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        For everyone who believes the villain should give his girl as many hand necklaces as she needs with a happily ever after for them both.

      

      

      

      
        
        And for James, I love you.

        Always.
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      He saw me.

      He took me.

      He ruined me.

      Now, I’m his.

      

      I belong here with this monster, yet I still long for freedom.

      I say that I hate him, but my heart pounds faster when he kisses me.

      He breaks me. Spoils me. Taunts me when I’m on my knees before him. His punishments are exquisite pleasures I willingly endure.

      Because I crave how he puts me back together again and again.

      I’m nothing more than payment for a debt, but Kingston treats me as though I am his most precious treasure. He swears that I’m safe, but the treachery of our enemies is subtle and cruel. They will not stop until I am at their mercy and Kingston is dead from a bullet in the back.

      But I can ruin those seeking our destruction. I can save us before all is lost. Will love weaken or strengthen us when it matters most?

      I’m Ava Bella Blue. A prisoner trapped in a gilded cell of lust and secrets.

      Kingston Vaughn Winter is the beast I have fallen in love with.

      Crush~Conquer~Protect.

      It’s his personal motto, but I’ve adopted it as my own now.

      His obsession will become our salvation. And I will win this king’s savage heart before this is over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Freedom and captivity

      are one and the same

      when you kiss me.

      

      For the next five days, Kingston only returned at night when Ava was already asleep. His careful movements as he slid into bed always woke her. She would lie perfectly still, barely breathing, waiting for her captor to roll over on top of her. Waiting for the moment he shoved himself between her thighs and took what he wanted with cruel, hurtful hands.

      But he did not touch her. Not even inadvertently during his sleep. It was as though an invisible barrier existed between them, one that Kingston himself erected. Curled into a tight ball, Ava would drowsily listen to Kingston’s steady breathing until she fell back into the dark oblivion of sleep.

      It was all so very confusing. Especially after the intensity of their interactions before and his calm assertion she belonged to him. That Kingston now practically ignored her was unexpected.

      But Ava was thankful for the tiny reprieves while lying beside him in the darkness. Her head no longer ached from Malcolm’s cuffing and the bruises were fading, but doing battle with Kingston now was unthinkable. Better to regain her strength and her wits before tackling this impossible situation head-on.

      Ava wondered what Kingston did during his absences as she roamed the castle-like halls of The Den. She sat for hours on the terrace overlooking the deep woods surrounding the mansion and explored the grounds, always with Paulie or Jack trailing in her wake. In the mornings when she woke, Kingston would already be up and dressed. While she picked at breakfast from a tray delivered to the suite, he silently drank coffee, patiently waiting until she pushed away from the table. Other than that, she spent the rest of her days alone until the following morning when the routine repeated itself.

      Kingston’s silences were frightening. No way would she ask him where he went, especially since he barely managed a gruff admonishment that she be a good girl each time he left her.

      This morning was different.

      Once she showered and dressed, Kingston escorted her to the game room and issued a stern directive. It was the first time he’d spoken more than a few words to her since Malcolm’s assault.

      “You will stay in this room until I return. I have a meeting with Oliver and others, so it isn’t wise that you roam the estate today.” Tucking a stray curl behind her ear, Kingston smiled crookedly. “You’ll find this a better alternative than confinement to my suite.”

      Kingston’s command was infinite. There was no arguing or defying him, but Ava’s mind raced with scenarios as he left her without another word.

      Why was he meeting with Oliver again? What were the two men doing? Were they disposing of bodies? Plotting the murder of her awful brother?

      And the others Kingston mentioned. Who could they be?

      Maybe they were potential buyers. Maybe placing her in the game room provided some kind of sick display. After all, cameras recorded everything in this mansion. Like a bird in a pretty cage, she could flit around the room while being assessed.

      Ava’s hands clenched into fists.

      Be sensible. He has no intention of letting me go.

      Kingston already said she would not be sold, but expecting a murdering kidnapper to keep his word was unrealistic.

      Releasing a frustrated sigh, Ava leaned a shoulder against one of the window casements, tracing the intricate carving with her fingertips. Just outside the deep, tall windows, the mountains loomed. Awash in color from the late afternoon sun, scarlet and burnt orange hues blazed in vivid contrast with the dull green of the lawn. As if one entity, a flock of small birds darted and swooped against the brilliant blue sky before disappearing into the thick trees.

      Considering everything she’d been through since arriving at The Den, the quiet of the game room and the autumn-hued beauty outside this lavish prison was a sanctuary. She should be grateful.

      “Stay here,” Ava muttered aloud, repeating Kingston’s command. His dominion over her new life meant obeying him in all things.

      The five rules laid out following Malcom’s attack were clear enough. The terms of her imprisonment might as well be literal chains binding her body. Disobey and she would be punished.

      She moved away from the window, restless in captivity as the hours passed. Maybe Kingston had changed his mind about keeping her.

      Realizing she was chewing a fingernail, Ava quickly distracted herself by selecting a pool stick from the wall rack.

      Absently, she considered the usefulness of the room’s items as weapons. So many things could serve in that capacity… from pool sticks and cue balls to chess pieces. Even the numerous decanters of scotch and whiskey lined up neatly on the built-in bar would make excellent missiles.

      How hard would it be to take one of the animal trophy heads off the walls? There was one she eyed with more than a passing curiosity. It was an antelope of some sort, with wickedly sharp horns jutting out like twin daggers. The whole thing could be utilized as both shield and weapon.

      Ava’s gaze drifted to the cavernous stone fireplace. The iron stand beside it contained all the usual instruments for tending a fire. A miniature shovel and brush. Tongs. A poker with a curved hook on its end. All potential weapons but not practical if she intended on hiding the fact she was armed.

      But there…mounted on the wall over the rough, wooden beam mantle was a pair of daggers that looked real enough. They flanked an exotic ceremonial mask which might have been used during some sort of ancient ceremony. An enormous, hairy boar’s head hung beside the daggers, leaving one to conjecture the ugly beast was slain using those sharp instruments.

