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        For James, always.

      

      

      

      
        
        And for those of us who loved The Beast… even when he was being beastly.
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        “Prisoner” • The Pretty Reckless

        “Call Me Little Sunshine” • Ghost

        “Psycho” • Puddle of Mudd

        “The Hand That Feeds” • Nine Inch Nails

        “Flesh and Bone” • Blackberry Smoke

        “It Ain’t All Flowers” • Sturgill Simpson

        “In The Dark” • Reignwolf

        “Animal” • Badflower

        “Cold” • Chris Stapleton

        “Lipstick” • The Venice Connection

        “Cold, Cold, Cold” • Cage The Elephant

        “Skin And Bones” • Foo Fighters

        “Change (In the House of Flies)”

        • Deftones

        “Kill4Me” • Marilyn Manson

        “Wild Horses” • Bishop Briggs

        “Do Your Worst” • Rival Sons

        “How Do You Love” • Shinedown

        “Never Tear Us Apart” • INXS
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      I saw her.

      I wanted her.

      I took her.

      The money is just an excuse. Her brother’s debt? A convenient justification for my obsession. She’s been mine since the day I laid eyes on her.

      Taking her captive stirs up a storm. Her depraved brother wants her back. My own half-brother is determined to snatch my kingdom from me, and my men lust after the woman I’ve stolen. And she looks at me with reluctant, angry desire every time I touch her.

      And I touch her every chance I get. She’s so bright and shiny—a pretty toy I can break and put back together again and again. She may be my prisoner, but she’s got my black heart locked up tight.

      Well, I won’t need that useless lump of muscle and tissue if I lose her. I won’t need anything except the blood of our enemies dripping from my hands. I’ll rip the heart out of any man who dares hurt her and place it at her feet.

      Crush~Conquer~Protect

      When it comes to my wicked little lamb, my personal motto means everything.

      I’m Kingston Vaughn Winter.

      And Ava Bella Blue is mine.
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      Slaughtering lambs…

      such a delicate affair.

      Be mindful of their softness.

      And their teeth.

      

      “Wake up, little lamb.”

      Snuggling deeper into sleep, Ava frowned. “Go away,” she mumbled.

      The same deep voice spoke again, the cajoling lilt missing. It was now harsh. Accusing. And like someone calling out across a vast ocean, the words wavered and rolled.

      “Goddamn it, Oliver. You gave her too fucking much.”

      “The hell I did. Neil said the dosage was precise for her weight. Isn’t my fault she went down like a stone when it hit. Good thing, too. Made it a lot easier getting her pretty ass on the jet. She was out the entire time we were in the air.”

      Brow furrowed, Ava shifted restlessly, searching for a more comfortable spot on the pillow. A pillow possessing all the softness of a rock.

      Dosage. Was she sick? Maybe she was at the hospital. But why would she be at a hospital?

      That’s where people go if there’s been an accident, silly.

      God. Whatever drugs they’d given her were really strong. She could barely string two thoughts together. And her head… it pounded with a fierceness that stole her breath.

      Ava tried burrowing back into the darkness, but a disturbing realization was slowly niggling its way in. Her arms were frozen, leaving her immobilized and helpless.

      Was she waking from one of her night terrors? Possibly. It had been a while since the last episode, but stress from her recent move could have triggered a reoccurrence. She was always so exhausted in the aftermath of a night terror, the dreamless, terrifying moments in the dark completely draining her.

      “Damn, she really does have a fine little ass, doesn’t she?” Someone with a rough voice commented.

      She couldn’t possibly still be asleep, not with her head pounding so fiercely. And it couldn’t be a night terror. This was too real but also foreign. She was living it but that didn’t make sense.

      What a strange dream this is…

      “Keep your fucking eyes to yourself, Oliver.”

      The warning emanated from beneath Ava’s head and, puzzled, she turned toward it. Was it wrong to think that voice represented something resembling safety? It didn’t sound like it belonged to a man who cared about anyone’s safety, much less her own.

      The blood vessels in her head thumped in agreement.

      Danger. Danger. Danger.

      Greedy lust was apparent in every syllable when the other man replied with an ugly laugh, “Come on, King. I’m just saying the girl’s got a fine ass. Tell you the truth, my cock loved every second of her squirming before the tranquilizer took effect.”

      “Motherfucker. If you touched her while she was unconscious, I’ll slice your throat myself. Brother or not.”

      That voice… that one sent chills through Ava, even as she inexplicably gravitated to its owner. Smooth cruelty lurked in its depths, swirling just below the calm surface. It reminded her of a fierce rainstorm on a dusty summer day, tiny droplets of water lashing and stinging until everything was washed clean again. The low rumble of it was familiar and frightening. Soothing yet terrifying.

      Ava shifted her body, swimming toward a tiny sliver of light far above her. Something was very wrong. The ocean surrounded her. Deep. Inky black. Suffocating. A storm raged until the water weighed her arms down. She couldn’t move them… couldn’t breathe. Her heart pounded in time with the blood in her head.

      “Open your eyes, Ava…” The sing-song nature of the command was contradicted by the man’s steely tone.

