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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Lucky bitch.” 
 
    Sarah had always been an asshole, but the selections for the upcoming event would piss off anyone. Excellence was a club where anyone who knew anyone wanted to be. An initiation fee to the tune of a hundred thousand—yearly dues at half that—and a guest list riddled with the elite marked this place as inaccessible to the normal common sludge. 
 
    I smiled, knowing it would send her blood pressure through the roof. “Flattery will get you everywhere with me.” 
 
    “You’re trash, Rani. Always have been, always will be.” She flicked her perfect blond hair over her shoulder. I half-wished it would stuff down her throat and she’d choke on it. 
 
    I sighed. “Says the girl who lays on her back for her tips.” 
 
    She huffed and stormed off. Sarah, with her blue eyes, narrow frame, and model height would have been a shoo-in for a place like that. She was America’s dream—good school, upper-middle-class parents, and an air about her that made me want to grind my fucking teeth to dust. Sarah should have been picked, but I was instead. As far as I was concerned, at least someone in the universe was taking a chance on the shit storm of my life. 
 
    I traced my fingertips over my name on the schedule printout. “Is this real?” 
 
    “Maybe rub it harder and it’ll come off.” 
 
    Strawberries and cream—that’s what Allison always smelled like. She once told me it made men go crazy over her when they got close, and they’d eagerly give her their entire paycheck. Her bright-red hair and big tits may have had something more to do with it, but I could never convince her of that. 
 
    “Hey, Allie Cat.” 
 
    “Dude, I’m super jealous. You got Excellence. Tips alone off that event will get you a few grand, easy.” 
 
    “That’s the plan. Big wallets and small brains mean good money.” 
 
    Allison nodded. “Yeah, but this isn’t a decorating and serving night at a co-ed event, Rani. These people run corporations and stuff—big business. They’ll probably all be looking down their nose at you the whole time. Keep a lid on that temper.” 
 
    “As long as they pay me, I really don’t care.” 
 
    And I meant it. They could feel how they wanted to. What mattered to me was money; it always did. I needed the cash. 
 
    Allison threaded her arm through mine and pulled. I stopped her, pointing to the roster. “Might want to look a little harder.” 
 
    She blinked, stopping mid-jerk before leaning close to the schedule. After a second, she released me to take off her glasses and clean them. The girl was blind as shit without them, but when she put them on, she got this naughty librarian look men drooled over. Her pouty mouth went slack in disbelief. 
 
    “I’m on there.” Glasses back on now, she got even closer and studied it again. “That’s me. Allison Masters. I’m on the fucking roster.” 
 
    “Looks like we’re both in the money.” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    Allison let out an ear-splitting whoop, and I looked around the staff locker area for someone to apologize to. A few other girls just smiled and left, used to Allison’s ways. How the girl went from loud party girl to perfect server with class when she walked into an event blew my mind every time.  
 
    We’d known each other a few years, and it sometimes shocked me she was still here. People didn’t really like to stick around with my … situation, and I was cool with that. Living in Brownsville wasn’t very inviting in the first place. Allison had grown up there. Momma and I had moved there much later when we didn’t have any other place to go. Rent was dirt cheap, but we got what we paid for.  
 
    “If we get with them,” I told her, “we can really save some money to get out of here.”  
 
    Allison paced over to close her locker door. Each of our assigned lockers held our personal items two changes of our uniforms when we were working as servers for Manhattan Events. After a moment, she leaned back against it and looked at me, all trace of a smile gone. 
 
    “When’s the next treatment? You got enough?” 
 
    I hated pity. I fucking hated it. Allison didn’t mean it as that, but I knew where she was going and it pissed me off anyway. My mother was slowly dying with the cancer eating her up. And what messed with me more than anything? It could have been prevented, and she’d probably be in remission right now if we’d had more money. Poverty was eating away at her cells as quickly as the cancer, and I couldn’t fix either one of them, no matter how hard I tried. 
 
    I worked myself to the bone to pay for her chemo, a nurse who came in a few hours a day when I was at work, and even experimental treatments that kept her going. Just to keep her alive, I dropped thousands of dollars I couldn’t afford to spend. She begged me to let her go some days, and those were the darkest. With her eyes filled with tears, her frail hand—once so full of life and color—reached for me, and she’d asked me to let her go. 
 
    To stop sacrificing so much. 
 
    Love. 
 
    School. 
 
    Life. 
 
    But … I couldn’t. Allison was my friend, and I knew she would stick around, but Momma? Momma was all I had in a life that had beaten us down. Dhavni Shrestha had risked it all for me, her only daughter. Maybe we were too much alike. Momma once was sought after for marriage contacts, as her name placed her within the higher caste of Nepal. But she threw it all away to love my father. Her family disowned her, even as she touched down in America, and she never looked back. 
 
    My father never did, either, when he was finished with her. 
 
    I was so much the same: casting away a life that would be so much better for me because of love. Love of her, of family honor, of the need for her to have a better ending than she was being forced into. 
 
    I wasn’t going to give up until she did. 
 
    “Rani? I know you heard me.” 
 
    I shrugged, leaning back against the wall. “The night at Excellence should get me over what I need.” 
 
    “And if it doesn’t, you take my tips.” 
 
    “Not happening.” 
 
    “What’s that? I heard something like ‘Thanks, Allie Cat. You make my liver quiver’ or whatever. Cool. You’re welcome.” 
 
    “That’s not what I—” 
 
    Allison put her fingers in her ears. “La la la la la. I’m not listening to bullshit.” 
 
    “Fucking redhead.” 
 
    But … my throat was raw, burning enough to make me swallow. Scratching behind my eyes and that weird pressure building in my head signaled she’d brought me to tears. Why hadn’t I met her sooner? Before life went like this. Before Blake. I shook my head, not ready to think about him and what he’d done to make shit worse. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here and catch the D. I’m starving. We can hit a stand on the way.” 
 
    “Sure. I need to get home soon.” 
 
    Allison wrapped her arm in mine again. “I’ll help. I haven’t seen Momma in a while.” 
 
    She ignored every protest I made on the way out the damn door. That was Allison. She was just going to bulldoze her way in, and I was going to have to take it. I couldn’t deny that’s how she’d wedged her way into our lives in the first place. Normally, I’m not one to let anyone in. I’ve got trust issues that could sink Manhattan. 
 
    The day I met her, I’d been lost—not the safest way to be in Brownsville. I was struggling to find the train to get to a job interview. Locked between a dark alley and fumbling with asking the wrong person for directions, I’d been at my wits end. She found me and got me on a train going the opposite direction of the job. 
 
    I’d been so excited that I told her, a perfect stranger, about this awesome job with great pay. I even told her she might want to check it out. Her smile had vanished, and she shook her head, eyes narrowing. 
 
    “Pornos,” she’d warned me. 
 
    The “awesome” job opportunity was nothing more than a sex ring that pulled girls in and coerced them to make adult movies. Instead, Allison took me to Manhattan Events and got me a job there. One look at my face was my interview. I knew I looked like my mother when she was younger—the same dark hair falling to my waist, dark eyes with a hint of iridescent color, and full bow mouth. I had her angular face and narrow waist too. I could make money with my body, but at least I’d get to keep my clothes on. 
 
    And now that I had the gig at Excellence, I'd won the jackpot. We both had. This would be like three months’ worth of tips in one night. 
 
    Allison prattled on as we stopped at a food stall and grabbed some tacos. I got one for Momma, I always did, and we headed toward the station to catch the train. 
 
    “Scarf it down. You know we won’t be able to stand it on the train,” I told Allison. 
 
    We may have been in the inner areas of New York City, where things were pretty and clean, but soon enough we’d be back were we lived, where the darkness always was. 
 
    Acrid air filled with ammonia from forgotten piss filled the train as we got closer and closer to Brownsville. It was just a matter of minutes as it traveled, but life … changed. Gone were areas of pretty gentrification and cultured, hip young adults walking the street amid corporate America. Instead, there were public housing projects and cramped spaces. The street was cracked in places, potholes filled with murky oil and water. Kids played in the spraying water of a fire hydrant, idyllic in its simplicity and their laughter. But just steps away, a crackhead rambled up to us, slurring and spitting. 
 
    He was high as a kite, clothes hanging off of him and ratty in places, and no one paid him any mind. Not the kids, not the women watching over them and talking, no one but me. He was normal here. The drugs, the gangs, violence, it was all the same in a place like this. Dirt-cheap rent, packed-in living quarters, and not enough cops, if they could even get there in time. This was the real face of Brownsville. 
 
    Allison stayed close to my side as we walked like New Yorkers—heads held high, backs straight, eyes forward. In our borough, it wasn’t safe to look like a mark. No matter how lost or afraid, we moved like we knew where we were going, didn’t hold purses or wallets, and any jewelry we wore for work was tucked in our bras. 
 
    Life on the shit end of the stick. 
 
    On the corner near my apartment building, La Tienda was lively. The bars on the windows and doors never stopped anyone from coming in and out with convenience store wares. On a good night, I could find a bruja offering work to change my life if I’d fork over a good chunk of cash. People in the area swore by her, and maybe I’d take her up on it if I believed she could save my mother. I didn’t believe anything but medicine would stave off what was inevitable. 
 
    Allison nudged me. “I won’t stay long. I know she gets tired.” 
 
    Translation: she’d be in my room for the night and remain quiet. 
 
    I wasn’t sure when it had started, but Allison all but lived at my house most of the time. Every few months she’d leave for a while. I never really knew what she did, but when she came back, her eyes were haunted and she’d lost weight. I didn’t ask, and she never offered to explain. All I knew was she’d make sure our bills were paid for a while to help me as much as she could. 
 
    I wondered if she knew about the porno job because she’d done it herself, but I was too afraid to know the truth. If Allison was doing it for me and Momma, I’d fucking keel over. Then again, by accepting the help and not knowing what she did to give it to me, maybe I was as bad as the people using her. 
 
    My dark-brown apartment building loomed in the darkness, etched out against the yellowed glow of streetlights. The train screeched over rails in the background. Sirens whooped—the warped sound morphing into morbid screams—and people here were silent with bated breath waiting for the pop of gunfire. A cold chill slid down my back in the sticky August evening. Summer used to be a time for traveling to the nearest beach and playing in the sun. A time where I would have been preparing for another year in college if I’d stayed. 
 
    That was all gone now, and all that was left was this building and my heart buried inside. 
 
    I jerked open the door, the hinges squeaking in protest, and it reminded me of when Allie and I had first met. 
 
    I’d been determined to put the code in the door and wait for it to unlock, but Allie was having none of it.  
 
    “The real estate agent tell you this was a safe neighborhood? This area is on a growing boom of incoming culture and growth of business, yeah?” 
 
    My cheeks heated with embarrassment. “Something like that.” 
 
    “The only locks you trust out here are on your front door.”  
 
    She’d immediately had new locks installed in my apartment to make sure we were safe when Momma was home alone. I’d been embarrassed and scared.  
 
    Allie had drilled safety and awareness of my surroundings into my skull. I was to check each of the five deadbolts every night at least three times and pull hard on the door to make sure they were engaged.  
 
    “Hey, I never really asked, but why do sleep in the front when you stay with me?” 
 
    “If someone gets past the locks, they get what they want and you’re safe.” 
 
    That same haunted look passed over her gaze, and I hated it. “Allie—” 
 
    “It’s life out here, Rani. Sooner or later, you’ll get that. Let’s get inside. Standing out here isn’t safe.” 
 
    Safe. Would we ever be really safe again? Hell, did I even know what safe was? 
 
    From the moment my mother gave birth to me, she’d struggled to protect me. When I was little, she made me feel like a princess. She tried to hide the truth, that the world is full of greed and violence, but as I got older, it got harder for her to shield me from the ugliness. 
 
    I felt safe when I was home with her, but the minute I stepped out the door, all illusions slipped away. We lived in a neighborhood filled with danger: a stray bullet, a crackhead with a knife, a pimp who wanted more than I was willing to give. Any of those things could end my life in a second.  
 
    I pushed the thoughts out of my head and pasted a smile on my face as I approached my apartment.  
 
    “Hey, Momma. How’s my beautiful girl today?” I called as we walked into the living room. It was small, but I’d made it as homey as I could with a TV on a simple stand and a couch. Momma’s room was set up for her hospital bed and my room was right next to it. We had to share one closet, and the kitchen was nearly non-existent, but we made it work. 
 
    “Standing up!” the nurse gushed. 
 
    Allison and I raced into the room, nearly tumbling through the door as we each tried to get in first. My mother was standing, a tired but triumphant smile on her pale face.  
 
    “On your own,” Allison breathed. 
 
    “Told you I could do it, Rani.” 
 
    My throat clenched, and I gathered my mom in my arms and squeezed her tightly. “You did. You can do anything you set your mind to.” 
 
    Her thin arms wrapped around me, enveloping me in her soft rose scent as I buried my face in her neck. “Like I’ve always I known you could,” she whispered. 
 
    “Ms. Shrestha, I’m going to help you back into bed before I leave. You did excellent today.” 
 
    I released Momma long enough for the nurse to get her settled back into bed and place the cover over her. 
 
    “I’ll walk you out.” Allison nodded at the nurse. They left together, and I sat on the bed to hold my mother’s hand. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Momma rolled her eyes. “I’m here. Don’t start fussing over me. Now, tell me about your day.” Her lips curved up in that beautiful smile of hers. 
 
    “I’ve got a big job. It’s going to help out so much. You know Excellence? I get to serve there this coming weekend.” 
 
    Her smile vanished, and her voice became harsh. “Turn it down.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Her fingers clenched around mine, her grip tighter than it’d been for a long time. “I said, turn it down.” 
 
    Allison came back into the room and laughed. “Momma, it’s going to be good for us all, you’ll see.” 
 
    Momma looked only at me. “I said no. That’s it.” 
 
    The stubborn tilt of her chin was enough to let me know she was serious. “But we need it.” 
 
    “Yeah, and the Wainrights are throwing the party,” Allison said eagerly. “They’re like the Rockefellers. You’ve got nothing to worry about! I’ll watch over Rani while we’re there.” 
 
    At the mention of the Wainrights, my mother’s face grew paler. “You can’t, baccā. You don’t understand.” 
 
    She rambled off in Nepalese so quickly, it was hard for me to keep up. She always did this when she got upset. I tucked the blanket tighter around her and kissed her forehead. “Āmā.” 
 
    Hearing me speak the same language settled her long enough to really focus on me. Allison came closer and sat next to me on the small bed. The springs protested with her weight but held. 
 
    “We need the money.” 
 
    Reminding her of that made my tongue feel like sandpaper. Always money. Always more. Nothing I did was enough to care for her, to take care of things the way I needed to. All we had to eat in the house were the tacos I’d purchased today. That’s how it always was: meager, check-to-check living. 
 
    “Not that badly,” she argued. 
 
    “Yeah. We do.” 
 
    “Rani … those people. They chew you up and spit you out. They use you and break you because it’s fun. And the Wainrights are so close to them.” 
 
    “Them?” 
 
    “The Paxtons. They’ll be there too.” 
 
    Resentment churned in my belly. Their family had destroyed my mother. 
 
    Rich beyond imagining, powerful globally, and elitist fucks who’d tossed out a young mother with a six-year-old because of a broken vase. One of their little shit-for-brains children had broken the vase and blamed it on me, a convenient scapegoat. I wasn’t supposed to be there, but my mother hadn’t been able to find reliable daycare that day and had to bring me with her.  
 
    “Then I’ll drain them dry, Momma.” 
 
    She looked up at me, her eyes dark with worry. “Not before they take everything they want from you.” 
 
    We would see. The bastards had it coming. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Excellence was decked out in gold, black, and white. The tables had been draped with expensive white linen. The chairs were ornate, gold masterpieces—along with the silverware and place settings—and the runners were stark as night. Together, the décor was classic, beautiful, and awe-inspiring. The crystal glasses clinked as soft orchestra music filtered from the harp and other instruments playing live in couture fashion. 
 
    I was in my element, no matter how much I burned with anger and determination. I deserved every bit of the tips I’d earn tonight. 
 
    Matching the event, we wore black pencil skirts, white blouses with gold cufflinks, and black bows at our throats. I’d slicked my hair up into a neat bun at the top of my head and wore my mother’s diamond earrings to remind myself of why I was here. Perfectly balanced on one hand was my serving tray carrying crystal-wrapped bubbly with floating gold flakes. Real gold. The drinks alone cost more than I’d make in a fucking year, and these people were drinking it. 
 
    I couldn’t keep up with Allison, but at times I’d catch her moving around through the crowd, her gaze finding mine and an encouraging smile thrown my way. We’d both decided we’d pull in record numbers tonight. Tips at events like this were left in small golden envelopes on the assigned tables throughout the night, and the server picked theirs up when the night was over. 
 
    That didn’t mean there weren’t other ways to get direct money. A grab here. A moment of too-close contact and money stuffed in the rim of a skirt. Money hadn’t changed these men from being predatory, and I banked on that. 
 
    At my next table, an older man with salt-and-pepper hair glared down his nose at me. “My glass isn’t even empty.” 
 
    “I wanted to make sure you were satisfied, sir.” 
 
    His wife—a tall, gaudy-looking woman who looked a third his age—was over near the buffet area.  
 
    His gaze heated as he moved toward me and leaned over. The alcohol on his breath was sweet, the heat of it dancing over my neck. “Step a bit closer.” 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I did as he asked. “Sir?” 
 
    His hand slithered down my side and he gripped my hip. “I have a penthouse not far from here …” 
 
    I knew this game. I had to deal with it at a lot of events, no matter the place or time. Men everywhere were the same. I forced myself to smile with promise. “I’m expensive, and you’ve got it to spare.” 
 
    No use in beating around the bush, and he wouldn’t get me into bed. This was a dance—one I had mastered a long time ago.  
 
    “Cash,” I added. 
 
    He stepped back, his smile triumphant. “Done.” His gaze was critical as he looked me up and down for a moment. “I think I know your worth.” 
 
    Asshole. But whatever; I’d get my money and disappear. No way he’d find me and come slumming. Most likely, he’d lowball me anyway, and if necessary, I could make a stink about the amount if he stayed around long enough to collect. And with his wife here, it might be a little hard to get away before she dragged him home. 
 
    So I accepted his condescending shit and kept moving. One down, however many I could get to go. Each dollar elongated my mother’s life. These bastards would pay for it all. As far as I was concerned, they owed her after what they’d done. 
 
    I still remembered that day. The priceless house with heavy wood and marble everywhere. Expensive vases held fresh-cut flowers. My mother cleaned carefully as I watched her. She’d taken her time, giving me stories about historical times and eras long gone as she worked. I’d been enraptured by her tales when the crash and shattering of glass rendered the world silent. And then everything went to chaos with screaming and yelling, all of it ending with my mother crying and carrying me out of the house. 
 
    “The poor are eaten by the rich, Rani.” 
 
    Not if I devour them first. 
 
    The event was set up for philanthropical charity to third-world countries.  
 
    Not like there aren’t enough people right here in America who could benefit from the help. 
 
    “Good evening.” 
 
    I paused as someone stood in front of the crowd. The harpist pressed her hands to her strings and rested the instrument against her shoulder as the speaker continued. 
 
    The woman—long and willowy and holding a glass in her fingers—glowed in her dripping diamonds. Her dark hair was artfully styled in a chiffon and her black evening gown framed her curves. “I’d like to thank you all for supporting the Electrify the Darkness Foundation with your support. All donations over the minimum $250,000 will be given direct sponsorship, highlighting your company or products. We’d also like to introduce to you the supporting organization who made this all possible. Please give a warm welcome to the Pinnacle Group.” 
 
    A hush went through the room as everyone stopped what they were doing. My heart pounded. These were the people who’d ruined my mother. They represented everything I hated. The glasses on my serving tray tinkled as I shook. 
 
    The first one through the door was much younger than I expected, his body powerful and barely contained in his steel-gray suit. He stood out because he hadn’t worn a tux like other men attending the event. His blond hair was artfully cut to be short on the side and longer on top. Everything about him spoke of strength—from his brooding blue gaze and aquiline nose, to the firm set of his mouth and angular jaw. He was viciously beautiful. 
 
    “Cerys Paxton, heir to Pinnacle Group and founder of Pinnacle Consulting.” 
 
    The heir him-fucking-self. 
 
    Another man followed him and stood at his side, a hand in one pocket of his white suit. It was striking next to the bulky frame of Paxton—I refused to call him by his first name, even in my head. This man was lithe and tall, a few inches taller than Paxton, and had longer brown hair that brushed his shoulders. His face was softer, with brown eyes surrounded by feathered eyelashes. His mouth was in a twisted half-smile that was both challenging and cunning at the same time. 
 
    “Ehren Ritcher, heir to Pinnacle Group and founder of Pinnacle Securities.” 
 
    Did they have no other name for their companies? 
 
    A third man walked in—glided, actually. His manner was smooth and confident, but there was a nonchalance to him. He was the only one who looked … bored—from his tousled black hair just around his ears, to his dark eyes and chiseled features. Broad shoulders flowed into a narrow waist. His suit, perfectly cut to highlight his frame, was black with a stark white shirt under it. It was as close to a tux as possible without being one. 
 
    “Gilbert Kensley, heir to Pinnacle Group and founder of Pinnacle Cyber.” 
 
    I couldn’t deny each of them were gorgeous in a way that was unfair to the general populace. Money hadn’t formed those genes. When another man came through the door, I scoffed. How many were there? This one stood at Kensley’s side like Ritcher had done to Paxton. A line in the sand. Pairs. 
 
    At least six feet tall like the rest of them, he wore a deep-blue suit. His golden tie stood out against his black shirt. The combination of blue, gold, and black should have looked crazy, but it mixed well with his red hair and green eyes. A shadow of a beard danced over his jaw, neatly cut and lined. 
 
    “Dillon Maguire, heir to Pinnacle Group and founder of Pinnacle Research Group.” 
 
    The last man who came through stood alone, slightly separated from the pairs. He was … amazing. With dark hair pulled at the nape of his neck and darker, almond-shaped eyes, he obviously wasn’t European. His face was angular and cut in hard planes. A dark goatee framed his full lips, and he was taller than the other men by a few inches. The edge of what looked like a scar was just visible over the collar of his shirt. He was seductive and aloof at the same time. He’d spat in the face of tradition for events like this by wearing white linen pants and a bright-red suit jacket with golden lapels and buttons. His white shirt was collarless with a black button at the top. He slid both hands into his pockets and glared at the crowd. 
 
    “Kushtim Hoti, heir to Pinnacle Group and founder of Pinnacle Iyej.” 
 
    Jesus. Anger and something else pulsed through me as I looked at them. The doors finally closed, and the crowd around me clinked their glasses and clapped for the men who stood before them. I didn’t understand how all of them could be heirs, especially since they belonged to different families. 
 
    As they accepted their due welcome and appreciation, heated blood flowed through my veins, sharp and painful. These people represented everything wrong with my world. I bet they’d never known what it was to be hungry. To watch someone die right in front of them with no way to stop it. To crave to be better, to feel destined for so much more, and then to watch helplessly as life forced the cards to change to a shit hand. 
 
    They were at the top of their respective worlds, looking not much older than me. They threaded into the crowd, shaking hands here and there, smiling at the fawning masses. I clenched my fingers by my side. What about them made them chosen? Had they earned anything? 
 
    The anger swelled as they sat at a table in my section. 
 
    They were mine. I’d get what I could from them and use every bit of it for my mother. 
 
    I wove through the crowd, stopping occasionally to serve while making sure I had enough glasses to get them situated. The game had begun. 
 
    When I reached their table, Ritcher looked up first, his dark gaze appraising me. “Those earrings are stunning. Cheap, but stunning.” 
 
    I stiffened. My mother had kept these from her family. It was the only thing she forbade me to sell, despite the large stones being worth a high price. They were not cheap. 
 
    Kensley shifted in his seat and raked a hand through the thick, dark strands of his hair. “They’re ugly, like her. Not really the time for play.” Like his words, his smile was cruel. 
 
    I straightened my posture. “You—” 
 
    Paxton, Mr. Perfect, interrupted me with a curt nod. “Go stand over there until you’re called. You’ll be our personal server tonight.” 
 
    No the fuck I would not. “I apologize, Mr. Paxton, but I have several tables I need to attend to. Let me know if there is anything you need when I come by. I’ll be checking on you.” 
 
    Paxton’s eyes glittered. I wondered how often he heard the word “no” and even if he understood the single syllable. He gritted his teeth, a muscle working in his jaw. “I said, go stand over there.” 
 
    Apparently, money can’t buy intelligence. I smiled instead of stabbing him in the eyes with the stem of a champagne flute. Cocky little shit. “Thank you for understanding.” 
 
    I turned on my heel and walked away. They didn’t rule the world, even if they believed they did. I had too many other customers to help. I had money to make, and sometimes playing hard to get could get me very far. They were young, but that only made things easier. Every man loved the chase. 
 
    Bring it on. 
 
    I danced around the room, refilling my tray when I needed to and picking up cash from my little golden envelopes when tables were empty. It wasn’t what we were supposed to do, but moving around and ignoring a free table could land me with wiped tips. Shit happened, and I couldn’t afford to be screwed over. When I could, I passed Allison and gave her my cash. 
 
    We had a system when we worked together. Once the alcohol started flowing and the party started, people didn’t pay attention to the envelopes except to add money. An empty envelope meant there needed to be a tip added to it. If we kept them cleared through the night, we got more tips. Allison would stash it away, and we’d cut our take in half at the end of the night. It worked for us. I didn’t even stop the count the cash I stuffed into her hands. 
 
    But the whole time, I felt eyes on the back of my skull, burning a hole through my scalp. I’d ignored the Holier Than Thou table for nearly thirty minutes to show Mr. Perfect how he was supposed to speak to the “help.” I wasn’t some little toy for them to embarrass and play with because they were bored. They’d respect me and pay me. 
 
    At least, that was the thought. 
 
    When I went back to give them more champagne, Paxton and Ritcher were waiting. Paxton tilted his head to one side, the soft lighting from the party glinting off the blond strands of his hair. 
 
    “I thought I told you where to be.” 
 
    So … I need to be more direct. “I’ve explained I cannot be your only server, sir.” 
 
    Paxton lifted his hand, and a flustered event coordinator quickly approached. The woman bent over as he spoke in her ear and then she stood.  
 
    “Of course, Mr. Paxton. We will make the change immediately. Rani, you will be serving this table only. Mr. Paxton has added a twenty-five-percent gratuity on your card. Thank you for understanding.” 
 
    My mouth went slack. All the air sucked out of me at once, leaving me lightheaded. He’d made it happen. With one whispered fucking word, I was his for the night. 
 
    When the manager left, Paxton looked over at me. “You were saying?” 
 
    “I’ll be right over there, sir. Please let me know if you need anything.” 
 
    The fucker only nodded once before completely dismissing me. They all did. Over the next two hours, I stood in my black heels—waiting. They never asked for a thing, never looked at me, never even touched the little golden envelope in the center of the table. The gratuity I’d been granted wouldn’t mean a thing if they weren’t being served. Paxton and I both knew it. 
 
    Regret, embarrassment, and disbelief all warred within me. If I’d agreed to begin with, would it have been different? I couldn’t have been sure, but I couldn’t shake the feeling the choice to treat me like this was purposeful.  
 
    As the evening dragged on, I got angrier and angrier. They were toying with me, costing me thousands of dollars in tips. They’d drop that much money on lunch, but for me, it could mean the difference between life and death for my mother.  
 
    Finally, Paxton looked over at me and snapped his fingers. I’m going to stab him. I swear. 
 
    I approached the table and stood next to him, swallowing the rage boiling in my stomach. “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “Follow me.” 
 
    He stood from the table, and all eyes were on me. Kensley tossed a smile my way before turning his gaze on Paxton. “Don’t have too much fun.” 
 
    What the hell was that supposed to mean? 
 
    Paxton walked away from the table, and for a moment, I debated not following. There was no telling if he’d get me fired for not doing it, and I needed this job. Resignation coursing through me, I followed him through the main hall and down a corridor. A coordinator looked at us briefly but turned away and left. No help there. After a minute or two, we were alone, the sounds of the party fading behind us. 
 
    Paxton turned and leaned against a wall. “Strip.” 
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    “No, and I won’t ask again.” 
 
    “Good, because I’d hate for you waste your precious breath. I’m not doing it.” 
 
    The fucker had lost his shit if he thought I’d take off my clothes for him. 
 
    He glared, and I gave him one right back. No means no. Period. 
 
    “You don’t seem to understand your position. I get what I want, when I want.” 
 
    “And you sound like a played-out scary movie, but the answer is still no.” 
 
    One minute he was in repose, and the next he was in front of me, gripping my throat with punishing fingers. My stomach dropped and I froze. Every muscle locked hard, my breath coming out in pants. 
 
    This close, his spicy cologne filling my nose and his body heat eclipsing mine, I realized how tall he was. How powerfully his frame was built. His feet were planted on either side of mine as he pressed me into the wall behind me. 
 
    “Now,” he ordered. 
 
    “No.” I meant it to come out more forcefully than it did, but his fingers on my throat only allowed a whisper to pass through my lips. 
 
    Long fingers of his free hand played with a button on my blouse before he ripped open my shirt, exposing my black lace bra to his heated gaze. 
 
    “Fuck, those are nice.” 
 
    Hell. No. This was not going to happen; I didn’t care who he thought he was. I clenched my fist, tucking my thumb as I’d been taught, and swung. The punch landed on the side of his neck, his height making it hard to reach his face. But it surprised him enough to back off. Fingers throbbing, I ran. 
 
    The event coordinator I’d seen earlier called out to me, eyes wide as she watched me, but I didn’t stop. I’d have to make do with what I’d squirreled away with Allison because I was certain I had just lost my job. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “Okay, you punched Cerys Paxton. The Cerys Paxton of Pinnacle Group?” Allison hissed. She’d made it home two hours after I did. 
 
    “He ripped open my shirt, Allison. What else was I supposed to do?” I whispered, not wanting to wake my mother. 
 
    Allison’s brow puckered with worry. “I didn’t say you were wrong, but that shit could get ugly, Rani. You know about this job and what it can be.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to give him what I didn’t want to.” 
 
    Allison shook her head and hugged me. “I know, but …” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “Is that what you do, Allie? When you’re gone?” 
 
    She pulled back and looked into my eyes. “You sure you want the answer to that?” 
 
    I swallowed. At this point, anything would help. I couldn’t stop shaking now that the adrenaline had worn off. I had attacked the social elite, probably lost my way of earning a living, and didn’t even know how much I’d made in tips. I was fucked. 
 
    “Yeah, Allie. I want to know.” 
 
    “I’m in some films.” She shrugged. “You’ve got Momma to take care of, and I look out for you guys too. I don’t have my family anymore.” 
 
    Her mother was gone, and her dad wasted away in prison on his third strike for boosting cars. I knew that, but I hadn’t thought it was so bad. 
 
    “I’ve been paying what I can.” 
 
    She cupped my cheek with a warm palm. “Yeah? And why do you think no one ever comes knocking, babe? In a place like this? We take care of family how we can.” 
 
    I thought my heart would rip in two. What kind of selfish bitch was I, letting her sell herself to pay my bills? “Allison … no.” 
 
    “Not your choice.” 
 
    Pounding on the door stopped any more conversation. 
 
    “NYPD!” 
 
    “What the fuck? Why are they here?” 
 
    Allison pushed me behind her. “Stay in here and don’t come out. Stay quiet.” 
 
    “Alli—” 
 
    “I mean it, Rani.” 
 
    Allison left me in the room, and I could hear through the thin walls when she unlocked all the deadbolts and opened the door. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    “I’m Officer Tessle. We’re looking for Rani Mason.” 
 
    “I’m Rani. What’s this about?” 
 
    “From the picture we’ve got, you’re not. Go get her, or you’re going to find yourself in trouble, young lady.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I’m Rani. My mother is sick and in her room. Can you please tell me what this is about?” 
 
    “You want to play it like that? Fine. You’re under arrest.” 
 
    “What the hell? Hey … Ow!” 
 
    I rushed from the room, not willing to let Allison take this for me. A cop had her arms twisted and slammed her to the ground. Another cop behind her pulled out his handcuffs. 
 
    “Wait! I’m Rani Mason. Don’t hurt her. Please.” 
 
    The cops released her, and she scooted over, rubbing her shoulder. “She has a right to know her charges!” she cried out. “Why are you arresting her? She hasn’t done anything wrong!” 
 
    They ignored her as if she wasn’t even in the room anymore. “You have the right to remain silent …”  
 
    “Allison!” 
 
    It was happening too fast. My mother screamed for me. Allison yelled questions at the cops. They ignored both of them and kept reading my rights. Cold, hard steel clicked around my wrists before they lifted me off the floor. I was only wearing my pajamas—black boy shorts and a white tank top. 
 
    “Can you let me get dressed?” 
 
    Hysterical, I couldn’t think. I’d never been in trouble with the law. I couldn’t get a clear breath as my lungs constricted, my mouth dry. 
 
    “Please, let me get some clothes on.” 
 
    “Rani! What’s happening?” My mother’s frantic voice only made it worse. I knew she couldn’t move, couldn’t get to me. There was no way Allie or I could get to her, and there was nothing I could say. 
 
    The cops ignored all pleas for help. I was ripped from my home, and Allison held back at the doorway. “I’ve got Momma, Rani. When you get there, don’t say a thing except to ask for a lawyer. I’ll check for bail. I promise.” 
 
    Bail for what? The only reason I could think they’d be here was because of Paxton. He’d assaulted me. I had only defended myself. 
 
    The cops dragged me down the stairs and outside without another word. When we got to the car, one cop opened the door and the other pushed me into the back seat. 
 
    Tears streamed down my face, splashing onto my shirt. My mother had just been condemned to death. “Please. You guys are making a mistake. I haven’t done anything.” Even as I said the words, they sounded weak and hollow in my ears. It was hopeless. What did I expect? That they’d take off the handcuffs and let me go with a “have a nice day?” 
 
    “Stop crying,” one of the cops grunted at me. 
 
    I couldn’t help it. 
 
    Why was life always such a bitch? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “Assault with a deadly weapon. Possession with intent to distribute. Attempted extortion …” 
 
    My court-appointed attorney rattled off my charges as I sat in the freezing interrogation room in slippers and a white jail suit. I was in temporary holding for now. Braless, and in white cotton panties that itched, I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. 
 
    “Mr. Lancaster, Mr. Paxton assaulted me in the hallway at the event where I was working. He tried to rip off my clothes, and when I resisted, he choked me. I hit him to get away.” 
 
    The lawyer looked at me over his gold-rimmed glasses. “From eyewitness reports we have received, you wouldn’t leave Mr. Paxton alone, and he pulled you to the side in order to talk to you. He says you hit him and threated him with the point of a broken champagne flute. You then attempted to extort money out of him by stating you would tell everyone he’d raped you if he didn’t give you one million dollars. At that time, you were stopped and fled the scene.” 
 
    I slammed my hands on the table, my shackles pulling tightly against where they were locked to the chair. “None of that happened!” 
 
    The lawyer look at me pointedly and jotted down some notes. “It seems you have an issue with your temper.” 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to help me? I didn’t do anything. It was self-defense.” 
 
    “So you admit to striking Mr. Paxton in the face?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. But that was only after he ripped open my shirt. I have those clothes at home if you want to see them.” 
 
    “Between you getting home and the cops getting there, you had time to destroy your clothes to work with your story. It’s not like people haven’t done that before.”  
 
    “Are you on my side, or theirs?” 
 
    “I’m on the side of the law, Ms. Mason. That’s all. I’m just presenting the facts as I have them. Nothing more, nothing less. I’m your lawyer, but I’m not a miracle worker. With these charges, even for a first-time offender, you are looking at prison time. I can look into a deal for leniency with the prosecutor’s office, but you hurt a member of New York’s wealthiest and most respected families. They are going to be looking for blood.” 
 
    I slumped into my chair, the world heavy on my shoulders. Was I not allowed to protect myself? My mother was probably out of her mind with fear and worry. Allison was with her, but she wouldn’t be able to soothe her. This would be all over the news tomorrow, more likely than not. We’d be destroyed by money—just like before. My mother couldn’t take another blow like this. I had to find a way to get out of it. 
 
    “Can the deal mean no jail time?” 
 
    The lawyer shook his head. “At this point, I don’t think that’s possible. Maybe I can get it down to a few years, but even that is pushing it.” 
 
    “And without a deal?” 
 
    “The state of New York has some leniency for new offenders, but malicious intent goes a long way. Some of these charges hold mandatory time of one to five years. The judge could decide to have them served concurrently, but I want you to be prepared for the worst.” 
 
    “The worst.” 
 
    “Up to fifteen years, Ms. Mason.” 
 
    Fifteen. Years. My mother couldn’t wait that long. My life would be over. I was only twenty years old, and I might not get out of prison until I was thirty-five. I’d have lost her; there was no telling how long Allison could be there. I couldn’t ask her to do that. I couldn’t do any of this. 
 
    I screamed, pouring all of my pain and rage into the sound. My throat was raw as hot tears streaked down my face. Jail smelled horrible—unwashed bodies packed in too close, hate and rage festering in the air. Desolation permeated the concrete walls, closing in on me. This was where the lost lived, hoping against a losing tide they would go home. They didn’t keep me in the booking area for long. No, they’d thrown me in the back, in isolation with others awaiting transport to other facilities. 
 
    And now I knew why. 
 
    I jerked against my cuffs, the world spinning too fast in my head. Vision blurry, breath too hard to catch, I slammed over. The hard ground knocked the wind out of me.  
 
    Momma. 
 
    “I’ll come back when you’re calmer.” 
 
    No. Please. Help me. Don’t leave me here. Take me home. 
 
    But he didn’t. His glossy shoes, too expensive for some haggard, court-appointed attorney, clicked away, taking him with them. I was being railroaded. Nothing in this was normal. Money had orchestrated it all. I kicked and fought, my hair wild around my face. 
 
     Fuck them all. Every last one of them. 
 
    The door swung open and booted feet raced toward me. Rough hands picked me up and set me back in my seat. A floating light blinded me as a penlight was forced into my face. 
 
    “She must be high,” someone said harshly. 
 
    “She’s in shock,” a woman answered. “I’ll give her something for it.”  
 
    “We want her lucid.” 
 
    “She will be. But I’m not going to lose my license just because you want to be assholes.” 
 
    I couldn’t see, couldn’t make out what was happening. 
 
    Softer hands pushed away the rough hands. “Let me do it.” 
 
    Those warm fingers pressed into my cheeks and turned me toward a sad face. “Ms. Mason, I need you to calm down. You’re hyperventilating.” 
 
    I sucked in air, but it wasn’t enough. My lungs felt like they were collapsing as my heart tried to leap through my ribcage. “Please, help me.” 
 
    “I’m going to do what I can.” 
 
    She was an angel, the older, gray-haired nurse who put on purple gloves and wiped my arm with something cold. I relaxed into her touch, needing something soft to lean into—anything remotely close to care. 
 
    “Deep breath.” 
 
    I felt a sharp pain, and then coolness spread through my arm. 
 
    After a few minutes, the world muted and things didn’t seem to race as fast around me. The light came back, but this time it was sort of … pretty. 
 
    “She’s calm now.” 
 
    “Good, she has guests.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    They left me, the footfalls much quieter as my head lolled.  
 
    What was I thinking about? I don’t know. That way led to crazy, and I wasn’t taking that trip again. Instead, I focused on my breathing, one inhale and exhale at a time. In. Out. In. Out.  
 
    Think, Rani. 
 
    A judge couldn’t possibly think I’d done all of this when I had no record at all. I didn’t have so much as a speeding ticket. I’d gone to community college and gotten good grades, and my bosses loved me. I wasn’t a troublemaker. Why would the judge believe it? I had to have a light at the end of the tunnel. I couldn’t focus on the “what ifs” right now. They’d drive me into the looney bin. 
 
    “Are you ready to talk now?” 
 
    So focused on my breathing, I hadn’t heard anyone come in. When I looked up, Paxton and Ritcher stood in front of me, still wearing the smooth suits they’d worn to the event. 
 
    “You rat bastard.” 
 
    Paxton sighed. “You still don’t get it. Normally, I don’t like to deal in stupid, but I’ll make an exception because I saw something in you.”  
 
    “And what was that? Someone to abuse and play with?” 
 
    “No.” His gaze focused on mine. “Someone who wasn’t afraid to tell me no.” 
 
    He stepped closer and fixed his cuff. “I saw a woman, in room full of fucking fakes, who wanted to play the game. You did it well for someone who doesn’t really understand it. It’s too bad you didn’t have enough skill to do shit. You were unafraid to try though. And I thought to myself, ‘what makes a woman like that tick?’” 
 
    “So you decided to railroad me? Real smooth way to get into my panties. Here’s a clue: you definitely won’t now,” I said, sitting up straight and glaring at him. 
 
    Ritcher chuckled and fingered the lapels of his shirt. I squinted, not sure I saw what I thought I saw. 
 
    “Are those …” I looked again. “Are those my earrings?” 
 
    “Mine now,” he teased. 
 
    “Give them back, you thieving piece of shit!” I lunged at him, but my chains jerked me up short. 
 
    Ritcher threw back his head and laughed. “You’re right, Love. She has no fear.” 
 
    “What did I tell you, Honor? She threw a punch at me. Not a good one, mind you, but she did it.” 
 
    I had no clue why Ritcher was calling Paxton “Love,” or why Paxton was calling Ritcher “Honor,” but I didn’t like how they talked over me like I didn’t exist. 
 
    “Come closer. I’ll show you hard I can punch.”  
 
    Paxton sighed. “As much as your spark gets me hot, I don’t necessarily like that I have to do this. But at least I can get them off my back.” 
 
    “Them?” 
 
    Paxton shook his head. “Not your problem. I don’t have much time, and that means you don’t either. You have a choice in front of you, and I want to see if you’re strong enough to take it.” 
 
    Ritcher shrugged. “Not that I care at this point, but are you sure about this?” 
 
    “It’s her … or their selection. I’d rather have it be our choice.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    Paxton looked at me again. “The choice is simple, Rani: your ass rots in prison, and I’ll spare no expense making that happen, or you choose to come with us.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “First lesson? Shut up and listen before you speak. You can’t do shit if you don’t have all the information. Learn what battles to fight. Now, for the last fucking time, you will listen.” 
 
    I swallowed my retort. I could hate his guts all I wanted, but I wasn’t in a situation to argue with them right now. “What’s the choice?” 
 
    “Fast learner. That will help you. You can stay here, take the charges, and accept the sentence I’ll make sure you get to the full extent of the law. Or you will come to my school and be under the training of the five heirs of Pinnacle Group.” 
 
    “You mean be your bitch.” 
 
    “If that’s how you want to look at it. I’d prefer not to label the woman whose legs I’ll be between as a ‘bitch.’” 
 
    “All this for a lay?” I scoffed. “This doesn’t make sense. Look at you. You can have anyone you want.” 
 
    “And I do, including you. But this means more than that, a reason that isn’t your business. Ask the important questions.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Paxton stared me down. “About your mother.” 
 
    My blood turned to ice in my veins. “Don’t you touch her.” 
 
    “Oh, you want me to, pet. If you are in the school and with the guys, who’s going to take care of her? Your place at our side means she gets the best care and will be moved to a medical suite on the Pinnacle Group Estate grounds, where she will have every advantage she’s been denied. You will have every advantage she’s been denied.” 
 
    My heart thundered in my ears. Yesterday, I’d felt trapped by my life, but I’d had no idea what trapped really meant. I’d have given my left tit to go back to yesterday. 
 
    But here I was, and my world had just shrunk down to two terrible choices. 
 
    My mother, or jail. Sacrifice, or keep my self-respect. I couldn’t make a choice one way or the other without feeling like I’d made a deal with the devil. Either way, I was screwed. But … I couldn’t deny my mother the help she needed. 
 
    “What would being with you mean?” 
 
    “You’ll be in classes to earn your undergraduate degree and training. You will also be expected to interact with and obey every male heir of the Pinnacle Group, and you will do so until you fail.” 
 
    "If you think I’m going to fail, why give me the choice?” 
 
    Condescending asshole.  
 
    Even while Paxton was offering the chance of a lifetime, he didn’t expect me to take the opportunity. I saw it in his challenging gaze and the flippant way he gave me details. He expected I’d say no. 
 
    “Because I have to. As a bonus, your friend taking care of your mother right now? We will enroll her in the general university. As long as you stay, she stays.” 
 
    Everyone gets a better life if I give up myself. Isn’t that a bitch? How was I supposed to say no? I swallowed. But part of me wanted to deny him because I’d always be owned by them; I knew it. I’d never be the same after they were finished with me. They could have me with them for a few months and decide they were bored. My mother, Allison, and I would be tossed out on the streets. 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You say until I fail, but what about when you do?” 
 
    Paxton gritted his teeth. “I don’t fail.” 
 
    I snorted. “Failed at getting me.” 
 
    “Doesn’t look like it.” 
 
    “I’m not choosing you,” I said scornfully. “You’re forcing my hand. Big difference. And in two months, when something shiny shakes its ass in front of you, what then? You can’t lead me to believe you’re telling me everything.” 
 
    Ritcher stepped forward. “There are no others until the queen has failed. Otherwise, she’s it.” 
 
    I raised a brow. “Queen?” 
 
    Paxton shot him a glare. “A matter of words,” he said, stepping back. “As long as you follow our rules and pass all of your classes and tests, the deal holds. Clock is ticking, Rani. Prison and your mother’s health failing until she’s gone, or Pinnacle? Her life is in your hands right now.” 
 
    “What tests do I have to pass?”  
 
    Paxton returned my question with a cold stare. 
 
    The bottom, or the top. Life, or a slow, agonizing death. Those were the real choices he was giving me. It wasn’t really much of a choice at all. 
 
    “My mother … she’s got cancer.” 
 
    “I know. And it will be taken care of. She’ll want for nothing … as long as you honor your agreement.” 
 
    “If I fail?” 
 
    A muscle worked in his jaw again, and I wondered if this was his tick. “Failure isn’t an option, Rani.” 
 
    No, because he’d just made it clear what would happen if I did: my mother would be tossed out of the medical suite, and she couldn’t survive that. 
 
    My heart sank. “How quickly can you get me out of here?” The words tasted bitter, like surrender and humiliation. 
 
    “As quickly as you can sign the paperwork. Welcome to a new life.” Ritcher laughed sadistically. “It’s probably going to kill you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    "I don't understand what's happening." Her dark eyes shimmering with tears, Momma clutched her blanket around her thin frame. "If you applied for a scholarship, why wouldn't you have told me? And how does winning a scholarship pay for my medical bills?" 
 
    Yesterday’s events hit me hard. I hated lying to her, but the Pinnacle assholes had made it very clear I was not allowed to tell her the whole truth. 
 
    Allison sat in a chair by my mother's bedside. I could tell she wasn't buying what I was selling, but she didn't contradict me in front of my mother. Dhavni Shrestha was a force to be reckoned with, even in her weakened state. 
 
    "Momma, I didn't want to get my hopes up, so I really didn't even want to talk about it. The foundation that grants these scholarships also awards living expenses through four years of college, and when I let them know I couldn't accept the scholarship because I needed to take care of you, they said your care would be provided as well." 
 
    "You are going to turn down an all-expenses-paid scholarship so you can take care of me? Are you crazy?" she demanded indignantly. 
 
    Relief flowed through me. I’d hoped that would distract her. 
 
    Her hand in mine was like holding the wing of a bird, so light and frail. "Momma, I would never take any opportunity, no matter how fantastic, if it meant I couldn't take care of you." That wasn’t a lie. 
 
    Her eyes softened. "Baccā, you've sacrificed so much for me. You're young and have your whole life ahead of you. You can't keep doing this." 
 
    I had her where I wanted her and went in for the kill. 
 
    "Honestly, it seems like this whole thing is upsetting you. If you don't think this is a good idea, I can turn it down. I'll tell them I'm just not ready for school right now. I'm sure I can get another scholarship someday." 
 
    "No! Absolutely not!" she replied fiercely. "Getting your business degree for free? You might never get another opportunity like this again. You're taking it." 
 
    "If that's what you want. You have to agree to stay in that medical suite, and you're going to get chemo and whatever treatment you need. That's the only way I'd even consider accepting their offer." 
 
    "And you say you checked out this foundation and you’re sure they're legitimate?" 
 
    "Absolutely. I checked them out, up, down, and sideways before I applied. Of course, if you want to go online and see for yourself, Allison can bring her laptop in here."  
 
    Please don’t say yes; I’m lying my tits off. 
 
    "If you say so. I trust you."  
 
    Damn those Pinnacle bastards for forcing me into this position. I hated them down to a cellular level. If there were any way to get out of this and bring their world crashing down around their privileged fucking ears, I'd find it. 
 
    I stood and released her hand. "I've got to go pack now." 
 
    My mother looked up at me. "Rani …” 
 
    I swallowed my lies, my pain, my pride. This was for her, and I wouldn’t let her be anything else but happy for me. Knowing more would kill her.  
 
    “Momma, I promise. This is a really good chance for me, and you’ll be taken care of. I can finally go back to school. Isn’t that what you wanted?”  
 
    I was so fucked up, messy and twisted inside.  
 
    Momma sighed and relaxed back into her pillow. “Okay, baccā. Okay.”  
 
    Allison followed me to my room and gently shut the door. I opened the two enormous suitcases the Pinnacle assholes had given me and looked up into her scowl.  
 
    "This is me you're talking to, so cut the crap," she whispered as I pulled clothing from my dresser. "What is really going on?" 
 
    I avoided her eyes as I grabbed a stack of old journals and shoved them into a suitcase. 
 
    "Honestly, I can't tell you more than what I told Momma.”  
 
    “That shit may work with Dhavni, but not with me. Try again.” 
 
    “Allie, I can’t.” 
 
    “Correction, you won’t. And that’s not good enough. We’ve been fighting against the world together, and I’m not going to let you turn your back and take shit alone when you don’t have to.” 
 
    “I’ve been working my tail off right next to you.” 
 
    “Yeah? And how many men did you have to fuck last week? Home many of them slammed cameras in your face and told you to make it sound good to them? I am not going to ask again. That woman in there isn’t just your mother. She’s mine too.” 
 
    “I …” There was nothing to say. With just a couple of questions, Allie had made glaringly clear what she’d done. The risks she’d taken. The lengths she’d gone. 
 
    “How … do you do it without losing yourself?” 
 
    She read the truth on my face beyond the questions I couldn’t utter aloud. “Oh no, Rani.” 
 
    She pulled me into her arms and rocked me against her chest. “You go away. In your head, you find the place that hurts so bad you can’t feel it anymore. A place where it’s happening to someone else, anyone but you. You crawl in there, and you don’t come out until it’s safe.” She lifted my chin. “But sometimes, Rani, it’s never safe. The world will never look the same again. Can you handle that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I don’t have a choice. I’ve got … charges, Allie. I’ll go to prison if I don’t give them what they want.” 
 
    Allie jerked, but she didn’t tell me no. She didn’t tell me there had to be another way. “How many?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How many of the heirs?” 
 
    “I … I think all of them.” 
 
    “Be smart. Don’t make any of them angry. Relax when your body wants to tense up. Let yourself feel good when you can. And never—fucking never—forget that it isn’t your fault. Each step, each time, you’re protecting your family.” 
 
    “Is that how you do it?” 
 
    “It’s the only way I could have. It’s fucked up, and it’s so wrong on so many levels. Rani, people like us don’t get the pretty fucking chances like in the movies. We were dirt when we were born; being clean was never possible for us. And you’ll still be my best friend, no matter what.” 
 
    I never deserved having her in my life, but I was thankful I’d found her. She always had my back when the world slipped out of control. 
 
    “Are you sure they won’t take me instead?” 
 
    I shook my head. I already knew Cerys Paxton wouldn’t change his mind. “The best I could do was get you into the school.” 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “They’re giving you a scholarship too.” 
 
    “Let me help you pack.” 
 
    We worked in silence. She was with me every step of the way, the only other person outside of the heirs who knew what I faced. I hated to put the weight on her, but I couldn’t deny I needed to share it with someone. 
 
    “Keep an eye on Momma, yeah?” 
 
    “You don’t have to ask. You … just take care of you.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She pulled me in for a final hug before I went in to say goodbye to my mother and drag my suitcases out of the house. All too soon, I was climbing into a limousine and gliding away from the curb. The open window let in the warm breeze, but the image of the world fading from dirty to a blur wasn’t comforting. I pressed the button to close the window, but it didn’t work. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    The driver looked at me in the rearview mirror. “Don’t touch anything, please. The heirs would like your stench removed before you arrive.” 
 
    “You son of a bitch.” 
 
    The driver closed the divider between us before opening the window on the other side of the car. I fucking wanted to kick my way into the front seat and beat him.  
 
    “My stench?”  
 
    Those uppity, bougie bastards wanted to fucking humiliate me any way they could. My “stench” hadn’t bothered Cerys when he wanted to get between my legs. It didn’t stop him from flipping over my damn world so he could have me. 
 
    The suitcases holding everything I owned were stuffed into the trunk. They didn’t understand what they’d done to me, and frankly, they didn’t give a shit. I was farther away from my mother and my best friend, and the limousine ride alone was isolating me. I managed to hold back my tears until we pulled into traffic, but once we did, I heaved with racking sobs. 
 
    I was furious, sure, but I was also terrified. 
 
    After a while, I was all cried out. I wiped my face with tissues from my purse and carefully patted on foundation to hide the blotchiness in my skin. I didn't want to give them the satisfaction of seeing how they'd devastated me. And more than that, I had the feeling that showing them any weakness would be a fatal mistake. 
 
    We drove for close to three hours. 
 
    The mansion rose out of the darkness—a fucking wonder of red brick and manicured lawns. It spoke of more money than I would ever understand and made a powerful statement of ownership. 
 
    They owned the world. 
 
    They owned lives. 
 
    They owned me. 
 
    I didn’t want to get out of the limo, didn’t want what this place represented, but I didn’t have a choice. The limo driver carried my bags up the marble steps and left them at the door before returning to the car. A nervous chuckle slipped through my lips. What the hell was I doing? The sound choked off when I entered and found the Pinnacle heirs waiting.  
 
    "Something funny?" Paxton glared at me coldly. 
 
    My smile faded. "No, not in the slightest."  
 
    The driver vanished so fast I think he might have actually evaporated. I desperately wished I could follow him. 
 
    "Here are the rules—" Paxton began. 
 
    "Hello, nice to see you again. How was my drive? It was lovely, thank you. Do I need to pee? Yes, in fact, I do. Which way is the john?" I don't know what stupidity possessed me to smart off to five of the world's most powerful men. It was mostly sheer nervousness and a desperate attempt to cling to what little control I had left. 
 
    "On your knees," Paxton snapped. 
 
    "She won't do it." Gilbert looked at me smugly as if daring me to prove him wrong. 
 
