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Chapter 1 Marcela
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The night air whispered secrets as neon lights flickered to life, drawing moths like drunken revellers to a flame. Stars winked conspiratorially overhead, the crescent moon a Cheshire grin in the inky sky.

Marcela stared up at the gaudy sign before her. ‘Night Owl,’ it proclaimed in electric blue, promising sins and salvation in equal measure. Her phone buzzed insistently in her hand, ‘Hunter Mayhew’ flashing across the screen like a warning.

‘Hello,’ she answered, her voice as calm as still water.

‘Marcela, it’s Sabrina!’ The words tumbled out, barely audible over the cacophony of hedonism in the background. ‘You at Night Owl yet?’

Marcela held the phone at arm’s length, wincing. ‘I’m at the door,’ she replied.

‘Fan-fucking-tastic!’ Sabrina chirped. ‘Want me to be your knight in shining armour and rescue you from the big bad world out there?’

‘No need. You gave me the room number.’

‘Right, right. Well, hurry your ass in here. Hunter’s about to go full Hulk-smash on us. He’s been howling your name like a wolf to the moon—Hello? Hello?’

The line went dead. Sabrina gaped at the phone, then turned to the brooding figure in the corner. Hunter’s bloodshot eyes bored into them, his gaze promising violence to the phone in their hand.

‘Uh, bad connection?’ Sabrina offered weakly. ‘You know how it is, concrete jungle and all that jazz.’

‘Bull-fucking-shit,’ Levi spat, slamming down a tray of shots. ‘This place has better reception than the goddamn Pentagon. Don’t insult my bar, Sabrina.’

Sabrina’s eyes narrowed. ‘Pipe down, Levi, before I make you.’

Levi’s gaze slid to Hunter, a smirk playing on his lips. ‘You weren’t calling Hunter’s frigid little ice queen, were you?’

‘Bingo, Einstein,’ Sabrina drawled, rolling their eyes so hard they nearly fell out of their head.

Levi’s brow furrowed. ‘Christ, Hunter. This chick of yours—all we ever do is hear about her. When are you gonna man up and ditch the prude?’

‘Wow, wow, wow,’ a suit-clad man at the table perked up, nearly spilling his martini. ‘Hunter “Hit it and Quit it” Mayhew has an actual girlfriend? Did hell freeze over when I wasn’t looking?’

The redhead draped across Hunter like a human fur stole pouted, her crimson lips a perfect bow of disappointment. ‘My my,’ she purred. ‘Who’s the lucky lady? Someone from the right side of the tracks, I assume? The Blackwood heiress? Or maybe that Shaw girl everyone’s been gossiping about?’

‘Ooh, what about Penelope Grayson?’ another woman chimed in, her barely-there dress leaving little to the imagination. ‘Didn’t your families almost arrange a marriage or something equally medieval?’

Emily, the redhead, slithered closer until she was practically fused with Hunter’s lap. Her fingers traced lazy circles on his chest, nails glinting like talons. ‘Come on, baby,’ she cooed. ‘Give us the dirty details. Who’s the girl who’s got the great Hunter Mayhew on a leash?’

Hunter’s jaw clenched, a muscle ticking dangerously. His eyes, dark as sin and twice as tempting, scanned the club entrance.

Sabrina’s eyes darted between Emily and Hunter, their proximity making their stomach churn. ‘Yo, Emily,’ they warned. ‘Maybe pump the brakes on the whole lap-dance situation? Hunter’s better half is gonna be here any second.’

Emily threw her head back, her laughter a tinkling of broken glass. ‘Oh, honey.’ She ran a manicured nail down Hunter’s chest. ‘You’re not scared of a little girl talk, are you, big boy? We’re all friends here. Or is the almighty Hunter Mayhew planning to ghost us for some plain Jane?’

Sabrina groaned, ‘Em, you’re not getting it—’

‘She won’t give a fuck.’ Hunter’s voice cut through the din, low and dangerous, laced with bourbon and bad decisions.

The statement set off a flurry of whispers and speculation.

‘Damn, sounds like she’s got her shit together,’ someone mused.

‘Any chick who can tame the wild Hunter must be something else,’ another chimed in.