      If those daggers were real, she could slice a man’s neck open with barely a flick of her wrist. Stab him through the heart until the ivory handle was flush against flesh and the blade buried deep. It would be easy. Killing a man with those daggers.

      Can I do it?

      Shuddering at the bloody path her thoughts careened down, Ava turned to the heavily carved pool table. Like everything else in this house, it appeared antique. An exquisite game piece which likely cost more than her entire college education.

      Ava rolled the white cue ball across the length of the pool table. What was taking so long for Kingston to return? Why did she even care? His absence allowed her to think clearly for the first time in days.

      Why did I agree to be his?

      Her fingers tightened around the pool stick. Matters were much simpler when she’d been held in the dungeon cell. When she was an untouchable prisoner. A valuable prize to be protected with her choices snatched away.

      And now? Now, Ava wasn’t sure what she was other than his.

      And being the property of Kingston Vaughn Winter was a dangerous, confusing thing to be.

      The click of the double doors swung Ava’s attention around. Gripped with mounting apprehension, she watched Oliver enter the game room. A scowl twisted his lips.

      He was alone. Fear twisted Ava’s stomach, but she remained silent.

      Where is Kingston?

      “Don’t worry. He’s coming.” Oliver answered the unspoken question. Leaning against the bar, he poured a finger of bourbon into a cut crystal tumbler. “My brother wouldn’t dare dream of leaving us alone for too long.”

      Ava gripped the pool stick tighter, unable to keep her gaze from drifting to the daggers over the fireplace.

      Oliver raised his glass in mock salute. “You are quite the surprise, Miss Blue. Don’t know how you managed it, but you’ve completely captured my brother’s attention.”

      “I don’t want his attention.”

      “He can’t seem to help himself.” Oliver grinned. “I think you marking him, scarring him just that little bit, brought out a previously unknown side of my brother. He’s suddenly very possessive. I’ve never seen him act this way before. He’s become even more of a psychotic asshole than I ever thought possible.”

      Psychotic? Ha! Oliver had no room to judge on that score.

      Oliver stalked closer, but Ava refused to cower. She stood her ground while he circled her.

      “I saw the video feed of Malcolm attacking you.” His breath skated over her shoulder. Aware of the camera system inside this house of secrets and betrayals, his words were low enough that they would not be picked up on audio. “Gotta admit, it pisses me off that dumb motherfucker got a taste of you.”

      “He was as repulsive as you are.”

      Oliver trailed a finger down her arm. “Yeah, well, he died for it, but at least he went out happy with your flavor in his mouth. I’m fucking jealous as hell about that. But who knows? Maybe I’ll get my own chance with you one day.”

      Ava’s chin lifted higher with shaky bravado. “Try it. Kingston might slice you up, too.”

      Oliver’s laughter was genuinely amused. His blue eyes gleamed. “Your dear brother underestimated your worth, Ava. He gave you up too quickly. Carson could have paid the debt and recovered his losses plus more if he’d just sold you to begin with. His stupidity is Kingston’s gain. And I know King will come up with all sorts of creative ways you can pay off two million. That’s a hell of a lot of blowjobs. Maybe he’ll show me the tapes when he’s done with you. I deserve a little bonus—since I can’t get my hands on the real thing.”

      “Is your offer to help me escape no longer an option?” Ava asked with a sarcastic lilt to her voice. Any assistance from this man could not be trusted. She knew that now. The plans she once entertained of playing Kingston and Oliver against one another must be abandoned. She would never ask him for anything. He was a sadistic snake who would bite the hand of anyone who ventured too close.

      The man was possibly more damaged than Kingston himself. Kingston wanted to possess her. To own her innocence. Drag her down into wickedness and pleasure. But Oliver—his desires ran to deeper waters. He would hurt her simply because she was a woman who now belonged to his brother.

      Oliver’s covetous gaze turned heated as it raked her form. “Oh, I’ll still help you, Miss Blue. If you pay the price for my assistance. My tastes are a bit more primitive than King’s, but you look like a quick learner. I’d love to teach you everything I like. Everything I need from a woman. There won’t be much of you left afterward, but at least you would be free of my brother.”

      Ava’s eyes flashed green fire. “Stay away from me, or I’ll kill you myself.”

      Oliver chuckled. “Become quite the spitfire, haven’t you? It’s all King’s doing, damn him. I liked it better when you were cowering at a man’s feet. He’s ruining you. Turning you into something fierce and wild. I bet my dear brother has no idea what you’re capable of.”

      “How precisely am I ruining her?” Kingston asked, his countenance grim as he entered the game room. In one hand he carried a dark blue folder, much like the one containing the ledger sheets documenting Carson’s debts.

      Oliver stepped away from Ava, taking a nonchalant sip of his bourbon. “Seems your pretty prisoner is finding her backbone. But we both know how flashes of rebellion end for women involved with the Winter men. They just don’t have a great track record of surviving us, do they?”

      In customary fashion, Kingston ignored Oliver’s taunts. He stalked toward the pair of them, head tilted quizzically upon seeing the pool stick Ava gripped so tightly. A twinkle of understanding lit his eyes upon realizing she held it like a weapon. The smirk on his face only deepened at seeing her unspoken relief at his return.

      Tsking softly, he easily disarmed her, plucking the pool stick from her cold hands and flinging it onto the table where it clattered noisily against the dark grey worsted wool. The blue folder was casually tossed down beside it.

      “Did you miss me, lamb?” Kingston murmured. He circled her in a predatory manner, brushing Oliver aside in an overtly masculine show of ownership.

      Ava’s gaze zeroed in on the folder.

      What does it contain?

      Kingston pressed closer, filling her senses. Demanding her attention until Ava’s eyes raised to meet his dark blue ones. He lifted a lock of her hair, rubbing the strands between his thumb and forefinger. “Well? Did you?”

      It was a mocking question. He knew Ava would not, and could not, give the answer he expected. Such an admission was an indicator of affection. And she certainly did not harbor that emotion.