    Dillon stared at me, his head cocked slightly to the side and his gaze studying. “I knew it. You owe me a thousand bucks.” He held out his hand to Paxton. The bastard had bet on me to fail. 
 
    “Her poor mom.” Paxton’s lip curled up in a sneer. “On death’s door, and she won’t even have an apartment to go home to.” He shoved his hand into his pocket and pulled out his wallet, slapping it into Dillon’s hand. “You count out the money. I’ll go get the driver.” 
 
    Panic flared, swelling in my throat and making it hard to breathe. I’d ruined everything less than sixty seconds after walking through the door. 
 
    "Wait! I’ll do it!” Tears burned my eyes as I sank to my knees on the cold marble tiles. 
 
    "Hands behind your back, crossed at the wrist." 
 
    I obeyed without a word. Paxton walked over to me. "Now, bend down and kiss my shoes." 
 
    Kiss his shoes? That son of a bitch … 
 
    Swallowing every ounce of pride I had, I bent awkwardly at the waist and pressed my lips against the leather of his pricey loafers. It took everything in me not to say, "Did you want tongue, or just a quick peck?" I'd already started off on the wrong foot, though, and Paxton was making sure I paid for it. I needed to curb my mouth. Allison always said my temper would be the end of me. If only I'd listened to her when it counted most. 
 
    He stepped back, and Ehren stepped forward. I kissed his shoes too, my cheeks burning with humiliation. 
 
    I repeated the ritual with each of the heirs.  
 
    When I was finished, I choked back my anger and started to climb to my feet. 
 
    "Did I say you could get up?" Paxton took a menacing step toward me. 
 
    I sank back to my knees. "No," I muttered resentfully. 
 
    "From now on, you will address me as Love.”  
 
    The cold ground under my knees absorbed any warmth I had within me. Love. He was as far from love as possible. In fact, he used that very emotion as a weapon to get me where he wanted me. Cerys Paxton didn’t know love at all. 
 
    Ehren stepped forward, running his fingers through his long brown hair before he slid his hands into his pockets. He tossed me a lopsided grin. I should have been warmed by it, but there were too many lies behind it, too many threats.  
 
    “You’ll call me Honor. Say it, pretty girl.” 
 
    “Honor.” 
 
    “I have none.” 
 
    Honor laughed at his own joke before Dillon moved to stand next to him. His piercing green gaze studied me for a moment as he cocked his head to one side.  
 
    “Faith.” 
 
    I frowned.  
 
    Dillon rolled his eyes. “It’s what you will call me. Not the most intelligent specimen, are you?” 
 
    I bit the inside of my cheek. Fuck. Them.  
 
    “I guess I’ll go next.” Gilbert’s features were chiseled from stone and an almost bored expression made his face blank. But his eyes … they were as dark as his hair. No light, no glint. “Call me Trust.” 
 
    Kushtim rolled his shoulders and stood apart from the others, just like he had at the event.  
 
    Trust pointed at him with his thumb. “That is Devotion. Got them all?” 
 
    I looked to each one and repeated their names. I didn’t understand them. Love, Honor, Faith, Trust, Devotion. I wouldn’t have described any of them with those words. They were fallacies, created impressions to destroy what I’d wanted in my life.  
 
    Love put his hands behind his back and glared at me. "Good. There will be many rules for you to obey. We're going to give you a schedule you will follow to the letter. There is no room for error. Classes start tomorrow. Most of them will be online but under our supervision. If you get less than ninety-five percent on any quiz or test, the agreement is off and you’re out on your pretty little ass. Do you understand so far?" 
 
    Yes, you patronizing little prick. When I was in school, I got straight A's in everything from English literature to pre-calculus. He didn't need to treat me like I was a kindergartener. 
 
    "Yes, Love," I replied dutifully. 
 
    "Look at her learn." Trust’s voice dripped with sarcasm. "She'll have this down in no time." 
 
    "Doubt it," Faith said. "But it'll be fun to watch her try." 
 
    "And fail." Love smiled maliciously and returned his attention to me. "You do what we tell you, immediately and without question. You do not disclose anything that happens in this house to anyone but us. You with me so far?" 
 
    "Yes, Love." Humiliation rose within me as I answered him. 
 
    "Fine," he said. "Follow me." He grabbed one of my suitcases, and Devotion grabbed the other one. 
 
    I felt queasy as we walked through the house and I took in the bold display of their wealth. Stunning abstract artwork on the walls was nearly painful to see as we weaved through an enormous living room with groupings of leather chairs and out into a walled-in patio area in the back yard. 
 
    Oddly, there was a bonfire burning in a fire pit encircled by stones.  
 
    Paxton and Kushtim, or rather Love and Devotion, set the two suitcases on the ground. 
 
    "Strip," Love demanded, a gleam of pure evil in his eyes. 
 
    Are all five of them going to take me right here, out in the open? 
 
    My fingers trembled as I undid the buttons of my shirt. I hated myself for it. This is for Momma. I shed my shirt and bra as they stood there watching me. My nipples hardened under the heat of their gazes. It was a soul-deep betrayal that my body could react to them despite the fucked-up way they’d treated me. How could I want them and hate them at the same time? 
 
    I kicked off my shoes and shimmied out of my panties and slacks, leaving my clothing in a pile on the ground. 
 
    "Turn around," Honor ordered. "Slowly. I’d like to see what we paid for." 
 
    “Honor.” Love’s voice was little more than a growl of warning. 
 
    Honor shrugged, a crooked smile dancing on his lips. “Still want to see it.” 
 
    I looked to Love, who only lifted one eyebrow in response. I obeyed, feeling my skin heat under their stares as I turned. 
 
    "Happy, Love?" I asked when I faced him again. The night of the party, he’d made the same demand, and I’d fought so hard to protect my dignity and self-respect. I should have known fighting guys like them was always a losing battle. 
 
    "Ecstatic. Now, throw your clothing in the bonfire." 
 
    I winced. Every time I mouthed off to them, it cost me. 
 
    “No? Need help?” 
 
    No, I don’t fucking need help. But saying it in my head and out loud were two different things. Love towered over me, his large frame crowding me toward the fire. It burned, the heat stinging my exposed flesh, but Love was hotter.  
 
    He never touched me, but his presence curled around me, a web clinging to my skin and sucking me in, choking the life out of me. Chills raced through me, battling the heat.  
 
    Fire and ice. 
 
    Pull and push. 
 
    Death and life. 
 
    “If I touch you, Rani, I’ll break you into little pieces. Such small, tiny pieces you’ll blow away. And even then, you’ll still belong to me.” 
 
    I swallowed, seeing the truth of his threat. I wanted to fight, to lash out, to make him bend, but I had nothing here. No power, no control, no chance. 
 
    I sucked in on myself, shoulders curling, body closing. My heart slowed to a crawl, a putter of a spark quickly being smudged out by him. Love stepped closer. 
 
    “Don’t do it, so I can win.” 
 
    No. I … couldn’t. 
 
    I obeyed quickly, tossing in each piece of clothing and watching it burn like my fight. It popped and twisted, exploding in sparks of denial, but it succumbed no matter what. It wasn’t about the material but what it represented.  
 
    Honor walked closer to me and trailed a finger from my collarbone to my breast before lingering over my stiff nipple.  
 
    I shouldn’t have wanted him. 
 
    But I did. 
 
    Fucked-up parts inside me craved the attention.  
 
    But this was wrong in so many ways.  
 
    He dropped his hand to his side. Love reached out and stroked my flat stomach. I was not prepared for the storm of butterflies that swirled through me at the feeling of his touch. Faith gently cupped my breast in his hand and pinched my nipple hard enough to make me utter a faint cry of protest. So why was I now damp between the legs? 
 
    I hated them because they made me want them. 
 
    Because their touch ignited fire inside me even as they broke me into jagged shards. 
 
    Devotion ran his hand over my backside, squeezing one cheek before letting go. And finally, Trust leaned in and ran his tongue up the curve of my neck before nipping it. I stifled a whimper. 
 
    You’re a whore, Rani. A whore to want things like this. 
 
    Love grabbed me by the chin and forced me to look him in the eye. "Who do you belong to?" 
 
    "All of you," I choked out. Their whore. 
 
    “Good answer. At least you got something right.” 
 
    I couldn't believe this was happening to me. Letting my gaze stray downward, I could see they were visibly aroused. 
 
    They all took several steps back, and Love opened one of the suitcases and dumped it on the ground. Trust followed suit.  
 
    "Throw it in the bonfire. All of it," Love said. 
 
    "What?" I cried out in horror. "Why?" 
 
    "I am going to allow you this one question, and then you will obey me or head straight to jail. I'd make a joke about not passing go and not collecting two hundred dollars, but I think you get my point. We are remaking you into what we want and need you to be. All of this," he gestured to my belongings, "is trash. It represents your old life. It isn't good enough for ..." He paused. "It's cheap garbage, and you will never dress like this again." 
 
    "But my journals! The presents from my mother and Allison!" I protested, tears filling my eyes. 
 
    "They’re the old you. She’s dead now. Throw them in the fire." 
 
    I hesitated, and the tears spilled onto my cheeks. 
 
    "I was right," Faith said contemptuously. Devotion began walking away. Game over. 
 
    "Wait!" I grabbed a handful of my belongings and tossed them into the flames.  
 
    Every piece of me was consumed. The bear my mother had gotten me after I’d begged her for it. Journals I’d spent hours writing in, pouring out my life and the misery I held. The pages curled, blackening to ash. It was mortifying seeing my life go up in smoke under their scornful gazes. Yes, my stuff was cheap and ratty and purchased at the dollar store or Goodwill, but it was mine. My life, what I’d worked so hard for, what I’d struggled to survive through. They made it nothing—less than nothing. Watching it go up in smoke infuriated me. 
 
    All my memories, good and bad, were destroyed by the flames. My first kiss. My sixteenth birthday party. The day my mother was diagnosed with cancer and I bargained with God, offering my own life if he’d save her. The day I met Allison.  
 
    When I tossed in the second-hand Converse shoes my mother had scrimped and saved for, I cried even harder. They didn’t even fit anymore, but the emotions connected to those beat-up old shoes made me want to break down and scream as they melted in the merciless bonfire. 
 
     The five of them didn’t make a move to help or comfort me. They just stood there and watched as I threw every last thing I owned into the bonfire, until I was left naked and heartbroken in front of the roaring flames. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    They made me walk through the house naked as they escorted me to my bedroom. My eyes were puffy from crying, and my throat was raw. Thank God there was nobody else there—no maids dusting the furniture or butlers directing staff. I didn’t know how much more humiliation I could take. 
 
    As we walked, Love’s words flashed through my mind. “We are remaking you into what we want and need you to be.” What could that possibly mean? Why did they need me to be anything? 
 
    The bedroom was actually a suite of rooms bigger than my entire apartment.  
 
    There was an enormous four-poster bed in the middle of the room that could comfortably fit ten people. Piles of coordinated pillows in shades of dusty rose, gray, and silver were artfully arranged atop a light-gray comforter. Against one wall, a three-way mirror stood next to a beautiful vanity with makeup laid out on mirrored trays.  
 
    The shape of the room was odd—the bedroom being the main focal point off the hallway from where we’d entered. There was a large walk-in closet area to the left the bed and a bathroom on the other side of a patio door to the right. A connecting door to the left of the closets opened to a conference area. Through the en suite bathroom was a sitting room with a bar, comfy couches, and a dropdown movie screen. 
 
    As they led me through the room, they watched closely for my reaction. Everything looked like I'd just stepped into the pages of a home decorating magazine. Were they waiting for me to drool or light up with gratitude? They'd be waiting until the Earth fell into the sun before I gave them any of that. Yes, it was beautiful, amazing, something out of a dream. I’d have loved it, if it weren’t for the present circumstances.  
 
    There was no point in looking angry or sad; these trust fund bastards couldn’t care less. Refusing to fake being grateful, I schooled my expression into an indifferent mask. 
 
    There was a small video screen on the table next to my bed—a live feed of my mother in her medical suite.  
 
    My heart danced happily at the sight of her. The room was everything I could have hoped for her. Paintings of landscapes hung on the walls, and the furniture made it look like a luxury bedroom rather than a hospital room. There was even a view of a garden through a picture window.  
 
    Momma sat in a cushy recliner, where she was hooked up to an I.V. An older woman with her hair pulled back in a bun and a stethoscope around her neck was talking to my mother. The expression of compassion and caring on her face was so genuine. 
 
    My mother smiled and nodded. Her fear and doubt from this morning seemed to have evaporated. She looked more relaxed than I’d seen her in ages. These guys were giving her what I never could: hope for the future. 
 
    Some of the tension inside me uncoiled, and I relaxed the tiniest bit. They’d kept their promise—so far. 
 
    "Watching your mother is a privilege," Love informed me. "Screw up in any way, and you can lose that privilege for as long as we deem appropriate." 
 
    Way to ruin a moment.  
 
    He poked my shoulder to guide me into the conference room. A desk took up an entire wall with all its cubbies and shelves, and it was already set up with textbooks, notebooks, pens, and a desktop computer. 
 
    "I'll be in charge of I.T. and monitoring everything you do," Trust said. "You are not to attempt to communicate with anyone through email, or any other means, electronic or otherwise." 
 
    "Understood.” Something inside me deflated. I truly was cut off from the rest of the world. Even though Allison had the chance to go to school here, I wasn’t allowed to send her so much as a text.  
 
    “Oh, and the sitting room is off limits. It will be locked for the duration of your stay.” 
 
    Of course it would be. Why would they want me to have any fun when I was supposed to hurt all the time? 
 
    “All right, Devotion, your turn. Try to make her look presentable and … less like a charity case.”  
 
    I could hear the sneer in Love’s voice, but I kept my face blank and didn’t look his way. 
 
    Devotion waved his hand at me impatiently. Leading me to the suite of closets, he identified the four walk-in spaces as evening, couture, daywear, and casual. 
 
    To my relief, he ordered me to get dressed from the casual closet. "Casual" had an entirely different meaning here. At home, it meant a ratty, stained t-shirt and holey jeans. Here, it meant a knee-length black wrap dress with red flowers, a chunky coral necklace, matching earrings, and black low-heeled pumps. 
 
    “Fuck no. Unacceptable. Take those off and get back in there and try again.” 
 
    I looked down at myself; I looked good. What the fuck did he mean?  
 
    He glared at me. “Get in there.” 
 
    Embarrassed, I went back in to pick something else. Staring around at the clothes, I didn’t know what to choose. The black slacks with a white silk blouse? Higher heels? Finally, I settled on a form-fitting green bodycon dress and black heels.  
 
    When I came back out of the closet, a muscle worked in Devotion’s jaw. He slicked one large hand down his hair before he took a menacing step forward. “You look like a child playing dress up. Dark hair and olive skin does not work with green without something to break up the tone. Go. Back.” 
 
    “If it doesn’t match, why the hell did you put it in my closet?” 
 
    “As a test.” 
 
    I faced him and took in his hard jaw and the glitter in his dark eyes. He should have been a wet dream for me, with his exotic lines and an accent to make my body explode, but the virulent filth coming out of his mouth cut me to the quick. I spun on my heels, keeping my composure as best I could. Head held high, back stiff, I did as he commanded. 
 
    Three more times.  
 
    Each time I failed more miserably than the last until I was shaking with anger and … defeat. They were fucking winning, and I had no way to fight back. Head bowed, I came out of the closet, naked, my hair covering my face. I didn’t want to see him, didn’t want to face any of them. 
 
    Devotion placed two warm fingers under my chin and forced my gaze up to his. “Let me show you how you’re to present yourself. You dress like a dog trained you.” 
 
    I couldn’t hold back my cry as a short burst of rage and wounded pride flooded through me. He led me back into the closet and made me stand in the center. I twisted my fingers together in front of me. 
 
    “The heels are fine. Let’s dress you around them.” 
 
    It took him only a few moments, his keen eye measuring up the fabrics in ways I couldn’t understand. Finally, he pulled me out of the closet and in front of the three-way mirror. 
 
    “This is what I meant. Study it.” 
 
    Gold chandelier earrings kissed my shoulders, and a matching lanyard necklace draped between my breasts. The outfit consisted of a loose white blouse with open buttons tucked into a black pencil skirt. He’d added simple gold belt for style. Sleek, classic. I didn’t recognize the woman in the mirror.  
 
    Instantly, I hated her. She was what they wanted. 
 
    "I'll be in charge of teaching you how to dress appropriately for every occasion," he said. "Obviously, we've got a lot of work to do.” 
 
    Hackles raised, everything in me wanted to claw Devotion’s eyes out of his skull. "Thank you for adding that last bit. It was really important for me to know.” 
 
    Love moved first, interrupting Devotion from saying a word. "What did you just say?"  
 
    One fucking centimeter at a time, I turned my head until I was looking him in the eye. Fucker. "I'm sure you heard me perfectly. I'm just wondering if it's possible for you guys to say anything to me without insulting me. If not, it's going to be a very long and unpleasant four years." 
 
    Faith chuckled, a low rumble that filled his chest, before standing to his full height. The pose—hand in pocket, head cocked to one side as if he were studying me—made me feel like I was a speck beneath his feet. "So desperate for praise, are you?"  
 
    "No, not from any of you. I’d have to respect your opinions in order to want your praise. I was just hoping for basic civility." 
 
    "You clean up nicely, but money does that for anyone. It’s not something to be proud of.” Faith interjected, his eyes tracing over my form. 
 
    "Probably the best you’re capable of.” How’s that, asshole? 
 
    “Keep it up.” Danger dripped from Love’s words, and I stayed silent. 
 
    I tried my best to keep from wanting to rip out their throats. There were lists of instructions I mentally filed away. I was given strict orders not to leave the house. With the schedule they'd given me, I doubted I'd have time anyway. I was to wake up at 5:00 every morning and eat breakfast, work on self-defense through sparring—self-defense!—shower, and then I'd start a full day of classes. 
 
    Whenever I got the chance, I snuck a glance at my mother's video feed. It calmed and centered me, and I desperately needed that. I felt angry and hollow at the loss of all my possessions. 
 
    The guys seemed to have settled down for the time being, at least. When they gave me orders, I obeyed, keeping my face and voice neutral, determined not to let them wring anymore tears from me and equally determined not to give them an excuse to punish me. 
 
    When I got a few minutes to myself, I snagged a pen and one of my notebooks for school and hid them behind a drawer in the bathroom. These douches didn’t want me to keep journals? Fuck them.  
 
    Devotion vanished somewhere for most of the day. Overall, he didn't seem to interact with the other guys as much. There was something about him, a haunted air I recognized. It spoke of deep loss and some terrible past grief that still clung to him. It made me curious and almost sympathetic. 
 
    But when he came later that evening, that sympathy didn’t fill me.  
 
    “Pick an appropriate outfit for dinner.”  
 
    I looked down. “Am I not okay like this?” 
 
    Devotion rolled his eyes. “Obviously not. This is formal.” 
 
    I trembled as I chose something from my couture closet. I didn’t understand this life, these men, what it meant to have more money than I knew how to deal with. 
 
    I chose wrong, again. 
 
    “Evening closet, Rani.” 
 
    I bowed my head, and Devotion stepped closer. His warm hand slid up my exposed arm, and gooseflesh spread in its wake. In that moment, I hated my body nearly as much as I hated him.  
 
    “Look at me.” 
 
    I couldn’t ignore his command, and his dark gaze swallowed mine.  
 
    “You are beautiful. Exquisite, even. This world is going to crush you, break you into pieces and sweep you away … if you let it.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath. Was he being nice to me? I wasn’t so sure. His face was unreadable as he turned me toward my evening closet and pushed me. 
 
    “Clothes can be armor, i vogël.” 
 
    I looked back at him. “What does that mean?” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “My mother is from Nepal. Where is your family from?” 
 
    Whatever moment we may have shared disappeared under a mask of indifference. Devotion took a step backward at the sudden shift. 
 
    “We are not friends; we will never be. I will fuck you when called for, dress you as appropriate, and teach you what is important. Nothing more than that. Ever.” 
 
    “I was only trying to—” 
 
    “Get dressed, correctly, or face consequences.” 
 
    “Yes, Devotion.” 
 
    I changed to a floor-length black gown and a pair of stilettos. My earrings were pearl, as was my necklace. He seemed to approve of my choice, thankfully. There was no more discussion between us past what was necessary. He directed me to sit at my vanity. I applied light makeup and twisted my hair into a chignon, pinning it with a simple hair clip.  
 
    Devotion stood back and looked me up and down. "It'll do."  
 
    I glanced at myself in the three-way mirror. "It'll do? Please. I look spectacular." I twirled in a circle, loving the way the silky dress felt as it swirled around my ankles.  
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    Did I think it was ridiculous to change outfits multiple times a day? Hell yeah. But it was their sandbox; I was just playing in it. 
 
    And it didn’t seem like I was playing very well. 
 
    Devotion said nothing as he escorted me down the darkened hallway away from my rooms and down the stairs. I would have tripped and broken my face if I wasn’t holding his shoulders for balance as he navigated the way. Once downstairs, he passed the foyer and headed to the right into a large dining area.  
 
    The table was set with formal place settings. I sat next to Love, who was sitting next to Honor. Trust was to my right, and Faith sat next to him. Devotion seated himself across the table from us. 
 
    I picked up the salad fork to eat a crisp Caesar salad. 
 
    Cerys lifted an eyebrow. “You know your way around a place setting.” 
 
    My knuckles whitened as I gripped the fork, wondering if I could make the tines disappear in his skull. 
 
    “Yes, Love.” 
 
    "Hmm. I guess she's served enough dinners to pick up a few tricks," Faith said to Trust. 
 
    "You say that as if you think you're insulting me, Faith." I set my fork on the edge of my plate. "As if working for a living is the most shameful thing imaginable. As if having everything handed to you on a silver platter is some kind of accomplishment rather than an accident of birth. I'm proud of the fact I worked and supported myself. I earned every damn thing I own." 
 
    "How did that work out for you?" Faith smirked. "The fact it took us about five minutes to burn everything you owned, note the past tense, would indicate it didn’t work out at all." 
 
    The house staff served the next course while I swallowed my retort. 
 
    Rage exploded in my chest as tears stung my eyes, but I blinked them away quickly. I didn't reply and quickly cut a bite of filet mignon, making sure to pick up the correct fork. If I'd said what I was thinking, they'd have tossed my ass out on the street for sure. 
 
    I stayed silent, stewing in my embarrassment and agitation until dinner was over. 
 
    “Go change your clothing. From the casual closet this time,” Devotion ordered. “Trust will make sure you make it there in one piece.” 
 
    I ducked my head, my cheeks heating. I was losing track of how many times I’d changed clothes today. 
 
    Trust shrugged. “She can go naked for all I care.” 
 
    “Hmmm, that idea has merit.” 
 
    I didn’t look to Love. Refused to let him see how he left me shaken with that one sentence.  
 
    Don’t do this. 
 
    “I’ve seen her naked. Sexy, but a little too easily broken for my taste.” 
 
    I wanted to break Honor’s face and kiss him at the same time. At least if they agreed with him, I’d be able to get some clothes on. 
 
    Love laughed, a harsh sound that made me jump. “I’d rather see it when she’s broken in front of me. For now, she can change.” 
 
    They made me sick. All of them. 
 
    It took only fifteen minutes for me to change. Trust wasn’t as exacting as Devotion, but I was shaking by the time we made it back down.  
 
    Then, to my surprise, we went into the game room to the right of the parlor. 
 
    When I saw the guys heading over to the rack of cues on the wall, it took everything I had not to smile. I followed them and waited for Love to grab a cue. I picked one that was the wrong size for me—deliberately. I was good enough to know how to compensate. 
 
    “Good choice.” Trust shot an amused glance at Faith. 
 
    Love’s lip curled up in a cruel smile. “We’d offer to play you for money, but …”  
 
    Yeah, I got it. 
 
    Hurt pride stung me, making me reckless. “You have a tell, Love,” I blurted out using the sickening sweet tone I reserved for douchebag customers.  
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Every time you smile at me like that, I know you’re about to say something insulting.” Every insult heaped on me was another jab at my bruised and hurting soul. But it didn’t mean I had to roll over and take it. 
 
    Trust choked on a laugh.  
 
    Love flashed him an icy look and turned his attention back to me. “Can you tell me anything about this pool table?” he asked as we walked up to it. 
 
    Yeah, it’s a snooker table.  
 
    Longer than a pool table, it was lower and had smaller pockets. Snooker was more popular in England than America, and it seemed like exactly the kind of thing these trust fund bastards would prefer.  
 
    I glanced down at the legs. “Ball and claw style,” I replied. “It looks handmade, not mass production.” 
 
    “It’s also a snooker table, not a pool table,” Love said smugly.  
 
    I looked at him with polite interest, but inside, I was rolling on the floor with laughter at this pretentious little fuck. Keep underestimating me so I can show you just how deadly I am with a cue stick, no matter the game. 
 
    “Listen carefully. I’ll only explain the rules once.” Love racked the balls and quickly rattled off the rules. If I hadn’t already known them, I would’ve had a hard time following.  
 
    “I’ll let you go first.” He swept his arm wide, as if being generous. 
 
    I lined up my cue and bent over the table. The first ball I potted was the black ball, which was worth the most points—seven.  
 
    He arched an eyebrow. 
 
    I shrugged. “Beginner’s luck.”  
 
    Trust burst out laughing. “Are you a hustler, Rani?” 
 
    I fluttered my eyelashes. “I don’t even know what that word means. It sounds dirty.” I bent over, smiled, and potted a red ball. Hell, I wish they’d let me play for money.  
 
    Love’s blue eyes were the color of a storm-tossed sea. I potted ball after ball until I’d won the frame. And then the next one. And the next. Expertly handling the cue, I moved around the table until I’d won six frames. When I was finished, I glanced at the guys who watched me with looks ranging from annoyance to amusement. 
 
    “Next?” I quirked a brow. 
 
    Honor burst into laughter. He laughed so hard, tears ran down his cheeks.  
 
    “Might as well get the proper-sized cue,” Trust said. “But your little act was very cute. You should take it on the road. Oh wait, you can’t. We own you.” 
 
    I fetched a cue perfect for my size and proceeded to kick the ass of every single heir. It felt fantastic to take back some of my power. At least, that’s what I told myself as they muttered curses. But as Love stood there and watched me, I felt increasingly uneasy. 
 
    By the end of the evening, I wondered who’d really won.  
 
    Nobody said a word to me as they filed out of the room. My smug smile faded as the door slammed behind Devotion. 
 
    I’d humiliated them.  
 
    That probably hadn’t been smart. Or necessary. Their fucking egos were so swollen, they should have sought medical treatment. Showing them up wasn’t going to endear me to them. 
 
    I easily could have played a halfway decent game—winning some, losing some. It would have been smarter. More strategic. Instead, I’d acted just like them. I’d stroked my own ego, and the more I thought about it, the more I dreaded the price I’d pay tomorrow. 
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    Worry kept me awake most of the night. I stared at my mother on the screen and watched her sleep peacefully, trying to draw strength from her. Closing my eyes, I finally drifted off to sleep. 
 
    Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. 
 
    A loud alarm blared in my ear. I shrieked and rolled out of bed, landing on the floor with a painful thud. 
 
    "What the hell?!" I screamed, furious.  
 
    Somebody grabbed me by the arm and yanked me to my feet. Panicked, I swung my fist and landed a punch against flesh. 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    The fuzziness in my head cleared and realization hit me. Shit. I just hit Honor in the face. 
 
    Love laughed callously as Honor rubbed his reddened cheek. "That was worth getting out of bed for." He directed his attention at me and raised a brow. "You knew the rules, Rani. Never touch one of us unless directed. That little slap is going to cost you." 
 
    A wave of dread crashed over me. I couldn’t have blown it already. My mother really needed her treatment. "Please. I'm sorry. I was dead tired. I didn't fall asleep until 3:00. I literally didn't know where I was. Please, don't throw me out. Give me another chance, Love. I won't screw up again." 
 
    "Sure you will," he said. "And we'll punish you, every time." 
 
    "Oh …" I gulped.  
 
    Love and Honor each grabbed an arm and marched me out of the room. I tried to pull free, but their hands tightened, their fingers sinking into my flesh.  
 
    I was rushed down a darkened hallway. Punishment?  
 
    They shoved me through the doorway of a dimly lit room and released me. I stumbled and caught my balance, trying to focus. I could barely make out shapes.  
 
    “Please, Love,” I begged, my voice trembling, “I’m sorry. I swear it won’t happen again. This is all new to me. I’m trying. I really am.” 
 
    “Fuck, if this is what you call trying, I can’t wait to see what you call failing,” he sneered.  
 
    Suddenly, the lights blazed on, blinding me. I blinked hard, and my eyes teared up. 
 
    What I saw turned my insides to ice. What is this place? 
 
    A row of whips hung from a rack on the wall. Next to it was a rack of paddles. Leather cuffs dangled from a padded leather bench in the middle of the room. 
 
    "Do you know what you did wrong?" Love demanded. 
 
    I hugged myself and stared at the ground. "I yelled at you guys and punched Honor." 
 
    "No." Love shook his head. "You let down your guard. You didn't get a good night's sleep and were completely disoriented when you woke up. You can never let that happen. We live in a world of privilege, but there is also danger. There are people who want what we have and will do anything to get it. They're rich, they're smart, they're connected, and they have vast resources, just as we do. You need to be aware of your surroundings at all times, and frankly, you punch like a bitch. If you're going to throw a punch, learn to make it count." 
 
    Fear coupled with curiosity flooded through me.  
 
    "Face down." Love pointed at the bench. 
 
    My knees turned to jelly, but I obeyed immediately. I was already in enough trouble; I didn't want to make it any worse. 
 
    As I lay there, the other guys filed in and lined up to watch. Trust stalked over and grabbed one wrist as Love grabbed the other, and they quickly secured my hands with the cuffs. 
 
    "Don't worry. You'll barely feel it," Trust taunted. 
 
    Bastard. I turned my head away from him. 
 
    Love disappeared from view and came back with a thin wooden cane in his hand.  
 
    Without warning, the cane whistled through the air, and a red-hot line of pain slashed across the sole of my left foot. 
 
    I jerked in my cuffs and sucked in a breath. 
 
    Before I could scream, another slash followed. And another. I screamed and jerked my feet, and Honor and Trust rushed over to hold my ankles. 
 
    "Stop!" I shrieked. 
 
    "You've got five more coming. If you want me to stop, you know what happens." Love's voice was merciless. 
 
    "Please, Love! I said I'm sorry! I'll never do it again!" 
 
    "Stop, or keep going?" 
 
    Oh God. It hurt so badly, and it wasn’t over yet.  
 
    Both of my feet blazed with fiery agony. I’d never known such pain. 
 
    "Keep going," I sobbed into the leather bench. Yesterday, I had sworn not to let them make me cry again. Now I wondered if I would ever stop. 
 
    The cane came down again and again. I thrashed violently with each blow and screamed my throat raw. To make it worse, Love paused between every strike, dragging it out. When he finished, it felt as if someone had poured gasoline on my feet and lit a match as an inferno of pain spread across my soles. 
 
    Someone loosened my cuffs. I wasn’t sure which heir had done it; my eyes were swollen with tears. 
 
    Rolling over, I sat up and drew my feet to me, my shoulders shaking with sobs. I frantically rubbed my tortured soles. That only made it worse. I howled in misery, tears streaming down my cheeks. 
 
    Love held out the cane. "Kiss it and say, ‘thank you for punishing me.’" 
 
    My lips grazed over the cane, my chest constricting with resentment. "Thank you ...” I sobbed and gulped for breath. “Thank you for punishing me, Love." Fuck you, Love. I swear I'll find a way to hurt you ten times worse. 
 
    "Time for breakfast," Love said, sounding bored. "We’re behind schedule because of your shenanigans. Pick an outfit. Devotion will tell you if he approves." 
 
    I limped back to my bedroom, and Devotion rejected the first two outfits I chose. Finally, he was satisfied and took me to the dining room to eat. I was alone with Devotion and Honor this time, and the table felt massive with just us. Devotion never said a word, only reading from a tablet in his long graceful hands while I choked down my eggs. 
 
    My stomach was twisted in knots, but they insisted I finish everything on my plate. 
 
    Honor smirked at me. "You'll need your strength." 
 
    “For what?” The question flew out of my mouth before I could stop it, and I cringed. 
 
    Honor blinked and shrugged. “For Trust.” 
 
    He didn’t go into further explanation, and I was too afraid to ask anything else. I was silent as Honor led me back to my bedroom. 
 
    After I'd limped to the bathroom and brushed my teeth and washed my swollen, tear-stained face, I came out to find Honor waiting for me—with a workout outfit. He didn't bother to hide his interest as I stripped and changed into leggings and a t-shirt, his eyes roving over my body. 
 
    Painfully, I followed him into a large gym, and he pointed at a treadmill. 
 
    "I can't," I moaned. "Please. My feet hurt so much." 
 
    Honor fucking winked at me. “That’s the point, sweetheart. Now, up and at ’em. Be a good girl, yeah?” 
 
    I wanted to rip his smile off his face as I climbed onto the treadmill. What followed were the most agonizing ten minutes of my life, and I sobbed my way through most of them. Every step felt as if I were slamming my bruised feet into a pile of sharp gravel. My t-shirt was wet with tears when he finally reached over and turned off the machine. 
 
    Trust sauntered into the gym wearing fitted leggings and a tank top. I would have thought he looked ridiculous if he hadn’t lifted his fists. He stance was wide and loose, his hands wrapped in bright-red tape. 
 
    “Time to learn. Get to the mat,” he barked. 
 
    I stumbled, feet blazing and my lungs working to catch my breath. Before I got my feet under me, Trust swept a leg at my shins, sending me crashing to the floor. 
 
    “Again.” 
 
    I didn’t understand. What the fuck was he doing?  
 
    I staggered to my feet, and he swept again. This time, I jumped back unsteadily, but I didn’t go to the ground. 
 
    “Good. Pay attention and don’t get caught unaware.” 
 
    We spent the next hour with me smacking the floor repeatedly while he called orders. My body hurt in places I couldn’t imagine. Finally, I was sent off to shower and take my classes. 
 
    Trust watched over me as I swayed with exhaustion and desperately tried to concentrate. I had to change outfits for lunch and eat everything on my plate again, and then it was back to class. 
 
    I was taking business administration, international affairs, international law, art history, and music theory. I’d only dreamed of taking these classes before I fell into the hands of these bastards. 
 
    There were quizzes at the end of several of the lessons. I watched the computer screen in sheer terror with each answer I entered, petrified I'd get less than ninety-five percent. How could these guys expect me to be at peak performance under these conditions? 
 
    I barely squeaked in under the wire in a few of the quizzes. 
 
    “If I’d gotten one more question wrong, would you really have kicked me out, Trust? Let my mother die? Put my friend back on the street?” 
 
    I wanted reassurance. I wanted to believe the puppet masters who jerked my strings weren’t monsters. 
 
    Trust shrugged, and there was no mercy in his dark, beautiful eyes. “What do you think?” 
 
    I turned away and hugged myself as a little part of me died inside. “I think you were born without several essential organs, namely a heart and soul.” 
 
    He snorted. “Remind me to add anatomy and physiology to your list of classes.”  
 
    That evening, we didn’t play pool after dinner. The guys scattered, leaving me alone in my bedroom suite. I was thankful for the solitude because I couldn’t stand to look any of them in the face. I went to bed early, crying quietly into my pillow as my feet ached and throbbed. 
 
    Damn them. Damn them all to hell. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    I woke up at 4:30 the next morning, before the alarm clock by my bed even went off. I'd always had this freaky ability to decide what time to wake up the next day and then do it. As long as I got a good night’s sleep the night before, it was no problem. I checked on my mother's video feed as soon as I sat up. 
 
    “You look good, Momma. Happier.” 
 
    Just a few minutes alone—before the heirs found their way into my world—gave me the freedom to appreciate why I was doing all of this. 
 
    “They feed you like a restaurant!” 
 
    My mother sliced a piece of ham steak with delicate hands. I was so happy to see it. She’d gained weight in her time there, and she didn’t have those lines of pinched pain around her mouth. 
 
    “You make it worth it, Momma. All of this. They … hurt me. I wish I could tell you, but if I did … I know you’d tell me to leave. You wouldn’t accept any more help. I can’t. After everything, you deserve this.” 
 
    I was careful getting up, my feet sore and aching, and stepped into the shower. The heat from the spray soothed some of the frayed edges and let me focus enough to hold on. The citrus scent of my bath soap was warm and light, so much different than what I felt inside.  
 
    If the brand name on the label was anything to go by, it had probably cost a fortune. 
 
    I used to want the trappings of a rich life like this, but now that I had it, I didn’t know if it was worth it.  
 
    My mother’s health was the only thing forcing me to get dressed, to put on a mask to face the heirs and their hell. She gave me the strength to fight on. 
 
    “You can do this, Rani. They can’t break you. No matter what they do, fucking beat them. Fucking little bastards with silver spoons in their mouths never had to fight to live. Never had to watch someone suffer because they couldn’t afford to be better. Fuck them.” 
 
    I could do this. I'd survived much worse. I would keep my head down, study hard, do what they told me, and just make it through my days. It didn't have to be terrible. Yes, I was already sick of the guys being cold and insulting, of never hearing a kind word. It hurt, and worse, I found myself really wanting their approval. And I knew I was never going to get it. 
 
    Don’t break in the face of pain, Rani. Pain is the bitter taste of happiness because you know it’s coming on the other side. If you want something, fight for it. 
 
    I could hear my mother's voice inside me, the lessons she’d taught me. Closing my eyes, I envisioned her hands beat up from cleaning toilets. Her hair a mess because she couldn’t afford to go to a salon. 
 
    “I’m going to win, Momma. I promise.” 
 
    I finished my shower quickly so I'd have a couple of precious minutes to write in the notebook hidden behind the drawer. Putting the words on the page gave me a semblance of control of the situation, no matter how tenuous it was. I released the hurt and anger because I knew facing them with it in my head would only lead to more mistakes. 
 
    Mistakes my mother and I couldn’t afford. 
 
    I folded up the book, shoved it back behind the drawer, and hurried to pick out an outfit. 
 
    Love walked through the bedroom door at five minutes to five. 
 
    Knock, knock, who's there?  
 
    "Good morning, Love."  
 
    "You're up bright and early," he observed. "Look at you not fucking up. From now on, you'll come out and meet us at the breakfast table at five." 
 
    "Understood, Love." 
 
    I made it to the table in four minutes, gripping the back of his shirt to keep from floundering in the darkness. Why couldn’t they just let me see? 
 
    Why the hell were they doing this?  
 
    When I sat down at the dining room table, Honor handed me two pills. I looked at them skeptically. 
 
    "Cyanide." Trust’s smile had a sick twist to it. "In case you want an easy out."  
 
    Love snorted a laugh as he settled into his chair. 
 
    "Painkiller," Honor said. 
 
    "Thank you, Honor." I washed them down with water, ignoring Trust. 
 
    Across the table from me, Devotion glanced at my outfit and shook his head. "We'll talk later."  
 
    "I look forward to it," I replied dryly, unapologetic for my sarcasm.  
 
    He arched an eyebrow and narrowed his eyes. 
 
    Whatever. I had a workout session to survive and classes to attend. 
 
    The painkillers kicked in by the end of breakfast, but as soon as I was back on the treadmill, it felt as if I'd been freshly beaten. My feet ached and burned with every step. By the time I finished, silent tears of pain rolled down my cheeks as I gasped for air. 
 
    “Trust sent you through the steps yesterday, and I’m going to test you today.” 
 
    He didn’t give me a chance to get ready before slamming into my body and flipping me over his back. I wheezed, gasping for breath. Honor was deadly, spinning without a sound to grasp my arm. He bent it back between his legs that were crossed over my chest.  
 
    My shoulder socket blazed with prickles of fire. 
 
    “Get out of it, failure. I don’t have all day.” 
 
    My mind whirled, trying to remember what Trust had taught me. I tried to swing my legs up to flip over, to grab some sort of leverage.  
 
    His body was a rock, not moving an inch. 
 
    “I’m going to break it.” 
 
    His warning was just a breath before he stretched, bowing his back and pulling on my arm even harder. The agony spread to my elbow until I was afraid it was going to pop.  
 
    With a scream, I swung my other arm, angling my fist for his balls. At least if I crushed them, he’d let me go. 
 
    He jerked away before I could land it, but it gave me some room. I flipped as taught, even if it was uncomfortable, and twisted out of his grip. 
 
    “Good girl. Again.” 
 
    This time when he lunged for me, I sliced the blade of my hand at his throat, bringing him up short. 
 
    “Get back!” 
 
    “Not good enough,” he taunted.  
 
    Honor was a man who’d built his body for battle, and even as hard as I fought, it was only enough to keep me on my feet. He broke my defenses over and over again. 
 
    I was brutalized by the time he tossed a towel into my face. 
 
    “Clean yourself up. We’ll do this every morning until you are better than this shit. Gym class will now be sparring.” 
 
    I didn’t open my mouth or I’d curse him to hell and back. 
 
    That wouldn’t be good for my time here. And next, I had my classes to attend. 
 
    Panic spread through me, making my heart throb. One wrong move. One failed test. Everything would fade. I sucked in a breath, pulling hard to gain some sense of clarity. I couldn’t fail. I couldn’t lose myself.  
 
    The heirs were the bane of my existence.  
 
    The classes weren’t just a matter of memorization, which had always been a snap for me. Some of the questions had to do with interpretation, and I had very little time to formulate my answers. 
 
    “Better hurry up. Wouldn’t want you to fail.” 
 
    I shook, holding my anger at Trust’s words. The bastard flicked my hair and buried his nose in my neck, distracting me. 
 
    “I’m trying to answer the questions.” 
 
    “Then answer them, Rani.” 
 
    How the hell was I going to do that when his long fingers framed my breasts through my shirt? 
 
    “The answer seems a bit heavy for you.” 
 
    His torturous stroke made my fists clench and my thighs slap together. He played with me, stroking my nipples with practiced precision.  
 
    “What’s the right response? A, B,” he flicked my nipples, “or C?” 
 
    I gasped. No, I couldn’t let him ruin me. Couldn’t let him destroy what I was trying to build. 
 
    I selected an answer, praying my foggy vision held on. 
 
    I got it right, and I sighed. 
 
    “Does that feel good, Rani? Do you want more?” 
 
    No. Yes. I wasn’t so sure. 
 
    Trust pulled the seat out from under me but kept me from falling me to the floor. His hips pressed to my ass, bunching my skirt into a position to expose the bottom of my cheeks. 
 
    “That’s not the worst thing I’ve seen all day.” 
 
    I gripped the edge of the table. “Please.” 
 
    “Please, what? Take you? Fuck you until your knees go weak?” 
 
    I hated him. 
 
    Even more so when he jerked back from me, leaving me hot and heavy. 
 
    “Better not fail, Rani.” 
 
    I didn’t … barely. 
 
    By the end of the day, my head was pounding and my muscles were screaming with tension. 
 
    Tension—because I refused to call it anything else—that was only made more unbearable when Love decided I needed a dance lesson after dinner. 
 
    Devotion guided me through several dress choices from the couture closet, until I finally settled on a maroon, floor-length chiffon dress. 
 
    “It’s brilliant. The dress, at least. It shouldn’t have taken this long for you to choose,” he admonished.  
 
    It wasn’t like I’d grown up like this. What the hell did he expect? 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Careful.” 
 
    I hadn’t said anything; I knew it. 
 
    “It’s written on your face. Time to go.” Devotion led me back down the darkened hallway, making sure I kept my footing as we made our way to meet Love for my dance lesson. 
 
    In the foyer—so close to the front door I could taste freedom—Love demonstrated a basic waltz step for me.  
 
    “The steps are meant to be graceful and make others forget you were raised in the slum. Follow the lead, who happens to be the male.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth. “Yes, Love.” 
 
    I could follow when it made fucking sense.  
 
    It felt stilted and pompous, but Love managed to make it look beautiful. Each mannerism was pointed, powerful and graceful at the same time. When he gathered me in his arms, the scent of bergamot filled my nostrils. My feet throbbed with every step, but I swallowed the pain and forced myself to relax.  
 
    I didn’t want to be here, didn’t want to lean on him, but the steel control of his hold forced me to stay close. I couldn’t run away if I tried.  
 
    Imagine you’re somewhere else, Rani. Where a knight in shining armor is here, just for you. 
 
    I let myself enjoy the smell of him, the feeling of his hard, muscular body, and the effortless grace he demonstrated as he guided me across the floor. 
 
    I’ll save you, milady. 
 
    Yeah, but you aren’t real … are you? 
 
    And I’m surrounded by demons instead of men. 
 
    My heart beat in time to the music, and I let my tired brain drift, imagining another life where Love truly loved me and his strength was my shelter. 
 
    It was dangerous, stupid, and would crack the minute I opened my eyes, but I held on to it. I needed these few minutes, just a few seconds to be more than skin and bones knitted together with pain. 
 
    How could it have been if we’d come together a different way? 
 
    If we didn’t lash out with our hate? 
 
    He cleared his throat to get my attention, and I tipped my head back to stare into his ocean-blue eyes. He scowled at me, and I shriveled inside. The humble peasant girl had danced for the handsome prince and come up wanting. 
 
    “At least you look the part,” he said, managing to inject an infinite portion of contempt into his tone. 
 
    “You have such an artful way of turning every compliment into an insult,” I murmured. 
 
    “Oh, was that how it came across? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make it sound like a compliment.” Love “accidentally” stepped on my foot, and I cried out in pain as he handed me off to Trust. 
 
    Not Trust. 
 
    My body burned, embers dancing over my flesh in memory of his touch. My breasts grew heavy as I fought the wetness budding between my legs. My body wanted him even as my mind scolded me for it.  
 
    His grip was sure on my fingers on one hand while the hot brand of his other palm burned across the small of my back. 
 
    So close. 
 
    I could feel him behind me again, his cock pressing against my ass.  
 
    What was wrong with me? 
 
    "Do you normally move like an elephant with a wooden leg?" Trust’s question tore me from my memories, thrusting me back into the heat of his current hold. 
 
    "I don't know. You've been the one observing me. Do I?" I was tired, my feet were engulfed in flames, and my earlier optimism had faded. The requirement to maintain near-perfect grades hung over me like a giant rock dangling on a fraying thread. I'd never experienced pressure like this before, and I hated how little control I had over what they made my body experience. The way they toyed with my head. 
 
    He smirked at me. "I'm interested in your thoughts." 
 
    Yeah, right. 
 
    "I think I would dance better if every step didn't feel like glass shards were being driven into my feet," I replied heatedly. 
 
    "Oh, that makes me so sad. Maybe all of this would be easier on you if you weren't looking for reasons to fail every five seconds." 
 
    Was he fucking kidding? Jolts of pain shot up through my feet and legs with every awkward step. I was desperately trying my best in impossible circumstances, and these assholes just kept coming up with new ways for me to screw it up. 
 
    My mother's voice echoed in my head. "Kill them with kindness. Even when it’s hard, you’ll come out in the end. Going to their level will only leave you with bitterness on your tongue.” 
 
    "I need your help," I said to him quietly. 
 
    "What?" Confusion marred his face. 
 
    "I want to succeed. This is all completely new to me, and I could use some guidance. What would you do if you were in my shoes?" 
 
    "Kick them off. I don't look good in heels." 
 
    I fell silent as we moved stiffly across the dance floor. Okay, so being decent to him wasn't going to work, but oddly, I still felt better than I had a minute ago. I’d swallowed my pride, I’d genuinely tried to reach out to him, and if he couldn’t see that, well, fuck him very much. 
 
    "I would rise above my physical experience." His voice startled me because, for once, he was completely serious. "I would decide that the end goal was what mattered. Even if my arms and legs fell off. Even if it hurt. Even if I had to hate myself some nights, I’d do it because I had to. I would win with my head. The body gives up, Rani. It always gives up, but the mind is so much stronger. What if the mind could make the body do whatever it said? The body lies. Don’t believe the lie." 
 
    With that, he spun me away from him and into Honor’s arms. It was almost as if he was embarrassed at having been decent to me, or as if he couldn't stand to open himself up and act human for more than thirty seconds. 
 
    I swallowed Trust's words. It took everything I had, but I forced myself to move gracefully, ignoring the pain slashing through my feet. I pictured myself gliding across the floor like a swan on the surface of a pond. Steeling my resolve, I forced my body to just fucking do it. The pain in my feet faded a little bit, just enough to let me relax into Honor. His biceps bunched up as he drew me close, and the scent of his cologne mingled with a natural masculine musk. 
 
    He leaned down, and I braced myself for another nasty, cutting comment. 
 
    "I don't know what Trust told you, but your dancing is slightly less awful now," he said. "I still wouldn't be caught dead with you dancing like this in public." 
 
    Well then. In this house, that was almost a compliment. 
 
    And he never broke away from me. 
 
    He continued to make me painfully aware of him— his scent teasing my nostrils, the strength of his arms around me. He spun me faster than I could hope to keep up, but I never stumbled. He used his body to keep me upright, to put me where he wanted me. 
 
    “We’ll just let this be our little secret.” 
 
    His smile made my blood pump and run cold at the same time. Would he hide the fact he had to carry me through the dance? Would he tell them and let me be punished again? I wasn’t so sure on either account, and it left me clingy, fighting to stay on my own feet. 
 
    “Look at you, getting a backbone.” 
 
    “My turn.” 
 
    Honor bowed out gracefully, leaving Faith to take his place. For a few seconds, Faith scanned me before pulling me into his arms. Instead of twirling me to the music, he worked on the steps first. 
 
    “How bad are your feet hurting?” 
 
    I frowned, not sure if this was a test. 
 
    Faith sighed, an exacerbated sound. “Smart people catalogue themselves and get help where they can. Now, I asked a simple question that deems an even simpler response.” 
 
    “It’s hard to stand on the balls of my feet,” I gritted out.  
 
    Faith studied me. His mannerism was so different from the others, a way of being hateful without seeming to even realize he was doing it. After a moment, he lifted me slightly off my feet, enough I could still keep my toes on the ground but not enough I couldn’t participate in the dance any longer. 
 
    “The pressure should subside, but it is only temporary relief. Make it look good, or I’ll drop you back down.” 
 
    Given a bit of a reprieve, and not even caring about how it may have appeared to the others, I kept my head held high and watched the bend of my arm. Without having to pay attention to the agony of each step, it made the dance easier to think about.  
 
    Faith said nothing else, carrying me with ease through each spin. He kept us close enough to the other guys they may not have realized my feet weren’t touching the floor. 
 
    “I suggest you get your act together and receive less punishment. The body can only handle so much before you break, and you wouldn’t want to see something happen with your mother, would you?” 
 
    No. And the bastard knew it. His gaze didn’t flash with hidden alternatives as Trust’s would, and he had no cruel smirk on his face like Love. He didn’t even seem to privately be enjoying his own joke like Honor. He simply stated the obvious and left me waiting for Devotion to take his place. 
 
    By the time Devotion swung me into the first turn, I nearly regretted Faith’s help with my feet. Being off of them for a time had allowed them to swell. The burning increased, spreading from my instep to the balls of my feet.  
 
    Devotion’s warm musk wrapped around me, a slow creep so like the man. 
 
    It was understated yet no less impactful when it appeared. His motions were as graceful as his features, a breathtaking ride along precision curves and swooping dips. 
 
    I’d never danced like this in my life.  
 
    And I didn’t think Devotion should have been able to do it. 
 
    His dance was contained life waiting to burst at the seams yet held back by invisible bands.  
 
    It … ached … to see. To be a part of. 
 
    How could he make me feel pity?  
 
    How was it possible to read so much stiff pain in him even as he went about this duty as easily as taking his next breath? I shouldn’t have been aware of him, the seething heat just riding beneath the surface, but I was. 
 
    I found myself resting my head on his shoulder, breathing in the misery. I understood it. I felt it. 
 
    Always apart, never together. 
 
    Suffering alone. 
 
    Maybe I was reading too much into him, into his hold. Maybe I was being fanciful, hoping for more, but it was there, budding in my chest.  
 
    A connection. Acceptance. 
 
    “This is all a lie, Rani. Don’t believe such carefully crafted tales. It kills us all in the end.” 
 
    Unlike the others, Devotion didn’t leave me on his words. He didn’t pull away. Instead, his gaze was on Love when I grew the courage to lift my head.  
 
    “I have to win.” 
 
    Devotion’s dark gaze met mine, and ice slithered through my veins. “You can’t hope to win a game rigged against you.” 
 
    And I read the threat, the promise in his words. This was reality, the truth. With all the others having their fun at my expense, Devotion had hurt me the most. Not because he wanted to. Not because he needed to pick at the scabs barely healing.  
 
    No … because he told me no lies. 
 
    I’d hurt. 
 
    I’d fail. 
 
    All because they never thought I’d win. 
 
    And what would that mean for my mother? 
 
    For all I was going through to save her? 
 
    “I have to,” I choked out. 
 
    “We know. And that’s what makes it so delicious for some to pick the wings off of butterflies. The insect will still fight, even when it knows it’s dying. And those watching enjoy the struggle.” 
 
    As Devotion turned his back on me, I was allowed to stagger back to my room on Love’s arm. He didn’t slow for my butchered feet. 
 
    In fact, he moved faster. 
 
    And I couldn’t help but agree with Devotion’s metaphor. 
 
    Love enjoyed my struggle simply because I did. 
 
    I went into the bathroom and took another shower, mostly to have some time to write in my journal and come to terms with my feelings—or mix thereof. I poured my heart out again and felt a little better when I was finished.  
 
    Seeing my mother was awake in her room, reading a book, and wearing a silk bathrobe with flower prints made it even better. At least, through the tablet, I could be part of her world and see proof of the good I was doing. Her hair had been styled in an elegant braid and her makeup had been expertly applied. She looked regal and ten years younger. They were showing her every kindness, making her feel pretty.  
 
    Seeing her through the video screen made me feel as if I were with her. I fell asleep watching her face and wishing just a little of that kindness could drift my way. 
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    I woke up early, feeling oddly jittery. I rushed through my shower and was at my door to meet Love at five minutes to five so he could lead me back through the darkness of the house. The fucker had to have an internal clock set to annoy me to no end first thing in the morning.  
 
    We all ate our meals in silence before I was taken back to my room to continue my routine. 
 
    Sparring with Honor still hurt like hell, but I thought the pain was fading a little bit. 
 
    “Hurry up and take a shower so you’re ready when Trust arrives for class. Don’t keep him waiting.” 
 
    “Yes, Honor.” 
 
    I rushed through another shower and made sure I was dressed and prepared for the rest of my day before Trust showed up. 
 
    My first couple of classes weren't too hard, and I passed the quizzes without difficulty.  
 
    Trust looked at me for a moment. “I’ve got to go, but I’ll be watching.” He leaned forward, his face coming close to mine. “But then, you could always try, Rani. It’ll be so easy. Everything will end, and we’ll be gone.” 
 
