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      “Walk to Papa!”

      My cousin grips my baby’s chubby hands for balance as he walks on shaky feet. Jack kneels on charcoal-gray slacks in the middle of Johnny’s living room, his hands outstretched toward his son.

      “Go on. Walk!”

      Michael turns his head toward my voice and stumbles toward me. “Mama!”

      A smile pulls at my lips as my baby boy’s face wrinkles with a smile. “No, papa! Go to papa!”

      “Come,” Jack says in a stronger voice.

      The one-year-old totters faster, Maya holding on to his hands until we cheer. Michael squeals with delight as his father takes him in his arms and kisses his cheek. A warm glow fills my chest when Jack cradles our son, a brilliant smile on his face.

      “Mama!” A two-year-old boy with thick, dark-brown curls runs from Johnny’s legs and tugs on his mother’s skirt.

      “What is it?”

      His eyes glaze with tears as he looks at the baby receiving all the attention. Maya gives me a knowing grin.

      “Aw, he’s jealous. Come here, Matteo.”

      The shy toddler walks to me with urging from his mother, “Go to your zia,” and I hoist him in my arms. He plays with my shirt and I smile at Johnny, who stands across the room. Only a year ago he wouldn’t let me touch his son. Now he’s godfather to Michael. My life feels like a dream. Every day I wake up, expecting them all to vanish, but I’m still just as happy as I was the day before.

      “Let’s go outside. Food’s ready!”

      Jack follows Johnny through the living room, but Maya stops for a second, her hand still over her swollen belly.

      “What is it?”

      “Just kicking.”

      Relief floods my cousin’s face as we continue walking to the patio outside, where a charcoal grill hisses with sausage links and hamburgers. I watch them interact outside, marveling at the change between them. Ever since that night at the clubhouse, things have been different. Johnny warmed up to both of us and started inviting me over when everything cooled down.

      Thinking about the MC sends a dart of pain in my heart. For months it’s been like walking on pins and needles. The president, Reg, somehow survived and there was a violent reshuffling in the leadership of the mob. Traitors had to be dealt with. Jack doesn’t tell me much about it. The first few months were the worst, when I was holed up in a safe house with Maya. Then there was the stress of the indictments for the Trudeau heist, and then finally the Mafia and the MC hammered out a truce to stop the CSIS investigation in its tracks. Again.

      Who knows how long it’ll last.

      My parents. Cousins. They’re still at the fortress. The place I used to call home is closed to me forever.

      The sadness gripping me brightens when Matteo grabs a chunk of my hair and tugs sharply. The frown on his pudgy face makes me burst into laughter.

      “All right. All right.”

      I hand off Matteo to his mother, who buckles him into the child seat around the patio table.

      “Sausages need a couple more minutes,” Johnny says.

      Jack wanders the yard and finally stops at my side, sliding an arm around my waist as he plants a kiss on my cheek. “Did we make a beautiful kid, or what?”

      Heat slowly rises up my spine when he squeezes me and I stare into Michael’s deep-brown eyes. They’re exactly the same shape as his father’s.

      “Babe, I invited your parents over for dinner next week.”

      “What?”

      A mischievous grin spreads over his handsome face as he quickly looks behind him. “Johnny doesn’t have to know.”

      Tears prick my eyes. “They’re really coming?”

      “Yeah. I figure it’s about time I meet them.”

      A soaring feeling fills my chest. “I can’t believe you’d do that for me.”

      “Of course I would. I love you.”

      His arm pulls me tight and suddenly the world shines a lot brighter. The warmth of the sun seeps into my skin until I can feel my mood lifting. I share one last look with the man who gave me everything, and then we lose ourselves in another kiss.

      

      
        I hope you enjoyed it! Please keep reading for the first chapter of the next book in the series!
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        The final installment of the Cravotta Crime Family series is out now! Keep scrolling to read the first chapter!

        

        Owned by the Bad Boy (Cravotta Crime Family #4)

        Wise guys don’t do love. They f*ck and forget. The life is dangerous and I spend every day like it’s my last. Settling down wasn’t in my blood before Claire.

        I’ve never fallen so hard for a girl. She’s got a body that turns heads, and for a year I did nothing but explore every inch. It was bliss. I thought she was perfect.

        I was wrong. Twelve months of my life, stolen. My kid, gone.

        Now, I’m out and I’m pissed.

        I’m going to drag her home, tie her to my bed, and make her pay. I’ll own her body and tame those wild lips for good before I put a ring on her finger.

        She took everything from me. I’m taking her over.

        One big happy family. Claire is going to be my perfect wife whether she likes it or not.
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      Admiring glances from men follow me as I walk through the uncoordinated mess of this casino. A small thrill runs up my spine when I see a pair of hot eyes quickly glance away. I feel them on my back, slowly stripping me away. I’m dressed in the same uniform that the employees wear—a tight black dress that restricts movement but allows my tits stand out. I think about how it would feel to have this fucking dress ripped from my body and all those admiring gazes fixed on me. Damn, that would be hot. The seductive, heady scent of cologne clings to the air and I shiver as if a draft moved across my bare skin.

      Stay focused.

      But I can’t. This casino reminds me of sex. It reminds me of how long I’ve been working. It’s been night after night without reprieve, struggling to earn a lousy fifty dollars just to pay the bills that somehow keep stacking up no matter what I do. Life as an orphan is fucking hard, but what preoccupies my mind now isn’t bills or the job I’m supposed to do—I think about wet lips on my neck. I want one of these rich assholes in suits, the ones who openly stare at me, to wrap a strong arm around my waist and whisper filthy things in my ear. Something very forward that will make me want to slap him, want to kiss him, want to feel his hands all over my body and twist my nipples that are hard as diamonds now.

