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Chapter 1 - Book 7

The First Encounter

I watch the lifeless figure laid in the bed, the sound of machines beeping and echoing around me eerily. The only noises coming my way in the darkness of this unlit space. Serenely quiet despite being in a private side room of one of New York’s busiest city hospitals on a weekend night. The only illumination is served by the moon coming from the window behind me and the subtle shadowy flicker of artificial light from the hall behind the closed door at every peeking crack.

I check my watch for the tenth time, knowing I should have left already and beginning to feel restless. The numbers glow in the dark at me, almost like an urging beacon to hurry up and get moving, but something is pulling me to stay until she awakens. Some invisible force keeps me rooted to the spot, waiting patiently and pondering my plans for the rest of my evening. It’s rare for me to get even five minutes of headspace nowadays, but I am savoring the moments of stillness to figure out my next move in terms of the people I still need to see - and her.

She has barely moved since I walked in here. It’s not like she is showing any signs of properly rousing, even though she has stirred several times in the last twenty-six minutes. The nurses have pumped her full of pain relief and are doing well to keep this sleeping beauty in the land of slumber.

My phone discreetly buzzes in my pocket, impatient for me to get on my way. Mico is probably asking me what the wait is about as he sits downstairs with the car running. We have so much still to do tonight after this little fuck up with Tyler’s men taking one of mine.

The stupid fool kidnapped Little Sophie and is still breathing, not that it’s my choice. I would have buried a bullet in the dumb fuck’s skull had it been down to me.

Sophie is family. Even if she isn’t blood, she is as good as, and no one touches the Carrero family if I have anything to do with it. I watched that kid grow these past years and consider her one of us. I have real affection for her.

Tyler, however, is important to an ally, which means I have to play nice and follow the rules to keep this amicable, against all my instincts. Tyler’s saving grace.

It’s churning me up inside, making me aggravated and tense. Those waves of raw animalistic urges coursing through me in a frenzy that I must keep under wraps. That longing to snuff out the insult by removing Tyler permanently would have gone a long way to ease my rage, instead of standing in a quiet hospital room with a strange girl and pondering all this.

It doesn’t silence the part of me that sharpens when someone forgets who they’re speaking to. Disrespect me, undermine my authority—and I don’t forget. That’s a major misstep.

I’m not good at waiting. Already, the restlessness of being still races through every muscle and nerve ending.

My family is my only real weakness, almost like a trigger that should carry a clear warning for all to see. It gnaws inside me and pushes my simmering anger to the surface in the worst ways. To know someone dared to touch one of them, one of my kin, one I love and care about - but I am doing well to control it. Always the master of control on the outside.

It’s what I excel at, after all. A blank slate on the surface while the storm rages within. The disorder of my brain and body is behind so that no one would know it exists. I am famous for my cool and cold exterior, but very few know of the chaos that dwells inside me.

The result of the blunder is that now I own this piece of skirt lying in bed before me, looking like she’s been mauled by dogs and is half dead. Not that I have any need for a woman in my life, let alone one now owing me fifty grand in debt. I have enough fuck buddies and no desire for anything else. Saving Sophie came with a price tag and baggage I definitely did not need.

Camilla Walters - infamous drug-pushing party girl to the rich and famous in this city. Known for underhanded dealings that got her jammed in a bad spot and a ticking clock on her lifespan, if I hadn’t handed over the money she owed to save her skin. Sophie was the reason for doing so, or so I told myself.

I don’t need this headache of a girl.

I could have gotten Sophie without the broad if I had been inclined. However, it seemed like Sophie was her friend, and I always endeavor to make my loved ones happy.

Although…..

I am not being entirely honest if I said Sophie was the main reason, though.

Watching her now, I replay the moment my men pulled this redhead from the car and delicately hauled her to one of the four-by-fours to bring her here.

It was a second, a glimpse of just a battered face, unnaturally bright hair, and blood-stained clothes in a tall, slender body that befitted a seductress. Despite the mess she was in, she stood tall, with enough curves to get her noticed. Figure-hugging clothes, even dirty, reeked of class and expensive taste. She lifted her chin defiantly and walked like a queen, almost unaided, to the awaiting car despite everything they had done to her.

That was no shrinking violet.

That was someone worth paying attention to.

I have no idea why it made me watch her go. Every movement and mannerism told me she was a born player, practiced grace, and probably made men melt at her feet. Distracted at the moment and blanking Tyler’s groveling pleas and apologies as he sweated out the possibility that his time was up.

I watched her a tad too intensely. In that tiny flicker of brief observation, I decided that I wanted her.

I can’t explain it.

Maybe it’s the pale, lifeless picture before me of a helpless woman, completely vulnerable in her current state and reliant on strangers to keep her alive. With that, a touch of fire in her veins. I always was a sucker for that shit.