    Yeah, right. If this was a test, it was a pathetically easy one. No, I wasn't going to send an email begging for help or just casually saying hi. He was a tech wiz; he'd bust me in a second. 
 
    He shook his head when I remained silent. “I thought you would be more fun than this. I suppose the piece of ass should at least be good.” He smirked and headed for the door. 
 
    It took everything in me not to gouge out his eyes with my heels before he left the room. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, I was deep in a lecture about Neolithic pottery in Japan when I heard heels clicking down the hallway. Heels? The guys hadn't mentioned I'd be getting any visitors, but they’d told me to be prepared for anything. 
 
    Moments later, a woman stalked into the conference room and froze. She looked at me like I was something she wanted to scrape off the bottom of her fancy shoes. 
 
    I didn’t recognize her. She was stunning, of course. She had those crazy kind of Kim Basinger genes where she looked like she was in her thirties but was much older. She lacked that stretched-out, over-inflated, plastic surgery appearance. The fine lines she couldn’t entirely smooth away around her eyes and mouth hinted at her true age. Her honey-blond hair fell to her shoulders in shining waves. Her pink lips were subtly glossy, and she wore head-to-toe Chanel. 
 
    "Hello." I cautiously stood and held out my hand to greet her. "I'm Rani." 
 
    She looked down at my hand as if I were handing her a pile of horse manure. Finally, her eyes met mine. "I don't care. What are you doing here?" 
 
    "I'm a guest of Cerys." The guys hadn’t prepared me for this. 
 
    She shook her head. "No." 
 
    "Well, all right. I'm not sure what you're saying no to, but whatever it is, you'll need to take it up with him." The computer dinged. It was time for me to take a quiz. 
 
    "Excuse me." I quickly sat down. "I’ll be happy to talk to you in a few minutes, but I really need to take this." 
 
    She grabbed my chair and pulled it away from the desk. "You do what I say because I own this house. You're leaving. Now. I'll call you a car to take you back to whatever hole you crawled out of." 
 
    Shit. Regina Paxton. I hadn’t realized who she was, and I swallowed my fear.  
 
    I jumped to my feet. I was at serious risk of fucking up this quiz, and that was not going to happen. 
 
    "Go to the front steps and wait for the cab." 
 
    My quiz. If I failed, I would go to prison and my mother would be out on the street.  
 
    “I’d love to leave, but … I can’t.”  
 
    I sat back down and frantically typed in an answer. I’d already missed two questions. And because she’d interrupted me, I’d be guessing on at least part of the quiz. One more and I’d fail.  
 
    No, no, no … 
 
    She reached behind the computer and yanked out the power cord. The screen went black. 
 
    "I want you out of my house, right now.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Could you help me get outside?” 
 
    Regina hesitated and narrowed her eyes at me. “They didn’t. You?” Her face reddened and she took a deep breath. "Cerys!" she yelled. "Get in here!"  
 
    Moments later, Love and the rest of the heirs came piling into the conference room. 
 
    "Hello, Mother," Love said. 
 
    She sliced him with a viciously cold look, and for a moment, I actually felt sorry for him. My mother had never looked at me like that, no matter how angry she was.  
 
    "This?" She swept an arm toward me, her words sharp like razors. "This is what you chose? Seriously, Cerys."  
 
    "We all had a hand in it," Honor answered with a smooth, confident smile. "And so far, I stand by our choice." 
 
    Really? I still had no idea what I had been chosen for, but apparently, they didn't totally regret it yet. 
 
    "Did I ask you?" she snapped. 
 
    "No, ma'am." There was minimal deference in his tone, and he didn't sound the least bit rattled. 
 
    She glanced at me again and shook her head.  
 
    "Again … really, Cerys?" Her mouth formed into a moue as artificial as her makeup. "The way she speaks. Her makeup. The way she carries herself. Her inability to curb her tongue. She's hopeless, and it's obvious the only reason you chose her is because you were thinking with the wrong head." 
 
    I could tell her words were like a slap in the face to Love. It actually made me angry on his behalf. 
 
    Trust's cell phone pinged, and he pulled it out of his pocket. "You failed your quiz."  
 
    "Because she pulled the power cord out of the computer while I was in the middle of taking it!" I cried. "I had no control over this. You can't punish me for it!" 
 
    I felt as if the air was being squeezed from my lungs. 
 
    "I'm calling her a cab right now.” Frost dripped from Regina’s voice. “I'll wait here to make sure she leaves." 
 
    "No, she's staying here and we'll deal with her. This is not your choice, and you know it. That's not how it works." Love spoke with calm forcefulness. 
 
    That’s not how what works?  
 
    "I refuse to accept this." She glared at me. 
 
    "Too bad, Mother, this is one time you don't get your way. According to the rules, you don't get to come back here or interfere in this process in any way until we're finished." 
 
    She looked as if she had just swallowed a bug, but she turned on her heel and stalked off. A few moments later, the door banged shut. 
 
    Love turned to glare at me. 
 
    "Thank you for not throwing me out." I sucked in a huge, gulping breath. "I messed up. I know it. I'm sorry, I shouldn't have let her get to me." 
 
    "You are hanging by a thread. That was an incredibly poor performance, and you just embarrassed not only me, but all of us, by your lack of control," Love snapped. "I’m tempted to end this now." 
 
    But I hadn’t. It had been all her. He was looking for a fucking scapegoat, and it seemed it would be me. Fuck that. 
 
    "What?" I cried out, enraged. "That’s bullshit and you know it. I didn’t do anything wrong and I followed the rules. Your mother is the one who acted out. I didn’t say anything!” 
 
    It was the wrong answer; I knew it the moment he narrowed his eyes. But I didn’t care. I wasn’t going to take the blame for shit I didn’t do. If he was so mad his mother was a cunt, that wasn’t my fault.  
 
    Love took a threatening step forward, but Trust blocked him. 
 
    "Next class starts in five minutes," Trust said, his tone bored and indifferent. "Are you in or out?" 
 
    What other fucking choice did I have? My mother, or punch the bastard in his sinful mouth? 
 
    There was only one possible answer. "In," I answered. 
 
    At this point, only my loyalty to my mother kept me from attacking him, and if that wasn’t saying I had learned something, then nothing would. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “You must understand the differences between the type of dress needed every day. Your clothes are your manifesto every time you step out of the closet. We expect you to dress like breathing: automatic and perfect every time.” 
 
    Devotion twirled a black marker between his fingers as he stood in front of my classroom area in immaculate black slacks, a white button-up with the sleeves rolled up to expose the strength of his forearms, and a neat black tie. It was understated yet elegant. His ease in doing what I couldn’t do irritated me.  
 
    I’d woken up every day throwing on clothes that matched and looked good based on what I could afford. I’d never thought of lines, stitching, or fabrics. His explanation of satin versus sateen still confused the shit out of me. 
 
    “What are the types, Rani?” 
 
    “Formal, semi-formal, informal, and casual.” 
 
    “Good. And haute contour versus ready-to-wear?” 
 
    I took a moment, gathering my thoughts in my head. He slammed the table and I jumped, my heart racing at breakneck speed in my chest. 
 
    “Answer.” 
 
    “One-of-a-kind pieces not available off the racks. Ready-to-wear are pieces for sale from high-end shops but can involve the same level of fabrics or process.” 
 
    “Correct. That wasn’t so hard, was it?” 
 
    I gritted my teeth but swallowed any retort I could have made. “No, Devotion.” 
 
    “Excellent. I’m going to give you several occasions, and I want you to tell me what you would wear.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “A wedding.” 
 
    I paused for a moment, taking a leap. “Who’s marrying?” 
 
    He lifted one brow. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    Fidgeting in my seat, I forced myself to speak up. “If it’s my friend, I’ll just wear a pretty dress and heels—no white, of course—because they don’t care about stuff like that. But if I’m going to a celebrity wedding, I’m looking for formal wear.” 
 
    A small smile played on his lips, and for a moment, I was struck stupid. It softened his face, easing the mask of bored anger always resting on his shoulders. Anger at the other heirs, anger at himself, or just anger at me, I wasn’t so sure. But right then, it melted away into a semblance of a human being. 
 
    I found myself relaxing, my body easing of tension for the first time in what seemed like forever.  
 
    He reached out to me and trailed his fingers down the side of my face in a barely-there glide. “Beauty and brains.” 
 
    I refrained from trying to extend the connections, even though I wanted badly to have someone on my side here. I knew it would only be met with disdain. Instead, I let myself lean into his touch, just for a moment. Human interaction and care, a second of warmth in the cold of my new existence. 
 
    “Thank you, Devotion.” 
 
    Wrinkles appeared between his brows as he looked at me, confusion marring his features. “You should have said no, Rani.” 
 
    “I didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    “There is always a choice.” 
 
    “My mother—” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nothing in this world lasts forever. You can hold on to it, play with it between your fingers, and it’ll slip away no matter what you do. Your mother will die one day. No one has the power to stop that from happening. Delaying the inevitable will only hurt more.” 
 
    He was … sincere. The emotion was odd coming from the heir. It was ill-fitting and morbid slicked over the picture I had of him in my mind. I lifted hesitant fingers to touch the back of his hand, hoping he wouldn’t push me away. 
 
    “Who did you lose?” 
 
    When his eyes slid closed, pieces of him broke and shattered in front of me. I saw it as clearly as if it were myself. The rage, the regret, the hopelessness trapped within the knowledge he’d be forced to live on anyway. 
 
    “Everything. Class is dismissed.” 
 
    He pulled away, physically and emotionally. I watched him strengthen his walls, pressing disgust and irritation into the slender cracks he’d revealed.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    But he wasn’t listening to my whispered words. “Study the lecture notes I provided and be ready for your quiz at the end. Tonight, I expect your evening attire to be correct.” 
 
    “Yes, Devotion.” 
 
    I shouldn’t have bothered. I was only talking to air. 
 
    With a sigh, I turned back to my computer and loaded up the lecture slides. It would be different learning it that way instead of with Devotion walking me through it, but I’d manage. My feet, at least, were much better this morning, the ache a dull roar I could put to the back of my mind. My muscles were sore from the new exercises I’d begun to do. Sitting in the chair for class was both a fucking pain and a relief.  
 
    Of course, shit couldn’t stay perfect. After a few minutes of clicking through slides, my mouse wouldn’t work anymore. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    The mouse moved on its own up to the minimize button on the notes, and then a small black window with white letters opened. I knew the command prompt window when I saw it and wondered what the hell was going on.  
 
    “Devotion!” I called out. 
 
      
 
    Don’t worry, sweetheart. Routine maintenance. 
 
      
 
    Honor. He’s the only one who called me sweetheart here. 
 
      
 
    I’ll open a blank page and you can ask any questions you’d like. Don’t make them ridiculous though. I really don’t have time. 
 
      
 
    Okay, that’s not weird at all.  
 
      
 
    Will I miss my quiz?  
 
    Will you? 
 
    I don’t want to be punished, Honor. 
 
    Why not? Punishments can be … sexy, if you let them. 
 
    I don’t see how that’s possible. 
 
    I could show you. 
 
    No, thank you. 
 
    That wasn’t a choice.  
 
      
 
    The command prompt disappeared and a window opened with a live feed. Honor sat shirtless before me, his dark hair wet around his shoulders. He was built like a swimmer, with long lines and chiseled skin. He must have had a laptop or something on his lap.  
 
    “Hello, Rani.” 
 
    Fucker was gorgeous and he knew it. It was in the cocky tilt of his smile and the assured glint in his eye. 
 
    “Hi.” A heated blush spread across my cheeks as my stomach flipped. Was I fucking nervous?  
 
    “Show me your pussy.” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    His smile broadened. “You never disappoint. I like that about you. The fire, the fuck-the-world chip on your shoulder. It will get you in more trouble than you’re worth.” 
 
    “I …” I what? They weren’t going to let me get away with any infraction, but I had to try. “Sex is … still new.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re a virgin.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, but with taking care of Momma, I didn’t get much of a chance.” 
 
    He rubbed his chin. “How long has your mother been sick?” 
 
    “For the last six years.” 
 
    “You’ve been taking care of her all this time?” 
 
    I lifted my chin in pride. “Yes.” 
 
    A flash of respect crossed his face. “I commend you on that. Most would have given up.” He stared at me. “You really never disappoint.” 
 
    He tucked his hair behind his ears, and any warm feelings his praise had produced disappeared.  
 
    “See something you like?” 
 
    Fucking bastard. 
 
    “You’re wearing my mother’s earrings.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I want them back.” 
 
    “No.” He chuckled. The sound washed over me, fanning the flames of my anger.  
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “Do I need to say it in another language? I speak six, you know.” 
 
    “Please, it was the last thing she kept from home.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m aware. Dhavni Shrestha, fifty-five years old, of Nepalese descent. She was the cream of the crop, that one. Beautiful, smart, an accomplished pianist. I fucking love that word. Are you?” 
 
    “Am I what?” I bit out. 
 
    “An accomplished pianist?” 
 
    The way he emphasized that word left little doubt to what he was really talking about. “Wouldn’t know. Don’t have a penis.” 
 
    He laughed. “Oh, Rani, Rani, Rani. That mouth of yours will get you into so. Much. Trouble. But we’ll work on that, won’t we? Punishment is in order. I want you to open that mouth really wide.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You heard me. Ask another question and I’ll no longer be amused by you.” 
 
    I opened my mouth, too afraid of what he’d do.  
 
    “Yes, just like that.” 
 
    He moved the laptop down a bit until I could see more of him. His thick cock rested heavy between his legs, even without being hard. 
 
    “Uh, uh, uh. Don’t close those pretty lips.” 
 
    His hand traced down his chest and over his stomach. I watched in morbid fascination as he wrapped his fingers around his shaft.  
 
    “Punishment, Rani, can be so fucking sweet. It’s all a state of mind. Will you break, or will you learn how to bend over and enjoy it?” 
 
    Each twist of his wrist made his cock thicken and redden. He was bigger than Blake, that much I could tell from the video.  
 
    “I bet that mouth is hot and wet. I bet, Rani, you want to know how I taste. And I bet, if I came in there right now, you’d let me have you.” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Oh yes, Rani, you would. Want to know why?” 
 
    He jerked himself harder, a red flush spreading over his chest and up his neck. He kept his eyes trained on me, his cock seeping pre-cum with each stroke. He used it to smooth his glide, making his flesh shiny. 
 
    Fuck me, but I wanted a taste. 
 
    Heat swirled between my legs, my clit throbbing, and I clenched my thighs to soothe the ache. He was sexy and controlling, domineering and an asshole, but I hadn’t realized how much I’d craved this feeling. How long I’d ignored my own needs in caring for my mother. 
 
    Embarrassment flooded through me. 
 
    My mother was sick, holding on as best she could, and here I was missing sex.  
 
    “Do you want to know why?” he repeated. 
 
    And bitch that I was, I nodded, mouth still open and my jaw beginning to ache.  
 
    “Because you know I could fuck you harder than you’ve ever been fucked. I could obliterate any man who’s ever touched you because he wasn’t fucking worth getting inside you.” He groaned, his eyes closing momentarily as he pumped his hand faster. “Fuck.” 
 
    I couldn’t look away. As bad as it was, as messed up as this made me, I couldn’t.  
 
    “What was his name?” 
 
    “Blake.” It was awkward trying to speak while keeping my jaw dropped. The name came out warped, like I was talking with water in my mouth. 
 
    “Blaaaake,” Honor elongated. “Blake’s a dead man because you belong to me.” 
 
    I was wet, my panties damp between my legs. It was so fucked up, but I wanted Blake to hurt, to be broken like he’d broken me when he walked away because of my mother. When he’d told me I was stupid and should just let her fucking die after I’d given him my body and my heart.  
 
    “Oh, you like that. Did he hurt you, Rani? Did he break your heart into pieces and leave you all alone?” 
 
    Desire and pain warred within me, leaving me panting and tears filling my eyes. I held on to the image of Honor, his cock straining to come, to be sucked. I held on to the desire in his eyes as he looked at me, sitting with my mouth open at a desk fully clothed.  
 
    “Make me come, and I’ll give you want you want, sweetheart.” 
 
    I traced my tongue over my top lip and then stuck it out for him. Come, right here. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    He came in thick spurts all over the fucking screen, blocking my view of him. Each rope came out with a curse from him. It was hotter than anything I’d ever witnessed. 
 
    “You see,” he forced out between pants, “punishment can be sweet, Rani. This guy … I’ll look into it. A present for being such a good girl.” 
 
    The screen went black for a few seconds, and then my lecture was back up. 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes to quiz. Study up. 
 
      
 
    The note blinked large and red across the lecture before disappearing. The punishment, it seemed, wasn’t over yet. 
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    Somehow, I survived the quiz. Devotion only came in long enough to check on it before leaving with a message to stick with my schedule for the rest of the day. I did as instructed and even succeeded in falling asleep when it came time. I was up before the alarm went off the next morning, flipping it the middle finger. 
 
    Much later, body sore and stiff from working out, I sat before Devotion as we once more went through different cuts of dresses in order to understand when it was appropriate to wear them. Why the fuck there were so many styles and reasons was anybody’s guess. 
 
    I was starting to believe designers created the shit just to make more money. 
 
    “Are you listening?” 
 
    “Yes, Devotion. Tea-length is not appropriate for a formal gown in high-fashion events unless it is a designer style.” 
 
    “Good. This is more of a Pinnacle stipulation. You may be sexy, it’s even encouraged when you are in a position of power, but in general, the Pinnacle Group prefers floor-length for formal attire.” 
 
    “Will I ever be around the Pinnacle Group?” 
 
    “If you do well enough. For now, you have us to please.” 
 
    And they were impossible. Got it. 
 
    “I would like you to go to your closet and pick out an outfit for a luncheon with business execs.” 
 
    Dutifully, even if inside I was sneering at him, I padded to my closet to pick something to wear. I came back in a simple black dress with minimal accessories.  
 
    Nothing too flashy; understated but classy, I remembered from my lessons. 
 
    Devotion frowned. “You fail.” 
 
    “I picked an outfit just like you taught me.” 
 
    “And yet you forgot to ask the most basic question you did before: ‘whose luncheon is it?’” 
 
    “Well, whose is it?” 
 
    “Careful.” 
 
    I was tired, in pain, and just wanted to crawl into my bed. Honor’s “punishment” was still in my head, and I could see him clearly whenever I closed my eyes. The soft, friendly Devotion had disappeared from the day before, and I was once again struck by the notion that everything I did wasn’t good enough. 
 
    “I’m just asking a question. Is it wrong to try to understand?” 
 
    “It is when you can’t seem to figure out the basics.” 
 
    “You’ve had a lifetime of learning this. How perfect do you really expect me to be? I didn’t grow up with this like you all did. Must be nice to have such a cushy life. Ever think that maybe you can’t find women to deal with your shit because you’re assholes? Just help me.” 
 
    “Not my job, and frankly, I don’t care.” 
 
    He rolled his shoulders before stalking out of the room, but he didn’t go for the door to the hallway like he always did. I got to my feet and followed him. 
 
    “I want to do this right, Devotion.” 
 
    He ignored me, traveling into my bedroom and over to my side table where I kept the video feed of my mom. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Giving you motivation.” 
 
    He ripped the tablet from the cord and tucked it under his arm. 
 
    “Please! I’m just asking for you to cut me some slack.” 
 
    “The world isn’t easy, and I thought you of all people would know that. Your mouth is your biggest downfall. You have no control. Perhaps time to think about what you need to do will help with that.” 
 
    “Look,” I cried, running to my closet, “I’ll pick something else. Please.” 
 
    Devotion came in behind me, his body too close, crowding me into the space. I stumbled away from him, but he kept coming. He didn’t stop until my back was against the wall. 
 
    “I never wanted you here. No one does.” 
 
    “Then why get me?” 
 
    “Because life isn’t fucking fair, and you’re just an example of how fucked up it is. Uncouth, throwing tantrums because you can’t have your way. Grow up. You’re a child trying to play as an adult, and whatever Love saw in you is a pipe dream.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and stood against him, pressing my chest to his. They didn’t have to come in and ruin my life, but they did. They could have left me alone. “I wasn’t the one who acted like a two-year-old because he couldn’t get laid when he demanded. Don’t you dare talk to me about growing up.” 
 
    He pressed closer, cutting off any chance of me taking a full breath. Dark, musky cologne filled my lungs instead, leaving me lightheaded. He never put his hands on me, but I felt the shackles of his control nonetheless. 
 
    “Yet you can’t follow rules to ensure your mother and friend are safe. You’d rather see them suffer because you can’t live how you want to. You know what you are, Rani? A wannabe hero playing victim for so long you don’t even see your bullshit. Mom dies, friend is back on the street, but you get to feel better because you got to speak your mind. What a wonderful daughter you are.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Kushtim.” 
 
    He went from still to action in an instant. The tablet fell to the side as he fisted my hair with one hand, pulling tight enough to send pinpricks of pain racing along my scalp. He used the leverage to lift me off my feet and gripped my throat with long, merciless fingers.  
 
    I struggled, bucking against him, but he never budged. Wedged between my legs, his body was an immovable wall. One hand still at my throat, the other snaked between us, he jerked aside my underwear. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “You said fuck me, right? So be it.” 
 
    Ice slithered through my veins, puncturing as it flowed and spread cold through my limbs. I couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. Not like this. His hand worked, knuckles rubbing hard against my exposed flesh as he opened his slacks. 
 
    “Would it be better to treat you as a whore? Would it make you feel like you’re vindicated in letting your world burn around your ears? I can make all your dreams come true.” 
 
    Tears burned down my cheeks. “No.” 
 
    He stepped back, tossing me to the floor. “You’re going to fail because you’re selfish.” 
 
    Devotion left me cowering against the wall, surrounded by priceless jewels and clothing, and realizing he just may be right. 
 
    I’m sorry, Momma. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Two weeks. 
 
    It had been two weeks since Devotion had taken my mother from me. Fourteen days since I’d seen her smiling face or her sleeping form. Every day I thought about what he’d said about my selfishness and how I was fighting them when I’d chosen to come here to save my mother. He was right … and wrong. I was wrong … and right.  
 
    The confusion and conflicting emotions left me drained. I blindly went through my days taking each insult and callous word in silence. I passed my quizzes and the first test. I finally began choosing the right outfits the first time without Devotion having to say a word. Honor taunted me on the computer, masturbating to me in different poses: mouth open, shirtless but with my breasts covered, me on my bed with my lace underwear visible to his gaze.  
 
    And every item he enjoyed the most came up missing from my bedroom. 
 
    I was exhausted, struggling, and barely able to keep the details straight for class. I passed by the skin of my fucking teeth.  
 
    “Tonight will be very important.” 
 
    I looked up as Love entered my room. He really didn’t know how to knock. Outside of the norm, though, the rest of the heirs filed in behind him. Honor lifted something out of his pocket and put it to his nose. It took a moment before I realized he had my black lace panties. 
 
    Heat of embarrassment—and need—spread through me. 
 
    “Yes, Love.” 
 
    They corralled in front of me, and it took everything to stay seated on my bed, hands folded across my lap. I’d been looking at the empty space where my mother’s live feed used to be and waiting for them to call me down for dinner. 
 
    “It’s Founder’s Day at Pinnacle University, and you will be a guest.” 
 
    In public. I’d get out of this room for the first time in weeks.  
 
    I looked to Devotion. “Formal attire?” 
 
    He smiled. “Of course. To the level of Excellence.” 
 
    Excellence. One night had changed my entire life, but at least his hint gave me the clue I needed so I would be dressed properly. 
 
    “Everyone will want you. Are we clear?” 
 
    “No, Love. I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I want every man there wishing they could fuck you, and every woman wishing they could be you. When you’re on my arm, you are what they envy.” 
 
    Love would be my date for the night, it seemed. 
 
    “Your actions tonight will determine if you get the tablet back and if you will have more outings in your future. Devotion will oversee your care, and I expect to be … dazzled.” Love looked to Devotion. “And she’ll be mine.” 
 
    “I don’t want her.” 
 
    “We shall see.” 
 
    The two bristled, staring at each other, but I didn’t understand what was going on.  
 
    Trust moved to stand between them. “As much as man-on-man action could be a fucking show—”  
 
    “I get it, Trust,” Love answered.  
 
    “Are we sure she can do this? Regina will be there,” Faith added. 
 
    “She gets tossed out on her ass, we can always get a spare,” Honor offered. “Could be fun. Heirs and the spare. I like it.” 
 
    All five sets of eyes turned to me with varying expressions of contemplation.  
 
    “Get her ready,” Love said. “And make sure your father doesn’t touch this one, Devotion. We all know he can’t keep it in his pants.” 
 
    Devotion said nothing, and I wondered at the undercurrent between them. The hatred boiling just below the surface between Love and Devotion was almost palpable. 
 
    Love got to his feet, pointing at the door. The men filed out, Love and Devotion last. Love looked to me. “You’ve got three hours to be ready, and then we leave.” 
 
    Three hours faded into minutes. I was plucked, prodded, powdered, and painted within an inch of my life. Devotion had a team of women come in from his company to prepare me like I was going to be in one of his fashion shows. His hard gaze warned me from speaking a word, and he kept my tablet under his arm the whole time. 
 
    I wisely kept my lips sealed. Instead, I focused on what I’d wear for the evening and decided to go daring to fill Love’s order. Devotion’s assistants helped me get into the sleek, burgundy lace dress. 
 
    Long-sleeved with an off-the-shoulder cut, the dress hugged my curves to the cinched waist and then around my hips. It continued down to the floor, though my strappy heels would keep it from dragging. Any part of the dress that touched my skin was see-through, with lace designs covering my breasts and sides and down my arms. The effect was startlingly beautiful. A second piece was connected to my sides around my hips and flared behind me in a faux train, hiding any access to a view of my ass as I moved. The lace designs were thicker between my legs and to the floor. 
 
    It wasn’t something I’d ever think to wear any other time, but it seemed appropriate for tonight. They put a garnet and diamond fairy headdress on me with a single deep-red stone hanging over my forehead. They used spirit gum to stick it to my skin so it wouldn’t move. My hair was loose around my shoulders in a wave with minimal curling. It had been so long since I’d worn it down. The weight of it was a lot to deal with when I was moving between tables—no one wanted their server getting hair in their food.  
 
    Due to the decoration on the dress, I chose to forgo any neck jewelry and wore drop earrings in gold and garnet. For a final touch, I went with nude makeup except for bright-red lips and gold powder to the inside corners of my eyes and the outer corners of my lips.  
 
    Even I didn’t recognize myself when I looked in the mirror at the final product. But Devotion had the final say, and I turned for his inspection. 
 
    His gaze was heated as it traveled over my body and back up to my face. He said nothing, but his parted lips and rough sigh said enough. He’d worn a black suit, with a bright-red shirt underneath his black tie.  
 
    I smoothed my hands down my dress. “Perhaps Love was wrong.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    I pointed at his shirt. “We seem to match. Might be a bit of a statement.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” A shadow of a smile danced on his lips. “You like playing with fire, but it burns. He waits for you downstairs.” 
 
    “Walk with me?” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to start that game?” 
 
    My head held high and hips swaying, I took three steps to reach him. “We all grow up sometime.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    His hand was a brand on my lower back as he led me from the room. The halls were darkened, and I leaned on him to help me find the way.  
 
    “Why is it so dark?” 
 
    He hesitated a moment before pulling me closer to him. “Some secrets aren’t yet ready to be revealed.” 
 
    Nothing else came after that enigmatic statement, and I was forced to rely on him to make sure I didn’t kill myself walking around in the semidarkness. The large chandelier in the foyer was bright, illuminating the grander hall as we reached the top of the stairs. Honor, Faith, Trust, and Love looked up at my arrival on Devotion’s arm, and the world spun. 
 
    They were at the bottom, each wearing a different color shirt with their black suits. Love wore a deep slate-gray, his blond hair artfully styled. Faith donned bright canary-yellow that somehow didn’t clash with his red hair and green eyes. Honor’s shirt was royal-blue, and Trust looked amazing in a brilliant green. They were gems, cruel and hard-cut but gorgeous and crave-worthy all the same.  
 
    Honor took a step forward. “Shit, sweetheart. Even I don’t have a glib word for that one.” 
 
    “She’ll do, at least,” Trust added. 
 
    Faith was oddly silent.  
 
    And Love … well, he didn’t waste words. He came up the stairs, his brooding blue gaze piercing into me. He never looked at Devotion, never spared a word, and simply pulled me into his body.  
 
    “Do not disappoint me, Rani.” His words were harsh, but the hardness pressing into my stomach took the bite from his threat. 
 
    “Yes, Love.” My voice was not what I’d intended, too airy and dazed. 
 
    “Come.” 
 
    His arm was a brand around me, propelling me down the stairs and out into the cool air where five gorgeous cars waited. I’d been around the rich, at least from a server’s point of view, and I knew cars when I saw them. I’d dreamed about them, coveted them while toiling away to care for my mother. They represented a world I’d wished to be part of but got stuck serving. 
 
    Faith went to the Aston Martin Vanquish that matched his shirt. The car was drool-worthy, that was for sure. Honor approached his Audi R8 V10, and the sleek lines fit him.  
 
    Trust walked to a Maybach something—I didn’t recognize it—but it was a black beast of a car.  
 
    Trust grinned. “It’s the Excelero. Only one in the world.” 
 
    Of course. Why would Trust have anything mere mortals could own? 
 
    Devotion claimed a matte black Bentley Continental GT.  
 
    The last car, a black and red Bugatti Veyron, I assumed belonged to Love.  
 
    “Holy shit.” I pressed a hand against my mouth, embarrassed.  
 
    Faith grinned. “Do you like it fast?” There was a roughness to his voice, a depth he didn’t normally have when he spoke to me.  
 
    I sucked in a deep breath. “I’ve always wanted to feel speed like that.” It was a small, ridiculous wish, a random thought for a street girl who wanted to have an easy life.  
 
    Faith stalked back to me. “May I?” 
 
    His question wasn’t directed at me but to Love, who tightened his arm a moment before releasing me. Faith tossed his keys to Trust. “Start her up for me, would you?” 
 
    Honor stepped up. “Hold on a second.” He took off his coat and laid it on the hood of the car before he stepped back. “Now she can enjoy it.” 
 
    A shocked gasp flew from me as Faith lifted me to sit on Honor’s suit jacket on the hood of his Aston Martin. He stepped in front of me to keep me balanced. “Hold on tight.” 
 
    His shoulders were broad and solid beneath my fingertips. The dusk of the evening wrapped around us—the only noise the slight jingle of the keys and the door opening as Trust got into the car. For a time, I could imagine they hadn’t taken me from home, hadn’t assigned punishments to every move I made. Right now, I was a beautiful woman between five gorgeous men, ready for a ball. Princes to a swan.  
 
    The car kicked on with a growl, deep and vibrating, sending shocks through my system. I gripped Faith tighter, letting my head fall back as the car revved. Trust pressed the gas, pushing the purr higher, and my body jolted.  
 
    “Oh my God.” 
 
    Faith’s arms came around me, anchoring me. And then … he sang. I couldn’t have hoped to understand the words, but the sound was low and soothing in my ear, a call to old times maybe. But his voice, with its soft lilt and harsh notes, was beautiful. 
 
    “He sings of Gráinne O'Malley.” 
 
    I forced my eyes open and looked to Honor at my side. “He’s a good Irish boy. It’s probably the dress addling his mind. Or the other head.” 
 
    His crass joke should have ruined the moment, but Faith’s voice only waivered with laughter. “Maybe,” he whispered when he finished his song. “Tomorrow, I’ll remember again why she’s here.” 
 
    A pregnant silence passed between us when Faith helped me down from the car and tossed Honor his jacket. He didn’t look at me again.  
 
    Love returned to my side. “We’ll be late if we don’t head out now.” 
 
    Trust got out of Faith’s car. “She wants to feel speed, Love. Let’s see how much she can take before she taps out. Twenty thousand says I get there first.” 
 
    Honor scoffed. “Fuck you, Trust. I’ll take that and raise you five. I’m in the lead.” 
 
    “Children, my Vanquish can get from zero to sixty in 3.4 seconds. I already win.” 
 
    Love shook his head. “You’re dreaming, Faith. 2.4 with the Veyron. Tough shit.” 
 
    “Fifty thousand to the winner … and Rani’s bed,” Faith challenged. 
 
    “Fifty thousand and Rani’s bed alone,” Honor returned, raising the bet.  
 
    I stared at the four of them fighting over the race and who’d have my bed. What the fuck? My body wasn’t for them to toss around between them. But … it is. I swallowed against the thought, rubbing my arms in the sudden cold. 
 
    A car revved and the men shut up. Devotion’s Bentley lit up. 
 
    “You little shit,” Love growled. 
 
    “I’ve got 3.2 and I beat your little pissing contest just because and you can keep your money,” Devotion tossed out before the car shot away. 
 
    Love opened the door, pushing me into the Bugatti and buckling me in before racing around to his seat. Faith, Trust, and Honor were already pulling off, sending dust behind them. 
 
    “They’ll pay for my paint job if they fuck up this car.” 
 
    The startup of the Bugatti was different, almost a mechanical whirl before a rumble of power and force. It lunged forward, my stomach rising into my chest, before it gripped the grain and shot into a wicked spin. I held the side of the door, my heart in my throat, as Love effortlessly raced along the tree-lined drive. We bottlenecked, one car after the other, until the gates opened wide enough for us to pass through. The scenery passed by in a blur, the car eating up the distance and dancing with the others. We pulled out just ahead, power filling my system as the Bugatti picked up speed.  
 
    “Land hard or soft, Rani?” 
 
    My gaze met his—dark, luminous, and filled with triumph. The race, Faith’s song, their bet … it all flowed through my head. Who did I want to win? I didn’t know.  
 
    “Hard.” 
 
    His smile was vicious. “Good answer.” 
 
    Pinnacle University rose in front of us as we came around the bend. A large stone building, it was more like a castle than a school. It was lit with golden lanterns and black-and-white checkered banners with a golden shield and black lion on the crest. It came closer and closer, larger than life, impossible to fathom—just like the Pinnacle heirs.  
 
    Love breached first, whipping through the gates and jerking the wheel. I fell into his side, and he braced me as the car slid to a stop just meters from a large fountain about a football field away from the school. Devotion and Faith came next, Honor and Trust just a hair behind them. 
 
    “I win, Rani. I fucking win.” 
 
    His hands were rough as he lifted my chin and ravaged my mouth. I had a moment’s pause to think about my makeup and the bright-red lipstick, but Love didn’t seem to care. Thank God for smudge-proof. He bit at my lips, forcing them open, and swiped his tongue into my mouth. He was harsh, all teeth and dominance, claiming everything I hadn’t even known I could give. The fiery brand in his kiss left me shaken and trembling in my seat. 
 
    When he pulled back, his smile was roughhewn. “Did you know the cane could be used on other parts of the body? I would love to see your breasts marked by it.” 
 
    I froze, too afraid to breathe, the memory of the pain on the bottom of my feet washing over me. 
 
    “You’ll find you may love it.” He snorted and nodded over at Honor. 
 
    Much slower now, the cars pulled away from the fountain and continued to the school. I was too frightened to say a word.  
 
    Out front, a black-and-white garbed valet met us and opened each door to let out the heirs. Love lifted a hand when one tried to come around the car for me and came himself. His heated hand encased mine as he pulled me from the car and wrapped his arm around me. 
 
    “I’ll have to thank Devotion for your makeup. Not a speck out of place.” 
 
    I only nodded. 
 
    The main hall of Pinnacle University was covered in pictures of headmasters from the inception of the school until current, and I was surprised to see they were all women. Regina Paxton was listed as the current headmaster, her cool blue gaze disapproving me even in frozen capture. She was beautiful; Love had taken after his mother. Every headmaster was also a Paxton. His family was entrenched in the Pinnacle Group.  
 
    “Follow my lead when we greet. You are with the heirs and will not bow to anyone. Keep your head high, your greetings short, and above all, be graceful,” Love instructed. 
 
    “What he means is, don’t be your normal self,” Honor added, coming up behind us.  
 
    I refrained from stomping on his foot. “Yes, Love.” 
 
    A line of people waited just past the entrance hall in a large room with hallways leading off in different directions. They were all dressed to the nines in the latest fashion and didn’t look much younger than me. As we passed, the women curtsied low and men bowed, waiting until we were beyond them before they straightened.  
 
    This was crazy. It was like we’d stepped back a hundred years or the heirs were royalty or something. Love kept me close to his side, and the heirs never looked left or right. Instead, they marched forward, accepting their due. I attempted to match their strides, floating in my expensive dress that cost more than I’d make in ten years working tables. I imagined I was a woman who was meant to wear it and live in a life like this. 
 
    As sick as it was, it was an amazing moment. 
 
    We continued straight into a ballroom. It was filled with seating for a few hundred people, and a doorman stood at the door. It was the first time we’d stopped since entering the school, and the room went quiet.  
 
    “The Pinnacle heirs and Rani Shrestha, granddaughter of former Nepal Prime Minister Krishna Singh Shrestha.” 
 
    I nearly missed my step as Love pulled me forward amidst applause from the audience. They’d changed my last name to match my mother, and I’d never heard of the former Prime Minister having any connection to my family. 
 
    Trust stopped next to me. “Your mother’s people, didn’t you know? No, I supposed you didn’t. Probably not since your mother ran off and got thrown out of the family. Still your bloodline, though, and looks pretty sweet on paper.” 
 
    Devotion looked over in surprise before looking forward again. 
 
    Always this—humiliation, attack—no matter the moments they seemed almost human.  
 
    I had to ignore the pull for more when Honor half-complimented me, Faith sang in my ear, or Trust gave me advice.  
 
    They were my masters, pure and simple, and nothing about this life was supposed to be sweet. 
 
    Thinking they meant anything in those special moments was a lie I couldn’t afford to swallow.  
 
    I curled my shoulders in, the fantasy of belonging here fading. 
 
    “Men must desire to have you and women to envy you, Rani. Remember that’s what I demanded of you. Fuck, if Devotion can be an heir when he’s a bastard, a castoff like you can stand with your head held high.” 
 
    Devotion sucked in a deep breath, but I couldn’t look at him as I fought against the tears that threated to spill. Fuck him, fuck the heirs, fuck them all. 
 
    Love was cruel. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “Jewels and a pretty dress don’t cover up the fact she doesn’t belong here.” 
 
    “Hello, Mother. You look lovely this evening. Is that the gown you had commissioned from Milan this season?” 
 
    “Your attempt at ignoring the obvious may work on her, Cerys, but I am another matter. Giving her aristocratic legacy doesn’t change anything. Did you think that little tidbit would save her?” 
 
    Anger coursed through my veins, scalding my neck as I strained to keep my words at bay. Regina Paxton was indeed wonderfully decked out. Her dress was a vibrant purple, an accent to her blue eyes and blond hair. The dress was poured onto her form, still healthy and rounded where it needed to be, despite her age. It flared out at her knees, mermaid style, and was decorated with silver baroque and diamonds. Considering who she was, they were probably real and she wouldn’t give a shit if she lost a couple.  
 
    Love’s arm tensed, but his face remained impassive. “She is the granddaughter of a former Prime Minister of Nepal, and her claim to the highest caste there is secured. The issue with her mother being removed is already being dealt with as we speak.” 
 
    “She hasn’t even passed—” 
 
    “I will not let someone find out anything that could harm us beforehand. Simple as that.” 
 
    For a moment, Regina viewed her son. “You’re so like Artan—” 
 
    “Do not compare me to him.” 
 
    “Get over yourself, Cerys. What we do is for protection and growth. After that, things can be as they need to be.” 
 
    “Is there any other reason you’re attempting to ruin my night, or are you just bored?” 
 
    “One day, you’ll appreciate what I’m doing.” 
 
    The woman curled her lip at me, but the hateful expression melted away instantly when someone came up to greet her. I wasn’t able to see who it was as Love carted me down the line to meet others. 
 
    I pitied him. Perhaps he had no other choice but to be an asshole when he had a mother like her. He was tense, even though his face was a carefully crafted mask of confidence. Maybe it was an attempt to soothe the beast he alluded I’d face when we got home—the result of him winning the bed. Or maybe it was because I knew how it felt to be hated when I’d done nothing to deserve it. Whatever the reason, I reached out to him, putting one small hand on his chest as I smiled at another guest.  
 
    He leaned down, curling around my small form. Compared to him, I was so tiny … ultra-feminine, a bird within an increasingly tightening cage. His much larger hand pressed over the top of mine, the calluses on his fingertips rough. I sucked in a breath, inhaling his tangy cologne. 
 
    “Do you want me already, Rani?” 
 
    Heated breath skated over my neck as electricity arched through my system. Did I want him? These men made me crazy. They gave me moments of fear and pain, others of desire and need. I was a fucking glutton for punishment, a moth dancing to an imperfect and destructive flame. The charred edges of my wings crackled and warned me of the danger, but as I looked up into the frigid cerulean of his eyes, I ignored it. 
 
    “Thank you for what you did for me.” 
 
    He frowned down at me. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I don’t know what it means, saying who my grandfather is, but it helped me with these people, I think. So … thank you.” 
 
    “I didn’t do it for you,” he argued, his voice hard. 
 
    But I think he did. And not for me per se, but for those like me, like him. Fucked up because of circumstances. He was rich but had a bitch of a mother. I was poor and couldn’t give my mother what she needed. We were in this violent dance of pain and rules, all six of us connected for reasons I still didn’t understand.  
 
    I clenched the soft fabric of his lapel. “Thank you anyway, Love.” 
 
    A muscle worked in his jaw a moment before he stepped back from me. “You’ll be expected to socialize but remember your training. Any step out of line—” 
 
    “Means the deal’s off. I remember. I was just trying to be appreciative.” 
 
    “And I think you’ve misunderstood a calculated move with emotion or care. I have neither.” 
 
    He was lying, but saying that wouldn’t help. He was too rigid to be telling the truth. His chest swelled, ready for battle, ready for someone to blame—anything to deal with the emotions inside. I wasn’t going to take the bait. 
 
    “Yes, Love.” 
 
    I turned on my heel, hoping to God it was as graceful in real life as in my head, and plastered on a bright smile. I knew the heirs would be watching me, holding the reins of this event, and if I didn’t do well, I’d have more to lose than my honor. Devotion had made that quite clear in my closet. 
 
    I couldn’t risk being a bitch and fighting against a fate I’d signed up for. Using their teaching, I mingled. A small smile here, a kind word there, nothing too conversational and answering no questions except to direct them to the heirs. A waitress came around a table, her hair in a tight bun on the top of her head, her cheeks flushed red. But her eyes were sharp, and she was smooth as she offered me a champagne flute. 
 
    “If you or the heirs need anything, please let me know.” 
 
    Translation: tip her well. This I understood, and I didn’t hate her for it. “How long have you been doing this?” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side. “Seems like forever most days, but I enjoy it.” 
 
    I snorted. “Yeah, okay. Cleaning up after spoiled little shits is a blast, honestly.” 
 
    Her eyes widened at my statement. “I-I …” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Let’s just say I get it. You see the dark-haired one in the royal-blue shirt?” 
 
    She looked over my shoulder and then back to me. “Yes.” 
 
    “Play cute like that, and you’ll get a tip. But not too far. Trust me.” 
 
    For a second, she scanned me up and down before nodding. “Thank you.” 
 
    Sipping my champagne, I watched her circle around before she approached Honor. His piercing gaze met mine over the waitress’s head, one eyebrow lifting before I shrugged and took another drink. Love, never too far from Honor, watched the exchange before he leaned over and whispered something in Honor’s ear. With a lopsided grin, Honor wrapped his arm around the waitress’s shoulder and pulled her close to talk to her. 
 
    “Not the smartest move, if you were trying to distract him.” Faith stepped up next to me, a glass in hand. He studied me, an odd, blank look on his face as if he were dissecting me.  
 
    “I wasn’t trying to.” 
 
    “Then why send the girl?”  
 
    “Because he likes brunettes.” 
 
    With a shake of his head, Faith lifted his glass to his mouth. “He likes a brunette. You’ve just given him something to play with.” 
 
    I looked back to the girl, biting my lip. She stood just behind Honor, her empty tray down in front of her, a mulish expression on her face.  
 
    “She’ll stand there, his personal servant. I wonder if she’ll receive any tips today.” 
 
    “Do you guys play with everyone? She’s just doing her job.” 
 
    “Then you shouldn’t have sent her our way, Rani. Life is all about picking at pieces, seeing how far they go until they break. Our world is all show and mirrors. Think about that the next time you want to bring someone in to play.” 
 
    “Everything isn’t a move for power. I wanted to help her.” 
 
    “She looks sort of like you. Nowhere near as beautiful. I wonder if she’d rather be in your place.” 
 
    Still stuck on the compliment, I said nothing as he left my side. Whatever in their life had turned everything into a push and pull, I was happy I hadn’t grown up with it. Scraping by or not, I had more happy memories than sad ones—by a longshot. I shook my head, too tired and confused to try to play their way today. Maybe I’d be able to see Allison and at least get a moment of normal in the fucked-up world that was mine.  
 
    “Oops, watch it.” 
 
    Cold liquid spilled down the side of my dress, drenching the fabric and plastering it to my skin. A girl wrapped in a golden dress stood in front of me, her black hair curled into perfect ringlets, a glass tipped in her hand. 
 
    “Trash finds trash, it seems.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You’re excused … to the other side of the planet. You don’t belong here.” 
 
    I balled up my fists, trying to resist my urge to swat her. “What is your problem? You ruined my dress.” 
 
    The girl stepped into me. “Cerys belongs to me. I don’t know who you are, or if his mom thinks you’ll take the next shot, but it’s not going to happen. Just like Miranda, you’ll be gone too.” 
 
    I tried to turn and leave, knowing if I went after her I’d only incur Love’s wrath, but the bitch blocked me. 
 
    “The door is behind you. I’m sure a driver will take you back to whatever rock you crawled out from underneath.” 
 
    Think about Momma. I can’t mess up now. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to go to the restroom.” 
 
    “Leave, bitch.” 
 
    “Jesus, Jasmine, give it a rest. He fucked you one time, and that’s all it was. You’ll tell anyone who’ll listen, but we’re all bored with it.” 
 
    A slender hand gripped mine. “Come on.” 
 
    Jasmine was pushed aside, and she huffed, but I was beyond caring. I couldn’t see straight, and I just wanted to crawl onto my mother’s lap and have her rub my head. Blindly, I followed whoever was taking me away from the party and out into the hall. 
 
    “Don’t worry about Jasmine, okay? She’s an heir groupie who’s always looking to land one of them.” 
 
    I blinked away my anger long enough to look at who was helping me. She was a bit taller than I was, longer and lean in shape. She wore a black evening gown in the latest fashion and was dripping in pearls in a nonchalant way I wished I could manage.  
 
    She smiled. “I’m Lacey. Don’t think we’re all like this. Have you been in the country long?” 
 
    As she asked her questions, she pulled me into a bathroom and helped me blot up as much of the champagne as we could. 
 
    “At least it’s not going to stain right now, and no one will see it if we can get you dry. Let’s use the automatic dryer.” 
 
    “I’m Rani,” I blurted out. 
 
    The same impish smile came back. “Yeah, figured that from your introduction. Nice to meet you. Wish it were under better circumstances, but life happens. Your accent is local.” 
 
    Oh, right. She’d asked about if I’d been in the country long. “I was born in the United States. New Jersey. My mother came here when I was young.” 
 
    Stories closer to the truth were always easier to remember. I’d learned that a long time ago. 
 
    “Oh, okay. That happens a lot with dignitaries. They travel for school and stuff. That’s what my dad did. My grandfather started his company when he was just twenty and built it until he sent my father off for the new headquarters in America. I’ve learned a lot about the elite out here.” She didn’t talk like them—at all.  
 
    “I’m still getting used to it.” 
 
    Lacey snorted. “If by that you mean getting used to pulling daggers out of your eyes whenever you interact with them, sure.” She closed her mouth and looked around. “Sorry.” 
 
    “No, I get it. It’s not the easiest.” 
 
    She was … normal. A girl who was new to money and prestige, sort of like me. I mean, I couldn’t share anything about my life as it was now, but it was cool not having to watch every little thing I said. 
 
    “But why the Paxtons? They’ve got more money than God, but the heirs are assholes. I wish Jasmine could snatch Cerys up. Maybe then he’d stop being such a douche to everyone.” 
 
    I’d never heard anything about their lives outside of the house, or even much about them period. But I knew they were graduate students of Pinnacle University. Maybe they took shifts between destroying my life and going to class like normal kids. 
 
    “But then,” Lacey went on, “he wasn’t so bad before Miranda died.” 
 
    “Miranda?” 
 
    “You don’t know about his ex-girlfriend? She was with him for a long time, about a year. Died in a car accident with Kushtim. Had the school going crazy for months trying to figure out if they’d been sleeping together behind Cerys’s back. Maybe, huh?” 
 
    What the fuck? Miranda? Dead? I had no idea what Lacey was talking about, but maybe that was why Devotion and Love didn’t get along. It was only a piece of the puzzle, but it was more than I’d known before. 
 
    “Anyway, you’re all dry. If you’ve got a phone on you, I’ll give you my number. Maybe I could show you around town.” 
 
    “I-I didn’t pack a phone. Not much room in this.” I gestured at my dress. 
 
    “You look ah-mazing though. I was green with envy when you walked in. That’s from Pinnacle Iyej’s new line. Only one made, and you get to wear it.” 
 
    I hadn’t known my dress was one-of-a-kind, but I only smiled and nodded. I didn’t know how to talk to someone in this life, what I could or couldn’t say. The pitfalls I had to navigate. But at least the dress seemed to have distracted her from asking about my phone. 
 
    “We can head back out to the party.” 
 
    “Awesome. They’ve got hors d’oeuvres to die for.” 
 
    We exited the bathroom and Love was there, waiting, with Jasmine not too far from his side.  
 
    “Rani,” he said, pulling me to him. 
 
    “I’m sure Lacey can take Rani into the party, Cerys. We were having such a great conversation.” 
 
    “I bet you were, Jasmine,” Lacey responded under her breath, rolling her eyes.  
 
    I chuckled before I could catch myself. Jasmine’s hate-filled gaze found mine. “You’re lucky that little spill of yours didn’t ruin my dress.” 
 
    “I didn’t spill anything. You did. On me. It’s been fixed, by the way. No thanks to you.” 
 
    Love’s fingers pinched into my side, and I bit the inside of my cheek.  
 
    “Anyway, Cerys, I’ll call you later tonight to talk some more. Maybe we can get together this week.” 
 
    She stepped around us, and when she passed by me, she dug her heel into my toes and pressed down hard. 
 
    I whipped around; I was over her and her bullshit. If I could throw the fucking heirs at her, I would. “You bitch.” 
 
    This time Love’s tightened grip made me gasp from the sharp pain. “If you ladies will excuse us.” 
 
    “I’ll try to see you later, Rani,” Lacey called, but I didn’t think I’d ever get the chance. 
 
    Love rushed me down an empty hallway, dragging me as I tried to keep up with my mangled foot. My toes throbbed, and I feared Jasmine may have broken a toe.  
 
    “You never fucking learn. Never.” 
 
    “She stepped on me on purpose, Love. It hurt.” 
 
    “Pain is a state of mind, Rani. Anything can be overcome; it must be for you to survive this world. If you want to keep your mother safe, you will do as commanded, when commanded.” 
 
    He tossed me into a darkened room and slammed the door behind him. “Turn around.” 
 
    “Love, please.” 
 
    “I said, turn around. I will not repeat myself.” 
 
    Gulping air, my chest tight, I could barely breathe. The ache from my foot swelled up my leg as I turned as ordered, shoulders hunched in. I didn’t want to be hurt. I didn’t want to be here. I was so tired. 
 
    Love’s fingers found the zipper on the back of my dress and slowly lowered it. Each catch of the teeth as it opened sent my heartrate spiraling. When he reached my hips, he unhooked the train and set it aside before continuing with the zipper. 
 
    “Step out of the dress.” 
 
    “Love, I’m sorry.” 
 
    He ignored my pleas. Jerking the dress down my arms before wrapping one arm around my waist, he lifted me into the air. 
 
    “You will learn restraint, Rani.” 
 
    We were in some sort of closet, brooms and mops hanging on a wall. He slammed me into the wall, my back sizzling with cold. He reached into his inner breast pocket and pulled out a chain connecting clamps to a slender hook with a bulb at the end. 
 
    “Do you know what this is?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “It’s called a connector. It’s going to go here,” he said, his free hand grazing over one turgid nipple. “Here,” he moved to the other nipple, “and down to … here.” His hand cupped my pussy, and I squeezed my thighs shut, fighting against the heat of his palm. 
 
    We were locked there, me twisting and turning as he clamped one nipple then the other. I hissed, the pinch white-hot. But then, as I jerked, the chains moved, sending shocks and shards of pain through my breasts.  
 
    Love’s hand worked between my legs, his blunt, hard fingers circling my clit. I hated him, hated this. Fear choked me like a rock lodged in my throat, but warmth spread between my legs. Heated pleasure ripped from me, forcing my back to arch and my body to press into him. I cried out, tears mixing with the mascara on my lashes.  
 
    I’d never known pain and pleasure like this. A twisted burn sent mixed signals to my brain. 
 
    “I need you wet for the final part, Rani. You’ll thank me later.” 
 
    I would kill him later, that’s what I’d do. I was naked, he was clothed, and the fabric of his suit was a rough counterpoint to the softness of my flesh.  
 
    “Look here. I think you like this.” 
 
    I didn’t. But his hand had left my clit, and he held his hand up for me to see. His fingers were slick with my arousal, and my stomach rolled with self-loathing. He snaked out his tongue and tasted the juices, sucking his fingers between his lips. 
 
    “Fuck, that’s good.” 
 
    No. It was disgusting. He stole it from me. But he wasn’t finished. He gripped my chin hard and dug his fingertips in until I opened for him. And then he forced his fingers into my mouth. 
 
    “Taste it.” 
 
    Tang and musk danced over my taste buds. 
 
    “Suck it down.” 
 
    When I didn’t, he released my face and flicked the chains between my breasts. White-hot pain lanced me. I sucked his fingers and played with the digits with my tongue. 
 
    “Such a good girl. Now, the last part.” 
 
    He left his fingers in my mouth as he reached between us with his free hand. The links of the chain pressed hard against my clit and the bulbed end of the hook kissed the entrance of my core. 
 
    “Don’t come.” 
 
    It was the only warning I got before he pressed it inside me, pulling the chains taut and slipping the end of the hook against a spot deep inside my pussy I didn’t know existed. Stars danced in front of me, everything clenched down, and it only made it worse. I was on fire, wrapped up and blazing. 
 
    “So fucking beautiful.” 
 
    Leaving me panting against the wall, Love stepped back and looked at my naked body adorned with my chain torturer.  
 