      Stop thinking about sex.

      I can’t.

      The one-night stand from a month ago was seriously lacking, and I haven’t been able to date since then because of my crazy schedule. The dildo I have stashed in my underwear drawer (cliché, I know) just doesn’t cut it anymore. I imagine every halfway decent-looking guy I see naked. How big is his cock? Will he fuck me the way I want, or is he like most men these days, too afraid to make the first move?

      God, I need to get laid, but not tonight. Tonight’s about work. It’s always about work.

      Despair clutches my throat like an angry hand, squeezing. I shove it away.

      Work, damn it.

      Right. Work.

      I belly up to the bar, and the bartender’s keen eyes zero in on me.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      “I’m filling in for Emily.”

      Poor Emily will probably lose her job once the casino finds out she let me bribe her to stay at home. A twinge of guilt nags at me.

      “Do you have experience in the VIP poker rooms?”

      I’ve never actually been in a casino. “Of course.”

      Doubt narrows his eyebrows when he hears my flippant tone. “Whatever. I don’t have time for this shit. Take this tray and go.”

      The harassed look on his face sends a jolt of unease through my heart. I don’t like the way his eyes slip from my face—how eager he is to hand me off. Then I steel my guts and palm the tray of drinks, slipping into my role.

      I get hiring a private investigator to catch your cheating husband red-handed, or in this case, to catch him gambling with cash from the couple’s restaurant business, but I don’t like doing it. Being the one who has to gather the evidence sucks. I’m glad that Phil, my boss, actually sits down with them and breaks the news to them, and not me. I know he keeps a stack of tissue boxes in his office just for that inevitable moment when he spreads the photographs over the table, the damning contents staring the client in the face. Then, a catch of breath, breaking into heartrending sobs. I hear that noise all the time outside his office door.

      It’s a nasty business.

      The tray balances precariously in my hand as I move in this constricting dress that wraps around me like bandages. As I approach the VIP lounge, the guard’s eyes flick up and down my body and he gives me a curt nod. Once I pass through the door, opened for me by the heavyset guard, a shiver of panic runs up my leg.

      A room filled with cigar smoke. One poker table. Six players in a high-stakes game. I spot the target, sitting right there, wedged between a man with horn-rimmed spectacles and a Japanese businessman. I scan the room, the drinks heavy on my hand. There are guards behind me—and two lounging in the back.

      Hitching a bright smile on my face, I lock eyes with the target, whose crumpled face relaxes when he sees the pretty girl smiling at him.

      In and out. Get the shot and leave.

      The contents of the drinks sway dangerously as I bend over the poker table, making sure the hidden camera catches the pile of cash sitting right beside his folded hands. The air is really still—tense. I take shallow breaths as every head in the room turns toward me. I grab his drink from the tray as my heart pounds and set it down. Suddenly my insides go rigid as if a hand reached inside me and clenched my guts. My eyes flick up.

      A man wearing a navy-blue suit stares at me with such an intense gaze that I’m surprised I didn’t feel it. Across the room he folds his arms over his chest and a dimpled grin widens his handsome face. Heat slowly burns my cheeks.

      I don’t think about how his smile makes a row of goose bumps sprout on my back, or his high cheekbones and the satiny black hair falling around his face, or how I feel a wave of desire across my abdomen. He looks like those perfect guys you see in fashion magazine spreads—that lazy, haphazard perfection that makes you trace their images with longing.

      And he’s staring right at me.

      He fucking wants me.

      Excitement flutters in my stomach, almost immediately doused with cold water.

      There’s a guy I would be perfectly willing to go home with, a guy who looks like he’s dynamite in bed just from the confidence blazing from that unrelenting stare. A guy I absolutely can’t go out with because he’s obviously an employee here.

      I can’t help but think this must be a fucking cosmic joke.

      “Thanks.”

      The target’s voice tears my attention from the hottie eye-fucking me across the room. He tips me, and I take the folded cash, slipping it under my strap. The poor bastard has no idea his wife set him up. Whatever. It’s easy money and I happen to be pretty good at it. In a couple seconds I’ll be out the door. Job well done.

      Except that guy keeps watching me.

      His hot gaze follows me as I set the drinks down, nearly unbalancing the whole fucking tray as I try to move my hand to adjust to the weight. Fuck.

      “Another round? What about you, sir?”

      The dealer’s voice fades as I walk with the tray of mostly empty glasses. I just need to get out of here. Out of the corner of my eye, I see the man take a few purposeful strides toward me—oh shit.

      Don’t even look at him. Just keep walking.

      Rough fingers curl around my free wrist, and I stop in my tracks.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Not so fast.”

      A rich voice falls over my ears as he tightens his grip around me. My heart pounds in my throat as I face the man, who looks too handsome to be real, his features too perfect, like a soccer star or a Hollywood celebrity. I try to focus on the fine details of his slim-cut suit, and then he smiles, revealing a row of white but slightly uneven teeth. It only increases his sex appeal—those little imperfections. Intensity radiates from his eyes and warmth slips down my throat like a hot drop.

      “Did you need something, sir?”

      My voice comes out all wrong—reedy.

      The smile tightens. “My drink.”

      He plucks the small glass from my tray, the shot of vodka, and he raises it to his lips. I watch it as if in slow motion as he tips it back, his hot eyes all over me, and pours the drink down his throat. His Adam’s apple bobs and his lips shine with a little bit of wetness, and I feel a line of desire from my breasts all the way down between my legs. Jesus, he’s gorgeous.

