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      And then—before I even knew it—he was whisking me out of the kitchen and down a hall I'd never been before. A moment later, we stood in front of two large doors. After he pulled me inside, we headed toward a large desk. This must be his office. It smelled of his cedary musk cologne. “Oh, you're going to bend me over your desk, Stefan? That's original,” I said in my best snarky tone.

      A loud laugh burst out of him. He glanced at me. “You wish it was only my desk,” he said cryptically. Once at the desk, he wrenched open the top drawer and snatched a large skeleton key from inside. It had a red ribbon tied through the top of it. He slammed the drawer shut and walked us back out.

      We trekked down the endless hallways in silence. Stefan was so focused on something—probably my behind—that he seemed like a man on a mission.

      A mission to spank me.

      Whatever.

      I'd bend over.

      He'd cop a feel and smack my behind a few times. If that was how this guy got his jollies—then so be it. Deep down, I knew Stefan would never hurt me. He'd called the doctor twice for me. There was no way this man was about to do anything stupid. 

      So, he had some kinks.

      Lots of people did.

      He obviously had some kind of deal going on with feeding me. I didn't mind that, though. Not at all. I'd never had anyone besides my granny care if I ate or not. It was nice to have someone do that for me. And yes, maybe I got off on it, too, a little bit. Mostly because I could tell how much he enjoyed it. Or, like he said—needed it.

      What felt like miles later—we walked into a living room of sorts. It surprised me a bit because the furniture in here was so different from the rest of the house. There were a few sectionals along the walls. And they were big and comfy-looking. There were also a few large, square ottomans scattered here and there. 

      Ah. So, this was where Stefan was going to spank me. I mean—it looked cozy and comfortable. I wouldn't half mind bending over his lap and—

      But he didn't stop walking. He pulled me to an intricately carved wooden door. Whoever made it must've spent a billion hours on it. I let my fingers skim over the carefully crafted design. I hadn't noticed the lock in the door until Stefan shoved the key inside the black iron lock.

      It turned with a loud click.

      And then he turned the large, black iron doorknob and opened the door.

      A red glow greeted us as he pulled me into a small stairwell. A small, winding, spiral staircase led down to—somewhere.

      I stopped moving, and grasped the iron handrail and held on. “Where are you taking me?” I asked, for the first time, wondering if I was going to end up on a serial killer news exclusive.

      And then I laughed internally. Because who would even report me missing?

      No one.

      Stefan didn't answer. He just turned his head and frowned.

      “Are you taking me to a dungeon or something?”

      He let out a small, amused laugh. His eyes raked up and down my body. “Or something.” Then he tugged on my hand and made me walk in front of him.

      And stupidly—I did.

      Down.

      Down.

      And.

      Down the winding stairs. My head began to spin and grow dizzy. Thankfully, we got to the bottom before I got nauseous. When I looked up—I had to grab the railing even tighter. “What is this place?” I asked unnecessarily.

      Because at just one glance—anyone would know exactly what this was.

      And what went on here. 

      And that was—kinky, kinky sex.

      “I think that's rather obvious, Francesca. Don't you?” He pulled me through his sex dungeon as my eyes tried to take in—and make sense—of everything I was seeing. 

      Rows and rows of long instruments. Probably used to hit or spank with.

      Various sizes of black leather cuffs with chain links on them.

      A large four-poster bed sat in the middle of the room. Black satin—or silk—sheets covering it.

      And many different setups around the room. A large X stood in the corner. With metal rings at each end.

      “Are—” I said over my dry throat, “are you chaining me up down here?”

      Stefan chuckled and stopped beside a flat, table-like thing. It wasn't something where you'd serve food, though. The top of it was soft, brown leather. 

      “First of all,” he said, pushing me gently toward the edge of the table. “I will never chain you up. Restrain you? Yes. Absolutely.” He walked up behind me, his body flush against my back. “Because you need to be restrained, Francesca,” he whispered into my ear, making me shiver.