    “Come here,” he commanded. 
 
    I twitched as I took one step, and the world fucking exploded. It was too much, the pull on my nipples, the rub of the chain on my clit, and the hook rocking against that deep place. 
 
    “Oh!” I cried out. 
 
    “Yes. It’s wonderful, isn’t it?” 
 
    Fuck. You. “Yes, Love.” 
 
    “You will enjoy the remainder of this night with that one under your dress. The links are thin enough to not interfere with your look. If you come, Rani, I will fuck you in this room and make you scream for everyone to hear. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “Yes, Love.” 
 
    There was no other response that he’d accept, no other answer to give. He wrapped me back up in lace and silk before he forced me to walk in front of him as we exited the closet. Each step was agony. Each step was earth-shattering pleasure. And he left me, just like that, through dinner and the dance.  
 
    By the time I was ushered into his car, I knew just what it meant to be punished by Cerys Paxton. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “She’s been on the connector for four hours?” 
 
    I stumbled, leaning against Love, unable to keep my head from lolling to the side and resting on his chest. As much as I wanted to scream and fight him, his hard form was the only anchor I had. Everything hurt and throbbed. Each step took forever, and I couldn’t think clearly. The rumble of the car had only made it more terrible to bear. 
 
    “Yes. She called Jasmine a bitch”  
 
    Honor snorted. “Jasmine is a bitch. She made life hell for Miranda too.” 
 
    It was the second time tonight I’d heard that name, but it was muddled behind the need to take everything off and find relief. 
 
    “Miranda is not up for discussion.” Everything about Love was closed off—his gaze, the hold of his body …  
 
    “He’s still touchy about the one who got away,” Trust added. 
 
    As a muscle worked in Love’s jaw, he forced out through clenched teeth, “She did not get away.” 
 
    “Hey, that was your bag, not ours.” Faith shrugged. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “She’s going through the paces. It’s time.” Love’s gaze was hard and unflinching as he stared at me. 
 
    Trust perked up at that. “Oh?” 
 
    “She failed tonight. Not only did she call Jasmine a bitch, but it was done where others heard it. She also spilled a drink on Jasmine,” Love explained. 
 
    “I can smell the liquor on her dress, Love. And Jasmine has been one to cause problems,” Devotion argued. 
 
    “And for that, you’re up to take her through the paces. You and Trust can work out how it’s going to go, but it will be done.” 
 
    “You’re a fucking bastard, Love.” 
 
    “No, you are. But we aren’t here to talk about how we were born.” 
 
    I didn’t fucking care anymore. “Please, just … please.” 
 
    Trust turned to me, his dark eyes boring into me. “Be careful what you wish for, Rani.” 
 
    Lifting me into his arms, he carried me up the stairs leading back to my room. The other heirs were on his heels. Trust kicked open my door and carried me in and put me down on my feet near my bed. 
 
    “This is going to be so much fun, Rani. So much fucking fun. And I’m going to mess your pretty makeup all the way up.” 
 
    He was lying. He told the truth. I hated him. I … didn’t. I stumbled back, unsure and terrified. Of all the things he’d done, giving me this choice was the worst. I knew I could say no to Love, but I knew I couldn’t either. Trust followed my actions, pacing with my scared steps and eating up the distance, caging me near my bed. 
 
    “I’m too broken tonight.” 
 
    I’d never admitted it, never wanted to, but I couldn’t ignore Love’s punishment had been the most terrible because … he made me like it. I didn’t want to be turned on. I didn’t want to feel their hands on me. And yet … I needed it. Love’s gaze was full of disdain and disgust. But there was heat—so much fucking heat. 
 
    He was fire, and he’d burn me to ashes.  
 
    Trust didn’t let me focus and ignored my plea. One hand clamped around my throat. 
 
    “This dress needs to go.” His voice was gruff. “Devotion, save your creation before I destroy it.” 
 
    Devotion said nothing but removed my dress. I was naked once more, but this time in front of them all. I was exposed, ripped open, and only the heat of Trust’s hand on my throat gave me something to hold on to. I just wanted to be left alone to examine my feelings, to understand what they’d done to me.  
 
    Trust wrapped his arm around my waist before lifting me off the floor. In reaction, I curled my legs around his hips for balance, pulling the chains, and then he tossed me into the void. When his lips crashed against mine, there was no softness or care, but it still lit me up. Warm and slick, his mouth slid against mine, conquering, devouring. His sharp teeth bit at the fleshy part of my bottom lip, and I opened my mouth on a hiss of pain. 
 
    He sucked me in. 
 
    Our breaths mingled as his tongue swept across mine in absolute control. His hand left my throat and barreled through the strands of my hair. His fist controlled my movements, and he forced me closer, harder. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. All that mattered was his next suck, his next lick. Trust plowed through any inhibitions I may have had and showed me just what I craved. My brain shut down, and I flowed under him.  
 
    Trust was master of my domain, controlling my pleasure and need. When he took us down on the bed, he never broke the connection between our lips. The comforter was rough against my sensitive flesh but nowhere near as hard as his hands. He ripped open his shirt, sending buttons flying. His hands were everywhere: framing my stomach, sliding up my ribs, and then gripping my breasts in a crushing hold.  
 
    I sucked in a deep breath, too lost in the waves of pleasure-pain. 
 
    “Devotion,” Love warned.  
 
    Devotion was all darkness and silence, a brooding force who reached down and removed the clamps from my nipples. I. Couldn’t. Breathe. Everything swam into sharp focus. A blast of excruciating pain melted into heat as Devotion’s tongue laved the ache.  
 
    A counterbalance of all. Softness to ease the burn, the agony. 
 
    Tears prickled my eyes. 
 
    They shouldn’t have ignited an inferno within me. They shouldn’t be making me want their touch all over my body. But they were. Fuck, but they were. 
 
    What difference was there between what Allison had done and what I was doing now? I was just as much a whore, and it sickened me to wonder if she enjoyed it as much as they were forcing me to. It made no difference. Trust and Devotion were carnal and destructive. They obliterated me. Trust’s hot mouth sucked the flesh of my neck, pulling hard enough to sting right over my pulse. Then he went further, biting at my collar bone and raking his fingers over my breasts. 
 
    “So fucking perfect,” he said against my skin. 
 
    Open and exposed beneath him, the material of his slacks and shirt rubbed against my sensitive skin. Sharp teeth slid around my nipple, pinching the hard tip. Finally, Devotion worked at his shirt, ripping it over his head before pulling my nipple back into his mouth. I sucked in a deep breath. His shoulder, up over his neck and down his arm, was covered in scars and an intricate tattoo. It was alive, ragged shards of glass busting out of his skin, scraping along some of the thick scars. Thin, white lines were reflective light, making it appear the glass was pushing through the skin in places. If I just had the courage to reach out, I’d be able to touch it. The work was beautiful and haunting.  
 
    A testament to something he couldn’t speak of. 
 
    I’d only seen the edge of a scar up his neck before, but as he bent over me, I saw the scarring extended over his shoulder blade.  
 
    I’d never seen anything so painfully beautiful. I wondered, for a moment, if it was from the car crash I’d heard about earlier, but his mouth soon made my mind go blank. My hands found their way into his hair, and the fine strands were soft between my fingers. The freedom to touch him and hold on to him as an anchor made it all sweeter. I clenched my fingers as he twisted one nipple and pulled hard on the other. Sensations pulsed over my skin, rolling from my gut toward my feet, and then back to my head. It all combined and twisted.  
 
    Then Trust was moving again.  
 
    One hand angled down between my legs, and the other pushed over my chin. The hook slipped from me with a wet glide, and I trembled. Fingers filled my mouth and pussy at the same time. He fucked me like that, working his hands in tandem. I sucked him down, working my tongue over his flesh. Desire, pure and unfettered, filled me. I’d never had sex like this: a wild, untamed thing I had a choice in, a part to play where I wasn’t afraid of the ending. Trust and Devotion devoured me as Faith, Honor, and Love looked on. When Trust’s wet fingers slid from my core, I feared what I almost knew was coming, but I kept sucking his fingers. I held on. I wanted it.  
 
    “Yes!” I screamed as he slapped my clit. 
 
    The joy ripped from me. It was the answer to my silent questions and that fucked-up need they’d created. Rough and hard. Things I hadn’t even known I’d wanted.  
 
    They’d ruined me. 
 
    “Jesus fucking Christ.” 
 
    Trust kept his fingers in my mouth but sat up from me and worked with his slacks. I’d never seen his body, and it was magnificent. Dark hair arrowing down his stomach, rippled flesh sliding into a narrowed waist. I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. Naked, he was brilliant. His thick cock stood out from the dark tuft of hair at the root. His thighs were locked, full of power, and I wanted him to use that force on me. To make it hurt so good.  
 
    “Is this what you want?” His fist worked his cock, my wetness on his fingers coating the skin of his shaft.  
 
    I liked the way I covered him. I was such a fucked-up bitch. 
 
    I answered him by sucking harder on his fingers, and he curled them down, pressing on the bottom of my mouth and pinning my tongue. This was control. 
 
    “Watch me.” 
 
    The telltale ripping of a packet broke the almost-silence in the room. He slipped on the condom and lifted my head with his fingers in my mouth and made me watch as he angled his cock to my entrance. I watched, wide-eyed and entranced, as he pushed steadily forward. Even though my body clenched down around him, obliterated by his size, he pressed on. I couldn’t stop his advance if I tried. 
 
    But I don’t want to. 
 
    He worked his hips back and forth, sawing in and out of me, rubbing me raw. His free hand found my hip, and he pulled me down toward him in time with his thrusts. Not knowing what to do with my hands, I gripped his forearm for balance. I could do this, fake like I was his, imagine that he’d come to save me and every time he touched me it was because he couldn’t get enough of me. I could let my old fantasies run free, and I could imagine he was the man of my dreams and loved me.  
 
    But this was a fantasy I’d never imagined. 
 
    Because Devotion was there, pressing the heavy weight of his cock across my lips. Trust removed his hand, giving Devotion freedom to replace him. I was between them, fucked in the mouth and at the core of me, and my gaze met Love’s eyes. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    His eyes claimed me, burned me to cinders. Honor was there, a bulge in his slacks, rock hard and waiting for me. Faith, normally so unaffected, panted and was flushed. 
 
    They all wanted me right now, right here. They’d made me their whore, and I couldn’t say no.  
 
    Devotion groaned and pressed his cock to the back of my throat. “Just like that. Open for me, i vogël.” 
 
    I worked him with my tongue, wanting him to moan again for me. He pressed down, cutting off my air, and I choked on his length. 
 
    “Stay there, Rani. Right there.” 
 
    I jerked, terror and need warring within me. 
 
    His fingers were soft as he caressed my neck. “I’ll take care of you. Trust me.” 
 
    I’d be shattered at the end, but for a time I could hope to know what love might have felt like. It was all I could hope for in a life like mine. I worked my hips as best I could, helping Trust maintain his rhythm. The connection made it easier to take Devotion. I wanted them deep, so far inside I’d never forget them. My throat ached with the threat of tears and Devotion’s cock, but I swallowed them both. Take what you can get. Find love where you can. I was still that hungry child who wished for more. 
 
    Trust lifted my leg and rested it on his shoulder, changing his angle. Every time he pushed forward, he slammed into a wall inside me, sending me higher. Pain-laced pleasure electrified my nerve endings. Raw, dirty, and fucking lost to reality, we fucked. His hips drove hard, the wet slapping sounds of our sex echoing against our panting breaths.  
 
    “More,” I mumbled around Devotion’s cock. I didn’t know what I craved as the need swirled in my gut and tightened in my belly, but something was missing. An edge we hadn’t touched. A line we hadn’t crossed. 
 
    “Needy girl.” Trust laughed. “I think she wants more.” 
 
    He slapped my tits. Yes. Yes.  
 
    “Look how wet you’re getting. Is that what you want? Do you want me to make it hurt? Say it.” 
 
    I nodded. Another slap to my abused breasts. 
 
    “Say. It.” 
 
    Devotion pulled from my mouth. 
 
    “Make it hurt,” I wailed. 
 
    Devotion slammed back in, the head of his cock slipping into my throat. 
 
    Trust paused for one heartbeat, time to take one breath, and then he lost it. He fisted my hair, dragging my head backward and forcing my back to bow to accommodate him. Devotion never missed his stroke, adjusting to match Trust’s fervor. Trust fucked me harder as his other hand found my clit. He pinched it, and I cried out in sweet agony. My thighs shook as the pleasure got hotter. 
 
    Please. 
 
    He lifted on his knees, hunching over me. The action folded me nearly in half. I only maintained my balance because of how I was between them. Then Trust began fucking me hard enough to steal all thought. I could only hold on and accept he’d always give me more than I could take. 
 
    My pussy ached, my breasts throbbed, and my scalp stung. Trust and Devotion were in my skin. Trust was pain. Devotion was pleasure. I screamed my release, rolling into that high point and hovering on the knife’s edge until my throat was raw. He never let me drop. He fucked me through it, pinning my body for his vicious thrusts. It hurt. It tantalized. It ruined me.  
 
    “Right there. Right fucking there.” 
 
    He harsh yell was the crescendo, the final rise of this dance. He came, his cock thick and wedged deep inside me, and I couldn’t make a single sound any longer. Devotion pressed in, balls to my chin, and groaned loud and long. I gave them my complete submission—they didn’t have to force me to do it. Love had found a trigger I didn’t know I’d had—the craving for sex like this, with abandon, leaving me so fucking dirty I would never be clean. 
 
    He’d won. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    They left me curled into my covers, unable to face them. No words passed between us, and I don’t know who was more grateful for that. Trust and Devotion’s faces once they came were marred in confusion and a hungry need for more. But one curt snap from Love was all it took to clear the room. 
 
    I’d done it—finally. They’d fucked me, abused me, hurt me, and I’d slipped into a place I didn’t know existed within me where I liked how they did it. The rough, out-of-control power of Trust and the soft, insistent demand of Devotion. They fucked like they lived, and I didn’t know if I could look at them the same.  
 
    My nipples throbbed, still aching from the clips. My pussy was battered and sensitive enough I was afraid to move my legs and disturb it. I had no doubt I’d have bruises from their possession, but I wasn’t able to get to my feet and take care of myself. The door opened, and I shuddered, curling deeper into the bed. 
 
    “Shhh. It’s okay.” 
 
    I didn’t lift my head to acknowledge Honor. I stayed in my world—a safe, cocooned place where this all made sense. I could be thankful I didn’t have the tablet and my mother’s image would have seen my debauchery.  
 
    Dammit, Rani. You sound like some romance novel virgin. 
 
    But part of me was some naïve girl, just like that, not aware of what sex was really like. How it could blow away any previous experiences as trivial and unimportant. The faucet ran in my bathroom for a few moments and then I heard Honor padding back to the bed. I didn’t want to face his snark and asshole nature right now. I was too raw, too open. 
 
    “Come here, Rani.” 
 
    I clenched my fingers around my cover, hiding. Just a few minutes. A little bit of time to get my head on straight was all I needed. 
 
    Honor pulled the cover from me, nice and slow, and I looked to him in surprise. 
 
    His smile was … sincere—for once. “It’s always hard the first time.” 
 
    “I’d done it before.” 
 
    “Like that?” 
 
    He knew the answer, I read it in his gaze, so I just tucked away my face. His gentle fingers wrapped around my ankle, and I tensed. 
 
    “Just let me clean you up.” 
 
    So soft. The warm cloth bathed the insides of my thighs and up over my battered pussy. The luxury wash towel was almost too much, but Honor was gentle. Each swipe was a matter of purpose instead of teasing. The more he worked, the more relaxed I became, giving into his ministrations.  
 
    “It may not seem like it, but Trust was nearly shitting bricks to touch you. We all were. The dress. Fuck, Rani. You looked exquisite tonight. It took everything in me to let you out of this room.” 
 
    I peered up at him as he stood from the bed and took the rag back to the bathroom. He returned moments later, and this time the heat suffused my belly and up under my breasts as he worked. 
 
    “You guys ruined it at the end.” 
 
    “Did we though? I had to watch you get off, remember? You can’t lie to me.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you want from me. You guys could have anyone you want.” 
 
    He sighed and didn’t answer. Instead, he pulled away and headed to the bathroom again. This time, the bath faucet turned on and I watched as Honor lit candles and placed them around the rim of the tub. He came back into the room, stripping off his suit jacket and removing his tie.  
 
    He shook his head when I reached to grab the cover again. “I’m only here to care for you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He sighed. “Always so many questions. Because you need it.” 
 
    “I thought the whole point of this was to humiliate and break me.” 
 
    “It is … but it isn’t.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he started, uncharacteristically hesitant. “I could see how you wouldn’t.” 
 
    We stayed in silence as he removed his cufflinks and rolled up his shirtsleeves before lifting me out of the bed. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “I did just run a bath, Rani. Don’t be dense.” 
 
    There was the Honor I’d come to know. Somehow, it settled me. I let him carry me in his arms until we reached the steaming bathtub and he kicked off his shoes before stepping in. 
 
    “You’re dressed!” 
 
    “Didn’t think you’d want a naked man against you right now. Just relax and let me work.” 
 
    And he did. He drizzled water over my body, washed me with lavender-scented soap, and even scrubbed my hair for me. He’d found makeup wipes somewhere and helped me get all of it off before he lifted me out of the bath and wrapped a thick towel around me.  
 
    “Head in there and get into bed. I’ve got to get out of these clothes.” 
 
    “Are you leaving?” 
 
    He stared at me for a moment. “I’m going to teach you something, and whenever you need to, use it. But don’t overdo it. Love will always find a way around it, okay?” 
 
    “O-okay.” 
 
    “Tell me you have chosen my favor.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just do it, okay?” 
 
    “I have chosen your favor, Honor.” 
 
    “Good. Remember that when he comes in the morning. Say nothing else but that and let me handle the rest.” 
 
    “None of you are going to let me go, are you?” 
 
    Honor’s gaze answered my question first, and I left the bathroom, letting his words trail behind me. 
 
    “No, Rani. And by the end, you won’t want us to.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    An unfamiliar weight pressed me into the bed, tangling the bedsheets between my legs and holding me to the mattress. 
 
    Honor. 
 
    The heir to Pinnacle Group and owner of Pinnacle Securities was wrapped around me, with his face buried in my neck … naked. His arms were bands around my waist, keeping me anchored to him, and the darkness of the room was only lit by my tablet. 
 
    Looking over Honor’s shoulder, I could barely make out my mother’s sleeping face on the screen. He’d taken up my usual side of the bed, so I was farther from the tablet. But I could see her face looked fuller, as if she’d put on more weight. She was getting healthier, stronger. Thank God. At least I could say I was helping her. I knew it was wishful thinking, looking at her and expected the cancer to be miraculously gone already, but I did it anyway. Every hour I remained here, she got that much better. It made all of this worth something. 
 
    “It won’t be taken away again. I’ll make sure of it.” His voice was deep with sleep.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Your mother is important to you.” 
 
    “She’s my mother.” 
 
    “Have you met Regina Paxton lately?” 
 
    “Point taken.” 
 
    He sat up, scrubbing a hand down his face. “What time is it?” 
 
    “A little before four thirty. I always wake up before the alarm.” 
 
    “Ugh, don’t be a morning person. I hate them.” 
 
    He slumped back in the bed, curling around me once more. I tapped his shoulder, unsure of this new territory between us. “I have to work out.” 
 
    “You got plenty of that last night … unless you need another go. I’m up to the challenge.” 
 
    I could feel his grin. It was then I realized he was rock hard, pressing into my hip. Yeah, Honor would be ready to go.  
 
    “Yes, Honor.” 
 
    He shook his head. “None of that shit. It gets Love hot, but I can do that all by myself, thank you very much.” 
 
    “I don’t know—” 
 
    A hot tongue traced a path over my pulse, making my heart jump. Even sore, my pussy warmed and grew wet. His fingers traced patterns over my stomach. A new beast reared its head. It craved human interaction, need, and the pleasure I knew on a soul-deep level the heir could provide. It sat uncomfortable in my stomach, warring with my head and what I thought I should feel. 
 
    “What if I showed you the real deal was so much better than the private shows? What if having me inside you would piss Love off?” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Honor didn’t give me a chance to answer. He kissed his way down my body, careful of my sore nipples as he kissed them and continued on. His mouth was silken heat as he pulled the covers off my body as he went.  
 
    “Just coming in to check on you, Ms. Shrestha.” 
 
    Startled, I jerked at my mother’s nurse’s voice. 
 
    “That fucker added sound at the worst time. The remote for the tablet is on the table beside you. Turn it off.” 
 
    “Honor …” 
 
    “Turn it off, Rani. I’m hungry.” 
 
    He ignored my previous plea and nipped over the swell of my hip. I fumbled blindly for the remote until I found it and turned off my tablet. Honor’s tongue was devious, slipping over the crevice where my thigh met my groin. He played over nerve endings I didn’t know I had. I gasped when he blew over my exposed pussy. 
 
    “Let’s see how much pain I can take away. Make sure to tell Trust I was a fucking god among men down here.” 
 
    “Yes, Honor.” 
 
    Fitting himself between my thighs and wedging them apart, he sucked my clit between his teeth. His longer hair tickled the inside of my thighs, adding sensations as he moved. He was merciless, his tongue flicking the hard nub over and over again. He used his thumbs to spread me wide for his assault, hurting me in ways too good to ignore. My skin may have been bruised, but he lashed it with burning precision. 
 
    His saliva mixed with my juices, and I covered my mouth with my hand to keep from screaming. 
 
    “Uh uh uh. I want them to hear it.” 
 
    He nipped my clit to punctuate his demand, and I keened in response. I curled forward, digging my fingers into his dark hair. I didn’t know if I was pushing him away or pulling him closer. My body was confused too, going taut and then flexing with each stroke of his tongue. 
 
    “Time for your breakfast, Rani.” Love stood at the door. 
 
    I groaned, but Honor never stopped. I was naked, open, with a man between my legs, and I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t fucking stop. 
 
    “What the—” 
 
    “Use your words, Rani. Those special ones I gave you.” 
 
    What words? I didn’t even know my own name. Love stepped farther into the room, reaching toward Honor, and I bucked against Honor’s mouth. 
 
    “Words, Rani.” 
 
    “Oh. Right there.” 
 
    Honor slapped my ass, hard, and it cleared the fog long enough for me to remember what he was talking about. “I have chosen his favor.” 
 
    Inches from grabbing Honor’s shoulder, Love froze. Honor slid his fingers inside me, curling them upward and tapping that secret place the hook had taught me all about. I nearly came off the bed screaming as my body clenched and I found my release. 
 
    We were frozen—Love watching my face, Honor’s laughing gaze on me, and I nearly unable to breathe. What are they doing to me? This isn’t me.  
 
    Love’s hand fell to his side, and Honor licked me from my heights, finally softening his motions until I was panting and fell back on the bed.  
 
    “You win, Honor. Today.” 
 
    “Every day, if she asks.” 
 
    “You skipped the ranks.” 
 
    “It’s what happens when you’re a douche.” 
 
    Love rolled his shoulders, his gaze raking over me. “You know why.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Love hesitated. “Did you take care of her … last night?” 
 
    “Yeah. It should have been you.” 
 
    Love turned away, heading back toward the door. “It can never be again. I’ll do what I must. We all will.” 
 
    “As I said, douche.” 
 
    Love left the room without looking back.  
 
    Honor licked his lips, a grin on his face. “Better than any breakfast.” 
 
    I groaned, burying my face in the pillow. “This … all of this with you guys is crazy. I don’t know what the fuck is wrong with any of us.” 
 
    “Our lives have always been like this. But,” he popped my ass again, “enough serious shit for the day. It’s officially fun day.” 
 
    Fun? Do these men even know what that is? 
 
    “What about Love?” 
 
    “I’ll deal with him. Besides, this is entirely selfish. It’s been long enough, and he deserves a good fuck.” Honor wiggled his brows. “Well, I didn’t mean that how it sounded, but since I said it …” 
 
    Too confused to think about it for too long, I giggled and tossed a pillow at him. “Do you always think about sex?” 
 
    “No. I always think about really good sex … with you. Get into the shower. Now that you’ve got me awake at this ungodly hour, let’s blow this joint.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “School.” 
 
    “How the hell is that fun, Honor?” 
 
    “You’ll see. You’ve got a uniform in your casual closet. I’ll be back in twenty to get you.” 
 
    My uniform was a white button-up shirt, red, black, and white plaid skirt, and a red tie with the Pinnacle University emblem on it. I found black stockings in the jacket pocket and put them on. A black blazer with red stitching completed my look. My issue? Shoes. All I had were heels, and I didn’t think those were for school, but I didn’t have any other options. I picked a solid black pump and headed out into my room. Honor was already there waiting, wearing black pants, a red shirt with white tie, and a matching black blazer. I had to admit, the school had style. He looked amazing.  
 
    “Uniforms for college?” 
 
    “Think of Pinnacle University as a boarding school. It actually takes in students from the third grade up. The color of the uniform tells the grade. Blue for elementary, white for middle, white with black lapels for high school, then black for college. It’s all fucking stuffy and boring, but we can make it pretty sweet.” 
 
    I nodded, not sure what else to say.  
 
    Honor stood and wrapped his arm around my shoulders. “Today, just be you. There are no punishments or wrong choices. Remember, you represent the heirs when you walk through those doors. How would you think you’d be expected to act?” 
 
    “The way I’ve been failing to.” 
 
    “But today, we get to irritate Jasmine for fucking with you.” 
 
    That was a good idea; I could get behind that. I smiled for the first time in what felt like forever. “How much?” 
 
    “As much as you favor?” 
 
    The word made me remember him between my legs and my ears went hot. 
 
    “That’s on the menu … later,” he quipped as if reading my mind. “First, let’s grab breakfast.” 
 
    Honor rushed me out, and once more I had to rely on him to get through the darkness of the house.  
 
    “Why is it always dark?” 
 
    “Not a question you can ask.” 
 
    “Will I know one day?” 
 
    “Another you can’t ask.” 
 
    I went quiet as he got me out the front door where his cobalt-blue Audi R8 V10 waited. The thing was sex on wheels, literally. All sleek lines and power. It wasn’t the Bugatti, but it was nothing to sneeze at.  
 
    “Can I drive?” 
 
    Honor threw back his head and laughed until tears ran from his eyes. “At least give me the goods first before you ask about the car. I’ve been inside of it, not you.” 
 
    He opened my door for me and ushered me into it. There were more knobs and dials on his steering wheel than I’d ever seen on a car. The front of the seats were blue like the exterior, and there were blue accents on the dash. It leapt to life with the push of a button, and Honor curled his fingers around levers on either side of the wheel. 
 
    “Buckle up.” 
 
    I managed to click my seatbelt just as he spun out, whipping the car around the drive and hitting gears. He raced over the grounds, taking a different route than we had before. We ate up the distance as we circled the house along winding roads past things I’d missed before. This place was more than a mansion; it was an estate, complete with a pool house, extra housing for the servants, , and even a large garage. 
 
    “That’s where we keep the really fun babies. I’ll take you there one day.” 
 
    “Won’t be any fun if I can’t drive one of them out of there.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong, Rani. I could think of a thousand fun things we can do inside.” 
 
    I’m sure he could. 
 
    Without the cruelness to his jokes, Honor was different. He was lighter, even entertaining, tossing back quips as he drove around the grounds. He kept me engaged and I wondered, again, why I even needed to be here. He’d never be hurting for female company. He could be a non-asshole too. After a bit, we powered through the main gates and headed to the road leading to the school. 
 
    “Do you ever leave the estate?” 
 
    “All the time. But it’s safer here most of the time, and we get what we want. When we travel, we leave the country.” 
 
    “You all run businesses too? I’ve been learning that in class.” 
 
    “Yes. It’s sort of a requirement for heirs. We have to successfully be able to run a business before we can take over Pinnacle Group. We all have our tests.” 
 
    “That’s a loaded statement.” 
 
    “Yes, so pay attention when those come.” 
 
    “Give me more.” 
 
    “Too late. I’m bored. Let’s go mess with the little people instead.” 
 
    The “little people” were the elite students of Pinnacle University. Some walked along the grass as they went in and out of the main building heading to or from class. They all looked up at Honor as he pulled into the lot. This was the life of the heirs. People moved out of their way; the men didn’t have to ask, only demand, and it was done.  
 
    Honor parked right in front of the main building and helped me out of the car. I was the main attraction, stares boring into my back as he wrapped an arm around my shoulders and escorted me inside. 
 
    “Hey, Ehren. You coming to Ray’s party this weekend?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it.” 
 
    “Ehren, my man. Race that beast out there lately?” 
 
    “And fuck up my paint job? Yeah right.” 
 
    Honor was popular. Everywhere we went, someone called out to him, students and teachers alike. We seemed to walk around aimlessly, but then we headed into a café.  
 
    “Breakfast of champions.” Honor paused and glanced down between my legs. “I may have to amend that statement. Want to fuck on the roof? It’s not exactly mile-high, but we could make an exception.” 
 
    “Oh, so she’s one of your whores then. That makes me feel better.” With one hand on her hip and the other flicking her hair over her shoulder in that fucking passive-aggressive way I’d always hated, the bane of my existence stood next to us.  
 
    All jokes left Honor, his smile fading for a moment. Rage ghosted over his gaze as he looked at me before his mask slipped back into place. A wild smile cracked his lips as he turned his head to survey Jasmine. 
 
    Of course, the bitch looked amazing in her uniform and had pared it with knee-high black boots I’d kill for.  
 
    “Jasmine Wheaton. Hold on, I’ve got something a bit more pressing to handle. Stay right there.” Honor looked to the helper behind the desk. “I’d like eggs benedict and a coffee. What would you like, Rani?” 
 
    I peered up at Honor. “Is that good? Never had it but always saw it.” 
 
    “Where did you get her from?” 
 
    I clenched my fists in front of me and bit my tongue. Fuck. Her.  
 
    “It’s delicious, so we’ll have two of those. Thank you. I’ve got a present for you.” I wasn’t sure who he was talking to and didn’t look up until he lifted my chin. “Baby?” 
 
    That word washed over me. “What is it?” 
 
    He smiled, a soft twist of his lips. “In my pocket. Come get it.” 
 
    He pulled me into his body, helping me get my hand into his inner breast pocket. I pulled out a pair of earrings and choked when I saw them. They were my mother’s diamonds—the ones he’d taken so long ago. Honor took them out of my shaking hand and put them in my ears. 
 
    “Beautiful, as always.” 
 
    I didn’t think; I reacted. Hugging him, I rose on my tiptoes and kissed him in the middle of the café. Honor pulled me in tightly and took over the kiss, the taste of me and toothpaste on his lips. His hard body pressed into mine, and I wished I’d given him more than just a taste of me earlier this morning. 
 
    We broke the kiss as Jasmine cleared her throat. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Are you still here? The last time I checked, your acceptance to this school was on probation due to your family’s recent failure to pay the bill. Maybe if you ask really nicely, I’ll give a shit to keep you here.” 
 
    Jasmine went red in the face. “It was only a clerical error. If she’s Cerys’s, it’s disrespectful for her to be here with you. That type of trash isn’t welcome here.” 
 
    “You do realize the Pinnacle Group, and by extension the governing body of the heirs, determines acceptance to this university?” 
 
    “Ehren—” 
 
    Honor cut her off, lifting his cellphone out of his pocket and putting it to his ear. “I’d like to have security here in the café.” 
 
    “Ehren, wait. I will apologize for being rude. I just wanted to understand.” 
 
    “You’re still talking, and I’m on a call. Who raised you?” Into the phone, he said, “Yes, immediately.” 
 
    Several guards clad in black and red came into the room within minutes of him hanging up the phone. 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Ritcher?” 
 
    “I would like Jasmine Wheaton removed from campus, her access denied indefinitely, and any further application to the school immediately suspended.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Ehren!” 
 
    “If you ever speak my name again, I will destroy not only you but your entire fucking family. You are not worth even raising your eyes above Rani’s feet.” He looked to the guards. “Remove Jasmine, now.” 
 
    Shaken, I held tightly to Honor as Jasmine was escorted from the café screaming and crying. When Honor looked at me, his gaze hard and filled with rage, I realized where his cruelty came from. 
 
    Somewhere, deep inside, he was angry at the world he lived in. At the people in it and how they acted. He was snide and cutting because it released what was trapped inside. This time, when I stepped into him, it was to take shelter from the storm. A moment of peace. 
 
    “Thank you, Ehren.” 
 
    His hands were hesitant on my back. “It won’t always be nice like this.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And there’ll be days you’ll hate me.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And this won’t mean your deal has changed.” 
 
    I looked up at him. “I know. But still …” 
 
    He nodded and caressed my jaw. “You might be just what Love needs.” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone is what he needs.” 
 
    “He wasn’t always like he is now. Heartbreak ruins the best of us.” 
 
    “Who—” 
 
    He placed one finger over my lips. “Not a question you can ask.” 
 
    I sighed. One step forward, and a million steps back. “We’ll just stick to today being a dream then.” 
 
    “And tomorrow, Rani, we’ll both have to wake up.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    The warm breeze caressed me, gently blowing tendrils of hair in my face as I let Honor lead me through the campus. Now that I took the time to let it all soak in, it was absolutely fucking gorgeous.  
 
    The buildings were old—large stone monuments of generations past, breathtaking archways, and spires. This wasn’t a place for crappy desk chairs and metal detectors. The rich and magnificent passed through these halls without an awareness of the greatness around them. 
 
    The grounds were splashed with clusters of flowerbeds rimmed with stone. Paths wound between trees bursting with spring blooms. 
 
    The students here came from another species. They walked with a lightness I’d never experienced. They’d never know hunger; they’d never wonder if they’d have a roof over their head tomorrow. Never watch their loved ones die from diseases that could be cured with cash. 
 
    Wonder mingled with doubt. This world wasn’t meant for me. It would reject me like antibodies surrounding a diseased cell and devouring it. Hell, the heirs spent most of their time grinding that message into my soul—when they weren’t throwing contradictory messages at me and making me feel like royalty. 
 
    “It’s a movie set,” I murmured as we strolled past a cluster of apple trees. “This isn’t real life.”  
 
    “It is for us. It can be for you,” Honor said. 
 
    We fell silent, walking side by side, a surreal glide through a fictional world. The minutes slid past, and I rolled my shoulders, trying to ease the tension.  
 
    Across a vast emerald lawn where students sat on benches or sprawled on the grass, I saw a familiar figure. A blaze of red hair and curves that would make a grown man crawl filled my vision. 
 
    Allison. 
 
    A backpack slung casually over her shoulder, she walked slowly in a small cluster of students. A tall, dark-haired guy with olive skin said something to her, and she threw back her head and laughed. A short, curvy blonde elbowed Allison and said something that made her laugh even harder. 
 
    I felt a rush of joy. I missed her. I’d stuffed it down deep by writing about it in my bathroom journal and forgetting it the rest of the time. I couldn’t afford to weaken myself with longing. 
 
    But now I could run over to her, hug her, give her shit, tell her everything … 
 
    I stopped dead in my tracks. 
 
    Who the fuck was I kidding? I couldn’t tell her a damn thing. I sucked at lying to her, so when she threw a million questions at me, I’d be screwed.  
 
     She’d be furious, vengeful, and she’d try to do something stupid on my behalf. Her opportunity here at Pinnacle would be ruined because of one misstep from me. 
 
    Honor saw the look on my face but didn’t say anything. Instead, he lightly rested his fingers on the small of my back and guided me down a different pathway. 
 
    Every step we took away from Allison weighed heavier and heavier on my shoulders. I felt a chill even as the sun beamed down on me.   
 
    Honor kept us moving. We passed through an old brick building, the temporary shade making me shiver.  
 
    I missed Allison in so many ways, but I couldn’t face her. I knew I couldn’t. 
 
    We came to an all-white building. It looked nondescript from the outside, but the large glass doors in front were watched by security. I frowned, wondering where we were as Honor took me up the stairs and ushered me inside. 
 
    “Mr. Ritcher. We weren’t expecting you today,” a guard called out. 
 
    “Life is full of surprises, and I’ve got a visitor.” 
 
    It took a few minutes to sign in before Honor ushered me to an elevator. 
 
    “Why are we here?” 
 
    Honor smiled. It was a different smile—lighter, but sad too. “Because you need to see it’s worth it.” 
 
    Confused and not sure what he meant, I remained silent. As soon as the door opened, I really didn’t understand what was going on. We were in some sort of lab filled with glass rooms sectioning off different scientists working.  
 
    Students milled back and forth, peering in on scientists as they worked. The atmosphere changed as soon as the students and teachers laid eyes on Honor. There was that deference thing again—fear mingled with worship. The heirs were a pantheon of gods on this campus. 
 
    Honor nodded and made small talk whenever people came over and fawned over him. Aside from a few curious glances, everyone ignored me. I was ready to make fake chitchat if I had to, but I was relieved to be left out. 
 
    Once he was finished exchanging niceties with everyone, he led me further in where exotic plants filled one of the rooms.  
 
    “These are native to India, Asia, and even Russia. We use this for our research here.” 
 
    It felt so peaceful being surrounded by lush, colorful life, even in the center of the sterile lab environment. 
 
    Finally, he took me to a gated section of the lab where two armed guards flanked the entryway. Men with guns. Watching over a lab.  
 
    They nodded at Honor and stepped aside to let us in. 
 
    “Oh yeah, the flower black market,” I said, amused. “Daisies go for like two hundred bucks in my hood. That’s for each bud, not per plant. And don’t even get me started on sunflowers. They cost more than a Manhattan apartment building.” 
 
    He elbowed me gently. “Smartass. This is the research area. Disease-resistant crops, drought-tolerant crops, pharmaceutical trials. There are people who’d happily kill every last one of us to get their hands on our research. The treatment regimen we’re using on your mother? Faith was on the team that developed it two years ago using plants he genetically modified.” 
 
    Surprise rippled through me, along with gratitude. Maybe the only reason Faith did that was for profit, but it didn’t matter. If my mother had a new chance at life because of him, I owed him forever. 
 
    “Pinnacle does a lot of research into medicine for the world. We’ve found a way to make them more affordable to those who don’t normally have access, and it’s something Faith has prided himself in spearheading.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking that Faith always seemed to be studying the world around me. I found myself uncomfortable under his gaze most of the time. He saw too much. But he was working to save my mother. 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    “Today’s supposed to be fun for you, yeah?” 
 
     “I’m sorry,” I said glumly. “I’m really sorry, Hon—” I glanced around. “Ehren.”  
 
    “Don’t be sorry. I’m not trying to make you feel bad. You’ve done amazing so far. You realize that, don’t you?” 
 
    “Not most of the time, no. You guys make sure of that.” As soon as I said the words, I regretted them. I had weeks of stored-up pain and wounded pride stewing inside me, but I shouldn’t have taken it out on the only guy who was treating me like a human being for once. 
 
    Honor pulled me closer to his side and stood before a glass cube that was frosted over so I couldn’t see inside. 
 
    “That’s part of the test,” he said. “This life will throw challenges at you all the time. Some of them could be deadly. You have to be able to handle the bad in order to earn the good.” 
 
    I was dying to ask what he meant about deadly challenges. It was beyond unfair for them not to give me information which might be the difference between life or death for me. 
 
    “That house isn’t real life any more than the campus is, Ehren.” I turned and placed a hand on his chest. “I guess you guys think it’s like bootcamp. Like you’re doing me some kind of favor by breaking me down so you can build me back up into whatever it is you think I should be. But it’s more than that. There’s some weird undercurrent of anger there, and it’s not because of anything I’ve done, but I’m the one who’s paying for it. And maybe someday you’ll push me too far.” 
 
    “Maybe we will,” he agreed. “Would you like to see something amazing?” 
 
    Such a turn of topic, but I let him and nodded. 
 
    He pressed his fingers on the frosted glass in front of us and a dial pad came up. A flurry of clicks later, the glass went clear. Faith was bent over a microscope, a slim woman at his side. They wore the same intense look on their faces, but inside—somewhere I didn’t want to think about—I didn’t like her closeness to Faith. That was beyond weak. Why would I feel jealous of Faith? Or any of them, for that matter? They weren't mine; I wasn't theirs. Well, not in that way, anyway. 
 
    The harsh light of the lab glinted off his red hair, giving him a fiery glow. The effect wasn't lost on the girl who was pressing closer to him. 
 
                  She said something to him and tossed her long blond hair in an exaggerated fashion. If she arched her back any harder, she was going to need a chiropractor. 
 
                  Faith looked over her with a lifted eyebrow before shaking his head. She deflated, losing her bravado. 
 
                  Faith caught sight of us and raised his hand in a half-wave.  
 
    We moved closer to the glass, and Faith lifted a whiteboard. In broad, black strokes, he wrote: 
 
      
 
    I promised. 
 
      
 
    I knew what he meant. My mother, her health. He was studying for her. I pressed my hand against the glass, tears in my eyes. Honor crossed his arms over his chest with a small smile, and the blonde in the room looked back and forth between Faith and me. 
 
                  Ha! Take that, blondie. Petty as shit, but I didn't care. 
 
                  Her head swiveled and her eyes narrowed on me as she tried to intimidate me with a challenging stare. A few short weeks ago, I would have flipped her the bird. Instead, I flashed her my sweetest smile and waved in a friendly fashion, as if she were an old friend. Her angry expression and the way her gaze dropped to the ground told me I'd scored a direct hit. 
 
                  Honor grinned at me "You passed with flying colors. One hundred percent." 
 
                  "So it counts towards my GPA?" 
 
                  "Fuck no." He chuckled. “We probably should get out of here though. Faith never likes his work messed with for long. But I thought seeing it would cheer you up.” 
 
    He was right, it did. And I needed it.  
 
                  That feeling lasted through the lunch he took me to at a small, out-of-the way restaurant with gyros. It wrapped around me and warmed me for hours as we toured most of the campus. He chatted easily, he joked, he took me to a little boutique shop and bought me a purse. We went to the bookshop and he bought me a book of poetry. 
 
                  Stepping around the corner of one of the shelves, we ran right into Lacey.  
 
    "Hey, I was going for coffee." Grinning, she reached out and hugged me. "Do you want to come with?" She didn’t even look at Honor. 
 
                  "Sure, we would love to,” he answered. “Hi, Lacey, nice to see you again." 
 
                  "Nice to see you too." Her tone indicated she wasn't all that thrilled to see him but would strangle herself with her Hermes scarf before admitting it. 
 
                  We killed some time at a coffee shop with a bakery full of desserts that had me swallowing my own drool.  
 
    I wanted to order two desserts, manners be damned. But I didn’t. We were in public, had to maintain the image, blah blah blah. I picked a profiterole and a latte, Honor ordered tiramisu and espresso, and Lacey had a decaf skinny latte with two artificial sweeteners. 
 
    “Oh, you’re one of those.” Honor’s smile leached any offense from his mild jab. 
 
    “If you mean one of those girls who wasn’t blessed with Rani’s magic metabolism, guilty as charged.” Lacey shrugged. 
 
    “You can have a bite of mine,” I offered as we sat at a nearby table. 
 
    “Get thee behind me, Satan! Oh fine, since you’re insisting.” She snatched up a fork and took a tiny, mouse-sized bite. 
 
    “Cow,” I scoffed.  
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m going to jog twice around the track tonight to punish myself.” 
 
    We spent one of the nicest, most relaxed hours in that coffee shop. She gossiped about people I didn't know, admired my shirt and my new purse, and complained about her organic chem professor, who apparently had a unibrow and breath that could drop a thoroughbred at ten paces. I really liked her. She was wicked funny and nice, but not too nice. Not saccharine. Lacey took a couple of mild digs at Honor, gently mocking him when he answered questions for me.  
 
    "Oh, if you would give me your phone number," she said as we got up to leave, "maybe we can have a girl’s night out some time. Nothing crazy, just dinner," she added, flashing Honor a look.  
 
    Embarrassment flamed my cheeks.               Ugh. I'd almost started to feel normal, but of course, I wasn't carrying around a cell phone. Not normal at all. 
 
                  "Butter fingers dropped her phone and hasn't gotten a new one yet." Honor shoved his hand into his pocket, pulled out his phone, and handed it to her. "Put your number in here and she’ll text you." 
 
                  Dutifully, Lacey entered her number, and Honor tucked the phone into my new purse. “We’ll remember to order a new one for you later.” 
 
                  Lacey headed out, and Honor and I went toward the direction of the mansion-prison. Once she was out of our sight, I tried to give it back to him, but he shook his head. 
 
                  "You can keep it. For now. I'm sure you won’t abuse the privilege." 
 
                  "No, I wouldn't want you guys to skin me and make me into a coat." 
 
                  He snort-laughed and then stroked my arm, sending heat rushing through my veins. My clit, still sore, pulsed in response as dampness soaked my thighs. 
 
                  "You have such pretty skin though. You'd make a very nice coat." 
 
                  "Eww!" But I giggled. We were joking around, flirting. It wasn’t real, I knew it, but it … felt good. Maybe there was hope for the other guys too. Well, not Love, but maybe the rest of them wouldn’t be so hard on me. 
 
                  Honor’s face suddenly grew serious as his eyes focused on something behind me. I turned around. Love walked toward us, flanked by the other heirs. His jaw was set in grim lines, his blue eyes flashing with rage. 
 
                  The warm, happy feeling that had wrapped me like a cloak all day burned away like mist under the heat of his anger. 
 
                  "Honor," he said, not sparing me a glance. "I've been going over the numbers. The Los Angeles branch of Pinnacle Securities is beyond fucked." 
 
                  "Since when?" Honor's brows snapped together, his tone defensive. 
 
                  "You'll be flying out tonight. I expect it will take you the next week to unfuck things. If you're even capable." 
 
                  Honor gave me a rueful smile. Slipping his hand into my purse, he pulled out his phone. “It seems I’m going to need that.” 
 
    He walked away without a backward glance. Love glared after him before turning his ire on me, searing me without a word. We started walking, the other guys uncharacteristically quiet. 
 
                  Worth it. I’d needed today like plants need sunlight. I hadn't realized how close I'd been to breaking until Honor had given me this wonderful gift. I'd use today's kindness to nourish myself, to keep myself straight and steady through whatever shit the heirs slung at me. 
 
                  When we got back to the house, Love held open the front door for me in a gentlemanly fashion. His white knuckles and tense jaw gave him away though. Grabbing me by the elbow, he marched me up the stairs and to my room at a grueling pace. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    He threw open my door and shoved me inside.               "Payback's a bitch. You can eat dinner in your room. Alone."  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    I spent a half-hour in the bathroom writing in my journal. My hand shook as I scrawled, and my pen ripped through the paper more than once. 
 
    I bled all my pain onto the page.  
 
    Today with Honor had been a small slice of heaven, but it would never be my life. I’d always come back to this—punishment, scorn, humiliation. 
 
                  Once my mother finished her treatment, I would do whatever it took to find a way to regain my power. These guys didn't fight fair? I wouldn't either.  
 
                   The thought of hurting Honor stung me, but it was obvious he couldn't protect me.  
 
                  As for Love, I would rather see him fucking dead.  
 
    I was genuinely afraid I wouldn't survive the next few months. I was trying really hard to curb my mouth. My mother had raised me to respect myself, but I was trapped in a house full of schoolyard bullies who delighted in tripping me and watching me fall.                 
 
                  I distracted myself by reading a thriller I’d found on one of the bookshelves. Spending hour after hour waiting for Love's revenge had shredded my nerves. 
 
                  Love brought my dinner tray around 9:00. He didn't say a word, and I didn't bother trying to apologize. 
 
                  Apologize for what? For wanting to enjoy a single day? 
 
                  I forced myself to eat everything on my tray, thinking a full meal would help me sleep. After dinner, I sat in a leather recliner and wondered about Honor. Where was he right now? Was he even thinking about me?  
 
                  What about Trust and Devotion? We’d shared something incredibly intimate, but I wondered if it meant as much to them as it did to me. I’d become a person I didn't even recognize.  
 
                  Love's vicious, beautiful face swam before my eyes. 
 
                  I could never imagine surrendering myself to him the way I had to Trust, Devotion, and Honor. I doubted he even wanted that; he seemed to hate me. What had I done to him?  
 
    What the fuck did he get out of tormenting me? I wished he'd picked a more worthy target.  
 
                  I finally drifted off to sleep in the chair.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The door slammed open sometime in the middle of the night. Ever since they’d caned me for daring to let down my guard, I’d slept lightly. I was already on my feet when Love stormed into my room. 
 
                  A quick glance at the alarm clock let me know it was 3:30 in the morning. 
 
                  So it begins. Love's revenge.  
 
                  He stalked over to me and shoved two garbage bags into my hands.  
 
                  "You think you can one-up me?!" His eyes were bloodshot, hair tangled. "Bitch, you don't know who you're playing with. They'll be strapping on ice skates in hell before a gutter-trash whore like you gets the last word." 
 
                  I just stood there, heart thundering in my ears. I’d been called much worse over the years. His words shouldn’t have hurt me, but they did.  
 
                  "Nothing to say?"  
 
                  I shook my head, pressing my lips together. There was no point in apologizing. There was no point in throwing myself on the floor and kissing his feet. I’d have done any and all of that if I thought it would help, but nothing would diffuse the dark cloud of rage that swirled around him.  
 
                  Love grabbed an empty glass from my coffee table and threw it across the room. It hit the wall and shattered. I flinched. Continuing his tantrum, he stomped around the room locking every door except the one to the bathroom. 
 
                  Approaching me, he slammed his hand into my shoulder, shoving me back a step. "You're on house arrest. Locked in this room until I say you can come out.” 
 
    “But I’ll—”  
 
    “Fall behind in your classes? Oh well. You were meant to fail. Now, grab every book on those shelves and throw them in those garbage bags. If you’re not finished in five minutes, our deal is off and your mother can spend her last few days scrubbing toilets." 
 
                  His harsh words stung like rubber bullets bruising my flesh. 
 
                  I blinked away tears as I ran to the bookshelves and started shoving books into the bags. Love rampaged around the room, smashing everything he could touch: wall clock, pictures, a vase full of fresh flowers. 
 
                  He started counting down at sixty seconds, and books fell from my shaking hands.  
 
    No, no, no …  
 
    I finished with two seconds to spare. 
 
                  He grabbed the bags and left the room, slamming the door behind him.  
 
                  I rushed over to the bedside table and looked at my mother again. She was asleep. I took deep, gulping breaths.  
 
    I can do this. Fuck Love and his need for revenge.  
 
    I spent the night pacing the floor, trying to make sense of anything. Taking a long bath and writing in my journal didn’t give me the peace I wanted. I called Love every horrible name I could think of. I talked to Allison in my head. I talked to my mother. 
 
                  I was angry at Honor for not being there to defend me, even though he didn't have any choice. Their world was full of complicated rules, and he was bound by them just as much as I was. Probably more. I could happily walk away from these guys, from this life, but he didn't have that option. 
 
                  Alone, and given no clue as to what was going to happen, I was left shaken with the tension ready to snap. Brittle and struggling to find purchase, my heart ached. While I watched my mother out of the corner of my eye, I punched the air. Without access to my punching bag or the normal gear from the gym, I busied myself shadowboxing. It helped to soothe the ache, to balance what had me strung tight like a bow. 
 
    It was a few hours, but finally, my doorknob turned. It seemed they weren’t going to leave me by myself all day. Love entered with my lunch tray. My stomach growled loudly, earning me a look of utter satisfaction. I devoured the sandwich, ate the apple down to the core, and drank every drop of the orange juice. It didn’t calm me. 
 
    Nothing did. 
 
    Long after Love had left, I wanted to tear out of the room.  
 
    The walls were closing in on me. 
 
                  The thought made me want to scream. Every time I started to panic, I made myself look at my mother on the screen and take a few deep slow breaths. I jogged in place some more, trying to wear myself out. By the end of the day, my muscles were aching and sore. 
 
                   Around midnight, I glanced at my mother's screen and my heart stuttered in my chest. My mother was awake and stumbling away from her bed. Her I.V. pole rocked as she waved her arms around, seemingly blindly. 
 
                  Panicked, I ran over to the door, ripped it open, and stepped into the darkened hallway. Love was there carrying a tray with my dinner—late, just like he’d been all day.  
 
    “What the fuck are you doing out here?” 
 
    I was too scared for Momma to care about his outrage. "Something's happening to my mother!" I screamed. "I don't care what you do to me, but my she needs help!” I gripped his hand and dragged him into the room to show him the video feed.  
 
                  Momma was lying on the floor, her I.V. pole toppled over next to her. Blood trickled down her arm from where the I.V. had been. 
 
                  "My mother is sick." Wrapping my arms around my midsection, I dropped to the floor and sobbed. "Something happened to her. I just need to know she's all right. Please, Love, call over there. Find out what’s going on."  
 
    For a moment, he only watched the screen before he put it on the floor next to me and spun around. Somehow, I found the strength to get to my feet.  
 
    “Help her!” I swung at him.  
 
    He trapped my wrists, his grip tight enough to make me cry out.               Love flung my hands away from him and headed toward the door. I chased after him, grabbed at his hair, and clawed at his scalp. He elbowed me off impatiently and left, slamming the door on his way out.  
 
    Click.  
 
    The telltale sound of the lock echoed through my skull, ricocheting like a gunshot. 
 
    Trapped. I’m trapped. He’s going to keep me here. 
 
                  Terror gripped my heart, choking it until it quaked to survive. I had to get to my mother any way I could. Fuck Love. Fuck the rules. They weren’t going to hold me here. 
 
    If she was gone, none of this shit even mattered anymore. 
 
    I grabbed a lamp, ripping the plug from the wall. 
 
    “You’re going to let me out of here!” 
 
    I pounded on the door with the base of the lamp, harder and harder, screaming at the top of my lungs.  
 
    “Let me out!”  
 
    I smashed up the doorknob. I kicked the door until my feet throbbed with pain. I screamed and screamed until my throat was raw.  
 
    She’s dying, she’s dying … 
 
    I clawed at the door until my fingers bled before running back to check on my mother. There were people swarming around her now, lifting her back onto her bed, but I couldn't tell if she was alive or dead. 
 
    I pulled on the dented handle of my door. Please, not like this. Let me be with her. She needs me. 
 
                  This couldn’t be happening. My mother needed me, and I was imprisoned by a monster. Nobody was coming to help me, ever. 
 
                  I’d failed my mother. It was all my fault. I didn’t know how or why, but I hadn’t tried enough, hadn’t suffered enough, and she’d die for it. 
 
                  I kicked and howled. Pounded on the door until my hands were swollen. Finally, the last of my strength drained from my body. I slumped to the floor, curled up in a ball, and sobbed. Then I crawled back to my bedside and grabbed my tablet. 
 
    More nurses rushed into Momma’s room. A doctor followed quickly behind them, his stethoscope in his hand.  
 
    “Check her. Ensure her neck is supported before we try to move her,” he ordered. 
 
    “Yes, Doctor.” 
 