Her face is so swollen and bruised from the beating she endured at the hands of Tyler’s men that it is pulling at my almost nonexistent heartstrings. There is some strange, weighty feeling going on in the pit of my stomach that I don’t like. I feel angsty for no reason, which is not normal for me.

I hate it when women and children are the victims of crimes in this city, but normally, I only ponder a moment before pushing it away. So good at remaining cold and detached most of the time. It’s a practiced art, born from years of witnessing and carrying out all forms of brutality, and it never fails me. Sometimes, I wonder if I can feel anything anymore, as I’m mostly empty and dead inside. Heaviness is my constant companion.

I’m desensitized to most things, so it’s weird she has caused me some reaction.

Something about this woman keeps me rooted to the spot for far too long and is beginning to vex me on a deeper level. Irritated at myself, I shift from my perched position, making to get up and leave.

Impatience and impulsive moodiness take over when a flutter of something from the bed catches my eye and stills my movements. I pause and watch silently, holding my breath momentarily to listen. Stealth like a predator. Blending into the shadows.

Her head moves ever so slightly, followed by an inward deep inhale. The gentle tracing of her hand and fingers across the blanket as they feel out the bed, beginning to try and get her bearings. She is finally coming to and has no clue where she is, despite being conscious when they brought her in.

The drugs would do that to you when given as heavy a dose as she has been drip-fed these last hours. Broken ribs and such are killers in terms of pain, and I don’t envy her. I have had enough experience with broken bones, wounds, and gunshots in my thirty-two years on the planet to know what they all feel like.

I relax against my perch as her movements increase to an obvious show of properly waking and coming alive. Glad I’ll no longer have reason to ponder over her all night like some weird stalker.

Shifting, moaning lightly as she winces in pain, I step out of the darkest shadows at the side of the window to make my presence known and make official introductions to my new acquisition.

She catches sight of me immediately and jumps very visibly, almost out of her skin. Her body turns rigid as her widening eyes pin me and follow my form as she takes me in. I pause to let her properly focus on me and clarify that I am not here to hurt her further than she has endured. Amused that without even trying, I can still scare people shitless. It always gives me an adrenaline rush.

The sadistic wanker in me purrs.

‘‘I didn’t mean to startle you, Miss Walters.’’ I move slowly, a few more steps, keeping my tone hushed, almost like approaching a terrified animal in my manner and low, steady voice. No real truth in what I said, as I don’t give a shit if I scared her or not.

I prefer a little edge of fear over people as it keeps them docile and compliant. I like women, especially, knowing their place around me. It makes things easier and cleaner with less drama when they view you as a dominant who will take no shit or bend to womanly displays of emotion. Mistrust is always an asset.

I lock my gaze on the shadowy face as I approach her, trying to read her body language and summarize her reaction to act accordingly to ease her. Too scared, and she’ll clam up, and my time lurking in the shadows, wasting my hours, will have been completely pointless. I need her to be able to talk to me and understand why I am here. Not hysterics and tears, which would only grate on my nerves.

I excel at reading people when the situation calls for it and manipulating them subtly, so I control the outcome. I don’t have time for dramatics.

She seems to panic for a second, reaching out to grab the hanging light switch and winces visibly as pain engulfs her, trying to cover it by clearing her throat and wriggling to sit upright. It’s almost painful to watch.

‘‘Please… don’t move on my account. I came only to see that you were being cared for. We can talk another time when you are recovered.’’ I move further in, closing the gap smoothly, aware that the moon behind me probably puts me in complete shadow, and inch to the left so the light will catch my face and not just my silhouette.

No wonder she seems afraid; she probably just woke up to a black figure towering over her in a threatening manner. Enough to scare any woman, let alone one mauled by a group of angry men a few hours ago. I know I make a formidable figure in the dark, standing at over six feet and pretty muscular and broad. It’s all part of the illusion that makes up Alexi Carrero – someone to be terrified of, and I work hard to keep it that way.

She inhales and holds her breath, an aura of nervous energy flooding my way, and weirdly makes me feel uncomfortable as it hits me.

Normally, intimidation is a rush, and power play is more than a hobby. Yet right now, her obvious unease makes me awkward and confused. Sending a slight pang of dislike to the pit of my stomach that churns up that angry little boy who rebels at any sight of weakness. I try to relax my normally tight, upright stance and intimidate less, ignoring my impulses to play on her fear.

‘‘I… I … Wasn’t expecting anyone in here so late.’’ She struggles to get the words out, sounding raspy and hoarse. Smoothing her hair quickly, obviously aware she must look dreadful. It amuses me that her first thought is her appearance, which cements the fact that she relies and possibly lives on her looks and their effect on men. I take note of her character flaw and file it in the profile my brain is compiling for her.

I know this type of woman, see many of them in this line of work, and inwardly sigh at her lack of uniqueness. I had hoped for something different despite knowing it was a fantasy. Women are all the same on my side of the track.