      “You new?” he says, setting the empty glass on the tray.

      “I’m filling in for Emily. She’s sick.”

      The rough pad of his thumb strokes my wrist. I think about that longer than I should, and my heart thuds against my chest. I should be getting the fuck out of here.

      “That’s funny. I didn’t get a call from her.”

      I let out a pathetic sound. Something that sounds like a heh.

      Oh God.

      His face darkens, lust swimming in those black pools. “What’s your name?”

      “Claire,” I say immediately.

      Claire? Claire? You’re not supposed to tell him your real fucking name!

      For a moment I don’t care. He still hasn’t let go of my hand. For some bizarre reason, my mind brands an image in my skull: a lion with its jaws fastened around the neck of a gazelle.

      A smile staggers over his face and he slips his other hand in his jacket pocket, a crisp twenty between his fingers. I pull my hand away, but his fingers tighten around my wrist, locking me there, and now it feels different. Like he’s intent on trapping me here.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      He slides the twenty-dollar bill over the swell of my breasts. Then he curves his finger along my flesh, grazing my sensitive skin as he sinks the note right between my tits. My gasp cuts the air as he shoves the money deep in there. I can’t think—I can’t speak.

      “T-thanks.”

      He’s touching my tits.

      My heart pounds so loud that I’m sure the whole room can hear it. This is what I wanted—wasn’t it? I wanted an asshole to grab me—to basically treat me like a quick, easy fuck. My body screams at the slightest touch of his hands on my bare skin.

      You need this.

      “I’ve never seen you before.”

      I can’t fuck him. I can’t.

      “Well, I’m new.”

      Jesus Christ, get your hand out of my tits before I lose my mind.

      He smiles, as though he thinks my response is amusing. “Yeah, you said that. I think I’d remember a pretty girl like you, though.”

      God.

      He slides his fingers out of my cleavage, barely touching me, and then dimples curve into the sides of his mouth. My stomach does back flips. He has my full attention, and he’s practically begging for mine, but something at the back of my head tells me to be careful.

      Pretty—he thinks I’m pretty. Fuck me, please.

      His voice is like water rolling over rocks, smooth and gentle. “I go over the new hires assigned to my VIP games. I don’t remember you.”

      For the first time I wonder who the hell this guy thinks he is. He can’t detain me here just because he doesn’t recognize me.

      Just let me go already.

      I tug at his grasp, but he holds me steady, his grin widening. There’s something about his slick smile that crawls under my skin. Lying to him is like reaching into a wolf’s open jaw.

      “I’m supposed to be on the floor, but Emily asked me for a favor.”

      He cocks his head. “Where exactly? Who’s your hiring manager?”

      Damn it. This guy is too sharp.

      Make a joke.

      “You want my phone number, too?”

      His lets out a chuckle that sends a flight of butterflies up my stomach.

      “Why don’t you step into my office and we can finish this conversation privately?” He strokes my inner wrist again and a flame burns right beneath my skin.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I say, precisely at the same time my mind screams, DO IT!

      He leans, his eyes flashing. “Maybe if we have time, I’ll get your phone number.”

      Holy shit. Did he just—proposition me for sex in his office?

      Maybe if we have time, I’ll get your phone number.

      Flames heat up my face as he takes the tray of drinks from me and sets it down. His thick arm curls around my waist, and then he spreads his fingers on my back and I feel each individual one as though they were tiny irons searing into my dress. He finds the slits between the fabric where my skin peeks through and strokes me. Oh fuck. Imagine that, all over my body, his rough hands grabbing my tits.

      He’d rather fuck me than interrogate me on my unexplained presence in his poker room. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch the players continue to play, blissfully ignoring us.

      A finger runs along my jaw, moving my head so that I’m melting in his gaze again. My back hits the wall as he leans in, his arm still snug on my waist. An intoxicating scent wraps around me as my body crushes against his. I don’t know what the hell to do with my hands. I’m eyeing his lean waist, the light-blue shirt tucked into his slacks, that mouthwatering bump between his legs. I want to grab him—feel him grow hard. I just want some piece of him in my hands, to feel the thick abdominal muscles, or his flat, broad chest.

      You can’t do this. You’ve got to get out.

      “What do you want?”

      “I’d like to get you out of that tight little dress and fuck your brains out.”

      Did he really just say that?

      Steam radiates from his body as he dips his hand, stroking my neck and playing with my shoulder strap. I’m temporarily robbed of breath. How the hell do you respond to that?

      “I—I have to—”

      He cuts me off, his smooth voice infecting my body. “I’d like to give you a nice fat hickey right here.”

      He brushes his thumb right over the swell of my breast. I imagine his tongue stroking me, his lips puckering as I dig my fingers into his hair. My mouth parts and I’m seconds away from saying, “Fuck it.”

      His thumb caresses the circular hidden camera, and suddenly his expression turns stony.

      Oh shit. Fear eats away at desire, leaving me cold.

      “What is this?” His nails dig into my wrist, eyes flashing. “You a cop?”

      “Hell no.”

      “That’s a fucking camera. Who are you?”

      Abort!

      I twist in his grip and launch myself toward the door, but he grabs my other hand and forces it behind my back. The sharp pain makes me cry out as he gathers both wrists in one hand and fists my hair with the other. Rage hits me square in the chest as I try to wrestle out of his grip, but then he twists my hands and I’m struck with another slice of agony.

      A brief image of six poker players standing in front of me flashes in front of my vision before he marches me toward them and forces me over the table. The coarse felt rubs against my cheek, burning my skin.

      “Let me go!”

      His hand wrenches yet again, and electricity shoots up my arm.