      “No.” She would not show fear, but she also could not conceal the relief that he stood beside her. A necessary barrier between herself and Oliver.

      “Liar. I suppose I’ll add that to the growing list of your transgressions.” Kingston cupped Ava’s elbow, carefully avoiding the bruising Malcolm left behind. His fingers caressed her skin through the fluttering, long sleeves of the green silk blouse. When he touched her so gently, so possessively, it was as though fire licked along her limbs.

      Ava’s gaze flickered to Oliver. He had returned to stand beside the bar, a little smirk stretching his cruel mouth as he watched them. Those light blue eyes of his glittered like ice.

      Kingston spun Ava so she faced away from him. Her hands automatically gripped the edge of the pool table, but even as Kingston’s body pressed harder against her own, she did not bend. Standing straight, she resisted the subtle insistence that she submit to his wishes.

      “Shall I punish you now? With my brother as witness?” Kingston murmured in her ear.

      “You won’t,” Ava gasped out, fear mingling with red-hot desire. It was horrible. This dizzying, irrational need for this man’s touch. His mouth. His cock. She could not understand why the degradation he subjected her to always turned her into a trembling mess.

      Kingston’s hands skated down to her hips. He gripped her harder, fingers digging in through her blue jeans. “It would prove my ownership. Show everyone you are truly mine now that Carson has abandoned you. And Oliver, well, he likes to watch these things.” Kingston nuzzled her ear. Skimming his lips along the side of Ava’s neck, he directed his words to the other man. “Don’t you, brother?”

      “You know me too well, King,” Oliver confirmed with a quick draining of his scotch. His gaze contained hot glints of resentment, but he remained on the opposite side of the room, the glass held loosely in his hand.

      Ava’s breath ratcheted higher. Would Kingston really punish her while Oliver watched?

      “You are toying with me. Playing with my head. You won’t let him near me like that. I know you won’t.” She sucked in a quick breath when Kingston nipped her earlobe.

      “You don’t know what I will and won’t allow, Ava.” He chuckled, a dark sound that spiked Ava’s heart rate. “I can do anything I wish with you. Anything. And you will obey.”

      Ava’s mouth clamped shut, her grip on the pool table tightening with the truth of Kingston’s statement.

      “Isn’t that right, lamb?” The words were a low purr. “If I tell you to drop to your knees for another man’s pleasure, you will obey. If I let him fuck you, use you however he desires, you will obey. Because I own you now. And my word is law while I own you.”

      “Are you fucking with me right now, King?” Oliver grunted. “Don’t flash her at me like a shiny toy if you have no intention of letting me play. It’s a shitty thing to do, and you know it.”

      A tidal wave of fear washed over Ava. Would Kingston give her to Oliver? Let him touch her? Abuse her? Would he let other men do unspeakable things? He couldn’t… he wouldn’t. She had to believe his lust demanded she served only his own depraved needs.

      “What do you wish me to do, sir?”

      Ava’s bold question surprised Kingston. He hesitated, fingers loosening on her hips as he absorbed it. She sensed the struggle within him. The need to control and dominate her fighting against his possessive nature.

      “Bend your ass over this table.” His reply was silky smooth. “Now.”

      Ava complied, heart pounding with trepidation. She could not say why she obeyed his husky command. Why she bent at the waist and remained perfectly still as Kingston encircled her wrists within his much larger hands.

      When he anchored them in the small of her back, Ava moaned. There was a terrible darkness inside her that relished the way he handled her. It was wicked and twisted, silently begging for more. That darkness encompassed her rational nature, leaving Ava horribly off-balance and adrift with confusion.

      How can I like this? How can I want his roughness? His domination. I must be going insane.

      Kingston simply waited until Ava’s panicked breathing slowly leveled out. A strange calmness seeped into her bones. Hadn’t he taken care of her so far during this ordeal? Admittedly, her situation could be so much worse. She could be drugged into submission. Beaten. Raped repeatedly by multiple men.

      Tortured.

      She would have been shattered into a million pieces by now in the hands of someone else. Someone like Oliver. Instead, she’d been kept relatively safe.

      Now, she must trust Kingston to keep his word that no one else would hurt her.

      No one other than Kingston himself.

      “Turn your head, Ava. Place your cheek flush against the table.”

      Ava obeyed, the wool of the table’s surface surprisingly cool against her flushed skin. The folder containing God only knew what sat within her line of eyesight.

      He won’t hurt me. He won’t.

      “Impressive,” Oliver drawled. Ava could not see him from this angle, but she heard ice tinkle and the sound of liquid as he poured another drink. “Does she sit up and beg for treats, too? More importantly, will she be so obedient when we take her at the same time? Will she snap at me when I fuck her? I hope so. God, I hope she bites me. I can’t wait to sink my teeth into her. To taste her. Have her blood on my tongue. Her pussy caught between my teeth.”

      Ava jerked in response to the filthy ugliness of Oliver’s words, but Kingston’s grip tightened on her wrists. Moving closer, his body pinned her hips to the table until she was immobile. The carved wood railing pressed painfully into her belly.

      She focused on the warmth of Kingston’s hips against her bottom. The implied violence of his strength was all that kept her from falling into a heap of hysterics.

      She focused on him.

      “Shhh,” Kingston soothed. “Steady, lamb.”

      Ava experienced a swirling moment of déjà vu. He’d said those same words once before. The day she arrived in this house of madness. The day her life turned upside down in a jumble of lust and fear.

      Steady, lamb.

      “Make no mistake, Oliver,” Kingston said in a deadly soft tone. When Ava shifted slightly on her feet, she was held in place with an even heavier hand. “I’ll not share her. I’ll not allow anyone to touch her. And I’ll be damned if I let anyone else fuck her. I’m telling you this, and proving her obedience, so you do not make the mistake of thinking otherwise. This one is not available for your enjoyment.”

      Kingston ran his hand down the length of Ava’s spine. The soft threat of his fingertips told her to remain still or suffer the consequences. But she could not help her response. Squirming against him, panic rose once more in her chest. The depths of Kingston’s possessiveness spoken aloud was eye-opening.