      Ava slowly blinked. Her face was crushed into someone’s chest, the crisp fabric of a man’s tailored suit silky against her cheek. She caught the sharp spiciness of cologne. Fresh like the sea air. Alluring but tinged with notes of peril.

      A summer storm come to life.

      Beware the storms at sea...

      Ava’s eyes popped open then screwed shut again. The dim light burned her pupils. She knew in that moment she was not dreaming. This was terrifyingly real.

      “There you are,” the man crooned, his voice a mix of silk and darkness. Muscled arms tightened around her. Strong and unyielding. Holding her captive. “Come on, now. Open your eyes for me.”

      Ava let out a distressed moan. She was incapable of following that command for longer than a few seconds, and that was scary. Her headache swelled, banging with sharp thumps behind her eyes and into her brain. It hurt so bad.

      She wiggled in a futile experiment at escaping the arms holding her so tight. But struggling was impossible. Terror built, gathering strength and forming as a scream in the back of her throat.

      When she opened her mouth, nothing poured out. Just a silent cry she could hear only in her own head.

      “Paulie. A glass of water for Miss Blue,” the man holding her snapped. “Now.”

      There was rustling and lowered voices, but Ava could not make sense of their words. She was so foggy, her brain firing off bits of information too overwhelming to comprehend. A metallic taste permeated her mouth, leaving it dry as cotton. Heaviness weighed her down like a ton of bricks heaped upon her chest.

      How had she ended up here?

      Am I awake?

      Ava took a deep breath, forcing herself to focus. Her head thumped with the effort.

      The last thing she remembered was stepping into the elevator. The hotel located in Savannah’s historic district served as a temporary home until her new apartment was ready. It seemed safe enough with its mix of tourists and business people.

      When she smiled shyly at the handsome man already on the lift, he grinned in return before asking her, “Which floor?”

      “Four,” Ava had replied.

      The man leaned forward, stabbed the appropriate button with a manicured finger, and…

      Blank.

      It was all a blank. What happened next? Brow crinkling, Ava trembled in delayed reaction as the cobwebs began clearing. She opened her eyes, blinked again, then shut them tight once more.

      “Let’s sit you up,” the owner of that beautiful voice murmured.

      Strong hands moved Ava until she was sprawled sideways in what was obviously a man’s lap. She was cradled like one would hold a doll. Settled into a position which left her legs dangling over a pair of muscular thighs. Beneath her buttocks, something hard and unyielding twitched in response to her involuntary movements.

      Ava’s eyelashes fluttered, her head tilting back. Her gaze became more focused as she stared up at the man holding her.

      He was beautiful. Achingly, dangerously beautiful.

      He possessed finely molded features, his skin lightly tanned and boasting a razor-sharp jawline shadowed with dark stubble. High cheekbones. Full, sensual lips, which now quirked upward with a hint of cruelty as Ava studied him in dazed confusion.

      A mop of dark hair, so dark it was almost black, lay styled into well-groomed waves. Any girl would want to run her fingers through such luxuriousness with the express purpose of ruining its perfection.

      Lifting a hand to do just that, she discovered her limbs wouldn’t cooperate. After a few seconds, she gave up with a little sigh of defeat.

      A swirling myriad of dark blue and black fighting for dominance, his eyes were hypnotic and framed by thick, ebony-hued eyelashes.

      He peered down at Ava as if he already knew every one of her secrets. As if he knew all her dreams and desires and it was his fervent mission to crush each and every one of those fragile petals into dust beneath a brutal fist.

      His face was strangely familiar. Ava was sure she knew him. But how? Maybe he was a doctor. Here to administer emergency care.

      Only, he didn’t look like a doctor. At least, not like any of the ones she’d encountered before. He looked like a terrible, dark angel sent to torment her.

      Besides, would a doctor hold her in such an inappropriate manner?

      Would an angel?

      Attempting to place his features from memory made Ava’s head swim. Whatever they’d given her as medication was now making her nauseous.

      “Free Miss Blue’s hands, Oliver,” the man murmured while returning Ava’s dazed stare. She did not realize her eyes were watering until he gently whisked the tears from her cheeks with a calloused forefinger.

      I’m restrained? That explained why her arms did not work. Awareness rushed in as the man shifted Ava within the cradle of his lap. She was being held so tight. In fact, he gripped her as though she was something highly treasured. Something valuable.

      Or maybe he was simply preventing her escape.

      From the corner of her eye, Ava saw someone step forward. She did not know his identity, but a sharp pang of fear stabbed her gut. His face was wavy as her eyes continued adjusting to the room’s light.

      The man holding her called him “Oliver.”

      I don’t know anyone named Oliver…

      But she recognized him, even if she had no clue who he actually was. It was him… the man who smiled at her in the hotel elevator.

      Oliver’s grin was callous as he stepped forward, a razor-sharp switchblade held with casual indifference in his right hand. Light blue eyes regarded Ava with curiosity. Chestnut dark hair fell over his brow in an almost endearing manner. There was a strange gleam in his penetrating gaze. He wanted to hurt her. He would, too, if given the chance.