      Then, he set his hand on the middle of my back. “But this time—your first time—you'll lie down for me.” He pushed me down, so the upper half of my body lay flat against the cool leather tabletop. “Because I need you to fucking listen to me.”

      His hand dragged from my back to my behind. He rubbed one cheek before squeezing it. “Now, let's start with a few questions. Shall we?” He removed his hand from my skin. “First question. Are you my wife?”

      I let out a sigh and shook my head. “Not really, no.”

      Smack.

      Right on my behind.

      I gasped at the shocking feeling of it.

      “I'll ask you again. Francesca, are you my wife? My real, honest to God, legal wife?”

      What was he trying to prove? This was ridiculous. “You were forced to marry me, Stefan. That doesn't count as a real marriage. No matter how—legal it might be.”

      Smack.

      I inhaled sharply—but I also felt my lower belly clench.

      Dammit.

      I could feel myself begin to drip between my legs.

      “I married you because I wanted to. Since the first fucking time I laid eyes on you. I knew you'd be my wife.”

      This time, I gasped for a whole other reason. His words spun around in my head. I wanted what he said to be true.

      “Now, tell me why you left me in your apartment. With only a shitty fucking excuse for a letter as a goodbye?” His hand squeezed my other cheek.

      I swallowed and answered him, “You didn't need me anymore. And you were having a hard time separating from that truth, because I helped you in the hospital.”

      Smack.

      “Bullshit, Francesca.” I couldn't see him, but I could tell he was gritting his teeth. “Tell me the truth. Tell me why you left me in the middle of the night without a word.”

      When I stayed silent—

      Smack.

      And then—

      Smack.

      Fine.

      If the big jerk wanted to know—

      I'd tell him.

      “Because I'm not pretty and sophisticated like Giselle and Eve. Okay? I knew you'd get tired of me soon enough. So, I left. Because staying and knowing one day you'd leave me—” my voice cracked then—along with my heart, “just hurt too much.”

      Stefan's hand stilled on my behind. I heard him let out a frustrated sigh.

      I braced myself.

      Waiting for another smack.

      Another spank that never came. Because before I knew it—I was being pulled up and spun around. And lifted up in Stefan's arms. He carried me to a black, oversized chair that I hadn't seen. He plunked down, and we sank into it. It wasn't leather like most of the furniture in here. Instead, it was a soft, fluffy material. 

      Stefan pulled an even softer black blanket around us and lay back with me still on his lap. 

      A minute or two later, he turned his head to me and spoke,. “Thank you for finally telling me why you left.”

      A sarcastic laugh bubbled out of me. “I didn't really have a choice. Did I?”

      “Ah, shit.” He let his head fall back against the chair. “I forgot to give you a safe word.” He looked at me. “I'm sorry. And yes, you will always have the power to stop things. My brain goes into overdrive when I'm around you. Fuck. I'm sorry. That was reckless of me.”

      Did he just say—safe word?

      “We'll decide on one later. Before we come down here next time.”

      My eyebrows nearly shot off my face. “Next time?” 

      His hand cupped the side of my face, and he drew me closer. “There will be many, many next times, Francesca. I'm going to do all kinds of things to that curvy, beautiful body of yours. You have no idea the things I'm going to make you feel.” His lips touched mine in a devastating kiss. “And if you ever compare yourself to Giselle and Eve again, you're going to end up in exactly the same place. Do you understand?”

      I moved back a bit and said, “But—”

      And that was all he let me get out. “No fucking buts, Francesca. You are the most beautiful woman I've ever seen.”

      I rolled my eyes and sighed while he kept talking. “And part of that appeal is that you have no fucking idea how stunning you really are. Yes, Giselle and Eve are pretty in their own right. That's obvious. Anyone with eyes can see that. But you have something different. Something they don't have. I felt an immediate connection to you the second our eyes met. And that would have happened whether I was bleeding out on a metal table or not.”