    Through the whirlwind, I gripped the tablet so tightly it squeaked in protest. I couldn’t take my eyes off that fucking screen. Time slowed. Voices melded together. My mother was back on the bed, but her head lolled to the side and my heart crashed into my ribcage with it. Each breath was constricted as my lungs tightened to the point I wheezed.  
 
    I can’t lose you. Not you. Please. 
 
    For a moment, a pause filled the room. A precious second of stillness before the door swung open, banging against the wall.  
 
    Love was there. 
 
    He ignored the doctor and nurses and angled toward a corner of the room, approaching the camera connected to my tablet. His face was unreadable, his eyes glinting with an emotion I couldn’t quite grasp. The twist to his lips wasn’t triumph or joy, cruelty or satisfaction.  
 
    I couldn’t read it, couldn’t understand the devastating sureness in that fucked-up version of a smile. He reached toward the camera. 
 
    No. “No. Please. Please, Love.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Rani.” 
 
    The screen went black. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Everything inside me burst at the seams, spewing shard-encrusted agony through my soul. Never in my life had I hated a lock so much. Burning terror raged through me, and I raced to the door.  
 
    “It’s my choice. It was always my choice!” I yelled. “I’m done. I give up. I’m fucking done.” 
 
    I kicked the door and rattled it in the door jamb.  
 
    Fuck. This. 
 
    I picked up the table next to my bed and tossed it at the window to get out the back door. It only bounced back, as inept to get out as I was. Again and again, I picked up the tablet, clutching it to my chest. With no escape, I fell to my knees and screamed—raw emotion turned into sound. 
 
    My throat was burning long before I fell into darkness. 
 
      
 
      
 
                   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    "Rani, wake up. Rani!"               
 
    The words stabbed into me as last night's horror came crashing down like an avalanche, crushing me with its horrible weight. 
 
    My mother was dead. I had failed her. Love was a foul, evil sadist who had mocked me at the lowest point in my life. I would kill him if I had the chance. Hell, I was going to prison anyway, so killing him would be a freebie. 
 
    "Rani, wake up." 
 
    “Trust?” 
 
    Everything hurt. My head pounded, my hands throbbed, my muscles ached. My fingers were curled around the tablet. 
 
    Will I be allowed to go to Momma’s funeral?  
 
    Trust put his hand on my shoulder. I shot up from the floor and swung the tablet at his face. I wanted to ruin his beauty like they’d ruined me. He barely managed to bat it away, and it fell to floor and shattered. Who gave a shit? I wouldn't have been able to look at the video feed anyway. 
 
    He captured my wrists in his hands as I swung wildly at him. “Dammit, Rani, settle the fuck down. What the hell happened in here?”  
 
    Grief and rage exploded inside me, desperately needing an outlet. “Settle down? Are you fucking serious right now?”  
 
    I kneed him in the crotch and was rewarded with his agonized groan. He released my wrists, and I threw myself at him. Punching, clawing, and kicking, I screamed and howled my loss as I landed blows with my swollen fists. 
 
    Trust barely defended himself—shielding his face and batting my hands away—but he took the brunt of my fury.  
 
    Finally, I staggered backward, panting with exertion. 
 
    "She's dead," I sobbed. "Let me out. " 
 
    I tried to push past him to run to the door, but he grabbed me from behind. "Rani! Fucking listen to me! She's not dead. Her blood pressure dropped low last night because of the treatment they were giving her. She fainted. That's a common side effect of this medication. She now has nurse aides by her side every minute. It won't happen again." 
 
    "Liar!" I hooked my leg around the back of his knee and pulled, throwing him off balance. We crashed to the ground. I rolled away, but he caught me and laid on top of me, pinning me down with his body weight. 
 
                  "I would have showed you on the tablet, but you broke it. Now I have to go get a new one, but I can't do that until I know you won't hurt yourself."  
 
    But this was Trust—the fucker who lied like other people breathe. 
 
    "Let me out of here. Send me to prison. Let me out, let me out, let me out," I chanted, glaring up at him. 
 
    "Dammit, Rani! I'm telling you, she's alive!" 
 
    "Lying motherfucker. Let me out, let me out, let me out …" 
 
    "Shut up and quit acting like a spoiled fucking brat!"  
 
    That brought me up short. I stopped speaking and blanked my face, staring at the ceiling. 
 
    "We will call her right now. You can talk to her." 
 
    My gaze slid back, meeting his. "You lie. That's your thing. Love's thing is being an evil, sadistic little shit. He pulls the wings off of butterflies because his mommy doesn't love him. He’s just a sad little boy who never grew up." 
 
    "Actually, Love's thing is telling Trust to get the fuck out of the room and leave you here to drown in your own tears." Love stood over us, his gaze filled with mirth. I could tell my words had hit their mark. Good. 
 
    "Let me the fuck out of this hell hole," I snapped at him. "Locking me up and keeping me prisoner wasn’t part of the deal." 
 
    "Wasn't it?" he sneered. 
 
    Trust rolled off of me, and we both scrambled to our feet. 
 
    "No, it isn't," Trust said. "Keeping her here after she’s given up would be a waste of our time. If she wants to go to prison, we’ll let her. That was the agreement. But she can make that decision on her own, after she talks to her mother." 
 
    "You don't want to push me right now." Love's blue eyes glinted with fury. 
 
    Trust grabbed my chin and turned my head to look me in the eye. "Say it.”  
 
    "Oh, the one-day hall pass. Didn't work out so well for you last time, did it?" Love taunted me. 
 
    If I said the magic phrase, I might get to speak to my mother. For once, maybe Trust wasn't lying. I had to take that chance. 
 
    "I have chosen your favor, Trust."  
 
    The effect on Love was instantaneous and oh so satisfying. Rage poured off him in waves. 
 
    "You don't learn, do you?" Love shouted.  
 
    I summoned up all my inner strength and looked at him calmly. Calm stripped away his power over me.  
 
    "I learn better than anyone you've ever met," I said, coating my words with frost. "I've learned a lot about you these last few days, for instance." 
 
    Without a word, he left the room, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    Trust pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and pressed something on the screen before putting it to his ear. He spoke to someone for a minute, using what sounded like codewords, and then he handed the phone to me. 
 
    "Hello, who is this?"  
 
    My knees gave way, and Trust caught me before I fell. Gently, he moved me onto the bed. 
 
    "Momma?"  
 
    "Rani! Is that you, baccā?"  
 
    Life flooded back into my body. "It's me! Are you all right? I heard you took a bad turn last night."  
 
    "Yes, I got a little dizzy. Something about my blood pressure. It's no big deal. Overall, I feel much better than I have in years, Rani. I don't want you to worry about me. But what about you?" 
 
    "Oh, just hearing your voice makes me feel so much better.” Actually, I felt like I’d been worked over by Mike Tyson, but I would die before I let her know that. 
 
    "I miss you so much, Rani.” Wistfulness laced her voice, squeezing my heart in a painful vise. My mother and I needed each other, and these bastards were hurting her by keeping us apart. “They say they just need a few more weeks to observe me and make sure everything is still good with my treatment. After that, I can have visitors." 
 
    I hid my smile of triumph. I had a timeline now. A few weeks.  
 
    You’re going down, motherfuckers.  
 
    "I can't wait. I'll be there," I promised. Trust arched an eyebrow. “Maybe even sooner. I know I’m not supposed to expose you to any germs, but there must be a way.” 
 
    “That would be so lovely. How are your studies? Tell me about your classes." 
 
    I spent a blissful few minutes telling her anything that would interest her. It was the best I could do without bursting into tears. Finally, Trust made a gesture with his hand, slashing the air.  
 
    Time to go. 
 
    I looked at him and pleaded with my eyes, but he shook his head.  
 
    “Goodbye, Momma. I love you so much.” When I hung up, an icy cloud descended on me. It hadn’t been enough time. I wanted to hug her, to braid her shining hair, to make her laugh. I wanted to smell her scent of perfume and cooking spices. 
 
    “Why can’t I visit her, Trust?”  
 
    He stood, shaking his head. “I gave you an inch; don’t ask for a mile.” He headed for the door. "Stay here, and don’t lose your shit again. Don’t try to leave. Your actions don’t affect just you.” 
 
    He left, leaving me curled up on my bed, playing my mother’s conversation back in my head again and again. 
 
    When he returned, Faith was with him, carrying a first-aid kit.  
 
    "Faith's the medical guy." Trust shrugged.  
 
    "Yeah, wait till you experience my bedside manner." A brief smile quirked the side of Faith's mouth, and there was a sensual glint to his eyes. A sudden rush of heat flowed through me, and despite my aches and pains, I was damp between the legs.  
 
    I let him lead me into the bathroom. He sat me on the toilet seat and knelt next to me. Then he spent a few minutes cleaning me up, disinfecting my wounds, and bandaging my fingertips. His touch was feather-light, and every time his fingers brushed over me, it ignited an aching awareness in my body. 
 
    Finally, he gave me a couple of painkillers and a cup of water to wash them down. He set the bottle on the bathroom sink. “No more than two every six hours.” 
 
    “Thank you, Faith.” 
 
    Faith leaned back to look at me and shook his head. “You did a number on your hands, Rani.” 
 
    I smiled. "You should have seen the other guy." 
 
    "I did." Faith's mouth twisted in amusement. "Barely a scratch on him. Love’s right, you know. You punch like a bitch. Once you heal up, we're going to have to work on that. It'd be fun to see you lay Love out flat."  
 
    And he picked up his medical kit and left.  
 
    There was a tray full of food sitting on my bed. I wondered who’d brought it in. Hopefully not Love, because he’d probably have mixed in some ground glass and sprinkled cyanide on top. 
 
    "The doctor said your mother has responded to the medicine better than anyone he's ever seen. Well, outside of last night. That was a common issue though. The treatment regimen has a ninety-percent success rate," Trust said, resting his hand lightly on my shoulder. 
 
    It felt good, that moment of human contact, but I couldn’t let myself get used to it. "That's nice." 
 
    "You sound as if you don't believe me." He slid his finger under my chin and tipped my head back to look at him. "I won't lie to you again, Rani." 
 
    I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. "What about to everyone else?" 
 
    He shrugged. "Maybe. You're the only person who gives a damn whether I tell the truth or not anyway. You've seen how the students act when they see me. Even the teachers. I drive a boss car and wear flashy clothes. That's all anyone needs from me." 
 
    I felt an odd twist inside me. Sympathy. He was richer than a god. With his cultured good looks, he was more handsome that I wanted to admit, but there was something hollow inside him yearning to be filled. 
 
    "What about the rest of the heirs?" 
 
    "My truths aren’t important to them. We all have a part to play, and no, don't ask. I won't lie to you; I'm just not allowed to tell you. But they don't need me to be honest. They need me to stay in my role." 
 
    "They're not the ones you should worry about though.” I reached out with my bandaged hand and rested it on his arm. Peering into his dark eyes, I could see pain without end. “Lying ultimately screws you over, not everybody else. You'll never know who your real friends are until you show people the real you. Give them a chance to love you or reject you." I manage a pained smile. "My friend Allison? She'd lie down in front of a train for me. She has enough love for both of us, and some days, I needed that to get me out of bed in the morning. You deserve to find a friend like that, but as long as you feed everybody rations of bullshit, you never will." 
 
    He shrugged. "Ever since I was a kid, it was made very clear to me what I actually have to offer. And it’s never been proven wrong." He gestured at his pretty face, his flawlessly tailored suit.  
 
    “Your mom, or your dad?” 
 
    “Mom. Dad was a busy man. Is a busy man.” 
 
    I winced, imagining his beautiful, bitter mother spoon-feeding her son poisonous words that had warped his worldview and ensured he’d stay alone forever.  
 
    But did she have to gift her son with her misery? "You realize not all parents have their kids’ best interests at heart, don't you?" 
 
    His face twisted with annoyance. "Enough, Dr. Phil. Time for class," he said. "I won't have you spar today, but I don't want you to get too far behind on your studies.”  
 
    “Love locked me out of my classroom.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing I have a key, yeah? Go pick out something from the closet that won’t piss off Devotion, okay?" 
 
    I stood up, taking a deep breath. Time to face the day. 
 
    “Thank you, Trust,” I said. “Thank you for the phone call to my mother, thank you for the tablet, thank you for letting me get to know the real you. I like it, by the way.” 
 
    “Do you really?” His beautiful mouth curled up in a smile. 
 
    “I mean, the real you comes with free diamonds and bags of cash, right?” I mocked him to diffuse the heavy tension in the air. “Helicopter ride to the Riviera? Shopping trip on the Champs Elysees?” 
 
    “Jesus, Rani.” He barked a disbelieving laugh. “Go get dressed before I throw your ass down on the bed and punish that smart mouth of yours.” 
 
      
 
                   
 
                   
 
                   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    With Trust sitting by my side all day, I struggled to concentrate on my classes.  
 
    There were a couple of times I came perilously close to getting one too many wrong answers on my tests. By midday, I was ready to cry with frustration, and he was mad as hell. 
 
                  "This is bullshit," he snapped. "Have we given you the impression we won't follow through on our promises? Because there is a jail cell with your fucking name on it." 
 
                  Taking a deep breath, I swiveled my chair around to look him in the eye. "Do you think it's helpful to repeat things I already know? Believe me, you couldn't be any angrier at me than I am myself right now. I spent hours thinking I had lost my mother. I can’t just bounce back from that. I can't turn my feelings on and off with a switch like you guys can." 
 
                  "Time for lunch." Faith's voice made me jump. "And your fingers are bleeding from typing. You want to take the rest of the day off?" 
 
                  "No, I don't." I glanced down at the blood-stained bandages. "I want to eat a nice lunch and then get back to work and stop fucking up." 
 
                  "Good girl." Faith smiled with approval. "I’ll wrap your fingers again. Listen, I'm the one who checks in on your mother's treatment and reports back to the rest of the guys. I promise you she is making an absolutely miraculous turnaround. Be strong for her." He glanced at the screen. "Climb out of that nice warm bath of self-pity and pass those tests like we know you can." 
 
                  He took me into the bathroom, rinsed off my fingers, and put fresh bandages on them before leaving again.  
 
                  After lunch, I passed all my tests, and as a reward, Trust and Faith took me out to the pool house. The pool was set into the hill at the back of the house and sat right outside my patio door. To my relief, Love was nowhere in sight. He was probably sulking somewhere, drowning puppies, or whatever the hell he did for fun. 
 
                   Devotion sat by the pool, drinking a beer and reading a book. The shattered glass tattoo over his chest was stark in the sunlight. He glanced at me as we walked up.               His gaze roved over my body and lingered on my turquoise monokini. 
 
                  "Swimming suit should have come from the formal closet," he said with a frown. 
 
                  "Seriously?" My eyes widened. "A formal swimsuit?" 
 
                  He burst out laughing. "No, dimwit. Jesus, you're easy."  
 
                  I raised an eyebrow. "Wow. You can laugh. Who knew?" I flashed him a smile as Faith fetched three beers from the refrigerator next to a fully stocked bar. 
 
                  Devotion saluted me with his beer and returned to his book.  
 
    I sat with Faith and Trust, across the pool from Devotion. We watched the sun sink into the horizon, a yellow ball of fire melting into a crimson lake. I tried to make small talk, but my mind kept drifting from the conversation. Faith and Trust would say things and then look at me, and I'd realize I'd been spacing out. 
 
                  "I'd apologize again, but you're probably getting tired of it," I said. 
 
                  "Truth," Trust agreed. "So don't apologize. Do better." 
 
                  It was so easy for them. They didn't have to be on all the time the way they expected me to be. Their money wrapped them in a nice little cushion, shielding them from life’s blows. 
 
                  I glanced around. Gaslit torches had blazed to life, and music played through hidden speakers. 
 
                  "Where is Devotion?" I nodded toward his empty chair.  
 
                  "He left a few minutes ago. Why, do you miss him?" Trust scoffed. 
 
                  "No, I just feel bad that he isolates himself all the time. Seems lonely." 
 
                  "His choice." Faith took a long pull on his beer, emptying it, and then tossed it into the trash. 
 
                  The door to the pool house banged open, and Love stood in the doorway. "Fun's over. Favor's been satisfied. You,” he gestured at me impatiently, “come with me."  
 
                  It felt as if the temperature had plummeted twenty degrees. I tossed my beer bottle into the trashcan, and Trust followed suit. Love ushered me back into my room.  
 
                  “The time for play is over, Rani. You may have thought you’ve won, but you haven’t.” 
 
    No, because Love never failed at anything, and me succeeding would be a loss for him. His fucking pride wouldn’t be able to take it.  
 
    “You came close to losing today. You should be more careful.” His expression was sardonic as a lopsided smile spread over his face.  
 
    Fuck. You. “Yes, Love. I will.” 
 
                  I headed into the bathroom to take a shower. Afterward, I pulled out my journal. I scribbled pictures of Love being shot with a hundred arrows and bleeding out on the ground. 
 
                  Watching my mother on the screen didn't calm me the way it had before because now I could see how much she missed me. It showed in her face and when she hugged herself and stared into space. She kept looking at a picture of me on the wall. I hadn’t noticed it before. Watching her stroke it with her fingers made me want to cry. 
 
                  That night, I tossed and turned with troubled dreams, but I still woke up on time the next morning. 
 
                  At quarter to five, the door opened. I braced myself for another hateful assault from Love, but to my surprise, Faith approached me.  
 
    "After breakfast, we're going to visit your mother." 
 
                  "Are you serious?"  
 
                  "As a myocardial infarction." 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    “Heart attack.”  
 
    “Oh, got it.”  
 
    I hurried over to the closet to select a casual outfit. He led me out into the dining room after I had dressed.  
 
    Devotion and Trust were already waiting for me. Devotion looked me up and down, checking out my outfit, and shrugged. “I’ve seen worse. Can’t remember when though.” 
 
    “Good morning, Devotion. You’re looking mighty handsome today.” 
 
    “Mighty?” he echoed with a hint of sarcasm, but I swear a smile tugged at his lips. I’d done that; I’d almost made him a little bit happy. 
 
                  Love stormed in as I dug into my brie omelet. "No fucking way," he snarled at Faith. “She doesn’t leave this house.” 
 
    “I have chosen his favor,” I said quickly. 
 
    “I don’t fucking care.” He spoke to the heirs, not me. “I’m done with this shit. I’m done with her laughing in my face. Nobody disrespects me like this. Try and test me,” he growled at Faith, his voice gone feral. 
 
    “She isn’t laughing at you; the voices in your head have taken over.” Devotion’s voice was contemptuous. 
 
    “There are rules,” Faith said. “We follow the rules.” He shoved back his chair and stood to face Love. “And you broke them.” 
 
    Love opened his mouth to speak, but Faith rushed in and interrupted him. “Rani fucking passed out. You didn't call me. Instead, you let her lie on the floor when there could have been serious medical complications." 
 
                  Love scowled at him. "She was fine." 
 
                  "You didn't know that. You went too far. You fucked up, and I'm fixing it. And it will not happen again." 
 
                  "You don't get to say what happens in this house." 
 
                  "Actually, we all do when you waste our time like this. You picked her out and offered her a chance, and you’ve done nothing but sabotage her since the minute she arrived. If she screws up, she's out on her ass. But she's not going to prison just because you decide to change the rules in the middle of the game. Because then we’d have to start over, and I don't think any of us have the energy to go through this again." 
 
                  Start over? With someone else? The thought filled me with a sudden red haze of rage. I shoved a piece of toast into my mouth and chewed savagely, imagining it was Love’s jugular vein. 
 
                  "She can have a half-hour with her mother." Love left the room, back rigid with anger. 
 
                  After breakfast, Devotion helped me use makeup to hide the worst of the damage on my hands. 
 
                  "Tell her you took a boxing class," he finally said. "I've done as much as I can." 
 
                  Faith and I headed to the garage, and I felt a little thrum of excitement as I climbed into his canary-yellow Aston Martin. 
 
                  "She’s sexy," I said, reverently caressing the seat. "Does she have a name?" 
 
                  He burst out laughing. "No, it doesn’t have a name. It’s a car." 
 
                  "If you did name her, would it be Rani?" I teased as we headed out onto the street. 
 
                  "Would I name my car after someone who defies me at every turn and likes to give me a hard time?" He shot me a look of amusement. "No."  
 
                  I pretended to pout but failed. 
 
                  When we pulled up in front of the medical sciences building, unexpected tears welled in my eyes.  
 
                  "Can I have just a minute? I need to get myself together."  
 
    He nodded and waved off the valet.               "Sure." 
 
                  "It doesn't come out of my time with her, does it?" 
 
                  He shook his head.                
 
                  "Thank you for this, Faith. I mean it.”  
 
                  "You have a mother who loves you." I'd never seen a man smile with so much pain before. "It must be nice." 
 
                  "Oh." 
 
                  "Yeah, oh." He looked away. 
 
                  "Do you want to talk about it?" 
 
    He shrugged. “There isn’t much to say. My mom was a drunk and my dad was a dick. He hated me because I wasn’t the original heir. My brother was supposed to take this spot, but he passed away at a young age due to illness.” 
 
    I gasped. “Faith, I’m so sorry.” 
 
                  "It is what it is. Now, let’s get you in there to see your mother." He waved the valet over and made him go pale with his dire warnings as to what would happen if there was so much as a scratch on his baby.  
 
                  It took me the better part of my precious half-hour to convince Momma that nobody had been beating me. I explained I was taking boxing, just as Faith had prepped me to do. 
 
    The worry finally faded from her face. She gave me a little tour of the suite, not knowing I spied on her from afar.  
 
                  "How is Allie?"  
 
                  "She’s doing so well. Getting fantastic grades, making friends." I was pretty sure I wasn't lying. Allison had seemed really happy when I saw her. 
 
                  "You'll have to come visit me more often," my mother said. "I don't mean to complain; I know I sound ungrateful. But it's just been so hard without you here." 
 
                  "You don't sound ungrateful. I've missed you too. Every day. But you feel better, right?"  
 
                  She did a little dance and twirled around. "I'm ready for a night on the town. Maybe even a hot date," she added with a wink. 
 
                  "Momma!" I cried out, laughing and mortified at the same time.  
 
    “What? Why should all this go to waste?” She gestured at her body. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Tears of laughter ran down my cheeks. She really was getting better.  
 
                  As my mother twirled again, the door opened and a nurse gestured at me. 
 
                  My heart sank. Time was up.  
 
                  "Not so soon," my mother protested. 
 
                  "I'll be late for class, and they flunk you for that. I'll be back soon. I swear." 
 
                  Her face fell, and I wanted to scream with fury and frustration. Instead, I did what the boys had trained me to do. I smiled, assured her everything would be all right, and let the nurse lead me away without a word of protest, even though I was dying inside. 
 
                  I heard my mother start to sob before the door closed. 
 
                   I kept that smile screwed on tightly until I was alone in the car with Faith. I turned to him, and he was already shaking his head as I put my hand on his arm. 
 
                  "Can I see her more? Like once a week," I pleaded. "She misses me. She's never been without me before. I’ll do whatever you want me to do." 
 
                  "You know Love won’t allow it." 
 
                  He glided into traffic. 
 
                  "It will affect her recovery. It can only help. She’s my mother, Faith. I didn’t tell her any secrets or try to run off. Please." 
 
    “This isn’t the right time.” Faith shrugged with the casual dismissal of a man who truly didn’t understand the love between a mother and child. 
 
                  Frustration swelled in my throat, and tears stung my eyes. "When will it be time?" 
 
                  He didn't answer, and I slumped in my seat, feeling defeated. I was kidding myself if I thought I could ever truly touch these guys, change them in any kind of positive way.   
 
    Sometimes I fooled myself into thinking I could stay here with them and be what they needed. Maybe even ease their loneliness and pain a little bit because each of them hurt in his own way. But that would never be the case. I saw that now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Sometimes, the sun hid behind the moon like a bastard, its burning rays peeking out of darkness—taunting me that it was still there. Most of the time, I flipped it a big middle finger and the world righted itself. Besides, I’d learned long ago the world just kept spinning anyway. 
 
    As I dug my pen into the paper, scrawling out my moments with Momma, the black ink bled and sputtered. I was fucked up, just like that. All muddy and ripped up, but I tried so hard to be pristine. I was all white skin and blue lines, but when I was cut open, what else was there but filth? Each scratch of the pen echoed in my skull.  
 
      
 
    I had so much fun seeing Momma today.  
 
      
 
    I really wanted to write: my fucking heart is on the floor, and Faith stomped it into so many little pieces I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to put it back together. 
 
    Why was I lying to myself in my journal, where I always told my truths? Because I couldn’t face them. Not now. I was too raw, too broken, too much of what they’d created.  
 
    She looked so good. 
 
    I wished I’d held her longer. 
 
    I told her all about school. 
 
    I wore a mask, and I wore it well. 
 
    She cried when I left. 
 
    No, mark that out. It’ll make me look bad. 
 
    I looked over each line and carefully chose my words. The bastards were fucking breaking me.  
 
    I never should have gone to see her. It only felt worse not having her close. 
 
    I gasped, dropping my pen and clutching the journal to my chest. Hot tears painted tracks down my face. I wanted to pick at the scabs on my knuckles, rip away the bandages and show my pain.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I tucked away the journal, unable to face it anymore, and got to my feet. My knees popped and my back was on fire. I’d only written a page, but it was like my body had gone through battle. The bathroom didn’t look right, all blurred lines and a mix of swathed colors. How messy could I make it? 
 
    I balled my fists at my sides as the heat of anger swelled in my lungs, cutting off any other thought. I hated them. I hated me.  
 
    Smash.  
 
    Oops, there goes the mirror.  
 
    Spiderwebs of shattered glass marred and warped my image, cracking and distorting my face. My lips were ruptured and bruised displacements. My eyes were split and reflected in two. I hit he mirror again, twisting my knuckles to grind in the pain.  
 
    I’m fucked up. 
 
    I’m fucked up. 
 
    I’m fucked up. 
 
    Each strike fueled my rage, my misery. Mixed it into a boiling brew of fuck it all until I was wild. Pulling at my hair, clawing at the walls, and kicking shit out of my way, I was a ball of destruction reaching out to blacken everything I touched. A fucking rock star of bitching rebellion.  
 
    Slam. 
 
    The door vibrated with the force of throwing it open. I loved the sound: the crack and disarray, the blunt thwack of it against the wall. I hoped I left a damn crater. My bookcases were empty, and that was a pity because I’d have really liked to fuck that shit up.  
 
    Fuck you, Love. Fuck you. 
 
    So I went for the drapes, grasping them in bloodied fists and yanking them off the wall. The rod crashed to the floor, the thud softened by the carpet. But my heart still matched it, jamming a pulsing rhythm in my ribcage, a trapped bird fighting until its wings broke. I panted, struggling to catch my breath, but I was too caught up, too involved in this dance. 
 
    I ripped the covers off my bed, tossed pillows around over my head, slammed lamps to the carpet and jumped on them.  
 
    There goes another slice. 
 
    Hot blood slid down my calves from the puncturing ceramic, and it looked pretty fucking awesome dripping on the floor. Bitches! 
 
    “Ms. Shrestha, your panel is looking better and we’ve got your pressure back up.” 
 
    What? 
 
    “My daughter came to see me today. She always makes me feel better.” 
 
    Momma? 
 
    “I saw her. She’s beautiful! You must be so proud of her.” 
 
    The voices filtered in, swimming through water and echoes before I blinked. 
 
    I was still sitting on the toilet, journal clutched in one hand as the pen raced over the pages. The bathroom was pristine, just like it had been when I’d walked in, mirror intact. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    All my destruction, all my rage, was nothing more than words on a page of what I wished I could do.  
 
    “I’m losing my mind,” I whispered. 
 
    I put my journal away in its hiding spot, thankful they hadn’t found it, and raced into the room to my new tablet. It looked like Trust had been true to his word. This one had a thicker case. A small note rested near it. 
 
      
 
    Try not to break this one. If you do, I’m sending you to the R&D department because you’ve got superhuman strength to fuck up military-grade products. Faith is out for a while, but we expected that. 
 
      
 
    I hope seeing your mother today helped. 
 
      
 
    The last sentence was away from the rest, a glaring reminder of my place here. He probably didn’t mean it that way, but I couldn’t bring myself to smile. Couldn’t force myself to take some solace in the small things Faith, Trust, and Honor had tried to give me. Love was still cruel, I was still trapped, and my mother still hung in the balance to keep my compliant.  
 
    I crumbled the note in my hand and grabbed my tablet. Numb, I crawled into bed, clothes and all, and buried myself under the covers.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got a test. Get up.” 
 
    Bleary-eyed, I jumped to my feet, remembering Love’s previous warning about being caught unaware. “Yes, Love.” 
 
    “No. Devotion. And you’re lucky it wasn’t him who came in right now, or you’d be screwed.”  
 
    What else is new? 
 
    “Thank you, Devotion.” 
 
    I caught the twist in his features before he shook his head. “You look a mess.” 
 
    The normal disinterested sting of his words didn’t touch me. They almost sounded … worrying, but I didn’t read into it. I couldn’t, not anymore. 
 
    “What would you like me to wear?” 
 
    He hesitated, studying me. “How was your visit?” 
 
    Not up for discussion, that’s how it was. “It was good. Thank you for asking.” 
 
    Devotion slid his hands into the pockets of his black slacks. The movement stretched his deep-blue button-up over his chest and made his tattoo stand out along his neck. I hated that my body got hot looking at him and remembering the taste of his cock.  
 
    “I’m going to ask you again, Rani. How was your visit?” 
 
    “My answer isn’t any different, Devotion.” 
 
    Every time he moved, he was like water in motion—fluid and smooth and shockingly fast. He was larger than life, crowding me. And even though he didn’t touch me, his heat pressed into me, forcing me to curl in on myself.  
 
    “Your mother was cast out … for love. She loved your father. But he didn’t love her enough to stay.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question, and it was the story of my life. But what the fuck did that have to do with anything? 
 
    “Devo—” 
 
    “And Honor explained about Blake, the man who did the same to you.” 
 
    I stepped away, but Devotion mirrored me, going with me until the backs of my knees hit my bed.  
 
    Devotion’s hand sent remembered heat throbbing between my legs as he cupped my cheek. I bit the inside of my lip to keep from moaning.  
 
    His gaze burned into mine. “Do you understand love, Rani? How it really works?” 
 
    “Of course, I do. I’ve been in love.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. I mean the sort that burns so deep you’re afraid it’s going to blow you to pieces, but you can’t let it go. The sort that makes you weather any sort of storm.” 
 
    “I …” I swallowed as his hand traveled down my neck and his palm rested on the base of my throat. “I’m here because of that sort of love.” 
 
    Sadness tempered his gaze as he shook his head. “We ruined him, you know?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Blake. Ask me how.” 
 
    This was a dangerous game we were playing, dancing on a knife’s edge. It was cutting, slicing up my feet, and craving more blood. I was afraid to ask, to know what they’d done. To go back under the wave. 
 
    Devotion leaned down, his mouth a breath away from mine. “Ask me how, Rani.” 
 
    Each word was a feather’s touch, whispering promises.  
 
    “How?” 
 
    “He was a piece of shit, and that job you were offered came from him. Allison knew about it and took your place so they wouldn’t take you. We made sure the right people got all the necessary information. It’s hell, stepping into someone else’s territory. He was taken. An eye for an eye.” 
 
    I didn’t know why he was telling me this. If it was to make me more beholden to them, it only made me angrier.  
 
    “This is all a game to you. Just another way you want me to be thankful to you.” 
 
    “Or maybe it was because he hurt you. Maybe it was because we wanted to destroy someone who’d dared to touch you.” 
 
    “Which one of you?” 
 
    He sighed, and I knew my answer. All of them, except for Love.  
 
    “It was—” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, Devotion. None of you really give a shit.” 
 
    When he stepped back from me, cold rushed in where heat at been, and I missed the warmth of his touch. He was closed off, the same indifferent mask pulled over his features. 
 
    “You should have let me finish.” 
 
    I heard the warning, the knowledge, but I couldn’t trust them. Not anymore. I wanted my mother close to me. Our separation was hurting more than just me now. They saw it and didn’t care. They had enough money, she could be here with me. 
 
    “Can I have more time with my mother?” 
 
    “You already know the answer to that, Rani.” 
 
    “That’s why I didn’t need to hear the rest. It doesn’t matter. None of this does. I’ll play my part because I have to.” 
 
    I could have been punished for what I said, and I knew it, but Devotion only turned around and walked away. 
 
    I passed my test with flying fucking colors. 
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    I messaged Honor, and he gave me your number. I hope you don’t mind. What about dinner on Friday? 
 
      
 
    I let the message light up my phone for a while, unsure how I was supposed to respond. Love allowed Trust to give me the phone Honor had cleaned for me, but there had to be a catch. He stood next to me, staring down at me. 
 
    “What is my answer, Love?” 
 
    He sneered like I was a complete idiot. “The obvious one, since I gave you the phone.” 
 
    That didn’t make things any clearer. Devotion shifted where he stood near my door, and Trust wasn’t too far away, watching me. Neither of them gave me any clue to what I should do. I looked back at the phone. 
 
    Lacey had invited me to dinner as she’d promised, and I saw other messages about school and urging me to answer. I’d been denied all those messages previously, so this one was different. I thought of options before responding. 
 
    Sorry! I’ve been crazy busy trying to catch up with classes. Coming in late in the semester is a bit difficult. 
 
    As if she’d been waiting for me, a message popped up pretty quickly.  
 
    I’m just happy to hear from you. How have you been? Still being bothered by Team Assholes? 
 
    I glanced up at Love, worried about the moniker Lacey used for the heirs.  
 
    Love smiled—if the twist of his lips could be called a smile. “She calls us Team Assholes.” 
 
    Trust shrugged, a sardonic grin lighting up his face. “Well, we are.” 
 
    Devotion grunted. “Speak for yourself.” 
 
    I blinked. He didn’t normally interact with the others so easily. Love noticed it too, and he narrowed his gaze at him. “Feeling comradery?” 
 
    I fired off another text, hopefully interrupting whatever may have been brewing between the three men.  
 
    They’re not so bad.  
 
    The little text bubbles started and stopped a few times before her reply finally came through. 
 
    Snort, okay. So … dinner? 
 
    Lacey was like a dog with a bone, but I was okay with that. Maybe not the worst friend in the world to have in my corner. She didn’t try to hide what she thought about the Pinnacle heirs.  
 
    Where and what time? 
 
    Love didn’t say anything to my response, so I was hoping I’d done right.  
 
    Lacey sent an excited emoji before a buzz of messages came through with places to go and times.  
 
    Love reviewed each one of them before pointing to one. “This restaurant at seven will work. Once you’ve confirmed, tell her you’ve got to get some studying done and you’ll see her there.” 
 
    “Yes, Love.” 
 
    I wanted to throw the phone and smash it into pieces. Texting was even highly controlled. But I had no choice but to do as he directed, and my chosen outing with Lacey was confirmed.  
 
    As soon as I got “see you then,” Love took the phone. “Now, bend over.” 
 
    Why? 
 
    But I couldn’t ask that. Never. “Yes, Love.” 
 
    Trust gritted his teeth, and a muscle worked in Devotion’s jaw, but they said nothing as I got out of bed and bent over the side. My ass in the air toward Love, I buried my face into the pillows. 
 
    “No, I want them to see you.” 
 
    I did as commanded, turning my head and looking to Trust and Devotion. I kept them in my sights as Love palmed my ass through my soft yoga pants. I never looked away as he exposed my skin to the cool kiss of air, and I let them see my rage as he spanked me. 
 
    Each slap burned into my skin, pinpricks of sensations rolling over my flesh. I didn’t cry out, denying him that, but I couldn’t stop the tears from falling. Love grunted, pressing closer to my ass, and I heard clothing shift. A belt buckle jingled, and the scalding flesh of his cock pressed against the crease between my cheeks. 
 
    “Love,” Trust warned.  
 
    “She must earn what she’s been given.” 
 
    Devotion stepped forward. “We all aren’t here.” 
 
    “I don’t fucking need Honor and Faith to get this done.” 
 
    Another whack sent my whole body forward, and I cried out. I was itchy, my skin too tight and sensitive, but Love didn’t stop. He dug his fingers in, massaging the burn deeper, and his knuckles grazed over my backside as he stroked himself. 
 
    “She’s not Miranda.” 
 
    At Devotion’s statement, everything stopped. I was trapped between pain and relief, fear and the need for retribution. 
 
    “I know she isn’t.” Love’s voice was cutting. “And that is exactly why.” 
 
    “And if she fails because you are holding her too tightly?” 
 
    I was forgotten as Love jerked away from me and I slid to the floor. He stopped long enough to tuck his massive cock into his slacks, and I was thankful. I was unsure if I’d ever be able to take him.  
 
    Devotion rolled his shoulders, and Trust shifted as well. Love barreled into them both, swinging a punch as he went. Trust wasn’t the target, but he blocked Love from hitting Devotion before taking Love to the floor. Love lashed out at Devotion with a well-placed kick to the shins. Devotion went down, slicing at Love with the blade of his hand.  
 
    “Cut this shit the fuck out!” Trust roared, blocking Devotion from landing the hard blow on Love’s neck.  
 
    “She was mine, you fucking bastard. Mine. And you took her from me.” Love’s cry was a raw wound, still bleeding and open.  
 
    Devotion struggled against Love’s grip on his shirt but finally pressed his face close. “And she loved me. She loved me because you were always too fucking hardheaded to listen to anyone. To give anything. Fucking yelling about her being yours when she didn’t belong to any of us. You never fucking learned, and you have to deal with that.” 
 
    “Can’t when she’s fucking dead.” 
 
    “Yeah? And why were we in the car, Love? Who sent her running out fucking crying because you were a jealous little shit instead of accepting the way things were supposed to be?” 
 
    “I loved her.” 
 
    I pulled up my pants as Love’s words rang out in the room. They were tangled, no longer struggling against each other but more holding on, and I was intruding. This was her time. I huddled on the ground next to the bed. 
 
    “Yeah? And she hated you because you wouldn’t let her love anyone, not even you,” Devotion said before finally pulling away and sitting up. He rested his head against the wall, his chest expanding with each rapid breath.  
 
    Trust let Love go in degrees before he got to his feet and offered a hand to Love. After a moment, Love took it and got up as well. He never looked back at me. 
 
    “You’re going to fail, Rani.” 
 
    I forced myself to speak, to ask the question deep inside me. “Why, Love?” 
 
    He looked over his shoulder at me. “Because you aren’t her, and you never will be.” 
 
    And right then, the decision was made for me. 
 
    I’d break the rules … because the odds had been stacked against me anyway. 
 
     


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    I took time to carefully get ready for my dinner date with Lacey. I didn’t go to the couture closet like I had for previous outings, but I chose to wear the armor I needed to face them. I wore an ornate green dress that fell to my knees with black lace over it, green stilettoes with a black heel, and diamonds to match. I’d taken my time to style my hair into a smooth bun at the nape of my neck and applied my makeup with a light hand. Today wasn’t about standing out but making a statement. 
 
    I’d decided the heirs weren’t going to be my priority any longer, and I couldn’t give a shit less. Yes, Honor, Faith, and Trust had taken time to build with me. And I could even add Devotion to that list, but Love wasn’t going to let this be anything other than a shit show. 
 
    I would beat them.  
 
    My mother was getting healthier now, and there was a chance for eradication of her cancer. The minute she was clear, so was I. Fuck them. Once I finished getting ready, I went to my journal—my faithful companion through all of this—where I’d written every word of my treatment at their hands. 
 
    Love wouldn’t know what hit him until it was too late. Carefully, I ripped out every page and folded them as small as I could before tucking them into my bra. At least I was well-endowed enough to hide them in the body-forming dress. Step one was complete.  
 
    I stalked back to my bed and sat down, waiting for my summons. It didn’t take long before Love came, followed by the rest of them. I was surprised to see Faith and Honor among the numbers. I schooled my features from the smile that wanted to break free at Honor’s grin. 
 
    “You look hot,” he commented. 
 
    “Thank you, Honor.” 
 
    He frowned, but Love spoke first. “Devotion, how is her look?” 
 
    “It’s done well. She’s past making faux pas with her attire.” 
 
    Love looked over at Trust. “Trust, is she protected?” 
 
    Trust nodded. “Those heels alone would do some damage if she wanted to, and she knows how.” 
 
    Honor stepped forward and bent forward at the hip, bringing us face to face. “You look amazing.” 
 
    Play the part, Rani. He’s expecting things to be okay. I smiled, more of a baring of teeth, but it was the best I could manage. “Not as hot as you.” 
 
    “There’s my girl.”  
 
    Bile rose in my throat when he winked at me. Honor didn’t deserve what was coming, but I didn’t have a choice if I wanted to protect myself and my mother. 
 
    Or did he?  
 
    He’d gone along with this farce, and until lately, he’d been just as much of an asshole. The same questions swirled in my head, but I buttoned them up and tossed them away. I couldn’t doubt my plan, not now.  
 
    Faith studied me, his head cocked to one side. I looked away, afraid he’d see too much and notice what the others didn’t. I needed them to trust me to let me go to the dinner. Faith came closer, the same bland expression on his face as always, but his gaze was alive with questions. 
 
    He placed one fingertip under my chin and forced me to look at him. “Are you okay?” 
 
    No, I’m not. I bit my tongue to keep the words in my mouth. Any trust between us had been blown to smithereens, and Love knew how to tear them all away from me, so why did I trust any of them? I could ask for Honor’s favor, but Love would be vindictive and make me pay for it. He’d taught me that lesson very well.  
 
    For a moment, I leaned into his touch and allowed it to bolster me, and then I put the nail in the coffin. “I missed you guys and I’m nervous.” 
 
    Faith’s smile was brilliant, wide and bright, and I realized I’d never really seen him smile like that. It changed his face, made it more open and honest.  
 
    “You’re a bonnie lass.” His accent came out just a bit when he said the words, and the lilt of it sent chills down my spine.  
 
    The Pinnacle heirs were all smoke and mirrors, deceit and half-truths. I wondered if I’d ever really know them at all. But I smiled for him, the way he expected, and let him have his moment. 
 
    Love crossed his arms over his chest and cleared his throat. “We’ll be at the restaurant with you, but we’ll leave you to sit with her alone.” 
 
    Good. It would make it a bit easier to talk to Lacey and get things moving. “Yes, Love.” 
 
    “Don’t disappoint me.” 
 
    Of course, because he was the only one among them who mattered as far as he was concerned.  
 
    “I won’t, Love.” 
 
    I’m going to fuck up your world; that’s what I’m going to do. 
 
    Honor took my hand and helped me to my feet, but Love stepped in and wrapped his arm around my waist. When he jerked me to his side, Faith sneered at him before moving away. Honor only shook his head before taking his place beside Love as we headed out. The darkened halls still closed me in, but I’d traversed them enough with one of the heirs beside me that it wasn’t as disconcerting. Maybe I wouldn’t have to do it much longer. 
 
    I kept my limbs loose as I walked, never giving Love anything to pick up on. He took me to his car and seated me as the others got into their respective vehicles. The heat of his hand was a brand as he put it on my thigh, pushing my dress up and out of the way so he could touch skin. 
 
    “May I ask a question, Love?” 
 
    “As long as you know I don’t have to answer.” 
 
    I barely refrained from rolling my eyes. “If you hate me so much, why do you have to keep me by your side all the time when we go out?” 
 
    He looked over at me, the speed of the car eating up the long lane out of the estate. “Because I can. And because, to the world, you belong to me. The others come into play when we are on Pinnacle grounds, but it’s the Paxton name you represent.” 
 
    “Then why share me between you?” 
 
    That one he chose not to answer, instead pushing his hand higher up my thigh.  
 
    “I like this game of question and answer. Give me another one.” 
 
    “I don’t have any more, Love.”  
 
    His hand went higher, and I fought not to clench my thighs together.  
 
    “I didn’t ask if you had more. Give me another.” 
 
    I swallowed and looked out the window. I had no choice but to play this game with him. “What happened to Miranda?” 
 
    His retaliation was to press his hand over my cloth-covered pussy and dig in his fingertips in warning.  
 
    “She’s not up for discussion.” 
 
    But she was important, very important to Love, and he’d messed up with her too. Still, I knew he wouldn’t answer it when I asked.  
 
    “Ask another.” 
 
    I was afraid he wouldn’t answer just for spite, but I did anyway. “Why let me have this dinner with Lacey?” 
 
    He sighed. “Come on, Rani. That one is no fun at all.” He traced circles over my clit with his fingers. “But I suppose I can answer. She’s good for your image, if you handle her well. You’re allowed to have her as a friend because she fits our world. Allison would ask too many questions. Although she’s proven herself loyal, I can’t trust you with her yet.” 
 
    I already knew that when it came to Allison. He played with me slowly, no longer interested in the game of question and answer or using it as subterfuge to mess with me. Love was an expert with his hand, dipping down and back up, pleasure tightening my stomach, even through my revulsion. He shouldn’t have been able to make me want him, to crave the cock I’d only gotten a glimpse of, but he did. I wanted to claw out my fucking hair. Instead, I gripped the edge of the seat under my legs, digging in my nails as I bucked my hips to the rhythm of his ministrations. 
 
    “There you are. You like being my whore, don’t you?” 
 
    I hated him, but I couldn’t stop my mouth. “Yes, Love.” 
 
    He pushed my underwear aside, and his touch sent me into a frenzy. Skin to skin, his stroke was harsh to my soft folds. He punished my clit like he did me, with equal precision and determination. I cried out, pressing into his hand and letting my knees fall open. 
 
    “Fuck. Open a bit more for me.” 
 
    The whore I was, his whore, I did as he commanded. His fingers slipped into my wetness and pressed inside me. His palm grinded against my clit. I was torn between wanting to pull him away or yank him closer. To get out of my seat and climb over his lap so he could fill me. I fucked his fingers, letting him push me higher and higher, hating myself the whole time.  
 
    I never should have let him touch me. Never should have asked a question. 
 
    We slowed down on the dark curve of the street, and then he ripped off my seatbelt. Love maneuvered us, pulling his seat back and jerking me over his lap. He’d read my mind—the filthy fucked-up part. 
 
    I was nothing, floating, my legs twisting into the cramped space to clench around his hips. He worked steadily at his belt and pants until he freed himself. He had nothing, no condom or space, but he cared about none of that.  
 
    “Take it all, Rani.” 
 
    His fingers were gone, and he slammed me down the length of his cock. I screamed, the pain and pleasure mixing until I couldn’t separate them. I fought against him, not even sure what I battled with. But he gripped my hips, pumping into me with vicious thrusts that left me breathless. Cars pulled up and stopped beside us. I knew without looking that the other heirs had arrived, blocking and protecting us as Love destroyed me. 
 
    He forced me to take him, to seat him all the way down, to take my pleasure because he demanded it. I couldn’t push him away, make it stop, or run from it. His hips were pure power, lifting me up and down, the cramped space no impediment. Instead, it cocooned me, kept me where he needed me to be. I didn’t have to move, just accept, and it was mind-blowing, freeing.  
 
    I didn’t want to feel it, didn’t want to understand this sort of control where I could float and just experience. I’d been at the top for so long, running my world, and tonight I’d be fighting to get that back. But Love showed me there was more—so much more—if I’d just let him play with me. 
 
    Fucked up as I was, I was tempted to let go. 
 
    His harsh fingers burrowed into my hair and he snapped my head closer to him. There was nothing soft about his grip, and he made sure I knew it. “Focus on me, baby. I want you coming all down my dick until I tell you to stop.” 
 
    He moved faster, harder, the head of his cock kissing the back of my walls. He was too large, too hard, too much, too … everything. I screamed, my body tensing hard. It only made my pussy clench tighter around him. It forced his cock to rub along sensitive areas. I came with a cry, body locked and tears held back behind my closed lids.  
 
    Using his free hand to flick my clit, Love kept going, fucking me through it, keeping me on the edge. The extra throb of sensation rendered me silent. I couldn’t make a sound strong enough to match what he did. My head went fuzzy, sounds became nothing more than a muddled wash down a tunnel, and I continued to come. 
 
    All down his dick like he wanted. 
 
    Until he came with a roar in my ear, his shaft thickening and pulsing within me.  
 
    I was used. 
 
    I was controlled. 
 
    I was stamped. 
 
    I wore his mark more than the others now, his essence sliding out of me and over his flesh.  
 
    “Good girl, Rani. Think of that while you’re in there. I will bend you over the nearest table if I want to.” 
 
    I panted in response, and he clenched his fingers in my hair. “Yes, Love.” 
 
    “Fuck, that’s so sweet on your mouth. Say it again.” 
 
    “Yes, Love.” 
 
    “Again.” 
 
    He had me say it over and over as he lifted and lowered his hips in time with my words. It was slower and deeper than the rough fucking of the previous moments. Each time, shocks reverberated inside me.  
 
    “Come again for me.” 
 
    I. Fucking. Did. A slowly building release from so far inside I groaned low in my chest, unable to fathom it. 
 
    Love chuckled. “Next time, I want to feel that sound on my balls.” 
 
    He helped me back into my seat, and I tried to fix my dress. He readjusted himself before grabbing wipes from his glove compartment. I didn’t want to imagine why he needed those on hand, or how often he used them.  
 
    Or with whom.  
 
    I took them gratefully and cleaned myself before giving them to him when he held out his hand. After a moment, he tossed them from the window and pulled the car forward. I forced myself to look ahead, not wanting to see the looks on the others’ faces or the expression of triumph on Love’s. Nothing. All I wanted to focus on was getting out before they fucked me up beyond repair. 
 
    We pulled up to the restaurant, and a valet opened the door to let me out. I wondered if I looked like I’d just been fucked, but then Love and the other heirs surrounded me and ushered me into the restaurant.  
 
    “We’re here before your guest, even with the detour.” Love led me to a double table near the front window and seated me. 
 
    “We’ll be back there, in the corner.”  
 
    I looked over where Trust pointed. It was far enough away they wouldn’t be hovering over us, and Lacey would have to look behind her to see them. They left me there to take their seats, and Love’s gaze came right to me. I’d have to take note of that.  
 
    A waiter approached my table. “Would you like anything to drink while you wait?” 
 
    “Um, yes. I’d like water with lemon.” 
 
    “We also have a wine selection if you’d like to see it.” 
 
    “You can leave that here. I’ll wait for my guest to choose.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Wine? Yes!” 
 
    I looked over the waiter’s bending form to see Lacey. She’d gone for a pastel-pink dress and cute white heels. She looked more relaxed than me but no less dressed—as her money befitted.  
 
    “You look awesome.”  
 
    “Thanks, Rani. So do you. I’d kill to slip into that, but these thighs won’t work with that.” 
 
    I looked her up and down but had no idea what she was talking about. She was thinner than me, and I had no issues getting into anything Devotion got for me.  
 
    “Lacey, you could wear this with your eyes closed.” 
 
    Lacey sat, finally, and shooed the waiter away after pointing to a selection of wine. I gaped at her. That was … rude. But she didn’t seem to think she’d done anything wrong.  
 
    “Surprised you were able to come alone.” 
 
    Not looking at the guys and only focusing on her, I laughed. “I can walk and talk without them.” 
 
    “Good to see that you can. Typically, whoever is with them can’t.” 
 
    “You keep bringing up others, but I don’t really understand.” 
 
    Lacey shrugged and paused while the waiter poured us each a ruby-red wine. I wasn’t much of a fan of reds, but I understood the draw for some.  
 
    “Look, I know you’re new. I was really surprised to see someone like you with them. You’re … nice. Most of the others were their type, all staring down their noses at us like we were peons.” 
 
    I could imagine. “I don’t know them. Lo— Cerys and I are just feeling things out.” 
 
    “Like you felt things out with Ehren?” 
 
    “Saw that, huh?” 
 
    “Everyone saw that, Rani. Made a few wonder if you were with Ehren or Cerys. Who are you with?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Ehren or Cerys.” 
 
    I swallowed. It was now or never. “Neither. Look, Lacey, I need your help.” 
 
    Lacey smiled, which was weird as shit, and I almost retracted my statement before she lifted her menu like she was showing something to me. It was enough to cover our mouths. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I can’t explain. They’re here.” 
 
    “The heirs?” 
 
    “Yes. In the back corner. I’m going to go to the bathroom and leave something in the stall after we order. Get it once I leave and share it.” 
 
    “What are they doing?” 
 
    “Lacey, please.” 
 
    “Of course. I knew those bastards were up to something. I’ll take care of it. And I’ll take care of you too. Trust me.” 
 
    I wanted to. I needed to. I had to think I wasn’t just lying down and taking their shit without fighting back. I couldn’t let my moments with some of them color the fact this was all fucked up.  
 
    I excused myself to the restroom after the waiter took our orders. My body trembled as I tucked away my precious journal pages and flushed the toilet like I’d used it. I took my time washing and drying my hands before I headed to the door. A stall opened up behind me, and I turned at the sound of heels clicking on the tile floor. 
 
    Regina Paxton stood before me, looking into the stall I’d left. 
 
    No. 
 
    She went in and rummaged around before finding the pages and waving them in the air. “I think you forgot something.” 
 
    I was fucking dead. 
 
    She grabbed my wrist and pulled me from the bathroom behind her. Lacey stood, but she couldn’t help me, not now. I shook my head, and she sat back down. Already, men from other tables were standing and surrounding us. The heirs leapt to their feet with varying looks of unease. 
 
    “I warned you she was not the one, and you wouldn’t listen. You were lucky I was here.” 
 
    “We knew you’d be here, Mother.” 
 
    Faith grabbed the papers and read them before he glared up at me with more anger and pain than I thought possible. 
 
    “Rani … we vouched for you.” 
 
    “And I told you she’d fuck it up the first chance she got,” Love raged. 
 
    “Handle her. I’ll deal with Lacey. She’s done enough meddling,” Regina added. 
 
    I found my voice. “What?”  
 
    “Oh, you didn’t know? This was a test, Rani, and you failed. Lacey’s family has been trying to get at ours for some time, and you almost handed her a golden platter. She was less worried about you and more concerned about what she could do for her family. You’re a stupid child who never should have been allowed in. She almost ruined us,” Love seethed. “You were meant to show your loyalty, and we see you have none.” 
 
    “I’m fucked up for wanted to be free?” 
 
    “You were being freed, and now you’ll be dealt with,” Faith hissed. “You just spat in our faces, the ones fighting for you.” 
 
    I looked at Honor, Faith, Trust, and Devotion, and their expressions were unreadable. Love gloated, but their faces broke me.  
 
    “Death.” Faith’s voice was low and harsh, but it cracked over me.  
 
    “Faith,” I whispered. 
 
    “Don’t call me that.” 
 
    Trust put a hand on Faith’s shoulder. “I know she broke your trust, and I know what that means to you, but death?” 
 
    “I have the right to choose because I vouched. I fought. I choose death.” 
 
    Regina preened. “You know her failure means I pick the next one.” 
 
    “So fucking be it. I’m done,” Faith agreed. 
 