      Fear clawed its way up Ava’s throat, panic flapping around the walls of her chest until she couldn’t breathe. Everything within her demanded she escape. Get away.

      Save yourself…

      Sensing Ava’s unease, the man whose lap she was sitting on again tightened his arms around her. Squeezing with subtle threat, he snaked a large hand between her bare legs. Hard fingers dug into the soft flesh of her inner thighs. With a gasp of shock, she tried closing them, but he merely chuckled at her efforts.

      “Settle, Miss Blue.”

      There was the likelihood of being sliced into bits by either the man holding her or his partner, but Ava froze in place at the softly spoken command. Wild tremors rushed through her body as she processed the man’s hands touching her with such intimate brutality.

      Oliver snatched up Ava’s wrists and, with a smirk, sliced through the zip-ties. An older man, with a headful of salt and pepper hair and calm brown eyes, shoved past him and thrust a glass of water at her. His smile was warm and oddly out of place.

      “Thank you, Paulie,” her captor murmured, his chest rumbling against Ava’s shoulder as she automatically grabbed the glass. It was cut crystal, so heavy and chunky she nearly dropped it. With nerveless fingers, she somehow cupped it within her palms.

      “I’m sorry,” she croaked in a scratchy voice. Then her lips pressed into a firm line. Why was she apologizing? It wasn’t her fault her hands were numb. Staring at her wrists, she dumbly registered the faint red lines etched into her skin. The zip-ties left a mark despite her apparently being unconscious while restrained.

      Plucking the glass away from her nerveless fingers with an audible sigh, the man held it to her lips. Although Ava’s brain protested being treated like a helpless invalid, she gratefully drank until the glass was lowered and set aside.

      Wait. Should I have drunk that so quickly? What if it’s drugged, too? What if they poisoned me? Stupid, stupid, stupid! I just swallowed it down without any protest...

      “It’s only water, Miss Blue.” The man holding her spoke quietly, his breath tickling her cheek. His fingers loosened their hold; however, it was infinitely more disturbing when he began stroking her. Softly. Confidently. As though he knew she required soothing and this was the most effective way of handling her. “Besides, I’ve already drugged you once today.”

      Those fingers coasted and brushed over the skin of her thighs, smoothing away the marks they’d already imprinted.

      Ava wanted to grab his hand and make him stop but didn’t dare.

      “Where am I?” Her hoarse words came out all soft and wobbly. Weak.

      That was a mistake. She could not show weakness in this den of lions and hyenas. Not with this pack of creatures waiting to rip her apart. Not while she sat like a prize in the ironlike basket of their leader’s lap.

      “Don’t leave our guest drowning in suspense, dear brother.” Oliver’s eyes raked over Ava with insolent desire. He took a seat in an overstuffed leather chair opposite the desk, one leg crossing over the other.

      Ava shuddered. Her gaze darted around the room in an attempt at making sense of her current situation. Things were slowly coming into focus, the blurred edges sharpening and stabbing her awareness with unrelenting violence.

      The space was huge. Cavernous. It was obviously an office of some sort. Books lined the walls along with several sets of floor-to-ceiling windows draped in sumptuous drifts of black brocade. The drapes were closed so Ava could not determine if it was day or night.

      Everything was both lavish and restrained—the hues and décor a harmonious, gothic-like blend of rich fabrics, ornately carved dark wood, and black iron sconces.

      Another man, younger than the one named Paulie, stood along the wood-paneled walls. Like the others, he watched her intently. He was handsome, with light blue eyes, built like a mountain, and just as threatening.

      “Shut the fuck up, Oliver,” the man holding Ava said. Tipping her chin up with a forefinger, his lips curved, revealing brilliant, even white teeth. “You are here, little lamb. With me.”

      He was so savagely dazzling that Ava could only blink in dazed wonder. His presence commanded her attention. Demanded her focus. He was seriously gorgeous.

      But something terrifying lurked below the perfect surface of his features. Something Ava uneasily recognized. This man was dangerous. Calculating. Intelligent and, perhaps most frightening of all, patient. It emanated from him like an expensive cologne. This man would plot and plan and wait in plain sight while destroying his enemy with a friendly smile.

      He reminded Ava of a predator waiting to strike. A hunter stalking its next meal. A lion ready to devour a lamb once it settled down from its fright.

      She was that lamb.

      “I don’t understand,” she finally whispered when it seemed he was waiting for an answer. “What is this place? And who are you?”

      “Don’t you remember me, Ava Bella Blue?” the man murmured, cupping her jaw within his huge hand. Blunt fingers dug into her skin, forcing her to meet his gaze. “I’m crushed. Because you see, I never forgot you. I’ve dreamed of this moment for ages. And now, you are here. As beautiful as I remember. And even sweeter than I dreamed.”

      The cruelty in that grip and the jewel-like depths of this man’s eyes sent fear trickling down Ava’s spine. Recognition rushed through her like a rogue wave. It was enough to make her sick. Hot bile rose in her throat, burning and sticky. With great difficulty, she swallowed it down.

      “You are friends with my brother,” she acknowledged in a whisper. “And my father… my father worked for you.”