      He held my head with both of his hands. “I love you, Francesca. With my whole fucking heart. And I've wanted to marry you from the first moment I saw you. I knew you weren't on the same page. But we were definitely in the same book. You just had to catch up to me. That's all. I was always going to make you my wife. Raul simply sped up the process.” His eyes stared deeply into my soul. “You were always mine, Francesca. And you know it.”

      I couldn't have held back the tears that began streaming down my face. This man had made my heart explode. “But you saw where I lived. My horrible apartment.” I sniffled. “Do you know that I had to rely on the food bank for half of each month?”

      Stefan nodded slowly. “I know.”

      Oh, gosh.

      He knew.

      Of course he did.

      “You found a way to feed yourself. And me. I'll always be grateful. You have no idea how much you healed me.”

      The tears kept falling down my cheeks. “You would have healed up anywhere.”

      He vehemently shook his head. “Not here.” He grabbed my hand and placed it over his heart. “Only you could have healed me here.”

      Oh.

      My.

      Gosh.

      This man.

      I couldn't take in the emotion of everything he was saying. “Stefan,” was all that came out. Everything swirled in my mind, muddling it up.

      “Do you understand now? Finally? Do you get that this is what I wanted all along?” His eyes and his words pleaded with me.

      I barely moved my head, but I still shook it as I said, “Why? Why me? You could have anyone, Stefan. I'll never be like Giselle or Eve. I don't fit into your world.”

      I expected him to get angry. Or at least yell.

      But what he did next confused the heck out of me.

      He.

      Laughed.

      And laughed.

      And laughed.

      The only thing that did was stop my tears from falling. Because he was more than starting to tick me off. I shoved his shoulder. “What's so funny?”

      His whole body shook with the power of his laughter. Which also meant I shook, too. And it was really starting to annoy me.

      When he could finally catch his breath, he wiped his eyes and said, “You are absolutely fucking correct that you'll never be Giselle or Eve.”

      Okay.

      That made me even angrier.

      So, I shoved his shoulder again. “That's a really crappy thing to say. Even though it's true.” And it was. We both knew it. There was no way I would ever measure up to those two women. Even so, he didn't have to be a jerk about it.

      Stefan just laughed again and then wrapped his arms tighter around me. “Eve will tell you this herself. I know her. And she's an open fuckin' book. She'll level with you, and she'll do it quick.” He grasped my chin with his fingers and looked into my eyes. “Eve grew up in a shitty house in a shitty part of town. Her parents were dicks. Well, her dad was a dick when he wasn't in prison.”

      My jaw dropped open. I couldn't comprehend what this man was telling me.

      “Yeah,” he said and gave me a sad smile. “At least her mom had the decency to take off. But that left Eve to raise her brother and two sisters alone.”

      I immediately gasped, “What?”

      Stefan nodded. “Yeah. Her parents were dicks and gone, and Eve had to figure out how to feed all four of them.” He jerked his head to the side. “And her useless fuckin' father when he was around.”

      I exhaled and bit my lip. I had no idea what kind of life Eve had before she'd met Nick. I'd just assumed because she looked and dressed like she did—that she'd come from money.

      “I'm not done with this story yet, Francesca. There's more. A lot more.”

      My shoulders slumped, and I waited for him to finish.

      “And then Giselle and her newborn moved in next door. To an even shittier house. Right beside Eve's.”

      I touched his chest because I knew something had just gone very, very wonky with this story. “I can't believe your brother would live in a crappy house.” I shook my head and frowned. Carlo definitely wouldn't live in a rundown house in a bad part of town. I saw the house he lived in now. And Stefan said he owned an entire vineyard. This didn't make sense.

      “You're not listening, Francesca. I said that Giselle and her newborn moved in. Not Carlo.”

      My jaw fell open further. “He abandoned them?” I asked in total and complete shock. Carlo really, really, really didn't seem like the kind of man who would dump his fiancée and new baby. Or let them live in squalor.

      “Still not listening,” he said in a quiet voice while his eyes scanned my face. “She hadn't even met Carlo yet.”