They will screw anyone for the right price, and from what I have heard about her, she is one of the worst at screwing people for what she can get. Tonight proved she doesn’t care about fucking people over, no matter how dangerous they are. She is about as trustworthy as I am.

What I didn’t expect was the unmistakable heavy English accent and the precise dialect of the upper class. I have spent a lot of time in England with family and know enough about accents to know I am listening to the trained speech of the wealthy and educated. She pronounces well, and her words are precise and punctuated. Slow enough to be deliberate and definitely not fake.

A sultry tone that smooths over you like honey to go with it, and I can see how effective that must be in seducing men. It fits with her manner and presence, and I suppose it makes sense with a name like Camilla Walters. A royal name for a royal bitch. That low voice suits the almost haughty style of her speech pattern and wraps around you easily.

I like it.

Unusual, sexy, classy, and a little bit asshole. She just became even more attractive in my eyes despite her other imperfections.

‘‘I was passing by, checking in to see that all is being taken care of. Your bills will be coming to me, and upon your release, we shall talk. We have some arrangements to discuss concerning our new relationship.’’ I put it out there, making it clear why I am here. I know how to use her to get my money back and don’t want any misunderstanding from the get-go. I am not interested in using her the way some might.

For her body.

Pleasure.

I want her skills and reputation for what she could do with them. Sex isn’t an option until I know if the face matches the rest of her. It’s hard to tell when she has been so badly deformed with swelling to see beauty. She has a nice body. Accent does it for me; the hair is somehow sexy even if it's fire engine red, and the parts of her face that aren’t battered into Shrek's likeness offer potential.

“My debt… came to you, I presume?” Her words sound almost scathing, like she has to spit them out painfully. A touch of venom, and it piques that little smug in me. Warming my inside as hints of her fire show face. Piquing my interest in the possibility of a feisty broad.

I always had a thing for women with a strong presence; even in this state, she definitely has that… or a lot of nerve. The thought of being owned grates on her and poses a definite challenge. I like the idea of pulling her to heel, like breaking in a thoroughbred horse. If I do that, though, I’ll soon get bored with her as she won’t be a challenge anymore.

Such is the shittiness of my nature.

“My cousin offered to clear it on your behalf… fifty G. I refused because you won’t learn anything if people sweep in and fix all your mistakes so easily, and I am a huge believer in personal growth. Sophie is someone I care about, and I will honor that affection by taking you on…. Don’t get me wrong, Miss Walters. You will pay off the debt, and I aim to make you work for it. I have plans for someone with your entrepreneurial skillset.’’ The tone is dry, the mood behind it amused, and my focus is entirely on her as she visibly sobers.

Arrick did offer the money, but I had already laid eyes on her once, and that was enough to refuse it. I can sense something about her that tells me I shouldn’t just let her slip out of my grasp so easily. I want to explore that possibility, knowing my gut instinct is rarely wrong.

‘‘What skillset exactly do you think I have?’’ she almost whispers it, showing a nervousness plainly. Hints that she realizes she is in deep water after all, and the bravado dies an instant death. The hint of something fading away, and I am momentarily disappointed.

Maybe I imagined the fire, and she will be another feeble woman who panders to me and kisses my feet whenever I raise a brow. I’m tired of women pawing and following me like lovesick puppies. No matter how badly I treat them, they keep coming back for more, and it’s built an arrogance in me regarding the opposite sex. This one is looking to be pathetically predictable, too.

Boring.

Shame. She seemed like she had more substance.

‘‘You are known for your ability to connect girls, parties, and product. You have a reputation as the go-to girl for anyone with tastes and money to burn on fun. A reputation that had even reached my ears. I have a club in need of that kind of input, and now I have you, it appears I was played a profitable hand.’’ I have lost interest in her and get down to business, voice steady and smooth in the dark room. Mood is calm and weirdly still internally.

Unusual for me.

Restless is my default setting, but for some reason, I feel like everything is paused, and I have time to burn, even with a huge list of things I must do before I can go home and sleep.

It’s been a long day, and not enough booze to get by. Maybe it’s her influencing me in a way I can’t explain, but the restlessness and impulsive instincts dampen the longer I’m standing here looking at her.

‘‘You want your club to operate the same way my little outfit did?’’ She almost smirks. Her eyes flashing with disbelief, and I hesitate at that little spark of attitude once more. Normally, reading people is a gift, but this one seems good at sending mixed signals and concealing her temperament too well. Maybe her accent is throwing me off, and I’m tired. It’s after midnight, after all. I have been up since four and have not had a minute to stop and breathe. I don’t sleep well, even on a good day, and this week has been stressful.

‘‘I think your talents and allure will give my club the edge and class I have been looking for while still operating to my clientele’s tastes. It’s an exclusive bar, a closed-door policy with memberships, and you’ll have accommodation above… I have an apartment on the top floor I rarely use, and it seems you need a home.’’