      “Ahh, you do remember me.” His grin widened while those cruel fingers tightened just enough to leave a faint mark along her jawline. “Although I wouldn’t say your brother and I were exactly friends. Would you?”

      Ava did not answer. How could she when her mind was in a whirl?

      Kingston Vaughn Winter.

      King.

      A man who showed no mercy to those who crossed him. A man whose shadowy reputation as the ruler of Bitter Springs and everything surrounding it had only deepened over the past ten years. A man whose rise to power was both mystery and legend. At the age of thirty, Kingston Winter had a fortune at his fingertips, a city under his heel, and an endless list of people who wanted to see him dethroned.

      Ava first met him when she was fifteen. Kingston was six years older and already a mysterious figure. Tall. Dark. Obviously handsome. Painfully intelligent. With his own father dead, Kingston came around their house often. Maybe he was unnaturally interested in their family life. Maybe he was simply making sure Ava’s father, a successful estate lawyer, handled his affairs properly. Or maybe he enjoyed escaping the frantic whirl of college life during his senior year. Ava wasn’t sure. But he was a frequent guest of her father’s, and she always carefully avoided him.

      Because there was something unnerving in the way Kingston watched her back then. He would smile as if he knew a secret he would never tell. An air of blatant sexuality clung to the man, and Ava remembered her girlfriends giggling over what it would be like to kiss Kingston Winter.

      He was every teenage girl’s fantasy.

      Admittedly, Ava had often fantasized about him. Wondered how firm Kingston’s lips would be against hers. If his large hands would be rough or gentle. And she wasn’t sure why, but she was certain his touch would be brutal. Savage. Forbidden, but worth it. In her innocence, she recognized Kingston’s appeal and found it both confusing and infinitely fascinating.

      But that was years ago. Before the man holding her became one of the most feared men along the eastern seaboard. He was a ghost of sorts. A monster strolling in to wreak havoc then sitting back so he could admire the carnage left behind.

      Now, she wondered why she was within his grasp.

      Ava sat up straighter, and Kingston’s grin melted as she tried inching away. Those blue-black eyes darkened with interest, coming alive as she began pulling herself together. She recognized that glint. It was the desire to hunt. And he liked seeing her scared.

      “You’re right. You and Carson aren’t exactly friends. You probably never were beneath that veneer of civility you showed one another.” A thread of disdain coiled through the words. “We’re not friends either, so tell me why I’m here, Mister Winter.”

      “Oh, I do love a woman with a bit of backbone. It makes breaking them all the sweeter. And you will address me as ‘Sir’, from this point forward, little lamb.”

      It was foolish, maybe even reckless, but Ava’s anger surged. Half-turning, she pushed at Kingston’s wide chest with her palms. “You don’t scare me, Kingston Winter. I knew you back when that handsome face of yours sported a pimple or two.”

      The man simply laughed at the show of bravado and then actually preened for her benefit. “You think I’m handsome? Did you all hear that? Miss Blue finds me attractive.”

      “Those drugs must have affected her eyesight,” Oliver drawled.

      “You’re just as ugly on the inside as Carson. Just as cruel.” Ava grit her teeth at being the butt of their jokes. “And none of you scare me,” she repeated stubbornly, but the words trembled almost as badly as her body did. She nervously bit the nail of her index finger, worrying it with tiny nibbles. It was an awful habit she indulged in when stressed out.

      “I’m the one you need to worry about.” Kingston sobered, his laughter dying away. Tugging her hand away from her mouth, he held her wrist hostage. “And truth be told, Ava, you should be terrified.”

      A dismissive flick of Kingston’s hand resulted in Oliver obediently rising from his chair. Coming around the desk, he wrapped his hands around Ava’s upper arms, yanking her off Kingston’s lap and onto her feet.

      Her legs were weak, the muscles refusing to cooperate. She fell against him and let out an involuntary yelp when Oliver squeezed with unnecessary roughness. He jerked her closer alongside his leanly muscled body, and although she struggled, she was no match for his strength. He dragged her until she stood on the opposite side of the enormous desk. Like an inmate brought before the warden and presented for punishment.

      Kingston’s eyes narrowed on Oliver. “Careful, little brother. Bruise her and I will reciprocate.”

      Oliver nodded. “Got it.” His grip loosened imperceptibly, and Ava sagged in response, her cheeks red with embarrassment for her weakness.

      The aura of power in the room was achingly apparent. Each man wore an exquisite suit, the expense evident in the quality of the tailoring. They looked as though they’d just stepped from the pages of a men’s magazine.

      In contrast, Ava still wore a pair of distressed jean shorts and the black tank top she’d thrown on that morning. Her sandals were missing, leaving her uncomfortably barefoot, and the elastic band used to bind her hair was gone as well. Instead of a neat ponytail, dark blonde waves tumbled down her back in a snarled mass.

      Even more distressing was the fact her purse and cellphone were nowhere to be seen. No doubt, those items had already been disposed of.

      Ava was certain she resembled a bedraggled doll. Something inside her wanted to smooth her hair into place. Straighten her tank-top so the strap was no longer falling off one shoulder. Put some shoes on.