      “She isn’t here for your pleasure or for you to torment,” Kingston continued calmly. “She’s here because she’s mine. Until I decide otherwise, she’s mine. You will treat her with respect and deference for her position as mine. Otherwise, I’ll have no choice but to dismiss you in the same manner I dismissed Malcolm. All of my men understand this. Do you, brother?”

      There was a long stretch of silence. With her face smashed against the table, Ava could not see either man, but violence swirled in the air between them. Like electrical jolts of energy, animosity and hate shimmered and snapped. She was caught in the middle of that bad blood now. A target for Oliver. And an outlet for the younger man to hurt the half-brother he despised.

      The danger of her new status was glaringly obvious. She was not safe as Kingston’s property. As his personal toy. If anything, she was at a greater risk than ever before because of it. His enemies would use her to get to him.

      Did Kingston realize what he had done in claiming her with such ferocity?

      A little sob escaped Ava’s throat before she could swallow it back down. Terror bubbled inside her. She kicked out a leg in mindless reaction.

      Kingston’s hand around her wrists tightened imperceptibly. It was a subtle reminder that he ruled her and everyone else in his orbit.

      Oliver laughed softly. “Of course, King. I get what you’re saying. I should treat your new pet as if she were a dear, treasured sister.” His tone was slightly sarcastic. “Right?”

      “Something like that,” Kingston replied in a mildly amused tone. “Now, get the fuck out and close the door when you go. It seems this pet requires firmer instruction when it comes to her new status.”
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      These chains hold me tight.

      Your arms, even tighter.

      

      Kingston kept Ava’s hands imprisoned in the dip of her lower back even after Oliver’s departure. How he wanted to wrap his hands around her throat. To squeeze until the flutter of her heartbeat tickled his fingers. He craved the motion of her swallow reflex. Wanted to experience the futile struggle as she tried breathing without his permission. Because that’s what she was doing to him. Strangling him within the depths of an irrational possessiveness.

      It left him feeling unbalanced. Unhinged. He did not like it at all. Damn Oliver for reminding him just how shaky his hold on Ava Bella Blue really was. And damn her for making him care so much about protecting her.

      Claiming her so forcefully opened him up to enemies who would use Ava against him. Enemies like Oliver, who constantly prowled for evidence of Kingston’s weaknesses.

      Ava squirmed again, shifting her feet in restless response to the tightening of Kingston’s grip. She feared Oliver, and that was good. But she should be far more terrified of the man currently holding her down over a pool table. After all, her life was in his hands. He could squeeze it into non-existence in a matter of seconds.

      “Be still, Ava.”

      “What are you going to do to me? I obeyed you…”

      His fingers dug into her hip, biting through the jeans she wore. “But you haven’t. Not really. Now, do as I say and be still.”

      She huffed in frustration, but Kingston waited until her strained muscles relaxed, and she finally slumped against the table in reluctant defeat.

      A wry grin twisted Kingston’s lips. “Good girl.”

      Her fingers curled into the palms of her own hands with the unexpected praise. A tiny shiver, almost unnoticeable, passed through her body. It was proof of how much she needed those words.

      “I think I should make a rule. No jeans. Ever,” he said in a deep voice. “They make it too damned difficult to touch what I want most.” Backing away a few inches, he inserted a knee between her thighs and nudged. “Spread your legs for me, Ava.”

      For a brief second, she hesitated before shifting her feet into a wider stance. Obediently, she waited for his next command while sprawled over the priceless antique pool table as though it were a patrol car, and he was an officer patting her down.

      Kingston debated ripping the garments from her body. He could strip her bare, shred every article of clothing she wore, and she would not dare fight him. But that might be too much.

      He would still punish her, but it would be tamer than what he genuinely wanted. What he needed. What she needed.

      Smoothing his palm over the swell of her ass, he squeezed each rounded cheek in turn, gratified when a low moan slipped from Ava’s lips.

      “I want to spank your ass red for that fucking stunt you pulled the other morning,” Kingston murmured. “But I’m afraid if I start, I won’t stop until I’ve broken you. And I don’t want that—not yet.”

      Ava was silent, but she did jerk away from the abrupt sting of his hand striking her bottom. He did it again, harder this time, and she cried out in feeble protest.

      “I wonder if you realize the danger of your actions. How close you were to being raped by Malcom. Let this be a warning, Ava. Always obey me. Always. Even when it twists your guts with hate to do as I command.”

      He spanked her hard three more times. Ava panted, fighting to be still rather than wiggling away from his hand. Tears trickled down her cheeks, marring the table’s fabric with dark splotches.

      “Do you understand, lamb?” Kingston ran a palm over her ass, well aware of how much it stung. “Don’t roam this house or anywhere alone. Ever. It isn’t safe.”

      “Maybe… maybe you should employ better men worthy of your trust,” she whispered defiantly in a voice broken with gulps for air. “If I’m not safe here, of all places, in this dark castle where you rule…”

      “Watch your mouth.” Kingston gritted his teeth and spanked Ava again. This time she did squirm about, unsuccessfully attempting to escape his heavy hand. “Let me clarify things for you in simpler terms. You are not safe unless I am with you. And even that is debatable.”

      Ava’s legs trembled, closing on their own accord when his hand drifted lower. It swept her body in a fleeting caress before slipping between her legs. Pushing hard while rotating his palm against her clit, Kingston soothed both the pain he inflicted and ratcheted up her desire.

      Ava moaned, melting into his touch, legs buckling beneath the onslaught of Kingston’s talented fingers as they traced and molded every fold and curve of her sex through the jeans.

      And Kingston prayed for the strength to keep himself from ripping the denim off her body and claiming what was his.

      “Stand up.”

      When Ava did not immediately obey the harsh command, Kingston used the grip on her wrists to haul her upright. Keeping her wrists anchored in the small of her back, he spun her so quickly that she careened into him with a tiny yelp of surprise.