    It cut me like a knife. I’d been wavering, wondering, but I’d fooled myself into believing I needed to do this. I couldn’t make heads or tails when it came to them. I was angry they’d found me out, that Lacey had used me, that everything around me was spiraling out of control.  
 
    And worst of all, that I may have ruined my mother.  
 
    “Honor,” I cried. 
 
    “You should have asked like we taught you, Rani. It’s over now, and there’s fucking nothing I can do now.” 
 
    “I’m not just going to let you kill me.” 
 
    “Your choice, Rani,” Love returned coldly. “You? Or your mother and Allie on the streets?” 
 
    He was serious. I could see it in his face, the stubborn set of his jaw. 
 
    Allie and my mother, or me? 
 
    It always came down to that. I bowed my head. How could I put them back in a shitty situation after everything they’d done for me? But … I didn’t want to die. My hands were clammy, and I couldn’t catch my breath.  
 
    Death. 
 
    I was going to fucking die. 
 
    What the hell was I supposed to do? My life for both of theirs. Sending my mother back to the streets would be a death sentence for her, and Allie … she’d already died inside once for me. I couldn’t ask her to do it again. 
 
    “I’ll go.” It was the only thing I could say. 
 
    Regina pressed her fingers under my chin and lifted my gaze to hers. “I wish you’d shown this level of loyalty to us—to Faith, at least—tonight. Things would have been very different.” 
 
    I jerked away my face. Fuck her. I would never give a flying fuck what she thought of me. But as my eyes reached Faith, my heart broke. 
 
    I had failed him just as much as myself. 
 
    They didn’t take me to their home. Instead, they drove me out to the middle of fucking nowhere and used their cars to make a circle of lights around me. Here, under the inky black sky and blinded by the lights, men I couldn’t hope to fight slipped in. The heirs watched, standing in front of their cars. 
 
    “How long?” one asked. 
 
    “Until she isn’t breathing,” Regina ordered. 
 
    The heirs fucking stood there as the first punch was swung. My eyes watered as fire spread through my face from my cheek. I barely had time to gasp and get into a fighting stance before I was kicked in the stomach. I couldn’t breathe and went to my knees. I knew it was stupid, that it was a weak position, but I wheezed, gasping at air. Rocks dug into the soft spaces of my knees as I fought the best I could. 
 
    We traded hits, but I’d never learned the power behind my strikes, and it showed. I was overcome, falling under a rain of feet and fists. They showed me, in minutes, how little I was. How much the body could actually hurt. A heel crushed my fingers underneath it, sending grinding agony up my arm. 
 
    “Honor!” 
 
    “He can’t save you, Rani. He’s already been restrained.”  
 
    The ice bitch was a monster. A complete monster.  
 
    “Faith, please … I had … to try. I … please … I just … please.” 
 
    He didn’t answer, and neither did Regina. 
 
    I couldn’t see as a puff of dirt zipped into slow motion. I was in some warm, fuzzy place where I knew my body jerked with each hit, but it just didn’t … register. I wanted to fade into the black spots dancing on the edges of my vision. Disappear into a place it didn’t hurt anymore. 
 
    “Momma … please.” 
 
    “She’ll be cared for.” 
 
    The answer came from Faith, but I wasn’t so sure I could trust him. I had to make him understand, make him do what he said. 
 
    “I was … scared. Of … loving you,” I cried. 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    “I told you.” 
 
    “You son of a bitch.” 
 
    “Another can’t die on my watch. Not this time.” 
 
    I didn’t know who was talking, and maybe they all were. It was too late to realize I may have been falling in love with them and was too afraid to face it. 
 
    Maybe Love and I were just alike—love was cruel to us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Pain is a motherfucker. It swells and ebbs. Stings and slices down to the bone. Maybe I should have been happy to feel anything at all, but I wanted to fade back into that fuzzy place where nothing could touch me. I just wanted a moment to breathe.  
 
    My fingers were stiff and heavy, weighed down by some sort of wrap. My left arm was in … a cast? It was hard to tell without looking, and I didn’t want to open my eyes. I didn’t want to accept that though I may be alive, I had no doubt of where I was. I didn’t have to see it to recognize the supple softness of my sheets and duvet. My nose carried notes of lavender and geranium to my brain. I knew the scent. It seeped into my bones, and most days I forgot about it, but now it was a flaring spark of knowing. 
 
    “I know you’re awake.” 
 
    Devotion. 
 
    I wasn’t ready to face their world yet. Flashes of darkness and blinding light filled with flying fists and kicks filtered through my head. When I whimpered, warm hands framed my face.  
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    I took a breath and forced my heavy lids apart so I could look at him. He pulled away from me and sat next to my bed in a chair, still in the suit from the night before. Maybe. I wasn’t sure how long I’d been out.  
 
    I swallowed and rolled my dry tongue around my mouth, fighting to keep the memories at bay.  
 
    “Are you thirsty?” 
 
    He looked like shit. His hair was disheveled, like he’d run his fingers through it too many times to count. His black tie hung open around his neck, almost like he’d forgotten it, and his shirt was unbuttoned halfway. The material was creased and covered in specks of brown. I frowned as he got up.  
 
    A faint tremor was visible in his hands as he grabbed a glass and filled it with ice chips. When did that setup get in here? Once he was back in his seat, Devotion gingerly reached for my head and put the cup to my lips. 
 
    “One bite at a time. Don’t take too much.” 
 
    Ice was glorious. I’d never thought anything tasted so good or realized how parched I was until the first chip melted on my tongue. Devotion’s deep chuckle reached my ears, and I lifted a brow at him. 
 
    “You’re moaning. God, I missed you, woman.” 
 
    My throat closed up, and my eyes were scratchy. A dull ache in my throat warned me tears were close and I swallowed against them. 
 
    “Hey, I’m sorry. Look … shit, I’m not good at this.” 
 
    His voice drew my gaze, and he put the cup to the side after giving me another piece. The tops of his tattoos along his neck and his exposed chest were stark against the sudden pallor of his skin. 
 
    This didn’t make sense. They’d stood by and let men beat me, nearly to fucking death, but now he looked like …  
 
    I just didn’t understand.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He sighed, closing his eyes for a moment. “It’s better, I think, to start with this.” 
 
    He was slow, each movement barely making a sound in the room as he removed his cufflinks and set them to the side. Step by step, he removed his jacket, tie, and then his shirt. 
 
    “Fuck,” I whispered. 
 
    The last time I saw his bare chest, I had been so wrapped up in what he was doing to me, I hadn’t noticed the tattoo in its entirety. The intersecting scars and jagged shards of inked glass spanned up his side in a brilliant display of artistry.  
 
    Unable to move my hands, I jutted my chin toward his ribcage. “What does that mean?”  
 
    “Dhimbja është për kujtesën tuaj. It means ‘the pain is for your memory.’” He sat back down, bringing my injured hand to his chest. It should have hurt, but his gentle fingers only helped me trace one thick scar down over his chest. I didn’t want to touch him; I didn’t want to be drawn in. 
 
    “Miranda was beautiful, you know? Like you, so full of fire, and she didn’t give a shit about my birth or who we were. She was from a good family, but you’d think … you’d think she’d grown up poor. She appreciated everything and everyone and busted our asses when it seemed like we didn’t.” 
 
    He shrugged. “You know how you’ve never seen a lot of staff here? That was her. She said they weren’t our servants like we were kings, but they helped us live. They aren’t here all day. They clean and work, get a salary, and only some actually live on the estate for rapid response.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this? Yesterday—” 
 
    “Please.” His gaze was frank and open.  
 
    I didn’t know how to respond. I wanted to throw him out, to disappear into my world and ignore the rest. I didn’t want to feel for him.  
 
    “How long was I asleep?” 
 
    “Two days.” 
 
    “Have you been here the whole time?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is it because Love wants to finish the job?” 
 
    He frowned. I knew I was lashing out. Knew I was breaking into a story I’d been wanting to hear for so long, but I couldn’t lie here and accept it.  
 
    “You all wanted me dead. Do you even get what the fuck you guys did? Are you serious?” 
 
    I jerked, my chest screaming at me as I yelled. I was breaking into so many fucking pieces. Shattered remains of who I once was littering the bed. I didn’t even recognize myself anymore.  
 
    “Get out,” I ordered.  
 
    “No.” He stubbornly leaned forward and got into my face. “I’m not going anywhere, Rani. Not ever. We fucked up. There is no amount of apology I can give you. There is nothing I can say. All I can do is try. Let me try, Rani.” 
 
    “Fuck. You. Those men tore me apart and you all stood by and watched.” Hot tears scalded my cheeks. “I tried, Devotion. For everything. For my mother and Allie. But I’m done.” 
 
    Once more, his hands framed my face. I tried to jerk away but his grip was unwavering. He hovered, filling my world with his eyes, his lips barely touching mine. 
 
    “She was so small yet one of the biggest things I’d ever seen. And maybe … maybe I did want to hurt Love. He was the prince, the golden son, and I was some illegitimate child made on the side who was forced into my place as heir because there was no one else. But she didn’t care. She wanted to love us like we needed to be loved, and it felt so good, Rani. To finally be loved, to finally have something that belonged to me.” 
 
    “I don’t care!” I screamed and fought against him. I didn’t want to hear this; I didn’t want to give a flying fuck. They broke me. 
 
    “But I do,” he roared against my lips. “She was running out, the same look in her eyes you have right now, and I put her in my car. We argued, and I begged her to stay. I wasn’t paying attention and lost control. I never lose control, and I wish to God I hadn’t. By the time I came to, she was already gone.” 
 
    “I’m not her, Devotion.” 
 
    He sighed, pressing his forehead against mine. “I know. I never wanted you to be her. I never wanted you. But you came in anyway. Fought us every step of the way and made me see you in ways I never thought I could see another woman. You took up so much space, I couldn’t think about anyone else.” 
 
    “Then why stand by?” That’s what mattered. Why they had stood by as Faith sentenced me to an end because I wanted to be free. Because I couldn’t take what was growing in my heart for them.  
 
    His eyes closed for a moment as he rested his lips more completely on mine. “Because I was afraid and a coward. Because I’ve let Love and losing Miranda fucking put me in a corner where I didn’t have to watch the world anymore.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath, taking in his musky scent, the taste of salt on my tongue from my tears, and the wealth of his pain. I let him wrap his arms around me because I needed it. Because I needed to be anchored in this world that was so confusing I couldn’t think straight. His arms were hot around my body, and he took care of my injuries as he pulled me tighter to his chest. His heart throbbed against me, a rapid rhythm, and I closed my eyes and gave in to my pain. 
 
    I didn’t understand how his presence could soothe me after everything. How his warmth could seep into the coldness of my bones. But his grip was all that kept me from floating away. The door opened behind him. He shifted to look behind him, but I only curled deeper into his chest. 
 
    “She’s finally awake?” 
 
    Honor. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Devotion’s voice was thick with emotion as he pulled back from me. I gasped when I saw Honor. He was red-eyed, hair tousled across his forehead, his t-shirt crumpled over his chest, and blue jeans ripped to shit. He also had a deep black eye and split lip. I’d never seen him so dressed down except for at the pool. He tucked his hands deep into his pockets and rocked on his heels, lifting his face to the ceiling. 
 
    “Honor?” I let Devotion boost me up on the pillows so I could sit up a bit. 
 
    “I … I fought, Rani. I swear to fuck I did.” Even though his face was lifted toward the ceiling, I could see tears rolling down his face.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Devotion brushed his fingers down the side of my face. “He was the only one of us who had to be held back.” 
 
    I blinked, remembering Regina yelling that he was being restrained when I called for him. I crumpled, lifting my hands to my face. A grunt filled the room, almost like a choke, before a different heat surrounded me. 
 
    Honor. 
 
    I knew it was him from his touch alone. The smooth sensation of his skin, the way he splayed his fingers across my back. Hot tears wet the material of the gown on my shoulder as he trembled against me. 
 
    “I love you. Oh my God, I love you. You don’t love me, and I know you never will, but you’ve got me.” 
 
    He pulled away and turned his back to me. Body shaking with emotion, he spoke to Devotion, “Faith is—” 
 
    “I know. He’s been messaging every ten minutes. Has he slept?” 
 
    “You know he hasn’t.” 
 
    “Have Trust go.” 
 
    “I already did. He was heading in here when I came. I made him turn around. I’ll be back, Rani.” 
 
    He was gone before I could say anything. 
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    It took weeks for my body to heal, for the braces to come off my fingers and the doctor to believe it was okay for the soft cast on my arm to be removed. Devotion and Honor stayed by my side the whole time. 
 
    They became fixtures—cleaning my room, helping me in and out of the shower, even brushing my hair. The more they stayed, the more I realized that, while I hated Love, I didn’t hold them in the same regard.  
 
    They … loved me. 
 
    Devotion never said it, and Honor never broke in front of me like he had the first day. I could see it in the way they touched me, supported me, smiled and celebrated like idiots when I managed to walk from the bed to the bathroom without wanting to keel over from the pain in my ribs. The worst was the deep bruising. It would take the longest to disappear completely, and I was achy and sore every time I woke up. 
 
    It was new, sleeping with men. Devotion and Honor curled up beside me every night and kept the dreams at bay, and I realized my bed was too large for one person to sleep in it alone. I became accustomed to their heat and closeness, missing them when either one of them left to handle things outside of the house. 
 
    “What about school?”  
 
    I’d finally gotten up the nerve to ask, and a sheepish expression slipped over Devotion’s face. 
 
    “Uh, you’re passing.” 
 
    “How? I haven’t been taking any tests or doing homework.” 
 
    Honor chuckled. “Because he’s been doing it for you.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” Devotion warned. 
 
    “You’ve been cheating for me?” I laughed when Devotion half-shrugged.  
 
    His gaze skittered away from me. “You needed to pass.” 
 
    “Hey, babe? I have a gift for you.” 
 
    I lifted my eyebrows at Honor. “What is it?” 
 
    He got off the end of the bed and headed over to my tablet before bringing it back to me. I frowned, wondering why he was doing that. My mother was sleeping in her bed, but I’d been watching her while I was healing. Trust, it seemed, had been the one to correct the feed and then added a passcode to turn it off from either side. He hadn’t given the code to Love.  
 
    “My tablet?” 
 
    Honor shook his head before going to the home screen and opening a video. My mother filled the screen, but she was smiling with Honor next to her. He was explaining how to hold it so I could see her better. 
 
    “Hello, my love. This handsome young man of yours tells me you aren’t feeling well. I wanted to tell you I love you and I hope you’re feeling better. He told me you’d fallen down the stairs at school and I gave him what’s what about that. It should be safer and I’ll come there myself if I have to!” 
 
    To illustrate her point, she got up out of bed. Though she panted just a bit, she didn’t seem tired.  
 
    “You see? Get better so you can visit me. I won’t be able to rest comfortably until I see you. I love you, baccā.” 
 
    “I love you too.” I knew she couldn’t hear me, but I said it anyway.  
 
    I continued to watch the screen as Honor helped my mother back into bed and then chatted with her for a while about how she was feeling so I could see her answers on video. It was the best thing I’d seen in forever, and it made my heart light to hear her laugh and joke with him. After a few minutes, he reached for the screen but stopped when the door to Momma’s room opened. Whoever it was made him smile, though, and he turned it around to record them. 
 
    Trust scowled at it. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Recording for Rani so she can have a pick-me-up to get better.” 
 
    The transformation on Trust’s face made me suck in a breath. He took the recorder in his hands and pressed a finger down the screen, like he was touching my face.  
 
    “Hello, pretty girl.” He swallowed, emotions filtering through his eyes so fast—hurt, fear, sadness—I couldn’t keep up. “I’ve been watching over her, I promise. Your feed should be working better.” 
 
    I knew what he meant: that he’d made sure Love couldn’t close it. 
 
    “Feed?” my mother asked. 
 
    Trust smiled at her. “Rani keeps a camera on you so she can see how you’re doing when she’s busy with class. She asked me to set it up when she knew I worked with computers. It’s her way of knowing you’re okay. Wouldn’t go to school without it.” 
 
    My mother and the guys laughed. “Sounds like my girl,” Momma added. “That’s good. You’ve been so good to her, and I thank you for that.” 
 
    Trust shook his head. “We haven’t done enough. Not nearly enough.” 
 
    He gave the recorder to my mother. Her expression was one I’d seen many times before when she could read more into what I was saying. I groaned, already knowing what was coming. 
 
    “Do you like my daughter, Gilbert? You and Ehren come in here a lot. Dillon, Kushtim, and Cerys do too. You all competing for her hand?” 
 
    The look on Honor and Trust’s faces made me laugh out loud. “Oh, she pegged you.” 
 
    “I love her,” Honor answered.  
 
    Next to me, Honor closed his eyes and looked away.  
 
    I gripped his hand and smiled. “I already know that.”  
 
    “I can see that. And you, Gilbert?” 
 
    “It’s hard to explain, ma’am.” 
 
    “Ma’am? Did he just ‘ma’am’ my mother?” I giggled. This was epic. 
 
    “All right, time to end the video,” Honor forced out, reaching for the tablet. 
 
    I shook my head. “Oh no, not when it’s about to get good. I’m watching this until the end. Should have trimmed it, big boy.” 
 
    “What’s hard to explain, Gilbert? You feel something or you don’t.” Momma looked at him pointedly. 
 
    “I … do.” 
 
    “Ah.” She looked back and forth between Honor and Trust. “But I don’t see Ehren being angry about that.” 
 
    Honor’s ears turned red on screen. He motioned to Trust to keep talking. 
 
    “Um, well, it’s her choice. Not ours.” 
 
    My mother smiled, and I saw the challenge in her eyes—the fire that had been gone for so long. “And what if she doesn’t?” 
 
    “Doesn’t what, ma’am?” 
 
    “Choose.” 
 
    Trust shrugged. “Then she doesn’t have to.” 
 
    “And you would all date her?” 
 
    Honor took my mother’s hands in his. “This sounds crazy. I know what it looks like. But she can choose one or all.” Honor looked to Trust. “He’s my brother in all intents of the word. They all are. We … are accustomed to being together.” 
 
    She nodded like it was freaking normal. I gaped at the screen. “Where I am from, and some of the countries I frequented, it could be a necessity for women to do so. I am not originally from America, and I came into contact with different cultures. You will find I’m not as close-minded about it as some would be. But if that is the case, you will take care of my daughter. I will accept nothing less. Do you understand me?” 
 
    Both men perked up. “Yes, ma’am,” they said in unison. 
 
    “Good. Now, tell me how she’s been doing before the nurse runs you off.” 
 
    The video was nearly two hours long before nurses asked them to leave so she could get some rest.  
 
    I took a deep breath. “I’m going to stay.”  
 
    Honor looked over at me as Devotion moved to face me. Pausing a moment, he searched my eyes and swallowed hard. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Just … I’m going to stay for you, Honor, and Trust. For my mother and Allie.” 
 
    “Faith—” 
 
    I shook my head, interrupting Devotion. “When he comes to face me, we will talk about him. Until then, let’s just keep it at this.” 
 
    Devotion took my hand, and Honor pulled me to his chest. 
 
    “Okay. Just this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Class sucked. 
 
    Devotion may have helped me stay up with the material as far as acing all my courses while I was healing, but he’d screwed me too. I had to work my ass off to catch up with what I hadn’t actually learned. He and Honor worked with me to help me study, but still, the next few tests for the week were nail-biters. I passed, with only a few answers to spare, and it was too close for comfort. 
 
    “It’s okay, Rani.” 
 
    I swung around to face Honor. “If I fail a class, I’m out of here. It’s not okay.” 
 
    “You didn’t fail, and that stipulation can be … bent.” 
 
    Faith stood in the doorway. It was the first time I’d seen him since the fucked-up night he’d called for me to die. Honor leaned against the wall but didn’t leave me. Devotion stood at my side. I appreciated their show of support, but Faith and I had this coming.  
 
    “Guys, I can do this. Could you give us a minute?” 
 
    Devotion rubbed his hand down my back, and goosebumps raced down my arm. “Are you sure?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. Promise. Just be outside the room where I can scream if I need you.” 
 
    Faith flinched, but Devotion nodded and moved past him without a word.  
 
    Honor glared at his silent brother. “You fuck this up, I’ll break your neck.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    At that, Honor left me alone with Faith. He fidgeted for a moment before he stood tall and waited. 
 
    “Nothing to say?” 
 
    “I’m waiting for you to throw something first.” 
 
    I gaped at him. “This isn’t a fucking joke, Faith.” 
 
    “I didn’t intend for that to be taken as one.” 
 
    I stalked over to him and lifted my hand. He didn’t move and only stared forward.  
 
    “You’d let me hit you.” 
 
    “I deserve worse, don’t I?” 
 
    “You deserve to be at my fucking feet, bl—” 
 
    Faith dropped to his knees in front of me without a single word. His red hair shone bright in the light, and he’d worn a white coat over black slacks. I wondered for a moment if he’d come from the school.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m at your feet, like you said.” 
 
    How the fuck could I hold on to my anger and fight against someone who made it plain they wouldn’t defend themselves against me? Faith had always been proud, aloof. Other than the time he sang in my ear or raged when I broke his trust, he never showed any emotion. I didn’t want him to be so calm with me. I didn’t want something I could easily shatter. I wanted a fight.  
 
    “Fuck you, Faith. You’re a coward who thinks being a bitch will make me forgive you. I won’t. I hate you.” 
 
    His head snapped up.  
 
    “Oh, don’t like that? What right do you have to be angry if I can’t stand the fucking sight of you?” 
 
    “You said you were afraid of loving me.” 
 
    “And you got that kicked right out of me, didn’t you?” 
 
    He jumped to his feet. “I was angry, Rani. Fucking furious.” 
 
    “You were being an asshole.” 
 
    “Yes!” he hollered, throwing his hands up in the air. “I was a fucking idiot who thought I was getting through to you. I thought you saw my world and didn’t think I was some stuffy bastard who only could think about beakers and formulas. You were this fucking wonderful, vibrant woman who was choosing me. But you didn’t, did you? It was a game, and you were planning to run away.” 
 
    “From Love, you fucking bastard! I didn’t want him to hurt me. He’d thrown a fit over me taking a day alone with Honor and fucked up my world. I wanted to be done with him.” 
 
    He jerked back. “From Love?” 
 
    His face was a mess, filtering pain, surprise, and fear all at once. He lifted a shaking hand and then put it back at his side. “From Love?” 
 
    He shook his head, wonder and guilt twisting his expression. I watched his inward battle as realization dawned on him. He fell to his knees again with a cry. He was a wounded animal, licking wounds he couldn’t hope to heal.  
 
    “From Love, from Love, from Love.” 
 
    Each mutter was quieter than the last until he was curled in on himself, head to the floor. I didn’t know what to say or do as I watched him. I was still angry, still looking for a battle, still wanted to hurt him like he’d hurt me. 
 
    “Yes, and then you made me want to run from you too.” 
 
    The room went silent with a pregnant pause before Faith exploded into movement. He was on me, grabbing my face and slamming his mouth to mine. Heat burned through me, desire and rage twisting into one flame until I was hitting him and biting his lips. He growled but didn’t stop, crowding me until he could pull me off my feet and into his arms. 
 
    “I hate you!” 
 
    “Let me show you,” was his only response before he tossed me to the bed.  
 
    I jack-knifed up, but he met me, gripping my wrists in a hard grasp and slamming me back down. From the way he pinned me, all I had to use against him were my legs. I kicked out, catching him on the thigh, but he maneuvered until he was between my legs. 
 
    This time, when his mouth claimed mine again, he was brutal, sucking at my lips, nipping until it stung enough for me to open my mouth. Instead of pressing his tongue between my lips so I could retaliate, he sucked my tongue into his mouth and dueled there. I was forced to keep my mouth open so I didn’t hurt myself. 
 
    His free hand caressed down my body and tweaked one nipple through the fabric. My cry only angered me more. I’d wanted him to touch me, to take me to bed, to show me how he wanted me before everything happened. I’d wanted him in the same way I’d tasted Honor, Trust, and Devotion. Even Love had taken what he wanted. He’d forced me to accept the burning pleasure from my body and see what we could create. And still, Faith hadn’t come. 
 
    Now he poured it into me, ripping at my clothes and his until I was in tatters. He wouldn’t release my arms to completely remove them, but my bra was hiked up, and the gown allowed him to rip my underwear from between my legs. 
 
    “Later, I’ll taste here,” he promised, dipping two fingers inside me. 
 
    My walls clenched around him. To keep him out or pull him in, I wasn’t certain.  
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “I don’t want this.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    He fucked me with his fingers, curling them with each outward stroke until I arched off the bed. My arousal flowed out of me, the sound of us coming together loud in my ears. 
 
    “That’s biological.” 
 
    He smiled, a hard-edged smile full of challenge. “You want to talk to me about science? Okay. Your pupils are dilated, your heartbeat elevated, exhales in hard pants, nipples hard, and a flush under your skin. You want this. You want me, Rani.” 
 
    He leaned over me, twisting his hand into a new position. “The G-spot doesn’t exist, but …” 
 
    When he moved once more, his fingertips caressed a spot near the top of my pussy, forcing me to moan. 
 
    “The anterior vaginal wall is very sensitive, including the deeper situated urinary bladder, periurethral tissues, and Halban's fascia. If anything, it’s the only area that is erotically sensitive from coital stimulation. You just have to learn how to use it.” 
 
    I understood nothing of what he said, but his faint accent grew heavier as he spoke. His precise target of each space he mentioned had me ready to lose my fucking mind.  
 
    “Do you want to know how I feel, Rani? The scientist. The bore.” 
 
    I shook my head, but he answered anyway. 
 
    “All of my training, all of my knowledge of the human body, is about to be used on you. Everything I’ve ever learned will be flipped so I can pleasure the one person in the world I can’t be without. And I hypothesize you’ll understand exactly how I say what I feel when I’m too mechanical by far to do anything else but be me.” 
 
    His mouth caressed me everywhere from my collarbone to my navel. He stretched my body, touching me in ways I thought were simple and didn’t make sense. But when he nipped the underside of my breast, and at the same time pushed down on my groin with one hand and pressed up inside of me with the other, I only then realized he’d let go of my wrists. 
 
    I screamed my pleasure, and the door banged open. 
 
    “Fuck me.” 
 
    “I think he’s worked it out. Let’s go.” 
 
    Trust and Honor backed out, closing the door behind them, but Faith never stopped. 
 
    He finally removed all of my clothes and his, revealing a sculptured form I hadn’t dreamed he was hiding. He wasn’t brawn and pure force like Love or massive control like Devotion. He didn’t have the elongated grace of Honor’s body or the densely packed sinew of Trust’s. He was precision, cuts and ripples to show off exactly how the body should be formed.  
 
    He was perfect in a way I’d never known was possible. 
 
    “You’re beautiful.” 
 
    For a moment, he hesitated. “I’ve taken good care of my health.” 
 
    When he bent down to suck a nipple into his mouth again, I stopped him, lifting his face to look at me. “You. Are. Beautiful.” 
 
    When he closed his eyes, he only seemed to sink within himself. His fingers slowed inside me, and the ease with which he’d pulled sensations from me softened.  
 
    “Faith.” 
 
    “Just … let me show you, Rani. I don’t know how to do this.” 
 
    Emotions. Love. He didn’t know how to show what he felt, how to interact when it wasn’t a façade. I was seeing him for the first time. The real him. The man inside that made him sing to me on the car. The part of him that was excited about the plants and studies at school. 
 
    “I believe in you, Faith.” 
 
    “And I’d given up on believing in anything until you.” 
 
    His kiss was sweeter, more controlled, but no less devastating. I wrapped my arms around him and let him take the pace he wanted. Thighs clenching around his waist, my heart pounding in my ribcage, I let him bring me to climax until my throat was raw from screaming. Until I could barely keep my eyes open and wondered when it would end. 
 
    Each crest was deeper than the last, nearly hurting my sensitive flesh but seeping in so deep I couldn’t remember having anything like this. He studied me, learned me, and used his expertise to mend the broken pieces he’d created. 
 
    By the time his thick cock slid within me, I was weeping with need, with fear, with … love. 
 
    We crashed together, waves to the shore, rocking back and forth. He watched for minute changes and fixed my legs or hips to maximize my pleasure. I could see it in his face. The man, the scientist, working together to give what they could. He couldn’t separate them, and I realized he was afraid I wouldn’t accept it, that no one could accept it was who he was. It was so deeply ingrained in him, he’d never be able to not study, no matter the situation. 
 
    My hand traced over my left breast. “This one is more sensitive.” 
 
    His hips kept moving, ebb and flow, but his gaze tracked my movements. 
 
    “Here,” I touched the inside of my thigh, “can be ticklish if it’s too soft a touch but sexy if hard.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    He listened and catalogued everything I showed him. And by the time I was finished, he adjusted, shifting his mouth to my left nipple, gripping my thighs hard and spreading them open so he could sink deeper. His hips shifted, and he circled his hips just as he was at his deepest inside me the way I loved. He took me in a way I needed, craved, without any sense of ego. 
 
    I jerked him to me. “More. Harder. I need more.” 
 
    He never lost his mastery of my body, never slipped into raw fucking, and yet it was as if he did. His hips slammed between my legs; his fingers dug into my thighs. He was a fucking manufactured beast, and it sent pleasure spiraling through my stomach and down further.  
 
    “Come for me, Rani. One more time.” 
 
    I wailed, coming hard on him, clenched down so hard my teeth clicked. He grunted, jerking his hips and following me. He slumped over me, heart pounding and breath ragged before he rolled us to the side, tucking me into his arms. 
 
    Faith began to sing a song of a market and a prayer, of holding the woman in his arms he’d prayed for and finally found. I fell asleep to the lyrics. 
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    I was sore when I woke later, but in a good way. Faith wasn’t in bed with me, but I could feel his warmth still on the pillow next to me. I wondered if he was in the shower or somewhere close, but the silence around me wasn’t normal.  
 
    Shrugging, I picked up my tablet to check in on my mother before I got cleaned up and tried to finish school. It was evening, but I could at least get a little bit of work done and get ready for the next day. It seemed I was not in love with one man, but four.  
 
    It didn’t really make sense, but somehow it had happened. Honor, Trust, Devotion, and Faith had created the best out of the situation we all found ourselves in. The more I learned them, the more I thought they were prisoners in this cage as well, forced to have one woman between them instead of finding life on their own. I could say I was happy. I wouldn’t have found them any other way. What a fucked-up beginning, but maybe we could make it work over time. Love was going to take some work, but with the four, I was determined to have them in my life and tolerate Love at best. 
 
    When my screen stayed black, I frowned and typed in the code Trust had given me. It accepted the passcode, but the feed never showed up. There had to be something going on with it, and one of them would be in soon enough to check on me. They never stayed away too long. I took a quick shower and got dressed in black yoga pants and a tank top. Devotion couldn’t get on me for not wearing couture to bed for study hall. 
 
    I headed toward my school room and found that door locked. Frowning again, I jerked the handle, but it didn’t move. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    The front door was locked too. 
 
    And the back. 
 
    I stumbled to my bed and sank down on it. Was Love starting already? Did he not like the new interaction between me and the others? I knew he’d try to be an ass, but I didn’t expect it would be so soon when I hadn’t had the chance to tell Faith I’d chosen his favor. At least we could spend the day together and actually talk about what happened now that we’d come to some sort of understanding.  
 
    But as time wore on and the sun sank into the horizon, my heart went with it. None of the guys came to check on me. The tablet stayed dark. Faith’s place on my bed stayed cold, and I had a sinking feeling in the pit of my gut that something had gone horribly wrong. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Twenty-four hours. 
 
    They left me alone for twenty-four hours with no contact, no video of my mother, no school, no anything. The more I tried to understand, the more I couldn’t. If the four of them loved me, they were more powerful than Love and could make this stop. There was no reason they shouldn’t be here, his tantrums be fucking damned.  
 
    When the door finally did open, I sprang to my feet. Devotion was there. His shoulders were heavy, but he smiled when he saw me. It didn’t reach his eyes. 
 
    “Hello, zemer ime.” 
 
    “Where have you been?” 
 
    “There has been a lot going on we needed to take care of. We are sorry we didn’t let you know sooner.” 
 
    What the fuck was going on? That wasn’t the Devotion I’d come to know. His eyes darted around the room as he came in with Faith, Honor, and Trust on his heels. 
 
    “Where is Love?” 
 
    “Playing with himself,” Honor joked, but he didn’t have his characteristic smile.  
 
    My heart dropped into my stomach. “What’s wrong? Is the deal off?” 
 
    “No,” Trust answered.  
 
    “What’s happened?” 
 
    Trust only stared at me, his mouth in a thin line.  
 
    “Speak.” 
 
    “I just did, Rani.” 
 
    “But you didn’t answer the question. Has something happened?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    He stubbornly refused to say anything else. Devotion stepped forward and took me into his arms, pulling me tightly against him. “Give him a break, zemer ime. Please.” 
 
    “I just want to understand. I thought the last few weeks had changed things, at least with us. Now you’re back to being secretive. I deserve better.” 
 
    Faith slipped his hands into his pockets and shook his head. “You do.” 
 
    “Then just tell me.” 
 
    “We’ve got your school up and running. Devotion is going to take you through your first class. I’ll take you through your second, and then Trust and Faith are going to help with your tests to get you caught up. Finals will be coming up soon, and then you’ll get a break.” 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck about school, Honor. I want to know why my tablet is dark and why you guys won’t answer a simple question.” 
 
    “I think it’s better if you—” 
 
    I shook my head at Faith. “Fuck me and run, is that it?” 
 
    He pulled his hand out of his pocket and pointed at me. “Don’t you dare. Don’t fuck up that moment. This has nothing to do with that.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Well, I can’t tell.” 
 
    Faith approached me. Devotion tensed but didn’t leave my side. “I know I can’t explain right now, and I’m sorry. But I meant everything we shared. I swear it to you. Just … trust me right now. I know it’s hard, but try.” 
 
    I reached for him, but a sudden blaring of his phone had him stepping back and lifting it to his ear. 
 
    “Status … Are you out of your mind? Stabilize the numbers.” He looked over his shoulder at Trust before he stomped out of the room, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    “Fuck!” Trust yelled. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s just get you through class today, okay?” 
 
    I looked up at Devotion, knowing they were all keeping something from me. I also knew I couldn’t keep pushing it, or things would blow up. I nodded and allowed them to take me through class. Faith wasn’t there to help with the tests, but Trust handled it—even if he wouldn’t say a word otherwise if it wasn’t about school. 
 
    By the time we had dinner, I was a nervous fucking wreck. 
 
    “It’s Love, isn’t it? He’s throwing a fit and it’s about to be a miserable time. That’s why you’re here. Where is he?” 
 
    Trust still said nothing, and Honor finally stepped up. “He’s busy right now, but trust me, he’ll be here. He can’t stay away.” 
 
    Devotion shook his head. “This is bullshit.” 
 
    “Yeah? And whose decision was it to handle it this way? Do your fucking job,” Trust warned. 
 
    Devotion scoffed. “With you and the silent treatment?” 
 
    Trust glared at Devotion. “I promised to never lie to her again. I’m keeping it, Kushtim. Devotion my ass.” 
 
    “And what’s the alternative?” 
 
    Trust relented with a rough sigh and shook his head. “I fucking know, all right?” 
 
    I stood up, tired of this after everything that had happened. We needed to deal with the elephant in the room and push past it. I wasn’t going to accept anything less. “I want to see Love.” 
 
    “We’ve already told you he’s busy and we have to wait. As soon as we can, we’ll get him for you,” Devotion answered. 
 
    Not the one I wanted. “I have chosen Love’s favor.” 
 
    That froze all three guys remaining in the room.  
 
    Honor was the first to recover. “What?” 
 
    “I believe you heard me. I want you to get him for me.” 
 
    “We’ve already—” 
 
    Trust put his hand out to stop Honor and shook his head. “If we’ve learned anything, it’s that she won’t give up once her mind is made up. She’s been standing up to all of us from the beginning.” 
 
    Devotion sighed. “Then we’ll get him for you.” 
 
    Four hours after they left, they still hadn’t returned. 
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    I was probably really fucking stupid, or brilliant. Wasn’t so sure which one at the moment, but I’d figure it out eventually. They’d left my door unlocked—their mistake—and I’d gained a certain level of lack of fear since realizing how much I meant to some of them. 
 
    I wasn’t going to lie to myself and act like Love didn’t still scare the shit out of me, but seeing them—understanding Trust, Honor, Devotion, and Faith— had led me to believe there was more to all of them that met the eye. 
 
    I wanted to see what that meant. 
 
    In thinking that way, standing outside my bedroom in the main hallway was eye opening in itself. They hadn’t darkened it in preparation for me to leave like before. For the first time, the décor was so much different than what I expected. The walls were a soft tan color accented with gold and black. My rooms were situated at the end of the hall. Without the cover of black around me, I could marvel at the beautiful hardwood floors, wide space between the walls, and paintings hung down the hall. 
 
    “This is crazy.” 
 
    I took my time peering at paintings I knew cost more than I could make in several years and familiarized myself with my surroundings. After I’d worked up enough courage, I opened the first door to the to the right of my suite.  
 
    Devotion.  
 
    I knew it from the colored piles of fabrics and a large easel to the back next to a large open window. But the first thing that struck me was the difference in size compared to my space. His bed was much smaller, almost a third the size of mine, and was covered in a simple black duvet and sheets. Pictures on the walls were models in his gowns, but their faces weren’t in the photographs.  
 
    The clothing was what was important. 
 
    I could feel his passion and love for what he did in the room.  
 
    And his entire space could fit into just my bedroom, except for his walk-in closet which matched the size of mine. But … 
 
    “This doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    Why the hell would heirs have smaller rooms than mine? Another thought filtered through my brain and I wanted to blow up the whole house. 
 
    “If they did this shit because he wasn’t born one of them, I’ll slit their throats.” 
 
    I turned to storm out but a drawing caught my eye. The sketch pad lay on his desk, and the vibrant green color was stunning. More than that was the girl wearing it. 
 
    He’d drawn me, in perfect detail, with the dress labeled with penciled markings for my measurements. There were notes about which colors and fabrics drew out my features. A pinch of example fabric was pinned to the sheet. I flipped the page to find another dress with me in it. This one was scarlet. 
 
    To bring out her eyes, he’d noted. 
 
    The slender lines of the dress were breathtaking, the sloping design one to accent my figure but remain classy at the same time. Page after page was filled with me and designs he’d thought up in his head. I saw the adjustments he’d made to his one-of-a-kind piece I’d worn to Founder’s Day. The last image was me in a white dress—a wedding dress—with gold, handstitched designs and a vibrant red sash across my shoulder to the hip.  
 
    Royals wore things like this, and he’d designed it … for me. 
 
    “Oh my God.” Carefully, I put the book back and looked around his room. “This didn’t happen in just a week. How long have you felt this way about me?” 
 
    He wasn’t there to answer, and I wasn’t so sure I wanted to tell him I’d seen into his space. I left and closed the door behind me, already heading to another door. I needed to see, to understand. 
 
    And I needed to see if his room was a reflection of his birth. 
 
    The next room was in complete disarray, but there was a sense of controlled chaos.  
 
    Trust.  
 
    Tools and pieces of tech lay haphazardly around the room. An open computer monitor rested on his desk next to a completed one, along with several working screens with scrolling code I would have no hope of ever understanding in a million years. After a time, I looked away and around his room. 
 
    His was the same size as Devotion’s. 
 
    He’d chosen to dress his bed in deep blues, but other than that, the design of the space was exactly the same. Even his walk-in closet. There was identity in the décor, but nothing said they ran or owned this house like my room presented. I had the main space with a room for school, my walk-in, large bath area, and more. They had their room and closet.  
 
    “Not even a bathroom?” 
 
    I turned, confused about what the hell I saw. Monitors over Trust’s bed made me catch my breath. He had scrolling pictures of me. I didn’t know when he’d had the time, or if he used still images from the cameras in my living quarters, but they were all of me. In my bed. At my desk working on school. Looking at myself in the mirror after getting dressed for Founder’s Day. There was even one from the night he and Devotion had touched me the first time.  
 
    It should have been disgusting to see, belittling, but he’d caught a moment where my gaze was on him, my need so visceral my stomach clenched. There was no hate, anger, or fear there. Only need. 
 
    The next door I opened led to a large bathroom with five showers and doors leading to separate toilets. Even the long sink was made to house the five men’s personal products and a mirror. Each stand was complete with their shavers or razors, toothbrush and toothpaste, and other effects. I’d never seen anything like it.  
 
    I expected the next room to be Faith’s for some reason, but I found Honor’s instead.  
 
    It was perfectly clean, and the only way I knew it was his was because of the locks all over the place. Automatic shades opened as I entered the room, allowing the light in, and an air conditioner kicked on, frigid air cooling the space rapidly. A drill, earplugs, and more rested on his desk next to a safe with the door open and a hole in it. 
 
    “He broke into the safe. Wow.” 
 
    He had a computer running code as well, and though I didn’t understand Trust’s code, I recognized some of the green lines on this one. A bright-red one came across the screen and multiplied before my eyes before the screen glitched and the green started racing across. I rushed back to Trust’s room and saw the answering red code turning green on his too. 
 
    “They’re challenging each other. Technology geek, meet the burglar.” 
 
    It made sense in an odd sort of way. Trust ran a tech company while Honor worked securities. They cut their teeth facing each other and pushing the other to do more. I shook my head as I went back into Honor’s room. 
 
    All the doors and drawers were blocked with security codes. When I got to one, my fingers made something click and it opened slightly. The security panel beeped. 
 
    Input code. 
 
    How the hell would I know the code? But it had moved to my touch, so maybe …  
 
    I pressed in my birthdate and let out a squeal when it opened the rest of the way. I found a letter addressed to me, a passport, identification, and money for foreign countries. The name on the passports didn’t belong to me, but my picture did. There was also a code for a bank account I could use to make any transfers. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    I looked at the letter and read it.  
 
      
 
    If you’re reading this, Rani, I couldn’t protect you the way I wanted, but I tried. Take this and go. I told you what to do when I gave you the code, and Trust will make sure you’re erased from any system. You won’t be going to jail. Ever. And don’t worry about Momma and Allie. I’ll make sure they get to you. Just run. 
 
      
 
    But he hadn’t told me, hadn’t intended for me to open this panel unless he’d directed me to. Air rushed out of me as I sank onto his bed. He’d never wanted me to go to jail, and no matter what the others may have planned, he and Trust had worked together to get me out of there. And with what I’d seen in Devotion’s room, he would have helped them. 
 
    All that fear, all that bullshit, and they’d never intended for me to fail.  
 
    I shook my head. “You guys.” 
 
    I tucked the letter and the contents of the drawer back inside and made sure it was locked into place before I took a look around Honor’s room again. Each of the other rooms had some memento of me. It only made me more interested to see what I would find in Faith’s room. Love … I wasn’t so sure, but I could at least see. 
 
    When I entered the next room, I was met with a space of the same size. At least that question had been answered, and I was happy Devotion hadn’t been treated differently. This room was clean and cool, not cold and unfeeling, but it had a level of order I knew immediately belonged to Faith. It was decorated in white and grays—sterile. I felt the word “lab” just being in it. The way the bed was still tight and tucked in, I wasn’t so sure he ever slept in it. A large whiteboard was the main focus in the room. And it grabbed all of my attention too. 
 
    DHAVNI SHRESTHA – 55 YEARS OLD – UP FOR TRIALS 
 
    The notes were scrawled formulas I couldn’t understand. Some were wiped away partially, leaving faint black marks, and others had been marked through and directed to another part of the equation. He had my mother’s picture up at the top, and it looked like how she’d been when we first came, when she’d been too sick to stand up without help. Pictures spanned down the side of the board, showing her progression and how much healthier she was getting. 
 
    SAVE HER. 
 
    It was written in bold letters right next to the last picture. I traced under it with trembling fingers, my throat too tight to make a sound. My scientist. My bore. He’d been working the whole time. Even when he was angry, when he wanted to turn his back, he’d been fighting to save my mother. Nothing else in the room could have ever been more important and loving than that. He said he would do everything in his power, and he was living up to that. 
 
    I was crying, sobbing really, by the time I left his room. I took a few minutes just to lean against his door. Every one of them hid their feelings well, how they believed in me and supported me. The way they fought to protect me and make life what they could.  
 
    “What did I do to deserve any of this?” 
 
    I wasn’t certain, and I couldn’t believe Love’s room would hold the same for me, but I was bolstered by the other four. No matter what I found in his space, I at least would know, without a doubt, that the love growing in my heart for the other four was enough to push me into his room. 
 
    His room was different than the rest, all dark lines of pewter and burgundy. It made the space seem smaller but more intimate as the same time. His bed rested in the center of the room with a Paxton shield of arms above his bed. A reminder? A crown? I wasn’t sure which. The space was tidy and neat, with nothing really out of place and as little stamp of his presence as possible.  
 
    Next to his bed was a photo of a young woman with a bright smile, blond hair, and brilliant green eyes. I didn’t know for sure, but I was confident this was the infamous Miranda. An envelope rested against the frame with her name on it, and I risked picking it up. 
 
    I needed to understand, to see Love as more than a bully of a man who made my life hell and whose touch sent me through the roof. I needed to see him as more than the monster waiting to destroy me and everything I thought I was.  
 
      
 
    Miranda, 
 
    Fuck, you know I’m not good at this. I messed up. Yeah, Cerys Paxton said he was wrong. I held on to you too tightly. Gripped you too close. I was too much of a jealous asshole to ever think you could love me and the others the same. You know how my mom was when I was growing up. I think she hated how we did things. It may have run in her blood, but she resented it—me. I represented everything she never wanted, but the break with you, with me, only made her more afraid.  
 
    If I didn’t become the man she wanted, Pinnacle would fall to another family to lead, and she never wanted that. I loved you. I did. I fucked up in so many ways. I’m sorry. You were trying to show me, to get me to open up and see, and I ignored you every step of the way. Pushed you into the arms of the rest of them even when I was trying to hold you for myself.  
 
    But … I have to let you go. I can finally say goodbye, baby.  
 
    You no longer have my heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    I was back in my room, barely regaining my composure, when the guys returned. Devotion, Faith, Trust, and Honor looked like they’d cleaned up and were dressed in more relaxed clothing. The concern was still on their faces—and they hadn’t brought Love with them. 
 
    It worried me. After what I’d read, I didn’t think he was punishing me. He could have decided this was another way to make things right, to take himself out of the equation and let the others take over. The letter changed things, and I wasn’t going to let anyone push me away.  
 
    “You’ve been snooping.” 
 
    I looked at Honor, and his answering smile only made me more certain. He held up a photo of me in his room and lifted a brow. 
 
    “He’s never had anyone fight, Honor.” 
 
    He paused at my comment. “What? Who?” 
 
    “The last room on the hall. He’s never had anyone fight for him. He’s always fighting everyone else. Can you take me to him?” 
 
    Honor slid a look over at Faith. “Faith?” 
 
    “Fuck this. She asked, and she has a right. I’m for it, and if I have to take her out of here myself, I will,” Trust interrupted. 
 
    Faith sighed. “I don’t think we have a choice. And you’re right, Trust. Love will have to face this music, and we aren’t going to blindly follow anymore when we think it’s necessary to do differently.” 
 
    “Get her the Bentley,” Honor offered. 
 
    “Did you just say to get me a Bentley?” 
 
    Devotion smiled. “No. Out with the old, in with the new. Can you drive a stick, Rani?” 
 
    “Can she.” 
 
    I slapped Honor for his joke. “Been a little while, but I know how.” 
 
    Devotion nodded. “The Audi.” 
 
    Trust whispered. “Fuck, that’s hot. We’ve got an S4 in all white that’ll be sweet on you.” 
 
    Honor came forward and put his arm around me. “I’ll ride with you to make sure you have a handle on it.” 
 
    Devotion swallowed hard, and I reached out to stroke his arm. “I’ll be okay. He’ll be right there with me.” 
 
    Devotion nodded. “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    Miranda’s life and death had affected all of them in a way I was only starting to understand. Each new discovery made me look at the things they did—the way they pushed me—differently. Fear and guilt can do strange things to everyone. 
 
    “I’ll pull it around, Devotion, and you can drive in front of us. Let Trust take the middle and Faith take the rear. You’ll see anything coming first.” 
 
    “Okay. I can do that.” 
 
    They led me out of the room, Devotion gripping my hand as Honor sped out first to get the car. The men were quiet, but things were different. I was out in the light of day with nothing hiding us anymore. When we reached the stairs, a maid looked up and smiled at me before she continued to clean. 
 
    “Are they usually here during the day?” 
 
    My whispered words must have been too loud because the maid chuckled under her breath.  
 
    “Remember how I told you about the changes?” Devotion squeezed my hand. “They work during the day and set up meal prep. If it’s something that has to be cooked fresh and we’ve requested it, the chef leaves after the meal has been prepared and he’s cleaned up.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    By the time we got out the door, Honor was pulling up the beautiful white Audi they’d described. I hadn’t driven in a long time, but I was excited to get the freedom of being behind the wheel again. 
 
    “If you stall in first gear, I’m going to laugh,” he said as he got out. I sent him a middle finger as Devotion led me to the car and kissed me lightly. 
 
    “Not too fast. It won’t take long to get there. We’re staying within the Pinnacle grounds.” 
 
    “Then why drive?” 
 
    “Because maybe it’s not right next door?” Trust returned. 
 
    They were back, the same smartass comments and jokes but without the anger and cruelty underlying them. It was … refreshing. 
 
    I slid into the supple leather seat and moaned. The car was already the best thing I’d ever driven and I hadn’t even put it in gear yet.  
 
    “Moan like that for me next time, okay?” 
 
    I cracked my eyes open, seeing Faith. “Will there be a next time?” 
 
    “Whenever you want it.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that.” 
 
    Honor brushed a thumb across my cheek then clicked my seatbelt in. “Safety first.” 
 
    They were being ridiculous. 
 
    Of course, it didn’t help when I stalled in first gear. 
 
    Honor kept true to his promise and bawled with laughter until tears rolled down his face. “I wish I had that on camera. Try again.” 
 
    It took just two more starts, but then I got it moving and it picked up speed like a dream. Honor winced when I managed to grind the gears a couple times, but I was driving again, freedom coursing through my veins.  
 
    Devotion took us around the estate, letting me get a good feel for the car before he honked. 
 
    “That means he’s going to head out. Keep up, babe. I want to see how you ride.” 
 
    I laughed as Devotion gunned it, and I kept pace. Trust was next in line with Faith bringing up the rear as we rode out through the gates.  
 
    When we got nearer to the medical sciences building, my throat closed. 
 
    “What are we doing here? Did he get hurt? What happened?” 
 
    “Rani, listen—” 
 
    Not if that’s how he was going to start. I parked and jumped out of the car. Devotion shouted behind me, but I was already moving. If Cerys hadn’t come because something had happened to him, I didn’t know how I’d feel.  
 
    How long had he been by himself, in some hospital bed, while they were with me? The only one who’d been absent nearly as much was Faith, and I could at least be sure he was there monitoring what was being done. But Faith wasn’t me, and I was worried about Love cutting himself out from everyone. 
 
    I skidded into the waiting room. “Where is Cerys Paxton?” 
 
    The receptionist blinked. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Rani M—Shrestha.” I remembered they’d changed my name when they’d introduced me. “Where is he?” 
 
    “Oh, Ms. Shrestha. Yes, he’s with upstairs with your mother. I’m sorry, but—” 
 
    Not listening.  
 
    They weren’t going to stop me. Faith had brought me here; I knew the way. I was racing toward the elevators when the guys finally caught up. The piled in with me, breathing heavily. 
 
    “You can run a fucking marathon,” Trust forced out with a huff. “We were bringing you here.” 
 
    The elevator pinged and I got off. “Not fast enough.” 
 
    The floor, a personal wing for Pinnacle members, was alive with information, and Love was most definitely not injured. 
 
    “I don’t give a shit what you have to do. Get in there and fix it!” 
 
    “Mr. Paxton—” 
 
    “Mr. Paxton nothing.” 
 
    I stepped forward, not understanding. Paxton was livid, his face red and his hair in disarray. He wore a white cable sweater and black slacks and stood toe to toe with a doctor. 
 
    “Her vitals are failing.” 
 
    “You don’t have an option not to save her life. She is more important than any of you in this building, do you understand me? You do what you have to, money is no object. If you need a specialist flown in, I’m authorizing the expense. Just get it done. I promised her fucking daughter I’d take care of her mother, and I fucking will.” 
 
    “Life doesn’t always work like that, sir.” 
 
    “You listen to me. The woman is there is the mother of my future wife.” 
 
    The doctor blanched, looking quickly side to side. “I was unaware, Mr. Paxton.” 
 
    “Now I’ve made you aware. You will treat my mother-in-law as if she were your mother. And you will fight for her like you love her.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Paxton stomped off, slamming into my mother’s room. “I promise I’m going to save you. I fucking love her, and losing you will break her more than ever. I can’t let that happen. Not before I have the chance to show her. To show you. Please.” 
 
    Love sat next to my mother and gripped her hand, pressing it against his forehead. “Please,” he choked out.  
 
    I swayed. “Faith?”  
 
    My world had been rocked. By Love, the wealth of his emotion, by what they had been hiding, by fear. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rani.” 
 
    “This is why my tablet went dark.” 
 
    Trust nodded. “Love didn’t want you to know she was doing poorly. He’s been here every day to ensure her care. Faith has slept here most nights so he could review her records and the formula to assist the doctors.” 
 
    “Every day?” 
 
    “He won’t leave her. He’s driving the doctors and nurses crazy, but he won’t let her go. His mother …” 
 
    “Was never really a mother,” I finished. 
 
    “He thought it may be too hard for you to deal with right after … after what I did,” Faith started. “We agreed, but we didn’t expect the drop to be this.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “She had a different reaction to the formula. It’s pneumonia, but with her compromised state, they had to put her in a medically induced coma to work with her.” 
 
    The world froze, growing cold and dark in an instant. My mother could die. I’d known she had a chance before. But since coming here, I never thought it was possible. I didn’t doubt they would save her and everything was meant for this. Through this, I’d found love … but it would always be bittersweet if she died anyway. 
 
    Cerys had been fighting this battle alone—with the doctors, with the illness, with the fear of how I’d react. Despite that, he never left or gave up. He could have, so many times, and no one would blame him. What he told that doctor wasn’t some story for him. There was no one here to impress, and he hadn’t needed to say it at all. Just the Paxton and Pinnacle name would have been enough. 
 
    But he’d said it—about my mother and his love for me—because he meant it.  
 
    This was what he was fighting for, and I wouldn’t let him face it alone.  
 
    I squared my shoulders and leaned into Devotion. He kissed my head, and then I held Faith’s and Trust’s hands for a moment before leaning forward to kiss Honor. Someone gasped, but fuck them. This wasn’t their world, and I didn’t care if they gossiped about it later. Love would destroy them if they tried to hurt me. 
 