      But the spark in Kingston’s eyes sent a clear message. He liked her state of dishevelment. Enjoyed seeing her mussed and confused. Why was that?

      Why had he abducted her anyway?

      Oh, God. Panic rose in her throat again. Had anyone missed her? Was anyone even searching for her? Was Drake wondering what happened to her? They’d only gone out on a few dates so the handsome young lawyer probably had no idea she was even gone. And her bosses at the small publishing house in Savannah… would they miss a new employee who wouldn’t report for work for another week?

      Ava tried swallowing down her terror. This situation was dire. She needed her wits about her, for she was truly in a den of beasts.

      Oliver gripped her tighter when her knees wobbled. Whatever drugs they’d used were affecting her balance.

      “Why am I here?” Ava demanded in what she hoped was a strong voice. Staring at Kingston across the width of that gleaming, dark mahogany desk, her teeth clenched when he ignored the question. For some reason, the spot on the inside of her thigh where he’d previously touched her began throbbing. Like a heartbeat. Or the pounding of drums. The imprint pulsed with maddening insistence until Ava shifted her legs together.

      Kingston noticed her discomfort. His lips quirked upward as he pulled a thick, dark blue file from one of the desk drawers. Opening it, he thumbed through the sheaf of papers it contained. One page was withdrawn, and he held it up, perusing the figures laid out in neat columns.

      “Your brother owes me a great deal of money,” he finally said in an emotionless tone.

      “That is his misfortune. It has nothing to do with me.” Her eyes darted everywhere, making note of items on the massive desk. The things that could be utilized as weapons. The glass she drank water from. An ink pen stand with a base of solid black marble. An hourglass made of black iron and translucent glass. The sand was iridescent like it came from pulverized fairy wings. On the corner closest to her was an unusual paperweight, the intricately cut edges catching and reflecting light from the chandeliers.

      Two of Kingston’s men waited against the wall with arms crossed. They stood like sentries in a palace, their relaxed stance indicating they hardly feared an attack coming from her.

      Kingston smiled with the barest hint of amusement. “It has everything to do with you, little lamb.”

      Ava shook her head, hating the way the odd endearment rolled off his tongue like a caress. “If you think Carson will ever pay a ransom, you’re mistaken. I am worth nothing to him. Less than nothing, actually.”

      Oliver leaned in, his mouth so close to her ear that Ava cringed. “I wouldn’t say you are worthless, Miss Blue.”

      “Oliver.” Kingston’s voice was a whip crack of warning.

      Oliver threw up one hand in a supplicating gesture. “Just assuring our guest she is valuable.”

      “She knows.” Kingston’s brow rose high. “Don’t you, Miss Blue? And you know I will use you to erase your brother’s debt.”

      “How much does he owe you?” Ava bit out. Her older brother had essentially abandoned her not long after their parents’ deaths during her sophomore year of college. In the years since, she’d studied hard, worked menial part-time jobs, and scrimped on essentials to conserve the meager allowance from her portion of the inheritance.

      Carson, on the other hand, lived the high life in their once grand family home. He partied with lower-level criminals and whores, indulged in illicit drugs, and gambled away the possessions their parents left behind. When they died in the car accident, he was granted full access to all the accounts. Ava knew, if he could have managed it, he would have spent her money as well. It was a small blessing that her mom and dad restricted her own access to the inheritance. She couldn’t gain full access until she reached the age of twenty-five.

      That particular estate provision was in place to keep the two of them from spending every dime. It was supposed to protect them until they were more mature in handling the large sum of money. It did little in dissuading Carson, however. While Ava was careful and frugal with her allowance, Carson was the opposite. He blew through the money as though it were pennies the moment he had full access to his portion.

      Kingston appeared neither sympathetic nor sorry as he rose from his chair and made his way around the desk to where she stood. He was so much taller than Ava remembered and impossibly broad. His hands were big but elegant, the fingers capped with neatly trimmed nails.

      Ava flinched when he lifted a lock of her hair and rubbed it between his fingers. “How much,” she whispered again, dreading the answer. This whole situation was so unfair. Why should she be held responsible for Carson’s greed and stupidity?

      “Just a little more than two million. Two-point-six to be exact.”

      Ava swayed. For a second, she thought she might faint. How had her brother managed to rack up such an astounding debt?

      Kingston took her elbows, cupping them in the palm of his hands. “Steady, Ava Blue...” he murmured. “Don’t worry. You are worth every cent Carson owes me, and I do intend on collecting.”

      The thought flashed through Ava’s mind that she could jerk away from his grasp. She could fight. And scream. “This must be some kind of dream,” she choked out. “It is, isn’t it? I’m going to wake up any moment. I’ll be in my bed. And you will have been just a bad dream.”

      “This is certainly no dream, Miss Blue.” Kingston grinned wolfishly. “More like a nightmare. And for you, it’s just beginning.”
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      And the lion,

      he roars from pain,

      Thorns pricking every side.

      It never eases

      for a tortured king.

      

      Kingston’s gaze did not waver from his new acquisition as he released her and returned to his seat.