      The seductive tone in his voice turns black, and I wince as if every syllable is a blow. He’s no longer pretending to be a smooth player. He’s a brute, intent on wrestling the truth out of me.

      “Who sent you? Let me guess—Detective Ross?”

      What’s going on? I knew I was playing a dangerous game sneaking a camera into a casino, but, Jesus.

      “I’m not a cop.”

      “You’re wearing a fucking wire.”

      I can’t believe that I’m about to get made by this hot asshole and completely blow the job. My heart quickens as I try to think of some kind of excuse.

      “Luc—is this necessary?” A scandalized voice gives me hope.

      He pins me against the table like a child pins an insect to the wall. I feel as though he’s going to pull my wings, and judging from the way he’s manhandling me, he wouldn’t give a shit about it.

      A stab of fear runs through me, but then his grip loosens and he leans over my back. I feel the strength of his thighs pressing against my legs and ass, and for a moment a wicked image of him fucking me, just like this while I’m bent over the table, flits through my head.

      Not the fucking time.

      “Don’t make me hurt you.”

      The grittiness in his voice startles me for a moment. “Listen, asshole. I don’t know who you think you are, but you can’t do anything to me. Let me go, or I’ll scream.”

      “You don’t know where you are. I can hurt you and I will.” His breath blows over my ear, and I shiver all over.

      What the fuck?

      Rough fingers slide between my cleavage and I bite my lip hard as a rush of warmth floods my face. He grasps the little camera and pulls so that the string of the device yanks out of my bodice. I can’t see his face, but I imagine a smirk on him, and a rush of self-hatred consumes me.

      The recording equipment drops in front of my face, another blow that leaves me reeling. Phil will expect me to pay for the destroyed camera. My throat slowly closes and I feel Luc’s hands on my waist suddenly.

      “What—let me go!”

      He ignores me, flipping my skirt over my back as a nervous laughter scatters around me.

      “Damn, you have a nice ass.”

      My chest heats up as he actually palms one of my cheeks.

      “You’re not going to talk?”

      “Fuck you!”

      “Then you deserve this.”

      He’s touching my ass! Oh my God, I’m going to be—

      SMACK!

      I feel the burn spread across my ass dimly, too shocked to accept the fact that a complete stranger just spanked me in front of a group of men. They roar with laughter.

      “Let me go, or I’ll scream!”

      “Go ahead, I’ll gag you.”

      I groan as he bends over my body, his weight pinning me down. “You wanted to be a bad girl, didn’t you? You put on this fucking ridiculous camera. What, you think you’re Jane Bond?”

      A strangled yell leaves my throat as his palm rips down on my flesh again, aggravating the burn. I twist around—I’m going to kick that fucker in his balls—but he’s too fucking strong. He pins me down again with one arm. He laughs at my futile attempts and kneads my ass, pinching it hard.

      “Stop it—stop!”

      “You come into my house with recording equipment. You should be glad that you’re a fine piece of ass, because most people don’t get this treatment.”

      “Don’t call me a—”

      SLAP!

      The sound splits the air, cutting through the bellows of laughter around me. It’s so fucking humiliating. He lets his palm linger over my skin, his fingers digging in a slight squeeze that sends a jolt through my pussy. Goddamn it, no. Do not get turned-on—don’t give him the satisfaction.

      “Are you a cop?”

      “No!”

      “Bullshit.”

      I lunge forward, trying to avoid his blow, but he slams me against the felt and spanks me hard—twice for good measure. His thigh presses against my ass, and I swear that I can feel his cock kneading me. What would it be like if he just fucked me in front of this room full of men?

      Jesus Christ, get your mind out of the gutter!

      “Are you ready to tell me the truth—or do you need another?”

      “I-I’m not a cop. I’m an assistant to a PI.” My face burns hot. “I was hired.”

      “To do what? Answer me.”

      He grinds his fingers into my swollen flesh with a low growl and I wince in pain.

      I can’t. I’ll lose my job, and I need every cent to pay my cell phone bill.

      Another voice chimes in. “She has to be a cop. What kind of PI sends his girl into a mob-controlled casino?”

      Mob-controlled casino? My eyes widen. That means the man pinning me against the table is connected. Holy shit. My boss sent me here, knowing that if I got caught, I’d be under the chopping block, not him.

      Fuck you, Phil.

      “Yeah,” Luc agrees. “She’s full of shit.”

      “Someone’s wife wanted proof they were gambling. That’s it, I swear!”

      A deep chuckle reverberates from his chest and I feel it through my back. “Who?”

      He lifts himself, allowing me to glance at the stunned group of men staring at me. My heart sinks as I point him out. “Him. His name is Jean-François. He lives at 743 Oak Grove Street.”

      The target’s face pales. “Jesus. She’s right.”

      A long sigh leaves Luc’s chest. “Don’t worry, sir. We’ll destroy the footage on the tape.” Then his voice darkens. “And she’ll be punished.”

      Punished?

      I straighten, heart hammering again, but he flattens me back over the table.

      “Fuck you!”

      “Not yet, sweetheart.”

      Chimes of laughter echo around me, heating my blood.

      Fuck these fucking fuckers.

      His finger slips under my thong and snaps it against my ass.

      “What a tight ass.”

      The purr in his voice sends a jolt of unexpected pleasure through my core, his hands still all over me. Good fucking God—how can you be turned-on right now?

      “Mmmn.”

      A fierce heat floods my cheeks as he gently strokes me, knowing he’s giving them a full view. He snaps my underwear again, and it makes a loud sound. They bray like donkeys. I grit my teeth. He digs his hand in my hair and he turns my head, forcing me to look at the men crowded around me.