We seem to ponder one another for a long moment, locked in an odd staring battle that lacks real meaning. Both summarize one another and let the silence stretch out longer than required. I wonder if this is, in some way, her challenging my dominance and push it away as absurd.

She’s just a drugged, bruised wench needing rest, and I need to get going.

“I need to try and collect my belongings from the place I skipped out on a few weeks back. I owe them money.’’ It’s a matter of fact. No hint of shame in the statement, and an obvious deflection to anything I said about my bar.

‘‘I’ll take care of it. Call this number in the morning and give my man the details.’’ I pull one of my black business cards from the inside jacket pocket of my leather jacket, extending it carefully to her. I'm not surprised she has other debts trailing her.

Clearly doesn’t have any qualms over it, and I’m not too concerned with the extra cost. My mind is too busy ticking over her usefulness and where I want to place her, and my confidence grows as I get a feel for her personality. Titbits of sassy are a good sign.

She conceals as many of her feelings as I do. Hiding, acting. This one is definitely streetwise and not as dumb as I expected. Her story, and history of how she has been living point to an entrepreneurial mindset. Balls to carry it off before she fucked it up. Beauty has brains, and somewhere in there, she has a spark of attitude that peeks when she forgets to play the victim.

She’s either playing docile purposely, or the meds have her out of whack, and I am starting to see through it. I have known enough women to be able to spot the stronger ones even when playing cute, and this one seems to have more skill than the average girl. She has potential, and if she lives up to her reputation and the intel we gathered on her tonight, she may be a worthy asset and worth the money I forked out to save her ass after all.

My club has been sitting idle while I tried to find the perfect person to stand at the helm, and I think I may have found her. I’m shocked that it ended up being a woman, but if she sells sex half as well as her aura hints, she will do just fine.

‘‘It’s two grand in rent.’’ She blurts out, taking the card quickly yet seemingly avoiding touching me. It’s noticeable enough to pick up on it. Carefully sliding my card from my hand while keeping her fingers tucked away. I have a moment of doubt over how she seems as opposed to what I have learned about her. No touching might hint at more than just being beaten tonight.

‘‘I’ll add it to your tab…. Do you have a cell?’’ I shift and move closer to her, curious to see if she abhors all touch or if my presence puts her on edge. If it’s fake, or if maybe she is suffering from sexual trauma.

It crosses his mind that Tyler’s men might have done more than beat her. It wouldn’t be uncommon. Thugs like to rape defenseless women and get off on the sense of power it gives them.

The thought abhors me, and I shake it off, pushing that good old black darkness in me to smother all sense of feeling I don’t want to have. Women are raped in my world every second of every day; I don’t care.

‘‘I tossed it when I ran. I don’t have one anymore.’’ She recoils instinctively as I press closer. I can’t get a read on her, and it’s starting to infuriate me more than it should. Maybe because she is still semi-dark, and I can barely make out the one non-swollen eye to gauge her emotions. Reading her facial expressions would be helpful.

I reach out and flick on the light quickly, catching her slight flinch as I do so, and again wonder if they sexually assaulted her or if this is a victim act to get me to feel sympathy for her. I doubt someone with her backstory is as fragile as she’s coming across if she has managed to get to where she is in the short few years I have heard of her. Women use so many tools and games, and I don’t trust them. She can’t get any sympathy from me, so it’s pointless.

‘‘I’ll have one dropped off in the morning, and you can give the details of where to collect your belongings then. When you’re ready for release, you will be taken to my club, and we will talk again. Until then, Miss Walters, try and make the most of your recovery time. I happen to like a full effort from anyone I associate with.’’

I move back to give her breathing space and to evaluate her in full light. It’s worse than I thought or could see in the darkness, with more than half her face already discolored from bruises and cuts. She is swollen so badly now that I can’t tell if any of her features are pretty.

One eye is almost completely closed, and a fat lip on one side, which blends into a messy jawline where her face has met gravel or maybe a boot.

She nods, eyes widening a little, and looks momentarily like a deer in the headlights. Another hint of fear, but I don’t believe in it this time. It lacks the terror I would expect.

I stop focusing so heavily on her injuries, disgusted that men would feel fit to do this to the weaker sex, and instead try to focus on her eyes, which are open, blue, bright, and clear, even if they are somewhat bloodshot.

My favorite color on the opposite sex.

Blue like thick pure ice.

They go well with the bright red hair and the pale skin of her neck and face that isn’t turning purple. I can see the hint of very light freckles where her hospital gown slides from one naked shoulder, suggesting she might be a natural redhead under the intense dye job. She has the potential to be a beauty, which will only serve her well as a hostess in my club.

If Jessica Rabbit were human.

That thought amuses me.

She has the tits anyway.

Men like to be served by beautiful women, and my plans for her require that my members drool over the hostess without getting to touch. I like to own attractive things, so I have high hopes for this one.