      Ava Bella Blue was exquisite, even in her disheveled, half-drugged state. As a teenager, she’d been lovely. Now, nearing the age of twenty-five and having grown into her body, she was fucking gorgeous.

      She frowned, digesting his words. What she faced was truly the nightmare every woman dreaded. Of course, she had no real idea what lay ahead of her now that she was within his grasp, but the girl was smart. She must possess some inkling of her new future.

      Her body, her sweet innocence, would be exchanged for her brother’s debt.

      She was absolutely right in asserting her brother would not pay for her safe return. Kingston never considered the possibility Carson would resolve his debt. In fact, the man stubbornly refused to pay. This meant Kingston now entertained alternative measures as a way of recouping his losses.

      After receiving intel that Carson also had plans of selling his own sister off to the highest bidder, Kingston sprang into action. He’d simply snatched her up before Carson could. And, fuck. All the ways Ava Blue could pay off her brother’s debt kept flashing through his mind.

      “What will you do with me?” Ava asked weakly.

      He should probably let her sit down, but Kingston experienced a perverse need to see just how strong she was.

      “What do you think I will do?”

      She sneered at him then, an action so bold and unexpected, Kingston nearly laughed aloud with delight.

      “Something perverted and disgusting, no doubt,” she snapped.

      “Uh-oh, King. She’s got your number,” Oliver snickered.

      Kingston curled his hands into fists despite his amusement. Sometimes, resisting the urge to beat his half-brother into a bloody pulp proved difficult.

      Leaning back in his chair, Kingston leveled his gaze on Ava. “Whatever you are imagining is tame compared to reality.”

      “Will you make me work off my brother’s debt? Have me scrub floors? Polish furniture?” Ava’s moss-green eyes narrowed. “Wash your clothes?”

      Kingston’s head tilted. “It would take a hundred years to work off the debt in that manner. No, there are other ways. The fact you are a virgin is highly advantageous.”

      Ava sucked in a breath of outrage. “My sex life is none…” she faltered in a search for words then finished stubbornly, “I’m not a virgin.”

      “We can easily find out the truth.” Oliver laughed. “I volunteer for the task.”

      There was no mistaking the fear sparking in Ava’s eyes. She shuffled sideways in an effort to place a greater distance between herself and Oliver. She was scared to death of his brother, and Kingston couldn’t blame her.

      “I do not tolerate liars, Miss Blue. My investigation into this matter was very thorough.” Kingston rested his chin upon steepled fingers. “I know everything about you. I know Carson was a sadistic brother who bullied and tormented you from the time you were children until you broke off contact with him after your parents’ deaths. I know you love romance books. The ones where the hero rescues the girl and declares his undying love after killing off the villain. Those are your favorites. Your favorite color is green and you adore dogs.”

      Ava bit her lip, her eyes darkening at the mention of Carson and his cruelty.

      Kingston continued, his eyes never wavering from Ava’s face as she stared at him in horrified fascination.

      “I know how much money you spend every month for your economy cup of coffee at the corner gas station. I know you distanced yourself from your childhood friends after your parents’ deaths. You concentrated on obtaining a Master’s in English Lit, which left no time for sororities or frat parties. And I know the most wicked thing a man has ever done with you occurred on your eighteenth birthday. Your brother held you down while three of his friends mauled you. They paid one hundred dollars each for the privilege of sucking on your pretty nipples. A travesty, if you ask me. You are worth so much more.”

      “H-how do you know about that?” Wild panic swept Ava’s features as her secrets were laid bare. She seemed to shrink into herself with the reminder of that dark, stormy night and her brother’s brutal betrayal.

      “Because Carson offered me the same opportunity. I refused. You see, I couldn’t trust that it wasn’t a trap. Maybe even an ill-advised attempt to set up a case for bribery.” Kingston shrugged.

      He recognized Ava’s desperation. She would attempt an escape. An impossible feat, considering she was inside The Den. No one left these grounds without his express permission.

      Ava’s fists clenched. Angry, helpless tears tracked down her cheeks in silent rivers. Her gaze darted about the room, seeking an exit that wasn’t there.

      Kingston’s eyes narrowed on her. “Do not make me restrain you again, Miss Blue.”

      The quiet warning hung in the air. Trembles racked Ava’s body. She fought to remain still, despite her obvious terror.

      “Do you plan on selling me to lowlifes like yourselves?” she finally sneered in a voice hardly more than a whisper. “You think you’re such big men, but you’re not. You’re nothing but animals. All of you. Disgusting, greedy pigs. No different from Carson and his band of cretins.”

      The soft disgust in her tone sparked a nerve within Kingston. He expected the hate and revulsion, but he didn’t like hearing it spoken aloud.

      “You will keep a civil tongue, Miss Blue.”

      “Fuck you,” she shot back before adding derisively, “Sir.”

      “Naughty girl.” A smirk twisted Kingston’s lips.

      “Carson might be a guy I might wanna hang out with. Friends with benefits and a little sister to pass around.” Oliver laughed, but Kingston’s hard stare shut him up fairly quick.

      “One more word, little brother,” Kingston said softly, “and I’ll cut your tongue out, serve it up on a silver platter, then watch you eat it.”