      Their faces were now mere inches apart. Kingston’s free hand came up, lightly encircling Ava’s throat but stopping short of tightening. She whimpered, staring up at him in dazed awareness with dark green eyes, the pupils blown wide with confused arousal.

      Kingston breathed deep, inhaling her soft perfume. Her sweet breath brushed his lips, and the tears rolling down her flawless cheeks called out to the most sadistic part of his soul. The part he usually kept tamped down. The part he fought against daily and struggled to keep contained when he was near her.

      Goddamn, how he wanted to unravel her. Ruin her. Save her. Keep her.

      It was madness, of course. This bewildering, possessive desire. This raging need to own Ava’s body. Her heart.

      Without warning, Kingston’s mouth crashed down on hers, and he groaned with the perfection of their kiss. It was brutal and yet, it was a culmination of every emotion experienced since the day he met her while standing in her mother’s perfect, suburban kitchen.

      Lust. Possession. Anger. Fear. Wonder. Helplessness.

      Ava kissed him back, surrender vibrating low in her throat. Their mouths ravaged together. Explored each other. Discovered shared desire. Incinerated obstacles and sanity.

      Somehow, their souls entwined through that kiss. Swirling branches of thorny vines and blood-soaked honeysuckles twisted and tangled until there was no beginning and no end, and Kingston realized a sad truth.

      He would break his word. Shatter his reputation as a man who delivered on both promises and deadly threats.

      Thank God Ava’s father was no longer alive to see the depths into which Kingston had sunk. His disappointment would have stung like an open wound.

      I won’t let her go once the debt is paid. Ava is mine.

      Kingston tore his mouth from hers.

      “Fuck. I could kiss you for a thousand years and it wouldn’t be long enough.”

      Ava’s eyes were volcanoes of desire. Bubbling, molten rivers that Kingston was drowning in. Hell, he was happy to drown. To never come up for air. To never escape.

      And all that just from a simple kiss of ownership.

      “Where do you go at night?” Ava countered softly, testing the strength of the hands encircling her wrists. A million questions shimmered in her eyes, a frown creasing her brow at the tightness of his grip.

      A tingle of shame rippled through Kingston. He had held her prisoner like this for so long that her hands were likely numb. Abruptly releasing her, he watched as she carefully rubbed each wrist as though encouraging the nerve endings to work again.

      “I’m a very busy man,” was his cryptic response.

      He would not tell Ava how they disposed of Malcolm’s body. Nor that he and Oliver fought over the absolute necessity of the man’s death. There’d also been the issue of Carson’s debt and the paperwork absolving him for the payback. The final bit of business was the placement of Ava Blue in her brother’s place as the payor of the debt.

      Oliver had shaken his head in bewilderment as Kingston notified the security teams of his latest acquisition.

      “You are forfeiting two point six million for a bit of pussy?” Oliver asked in his customary, sardonic way.

      To which Kingston growled, “Refer to Ava like that again and Malcolm won’t be the only one passing through the incinerator.”

      It did not sit well with Kingston that Carson skated away without paying something. His former friend must forfeit at least one thing, even if his debt was being transferred. Something he would hate losing. Of course, the price paid would be insignificant in comparison to Ava’s virgin blood, but still, Kingston would take it.

      He planned on handling the matter in a very personal fashion, but first, he had a new pet to tame.

      “Is Oliver angry about Malcolm?” Ava asked.

      “If he is, it doesn’t matter. It needed to be done.”

      Ava’s eyes swept downward. “I—I’m sorry, Kingston. If I could go back and do things differently, I would.”

      “You aren’t to blame for that man’s actions. Your only culpability lies in disobeying my instructions.”

      She shot him a glance from beneath lowered lashes. “And you’ve punished me for that mistake.”

      Kingston said nothing. It would frighten her to know how much he ached to do even more. The things he wanted, all the wicked, immoral things he ached for, made his head swim.

      His little lamb had no idea how much he had changed since the day of her parents’ funeral. How mired in violence and danger he’d become. It was a deep hole he couldn’t emerge from.

      Ava’s gaze darted to the folder still laying on the billiard table. “What is that?”

      Kingston picked it up, his gaze tracing her features as he considered his next move.

      Ava’s eyebrow rose high at his silence. “Is it a list of souls you own or something? An accounting of people you’ve killed?”

      A muscle twitched in Kingston’s jaw. “It’s the contract detailing your debt. I want you to sign it.”

      She retreated a few inches, her eyes flaring with alarm. “I’m not signing that.”

      “Oh, but you are.”

      “I won’t. How could such a thing be binding in a court of law anyway? That’s insane.” Ava’s chin lifted in stubborn resistance, and a pang of guilt stabbed Kingston’s gut at his methods of keeping her.

      He brushed it aside.

      “You’d be surprised how binding this document truly is. I’m giving you two choices, Ava. Sign it and spend your time paying the debt in relative freedom. In luxury. Your every whim granted… within reason, of course. Or don’t and spend your days in the cell. I’ll visit often to fuck you and punish you.”

      “Pretty much the same thing, aren’t they? The fucking…” Her eyes narrowed as she spat out the epitaph. “And the punishments.”

      “You’ve no idea how unpleasant I can make both,” he growled in annoyance. “Make your choice.”

      Kingston could see the mutinous bend of Ava’s thoughts so clearly in her translucent features as she reasoned things out. She wasn’t very adept at hiding her emotions from him, and he relished these little peeks into her soul. She desperately wanted to defy him… recklessly wanted to choose the cell as a means of avoiding the contract’s finality. Her sweet, sensible, practical nature demanded otherwise.

      “I will fuck you whenever I please, Ava.” His voice remained calm. “Might as well enjoy some freedom along with that reality and in between punishments. Who knows? You may even enjoy the things I do to you.”

      “You won’t allow another man to touch me, but you will take whatever you want from me.” Ava’s words were strangled with outrage. “And I must allow it because a piece of paper gives you that right.”