      “Apologize to him.”

      My chest heaving, I clench my teeth together. “Go to hell.”

      Their faces crinkle with laughter, and Luc’s teeth flash at me.

      “Maybe instead of giving a video of him gambling, we’ll send your boss a video of you getting spanked.”

      Another wave of guffaws tenses my muscles.

      Just the thought gives me hives, but the heat of his palm distracts me as he strokes my ass. My guts twist with humiliation at the same time that my core clenches.

      “Fuck that—I’ll save it for myself.”

      “No, you won’t!” I roar, twisting myself around.

      He slams me back down. “Apologize.”

      “No!”

      A yell tears from my throat as his hand strikes my other cheek, the pain stinging hard. He rips his hand down—again and again—the blows knocking the anger out of me until I only feel humiliation. Somehow I’m fucking turned-on, and even that’s humiliating.

      “I’m sorry!” I finally scream.

      “See? That wasn’t so hard.”

      His tone brings another fresh wave of boiling heat up my throat, and then he soothes the burn spreading like hot little needles. He spreads his palm and strokes the smoldering flesh. My ass stings like a bitch, and tears cling to my eyelashes that I can’t wipe away. The massage is sensual—erotic. He grabs a handful of my ass and squeezes. Then he makes a guttural sound that makes my heart skip.

      “Please.”

      The hand disappears from my skin and my ears burn as the whole room explodes with sound, and my limbs shake as the harsh laughter rips apart every shred of dignity I have. He yanks me upright so that I fall against his chest, the dress falling back over my ass, and I take a good look at that piece of shit’s face. A wide grin stretches across, making his eyes sparkle. He’s having a good time. They all are.

      Something inside me snaps.

      I close my fist and throw my weight behind the punch, but he grabs my wrist a second before I hit his jaw. His eyes widen with amusement as I scream in frustration, and he yanks me before I can knee his balls.

      “You fucking bastard!”

      “Easy, sweetheart.”

      I fight him like an angry cat, trying to claw and punch, but he seizes my other wrist and pins both behind my back easily. Then his mouth is at my neck, his lips dragging on my skin. A flare of desire explodes, quickly snuffed out by rage when he laughs in my ear.

      “Calm down. You’re going to hurt yourself.”

      He covers my mouth to smother the sound of my yells, and I realize that he’s steering me toward his office.

      No.

      I dig my heels into the carpet, and a frustrated sigh blows over my ear.

      “You’re going into my office. Either I drag you kicking and screaming, or I can let you go and you can walk inside.”

      I look around the room wildly for help, but the men are already seated back at the poker table. They don’t give a shit about what happens to me in that office. The door is right there!

      There’s no way I’ll get within two feet of it.

      Fuck him.

      I let my limbs go slack and he cautiously releases my arms, dropping his hand from my mouth. Without looking at him, I stride forward and grab the brass knob of his office door. It swings open and I stomp through, anything to get away from the bastards who just watched me get spanked. My stomach turns. A deep, sickening feeling that reminds me of humiliating memories of primary school burrows into my stomach.

      Is this what I’ve been working so hard to achieve? A measly fifty bucks for an hour’s work that now I won’t get?

      My shoulders shake as soon as Luc joins me inside and the noise from outside muffles. I brace both hands on his uncluttered desk and my face screws up. A high gasp cuts the air, and I immediately smother the sound with my hand.

      His hand slides over my shoulder. Disgusted, I throw it off.

      “Don’t touch me.”

      “Come on. It wasn’t that bad.”

      “You embarrassed me!”

      I whirl around and he gives me an unapologetic grin.

      “I had to make an example out of you, hon. Would you rather I bashed in your fingers? Because that’s what we usually do to people who bring in recording equipment.”

      I wince as my back hits the edge of his bookshelf, fighting the flutters in my stomach when he touches my shoulder again gently. I want to slap him—throttle him. Wipe that fucking smile of his face.

      But I also want him to keep touching me.

      “Don’t act like you didn’t enjoy having my hands on your ass.”

      It feels like another taunt. “Fuck you.”

      But fuck, his eyes. I’ve never had a man look at me like that, as though I’m the most gorgeous woman he’s ever seen. He takes my hand and I let him guide it to his waist. With a wicked smile on his face, he slides it around his hips to anchor on his ass.

      Damn. Him.

      I can’t help but squeeze him—feel the hard muscle and the small layer of fat. His hand slips away from mine and I seize that moment to bring it back and give him a vicious slap.

      “How do you like it?”

      His tongue moistens his upper lip. “A lot, actually.”

      I could just imagine myself leaning forward to catch his bottom lip in my mouth, and my heart slams against my chest, blood roaring in my ears. My hand reaches back, but he seizes it, suddenly rough.

      “Prove it.”

      “What?”

      “Prove you’re not a cop.”

      How the fuck am I supposed to do that?

      “Or what?”

      One of his eyebrows rises in an arch. “Or I keep you here for as long as I want.”

      He stands an inch away from me, his arms across his chest. I hate that he made me enjoy his palm on my ass. That spanking was the closest I’ve gotten to fucking in weeks, and it made me excited. Damn me, but this cramped office makes me think of his promise to get me out of my tight little dress.

      His leg stiffens as I brush my fingertips over his thigh until I smooth my palm over the bump between his legs. I grab a handful of his cock through his slacks and hear his sharp intake of breath. I reach all the way back, and damn, this guy is gifted because I can barely hold it all in my hands.

      Would a cop do this?

      I squeeze his cock gently, a thrill running through my pussy when I realize how rapidly he’s growing. Within seconds I feel blood pumping through his rock-hard length.