      Oliver dutifully nodded, although resentment flashed in his pale blue eyes. His half-brother hated him, but the old adage of keeping your enemies close served Kingston well. Having Oliver on a short leash meant tracking his moves was a hell of a lot easier.

      Kingston’s attention returned to Ava. There was an unshakable air of courage around her. It clung like the faint aroma of her sweet perfume. Honeysuckle and roses mixed with foolishness and bravery. A heady concoction for a beast like himself.

      “Here is what you may expect, Miss Blue. You will remain here at The Den as my guest while I remind your brother of his debt.” Kingston saw her tears, but they did not sway him. He really did not care if she was frightened. Having her terrified only worked in his favor. She could be easily controlled through that fear. “If he once again ignores my demands to repay the debt, then you shall be sacrificed.”

      “Sacrificed how?” Ava recklessly demanded.

      “Do you really want to know?” Kingston’s head tilted at Ava’s hesitant nod, and his glittering eyes raked her form. “There are so many options. I can either auction you off or keep you for myself. I’ve not yet decided. Or, perhaps I’ll share you with those who deserve a reward for their loyalty.” His voice lowered. “A lamb thrown to the mercy of beasts.”

      Ava’s shoulders slumped momentarily, but she quickly shook off the defeat. Raising her chin, she glared at him, those green glittering eyes so bright they practically shot sparks.

      Kingston almost admired her for that. For standing so strong. So proud. So stoic in light of her predicament.

      The next instant, he fell back in stunned astonishment as Ava launched herself across his desk, fingers aiming like daggers for his eyes.

      Kingston quickly turned his head, resulting in a scraping of her hand down the side of his neck. The marks left behind were dull red lines due to her lack of fingernails.

      “Bastard!” Ava snarled, teeth bared behind the curvature of her plump lips. Her actions caught everyone by surprise. Even Oliver gawked as the girl scrambled across the desk’s polished surface, finding purchase on her hands and knees.

      Ava grabbed the first item within reach, the cut crystal paperweight. It was the size of a large apple, carved into a stunning replica of a lion’s head, and a perfect fit for the palm of her hand.

      With a low, feral growl, she swung wildly, somehow catching Kingston with a glancing blow across his upper cheek. The sharp edge of the lion’s crystal mane sliced through his flesh, leaving behind a perfect half-moon-shaped wound nearly an inch long. It immediately welled up with blood.

      The fact she injured him did not stop her attack. The girl seemed intent on braining him with the desk ornament.

      “For the love of God,” Kingston hissed beneath his breath. With the quickness of a lightning strike, he grabbed both of Ava’s hands, squeezing with brutal intent until she dropped the paperweight with a low cry. The makeshift weapon hit the gleaming wood surface with a dull thud, rolling off the edge of the desk and landing on the soft rug underfoot.

      He then jerked Ava forward until, with a pained, breathless “oomph”, she lay sprawled on her belly.

      She twisted and squirmed, trying like hell to escape his grasp, teeth snapping at anything within reach. Those sharp teeth caught him a moment later on the inside of his wrist, and he grunted in surprise.

      “Oliver! Jack!” Kingston barked as his prisoner fought like a wild animal. “Don’t just stand there like fucking idiots. Grab her legs.”

      Oliver shook himself from his stupor and jumped forward. Grabbing at Ava’s legs, he was rewarded with a heel to the underside of his chin.

      Meanwhile, Jack scored a knee to his abdomen that had him sucking in a breath of pain.

      “Fuck!” Oliver swore before bursting out into laughter. “She kicks like a goddamn mule.”

      Eventually, the three men managed to flip Ava onto her back.

      While Jack and Oliver each held a leg, Kingston gripped Ava’s wrists in one large hand. The other tangled in the mass of her hair. He gave it a sharp tug and she squealed in furious pain.

      “Calm the fuck down, Miss Blue. Before you experience something to really get upset about.”

      She glared up at him as he loomed over her from his side of the desk. Effectively pinned, she still would not relent in her efforts to break free.

      Oliver panted, his chin already turning red with a bruise. “It’d be easier wrestling a wet cat.”

      “Will you just hold her, damnit? Use whatever means necessary,” Kingston said just as Ava twisted her head toward his wrist. The snap of her teeth echoed as he stayed just beyond reach this time. The spot where she’d gotten him moments before was bleeding now, but it was a minor wound. He’d suffered much worse in the past. This equated to the bite of a tiny mouse to a lion’s paw.

      That slice on his cheek, however? That was another issue entirely. Blood oozed down his face and the area was throbbing. There would definitely be bruising. Possibly even a scar.

      Giving another jerk to her hair, Kingston smiled with satisfaction as her eyes filled with tears. Then his hand slid to her throat, squeezing slightly while he bent over her.

      “Last warning, naughty girl. Calm the fuck down or suffer the consequences.”

      “Go to hell, you perverted monster!”

      Her weak snarling was adorable, but Kingston had reached the end of his patience.

      “King…” Paulie said in a quiet panic upon seeing Kingston’s jaw clench. “Don’t do it.”

      The older man’s warning was ignored.