‘Didn’t Sabrina say she’s coming? This I gotta see.’

‘Yeah, yeah! Let’s get a sneak peek at Hunter’s mystery woman!’

A guy with more gel in his hair than brain cells turned to Sabrina. ‘Come on, spill the tea! You’ve gotta have some dirt on Hunter’s girl. Photo evidence?’

‘For real,’ a bottle-blonde chimed in. ‘You and Hunter go way back. You must’ve gotten the first look. Show us the goods!’

Sabrina held up their hands, a referee calling time-out. ‘Cool your jets, hornballs. She’ll be here in five. But fair warning – this one’s different.’

‘Different how?’ someone called out.

Sabrina’s eyes flicked to Hunter, a silent question. At his nod, they turned back to the group. ‘She’s a researcher. Like, big-brain pharmaceutical stuff. So maybe leave the “hur-dur me caveman” act at the door, yeah?"

A low whistle cut through the chatter. ‘Damn, Hunter. Trading up from party girls to science nerds? What’s next, dating a rocket scientist?’

Before Hunter could respond, Gel-Head piped up with a lewd grin. ‘Hey, as long as she knows how to handle a test tube, if you know what I mean.’

To illustrate his point, he made a hand gesture commonly seen in porn videos.

The room went deathly quiet. Hunter’s eyes, bloodshot and feral, locked onto Gel-Head. In one fluid motion, he snatched an empty bottle from the table.

‘Hunter, don’t—’ Sabrina started, but it was too late.

The bottle exploded against the wall inches from Gel-Head’s face. The shattering glass was like a gunshot. Shards rained down as part of the bottle connected with Gel-Head’s shoulder.

‘What the actual fuck, Hunter?’ the guy yelped, clutching his arm. ‘You psycho!’

Hunter’s voice was Arctic ice. ‘Keep running that sewage plant you call a mouth, and I’ll make sure you’re drinking through a straw for the next year.’

As Gel-Head was dragged away by his friends, Levi sidled up to Sabrina. ‘Jesus,’ he muttered. ‘What’s the deal? Hunter gone and found himself the Holy Grail of girlfriends or something?’

Sabrina sighed. ‘Look, you can roast Hunter till the cows come home. But his girl? That’s a third rail, man. Touch it, and you’re toast.’

Levi’s lips curled into a sneer. ‘Ha, has this mystery woman got Hunter so whipped he can’t even breathe without her permission? His usual flavour-of-the-week crowd’s been blowing up my phone, wondering why the great Hunter Mayhew’s gone AWOL. Don’t tell me he’s actually... domesticated?’

‘Who the hell knows?’ Sabrina shrugged, their eyes suddenly lighting up as they spotted a figure approaching through the open door of their private room. ‘Marcela! Over here, girl!’
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Chapter 2 New Friends
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The crowd’s collective gaze swivelled towards the newcomer.

Marcela stood out like a nun at a strip club. Decked out in a crisp white shirt and tailored black slacks, paired with pristine canvas sneakers, she looked more ready for a TED talk than a night of debauchery. Her hair was pulled back in a half-up style, and bookish glasses perched on her nose. In the neon-drenched, hedonistic chaos of Night Owl, she was a breath of fresh air – or perhaps a splash of cold water.

As she navigated through the sea of bodies, the overhead lights cast her in sharp relief. The crowd’s eyes widened, drinking her in like a mirage in the desert.

Her features were a work of art – bright eyes set in a face that could launch a thousand ships, with cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass. But it was her aura that truly captivated. An invisible forcefield of ‘don’t even think about it’ radiated from her, simultaneously drawing people in and keeping them at arm’s length. Her amber eyes, when they deigned to rest on someone, were cold enough to freeze hellfire.

‘Get over here.’ Hunter’s gravelly command cut through the haze of lust and alcohol.

The onlookers snapped back to reality, impressed despite themselves. Who in their right mind would give another woman a second glance with this goddess in the room?

Marcela, however, remained rooted to the spot. Her gaze locked onto Hunter, and she uttered a single word: ‘No.’

