That was so cheesy,” I say, reaching for the spring rolls. He laughs and kisses my back. I tense for a second at the contact, but I brush it off as his lips continue to press along my spine.

      “You are so perfect,” he says softly.

      “Yeah, that’s what he said,” I joke.

      “And now… That bastard’s dead.”

      “Ding-dong dead,” I reply, smiling. “Is it bad the thought of him no longer breathing makes me smile?”

      “No, absolutely not.”

      “Good, because it does,” I say, wiggling against him and sitting back on his cock. “Spring roll?” I offer.

      “No,” he chokes out.

      “Can I have your spring roll, then?” I ask, tensing my muscles. He bites his bottom lip as he nods his head, unable to reply. “Good, both my holes are hungry.” I bite into the food and move my hips.

      “Fuck,” he says with a groan.

      “Maybe you need to see a doctor. You keep repeating words.”

      Grayson kisses my back, and somehow, we end up on the floor.
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      As Monica’s in charge now, I didn’t plan to go into the club immediately. She’s had my job for over a year, and it would be unfair for me to come back in and take it away from her. But as soon as I walk in, she spots me and runs at me, her arms wrapping around my shoulders, holding me to her.

      “Thank God you’re here.”

      I hug her back, patting her shoulders. When she pulls away, she has a big smile on her face. “You going to be the boss again? I don’t want it.”

      I look back to Grayson, who raises a brow. “She’s always late. I’d fire her,” he says, leaning casually against the counter.

      “I’m only late for you,” I point out.

      “No, she isn’t getting that job back. Like I said, I’d fire her.” He turns away and goes into the office. I look back to Monica, who is staring at Grayson with a confused expression.

      “He mad at you?” she asks. “He’s been real mopey since you’ve been gone. And now that you’re back, he seems…” She trails off.

      “I’ll go find out,” I tell her, but she grabs my arm before I can get too far.

      “Dinner soon. I need girl time,” she whispers. “Everyone here is a bitch.”

      “Most women are. You just gotta ignore them.”

      “Okay, they are cunts,” she says, crossing her arms over her chest. “They never gave you half the attitude they give me.”

      I pat her shoulder. “You’ll do fine. You always do.”

      “Fuck some sense into him, would you?”

      “I’m not even sure pussy will help that attitude.” I laugh and head to the office. I find him at his desk, head down, looking at his computer. He glances up at me as I enter.

      “What crawled up your ass and died?” I ask, pushing in, so I’m standing between him and the desk. He reaches out and grabs me. “You don’t want to give me my job back?”

      “No.”

      “Why? I was good at my job.”

      “Because you don’t need to work,” he points out. “You have a house and a limitless credit card. So go and live a little. Book a trip somewhere. Fucking do anything you want, just not here.”

      “But you’re here.” I pout a little.

      “I’ll go with you,” he tells me. I reach for his hands, but he wraps them tighter around me before I can do anything. “Wherever you want to go. When you run, I run with you from now on.”

      “Want to run to Iceland? I’ve always wanted to,” I joke, though I really do want to go to Iceland. “You can be my Viking, and we can fuck in the snow.”

      “I don’t need frostbite on my ass, but I’m sure we can make it work.” He winks.

      “Good. And when we come back, I want my job back,” I state firmly. “You don’t need to buy me.”

      “I’m not buying you. I’m helping you. Giving you things in life you’ve only ever had to work for, things parents should have helped you with. Or family. Fuck, anyone.”

      “Can we get married in Paris?” I ask. “I want to go there too.”

      “Wherever you go, I follow.”

      I beam at him. “Okay. Now kiss me so we can go already.”

      Grayson wastes no time before he leans up and does just that.

      Kisses the ever-loving fuck out of me.

      And I can’t begin to tell you how happy that makes my soul.

      Having him.

      All of him.

      I’m one lucky bitch.
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      Keir

       

      Once, a long time ago, I dreamed I could be a normal man. Like the ones you see holding hands as they walk down the street with their girlfriends, like nothing in the world is a worry to them as they smile, and laugh, and kiss. But then I realized that life is a lie. A big, fat, juicy lie.

      Mine? My fucked-up life is as real as one could ever get.

      The blood that pools at my feet tells me so.

      The fear apparent in this guy’s brown eyes tells me so.

      His life is a lie, just like many others living around me are beautiful lies.

      Licking my lips, I wonder if he would easily go back to his normal, boring life if I gave him a chance.

      Or would he stop living a lie?

      I think we both know the answer.

      The lie is too juicy to let go of it so effortlessly. It’s much easier to live it. Be surrounded by it.

      I don’t like the lie, never lived it, and never intend to. So, when you lie to me, I’ll come along and bleed it from you. I’ll let the blood that seeps from your body tell me your truth.

      If you owe me, that is.

      My father used to tell me, “Boys are just men in the making. You, my son, are a killer in the making. Remember that you will never be a man. You’ll have the needs of a man, yes, but no woman will love the real you.”

      He said those words for as long as I can remember. Reiterating them often.

      I’m not a man.

      I’m a stone-cold killer.

      That’s why this man sitting here pleading for his life doesn’t faze me. Doesn’t stir anything within me.

      Because we know by the end of the day, I’ll walk out of this house.

      And the man with the brown eyes will die burning inside.

      What a beautiful fucking fairy tale ending.

      “Boss.”

      I pull my gun.

      The boys have had their fun.

      It’s time to leave.

      I have other debts to collect.

      “We could stay … play a little longer.”

      I once enjoyed the mere satisfaction of watching a man bleed until he passed out. Or listening to his screams as I gouged out his eyes one at a time.

      But something has shifted.

      Now, I raise my gun, and in an instant, the bullet finds a new home between his eyes, and his head snaps back on impact.

      Looking up, I see Joey shaking his head.

      He wanted to play, and I know that, but I’ll wait to see if he says anything.

      He should know better.

      My patience level is becoming smaller and smaller, and my trigger finger is getting happier and happier.

      Once I was a man who killed simply for the joy of it. The high that followed was unlike any other.  

      The hard-on I would get from watching some fuckface die some sort of excruciatingly cruel death would be exhilarating.

      Now, it’s different.

      Now, I fuck because I’m bored.

      And I’m bored a lot.

      And bored is not what you want me to be.
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