‘‘Until you’re ready to work, I guess. Will be nice to see what you look like.’’ I throw her a sardonic smile. A little too invested in seeing her healed and satisfied we are done. My purpose here has been taken care of.

‘‘Right, thank you, I guess.’’ It’s a quiet, almost flirtatious response that makes me cock one eyebrow subtly. The slight hint of her charm and seductive nature peeking out, and I wonder what she is like in full form when back on her feet. Undrugged, not in pain, and knowing she looks the part to play her act. An urge to see for myself intensifies, and I swallow it down.

She is alluring. I will give her that.

Dangerously so.

I need to remember she owes me, and this is business. I can have fun with her later when things are settled and she has learned her place, but for now, she needs to heal, get her ass in my club, and start earning her keep. She is on my time and money now, and patience was never one of my strong points.

‘‘Try and stay out of trouble. I don’t happen to have any patience for women who cause me any — bear that in mind.’’ The statement is made with a completely charming expression, but the intent is clear and not too veiled for her to extract the meaning. I’m polite, well-mannered, and precise.

I have learned over the years that you can translate so much intimidation with the right tone and sinister demeanor without exerting too much energy and utilizing it fully.

‘‘I don’t intend to make any.’’ She falters, lacking conviction, and this time, I move back, turning to leave, inwardly smirking at her outright lie.

She’s trouble, and I know it.

There is something about her that spells it out. I can almost taste it and will enjoy showing her it won’t sway with me. Despite the lack of conversation, she has defiance all over her, raising a tiny tinge of excitement deep in my stomach. The thrill of the kill, I guess. I was always one to rise to a challenge; breaking people is part of my passion.

This one is not all she appears to be and may be entertaining. There is something in the depths, and although disobedience makes me crazy, I have always had a thing for rebellious fire and snuffing it out.

I’m bored with weak women who pose no challenge, and I hope this one offers more excitement than the last decade of submissive bedfellows. With hair that red, I can only expect she is scorching between the sheets and fiery in life. She got this far on her own and made a name for herself that even reached my ears. She must be more than she appears right now, and I’m counting on it.

I would love nothing more than to tame her and mold her into what I want in my club, and there’s no harm in having some fun with her along the way. Subdued, tied down to my bed, and begging for mercy crosses my mind as I stroll away with a smile beginning to twist devilishly.

I always was a controlling sadistic wanker, and the thought of a worthy playmate gives me a rush that chases away the fatigue and fires me up to do what he needs to be done with the rest of my night.

“You and I, London. We are going to become well acquainted.” I murmur under my breath, sauntering down the deserted hall of the hospital's west wing, reserved for high-paying patients, and head out into New York City. My head is full of the potential of my new property with that sexy red hair.

This is my domain and where I wear my crown.


Chapter 2 - Book 7

First Meeting at the Club

It’s been a shitty month with a ton of crap going on, and I am glad to finally be home in my city once more. With at least two months of no plans to go anywhere else, I can focus on the task at hand. I have delayed coming to the club for the past few days to catch up with my new staff member, but I cannot push it back any longer. This money pit is a strain on my resources, the way it is, and I need to turn it around and get it functioning as I had planned.

I hate having shit outlying and nonproductive like this.

She has had enough recuperation time, so I hope my new hostess looks well and has healed. Has gotten used to the bar and found her bearings. She was worthless to me while looking like a train wreck.

She will be an important part of my new venture, and this place now rests on my plans, which include her. Falling into my lap was a wave of good fortune once I knew all about who she was and what skills she possessed.

I make my way into the rear security door amid my men, pushing it open as I slide inside quickly, out of the grey New York weather. Fixing my tailored suit, which has wrinkled from the drive over as I wander in and am met with a pretty inviting image of a very tight and sexy ass swaying along the corridor in front of me. Unexpected to run into her immediately, but the sight is welcoming.

She has on an expensive tight dress, a plump pert butt, perfect curves, and that trademark red hair swishing around her shoulders freely like a silk waterfall. It immediately piques that little fire inside me that appreciates the beautiful form of a fit woman’s body. She’s fuckable from behind anyway. It’s not hard to visualize bending her over like this.

‘‘Miss Walters… Nice to see you upright!’’ I call out, halting her.

I catch her visibly pause mid-step, and that little jolt of electricity that runs up my body and ignites a weird sensation in the pit of my stomach surprises me. The woman has an effect, and I am not sure I like it. Maybe it’s the lack of female company the last few weeks while I took care of business, and I should remedy that later. I’m horny; her ass is enough for any hot-blooded male to get a boner.

She turns slowly and deliberately, almost fluid, like water in her graceful movements, and I can tell she has practiced the art of moving sensually to death. Maybe even overkill. That’s the tell of someone who has harnessed and knows the power of feminine wiles and exploits them. I didn’t get this much from the hospital visit, which puts my guard up immediately.

I don’t like players, or the fact that she just effortlessly moved into her little character role.