    That sudden knowledge settled in my chest. 
 
    He’d do anything to make me happy. 
 
    I stepped away from my guys and nodded. “Let me go first. I’ll wave you in when he and I have talked.” 
 
    “We’ll be right here,” Honor agreed. 
 
    “Do you want me to call Allie?”  
 
    Of course, Faith would think of something I needed. I nodded, thankful. “Please? She’s going to be livid she didn’t know.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it and any arrangements that have to be made. I’ll also check with the doctors to see about bringing in a special team if we need to.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’ve got the optics. He just announced who she is, and someone may look for a payday. I’ll make sure the location is on lockdown and they’re safe,” Trust added. 
 
    “I didn’t think of that.” 
 
    “Welcome to our world, baby. It happens. That kiss you gave Honor while looking pretty cozy with the rest of us will be something else. I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hide what we have, Trust.”  
 
    “Yeah, okay. We’ll figure it out then. ‘Kay? Go to Love.” 
 
    I looked to Honor, expecting him to find something to do too.  
 
    He shook his head. “Oh no. I’m here in case asshole in there passes out with shock. His mother only ever told him she hated him; he doesn’t know how to believe in the word love. I think he looks at me sometimes and wonders if I’m really his friend.” 
 
    “Then why choose that for a name?” 
 
    “We’ll have to tell you about the names later. Go ahead, Rani. Do what only you can do.” 
 
    What only I could do? My mother’s health was failing and someone else had stood in for me. As I stepped into the room, Love never strayed from my mother’s side, his eyes wide. 
 
    “Rani …” 
 
    Silently, I went into his arms and hugged him close. I inhaled his dark scent and took solace in his heartbeat under my ear. His arms came around me, closing me hard against his frame. We were two broken souls the world had shit on and left to fend for ourselves. We’d lashed out in different ways—me turning a blind eye to Allie’s hurts and him looking at me as an enemy—but we knew love. We knew loyalty. If only because we craved it, we understood it. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered. “For taking care of her when I couldn’t.” 
 
    “I … you’re welcome.” 
 
    “So tell me now.” 
 
    He frowned down at me. “Tell you what?” 
 
    “What you told my mom.” 
 
    “I love you, Rani. I swear on everything I’m going to make this right. I’m going to take care of both of you.” 
 
    “Three of us.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    My watery chuckle filled the room. “Allie.” 
 
    “Jesus, you scared me. But yeah, okay. The three of you.” 
 
    “I love you too, you know.” 
 
    Maybe this was how it was meant to be. That the last one I realized I loved would be the first one to hear the words. That he who didn’t believe he could be loved would hear it from the one person he thought would never love him. 
 
    “You don’t have to—” 
 
    I pressed my lips to his, letting him feel it. Giving him the knowledge in a way he didn’t have to figure out.  
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Want to know something else?”  
 
    He lifted one eyebrow. “What’s that?” 
 
    “I love them too, but I told you first.” 
 
    He looked over my head with a taunting smile. “I win.” 
 
    “Yeah, by default, not because it really matters.” Honor entered the room and stood at the end of my mother’s bed. “I’m not going to say it too, you got it?” 
 
    “Like I want to hear it from you anyway,” Love returned. 
 
    “I’m just saying. I don’t do sappy shit, and you already know anyway. I mean, if you want to cry like a baby about it, I can put it up on social media later if you’d like.” 
 
    They made the new me laugh, when the old me would have choked with despair. When I would have thought all hope was lost. They surrounded me, fought, and held me so I could simply be.  
 
    And Love held me through the night while we all prayed for my mother to get better. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    We hadn’t left the hospital in three days. Specialists came and went. Faith was right on their heels as they worked through a medicine regimen to help boost my mother’s immune system, heal her lungs, and help her get back on the mend. It was touch and go for a day or so, but she started responding to the medication well enough to be only sedated.  
 
    “How long before you think they can let her wake up?” 
 
    Love rubbed his eyes and looked over at me. His hand was gentle as it caressed my cheek before he gripped the back of my neck. I could breathe when he did that, the little ways he anchored me to his side. I’d come to crave his hand on my neck like that, the control, his unrelenting presence.  
 
    “She’s healing, Rani. She’s out of the woods. We’ll just have to give her time and strengthen her.” 
 
    I nodded. My mother was so frail, lying in bed, monitors beeping around her steadily. She had an I.V. running a battery of medication through each arm. And while Love stayed with me in the room—even having a bed brought into the private suite so we could get some rest—Trust, Honor, and Devotion came in and out as they worked with Faith on the logistics of Momma’s recovery.  
 
    To have them in my life, a shield against the world, was something I couldn’t have hoped I’d ever have. They’d even contacted Allie for me, as promised, and had to get her flight arrangements to come back from London. London! She’d traveled for a program with her class and had to have time to finish what she was doing so she didn’t lose any of her credits.  
 
    “Rani?” 
 
    I was barely on my feet before Allie had me in her arms, crying into my shoulder. “I’m sorry it took so long to get here.” 
 
    “You’re here now.” 
 
    And it was all that mattered. She was a ball of fire, her red hair blazing, her eyes snapping as she pulled back from me. She was my sister, the woman who’d sacrificed so much to protect me and my mother. I doubted I’d ever be able to repay her for those gifts. 
 
    “Dillon told me she had complications with pneumonia?” 
 
    Most people outside of the guys and me wouldn’t call them by their monikers. Making the switch to calling Faith “Dillon” when speaking to her was going to prove challenging.  
 
    “Yes. He has been a Godsend for Momma.” 
 
    “And easy on the eyes too,” Allie whispered. 
 
    “Yes, and mine.” 
 
    The claim was instantaneous at the bubbling sense of jealousy in my spirit that someone looked at Faith that way.  
 
    Allie’s eyes bugged out. “Got it.” 
 
    I stood awkwardly, Love just behind me and Trust hovering near the door. Devotion was on Faith duty to try to get the man to sleep while Honor was working to keep their businesses running without a hitch. 
 
    Allie elbowed me. “I get it.” 
 
    In that absolute acceptance, there was no judgement in her gaze. More than anyone in the world, Allie understood where I was. She’d been through the darkness and was finally getting a breath of life in a way neither of us ever had. 
 
    I sank into her arms, letting her pull me tightly to her. I missed my friend, my sister, my savior. The subtle ways she made things all right, the comfort of her presence. I’d been fighting the world by her side for so long, I didn’t realize how much I needed that feeling again. 
 
    “I’m here,” she whispered in my ear. “You’ve had a hard time, huh? All that time you weren’t around, when I didn’t see you, you were hurting.” 
 
    I only nodded, unable to speak past the lump in my throat. Yes, I had. In more ways than I could ever face or ever tell her. She’d fight them to the death if she knew what they’d done to me. If she knew how easily I may have been removed from her life forever.  
 
    “But it’s better now, yeah?” 
 
    She lifted my chin, raising my gaze to hers. She was fire and strength all wrapped up in a spitfire of a package. And I knew her question meant she was ready to cause havoc if I didn’t answer correctly. 
 
    I smiled and looked over at Love. He waited to the side, his head held high and shoulders back. One of his large, warm hands held my mother’s, giving her a constant connection. But his gaze was hooded—his fear so plain it broke my heart. Even now, he didn’t believe I would choose him. That he’d be pushed to the side and forgotten now that the pieces of my family core were back together. 
 
    “He makes me burn, Allie.” 
 
    Allie smiled, able to hold her tears at bay only a moment before they fell. “And Gilbert?” 
 
    “I trust him on a level I’ve only given you.” 
 
    “Ehren?” 
 
    I smiled. “I think I know how to answer this better. Cerys?” 
 
    He jerked at his name on my lips. It was different from the first time I’d said it, when he’d wanted to own me and destroy me. When I hated and feared him. 
 
    “What did you do to Blake, Cerys?” 
 
    Allie sucked in a gasp, releasing me to face Love. I finally understood why Devotion had told me I should have let him finish what he’d wanted to tell me. I’d been wrong to assume Love had nothing to do with Blake’s destruction.  
 
    “Blake?” Allie’s face reddened with embarrassment. “She told you about him?” 
 
    Love rolled his shoulders and tucked my mother’s hand under her cover before he approached us.  
 
    In a lowered voice, he may have been answering her questions, but his entire focus was on me. “All the tapes of Allie were scrubbed from anywhere they could have been. Honor put a lock on it, and Trust had to hack into a few servers to make sure we got it all.” 
 
    “Honor? Trust? Who are they?” 
 
    “Ehren and Gilbert, just listen,” I told Allie. 
 
    “Thank you … for cleaning the footage,” she whispered. 
 
    “Of course. You’re Rani’s family. My personal number was put into your phone. If you ever have a problem again, you call me first.” 
 
    Allie’s eyes were huge, but she only nodded. 
 
    Finally, Love looked at her. “I made him feel every bit of it. I made sure he was in the hands of men who wouldn’t be kind. I made him bleed for you, and then made sure he’d stay there.” 
 
    Love put his hand on Allie’s shoulder. “I sold him, just like he intended for you. He’ll never do what he’s done to another woman again. And at the end, he knew exactly who was responsible for it.” 
 
    I swallowed, pulling Allie to my side when she crumpled to the ground, taking me with her. All the pain and hurt exhaled from her in a rush—a silent scream of retribution.  
 
    “It’s over, Allie. It’s over.” 
 
    The door to the room opened up, allowing Trust to come in. He took one look at Allie and me on the floor before coming to my side and helping me to my feet. 
 
    “Blake,” I whispered to him.  
 
    Trust’s eyes flashed with anger. “Fucking bastard. But we’ve got bigger problems.” 
 
    Love lifted a brow. “Do we need to go outside?” 
 
    Trust shook his head. “We can’t do that to her again. She needs to know too.” 
 
    I reached for Love and took his hand. “We can do this.” 
 
    He nodded and motioned for Trust to speak. 
 
    “Ms. Shrestha didn’t get sick on her own.” 
 
    Love glared at Trust. “What the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
    “She’s got a compromised immune system, yes, and her reaction is within reason of her illness. But a viral strain was introduced to her on purpose.” 
 
    Allie jerked forward, her tears forgotten. “How do you know this?” 
 
    “Film. I’ve been cleaning the tapes up so no one has footage of us here, but I always make sure to watch what I remove. I saw some shit that didn’t make sense. A nurse who shouldn’t have been on this floor at the time.” 
 
    “The Whitmans.” 
 
    I had no idea who the hell they were talking about, but someone had purposely put my mother at the brink of death. I wanted to fucking know why. 
 
    “Someone make this make sense to me,” I cried. 
 
    “Lacey Whitman,” Love supplied. 
 
    “Lacey Whitman? That girl is a dick jumper.” 
 
    Love and Trust turned to Allie. 
 
    Allie shrugged. “She’s slept with half the school population, the ones who have more money than her family. Well, except for you guys. And she flips a guy the minute he won’t take her home to meet mommy.” 
 
    That didn’t fit the girl I’d met at the Founder’s Day party who seemed to want to be my friend. She had been funny and a bit in my face, but not in a way that said she was bad news. I’d come to think of myself as a good judge of character working in the life I’d lived. 
 
    “Lacey was from the family that was trying to get secrets from the Paxtons. Why would they try to kill my mother? She wasn’t like that at all. This has to be some sort of mistake.” 
 
    “To leave us weak. To expose something about us, and I want to know what.” Love grunted, his hand clenching around my fingers hard enough to hurt, but I let him. “Trust, find everything you can and don’t fucking miss anything. Keep Faith working. Now that we know how Rani’s mother got it, he can get her to safety faster. Have Honor make sure we aren’t compromised anywhere, and get Devotion in here.” 
 
    Allie looked confused, but I didn’t have time to explain to her the intricacies of the guys’ names. Not now when things were sliding out of fucking control again. The fact I’d nearly served the men in my life on a silver platter to the cunt who obviously didn’t give a shit about me—and never had—tasted bitter on my tongue. She’d played me.  
 
    There was no doubt she saw a weakness in the Pinnacle heirs when she met me and thought she had a sweet in. I couldn’t be sure she had something directly to do with it, but if her family was willing to go to the lengths they had, the apple couldn’t fall too far from the tree. 
 
    But I didn’t want to think she was like that. That all we shared was a lie. Had I been so desperate I’d allowed myself to be blinded? 
 
    “Could it have been someone else?” 
 
    “It’s possible, and I’m still searching for ties. But they’re the only group that’s been targeting us who would be stupid enough to think they’d succeed,” Trust answered. 
 
    Devotion came into the room, his face set in grim lines. “Come on, Rani. We—” 
 
    “Oh, fuck no. You’re not taking her without me. Someone tried to kill our fucking mother and I’m going.” 
 
    Devotion looked her up and down. “You have the same habit of not letting me finish, just like Rani. I was going to say, ‘we can take Allie with us,’ but I see you’ve invited yourself.” 
 
    “Damn right.” 
 
    Devotion’s smile was small, but there enough that Allie smiled back.  
 
    “I like you,” she added. 
 
    “We can pack a few things and make sure we’re clear before heading back here.” 
 
    “I don’t want to leave my mother!” 
 
    Love leaned over and kissed me, a light touch he’d never used on me before. “You need to go. The guys and I are used to working a certain way. We won’t be able to stop and explain right now, but you have your feed at home. Use it.” 
 
    I nodded, barely able to kiss him again before Devotion rushed me from the room. When I stumbled, he swung me up in his arms. Allie was right with him, not saying a word as we left the hospital and got into his car. 
 
    “Sweet ride.” 
 
    “You should see the others,” he tossed back at her. 
 
     He pulled away, driving much slower than I would have liked, but his white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel told me he was more bothered than he let on. 
 
    “Can we go any faster?” 
 
    Devotion shook his head at Allie’s question. “We can’t appear as if we’ve noticed anything is wrong. We’re just heading home for a bit of rest and a change.” 
 
    It didn’t take long before we made it back to the mansion and were out of the car, running up the stairs to the door.  
 
    “Oh good, the failed queen has returned.” 
 
    We stopped short. Wearing a black pantsuit, Regina Paxton stood in the foyer with Lacey at her side. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Regina?” Devotion stepped in front of us, pushing me toward the stairs even as he spoke. 
 
    “Handling what you all never finished. It’s time for things to change, and I’m sick of trying to make you all understand.” 
 
    Devotion pushed me harder. “Run!” 
 
    We moved, but he took up the rear, blocking a man who raced toward us from the shadows. The man slammed Devotion into the wall, and I screamed. 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    Allie pushed me up the stairs. The door to the front of the house was blocked, and all we had was the back of my room to the raised inground pool. 
 
    “Run, run, run, little girl. But you can’t hide.” 
 
    In the hallway, a pair of men stood near my rooms. I jerked toward Love’s room, unable to go any farther. 
 
    “Block the fucking door.” 
 
    Allie and I pushed one of the dressers against the door, but we were trapped. 
 
    “What the hell is going on, Rani?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Allie. I don’t fucking know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    My hands shook violently. I was in Love’s room without access to my feed or any way to get to the guys and let them know something was happening. If the guards decided to use guns, we were doubly screwed. I didn’t know if Devotion was okay or how to get help.  
 
    “Rani, we need to get out of here.” 
 
    “I know. Look to see if he has a back entrance.” 
 
    Allie stared at me. “We’re on the second floor.” 
 
    “The back level is raised. We could get right outside from my rooms in the back. Do you have your phone?” 
 
    “No. Gilbert took it to scan everyone’s phones to see how they got in. I didn’t get it from him before we left.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    She raced to the back window, opening the curtains while I searched the room for anything we could use.  
 
    “Can’t go through the back. They have guys out there too. We’re fucked.” 
 
    I grunted in response. The guys’ rooms were different than mine and didn’t have the same amenities.  
 
    “Search the drawers for something.” 
 
    Pounding at the door made my mouth go dry and my heart race. We were running out of time and needed to get help, fast. In the last drawer of Love’s nightstand was a phone I’d never seen before. A large antenna stuck out the top, and it was thick and heavy in my hands. 
 
    I tried to dial out, but nothing worked. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” 
 
    Allie came to my side. “Give it to me. It’s a satellite phone.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A satellite phone. One of the girls had one in London. Her family never let her travel without it. I think I remember how she said to use it. She was bragging out of her ass, but I’m thankful she did now.” 
 
    Allie pressed a series of numbers before she paused. “What’s Cerys’s number?” 
 
    Fucking embarrassed, I shook my head. I didn’t know it. They’d never given me much of a chance to use a phone. Except … 
 
    Honor. 
 
    I rattled off his number, and she passed the phone to me when it rang. 
 
    “I thought you were at the hos—” 
 
    “Honor, Regina is here. Devotion is hurt.” 
 
    “Slow down, Rani. Trust! Get your ass in here, right the fuck now.” 
 
    Muffled noise sounded on the other line, and the slamming on the door grew louder. 
 
    “I don’t know how much time we have. Please, get here. Regina and Lacey have taken over the mansion and there are guards.” 
 
    Honor’s response was drowned out with splintering wood and a crack. Men rushed into the room and grabbed Allie and me. I screamed, kicking and fighting against the men.  
 
    “Get your fucking hands off me.” Allie’s cry vibrated in the room as she swung a punch, catching a guard in the head before another wrenched her arm up and behind her. 
 
    “Rani!” 
 
    Honor’s voice was too far away as the phone fell out of my hand and skittered across the floor. I was wild, fighting for my life, for Allie, for Devotion. But the men were too strong. They dragged us out of the room and back out into the hall. 
 
    “Bring her here.” 
 
    My blood ran cold at Regina’s triumphant tone. She’d blindsided us and knew she’d won. No matter how fast the guys got here, she could have me dead on the floor. Everything we’d fought through to get to this point was about to go up in smoke.  
 
    Halfway down the stairs, I kicked the shin of the man holding me. He released me, sending me flying through the air and slamming hip first against the stairs. Pain exploded, spreading across my nerve endings with maddening force as I rolled down to the main floor. 
 
    “Rani.” 
 
    I forced my head up and met Devotion’s blackened gaze. They’d beat him, his eyes already swelling closed and blood trickling from his lips. I crawled my way to him, letting him take me into his arms.  
 
    “I called Honor,” I whispered, hoping against all hope it would be enough.  
 
    He nodded slightly as another guard jerked Allie down beside us. 
 
    Devotion groaned. “Why are you doing this, Regina? Cerys is doing everything Pinnacle has demanded of him.” 
 
    “Because Pinnacle Group is mine. This farce of Queens has gone on long enough, and it’s time we expand into different waters. I thought you’d stop after that little slut was gone, but you guys brought in another one.” 
 
    Devotion froze, and I sucked in a breath. He glared at Regina. “What did you say?” 
 
    Regina smiled, smoothing a hair back into her bun. “The little slut. Miranda. She filled your heads with ideas. I am the Queen of Pinnacle.” 
 
    I didn’t know what the fuck she was talking about. “Queen?” 
 
    Lacey laughed, her cackle making me wince. “Oh, she doesn’t know? Oh my God, this is rich. You’ve kept that girl as your little slave and she didn’t even know what she was?” 
 
    Lacey shook her head and stepped forward to stand beside Regina. “Listen up before I get rid of you. The Paxton family has always run Pinnacle Group. How do they keep the power? They band with other families, and when they do, one woman is the Queen. She runs the business and chooses a child from each family as heir to the individual companies. That way, she keeps the Paxton power flowing. Sort of hive mind bullshit if you ask me, but the new heirs wanted to do things differently. They wanted a Queen who’d be the mother of all the next heirs of each family, tying them together with blood.” 
 
    I blinked and looked at Devotion, who only nodded. “We needed to know one woman was ready for all of us and could be the Queen we needed.” 
 
    A vision of the rooms popped into my head. “That’s why my space is larger.” 
 
    “Well, duh,” Lacey spat. “You had all the power, sweet cheeks, and you didn’t know what to do with it. Once the boys made you their Queen, Regina here would get ousted and you’d take her spot. Seems like she wasn’t interested, and my family had a proposition: join the lineup and make me the next Queen, but I’d wait until Regina was ready to step down.” 
 
    “You talk too much,” Regina admonished, stepping forward again. 
 
    “What? She’s going to die anyway, just like her mother. Is she dead yet, by the way?” 
 
    I saw red, and only Devotion holding me back kept me on the floor. “You bitch.” 
 
    “Queen. Get it straight. As soon as I’m finished with you, I’ll make sure to complete the job with your friend here … and your mother.” 
 
    Devotion shifted, cocking his head to one side before he smiled. “I just have one question, Regina.” 
 
    Regina stood taller, her shoulders thrown back as she looked down her nose at us. “The final one you’ll ever utter.” 
 
    Fucking bitch. 
 
    “Did you have Miranda killed?” 
 
    “Well, it should have been both of you. You never should have been one of the heirs, but I had no choice when your father couldn’t keep his dick in his pants for any woman except the wife chosen for him.” 
 
    A pregnant pause slid over the room, a hesitation, a moment of revelation. And then things exploded. The front door slammed open, and Lacey screamed. 
 
    “Don’t use your guns, you idiots. My son must stay alive.” 
 
    But Regina’s ordered hampered the guards. Love, Honor, and Trust raced into the room with murder in their eyes. I’d never been so glad to see them. Faith came in last, going immediately to Devotion’s side to check him and protect us while more security came in.  
 
    “Keep your head down,” Faith ordered, but I couldn’t.  
 
    Lacey ducked out of the foyer, trying to escape up the stairs. I forced myself to my feet and raced after her. She’d tried to have my mother killed, still wanted to hurt her, and I’d be damned if the cunt succeeded. 
 
    Agony throbbed through my hips, but I didn’t let it stop me, using everything Trust had taught me in our sparring lessons. Pain didn’t matter when I wanted to save lives. The first thing I grabbed at the top of the stairs was Lacey’s hair, curling the dark strands between my fingers and jerking back with all the strength I could muster. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    I ignored her cries. Dodging her flailing arms, I slammed her face first into the wall. This was my home. My mother. My life. Bitch wasn’t going to touch any of it. I pounded her against the wall again, and she stumbled. The sudden transition to dead weight made me lose my grip. But Lacey wasn’t giving up without a fight, and she turned, clawing at my face. She wasn’t trained, but her nails were effective, digging gouges along my cheek. I could feel blood seeping from my wounds.  
 
    “You don’t belong here. It’s my place.” 
 
    Fuck. Her. 
 
    It was mine and always would be. 
 
    I pulled her back toward the stairs, determined to get her into the hands of one of my guys, but she pulled back, kicking at me to break my hold. 
 
    “You’ve ruined everything.” 
 
    “Rani! Behind you.” 
 
    I spun too late, and Regina was there, slapping me across the face. My eye felt like it was about to explode in my skull, and then she wrapped her fingers around my throat. Two against one, I backed up until my back was to the wall, sucking as much oxygen as I could into my screaming lungs. Turning, I extended my arm up in the air between her wrists and broke her hold on me. As she released me, Lacey was up on her feet, advancing. 
 
    I rammed into both of them, using my momentum to take them off balance. I pushed with everything I had, fear skirting up my spine, even as someone raced up the stairs. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Screams echoed through the room, loud and piercing. Wood cracked and gave way, hard arms came around me, and I watched as Lacey and Regina tumbled over the banister. 
 
    “Mother!” 
 
    But they were gone. A sickening, wet thunk ceased all fighting, and I buried my face in Love’s chest. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry.” 
 
    His hands were big and warm on my back, tracing soothing patterns, but he said nothing.  
 
    Nothing at all. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The heirs of Pinnacle Group brought private security, law enforcement, and lawyers into the mansion to deal with the fallout. Regina Paxton and Lacey Whitman were dead, the impact of their injuries killing them instantly, and two bodies came with explaining. 
 
    Love orchestrated it all, answering questions, working with Trust and Honor to show what had happened. I was never so thankful in my life that there were cameras all over the place. They could see our entrance and the frantic fight. I was able to see Devotion’s beating on screen while Allie and I searched Love’s room for a way to get help. 
 
    It was all laid bare for those watching, including Regina and Lacey’s incriminating words. Hours of questioning, the arrests of the guards, and cleanup had left me exhausted and weak. 
 
    And still, Love never said a word to me. 
 
    I knew he was hurting. No matter how horrible of a mother Regina had been, she was his mother. Learning what she’d done to Miranda, how she’d helped Lacey attack my mother, and what she’d planned to do with me and Devotion chipped away at his armor piece by piece until the old Love came back. 
 
    He was hard, cold, and forceful with everyone he dealt with. Even though he checked to make sure Devotion was okay and had Faith take him to the hospital where he could watch him and my mother, there was no emotion or inflection in his voice. 
 
    Allie held me by her side, a shield, but I couldn’t help but wish for Love to be there instead. For him to grip my neck and force me to see everything was going to be okay. I’d only protected myself against two people intent on ending me, but I may have ruined what was built between us in the transition. 
 
    As much as I wanted to scream at him, I couldn’t. Because I understood him on such a deeper fucking level now, I knew this was nearly too much to take in. Too many revelations, too many questions, and the fate of Pinnacle Group hung in the balance of it all. 
 
    Love’s family legacy was in embers. 
 
    “Rani? Let me get you to bed. You need rest.” 
 
    I ignored Honor. I needed Love. I needed to share this pain with him, to feel him. 
 
    As if reading my thoughts, Honor shook his head. “He needs you too, but he can’t come or he’ll crack. He needs to be the heir right now.” 
 
    Through quicksand, I turned my head. “Will he ever come back?” 
 
    “Trust that he will.” 
 
    “I’ve got her, Ehren.” 
 
    Allie’s cool hand gripped mine and she pulled me behind her. Love’s gaze touched me, tracking my movements, and for the first time since this began, I felt alive. There was misery and anger in his eyes, and he watched me until I was at the top of the stairs and was forced to break contact. 
 
    “Where is your room?” 
 
    “End of the hall.” 
 
    I didn’t want to go there, didn’t want to be so far away, but I let Allie take me and help me into the room. I let her force me into the shower and into my yoga pants and tank top. Without a word, I took the painkillers she offered me and got into bed.  
 
    “Give him some time, Rani. Understanding in his head is one thing, but his heart is another.” 
 
    She was right; they all were. It still didn’t make heading off to sleep any fucking easier. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The room was dark, and I was burning up when I finally opened my eyes. Allie had curled up in front of me, tucking her head against mine like when she stayed at my house back in Brownsville. The dark crescents of her lashes were large. Behind me, a body pressed closer to me, a smooth, subtle scent filling my nose.  
 
    Honor. 
 
    Always with me, always beside me.  
 
    I looked over his shoulder to find Trust slumped over in a chair, a tablet precariously gripped in his hand. 
 
    “He’s been scanning for any leaks until he couldn’t keep his eyes open.” 
 
    The deep timbre of Love’s voice ran over me. “Love.” 
 
    Love sat across from the bed, in the shadows. He sighed, rubbing a large hand down his face. “Honor is fucking going ballistic and is probably going to spend half his fortune making this place more secure than Fort Knox, and Faith sent word your mother is now resting comfortably.” 
 
    All of that didn’t matter as much as I wanted to know he and I were okay. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I can’t deal with that right now. I saw it, Rani. I know you were protecting yourself. Blaming you …” he took a breath. “I could blame you, but it won’t bring her back. And the more I dig, the more I realize she never gave a shit about me. She was planning a break with the other families, weakening their position in the business so only the Paxtons mattered, just so she could take the reins. She never wanted to give up her power.” 
 
    He shifted in his seat, fidgeting before standing up. As he slid his hands into his pockets, I sat up in the bed. He held out a hand to stop me. 
 
    “I loved my mother. All my life, I’ve been trying to make her happy, to be what she wanted to me to be. I loved her, and she hated me. The Queen position has been in my family for generations. We’ve always had a woman at the helm. It was supposed to unite us, to make us never forget where we started. The men? We’re her knights. Her fucking armor against a world where women aren’t supposed to be so powerful. But she … she lost it. Somewhere. Maybe long before I was even born. She’d come to resent our way of life, and instead of just saying that, she worked to destroy us.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be that way,” I whispered. 
 
    “I know!” 
 
    Allie jerked in her sleep, as did Trust. He came awake instantly, the tablet sliding to the floor, and he was on his feet. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We’re okay. I was …” 
 
    Trust nodded and rubbed his eyes. “I’m going to get a few hours of sleep. Call me if you need anything.” Trust leaned over to caress my cheek before heading to the door.  
 
    “I love you,” I called to him. 
 
    His smile was bright as he looked over his shoulder at me. “Love you too, baby. I’ll be back.” 
 
    “You mean it when you say it.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question, but a statement. One filled with awe. “Yes, Love. I wouldn’t say it otherwise.” 
 
    Love closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I mean it too. I won’t take it back because of what happened tonight. I just … I need …” 
 
    “Time. I’ll be here. When you’re ready, I’ll be right here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Three Years Later 
 
      
 
    “Shit, I’m going to be late on my first day.” 
 
    I jumped out of bed, nearly breaking my neck on the sheets around my legs. This was not good. I checked the clock, hoping it would change. Of course, it didn’t. I was an hour behind, and this wasn’t what I wanted. 
 
    I ran into the bathroom and flew through my shower, cleaning my teeth, and doing my makeup in record time. The closet was another matter, but I saw an outfit pulled out with matching accessories and shoes. 
 
    I love you, Kushtim. 
 
    It had taken some time to get used to calling the guys by their given names. But, for the public, I needed to. At home, when they were in front of me, I still called them the names they’d given me so long ago. The names were different now, impressions of them versus reminders I belonged to them. Each name represented what they’d needed most in a world they’d been forced to live in. What they’d hoped to find with their Queen. Sadly, they had begun to lose hope. But now, they’d found me, and they weren’t so jaded anymore. 
 
    And somehow, each man fit their name. 
 
    Trust never lied to me. 
 
    Faith was always doing the impossible when I thought it couldn’t be done. 
 
    Honor treated me like I was precious. 
 
    Devotion showed me every day how much he loved and cared for me. 
 
    And Love … there was nothing like the way he was unconditionally the flame in my soul. 
 
    I smiled, touching my lips and remembering how very well I’d been loved the night before. The man was insatiable, to say the least.  
 
    Once I was dressed in a neat purple skirt suit and had my heels firmly in place, I headed out of my room with my briefcase in hand. I smiled at the maid cleaning in the hallway. 
 
    “Your car is waiting, ma’am.” 
 
    “Thank you! Once you’re finished, go home. It’s your son’s birthday tomorrow, right?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Then I don’t want to see you until next week.” 
 
    The maid’s laughter followed me toward the stairs. I got goosebumps whenever I got close, remembering what had happened there. Love had it redesigned, adding a wall instead of the banister and loft overlook. I appreciated it, but I’d never forget how things had changed so much in one night.  
 
    “Who’s a good boy?” 
 
    My smile broadened as I heard my mother’s voice and entered the foyer. She was sitting in the parlor playing with my son Callum. His gurgling laughter filled the room. Remission looked good on my mother, who’d lived with us permanently since her exit from the hospital. She was vibrant and healthy, her hair had grown back thick and strong, and she looked like the woman from my childhood again.  
 
    “Hey, Momma. How’s my little lion today?” 
 
    “He’s strong, as always. Just like his fathers.” 
 
    We didn’t want to know which man had fathered our son. He belonged to all of us, and on paper he was the Paxton heir for inheritance. But each heir had named him within their wills. Any child we had, if we were blessed with more, would fall to one heir in the order of their birth.  
 
    My mother had taken to my way of life without batting an eye, accepting all of us with open arms. Outside of the handpicked staff we knew it couldn’t be hidden from, she and Allie were the only people in the world who knew how intricate our home life was.  
 
    “Where’s Allie?” 
 
    “Work. Where you should be.” 
 
    “I didn’t wake up on time.” 
 
    “Not because no one tried to get you up, mind you. But you sleep like a log.” 
 
    “Ha ha ha. Very funny, Momma.” 
 
    I kissed her cheek and then my son’s before heading toward the door. 
 
    “I’ll see you later this evening. If you get tired, make sure you rest.” 
 
    “Stop fussing. I don’t get tired. There is no better gift than spending time with my grandson.” 
 
    Momma was right, of course. She didn’t get winded and tired anymore. Dillon regularly checked on her blood and did full physicals to monitor her health.  
 
    By the time I was in the car, my phone was buzzing non-stop with messages from Ehren and Gilbert.  
 
      
 
    Oh, someone is going to get a spanking tonight.  
 
      
 
    Dude, she’d probably like that too much. Let’s say she won’t get a spanking for two weeks. That’ll teach her. 
 
      
 
    Gilbert was right. Just thinking about being over Cerys’s knee made me wet. But there was only laughter in the group chat we held. Cerys replied with “four weeks” and I wanted to cry. 
 
    Stupid alarm and heavy sleeping. 
 
    At least the car had me to the office in no time, slipping through traffic like butter. The headquarters of Pinnacle Group rose into the sky, a proud creation of glass and metal. It took my breath away every time I saw it.  
 
    “Mrs. Paxton.” 
 
    The driver held open the door and helped me out so I could head into the main entrance. I didn’t wait, only nodding in greeting to security until my personal detail came up behind me and followed me into the elevator. 
 
    Since the attack in the mansion, Cerys insisted we all had security when we traveled, worked, and even at home. My driver was a bodyguard and was to stay in my house with my mother when I came to work. I couldn’t say I didn’t appreciate the extra set of eyes.  
 
    We exited at the top floor, and Cerys, Gilbert, Dillon, Kushtim, and Ehren all stood waiting for me. They made my heart fucking run away every time I saw them. They each wore suits, their signature colored shirt underneath, and I was taken back to the first time I saw them at Excellence. The charisma, the force, the power.  
 
    “Jesus, can we go home and get in bed?” 
 
    Cerys laughed. “No, Mrs. Paxton. But if you delay us any longer, I can take you to your office.” 
 
    Gilbert groaned. “You guys do not get her. That’s not a threat.” 
 
    “I wasn’t intending it to be one.” 
 
    I couldn’t breathe as five sets of intense eyes turned my way. “Um, yes please?” 
 
    Cerys reached for me, but a man stopped him. “Excuse me, sir. The Board is ready for you.” 
 
    Ehren stared at me hard. “I could miss the meeting.” 
 
    “So could I,” Kushtim agreed.  
 
    “Ditto,” Gilbert added. 
 
    “Work first. Fun … later,” Cerys promised.  
 
    His warm hand slid to the small of my back, and the others came to stand behind us as we headed into the room. The men inside rose from their seats as we entered, and Cerys directed me to the helm chair and stood me in front of it. 
 
    “May I present to you, Mrs. Rani Paxton, the new Queen of Pinnacle Group. From this day forward, her voice is ours.” 
 
    Roaring applause filled the room, and I looked to each of my men. They had claimed me, destroyed me, and built me back up in ways I hadn’t dreamed of. I could never love anyone as much as them. 
 
    Well, maybe Callum, but I’m sure that was mutual. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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    Whispers in the Dark 
 
    We were bred in darkness. How else would we come to love? 
 
      
 
    I was captured ... 
 
      
 
    That's just the beginning of my tale. I've survived Purgatory, abuse, and near death. In that abandoned farmhouse I nearly lost everything, but Jacob saved me. We were trapped in this hell together, giving each other the strength to hold on. I fell into darkness with my captor's son. 
 
      
 
    Until I left him behind. 
 
      
 
    She was perfect, my Alana. Brilliant and full of pain. She understood my darkness and fueled the fire. When she left, I waited patiently to find her, and in her honor, I killed men who took away from innocents. 
 
      
 
    Then I found her … 
 
      
 
    She's deadly now, a killer too, and perfectly mine. It was beautiful to behold, but she belongs in a cage. My cage. She'll love me again, or I'll expose her dirty secrets for the world to see while going down in flames with her. 
 
      
 
    In darkness, it's most definitely till death do us part. 
 
      
 
    Warning: This book is full of triggers. It's wicked dark, with created evil falling in love. People die. They are hurt horribly. The bad guys get away, and there is no apology for it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Alana 
 
      
 
    What’s past, is prologue. 
 
    -William Shakespeare 
 
      
 
    I raided the cupboards for something quick and easy to make and grabbed a package of blueberry Pop-Tarts to throw in the toaster. As I waited for them to finish, I figured I’d broach the topic of the father-daughter dance with Dad. Every year, Northside Prep held its annual dance to raise money for the after-school programs. The dance was the talk of the town as the girls ran out to buy their dresses and make appointments for hair and makeup. Me? I got to wait for the dad who never came. This year, I wanted to be the same as the rest of the girls; I wanted him to choose me. 
 
    “Hey, Dad, the dance is this weekend. Can you get away from work for a few hours and go with me?” 
 
    He looked up from his laptop, eyebrows drawn and a faraway glaze to his eyes. Aaron and I had dubbed this Dad’s “deep thought” expression. Usually, it ended up with one of us in trouble or disappointed, unfortunately. 
 
    “What day is it, Lani Girl?” Dad was the only one to call me Lani Girl. I loathed nicknames, especially the horrendous “Al” Aaron kept insisting on calling me. For Dad, I was always his Lani Girl, no matter how much he loved my name Alana Rose. 
 
    “Saturday night. The dance starts at eight o’clock,” I replied, hopeful. Always hopeful. 
 
    “I’m sure I can get away, sweetheart. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Oh, Daddy. Thank you, thank you, thank you.” Running around the counter, I gave my dad the biggest hug I could. 
 
    “How about I take you to dinner before the dance too. Just the two of us?” 
 
    I squeezed him harder. “I’d love that. I’ve missed you so much.” 
 
    “I’ve missed you too. I’m sorry I’ve missed so much lately. Saturday night is all yours. Dinner, the dance, anything you want.” 
 
    As he planted a kiss on the top of my head, I thanked him once more before grabbing my Pop-Tarts and heading upstairs to get ready.  
 
    I turned my iPod on and danced to Fergie’s "London Bridge" as I made my way to my closet to pick out an outfit. I chewed on the last bite of my Pop-Tart as I sorted through my pants until I landed on a pair of dark-blue American Eagle jeans. I completed the outfit with my tan Ralph Lauren boots I’d received a few weeks earlier for my birthday and a burgundy tank top. Styling my hair in a messy bun, I grabbed my book bag and took one last look around my room to make sure I didn’t forget anything. I had a habit of leaving behind my homework almost every time I left my room. 
 
    With one more stop in the kitchen, I threw my arms around my dad and kissed his scruffy cheek as I thanked him again for agreeing to go to the dance. Moving on to my mother, I gave her a kiss on the apple of her cheek. Saying goodbye, I popped my earbuds in my ears and let James Blunt serenade me with "You’re Beautiful" as I headed in the direction of Northside Prep. I had to pick up the pace so I wouldn’t miss the first bell. Lost in my own world, I jumped when a heavy hand came down on my shoulder. I turned around to see who it was, thinking it could be Ryan. Instead, a tall man stood in front of me. My five-foot figure was small next to his; he had to be over six feet tall. With wire-framed glasses and dress pants, the man looked harmless enough despite his basketball-player height. He reminded me a lot of our eccentric neighbor, Mr. Edwards. His dark hair blotted out the sun, and his nose, crooked as if had been broken before, caught my attention between steel eyes. He could be hot, but something about him was wrong. Buzzing nerves crept down my arms. Get away from him, Alana. Run. 
 
    “Do you have the time?” His gruff voice shocked me to the core. The roughness to it was almost biting.  
 
    I offered him the time and backed away. Adrenaline raced through my blood and kicked my heart into a gallop as a cold chill raced down my spine. Continuing my walk to school, I refused to turn and look back, even though I knew his eyes were boring into me. Within a few steps, his hand landed heavily once more on my shoulder, but before I could scream, his other hand came around and covered my face. As the world blurred, I noticed the rag in his hand. The slightly sweet smell filled my nostrils and I swayed, only to be caught before I fell. I was weightless, floating in the air, and then I crashed to the ground and darkness claimed me. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Wakey, wakey, little girl.” 
 
    Hot breath hit my face with the whispered words. Disoriented and sick to my stomach, I couldn’t wake up fast enough or bring the world into focus. The loss of my bearings made my stomach pitch.  
 
    Where am I? 
 
    “Wake up. Wake the fuck up. Open your goddamn eyes!” 
 
    I shook my head, attempting to clear the fog, as a smack blazed across my face. A cold trickle of fear rushed up my spine. I recognized the voice. The man in glasses who’d stopped me on my way to school. Afraid to open my eyes, I turned my head away from his voice, but surprise filtered through me with a sharp pain spreading over my cheek as his meaty fist connected again. One tear escaped as I bit my lip and opened my eyes before another hit could come my way. He held my arms viciously, digging his fingers into my biceps, and my breasts were smashed into his chest. I could barely touch the floor on my tip-toes.  
 
    “Ah, there she is. Hello, sweet girl.” 
 
    His voice was beyond creepy. Refusing to respond or look him in the eye, tears choked me, and my cheek burned from his strike. 
 
    “Aren’t you a stubborn little one? But oh, so precious. Look at you, sweet cheeks. You’re sure going to be fun to break in. Those stunning looks of yours must’ve driven the boys crazy, but don’t worry, you’ll never have to worry about them again. You’re mine. All mine.” 
 
    Terror shook me to my core, and I whimpered. My heart throbbed, pounding so loudly I knew he must have heard it. Mouth dry, and tongue thick in my mouth, I stared at him. This man was a monster, and Lord knew what he planned to do with me. Against my best judgment, I couldn’t stop the words from pouring out of my mouth. 
 
    “I want to go home. Please, please, please let me go home. I won’t tell. I promise I won’t tell. Let me go. Please.” My voice cracked over the last word. I wanted my mom back. My dad. Even my brother. Anyone. I didn’t want to be here. 
 
    “Isn’t it the cutest thing? You think you have power here. Well, you don’t. You’re nothing but a slave.” 
 
    There was recently an abduction case on the news. The newscaster shared tips from law enforcement on how to deal with being taken. Didn’t the police say to make yourself real to your captor? To get them to feel something? Humanize yourself.  
 
    “My name is Alana Masters. I’m only eighteen. I’ve done nothing wrong. I’m a normal teenage girl. Please don’t hurt me. Please. Please.” 
 
    A change came over him; those must have been the wrong words. Where he looked like a normal man before, his eyes darkened with evil and his face filled with rage. 
 
    “Of course you’ve done something wrong, little girl. You’re like the rest of those bitches. Flaunting your ass in front of me. Teasing me but never giving me the time of day. You’re a manipulative little whore. You begged for this. You begged me to take you and make you mine, you fucking bitch. Don’t worry, whore, you’ll learn your place before I’m done with you. I’m going to fuck you up and make you scream. Make you regret turning up your little prim and proper nose at me, cunt.” 
 
    His eyes glazed over, lost in his own world. He no longer looked at me. His gaze went through me, and I wondered who he was thinking of. Who did he remember? Frightened more than ever, I wanted to go home. But somehow, I knew the nightmare had only begun. Grabbing my face, the monster brought my face to his. Looking me right in the eyes, he spoke, and every word cut me to the bone. 
 
    “You are mine. Your body. Your pussy. All mine. I am going to train you, mold you, and break you. And if you ever, ever dream of escaping me, remember this: You are Alana Masters. Your parents are Alan and Barbara Masters. You live at 3412 West Monroe Street, and you have a younger brother. If you step one foot out of line, little girl, I will kill them all. Their blood will be on your hands.” 
 
    When he pushed me away, I landed on the harsh, cold cement. I was in a large cage, maybe about six-by-six, with a mattress full of stains— the smell of urine wafting from it—lying on the floor in one corner and a bucket in another. A loud clang made me spin. He locked me in here. Sweat trickled down my back, and my clammy hands wouldn’t allow me to be fooled into believing this wasn’t real. I had been taken. I’m going to die here. How’d this happen to me? What had I done wrong? I wanted out now. Back with my family, my dad, my mom. But the grit on the ground and the soiled mattress were all I could see through the watery film in my eyes. 
 
    “From now on, you will call me Master.” He turned and headed up the darkened staircase, leaving me behind as the tears flowed freely down my face. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll eventually have cried so much you won’t be able to cry anymore,” a voice said from the darkness. 
 
    “Who's there?” 
 
    “My name is Celia. And I’m you, months from now. Welcome to Purgatory.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Jacob 
 
      
 
    Blood and spit. 
 
    It drizzled from her still-red mouth. I didn’t like it. But I did. It confused me. I fucking loved the way her insides dripped on me, pooled into my navel and sloped down further. But it made me sick too—twisted in the head for liking her pain and misery. Pretty little Tanya, my father’s favorite for a while. But now he had a new girl; he had to make room. I don’t know if I loved the idea, or if it terrified me, but it didn’t stop me from being here, enjoying her pain and the slickness of her bodily fluids. Although I found pleasure in this, nausea rumbled through my belly at the same time. Besides, I didn’t have a choice but to be in this room, just like her. My father controlled everything, even the life and needs of his son. 
 
    Suspended above me, Tanya swung in silence on little meat hooks—the ones Dad had pushed through the bolts installed in the delicate flesh of her back. She’d screamed. I stayed silent. And then I came all over my dirty, stained sheets, my hips twitching and flexing as I humped into my hand. Because Dad asked me to, yelled at me to, and beat me if I didn’t. 
 
    You like treating them like whores. That’s all they are, son. Whores. 
 
    So I did. Palmed my cock, jerking, twisting, and pounding until the sickness over watching his little toys in pain didn’t make regret eat at me. Until their screams sounded more like pleasure to my ears than agony. Then, I took a step further into the darkness, exactly like he wanted me to. 
 
    For a time, this toy belonged to me. 
 
    She was pale and dark-haired, too dark for my taste, but she had other qualities. When her eyes weren’t swollen shut, they were the prettiest gray I’d ever seen. And she teared up so nicely. Now my father was done with her, about to toss her away, but I wanted her a little longer. It was what he expected out of me. 
 
    “That’s my boy,” was all my dad said. He stared at me for a few minutes, his brow furrowed, an eerie smile on his face. He wanted to make sure I enjoyed it. Dad wanted me to need this shit to live. Maybe I did. Maybe I was more like him and less like the man I hoped to be. But then, I didn’t know any man but my father, so it was stupid to try. My father walked away and didn’t say anything as he shut Tanya and me in the room together. 
 
    My toy didn’t cry or shiver away from me, and it irritated me. My father taught them to be afraid, to bow down. But she didn’t, and it made me angry. So angry. I released my cock and jumped to my feet. It bobbed in agreement as I curled my fists. The bite of my nails into the palm of my hand was surreal, but it planted me firmly in the moment. My father had taught me how to deal with unruly toys: deliver a beating so she would know who was Master and who was the slave. The first hit went a bit wide, grazing the top of her head, but the squeak of the chains welded to the hooks was sweet. I swung again, harder this time, and caught her right on the cheekbone. Enough pain made anyone give up, I’d learned. She moaned. Better. So much better. I laughed until my stomach ached, and then kept pounding until her flesh was black and blue, ripping her little puncture holes and making her bleed all over. 
 
    Fucking served her right. 
 
    I hate myself. 
 
    I was my father’s son—born and bred in the blood of his victims. And the sins of the father would be mine too. As her warm blood slid down my skin, I laid back underneath her. Forgetting the hate, the sickness, only pleasure swelled now. Her blood met my twisting fingers, and it made me so … wet. 
 
    “Yes,” I gasped. Perfect. So hot. So good. It was sloppy and dirty. Nasty and filthy. And it turned me up so high, my little teenage heart almost thudded out of my chest. But there it was, the final moment, the weightlessness in seconds where I was only pleasure. 
 
    My cum mixed with her blood and spit. 
 
    Pretty. Ever prettier when covered in our mixed fluids. 
 
    The sins of my father most definitely belonged to me, but I couldn't stop them now. 
 
    Her body hung frozen-still long before I saw what I’d done. For the first time since I’d stepped into this final room, the death glade, I could see it. My father had built this concrete room to be solid and soundproof. The windowless room was dark and gloomy, deep underground. A single, bare bulb swung overhead, yellow and dirty in its age. Father had put in four different stations where he killed the toys he didn’t want anymore. Tanya hung in station one, the Hooker’s Place.  
 
    The next station held a large, glass tube about ten feet high, with manacles attached inside at the bottom and to the top, underneath the lid. The chains connected to the iron bracelets could be adjusted from the outside to make up for the height of the victim standing inside the tube. Once one of the toys was strapped in and the lid locked down, water would be slowly pumped in from a hose attached to the top. The Witch’s Redemption. The device was my father’s favorite to use. They screamed for hours while they were in there, begging for him to free them, but he never did. Not until their bodies stopped twitching. 
 
    The Bitch’s Punishment was right next to it. My father had fashioned a working guillotine he used to quickly break the women who irritated him the most. At first, I found it odd my father gave the worst slaves the quickest deaths. Wouldn’t it be better to have time to watch the piece of shit die, to enjoy their demise? But, to my father, a quick death amounted to the greatest insult. He didn’t even want them, even in death. They were unworthy of his final act of need. 
 
    The last station was where my father began everything, and where I, too, had my first taste. The cold, metal slab had ties for the wrists, chest, head, and then stirrups for the feet. I’d lost my soul to a toy as she bled out into dirty, white buckets from the deep gouges in her wrists. I masturbated and finished long before she died, and my father stayed with her for hours afterward, but I didn’t stay to see. I threw up every time I remembered it. 
 
    A whimper pulled me from my thoughts, and I looked up at Tanya, hanging motionless and dead. The whimper came from me. The ache in my chest swelled outward until I swallowed the tears. I spun and ran from the room, pounded up the stairs, past the sounds of the crying new slave in the above-floor cells, and into the house. My father wasn’t in the main kitchen, thankfully, and I breezed through to my bedroom. In seconds, I stripped off my jeans and was running to my adjoining bathroom. 
 
    My father said every man needed his own time and space after he dealt with a toy. I welcomed it now. I turned the water as hot as I could stand it and climbed in. My flesh burned, and the steam choked me, but not as much as the wracking sobs I fought to keep silent. I’d killed her. With my own two hands. Covered in in my own semen and her filth, I enjoyed it. My father and I were the same. My tears pooled with the muck at the bottom of the shower as I fell to my knees. I would never be clean enough. 
 
    My father told me my regret for killing toys was on account of my weak constitution passed down to me from my mother. I was stupid and sickly, but he’d fucking make me into a man if it was the last thing he did. But my mind couldn’t keep up. It was fractured. Lost. One side of me needed these victims. The side he’d beaten into me needed their blood, screams, and deaths. The other side of me mourned their loss, wondered if they missed their families, and cursed the day my father had even come across them. 
 
    But I was as bad as him. Nothing would ever take away the hell I’d caused or the fucked-up shit I’d done over the last couple of years. How could God forgive the Devil’s son? I was a piece of shit, worse than the slaves, yet I held their lives in my hands. 
 
    “I wish I could die.” 
 
    It was a worthless whisper, from even more worthless lips, but it didn’t stop me from praying for it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You done sniveling in the shower, boy?” 
 
    “Yes, Father.” 
 
    “You handled the toy well. She was getting too broken in. You have to deal with them like horses, son. A stallion gives the best rush, but after a while, you’ve snipped his balls and taken all the fun out of him. He won’t buck even if you try to make him. He won’t try to bite you and will follow your every rule. When he gets too compliant, you’ve taken everything he could have been. It’s better to put him down. Do you understand?” He glared at me as I sat down at the table, the smell of blueberry Pop-Tarts wafting to my nose. 
 
    Those were my favorite. 
 
    My father got up and grabbed the sweets as they popped from the toaster and brought them back to the table. His dark eyes scanned me before he slid them on a plate and handed them to me. 
 
    “I understand,” I said. 
 
    “Once you’re finished eating, we need to get rid of the body and clean up down there. If you want to have your own toy, you have to know how to care for her. And I’ve brought you a real pretty one to learn on.” 
 
    My heart thundered in my chest. I couldn’t stop the happiness coursing through my veins at the mere mention of my own slave. 
 
    “You caught me one? Really, Father?” 
 
    “I just said I did, didn’t I?” The irritation in his voice dampened my joy. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I got this toy because you are ready to capture your own yet. She’s a looker, with perfect blond hair and bright eyes. She has probably fucked plenty of guys before with the body she’s got.” 
 
    A blonde. I’d always wanted a blonde. They were the prettiest girls in the whole world to me, with fair skin that easily bruised. And he got me one. All for me. 
 
    “Can I see her?” 
 
    “Not yet. I need to break her a bit before you can handle her. But she will be a good first toy for you once she learns the ropes.” 
 
    “What’s her name?” 
 
    “Alana. Alana Masters.” 
 
    Alana Masters. My first toy. A blonde. Perfect. So perfect. I smiled wide. 
 
    “Thank you, Father.” 
 
    “Good boy.” When he smiled back at me, the darkness inside of me—the monster he’d made sure I was born with and cultivated every day—waved in greeting. Morals clung to thinning threads of my fear, but the monster would still rise. Right now, it stretched and unsheathed its claws, eager to use them. 
 
    “Did you fuck the toy before you killed her? I saw the marks on her throat. A tough way to kill anyone, and you held on, but she was dry between the legs.” 
 
    I swallowed. “No. I was already in the process of masturbating when she didn’t make enough noise for me. I was so mad I beat her until she was bloody and then finished before killing her.” 
 
    Lying to my father was impossible. He could smell it in the air, the perfect predator. When he narrowed his eyes at me, I knew I had incurred his wrath. 
 
    “You haven’t fucked one yet. They’re whores, boy. You fuck whores until they’re useless. You beat them until there is nothing else to beat. And then you destroy them like the filthy animals they are. How many times do I have to tell you this?” 
 
    “I understand, Father. You also told me a man gets his needs as he sees fit. I like to beat them, hear them scream, make them cry. It turns me on, their tears and blood all over me. I like it, I enjoy it.” 
 
    “No man turns down the chance to get laid unless he’s a fucking fag. You a fag, boy? Huh? Is that what you are?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    My words fell on deaf ears. My father was already on his feet and lunged at me. His fingers wrapped around my throat faster than I could get away. I couldn’t breathe. The Pop-Tarts in my stomach tasted sour as I struggled to breathe, to fight back. But he was too strong. He cleared the table, sending everything crashing to the ground with his free arm, before slamming me on top of it. Then he was jerking at my belt, wrenching it from my hips. 
 
    “I didn’t raise a fucking faggot. But you want a man, hmm? Don’t want to fuck like a man should? Let me show you what it’s like.” 
 
    My mind went hazy and black dots swam in my vision. I was barely there as my father flipped me over, pressing my face into the rough table. At least I could breathe, but it was only to gather enough air to scream. With my pants around my ankles, my boxers ripped away, I was exposed and bruised to my soul. 
 
    He ripped me in two. 
 
    “Take it, you piece of shit. Hmm? Take it all.” 
 