Her calm refusal dropped like a bomb, silencing the rowdy crowd. It was as if a stern teacher had walked in on a class party, leaving everyone frozen in fear of detention.

But as they took in Marcela’s face, a collective thought rippled through the room: Detention with her? Sign me up.

Hunter, stubborn as ever, lifted a hand in a vague ‘come hither’ gesture. ‘I said, come here,’ he repeated, his words slightly slurred.

Marcela studied him, taking in his flushed face and bloodshot eyes. Despite his commanding tone, he looked more like a lost puppy than the ruthless CEO the world knew. His sharp features were softened by alcohol, black eyes pleading with her from across the room.

Sabrina, sensing the tension, played peacemaker. They scurried over to Marcela and lowered their voice. ‘Look, he’s three sheets to the wind and can barely stand. He just needs you to drag his sorry ass home. Can you just... go to him? Please?’

Marcela’s expression remained impassive, but something flickered in her eyes – concern, perhaps? Or was it irritation?

Emily, still draped over Hunter like a possessive octopus, piped up. ‘Oh, honey,’ she drawled, her voice dripping with false sweetness. ‘Don’t be such a killjoy. We’re all friends here. Why don’t you join our little party?’

Levi snorted. ‘Yeah, “friends.” That’s what we’re calling it now?’

Sabrina tried to give Marcela a gentle nudge. But Marcela, graceful as a cat, sidestepped the attempt, leaving Sabrina’s hand grasping at air. 

With the poise of a queen entering her court, Marcela glided towards Hunter. His eyes lit up like a kid on Christmas morning, a rare genuine smile playing on his lips. He stretched out his hand, eager as a puppy waiting for a treat.

But Marcela bypassed his outstretched palm. Instead, she gripped his sleeve, hauling him to his feet with surprising strength. ‘Ready to go?’ she asked, her voice calm as still water.

The crowd’s eyes ping-ponged between the duo, their love radar pinging off the charts. Something was definitely off.

Emily, arms crossed and lips pursed, was the picture of catty disapproval. Levi nudged Sabrina. ‘What’s the deal with the lovebirds? Trouble in paradise?’

Sabrina just shook their head, as lost as everyone else.

Hunter, his face darkening like storm clouds, shook off Marcela’s grip. ‘What gives? Too good to hold my hand now?’

Marcela was silent.

Hunter, persistent as a dog with a bone, stepped closer. ‘I said, why won’t you take my damn hand?’

Marcela finally looked up, her amber eyes piercing. ‘Dirty,’ she stated, as if commenting on the weather.

The room collectively held its breath, waiting for the inevitable explosion. Hunter’s face contorted. For a hot second, it looked like he might go full Hulk and smash a bottle over his girlfriend’s head.

Emily, never one to miss a chance to stir the pot, piped up. ‘Well, well, Hunter. Your girlfriend’s quite the charmer, isn’t she? A real class act.’

Levi’s eyebrows shot up to his hairline. ‘And this chick’s supposed to be some brainy researcher? Fuck me, what does she research on? Advanced bitchery?’

Sabrina’s face fell faster than a lead balloon. They hadn’t expected Marcela to publicly humiliate Hunter like this. Calling him ‘dirty’ in front of his crew? That was a one-way ticket to Dumpsville, population: Marcela.

Marcela leaned over and snagged a couple of wet wipes from the table. With the clinical efficiency of a nurse, she grabbed Hunter’s wrist and began meticulously cleaning his palm. ‘You’ve got wine stains all over your hands,’ she explained, as if to a particularly slow child. ‘They’re dirty.’

Hunter blinked, his anger evaporating like morning mist. ‘You mean... This kind of dirty?’

Marcela released his now-pristine hand. ‘What else would I be talking about?’

Hunter’s mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water. The crowd suddenly found their shoes fascinating, sheepish grins on their faces.

Levi let out a low whistle. ‘Well, I’ll be damned. Lady’s got layers. I guess that’s the benefit of going to college, eh? If I’d known, I wouldn’t have flunked out.’

Sabrina shot him a withering look. ‘Don’t blame the education system for your two brain cells playing ping pong, Levi.’