      Releasing Ava’s throat, Kingston transferred his grip so he could hold her down with both hands. Stretching her arms above her head, he squeezed so hard the throbbing of her pulse hammered against his thumbs.

      Fuck, she smelled delicious. An intoxicating perfume of sweet flowers and fear clung to her hair and skin. Kingston breathed deeply so it could permeate his lungs.

      “Stop struggling before you hurt yourself,” he muttered, but Ava only fought harder with a desperate frenzy. She jerked and twisted her body, trying to yank her hands from Kingston’s grip until suddenly there was a loud pop.

      The scream filling the room was heart-wrenching. It wobbled, high and clear before fading away into hysterical sobs.

      “Damnit, King.” Oliver grinned. He still held one of Ava’s ankles, and now he yanked it toward the far edge of the desk. Exposed in such an obscene manner, her lightly tanned legs shook violently. “If we’re starting the torture, sign me up for that shit.” Oliver’s free hand ran up the inside of Ava’s bare leg until he reached the juncture of her thighs. “I wish Malcolm was here to see this. The things we could do to her. She wouldn’t be so sassy then, I can tell you that.”

      Cupping Ava through the material of her shorts, Oliver grinned while rotating a palm against her sex. “King can have your pussy while I fuck your mouth. Would you like that?”

      Ava stared back at Oliver with blank, pain-filled eyes. Kingston doubted she even comprehended Oliver’s words, but he did not contradict his brother’s assertion. Hell, at this moment, in his own fury at the damage she’d inflicted, he wasn’t positive he’d stop Oliver from following through on his threats. How sick was it that the imagery his brother’s words conjured was making his dick hard?

      Perhaps Ava required punishment as a way of enforcing good behavior. Well, maybe not an actual fucking, but a spanking at the very least. And he should let Oliver administer it. Let Ava see what she truly should be afraid of. And of whom.

      Kingston was almost relieved that Malcom, who usually served as Oliver’s preferred righthand man, was out of the country on a job. It was always a volatile situation when those two worked in tandem. Their cruelty complimented each other, but Malcolm had the edge for sheer brutality. He was the man Kingston sent on those jobs when someone required a bit of torture before death.

      “What do you say, King?” Oliver flicked the button of her shorts with a forefinger. Then he inched her tank top up with that same finger until her bellybutton was exposed. His hand splayed across her bare abdomen, holding her in place. “Should we get our dicks wet? Or save her for a disgustingly rich buyer?”

      Kingston frowned, that annoying twinge of disturbing possessiveness returning full force. The unwelcome sight of his brother’s hands touching Ava was unnerving. And it was turning his vision hazy red with rage.

      She’s mine. No one else should be touching her. Not like that. Not if they want to live.

      His eyes tracked from the top of her head to the other side of the desk where Oliver still gripped her ankle. Jack held her other foot captive, his oversized fingers gingerly wrapped about the slender bones. His face was a study of indecisiveness, but like a good soldier, he waited for Kingston’s instruction.

      “Let her go,” Kingston said, his voice murderously quiet. His reaction was irrational, especially since he commanded that she be restrained in the first place. “Both of you, let her go before I start chopping off goddamn hands.”

      Jack released his grip immediately, but Oliver’s face revealed his surprise. He hesitated before shoving Ava away in disgust.

      The girl’s legs immediately pressed tight together. Bending her knees, she half-rolled onto her side, curling up into a fetal position. Her arms were still stretched above her head, her wrists manacled in Kingston’s hands.

      “Maybe you won’t get the full amount if she’s broken, King, but it sure will be damn fun getting her to that point,” Oliver said. “You know we can do whatever we want with her and still make money.”

      “Of course, I fucking know.” Kingston’s hands slid under Ava’s shoulders and her knees. Tugging her across the desk, he scooped her up into his arms. It was the second time he’d held her in such a manner and he liked it. He liked it too much.

      Even while crying and holding her hand tight against her chest, Ava still resisted him. Coming alive, she struggled against his grip, arms flailing wildly while she sobbed incoherently.

      Kingston swore beneath his breath, even as her stubbornness thrilled him.

      “Would you rather I allow my brother to have his fun, after all? No? Then best stop your squirming, Miss Blue. Although I’m enjoying it more than you can possibly imagine.” His whispered confession sent a tremor through her slender body. “In fact, I find your attempts to free yourself as pleasurable as the sight of those pretty tears running down your cheeks. Now, be a good girl and let me tend to your injury.”

      Ava turned her face into his chest. A whimper of pure terror escaped her throat, but she ceased all movement. She cradled her wrist, pinning it between his chest and hers.

      Kingston spared a glance for his men. Jack and Paulie were back in their positions along the paneled wall while Oliver flopped once again into a leather club chair. Glaring at Kingston, his mouth pulled into a snarling pout but he said nothing else.

      “Paulie? Have Doctor Abbot meet me in the north cell.”

      “The cell?” Paulie frowned in disapproval.

      Kingston’s arms tightened around Ava, realizing just how fragile she truly was. He could snap her bones like twigs. “Yes, the cell. Until I have an answer from her brother, it’s where I will keep her.”
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