      It’s incredible to hold him—feel his body responding to me. Luc’s smirk finally falters a bit, hardening into that fierce expression all men get when they’re really turned-on.

      “You have a nice big cock.”

      I squeeze and feel him jump in my hands.

      Then my back hits the bookshelf as Luc’s body crushes against mine. He buries his hand in my hair and suddenly his lips are hot against mine, tasting vaguely of alcohol. Oh my God. How long has it been? I lean into the kiss, still squeezing his thick cock now tenting his slacks. It’s like an explosion. His tongue slides into my mouth as his hand keeps my neck steady, painfully tugging on my hairs. I know nothing about this man besides his name, but I want him to fuck me. I know that we’re going to fuck right here in his cramped office. Nothing will stop us.

      Books drop from the shelves as he presses his body into mine, still stunning me with his kiss. He breaks away, breathing hard, and bends his head to my chest. I arch my back as his tongue stings the top of my breast. He closes his mouth around me and sucks. An electrical jolt travels instantly to my pussy, and my hand curls around his cock. It’s so fucking hard for me. He tongues my breast, sucking the sensitive flesh into his mouth to bite down. My moan fills the room as I wind my fingers through his fine black hair and I yank hard. My dress slips, and he moves from the bright-red patch he made to my nipple standing at attention. Wet heat hits it, and I look and see his lips locked around me, sucking. A pink tongue traces it in circles and I fist his cock as another hot wave hits my pussy.

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      He gives me one last gentle bite before he looks up, his eyes blazing. “I’m the guy who’s going to fuck you.”

      “And then what?”

      “Make me happy, and I’ll forget this ever happened.”

      At this point I don’t care. I just want more. He straightens, waiting for my response. A battle rages in his eyes—he can barely restrain himself.

      I reach the zipper on the side of my dress, but I want him to do it.

      “Will you help me?”

      A low growl rumbles in his throat as he steps forward with a small smile.

      My body shakes in anticipation as he steps around me. He doesn’t touch me, but I feel his heat like a wall of fire behind me. Gentle hands slide up my hips to my abdomen. He takes a step forward. His breath mists over my neck. It’s labored and heavy. He grabs the tiny zipper and pulls down, making the top of the dress droop. He slips the shoulder straps down my arms. Lips touch my neck gently. He kisses a trail along my shoulder as he tugs the dress over my breasts. It’s tight as hell, but he does it slowly so that it feels like his hands are running down my sides. I want him closer. The small distance is torturous. His mouth leaves my skin, and the lack of his touch makes my body throb. With both hands he slides the dress off my hips, thong and all. He sucks in breath and wraps his arms around me, one draped across my tits. His callused hand gropes the soft flesh as his mouth returns to my neck, biting hard. The other hand slowly inches between my legs. Holy fuck, I’m naked. I don’t think I’ve ever done this so quickly with a stranger. Who gives a shit, really?

      “Grab my cock.”

      I can feel it digging into my ass like a gun. I reach around my back and find the stiff length like a rock in my hands. Oh God. How would it feel inside me?

      “You see what you did to me?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I should punish you for that, too.”

      He spreads me apart with his fingers and dives into my wetness. I hear the sound of it and blush hard, embarrassed to be so dripping wet when he’s hardly put his hands on me. He bites me, roughly sliding his fingers along my throbbing clit, occasionally dipping inside to thrust. That shock of hardness makes me gasp, and then shame colors my cheeks.

      “It turned you on, didn’t it? Getting spanked in that room full of testosterone.”

      A wordless moan escapes my lips as he anchors his fingers in my pussy. “Please—”

      “I should have ripped apart that thong and fucked you in front of them. That’s what you deserve for trying to make an ass out of me.”

      The edge of anger ripples through my body, but all I feel are his hands. The one gravitating from nipple to nipple, pinching hard with his thumb as he gets me wet all over my thighs. I tug his cock. I want it inside me—please let me feel it inside me.

      “I-I’m sorry.”

      “Get on all fours.”

      “What?”

      “Get on all fours, now, or I’ll make you pay.”

      Bewildered but turned-on, I kneel to the floor as he winds his arms from me and walks over to the desk. Feeling stupid, I place my hands on the floor as he sits in a chair behind his desk. He watches me with a kind of delirious hunger.

      “Crawl to me.”

      Holy shit—what the hell is this?

      Without even thinking, I crawl forward on my hands and knees. He watches me with a satisfied grin on his face. I stop once I reach his legs, and then he lifts himself up, pushing the slacks down. The thick cock springs free from the bed of hair, a dark sac hanging behind it. A bead rolls down his length, and I know what he wants me to do before he asks it.

      A primal energy infuses his movements. He reaches forward and grabs the back of my neck, digging into my scalp as he guides my head toward his cock. I lean into the chair, my lips parting for his bulbous head. He slides inside, and I feel like I’m sucking on a log—that’s how wide he is.

      “Ahh—fuck!”

      He makes a satisfied moan as he pushes himself all the way inside me. I nearly gag when I bury my nose in his groin, but he holds me there and I get used to the length of him. Finally he sighs, yanking my head back. His head pops from my lips. Small flicks of my tongue across his head make his dick twitch, and I press my lips against him, swallowing him once more. I’m getting hot just listening to his moans. I grab the base of his cock and pull the skin taut, running my tongue in circles as he pumps in and out.

      He fucking loves it. Fingers drag across my scalp almost in a massage. His balls touch my lips and I revel in how fantastically dirty this is—how hearing his moans makes me wet.