‘‘Mr. Carrero.’’ That almost husky yet sultry tone is followed by a seductive smile on a face that is far more beautiful than I expected it to be.

The hospital gave me very little to go on, but even though she is wearing skillfully applied makeup to enhance what she has, I can tell she is a stunning woman. She has almost flawless, well-proportioned features, startling blue eyes, and the natural pouty lips that women go crazy for nowadays. Delicate features, a jawline that is overwhelmingly feminine, sexy yet also vulnerable.

Somewhere between innocence and complete vixen. Strangely alluring. It matches the English accent, carefully picked fitted outfit, and how she holds her head high. Something almost royal about her screams out that this woman knows attention to detail is everything.

Her gaze wanders over me, lingering on my mouth as she extends a hand, and I can tell by the way she pauses, straightens up, and checks her poise that she likes what she sees. The attraction is mutual on the surface anyway, and sparks almost fly between us. Crackle in the air between us.

Without hesitation, I cover her small, cool hand and give her a firm shake, reminding myself she is business and nothing else. I have no desire to complicate this acquisition by fucking it. Especially when my gut is sending off every warning alert in my body.

Red hair – the color of danger. Pay attention, Lex.

‘‘You look better.’’ I point out the obvious and try not to keep eye-raping her, cursing myself for neglecting my needs lately. I have way more control than this, and instead pull over that mask of indifference I wear most days. Hard to do when her perfume is pitching my hormones and making me think about sex a little too much.

She picks her outfits and scents for maximum impact on the male species. A trained seductress with many wiles, and I am not the idiot who will fall for it. She knows what she is doing. That much is obvious. The realization of it acts like a bucket of cold water and cools my growing libido immediately.

‘‘All healed and all forgotten.’’ She smiles demurely, and for a moment, she locks deep into my eyes as she catches me doing the same. I am trying to pick her apart and figure out what is real under this act, and yet she unarms me with how she swoops in and penetrates my gaze. No hint of nervousness or apprehension at all.

I am good at reading people; it’s my gift, but she is like a blank, flat surface that I cannot work out. Confident, unrattled, and very sure about who she is. Her eyes are closed doors to her soul, and her demeanor is cool and cold.

Maybe that’s exactly what she is, and I am reaching too far to see more. She is nothing like the vulnerable, almost scared shadow of that night when I went to see her. This is someone else entirely, and it somewhat disappoints me.

That night, I thought I saw depth, maybe a hint of warmth and fire. Today, it’s gone, and only cold calculation lies bare, so I can only assume it was an act to tug at my heartstrings and step one in a manipulative play to wrap me around her little finger.

Clever, London. Real clever. Guess I will add ‘amazing actress’ to her resume of skills.

“So, I see. I wasn’t expecting stunning under that mess, and yet here you are….. If you don’t mind, we need to go back upstairs and see Lucie.’’ I extend a hand towards the elevator and nod graciously, eager to get out of this dimly lit foyer and down to why I finally came here.

My club and where I want it to go. I can further figure her out once I don’t have half my men drooling over her and am fully aware Mico on my left is staring at me in a rather odd manner since we walked in here. I don’t know what he is trying to translate, but he is the only one not checking out her tits right now, so maybe he gets some read on her. He’s my right-hand man for a reason.

“By all means, you’re the boss.’’ She smiles cheekily, a hint of playful flirting in her tone, and it chafes on my mood.

I don’t know why.

Maybe it’s the predictable sexual come-on from someone who seemed more capable of a competent kind of seduction. It cheapens her and annoys me that I am just another man she wants to try and play for her own ends. She’s obviously no good at reading people, or would stay away from my kind. Surely, my reputation alone was enough for her not to try this angle.

‘‘Yes, I am. I’m sorry I didn’t come by and settle you into your role, but I had business elsewhere. I’m here now, though, and we have a lot to discuss.’’ The doors close on us, leaving me alone with her as Mico deals with sorting out downstairs and kicking stragglers out. He takes my entourage with him, knowing they are not needed.

I swipe my building gold card to access all floors and rooms here to get us going. She immediately tries to stand as close as possible without being too obvious, but fails at it being so. She is almost textbook in ‘How to get a man to fuck you.’

I inwardly sigh, and that tiny hint of mood from the foyer ups a gear and simmers in my lower belly. When something gets under my skin, I have a quick temper, and she is stoking the embers incorrectly.

Trying to play me like a two-bit streetwalker looking for a quick buck. Maybe she isn’t any classier than any of the hookers I plan on hiring. It’s all on the surface. She is fast losing her shine, and my new asset is starting to look like I overrated it.

Butt out, boobs perked, mannerisms full-on seductive, and the little tell-tale sex arousers are in play. Touching her lips, her hair, her eyes straying to my mouth, to try and make me imagine what kissing her would be like. This isn’t my first rodeo, and I am not a 15-year-old kid with raging hormones for his first experiences with overly sexual women.