      “It’s how things must be. I told you before. I don’t forgive debts. Someone must pay. Someone always pays.”

      Ava glared at him. “You made me think I would be safe with you.”

      Kingston could not help his smirk. “Safe with me, lamb. Not safe from me.”
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      The needles and pins

      You pushed in

      So deep you scarred my heart.

      

      “I trusted you.”

      “Come on. Did you really? Why?” Kingston appeared genuinely puzzled by Ava’s statement. “Look at me. There is nothing that could be considered even remotely trustworthy.”

      Ava’s gaze fluttered down. “I trusted you anyway. After what happened with Malcolm...”

      “That’s a terrible mistake, lamb. Trusting me.” His eyes were so dark. So dark they were almost black. “And your bad luck if you ever did.”

      “You were never this cruel before,” Ava whispered, searching his features. There must be a sliver that remained of the serious but decent man her father admired. “What happened to you, Kingston? Were you hiding behind that façade to fool my parents into helping you? To trick them?” She bit her lip, backing away from him. “To trick me?”

      He stiffened. “I became what was necessary to survive. You’re fortunate I did since I’m the one keeping you safe right now.”

      “But I’m not safe, am I?”

      Kingston followed her retreat until she was pinned against one of the richly paneled walls. Above their heads, a massive water buffalo glared at them with dead eyes.

      “Here is what is going to happen, Ava.” His voice was smooth. Low. Deadly. And threatening. Always threatening. “You will sign this contract. And when you do, I’m gonna fuck you. Maybe tonight. Maybe tomorrow. But at some point, I’m gonna fuck you and fuck you hard. I won’t stop until you agree that you are mine. Not until you say the goddamn words and quit fighting me at every turn.”

      From his suit’s breast coat pocket, Kingston withdrew a gorgeously crafted fountain pen of burled wood and gleaming gold.

      “Sign it, Ava.” He trailed the ornate pen from the point of her chin down to the valley between her breasts. “Sign it so we can begin. Or...” He smiled, his dark eyes flashing with anticipation. “Don’t and I’ll have your things moved back down to the cell within the next fifteen minutes.”

      Ava shoved his hand away. She snatched the contract up from the billiard table, but in her fury, she could not read it. The words jumbled together in a blur of lines and symbols, the rules he’d verbally given her spelled out in stark black and white.

      Sections of the contract assaulted her like whiplashes. Single words jumped off the pages.

      Words like whenever.

      Owner.

      Master.

      Want.

      Knees.

      Ava’s eyes watered. What she would give up for the sake of this man’s greedy lust was almost more than she could bear. But she had no choice.

      Kingston was terrifyingly confident that she would sign this contract with the Devil. His ability to manipulate and control her was a force she could not withstand.

      “Give me the pen.” Ava snatched the instrument from his hand. Slapping the contract on the pool table, she quickly scrawled her name across the bottom of the last page. “Happy now? I’ve signed my life over to you.” When she hurled the expensive fountain pen at him, it bounced off his chest and landed on the thick rug at his feet. “Now you’ve permission to do whatever you want, you monster.”

      Very slowly, Kingston bent at the waist and retrieved the pen. It was tucked back into the pocket on the inside of his coat with careful movements, as though he was considering her defiant attitude and how best to proceed.

      When he straightened to his full height, Kingston’s blue-black eyes glowed with retribution. “That contract is a blueprint for everything I intend to do with you.”

      Ava skittered to the opposite side of the billiard table, her movements quick and cat-like. So quick, in fact, that Kingston’s eyes widened in surprise when she was suddenly out of his reach.

      His upper lip quirked with amusement. A predatory air stole over his features. It was dark and dangerous and frightening. “Must I hunt you again? You know how much I enjoyed it the last time.”

      Ava’s gaze flickered to the pool stick, still laying where Kingston tossed it earlier. What would he do if she dared strike him with it?

      “Careful, Ava,” he warned, eyes narrowed. “Unless you want those punishments to begin immediately, I would advise against following through on that particular thought.”

      He moved closer while Ava inched away. Her hand rested on the smooth edge of the table, fingers twitching with the urge to snatch up the weapon. “You promised you wouldn’t hurt me.”

      His grin was genuine. “No. I said I wouldn’t allow anyone else to harm you. Pay attention, little lamb.”

      Before she knew it, Kingston was suddenly beside her, an arm snaking around her waist. There was barely time to blink before she found herself imprisoned against his chest. Her hands balled up into fists, digging into the muscled planes of his body.

      “Fight me, Ava.”

      Reeling from his swift attack, Ava’s head reared back at the husky command. “What?”

      “You heard me. Fight me. I want you to.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I like it. And so do you. You need it more than you realize.”

      Ava’s blood raced. The suggestion she might enjoy a physical altercation made her sick. It was even worse when she realized Kingston was right.

      Before he said another word, she leaned back, opening a tiny bit of space between their bodies.

      Her palm cracked against his cheek, louder than a gunshot. The sound hung in the air, reverberating like thunder.

      “That’s not true,” Ava snapped, anger boiling until it was on the verge of spilling over into everything messed up in her world. “You don’t know anything about me. You never did.”

      Kingston laughed. “Yes, I do. The sooner you admit this, the better for both of us.” His arms tightened around her, strangling her anger and somehow ratcheting the hopeless attraction she had for this man. It was dizzying how quickly her mood swung from hate to desperate hunger. It must be some sort of bipolar reaction she couldn’t help.

      “Fight me, Ava,” he murmured again. “Or give in and let me have you the way I need you. And in the way I think you need me.”

      She obeyed, fighting him with frantic desperation, kicking his shins, her fists pummeling his chest. She even tried biting him, her teeth snapping as he effortlessly controlled her. It felt good to struggle, fear and anger leaching into her actions until it was almost a cathartic experience.

      “Little monster,” Kingston murmured, his pleased amusement stinging her pride. “So very fierce. So determined. And yet, still so helpless.”

      Ava cried out, a furious sound that made Kingston laugh out loud. He restrained her easily, controlling the reckless attack as if she were nothing more than a spitting mad kitten delivering a few scratches.