      A cold, sharp stab ran through my stomach. “What? Daniella isn't Carlo's? That's crazy.” And it was. She was completely enamored with her father—with Carlo.

      “Oh, he's Daniella's father in all the ways that matter. He claimed her.” Stefan chuckled and looked off to the side of the room for a moment. “Or more like—” he cleared his throat, “she claimed him.” He shook his head and swallowed. “Anyway, Eve's going through it. Bad. And then here comes Giselle and her newborn. Scared and alone—”

      I cut him off. “Why was she scared and alone?” My stomach started churning with worry.

      Stefan sighed and shook his head. “That's for her to tell you. Not me. Don't get me wrong, she will tell you. Giselle thinks very highly of you. But that's personal and should come from her.” 

      He rubbed my back. “So, Eve's got her family, and then takes Giselle and her baby under her wing. Because that's what Eve does. And she can't fuckin' make ends meet. No matter how far she tries to stretch. Her dad's always causing trouble and needing to be bailed out. Basically, the money's spent before it's made. So, Eve decides on an alternative way to make money.”

      Stefan briefly stopped speaking. 

      I shrugged and said, “I give up. She started pumping gas?”

      He let out a short laugh. “Not exactly. She joined a high-class escort agency.”

      My eyes nearly popped out of their sockets.

      And my heart stopped beating.

      “What?” I asked, not believing what he'd just said.

      But he nodded his head. “You heard me. She started there so she could feed her family. And help out Giselle.”

      This was a lot of information that I would never have dreamed could have happened. “Holy crap.” I looked down for a moment and contemplated everything he'd just told me. And then something occurred to me. “Does Nick know this?”

      Instantly—Stefan began laughing. 

      Again.

      Even harder.

      I rolled my eyes and waited for him to stop.

      Sheesh.

      “Francesca, that's how Eve met Nick.”

      I needed a whiteboard to figure this out. Because it was getting way too confusing. “What? She met Nick—how?”

      He grinned at me and lowered his voice. “My sweet, innocent wife.” His eyes danced across my face. “Nick was one of Eve's clients.”

      Holy.

      Crap.

      “Nick was—” I said, breathless.

      “Paying to fuck Eve. Yes.”

      My poor brain was about to explode. This was a lot.

      A lot—a lot.

      “And then sometime later—much later—Giselle started working there, too.”

      Oh.

      My.

      Gosh.

      Both of those women had been sex workers? I would have never guessed that in a billion years.

      “So, no, Francesca. You really will never be like Giselle and Eve. And you should be happy about that.”

      I bit my lip and nodded. And then the magnitude of what they'd gone through began to hit me. And all on their own—tears started running down my cheeks. “That's terrible, Stefan. I can't believe they went through all of that.”

      He pursed his lips together and wiped my tears away with his thumbs. “They went through a hell of a lot worse than having to sleep with men for money. But that's for them to tell you. Not me.”

      I rested my face in the crook of his neck, and he held me while I cried.

      For Giselle.

      For Eve.

      For poor little Daniella.

      “I—I—I—didn't know,” I sobbed and held onto him. “I didn't know.”

      But Stefan didn't judge me for my ignorance. Or at least he didn't seem to. “How could you? Those aren't exactly things people share when you first meet them.”

      I pushed away from his chest and asked, “Are you sure they'd be okay with what you just told me? Do you want me to pretend I don't know? I don't want to get you in trouble with any of them.”

      Stefan's hand slid up the back of my neck and into my hair. He held me there while he spoke, “They'll be okay with it. They'll be more than okay with it. Giselle and Eve are excited as fuck to have you in the family. As are Nick and Carlo.” He kissed my lips. “But even if they weren't—” he kissed me again, “I wouldn't give a fuck. I'd leave them all in a second. And take you away.” He kissed me more deeply now. With more intent.

      And I kissed him right back. “You're my wife, Francesca. I'll do anything for you.”

      And somewhere deep down inside—I knew that was true.
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