“Did you enjoy your trip?’’ She flutters her lashes with a slight, subtle bite of her lip, and I can’t help but smirk salaciously at her bold display. It’s not amusing; it's irritating, and my smile is sarcastic.

Bitter.

Disappointed in her.

Majorly so.

She lacks real skill in manipulation if this is the best she has. She is a dime a dozen for any whore who thinks they can play me.

I let her carry on, propping up against the wall casually to watch the sad attempt of a show, leaning into her lightly to give her the impression I am game. I was always a bastard who liked to shut down people who thought they had an edge over me. My mood is simmering, my nerves are tensing, and I honestly feel like shoving her far away from me, such is my disgust at her obvious show.

I want her to walk right into this so there is zero misunderstanding from here on in.

Set the ground rules fast.

‘‘Miss Walters?’’ I eye her sideways as she ups the volume on seduction, and I shake my head at her. I edge in closely, playing my own little game of ‘make you want me.’ Slow, smooth, dominating her space. I dip my head to get level with her ear, so she doesn’t miss what I say.

The crackling tension between us is undeniable.

“Yes, Mr. Carrero?’’ She breathes sexily and angles her hip closer to reach me and increase bodily contact. Despite what she thinks, it has zero effect on me. Playing coy, lip biting, and lifting her chin shamelessly. She thinks she has this in the bag, and it was an easy play.

Oh, lady, you are about to learn the hard way.

“If I wanted to fuck you, I would have done it by now.’’ I bite dryly, all hints of charming gone and nothing but a cold tone and icy glare in its place. My trademark sinister lingering in the depths. Venom is under the surface, just enough to show I am not fucking around, and she has pissed me off.

Her jaw drops at the sudden change in me. Didn’t see it coming at all, and it feeds the nasty in me.

Her eyes widen with a blink of realization that this was not what she thought it was. A little tiny hint of outrage that I am rejecting her wares.

“I didn’t pay fifty grand for a common whore who tries to seduce me in my own elevator! Drop the act, get it into your head that I have an actual use for you, and if you could keep your panties on and your eyes on the goal, we will get along just fine. There’s nothing less of a turn-on than a woman who throws herself at you so obviously.’’

My anger is evident, but I push it back to simmer in the depths, unsure why she has invoked such an extreme response from me. I am no stranger to women throwing themselves my way, but for some reason, this one doing it really fucking grates.

I push her away harshly with one finger, a little more intent than I meant to. Trying hard to bring that aggression back down and fast. I don’t hit women; it’s not in me to push them around, and I instantly regret how much she jolts away from how I removed her.

The shock on her face isn’t concealed, and I look out, regaining composure. I can almost feel the heat radiating from her as anger envelopes her and fury boils up and comes back at me.

She is a spicy one, for sure. I can feel it without even looking her way. As hard as she is trying to keep it under wraps, it’s like static in the air. Impending storm.

I guess the one flaw she has is an inability to conceal anger when her temper flips.

‘‘After you….’’ I motion out the open door, fully in control once more, and await any response. She is seething, with a look of hatred so deep you cannot deny it.

She pushes herself from the wall with oomph and storms past me on clattering heels, chin in the air and looking murderous.

Stomping.

She is pissed, and I enjoy the reaction. I have never seen a woman retain poise and class while boiling with rage as she does, and it gives her an extra tick on the sexy scale.

Amusing, and it does help simmer that internal bad mood she had me brewing. Some sick kick at pissing her off as much as she did to me.

I follow her into the office, keeping up easily with her tantrumming stamping steps, entertained by the juvenile quality of it.

“Sit,’’ I command, and catch her by the slender upper arm firmly as Luciano comes into view, sitting behind his desk. I get a hateful glare as I toss her into a chair en route to see the little weasel and ignore her. Not that it’s that easy when complete hostility is oozing at you in thick black waves like soot enveloping the air around you.

The girl has a talent for making her contempt unmistakable. Who would've thought something so small, so delicate, could radiate such concentrated venom?

I notice Lucie is up on his feet and sweating like a pig as he stammers out my name, which only tells me what I have been suspecting for the last few weeks. He either has been fiddling with the books, or the joint is going down the shitter the longer he runs the place. Takings have been nose-diving for weeks.

‘‘Alexi… I, Mr. Carrero… I wasn’t expecting you back for a few weeks.’’ Luciano looks like he might keel over. A vein in his forehead throbbing so painfully that it can almost touch me a few feet away. I haven’t seen him look this panicked since his wife found dirty lingerie in his car.

I stalk over to the desk, and he moves aside as I round it to get to the side where he is sitting.

“Where are the books?’’ My tone is harsh, not so much of a snap, but not amused, and I hope he deciphers that. I slam the nearest drawer looking for paperwork, and pull the next one out, annoyed that neither has any form of accounting book. Not that I was expecting to see any.

My accountant has raised concerns several times about the lack of them in the past months. We keep it all paper and nothing digital for various reasons.