      As if suddenly weary of the resistance he had encouraged, Kingston’s mouth swooped down on hers, abruptly crushing Ava’s fragile resistance.

      She should battle back until he was bloody and tattered, but how could she when she craved him with all the madness roiling inside her? He touched her, kissed her, laid claim to her, and she capitulated like a spineless fool.

      It was impossible to fight this when she was exhausted from strategizing. She simply wanted to feel and fall into everything this man promised. The pleasure and the pain.

      With a tortured moan, Ava kissed him back. Fiercely. Without hesitation or thinking.

      Kingston’s reaction was instant. The kiss changed from punishing to voracious. He attacked her mouth. Ate at her lips. Devoured as much as he could get now that she wasn’t resisting.

      Ava clutched at Kingston’s suit lapels, gasping softly when his lips left hers. She was completely off-balance. Ravenous for him despite her hatred for the situation.

      “Fuck, Ava.” Kingston moved until she was again pressed against the pool table. The wood edge bit into the small of her back while his rough hands held her in place. In a move Ava now anticipated, one hand came up and palmed around her neck, his fingers curling at her nape.

      “You don’t know what you do to me, do you?” Kingston’s words grated over her lips as he took and took until she was drowning. “I want to punish you and cherish you all at once. I want to fuck you until you see only me. Until you don’t want anyone but me. Damnit, you are driving me crazy, Ava. I don’t know what to do about it. I don’t know what to do about you.”

      Clutching her tighter, his gaze crashed into hers in a firestorm of heated fury.

      Flames of desire incinerated Ava. She wanted Kingston as much as he wanted her. The knowledge was a sharp betrayal of her self-preservation. Allowing him to do whatever he desired was suicidal. It was beyond depraved. She could not forgive herself for giving in so easily.

      The man was a sociopath, and her life was in increasing danger every second she was with him. But she would not leave. Not now. Not when there were others who would hurt her in terrible ways she couldn’t begin to fathom.

      It was far easier submitting to this man. This lesser of all evils looming over her. This monster who promised protection while completely destroying her.

      “Then do it,” she recklessly, stupidly challenged. “There’s nothing stopping you, Kingston Winter. Nothing. Not even my hate.”

      Kingston’s eyes flashed with something primal.

      Something… vulnerable.

      The spark vanished as quickly as it appeared. Left in its place was a rueful smirk of cruelty and ownership.

      “You don’t hate me, Ava. But you do fear me and that’s entirely different.” He brushed her lips with his while a tiny smile curled at the corners of his beautiful mouth. “I’ll use that fear until you crave me as much as I crave you. Should I take you right here? Right now?”

      “You won’t.” Ava’s voice quavered, betraying her conviction.

      Kingston laughed. “Try me.”

      She pushed at his chest again with balled-up fists. “Empty threats.”

      What are you doing, Ava? You are deliberately taunting him. Do you want this man to tear you apart?

      “You think so?” Kingston’s fingers tightened around the column of her throat. His eyes narrowed.

      “Yes,” she squeaked out. “And… if you want the truth, it’s losing the desired effect.”
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      I watched you change

      Into something wild and untamed.

      

      That’s it. She’d officially gone insane in this house of madness.

      She was poking the beast. But she was insanely desperate for an end to this limbo of agonizing waiting. Desperate for his teeth to rip her apart so it would all be over that much sooner. Like ripping off a band-aid, the pain would hopefully be fleeting.

      “Hmmm.”

      That’s all Kingston said. “Hmmm.” As though she were nothing more than a science project revealing unexpected results following a tragic experiment.

      “You continuously threaten me with it.” Annoyance crept into Ava’s tone even as she shifted closer like a timid mouse desperate for shelter.

      Oh, God. I’m pathetic.

      “Then by all means, Miss Blue. I’ll happily oblige your need for a good fuck.”

      Ava swallowed hard. “Here? But someone might come…”

      With one hand still wrapped around her throat, Kingston nonchalantly pulled his phone from his suit pocket. He pressed a button and opened the call in speaker mode. A familiar voice answered from the other end of the line.

      “Yes, Mister Winter?”

      “Jack, no matter what you hear or how loudly Miss Blue might scream,” Those fingers tightened around Ava’s throat until she could barely swallow, “nor how prettily she begs for God or someone to come to her aid, no one enters this room. Is that understood?”

      There was a second of silence before Jack responded—crisp and matter-of-fact. “Very much so.”

      There would be no assistance coming from Kingston’s righthand man. No rescue from this self-inflicted danger she had thrown herself into. That much was clear.

      “No one, Jack. I’ve no need for an audience while Miss Blue is initiated into her new reality.”

      Another pause, this one far more pregnant with understanding before Jack responded. “Understood, sir.”

      Ava’s skin flamed hot with embarrassment. Anyone lingering outside the game room’s doors would hear every response to Kingston’s initiation. She would not have the strength to contain her moans. Nor her cries. It wouldn’t take a stretch of the imagination to guess the activities underway inside the locked room.

      Kingston ended the call and pressed a few more buttons, all while his dark blue eyes traced Ava’s features. He slid the phone back into his trouser pocket. “The cameras in this room have been disabled. Now, will you voluntarily remove your clothes? Or would you rather I tear them off?” His fingers loosened from around her throat.

      Ava remained quiet, fear abruptly seizing her tongue and rendering her incapable of speech.

      “There’s my answer,” Kingston murmured, reaching for the top of her blouse with the intent of ripping the delicate fabric.

      Ava quickly slid her fingers up to his wrist. “Wait.”

      Head tilting at her soft order, Kingston’s hands went motionless. A questioning light sparked his gaze. The dark blue depths were an ocean Ava had no idea how to navigate.

      “I’ll do it.” Her voice was resolute as she tugged his hands away from the edges of the blouse. Would he let her control this encounter? Allow her the right to orchestrate her own destruction?

      Kingston’s hands lowered, even while his brow slightly furrowed in puzzlement.