      “Baby, you’re so fucking good. You look so hot with my cock in your mouth.”

      Inhaling sharply, he grabs both sides of my head in his hands and ruts my mouth. I feel the wetness sliding down my thighs as he uses me just like I wanted someone to. Saliva drips down my chin, his cock pumping in and out of me like a piston.

      The chair rolls back as he stands up, using my hair as a leash as he digs his hips in. I take him in, running my other hand up his leg. His balls are drawn up and tight. He’s going to come.

      I hear it in his breathing, too. It’s deep and he makes angry, guttural sounds. Then he closes his mouth, fucking me hard, and I feel it happen. His cock swells and warm, salty cum fills the back of my throat. He moans and pulls back, more cum filling my mouth. I swallow it down as he pulses his hips, letting out shuddering gasps.

      God, this is fucking hot.

      He pulls out as the last tremors shake through his legs, and then he grasps my arms.

      “Stand up, baby. It’s your turn.”

      He pulls me to my feet and draws me in for a kiss. I keep my mouth closed, but he forces it open with his tongue.

      My cheeks flush, and I pull back. “Don’t! It’s dirty.”

      “I don’t give a shit.”

      He pushes me gently so that I lie with my back flat on the desk. His body follows me as his fingers find my swollen pussy and push through, arching inside me.

      The air breaks with my moans.

      “Since you took your punishment like a good girl, I’ll let you come.”

      He breathes inches from my face before crushing his lips against mine again. The fingers twist, fucking me hard. They pull out and spread my wetness all over my nub, and then they dive back in. He pulls back, his lips swollen from kissing me, and then he disappears for a moment.

      Hot air billows over my pussy, and then I feel his thumbs spreading me open as a hot, eager tongue slides over my clit.

      “Oh my God!”

      He laughs into me and gives my thigh a little slap.

      Please, God, don’t stop!

      He doesn’t. Luc leans in, burying his dark head between my legs. His hot mouth is like a furnace. A singe of pleasure hits my core as his lips close around my clit. The slight pull of his mouth, his tongue lazily sliding up and down, swimming in my juices—it’s too fucking much. He puckers his lips and kisses me, and his fingers fuck me.

      I twist on his desk, the ceiling rolling above me. This feels—I can’t even explain it. Luc’s head lifts, his face full of savage triumph. No one’s ever touched me like this—known where to touch me to make me feel this way. Full of wild laughter, he kisses my pussy again.

      “Come for me. Do it.”

      I’m close. So close.

      He leans over me, hand still thrusting between my legs. A surge of energy roars through my limbs and I grab his shirt, yanking his face down toward me. My tongue slides over his lips right before I kiss him, tasting myself. A burning-hot sensation balls up in my pussy, growing with every wet thrust. His lips take me just as roughly as his hands—I’ve never felt anything like this before.

      Then he speaks again, and his tone is soft. “Come for me, baby.”

      I unravel in his arms, screaming to the ceiling before he laughs and swallows my moans. I clench hard around his fingers and feel the wave crash around me, liquefying my strength. Luc kisses me over and over, as if he’s enjoying a second orgasm. Thick arms move behind my head and legs, and he carries me as he sits down in his office chair. My arms wrap around his neck, kissing that gorgeous mouth of his, feeling like I can’t get enough of him. His eyes linger on mine when we pull away, and I wonder if he’s feeling this, too.

      “Why didn’t you fuck me?”

      “The night’s not over yet.” His lips tug. “I’m not nearly done with you.”

      The shitty thing about orgasms is that after the glow, all your problems come back. I think about being fired from the assistant job. The bills piling up distract me so that I can’t feel the warmth from his hands as he strokes my leg.

      “I should go—”

      His arms go rigid, trapping me. “I told you I wasn’t done with you.”

      A shiver runs through my body. “I have work tomorrow.”

      Do you still?

      I rip myself from his arms and stand up, looking around at the evidence of our one-night stand. An incredibly hot, foolish one-night stand.

      Luc stands up as I pick up my discarded thong. “Hey—what’s the matter?”

      “I have to go!”

      A firm hand grabs my wrist, and he whirls me in his grasp so that I’m face-to-face with his heated eyes. “I want you.”

      “But my job—”

      “Fuck your shitty PI job. I’m taking you out to dinner.”

      For a moment I just stare at him in shock. “You want me to go to dinner with you? Why?”

      “I want you.”

      “Yeah, but—” I sputter. “You could just take me to your place, if you want. It’s not like I have a choice.”

      He winces at that. “Do I look like a scumbag?”

      My cheeks flush with heat. “No, but—”

      “Let me take you out, Claire.”

      He strokes my bottom lip with his thumb before planting a gentle kiss.

      How can I say no?

      

      I tighten the slats on the window, staring into a bitterly cold street before the darkness swallows me.

      I turn away and switch on the lamp that sits on the nightstand, picking up a dog-eared paperback by Abigail Graham. I sit back down and crack it open. It’s a steamy scene that makes me unconsciously touch my lips, remembering how Luc used to grind his mouth against mine as if he could never get enough. Every time he came home from work, every spare minute he could pull me away so that we were alone, he’d kiss me as though it were for the last time. I read the lines of passion as my body slowly heats up. My heart soars, remembering the same sensations, just as it breaks, too. I snap the book shut, fighting unexpected tears.

      I loved him.

      The heartbreak swells, and I try to push it away, but the bleak apartment serves as a constant reminder of everything I lost. He was the best and worst thing that happened to me. We were together for a year, and apart for another.

      Fuck Luc. Forget about him.