“I moved them… Ummm, my accountant….’’

His voice is gnarly and high-pitched, almost a whine. I stiffen with annoyance, catching sight of Camilla from the corner of my eye, lounging back, and sliding one leg over the other in the most distracting of ways. She’s enjoying Lucie’s discomfort, and I have to drag my vision away from those long, smooth legs swinging a foot elegantly. I can already tell she has met the letch he can be, and no love is lost between them.

“I pay an accountant to do the books, and they told me you haven’t filed anything with them for three months.’’ I slam another drawer in frustration, trying like crazy to hold my rising temper in its place and physically move Lucie over when he stumbles in my way. He is all too eager to get away from me, which speaks volumes.

‘’I have had my own do it. I can have them ready in a few days.’’ More sweat, panic in his tone, and shuffling of feet as he reverses to try and escape the other way.

‘‘Why would you do that? I want them now. Right… now.’’ Very cold and precise, simmering rage as I give in to my anger. He knows my low, even tone is right before I implode, and he should take heed that he is pushing me there. I am normally Mr. In Control, but having blue eyes watching my every move in her chair makes me antsy. I feel like she has me under a microscope.

Luciano turns puce and changes his whole manner immensely. He’s shitting a brick. Little fat asshole has been dipping his grubby fingers for sure. I can tell.

‘‘Right now, Sure… right this very….. Urgh, I will go get them.’’ He moves and turns on his heel, making a half attempt at a run from the floor to the door, and I wonder where he is going. All the filing cabinets are in here, and I doubt his accountant can be reached at midnight on the weekend. Nevertheless, he leaves, and a second later, we hear the elevator ping, alerting us to his departure from this floor.

He’s running away, and I can deal with him later. This is my building, and he won’t get out the door. There aren’t many places to hide, either. Mico will be waiting for him downstairs.

I pick up the papers from the desk and start scanning them, giving myself time to get back to calm, oblivious to Camilla as I home in on what I am looking at.

Receipts, sales bills, till print-offs. I always need a focus to help me rezone my energy.

“Those are today’s—up until eleven o’clock.’’ She points out and smiles when I catch her eyes on me. There’s a hint of extreme enjoyment on that face, and I regard her coldly as I digest what she says. She knows she is throwing him under the bus with one little fact.

“He had them brought up mid-shift?’’ I raise a brow, annoyed he would have her bring up shit like this mid-shift, probably daily. He ensured he got his hands on all the paperwork as soon as possible in case I showed up. He would have had a warning that I was coming at some point.

My gut has been telling me for a long time he was a shitty little asshole with his finger in the pie, and this is starting to look that way. I need the books to prove it and all the endless paperwork from the last few weeks.

‘‘I did as I was told by the sexually repressed little beach ball.’’ She shrugs, losing interest in me and tapping her red nails on the arm of the chair. Those nails are sharpened to perfect points, and I don’t doubt they are used for leaving her mark on the men she devours. The victims of her sexual prowess.

‘‘I don’t think he’s coming back! He’s probably jumping a red eye to anywhere but here.’’ She leans forward conspiratorially with a hushed tone, almost comically, and this time, I flicker a tiny, involuntary smile. Surprised, she pulled an almost laugh out of me. Her conspirative tone and naughty twinkle are annoyingly cute.

If ever there was a good descriptor for Lucie, then it was that. She has a sense of humor anyway, or a keen eye for observations.

I drop it almost immediately, unwilling to encourage her, but it lightens my mood, and I find myself shuffling the papers with an internal sigh. She inadvertently helped cool my jets.

“This bar is a drain on my resources. If he has any sense, he will pick somewhere I have no reach and no will to find him.’’ I mock, but it’s only a half-joke. I have the means to find that little runt anywhere he runs. I wouldn’t miss him, but a bullet is too good for him.

She doesn’t laugh. Instead, she pales a little, her pallor betraying that she has taken the warning in my sentence to note. Maybe she does have some sense regarding my reputation after all.

I am not a nice guy.

It’s weird that I again get that strange twinge, like it bothers me that I scared her, and I have no idea why. I don’t give a fuck about offending or threatening people. I know I am a cold-hearted bastard with a sadistic side, and I offer no shits about it.

I kill people. Why should I care what she thinks about that? It’s who I am, and I make no apology for being this way and protecting my family.

Tiredness must be getting the better of me tonight.

“While we wait on him building up some courage to come back and face me, how about we talk about our little arrangement?’’ I drop all the papers with a look of disinterest, so they scatter on the walnut desk, and I sit down casually. More interested in telling her why I brought her in here and shoving the previous thoughts out of my head before they start to get at me.

Sat down, propping my feet on his desk and landing my Italian shoes on top of all the clutter. I unbutton my jacket and smooth down my tie before coming to settle on her face. As annoyingly pretty as it may be, and a massive distraction to what I need to focus on.
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