Emily, sensing her moment slipping away, plastered on her best pageant smile. ‘Hi there, I’m Emily. Hunter and I go way back.’

Marcela regarded Emily’s outstretched hand like it was a particularly venomous snake. She gave a slight nod. ‘Marcela Crale. I’m Hunter’s...’ She paused, the word hanging in the air like a question mark. ‘...girlfriend.’

Hunter’s lips twitched, threatening to break into a full-blown smirk. He couldn’t help but relish the way Marcela had staked her claim, even if it was all part of their little arrangement. ‘That’s right,’ he crowed, pride evident in every syllable. ‘She’s my girlfriend.’

Emily retracted her hand like she’d been burned, her smile turning brittle. ‘Why don’t you park that perfect ass and join us for a drink, sweetie?’
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Chapter 3 Whipped
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Marcela’s face remained impassive, her voice as flat as week-old soda. ‘I don’t drink.’

‘Oh, come on,’ Emily pressed, her eyes glinting with malice. ‘We’ll order you a juice box, and you can watch the grown-ups play.’

‘Hard pass.’

Emily’s perfectly plucked eyebrow arched higher than her credit limit. ‘Well, aren’t you just a barrel of laughs? What does float your boat? We’re all ears.’

The crowd, sensing drama, jumped on the bandwagon faster than you could say ‘peer pressure.’

‘Yeah, Hunter,’ Levi chimed in, his words slurring slightly. ‘Why the fuck are you bailing so early? Stay and play, man. It’s not every day we meet your squeeze.’

‘Yo, garçon!’ he bellowed, snapping his fingers at a nearby waiter. ‘Bring the lady some OJ, on the rocks. Now, Marcela.’ He turned his attention to her, a wolfish grin spreading across his face. ‘Marcela, nice name, can we call you Marci? Tell us what you’re into, babe. We’ll make it happen. Beer pong? Flip cup? Maybe a cheeky round of “Never Have I Ever”? Sky’s the limit, babe.’

Hunter’s eyes flashed dangerously at Levi’s use of the pet name. But before he could interject, Marcela spoke up. ‘I like doing research,’ she stated simply, as if she’d just announced she enjoyed breathing.

Levi blinked, clearly thrown off his game. ‘Uh... what kind of research?’

‘Right now, I’m focusing on oncogenomics, specifically targeting the mutations within tumour suppressor genes that are driving tumour progression in our local population. My primary interest is in the BRCA1 and BRCA2 gene mutations, particularly their roles in hereditary breast and ovarian cancers. These mutations compromise the body’s ability to repair DNA damage, which leads to unchecked cellular proliferation.’

The room fell silent, jaws dropping faster than a bass beat at a rave. You could practically hear the crickets chirping as the group struggled to process the information dump they’d just received.

Sabrina let out a nervous laugh. ‘Wow, that’s... uh... deep.’ 

Emily forced a laugh that sounded about as genuine as a three-dollar bill. ‘Well, aren’t you just a regular Einstein in stilettos? I’m sure that’s... fascinating for some people.’

Marcela ignored her. ‘Are we leaving, or what?’ she asked Hunter, her tone suggesting she’d rather watch paint dry than spend another second here. ‘I’ve got a lab study to prep for.’

‘We’re out,’ Hunter declared, suddenly eager to bolt. ‘Sabrina, keys.’

Sabrina’s eyes widened. ‘You’re gonna drive after all that booze? That’s a one-way ticket to DUI-ville.’

‘She’ll drive,’ Hunter said, tossing the keys to Marcela.

Marcela caught the keys with one hand. She preferred being driven over driving, but her arrangement with Hunter required her to fulfil all of his reasonable requests.

With her other free hand, she reached out and took Hunter’s hand. He froze, his brain short-circuiting at the unexpected contact.

Marcela’s eyes, usually as cold as a winter in Siberia, softened almost imperceptibly. ‘Coming?’ she asked, a hint of amusement in her voice.

Hunter snapped back to reality, gripping Marcela’s hand like a lifeline. ‘Hell yeah.’

Levi called out, his voice dripping with sarcasm, ‘Hey, don’t forget to use protection! Wouldn’t want any of those mutant genes getting loose!’