      I hate the little things that remind me of him—the BCBG dress in my closet that he bought for me, the sapphire earrings stowed away in my jewelry box, the smell of cologne as I walk through the men’s department. And every time, it’s like a fever rush of heat. I love him—I hate him. I wanted to get rid of all the things he bought me, but they were so beautiful, and I’ve never been able to buy myself anything nice.

      If he knew where you were, he’d kill you.

      I’m barely able to suppress a shudder as I stand up and insert my fingers through the blinds to check the road. A familiar car rolls over the slimy streets, giving my stomach an unpleasant lurch.

      Him.

      I walk past the nursery, feeling a small pang. Luc never knew. He’ll never know.

      A large-fisted knock pounds my front door, and I descend the stairs, my guts clenching as I steel myself to answer it.

      I slide the chain and flip the deadbolt, tugging it open to reveal a man wearing a long beige trench coat.

      “Officer Boucher.”

      The porch light finally flicks on, illuminating a middle-aged man’s face. His blond hair lies flat on his head, and blue eyes slide to mine, unmistakable longing shining through them.

      What does he want now?

      “I told you that you could call me Frank.”

      I don’t want him to think we’re close.

      “Sorry, Frank.”

      I step aside to let him in, and I close the door without locking it, hoping he won’t stay long. With a long sigh, he shrugs the trench coat from his shoulders and I take it from him, hanging it in the closet.

      “You want some coffee?”

      “Sure.”

      Stiffly I march past him into the kitchen where there’s a pot of cold coffee. I pour it into a cup and stick it in the microwave as Frank takes a seat at my kitchen table, looking troubled.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s about your ex.”

      The ostentatious sound of the beeping microwave makes me jump. My heart gallops forward.

      “What about him?”

      “He’s out of prison.”

      Luc’s out of prison.

      My heart seizes painfully and I turn around, gripping the handle of the microwave. I yank the door, hardly noticing the scalding coffee cup.

      “He’ll look for you.”

      I grip the mug in both hands as I set it down in front of him, and then I take a seat, my hands gripping the edge of the table.

      “I’m in the program. He can’t find me, right?”

      He bows his head. “You know how corrupt the police department is in Montreal. Johnny has informants everywhere.”

      “Then I’ll go. I’ll take—I won’t tell anyone where I’m going!”

      He leans in, pleading me with his eyes. “I’ve told you a hundred times—you could always live with me. I’d take care of you, Claire—”

      “No.”

      That’s exactly what he wants, isn’t it? After a few months of being my handler, Officer Boucher made it quite clear how he felt about me. I didn’t feel the same—I never would. Why did he keep pushing me?

      A wounded look crosses his face. “You would be safe with me—”

      “In exchange for what?”

      Frank’s face heats again, his lips slightly parted. Fuck, I used to see that look on Luc’s face. It drove me wild and made my panties wet. On Frank, it makes me feel ill.

      “I don’t understand why you think I want something in return.”

      “Because men always want something in return. You’re not just doing this because I’m in trouble.”

      He slides his hand across the table and takes mine. I let him hold me even though my body breaks into a cold sweat.

      “You testified against him.”

      A flash of anger rises in my chest. “I testified against him because I was pregnant.”

      And I didn’t want to be ripped away from my baby the moment he was born.

      A shadow crosses Frank’s face. “Listen—”

      “No, you listen. I know what you think about the Mafia, but Luc never hurt me. He was good to me. I didn’t want to do it. I testified against him because I had to.”

      Because the alternative was to give birth in prison.

      “Do you still have feelings for that bastard? After everything he’s done?”

      I stand up from my chair, heart pounding against my chest. “Frank, please.”

      The warning tone in my voice doesn’t dissuade him.

      “You do,” he says, disgust curling his lips back.

      “I don’t!”

      Every day I fucking curse him. He ruined my goddamn life. I wish I could turn off my feelings, and not tremble with excitement when I imagine the heat of his mouth on my skin, his hips joining mine, that moment of ecstasy when he’d come inside me.

      He grabs my arm, twisting me around. My stomach turns as his mouth hovers within inches of mine. I think of Luc—how he’d beat Frank’s face in if he saw this.

      “You should give me a chance.”

      Fuck.

      “I told you, I’m not interested.”

      The thought of dating anyone else resounds hollowly inside me.

      “You’ve no idea how good I’d be to you.”

      He slides his thumb over my wrist and I yank it out of his grasp.

      “I don’t want you.”

      For some reason, this fucking cop thinks he loves me even though I’ve turned him down every time. He still comes back like a dog begging for scraps. It repulses me.

      Frank flinches, his arms dropping from my sides. Redness blooms on his cheeks, and then his footsteps echo in the kitchen. He turns around and heads for the closet, ripping the door open.

      Goddamn it, I really don’t like this, but he left me no choice!

      “Frank!”

      He shrugs the trench coat back on, stuffing his arms through the sleeves as his cold glare hits me right in the chest. “You don’t deserve to be a mother.”

      Wow.

      It’s like a slap to the face, and before I can feel anything but stunned disbelief, he disappears into the night, slamming the door shut. The whole apartment vibrates.

      Tears slip down my cheeks silently as I watch him storm to his car through the peephole.

      It’s not true.

      I don’t know how long I stand there, waiting for the well of hurt to come down. I just fed the baby and put him to sleep, so that’s done. Maybe I’ll read some more romance, or catch up on some TV. I can barely muster excitement to do anything else these days.

      I back away from the door, and my back hits something rigid. Arms snake around me, a gloved hand smothering my scream as he yanks me into his chest. I already know him from the way his body fits against mine, and then his voice comes out, a guttural, inhuman sound: “Claire.”
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