    I don’t know how long I screamed. Or when exactly my voice wouldn’t work anymore. I don’t know how long it took before my tears stopped coming because there weren’t any left to shed. Or even how long it took before I realized I was as much a toy for my father as the women in cages. Sooner or later, he would destroy me as easily as he did them. I would never be like him, no matter what he did to me. But I’d survive, by whatever means necessary, and then I’d find a way out. 
 
    I would do anything to never know such agonizing pain again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Alana 
 
      
 
    Celia Whittaker was reported missing last fall. She was a beautiful brunette, with freckles dotted along her cheeks and a bright smile. I remembered seeing her photo on the television for weeks and on the front page of every paper. The Whittaker family kept searching and tried to keep hope alive with candlelight vigils and flyers everywhere. I could still remember the horror reflected on my mother’s face the afternoon Celia’s disappearance was broadcast. For weeks on end, she prayed for her and the Whittaker family. Now, my poor mother was living the nightmare firsthand. It made me sick to my stomach to think of what she was going through, what my dad and Aaron were going through. With so many kidnapping stories in the media, I never imagined I could become a statistic, a victim. 
 
    “I know you. You were on the news.” Catching a glimpse of hope on her face, I continued, “Your family misses you. They’re looking for you.” As soon as the words left my mouth, the small light in her eyes evaporated. 
 
    “My family is dead,” Celia whispered back, emotionless. 
 
    “No. Your mom was on the news a few weeks ago holding another candlelight vigil for you.” 
 
    Her family never gave up believing their daughter would come home, but as news trickled out, searches were stopped, and the people of our community did. And now I was staring at the girl lost to everyone. No longer smiling brightly, Celia was despondent and sorrowful. It was a heart-wrenching sight. Where Celia was once healthy, she’d lost a lot of weight and her skin had taken on an ashy pallor. Looking at her was like looking at a ghost. But I knew the truth. It was a glimpse of the future. My future. Celia had been missing almost eight months and no one had found her. How long would I be kept prisoner alongside her? 
 
    “Impossible,” she replied angrily. “My mother has been dead for over three months. Master killed her when I tried to run.”  
 
    Thinking of her words, I remembered how the man threatened me with the death of my family if I didn’t listen to his demands. If Celia attempted to run and her family was still alive, would he really kill mine? Or would he torture me with the news of their death, for his own sick pleasure? Would believe him? Celia had lived with this man’s torment for months, thinking she was the reason her mother was dead. No wonder she lost all hope. 
 
    “Celia, I swear to you, your mom is alive. She’s never stopped looking for you. They’ll find you. They’ll find us.” 
 
    “You’re awfully naïve, aren’t you? What’s your name anyway?” 
 
    “Alana. Alana Masters.” 
 
    “Well, Alana Masters, I am Celia Jane Whittaker, but I guess you know my name already,” she said with a sheepish shrug. 
 
    “What is this place, Celia?” 
 
    “This is Purgatory. Or at least I’ve heard him call it Purgatory. Girls come and go. Some stay months, some only last a few weeks. I’ve been here the longest.” 
 
    “How did he take you?” 
 
    “I was coming home from a soccer game. Dad was in surgery and Mom was home with my sister. She had chicken pox. I decided to walk home from the game with some friends. My friends lived on the same street, so after walking them home, I continued to my house. I had this really creepy sixth-sense thing, ya know? Like someone was watching me. All of a sudden, I got grabbed from behind and the next thing I knew, I was waking up here.” 
 
    So close to home. Exactly like me. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Me too.”  
 
    “I was walking to school. I was so worried about being late after being up all night talking on the phone. I was super mad at my brother too. He got on my last nerve. But mostly, I was happy. We’ve got this dance coming up at my school and my dad agreed to take me. I wasn’t even paying attention when he grabbed me. He looked so normal, so harmless.” 
 
    “Looks can be deceiving. He’s the Devil. Purgatory is his own special brand of hell and torture. And if you step one foot out of line and do something wrong? Well, let’s say he’s quick to punish.” 
 
    “Punish? Punish how?” The memory of the sharp sting on my cheek where he’d slapped and punched me earlier chilled me. I wondered how much worse it could get. After a bit of silence, Celia confirmed my terrified thoughts. 
 
    “He’s got a room. A torture room. When girls misbehave, they’re sent there for punishment. It’s not pretty, Alana. It’s painful. I haven’t gotten the worst of it, but some girls have. Some girls have gone in normal and come out insane after what he does to them. They’ve gone mad, Alana. Mad.” 
 
    “How many have there been before me?” 
 
    “Three since I’ve been here. Probably even more before me.” 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    Celia didn't answer; she didn't have to. Her face said it all. Letting out a whimper, my fear manifested itself all over again. How naïve had I been to think the man would let me go? He’d had Celia for months and who knows how many other girls before her. Would I ever make it out of here alive? Would I ever see my parents or Aaron again? Ryan would probably be beside himself wondering what happened to me. We’d almost gone to the next step, to express the love we shared, and it was all gone. I wanted him to hold me again. Anything but the hell surrounding me now. 
 
    Panicking, I shut my eyes and covered my ears, not wanting to hear anything else Celia had to say. Sinking into a ball on the mattress, I tried to control my breathing. Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out. I had to remind myself over and over again to inhale. In the midst of my panic attack, the tears came pouring out. Wiping my face, I leaned over and threw up until the bile stung the back of my throat and nothing was left. Crying harder, I tried to make myself as small as possible, wishing I could disappear. I cried for hours until I fell asleep with dried tear tracks down my cheeks, fear in the pit of my stomach, and the stench of vomit wafting through the air. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When I awoke, my body ached, and I curled on the piss-stained mattress, tracing the edges of faded brown spots. Would I be relegated to this? Stains left behind long after he was done with me? I probably would. My captor controlled this domain, and no matter how hard I may fight him, he’d win. How did I win? Could I? I buried my face in the mattress and choked on my tears. My throat ached, and the scratchiness behind my closed eyelids taunted me. 
 
    Tears won’t make it better, Alana. 
 
    But I couldn’t stop them anyway. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Alana.” 
 
    I didn’t react to Celia. I couldn’t prepare for what had never happened to me. Not like Celia. I wasn’t ready. How could I be? Hearing a noise, I turned my attention to the door, thinking the man had finally come off his throne and decided to swallow me whole. Shaking, I prayed he’d take Celia. It was horrible, but I didn’t want him to touch me. But to my surprise, it was not my captor. Instead, it was a boy my age. Brown eyes, brown hair, and standing perhaps six-foot-tall, he had broad shoulders and sharp features. He looked like the man who took me, yet different. Softer, maybe, and gangly in his youth. Creeping toward my cage, he spoke no words. The silence between us was deafening but comfortable, as if we knew one another. Kind eyes scanned me a moment before he lifted a finger to his lips. Celia nodded, and I was confused. Who was he? The darkness in his eyes, the fear, I could relate to it. Before I could speak a word, he did. 
 
    “Don’t be frightened. I’m Jacob.” 
 
    Jacob. It was a simple name, but one I could hold on to in this place, like Celia’s. 
 
    Celia frowned at him. “Why are you here?”  
 
    Jacob winked at her, and my heart stuttered in my chest when he tossed her a lopsided grin. What the hell was wrong with me? When his gaze swung back to me, I shrank away. I didn’t want him to see me like this, and whatever he held in his hands wrapped in a paper towel terrified me. Was this a test? 
 
    “I wanted to meet you, Alana.” 
 
    My name on his lips froze me. “You know my name. How do you know my name?” 
 
    “My father, the bastard, is the one who did this to you.” 
 
    I wanted to be frightened. I wanted to protect myself. The other part of me wanted to rage at him. If he knew about me, why hadn’t he come before? Why now? Instead, I looked at this as an opportunity. I wasn’t sure for what yet, but I knew I could somehow work this to my advantage if I played it right. 
 
    “What do you want from me? Do you want to hear me scream? Is your father going to be there too?” 
 
    It all came tumbling out, a temptation, a fear, a challenge. I wanted to know what would happen to me. His face morphed—his lips curled and narrowed, anger glinting in his eyes. I knew my comment angered him, and perhaps I shouldn't have spoken. A part of me was afraid of what he could do, but the other half wanted to keep fighting, to feel something. I could fight him, I may even be able to break free. 
 
    “Don’t you ever fucking compare me to him. I may be a lot of things, but I am not my father!” 
 
    “So I’m supposed to believe you want nothing from me? You have to want something!” 
 
    “I don’t want anything you wouldn’t be willing to give me, Alana. When you submit to me, when you give yourself over to me, I want it to be because you want to. I want you to want to bleed at my hands, have me inside you. I want you to crave it. I want you, Alana, but the difference between my father and I is I won’t force you.” 
 
    His words didn’t do much to soothe my fears, but some of my anxiety faded as the truth rang in the air. I knew I should fight back against his words; they were still threats, though they were gentler than his father’s. I feared what would happen if I pushed too hard against him. My life was a strategy game; I needed to keep the upper hand. 
 
    “Okay,” I whispered. I gave him what he needed, now I wanted to know more in return. “When will he come back?” 
 
    “Soon. He doesn’t stay away from new toys very long. I can’t stay here, or he’ll catch me.” 
 
    “What will he do to me?” 
 
    “What he does with all the others. Kill you after he’s done having you.” 
 
    “No! No, no, no. We need to get out of here. Can you help us?” 
 
    It was a risk, what I was asking, I knew it. But the threat of dying spurned me on. If Jacob could help, I’d take what I could get. 
 
    Jacob shook his head. “Not yet.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m not strong enough to,” he said. “But I won’t let him kill you, Alana. I promise.” 
 
    “You can’t make a promise like that.” 
 
    “I just did.” 
 
    He made it sound so simple. As if he hadn’t promised to not let me die at the hands of his father, the man who’d raised him. And the funny thing was, I believed him. I had every reason to be afraid, to not trust the son of a monster, but I did. 
 
    As his hand passed through the bars, I wondered what he was trying to do. Thinking he was trying to touch me, I backed further away from him. 
 
    “It’s okay. It’s some Pop-Tarts. I thought you might be hungry.” 
 
    “Pop-Tarts?” 
 
    “Yes. Blueberry. They’re my favorite.” 
 
    “Mine too.” 
 
    I saw the surprise register on his face and was happy to have caught him off guard. The Pop-Tarts looked delicious. Was it a day ago I ate one in my home for breakfast? 
 
    My expression changed almost immediately to a blank slate, and the boy noticed. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Don’t you like it?” 
 
    “This was the last breakfast I had before your father took me.” 
 
    “Oh. I’m sorry. I can take them. I’ll get you something else.” 
 
    “No. No. This is fine. Thank you.” 
 
    Taking the Pop-Tart from his hand, I inhaled the sweet aroma. Immediately, I bit into the treat Jacob had given me. My taste buds exploded under the taste of blueberries and frosted goodness. Licking my lips, I took another bite and then another. I couldn’t get enough of the Pop-Tart. Maybe it reminded me of home. Or I could act, for a few moments, like I hadn’t been taken. Practically inhaling my treat, I could hear the boy, Jacob, chuckle. He’d given one to Celia, too, and she smiled up at him. 
 
    “S-so-sorry,” I stuttered out, wiping my lips with a swipe of my hand. 
 
    “Don’t be. I figured I was the only one who loved them as much as I do. Did.” 
 
    “Did?” 
 
    “I guess both of us have bad memories associated with Pop-Tarts and my father.” Jacob’s face hardened, no trace of the chuckling boy from moments prior. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I should be the one apologizing to you. My father is keeping you prisoner.” 
 
    “That’s true, but you are the only one to show me any type of kindness since Celia. This is … nice.” 
 
    He smiled again, and I found myself smiling back. “No problem. I’ve got to go, but I’ll be back.” 
 
    He slipped up the stairs on silent feet, taking the paper-towel evidence of his visit, and my gaze followed him until he disappeared through the door. 
 
    I looked at Celia, incredulous. “Is he for real, Celia?” 
 
    She sighed. “He’s his father’s son, but I don’t know if he has a choice. When I have to clean upstairs, sometimes, I see him get beaten.” 
 
    “He’s trapped like we are,” I said. 
 
    “No, not like us. He doesn’t have to stay in a cage.” 
 
    “There are different types of cages,” I whispered. 
 
    And maybe I was making excuses for him. He sort of reminded me of Ryan—cocky and sweet wrapped up in one because he hadn’t really come into his own. It was out of place here, his kindness, but I appreciated it. 
 
    “Don’t get your hopes up,” she said. 
 
    “We can’t lose hope, Celia.” 
 
    “This isn’t a place for hope. It’s a place to survive until you die. Jacob is supposed to fuck the toys, did you know? His father wants him to be like him. Hasn’t been able to knock a toy up and have her survive to delivery.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He wants heirs, little boys who will grow up like him.” 
 
    “So what’s different about Jacob?” 
 
    “You heard what he wants to do to you too. Only difference? He’ll ask you first. There is no way out of here.” 
 
    I didn’t want to accept she was right. I didn’t want to give up on getting out of here. And maybe it was silly to hold on to Jacob as a chance, but I couldn’t help it. I had to find a way to get out, and if it meant letting Jacob believe I would go along with what he wanted from me, so be it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Later, the darkness surrounded me, and I believed I was back home in my own bed, with my family, and this was nothing more than a nightmare. Unfortunately, from the second I opened my eyes, I could tell this was not my room. I was still locked in the cage, kept a prisoner. 
 
    “Alana … Psst … Alana,” Celia called out. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I wanted to warn you. The man will be doing checks soon. He does them every morning.” 
 
    Muscles stiff from a restless sleep on a hard mattress, dread filled my stomach at the thought of him coming back. As I tried to stretch my aching limbs, my hand flew to my cheek, the remaining sting reminding me of his palm smacking against it. I didn’t want to see the evil reflected in those eyes ever again. I never wanted his hands on me. Summoning all my strength, I stood and gathered my resolve to not let him affect me. I may have been his prisoner, but I was still Alana Masters. I was not his. Despite what he thought, I was my own person. 
 
    Whistling echo through the air, the door above the staircase opened and the man came walking down the stairs, a tray in hand. 
 
    “Be quiet and agree with everything he says. Okay, Alana?” 
 
    I couldn’t bring myself to respond with the terror rising in me, so I nodded my head. 
 
    “Good morning, girls. It’s a beautiful morning outside.” He chuckled before he continued, “But I guess you wouldn’t know, huh?” 
 
    Every bone in my body shook in fear at his sadistic laugh and the evil grin on across his face. I was absolutely terrified of this man and what he could do to me. 
 
    “Celia Jane, I hope you’ve been a good girl while I was gone.” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” 
 
    “I trust you told Alana how things work around here.” 
 
    “Some of it, Master.” 
 
    “Good girl, Celia. You’ll be rewarded tonight.” 
 
    From the moment he walked in, Celia had completely changed. Where she’d been serious and determined moments before, she now looked submissive, eager to please. Answering only in short sentences, Celia addressed him as Master each time. I remember his parting remark from yesterday and wondered if that was how I was really supposed to address him. It made me cringe thinking about it. 
 
    “Breakfast is served, ladies. I’ll be down in an hour to collect your plates.” 
 
    I was confused. Utterly confused. He’d taken me—stole me from my parents and everything I knew and loved—yet he could act like everything was sunshine and daisies and offer us breakfast like he hadn’t kidnapped us. And to top it off, he was ignoring my presence, overlooking me as if I were nothing but a piece of trash. 
 
    Unlocking the cages, he placed our meals on the floor. When he was finished, he turned and began to walk up the steps. He looked over his shoulder, directly at me, his eyes black with rage and his words echoing in my head. “Training starts today, Alana. Eat up if you want to live through it.” 
 
    After he was gone, I looked down to find a bowl of bland oatmeal and a piece of toast sitting before me. A banana was to the side of the plate as if it had been added as an afterthought. Far from appetizing, the meal began to turn my stomach. 
 
    “Eat it, Alana. If you don’t, it will make things worse. Trust me.” 
 
    No, I wasn’t going to take this. I couldn’t. I picked up the tray and threw it as hard as I could at the bars of my cage. He could eat it. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that,” Celia cautioned. 
 
    “I’m not going to lie down and take this,” I argued. 
 
    “I tried to warn you.” 
 
    “Oatmeal was never a favorite of mine. It was always more of Aaron’s, my brother’s. Aaron would have Mom buy the flavored kinds, and whenever he wasn’t eating his Cocoa Puffs, he was shoveling in mouthfuls of peach or apple cinnamon oatmeal,” I said, filling the space. Oh God, Aaron. Yesterday I was so mad at him and wishing I would never see him again. They say to be careful what you wish for.  
 
    Tears clogging my throat, I tried to hold back from crying. Much as I tried to keep the fear at bay, I could not. I had gone from innocent and free to captive. My world as I knew it was irrevocably changed, and I knew the worst was yet to come. The terror overtook my mind, images flooding through it of what this man could do to me. Would I ever make it out of here alive? Thinking of my inevitable death and of the nightmare my parents must be going through, I leaned over and emptied what little I had in my stomach. 
 
    Hearing the door, I scrambled to sit up as the man’s heavy boots hit the stairs. Forgoing the glasses and dress pants, he was dressed in black jeans with a tight, black thermal shirt clinging to his body. Seeing the well-defined muscles set me on edge thinking of the power he could assert over me, the pain he could inflict. Holding back a sob, I scooted as far back on the mattress as I possibly could. The fear of never leaving became much greater as he set his black-as-coal eyes on me. 
 
    “Alana, Alana, Alana,” he began in a malicious tone. 
 
    He shook his head, spying the oatmeal but stepping the goo anyway. My stomach leapt up into my throat and my heart began beating faster. 
 
    “Your parents are looking for you. They’re sick with worry. Their poor, precious Alana … missing. You take a mighty fine picture, young lady. It’s all over the front of the newspaper this morning. Little Alana Masters, presumed missing, last seen leaving for school. Your parents will be on the news today, seeking sympathy and begging people to find their precious little girl. I’ll let you in on a little secret. They’ll never find you.” 
 
    Fear turned into anger as he mocked my parents' pain. How dare he talk about them? How dare he act so nonchalant about the fact he stole me away from them? He was the one causing their panic and pain. His cruelness knew no bounds. Celia was right. This man was the Devil. 
 
    “They will find me!” I yelled. 
 
    “Yeah? You think so?” 
 
    “They won’t give up on me.” 
 
    “You have fight in you, girl, and I like that. More to beat out of you,” he hissed at me. 
 
    “I’m not—” 
 
    “Careful, cunt. You wouldn’t want me to punish you.” 
 
    As tears streamed down my face, the man looked positively gleeful for taunting me so cruelly. He was getting off on seeing me in pain, seeing my tears. He was one sick son of a bitch and I had yet to see what else he could do to me. He looked like the kind of man who took pleasure from kicking puppies and picking fights for the hell of it. And he kept it all buried underneath a disguise of wholesomeness. He opened the cage and climbed in with me, pressing me back against the bars. The cold metal bit into my skin. 
 
    “It’s time, little girl.” 
 
    “Time for what?” I understood too late my mistake when he lifted his beefy hand high in the air and swung, sending me down to the mattress. Nerve endings sizzled along my cheek, and my eye throbbed in my skull. 
 
    “What did I tell you to call me?” His beady eyes narrowed in on me. 
 
    “Master.” What else could I say? My body crawled with nerves and pain, my face hot with the reminder. I bit the inside of my cheek until it bled to keep from screaming at him. 
 
    “That is how you should address me at all times. If you do not, you will be punished with a whipping. Twelve lashes from my belt should make your gorgeous ass the perfect shade of red. The only reason I’m being lenient and not beating your ass bloody is because your training is beginning today.” 
 
    “T-To-Today?” I stuttered. 
 
    “Right now, to be precise.” 
 
    The terror gripped my heart and wrenched at it. He backed out of the cage, a cruel look on his face. Once he was right outside my cell, he stopped. 
 
    “Get your ass over here right now. You have until the count of three. One … Two …” 
 
    Scrambling off the soiled mattress as fast as I possibly could, I sprinted over to the monster waiting for his next demand. 
 
    “Take your clothes off, little girl. All of them.” 
 
    I shook my head. I wouldn’t strip for him. I stood tall, fingers clenched into fists at my sides. I couldn’t force myself to give in, despite the fear. Could I live with myself if I did? 
 
    He approached me slowly, stalking until he stood before me. “You take them off, or I fuck your pretty ass right here. Would you like that?” 
 
    No! 
 
    With shaky hands, I lifted off my tank top, wringing it in my hands before letting it drop on the floor. Moving to my jeans, I tried to unbutton them, but my uncooperative fingers shook. 
 
    “Hurry up! Hurry the fuck up.” 
 
    Finally getting them unbuttoned, I rushed to get them pulled down. Letting my pants drop to my ankles, I was left only in my bra and panties. 
 
    “All of it,” he snapped, growing impatient with me. 
 
    No one had ever seen me in my underwear. Nor had they ever seen me fully naked. I wasn’t a prude, but Ryan and I were waiting until homecoming to take our relationship any further than some heavy make-out sessions and groping. With fear clawing at my insides, I took a deep breath, unhooked my bra, and pulled my panties down, leaving me completely bare to the monster's leering eyes. 
 
    “Good girl. While you're training, you will only be naked. Once you can prove to Master how good you can be then, and only then, will you be given clothes.” Taking a whiff of the air, his lip curled. “In the meantime, you smell absolutely putrid. It’s time to groom you to perfection, little girl.” 
 
    The look in his eyes turned more devilish, if that were even possible. He began leading me away from Celia and Purgatory until we stood at a door at the far end of the room. Walking through the door, my eyes immediately fell on a large bathtub centered in the middle of the room, a shower in one corner and a toilet in another. 
 
    With a smirk on his face, he called me over to the tub. I stood, shaking, as he filled it with warm water. The steam from the tub filled the room, and I had to admit the thought of being clean again tempted me. 
 
    “Ah, you can’t wait to be clean, can you, little girl? But before I allow you to have a bath, I think you need to do something for me.” 
 
    “Wh-What, Master?” 
 
    Unzipping his jeans, he took out his erection. Of all the times Ryan and I had fooled around, I never saw him fully exposed. Fear washed over me once more as the man gripped himself in his hand. His shaft wasn’t very long, but it was thick. Turning my head, I clenched my eyes shut, refusing to look at him. 
 
    “No, no, no. Don’t do that. Don’t close your eyes. Open them up, sweet cheeks, and get on those knees of yours. I want to see how good your little whore mouth is.” 
 
    I shook my head, but he gripped the back of my head and pushed me down until my knees hit the cold cement floor. 
 
    “Open your fucking mouth, whore.” 
 
    Too scared to open my mouth or eyes, I wasn’t prepared for the hit that followed. Pain exploded across my face. Heat from the sting spread as I cupped my cheek. Grabbing me once more by the hair, his hand landed on my jaw, prying open my mouth. One minute, I was on my knees, terrorized. The next, my mouth was full to the brim and my eyes were flying open in time to see the man’s hands land on my cheeks. Beginning to fuck my mouth, I choked on him. Eyes watering, my throat constricted, air supply dwindling. In reaction, I bit down. 
 
    “You fucking cunt!” 
 
    He punched the side of my head, sending stars dancing across my vision, and stuffed his shaft deeper. Cutting off circulation, he choked me until I released my grip with my teeth, eager to take a breath. 
 
    “Should have been a good girl.” 
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    Diego 
 
    Compassion has no place in our world. Compassion will get you killed. Donata knew that, and yet she freed the man that I was sent to torture. 
 
    And delivered herself right into my hands. 
 
    I’m the enforcer for the Rosetti family. I’ve always wanted her. Watched her from afar. But she was protected, that little princess, the spoiled Versace-wrapped daughter of a made man. Now that she’s violated our code, though, her father has no choice but to deliver her right into my cruel hands. 
 
    Donata’s too innocent and good for a man like me – which is exactly why I want her. I want to put my hands on her and stain that pure soul, and make her see the world for the corrupt, filthy sewer it really is. Because how else will she survive? 
 
    She thinks that she’ll be able to change me. She thinks she can weaken me with kindness and decency. She’s about to find out that you can’t melt a man’s heart if he doesn’t have one, and darkness swallows light, every time. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
    Donata Rosetti 
 
      
 
    “Donata Maria Rosetti! Are you going out in that outfit?” my stepmother calls out from the front steps as my bodyguard and I head to my car. 
 
    Names aren’t just pretty sounds or identifiers; they carry meanings. My first name, Donata, means “gift”. I think it should mean “curse” instead. My mother died giving birth to me. 
 
    My last name, Rosetti, means “Don’t even look at her too long if you don’t want your eyes gouged out”, in the city of Chicago. Daddy is a made man, and I’m his little porcelain princess. I exist to be the shining jewel in his collection, to be pampered, and most importantly, to be protected, until he selects an appropriate husband for me. 
 
    I know why Margherita, my stepmother, is griping about my clothing. And using my full name. This blouse hugs my curves too tightly and I should have some kind of cardigan over it. I wasn’t thinking when I got dressed. I was distracted this morning, my head kind of fuzzy, a weird anxiety scraping along my nerves, although I can’t imagine why. 
 
    But she’s right. If anyone sees me and my friends at the mall today, and word gets back to my father that I’m wearing a less than respectable outfit, I’ll never hear the end of it. And for that matter, neither would Margherita, for permitting it.  
 
    The limo is parked in the brick roundabout in front of our house, engine running, chauffer behind the wheel. I signal my bodyguard to wait, and hurry back up the steps, my low-heeled pumps clacking on the marble. 
 
    She shakes her head as I approach her, and holds out a light blue cotton sweater which matches my pale blue shirt perfectly. I needed it anyway; this summer has been a cool one so far. I air kiss both of her rouged cheeks. I’ve never seen her look less than flawless, and today is no exception. Ropes of pearls around her neck, shiny black hair twisted into an elaborate chignon and speared with a mother of pearl pin, proper pink Chanel suit flattering her reed-slim figure. She does my father proud; of course, Umberto Rosetti would accept no less.  
 
     “You’re the best,” I say to her. 
 
    She smiles fondly, as I quickly shimmy into the cardigan. Her critical eye roams over my body, doing a quick inventory to make sure that I haven’t overstepped any other boundaries. I imagine what she sees.  
 
    Slender; my boobs are too big, but I wear a minimizer bra that kind of squashes them down uncomfortably. Only the lightest makeup; nude eye-shadow, clear gloss on lips that I’m told are too full, no mascara on my thick dark lashes. My dark blonde hair is swept out of my face with a white hairband. I’m wearing Marni white silk slacks; my father likes it when I wear Italian brands. And white. It makes me look pure and virginal. I’m not crazy about it – I spend all day long desperately trying not to spill anything on myself – but it’s a small price to pay to keep my father happy. 
 
    I won’t cry about living in a gilded cage. Every life has its blessings and its curses. Margherita told me that. She said that life is a gallery of experiences, and as we wander through the gallery, we can choose to admire the good and the happy and the beautiful, or we can fixate on the ugly. Given such a choice, why would we chose anything but happiness?  
 
    She’s one of my blessings, actually. She’s the opposite of the wicked stepmother cliché. I’m closer to her than to dear old daddy. She’s the reason that I was able to go to college – a private all girl’s Catholic college, with a not very discreet bodyguard by my side at all times, but still, not many daughters of made men have that privilege. She’s the reason I don’t have to get married until after I graduate. Since she blessed my father with four sons, she can wheedle him into bending his iron-hard rules every now and then, as long as I still play the part of dutiful, respectable daughter. 
 
    Oh, my father loves me in his own way, I know that. But the Rosetti brand of familial love is different than most. It comes with a crushingly heavy weight of obligation and the very clear threat of reprisal for the slightest transgression.  
 
                  “Call me when you get to Sarah’s house!” she yells after me as I climb into the limo, and I wave airily and shut the door. Sarah’s one of my closest friends, and her father is a dirty senator who’s on my father’s payroll. So she’s sort of in the life, although in a different way.  
 
                  Suddenly, a fit of violent shivers makes me hug myself. The a.c. hasn’t been turned on, and it’s actually stiflingly warm in the back of the limo, so why are goose bumps pebbling my arms? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
                  Diego Costa 
 
      
 
    The kitchen’s sliding glass doors are open, and a warm spring breeze blows in, rustling the curtains. Claudio and I are leaning against the counter, nursing cold beers and looking out across the lawn at Lake Michigan. 
 
    I smell her before I see her, and quickly set my beer down on the granite counter.  
 
    Donata Rosetti always wears lily of the valley perfume, a strong, sweet smell that announces her presence before she enters the room. 
 
                  Me, I would never pick a signature scent. When you torture and kill for a living, you live your life as invisibly as possible.  
 
                  Claudio and I are in the kitchen of Umberto Rosetti’s lake house, north of Chicago on the shores of Lake Michigan, and she’s not supposed to be here. Not that I could get away with telling her that, of course. But Umberto told me to do him a little favor at this house, specifically because none of his family would be there. 
 
                  And yet here she is. 
 
                  Good thing the basement is soundproof. 
 
                  Claudio, my right-hand man, scowls as she strides through the doorway at the far end of the enormous kitchen. She’s alone; her bodyguard nodded hello at us when they first showed up, but now he’s outside grabbing a smoke and shooting the shit with her driver. They know she’s safe with us; we work for Umberto Rosetti, and that means that the life of every single member of his family is worth more than our own. 
 
    And flirting with the virgin princess? Fuggedaboutit. Umberto would have his men cut off our nuts and feed them to us if we even looked at her sideways. 
 
                  Donata, her body-guard, and her chauffer have been there for an hour already. Claudio and I have been skulking in the kitchen, hoping they’ll leave. One of us is going to have to make some polite chit-chat with Her Royal Highness, and figure out if she’s going to be here all weekend. Because if she is, that’s a real problem. I’ve got a guy named Vinnie tied up down in the basement who I’m supposed to dismantle, piece by piece, and if she walks in on the middle of my torture session, I’m screwed. 
 
                  Which pisses me off. Umberto sent me here to deal with Vinnie, so he should fucking well have kept his family away. But he’s the North Chicago underboss, who answers directly to the Capo Angelo Calibri, and criticizing the shitty way he runs his operation is an excellent way to get up close and personal with a wood-chipper. Today, for instance, he was supposed to be schmoozing with some out of town Russian big wigs to talk about maybe forming an alliance. Instead, I happen to know, he’s at a hotel across town, balls-deep in his latest mistress. But if I ran my mouth about it? I’d drown in my own blood. 
 
                  But that’s the job. There’s generation after generation of made men, and their spoiled wives and kids. The kids are automatically handed the reins when they’re old enough, barely having to prove themselves. Then there are the soldatos, the foot soldiers who do their dirty work. My father was one. Was. And despite what happened to him, or rather because of it, so am I. The fact that I’ve risen to the rank of “enforcer” doesn’t mean that I’m any less of a peasant in the eyes of the outfit’s elite. 
 
                  Claudio sees Donata walking towards us, and with a mumbled obscenity, he sets down his beer and stalks away. It’s just as well. Claudio sucks at making conversation. He’s brutally blunt and when he bothers to talk at all, he offends most people. I value his honesty, but at the moment, honesty is the last thing that’s needed. 
 
                  Dealing with Donata requires restraint and diplomacy. That’s in my wheelhouse. That’s one of the reasons that I’ve risen as far as I have, why I’m the captain of a crew of several dozen loyal soldatos, why I’m the one who reports directly to the higher-ups.  
 
                  She’s headed straight towards me, actually looking at me for once, and my body does that thing that it always does when she’s nearby. Blood leaving my brain, rushing south. Cock getting hard. It’s a total disconnect, because I don’t actually like her, or any member of the upper ranks for that matter.  
 
                  And it pisses me off, every time. It gives her power over me that she doesn’t deserve. After I run into her, I always go hook up with one of the girls from the bar I own, and try to fuck away the memory of Donata.  
 
                  And here she is, wearing a sweater that barely hides her luscious curves, staring up at me with her big blue eyes. Her honey-colored hair pours over her shoulders in a silken waterfall, begging for fingers to tangle in it. I want to grab her by the hair and force her to her knees.  
 
                  Fuck. I have to stop thinking like that. Not about her. She’s not some little puttana to be stained and made filthy by the likes of me. 
 
    “Hey, Diego, how are you?”  
 
                  First time she’s ever addressed me by name. I see her subtly checking me out. I know a lot of girls like what they see. Tall, crazy-intense blue eyes, I keep myself in top shape.  
 
                  “Fine, thanks. How can I help you?” I keep my voice neutral, but I move back a couple of steps to deliver a not-so-subtle message that she’s crowding my personal space. Her smooth forehead pinches in a tiny frown and she slides back half a step. Message delivered. 
 
                  She glances out the back door at Claudio, who’s standing in the herb garden with his back to us. “I hate to bother you, but would you guys mind helping me move a chest of drawers in my room?” 
 
                  “Can’t your bodyguard do it?” I can’t openly refuse, but I don’t want to be in the same room as Donata and a bed. And Claudio’s liable to say something to her that will get him in a world of trouble.  
 
                  She widens her eyes a little and draws in a breath. “He’s got a bad back.” Wow, she sucks at lying. She sucks so bad.  
 
                  “Your dad wouldn’t like me being alone in a room with you, frankly,” I say.  
 
                  She rolls her eyes like a little girl who’s been told she can’t watch a tv show because it would be too scary. “I’m alone with my bodyguard all the time. I can be alone with a man as long as it’s someone my father trusts. It’ll take like two minutes. And there would be two of you.” She’s clearly not going to budge on this. She’s standing there, head cocked to the side, waiting with the entitled air of a girl who knows exactly where she stands in the world, and exactly where I stand. Which is very far beneath her. 
 
                  Claudio’s walking away from us now, headed towards the lakefront, and I’m torn between going to fetch him and risking him insulting the princess, or being alone with her. 
 
                  “I can do it,” I sigh. “I don’t need Claudio. Lead the way.” 
 
                  She instantly brightens, her face lighting up in a gorgeous smile. Spoiled little bitch who pouts until she gets her way. But my God, that mouth of hers. How can I get any work done today, when all I’ll be doing is picturing those swollen lips wrapped around my cock?  
 
    “Thank you!” she sings out. Fuck you, I think so loudly that I’m almost afraid she’ll hear me. 
 
    She’s taking her time as we tramp through the house, walking way slower than necessary, at least it feels that way to me. 
 
    “Isn’t that an amazing picture?” She stops to admire a landscape that’s hanging on the wall. “My mother painted that, the year before she died.” 
 
    “Very nice,” I say, barely flicking a glance at it, as I walk by. 
 
    “You didn’t really look at it,” she says, her voice gently chiding. She’s standing there in front of the painting, and it’s obvious she’s not going to move until she’s ready. 
 
    Seriously?  
 
    I turn and stare at it, very deliberately, for a good twenty seconds. “It’s beautiful,” I say, and I’m not lying. “Do you paint?” I add, not because I want to make conversation, but because I don’t want her to run and tell daddy that the help was rude. 
 
    “Not often. What I really love to do is cook,” she says, then she gives a little laugh. “I actually love to bake and then paint on the cakes, with food coloring and cocoa and things like that. Daddy gives them as gifts to his friends sometimes.” 
 
    “That’s great.” I could not possibly fucking care less. “Let’s get that chest of drawers moved, shall we?” 
 
    “Oh, sure!” she says, looking surprised, like she’s forgotten she even asked me. And I’m starting to worry. I never thought of her as the type who likes to play games, and I certainly never imagined that she might try to come on to me, but she’s acting so weird that I can’t imagine where else this would be heading. 
 
    Unless she’s just bored and wants somebody closer to her age to talk to. She’s 19, I’m 24, her bodyguard’s easily forty. But I don’t think she’s lonely. She has friends from college, I’ve seen her bring them to her house. I work security there sometimes.  
 
    “So, your dad didn’t mention you’d be dropping by,” I say, as I follow her up the stairs.  
 
    “Oh, I was supposed to spend the day shopping with my friends, but one of them bailed and the other one had to leave early. It was such a nice day out, I thought I’d come hang out by the lake. I didn’t know anyone would be here, I hope I’m not bothering you.” 
 
    “Not at all,” I say. As we walk into her bedroom, I’m trying to figure out a polite way to ask her how long she’ll be there without making her think that I’m inviting her to stay longer. 
 
    Her bedroom is too frilly for her, with all kinds of frothy lace on the bedspread. How can she even sleep with all those heart-shaped pillows piled up? There’s a white fluffy rug on the hardwood floor, like someone skinned a hundred Persian cats, and puke-pink pastel paintings of scenes in Italy on the wall. The bedroom of a 12 year old girl. Typical of Umberto Rosetti; she’s 19, but she isn’t allowed to pick out her own furnishings, or her clothing, or even her shoes, for that matter. I’m sure of it. Like all the made men’s women, she is not really herself; she is only who daddy allows her to be.  
 
    And fuck, now I’m alone in a bedroom with Donata Rosetti. This is bad. Despite what she said, I doubt daddy would like it. 
 
    And I can’t help but think of poor Alberto. Dead six months now. 
 
    He had the misfortune of being employed by one of the other Chicago made men, Riccardo. Riccardo has a fat, horny little bitch of a daughter named Fausta, who likes to climb all over daddy’s employees. She’s had her hymen sewn back up three times at least that I know of, by the shady doctor that all the really slutty mafia girls go to before they get married.  
 
    Alberto was a good guy. He had a wife and a baby daughter. Too bad for him, he was also a pretty boy with a jacked body. He confided to me that Fausta had her eye on him, and I told him to put in for a transfer, immediately. He said he’d asked, but he couldn’t come up with a good enough reason, and Riccardo turned him down. In this job, resigning isn’t an option. 
 
    Alberto never stood a chance. If he said yes, or if he said no, he was fucked. One of Riccardo’s employees had turned Fausta down when she came on to him, and she went crying to daddy that he’d pinched her ass. He vanished the next day. 
 
    So Alberto was a dead man from the minute Fausta decided she wanted him. From the way I heard it, Riccardo walked in on him and Fausta making out in the pantry, and Fausta immediately jumped away from him and screamed that he’d tried to rape her.  
 
    Fausta was rushed to the gyno to make sure she was still a virgin. As for Alberto? Pieces of Alberto floated to the top of Lake Michigan for weeks. The body parts were covered in cigarette burns and acid burns. It was front page news; one of Riccardo’s men anonymously called all the papers. His wife fled the city with her baby; they took nothing but the clothes on their back, and went into hiding. I still sneak money to her parents to give to her, which is probably a dumb risk on my part. 
 
    Of course Riccardo could have made sure that Alberto just disappeared and no parts of him were ever found, but that wouldn’t have delivered the same message. 
 
    The chest of drawers is heavy, and Donata insists on pulling all the drawers out to “help” me, even though I stand there and argue that it’s fine, she doesn’t have to. She’s blabbing the whole time, and I’m not really listening to what she says. I’m imagining her bent over that bed, legs spread wide for me, as I slap that bubble butt of hers. I like it rough. I want her to like it rough too, I want to stain that pure soul of hers and make her dirty like me. 
 
    Donata has me move the drawers not once, but three times. Three. Finally she’s happy with it. 
 
    All this time, Vinnie is down in the soundproofed basement, tied to a chair that’s on a tarp, facing a table full of tools. That’s not the worst thing; he’s probably pissing and shitting himself in terror, literally. That was why Claudio and I came upstairs in the first place, to let him sit and sweat for a little while.  
 
    The best way to break a man down is not just physically, but psychologically. I look on it like I’m tenderizing meat before I slice it. We beat him up a little before we came up here, broke his nose, blackened his eyes, but that was just the appetizer to the buffet of pain we’re about to serve him. 
 
    But still. Donata said two minutes. It’s easily been fifteen. 
 
    When she’s finally happy with the location of the chest, she needs help putting all the drawers back in. 
 
    The whole time, I’m inhaling her sweet scent, and listening to her breathe hard as she wrestles with the drawers. My dick is so hard it could smash diamonds into powder. My balls are bluer than Papa Smurf. And since I’ve got a multi-hour torture session scheduled as soon as I can escape little miss precious, there’s no relief in sight any time soon. 
 
    And when I start to head for the door, she calls out to me in her soft voice. “Diego.” 
 
    “Yes?” I say with a snap of impatience, as she walks over to me. I tense up, but she doesn’t try to make a move. 
 
    She just stares into my eyes challengingly. “Why do you act so weird around me?” 
 
    “Well, for one thing, you order me around like a servant.” My temper’s starting to fray. Normally I can keep my cool through just about anything, but she does weird things to my head. 
 
    “I apologize. Can we start over?” she smiles sweetly. “Just talk to me for a few minutes.” 
 
    “You want to talk?” I bark at her. “Ok, I’ll start. You’re a bored, spoiled little girl who’s playing with fire, and I’m the one who’s going to get burnt. So how about you let me get back to work?” 
 
    She doesn’t act offended. She doesn’t budge. “What kind of work are you doing? You never said what you were doing here.” Her gaze flicks to my shoes, and I realize that there’s a red splash of blood staining my dark sneakers. 
 
    “Painting,” I snap. I push past her. 
 
    “So that’s it? You’re going to just leave?” Now there’s a faint undercurrent of hurt to her voice. 
 
    Something in me snaps. All the anger and frustration that I keep dammed up inside me explodes, burning past the barrier of my common sense. I see my father in his coffin, and hear the dull heavy thud of my mother dropping to the floor of the funeral home as she faints. I feel the bile rising in my throat as I read about Alberto’s hand being retrieved by a fisherman – with every single finger broken. Denied lust throbs in my groin as I remember all those times that Donata hovered near me, sneaking me gazes underneath her thick lashes when she thought I wasn’t looking… 
 
    You want to play with me, poor little rich girl? 
 
    I shove her up against the wall and in one swift motion, I’ve got one hand gripping her chin, hard. My body presses against hers and my hard cock presses into her stomach and her eyes open wide. 
 
    I bend my head down and kiss her, violently, my tongue thrusting between her lips. She’s warm and sweet and she tastes of mint, and she moans into my mouth. She loves it. Her thighs part and I slide my leg in between them. We fit perfectly, molding into each other, our flesh becoming one.  
 
    The kiss goes on and on, and she arches her back, pressing her hips into me. She’s kissing me back. Hungry, sucking at my mouth, a low hum of pleasure thrumming in her throat. 
 
    When I finally pull away, she gasps in shock and goes rigid, horrified by what she just did. Kissed the help.  
 
    “Is that what you want?” I snarl at her. Tears shimmer in her eyes. 
 
    “No, you bastard! I just wanted some civilized conversation.” She stumbles away from me, her face flushing pink. 
 
    “Well, you came to the wrong place. Are you going to run and tell daddy now?” I say that because I know that when I put it that way, she’s less likely to actually do it. 
 
    “Tell him about what? You’re less than nothing, so nothing could have happened,” she spits furiously, and storms off. I guess that’s her idea of a burn. 
 
    And there we go. Even the sweetest little mafiosa princesses turn into tantruming bitches when they don’t get their way. As best I can figure out, she’s too prim and proper to actually come on to me, but she wanted me to either hit on her or at least flirt with her.  
 
    I walk downstairs and see her storming out of the house, purse in hand. Thank fuck; I was afraid she’d be here all damned weekend. 
 
    I find Claudio is back in the kitchen, drinking another beer. He arches an eyebrow at me. “So, she still a virgin? And how fast do we need to get out of town?” 
 
    I flip him the finger and walk off, towards the back of the house. He follows me, winding through a long hallway, to the basement door, where I turn the deadbolt. “Seriously, the fuck took so long?” he asks. 
 
    “She wanted me to fucking help her move a chest of drawers. All over her room.” I shake my head in disgust. I probably should be sweating bullets, but I’m not worried. I’ve always been an excellent judge of character, of what people will and won’t do. And as annoying as she is, I don’t believe she’s the type who’d ever snitch. Once at her house, one of the maids broke an incredibly expensive vase and nearly fainted from terror. Donata hurried to take the blame, enduring her father’s furious yelling with meek, downcast eyes and mumbled apologies.  
 
    She’s the type of royalty who gets off on pretending she’s one of the common folk; she holds doors open for servants, folds her own laundry, cleans her room before the maids get to it, straightens up after her little brothers and reminds them to put away their toys, remembers the servants’ birthdays with generous gifts.  
 
    They all adore her; they fall for her bullshit. And that’s all it is. A salve to her conscience, just another way she can feel superior because she’s graciously lowering herself to our level. 
 
    I swing open the door and we walk into the room, and my heart drops to the bottom of my shoes. And now I am sweating. 
 
    Because Vinnie is gone. Disappeared. 
 
    Vanished from a room with a deadlocked steel door.   
 
                   
 
                    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Diego 
 
      
 
    I’m thrumming with anticipation as I stride into the office on the 10th floor of the building owned by the Commission – the group of highest-level goombahs who rule over all of the families in the U.S. The building is in the business district, a big ugly fortress of steel and glass. It’s a monument to the success of decades of criminal enterprises.                 
 
    This is a big day. I’ve never been invited up here before. I walk in with two of my crew members, Claudio and Rocco at my heels. I’m wearing a suit to show respect. A nice pin-striped navy number, custom-cut. My men wear suits too, off the rack, but tailored to adapt to their muscular bulk.  
 
    Umberto is sitting in a leather chair at a fancy dark wood table with elaborately carved legs like from some 14th-century villa. His eyes are bloodshot, face set in grim lines. I hide my smile as I stand at the table with my men, waiting to be told where to sit.  
 
    Angelo Calibri, brother of Tiberio, the Chicago Capo, sits in the throne-like chair at the head of the table, his dark little raisin eyes fixed on Umberto. Two of his bodyguards stand up against the far wall, glowering. He waves at me, pointing at a chair across from Umberto. Claudio and Rocco remain standing.  
 
    The fact that a low-level soldato like me has been invited to this meeting? It’s a sign of how seriously the Calibri brothers are taking this. 
 
    Fortunately, I have friends who work for Angelo, who’ve kept me informed about what’s happening. And the news is very, very good – for me. 
 
    Not so good for little Miss Priss. 
 
    Because she’s the one who let Vinnie go. That’s why she was batting her baby blues at me, that’s why she led me upstairs and kept me up there for so long. She was keeping me distracted so Joey could escape. Does that hurt my pride? Maybe a little. She wasn’t jonesing for a taste of Italian salami when she tried to flirt with me, she was stabbing the Family right in the back. 
 
    And Vinnie, who’s always been a rat, flagged down the first cop that he saw, a guy who was patrolling the lakefront neighborhood where Umberto lives. Vinnie spilled everything – including the fact that Donata stumbled on him in the basement and let him go. 
 
    She should have known better. Vinnie wasn’t worth her throwing her whole life away. He was a drug dealer who was selling cocaine for us and he cut it with some shady shit, and caused six overdose deaths. Not that any of us gave a fuck, but it brought the heat down on that particular branch of Umberto’s operation big time. 
 
    Vinnie’s always had crap luck. And the cops who patrol that neighborhood? Most of them are on Umberto’s payroll. Sergeant Brown, the cop he spilled his guts to, was. Vinnie figured that out, unfortunately, when the cop tried to take him back to Umberto’s house. He grabbed for Sergeant Brown’s gun, and the cop had to shoot him. 
 
    The only problem was, Vinnie gave some useful information to the cop before he figured out he was one of Umberto’s men. Now this guy has way too much information about our operations, and the price of his loyalty just increased ten-fold. And he made sure to let us know that he’s passed on that information to some friends, and if he were to die or suddenly disappear, the entire Chicago police department would show up at the doorstep of Tiberio Calibri himself. 
 
    “We’re all here now. Do you have anything to say for yourself?” Angelo says to Umberto, his voice harsh. 
 
    Umberto hunches his shoulders, the picture of misery. “I am very, very sorry. She is locked in her bedroom right now. She will be punished, severely. She won’t be able to walk without crying for weeks. And then she’ll be married off to someone who can keep her in line – someone from the old country. She’ll be shipped overseas, and - ” Umberto’s speaking faster and faster. His words are tumbling out on top of each other. 
 
    Angelo shakes his head slowly as Umberto talks, and holds his hand up, and Umberto falls silent. 
 
    “Not good enough. You are aware that Vinnie blabbed Diego’s name to the cop? First and last name. The name of his bar. Where he lives. Diego used to be completely under the radar, never had so much as a parking ticket. Cops didn’t even know he existed, and he wasn’t connected to us in any way. We don’t have a lot of guys like that. I don’t need to tell you that Diego’s one of our best men, and thanks to your daughter, Vinnie’s brought down a world of heat on him. And now, Sergeant Brown is going to tell his buddies to watch Diego like a hawk so he can gather up more information that they can use against us.” 
 
    I assume a martyred air. “It’s all right, sir, I can carry on as usual.” 
 
                  Angelo scowls. “We appreciate it, but it’s too risky. You’re going to have to scale way back.” I knew he’d say that. But I just scored points for being willing to take the risk. It never ceases to amaze me, how easy it is to jerk these guys’ strings. They adore suck-ups, as long as you do it right. And I know how to do it right. “So, Umberto, what this means is that Diego can’t do any big jobs for us. He probably can’t do much more than manage his bar for at least the next few months. Maybe longer. You know he used to earn a cut of all the business in his territory. This will cost him a couple hundred grand, easy, and that’s just over the course of the next few months.” 
 
    Umberto flicks a wretched glance at me and mutters “Sorry, Diego.” He looks like he’d rather be chewing ground glass than forcing out those words. It’s not easy for a man like him to humble himself to those who he considers inferior.  
 
    I look at him, and I think of my father lying dead on the sidewalk, after that bank job went south. A bank job that Umberto, Angelo and Tiberio had sent him on. 
 
    Funny thing – nobody here knows that my dad was one of the three men who died in that screwed-up heist. That’s how little his death meant to them. They wouldn’t remember his name if I shouted it at them.  
 
    But they’ll know when they take their final breaths – because his name will be the last thing they hear when the light fades from their eyes. Roberto Costa. 
 
     “How are you going to make it up to him?” Angelo demands. 
 
    “I’ll give him a year’s pay,” Umberto mutters sullenly. 
 
    “Still not good enough. Your daughter jeopardized his entire career and greatly diminished his value to us.” 
 
    Inspiration surges through me. I can see that Angelo wants to not just punish Umberto but crush him. Angelo has a deep disdain for women – the things he does to hookers turns even my stomach, and I’ve flayed people alive more than once – and having Umberto’s daughter hand us our ass is infuriating to him on a very deep level.  
 
    I clear my throat, and Angelo shifts his attention to me. 
 
    “Sir, may I speak to you privately?” I say. 
 
    Umberto burns me with the hatred of his gaze. This is a gamble, because if Angelo doesn’t back me, I’ll be dead before nightfall. And so will my associates, including Claudio and Rocco. But I’m relying on my ability to play people, to sense what motivates them, what buttons to push and when. My friends call me the Puppet-master. My instincts have kept me alive so far. 
 
    And my instincts are telling me that now is the time to go in for the kill. 
 
                  Outside in the hallway, Angelo says, with a hint of impatience “Talk.” 
 
                  “Sir, rather than money, I ask you to give me the girl. Donata. Umberto lost control of his daughter, and she has wronged me. She should be the one to pay for her sins.”  
 
                  The thing with Angelo is, he’s a bully and a sadist. If he’s on your side, you’ve got a powerful ally. But fail him or cross him in any way, even unintentionally, and he’ll gleefully tear you to pieces like ripping the wings from a butterfly. 
 
                  He thinks about it, and nods. 
 
                  “If I give her to you, her punishment needs to be very public,” he informs me. “She needs to be dragged through the mud. Made into a whore.” His thick lips curl in a smile and his eyes almost disappear. 
 
    A warm glow lights me up from the inside, and I’m hard just thinking about it. Public punishment? Yes, I can certainly manage that. “Thank you, sir. I won’t let you down.” 
 
    When we return to the conference room and Angelo delivers the news, Umberto doesn’t take it well. He goes white as a ghost when Angelo informs him that he will not only be paying me half a million dollars, and paying the Calibri brothers a million dollars, he will also hand over his daughter to me at my bar by six p.m. this evening. 
 
    “Please, sir,” he begs Alfredo. “My daughter has always been a good girl. Modest, loyal, well-behaved, a credit to the Outfit. She made one very foolish error, she is deeply remorseful, and I will punish her very severely.” 
 
    “She is no longer yours to punish.” Alfredo stands up, his pale blue eyes gleaming with malice, his thick cruel lips twitching in barely disguised glee. “Six p.m.” He strolls to the door without a backward glance. His men follow him out. 
 
    Umberto waits until the door shuts behind them, before he turns his wrath on me. “You brown-nosing little motherfucker! You set this all up somehow, didn’t you? You’ve always had your eye on my Donata!” 
 
    No, I didn’t set it up, but now that he mentions it, if I’d known how well this would all turn out, I’d absolutely have arranged for it to happen.  
 
    I just smile at him politely. “No need to have her pack her bags. I’ll be providing her with a new wardrobe more fitting to her new station in life.” He always dressed her like a nun, swathing her beautiful body in layers. That ends tonight. 
 
    “I’ll cut your throat before I let you get your contadino fingers on my angel!” Umberto bellows and lunges across the table at me. He just called me a peasant.  
 
    Claudio and Rocco jump to their feet, fists balled, leaning in to the threat.  
 
    And a voice booms from a speaker in the corner of the room. Tiberio Calibri. Apparently he’d been secretly listening to the entire conversation from his office in Milan, where he’s currently on “vacation” because things have gotten too hot for him here in the United States. He’s been on vacation for a year and a half now, after a prosecutor opened an investigation into his operations. 
 
    The fact that he’s overseas is one of the reasons that I haven’t accelerated my plans. It also means that Angelo is the acting Capo. 
 
    But in the meantime, Tiberio still likes to perceive himself as running things in Chicago, and his brother indulges him. 
 
    “Umberto Rosetti, you have just disrespected my brother’s authority.” His voice makes Umberto yelp. 
 
    “Sir, I am very sorry! But my daughter, sir – please!” 
 
    “The decision has been made. And because of your disrespect, the timeline has been moved up. You will have your daughter delivered to Diego’s bar in 90 minutes, or I will have her throat slit. And your wife’s, for good measure – while you watch. Diego will do it for me. You will not threaten Diego or his associates in any way, and from now on, Diego reports to my brother, not you.” 
 
    Umberto’s face is ghost-white. His mouth opens and closes like a fish flopping on a deck, gasping its final breaths. I’ve just jumped enormously in prestige and power. Reporting directly to Angelo basically puts me on the same level as Umberto, who also reports directly to Angelo.  
 
     “Yes, sir,” he chokes out.  
 
    I wonder if my father choked on his final breaths the way Umberto is choking right now. His misery pleases me enormously. 
 
    I wink at him jauntily as I head to the door, with Claudio and Rocco. He tries to murder me with the heat of his glare, and fails.  
 
    We hurry downstairs to my car. I need to be at my bar in time for the delivery of my new toy.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Continue reading Diego. 
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