      Ava’s fingers were clumsy as she unfastened the row of pearl buttons. When she finally reached the last one, the emerald green silk hung in two fluttering pieces, framing her breasts like pieces of art for Kingston’s appreciative gaze.

      “What a surprise you continue to be, Ava.” The husky timbre of his voice sent a shiver down her spine. Their breaths met and swirled together in the quiet of the room. Ava swayed toward him.

      “Do you want me to keep going?” She tugged her bottom lip between her teeth as Kingston’s fingertips drifted over her exposed chest. Large, slightly calloused hands gently explored the dips and curves of flesh not contained within the boundaries of the lacy black bra. Memorizing her in the most primal way, his determined touch incinerated her efforts to control the situation.

      A shocked gasp escaped her when Kingston lightly pinched one nipple through the fabric.

      “Not yet. Let me look at you first.” His gaze was hot. Dark, burning, and filled with promises of pleasure for her unexpected obedience. He stroked her nipples through the fabric, palming the fullness of each breast. Staring into her eyes, he gently squeezed.

      Warmth flooded Ava’s panties. He was deliberately making her wet for him. God, how she hated that about her body. Hated how easily he could excite her and extort these unwilling responses.

      You are doing what is necessary to survive. Give in. Be submissive. Let him have what he wants. And this will all be over that much sooner.

      It was the smartest thing she could do. The most sensible course of action. Only… a dark and twisted portion of Ava’s soul writhed in full rebellion. Reminding her how much she wanted this. She craved the danger along with the semblance of controlling her own path deep into this treacherous labyrinth of lust and possession.

      Kingston deftly unsnapped the bra’s front closure. Like her blouse, the fabric separated into two halves.

      Ava sucked in a breath. Kingston’s fingers coasted over her flesh, down along her stomach, then traced the button of her jeans. His knuckles brushed across her bellybutton in a rhythmic motion that made the muscles there clench.

      “You’re so soft.” His fingers dragged over her skin in a leisurely motion. “Like velvet. Fuck, I cannot wait to have you wrapped around me.”

      Hearing the triumph in his words, Ava swallowed hard past the lump in her throat. Her bravery was short-lived. She was falling apart at the thought of Kingston claiming her. “Here?” The words came out in an almost comical squeak. If the situation wasn’t so horrific, she might have even giggled.

      “Yes, here. Were you expecting a bed of roses and romantic candlelight?”

      Ava shook her head at that ridiculous notion.

      Kingston dipped his fingers below the waistband of her jeans, tugging at them and pulling her closer. “It’s as good a place as any to claim what’s mine.”

      “There will be… you know… um…blood.” The words came out in an agonized whisper. She’d not thought this through at all.

      “I know. I’m counting on it.” His hand slid even further into her jeans.

      “This beautiful table… it will be ruined.”

      Kingston huffed out a laugh. “I’ll buy a dozen more and fuck you on all of them just to prove a point. Wherever and whenever I want you, I’ll have you.”

      Ava’s eyes closed. “Oh, God.”

      His grin flashed white. “At least let me get inside you before you start praying to me.”

      Ava’s lips clamped tight, her hands splaying across his wide chest as if that little bit of resistance would hold him back. The warmth of his skin burned her palms through his elegant dark suit.

      “Take your blouse off.” He cocked his head, removing his hand from the low waist of her jeans.

      He was waiting for her obedience to die a quick death. Expecting her to halt this madness. The flare of brutal excitement in his eyes clearly said he anticipated taking what he wanted. And how much he would enjoy it.

      Ava’s chin lifted. The slightly red imprint of her hand on his cheek, and the curved scar she’d given him that first day in his office, swelled her heart with a burst of shocking pride.

      Kingston might own her for the moment, but she’d left her mark on him. She had physically wounded this violent, heartless man. Was it possible to inflict even more damage by taking away the element of his domination?

      Could she defeat him with something so simple?

      Realization left Ava breathless.

      Her greatest weapon lay in her submission. An instrument twisted and forged in the form of surrender. A sword she would use to stab him in the heart.

      A sword that might save them both.

      “What’s going round inside that pretty head of yours, lamb? Something cunning, I suspect.”

      His husky murmur shook Ava from her thoughts. Dismayed that he could see through her so clearly, she frowned. “I’m wondering how it is you are so rich when you are so eager to waste your money.”

      Kingston tsked-tsked, then in a completely unexpected move, his hands gripped her waist. With disgusting ease, he lifted Ava and resettled her so that she sat perched on the edge of the billiard table. Now they were closer in height and nearly nose to nose. If she tilted her head back just a little, she could stare into those cold, indigo blue eyes.

      “Do you think you are a waste of money?” His mouth was a rigid line of disapproval.

      Ava shrugged at the question. Hunching her shoulders made the shirt drape over her breasts. The bra, however, hung in halves, the molded cups awkward and uncomfortable. Would he let her refasten the undergarment? Or would he knock her hands away and finish mauling her?

      “Answer me, lamb. Where did you get the notion that you aren’t worth two point six million?”

      Ava turned her head from his searching gaze. “I thought we were talking about antique pieces of furniture. Not my questionable value as your prisoner.”

      “Sit up straight, Ava.” Kingston scowled, curving his hands around her shoulders until they bracketed her shoulder blades. After forcing her upright, her breasts now jutted forward. It was a position indicative of pride, but Ava only wanted to fold into herself and hide from the heat of his blue eyes.

      “Prisoner or not, I won’t tolerate your shame.” His eyes flickered with something fierce as he admired her bared flesh.

      “Don’t you want me subservient, sir?” Ava asked quietly. “A woman to be commanded and used at your leisure. You’ve made it quite clear what my position is. I am to be your whore until you grow tired of playing with me. It doesn’t matter that my parents loved you and helped you. It doesn’t matter that without my dad, you would have lost everything. All that matters is your power. Your money. Your name. You would have lost all of it without my parents’ support. So, go ahead. I know nothing will keep you from doing your worst.”
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