Hunter’s reply was a certain finger and a suggestion that Levi do something anatomically impossible.

The crowd watched, slack-jawed, as the odd couple made their exit.

Sabrina noticed Levi staring after them, his face scrunched up in deep thought. 

‘Penny for your thoughts?’ they prodded.

Levi stroked his chin, looking like a frat boy’s version of The Thinker. ‘Is it just me, or did Hunter look exactly like...’

‘Like what?’

‘Like a dog that just got smacked for pissing on the carpet, all growly and shit, but then his owner gives him a treat and suddenly he’s all wagging tail and puppy eyes?’

Sabrina opened their mouth to argue, then closed it. They pondered for a moment, replaying the scene in their head. Finally, they shrugged. ‘You know what? You’re not wrong. Hunter’s whipped, and he doesn’t even know it.’

*** 
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The Hamilton night throbbed with an electric energy, the city’s veins clogged with commuters and party-goers. It was a Tuesday night, but you wouldn’t know it from the cacophony of horns and the sea of brake lights stretching as far as the eye could see. The Harbour Bridge now resembled a parking lot more than a transportation artery.

The sky brooded above them, a moody canvas of steel-grey clouds. September in this slice of paradise south of the equator was a fickle beast, caught in the limbo between winter’s icy grip and spring’s tentative warmth.

Marcela’s fingers drummed the steering wheel, oblivious to the smouldering gaze fixed upon her. From the moment they’d peeled out of Night Owl’s parking lot, Hunter had been a human pretzel, twisting in his seat to drink in every inch of her.

His eyes roamed over her like a starving man at an all-you-can-eat buffet, lingering on the sliver of skin exposed by her partially buttoned shirt. Even in the dim light, Marcela could feel the heat of his stare scorching her collarbone.

As the light finally flashed green, Marcela stomped on the gas, the car lurching forward like an eager puppy off its leash.

Once they cleared the bridge, the road opened up before them, a tempting stretch of freedom. But Hunter had other ideas. His hand slithered out and landed on Marcela’s thigh.

Marcela didn’t look at him. With one hand still on the wheel, she swatted Hunter’s wandering paw away. ‘I’m driving here.’

‘Then pull over,’ Hunter growled, his hand already making a return journey up her leg. His eyes glittered dangerously in the dashboard light. ‘There’s a park up ahead. Take the next right.’

Marcela’s lips thinned into a line. ‘Maplewood’s just around the corner,’ she countered, referring to Hunter’s swanky pad where she’d signed away her dignity in exchange for her grandmother’s salvation.

Hunter’s grip on her thigh tightened, his palm inching north like a determined explorer. ‘I don’t give a rat’s ass about Maplewood,’ he rasped. ‘It’s either now or the park. Your call, sweetheart.’

Marcela could feel the tension vibrating off the man. He had been wound tighter than a two-dollar watch for the past two weeks. If it hadn’t been for that blasted overseas project, he’d have been all over Marcela like white on rice.

Sure, they’d video-chatted daily, with Hunter coaxing Marcela into some decidedly R-rated performances. But pixels on a screen were a poor substitute for the real deal.

With a huff that could’ve blown down the Three Little Pigs’ houses, Marcela jerked the wheel right, the tyres squealing in protest as they veered onto the park trail.

The car screeched to a halt, the sudden silence broken only by their ragged breathing. 

Hunter’s mouth curved into a wolfish grin. ‘Strip.’
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Chapter 4 The Only Cure
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Marcela gnawed on her lower lip, her face a mask of indignation. But beneath the surface, she was fighting a losing battle against the smile threatening to break free.

Hunter watched her, drinking in every flicker of emotion across her face. His own feelings were a cocktail of excitement and frustration, shaken not stirred.

‘What’s the holdup?’ he taunted. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve got stage fright now. After the peep shows you’ve been putting on for me for the past two weeks, I thought you’d be a pro at this by now.’

Marcela shot him a look that could freeze hell over. But instead of cowering, Hunter’s grin only widened. He was playing with fire, and damn if he didn’t love every second of it. No one else could provoke such a reaction from Marcela, and he relished the exclusive right to her anger.
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