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      She’s a Lullaby girl. Her fate is sealed.

      

      In a twisted, underground House of depravity, the women do not belong to me.

      But they are mine to train. To groom. To perfect in the most wicked of ways.

      

      This dark House changed me.

      What was asked of me, corrupted the man I once was.

      But the sickness did not break me.

      I remained in control regardless.

      

      Until her.

      

      Cloaked in secrets and lies, I have a new focus…

      I want my own Lullaby girl.
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      Zero dollars. Ariana blinked, hoping the number would change. It didn’t.

      Her bank account had zero dollars when only two days ago her paycheck had been deposited. It wasn’t a mighty check, a few hundred dollars from working the register at the bakery, but it was more than zero.

      “Fuck.” She ripped the receipt from the ATM and checked it one more time. The bank closed an hour ago. She’d have to wait until the morning to talk to someone about it. Obviously, someone hacked her account. She’d been robbed.

      After tucking her debit card back into her purse, she headed down the street to the bus stop. She had one token left, which meant she’d be walking to work in the morning. Pulling her jacket tighter around herself, Ariana ducked into the shelter to wait for the bus. She’d missed her usual bus in order to get a few hours of overtime. Cleaning the ovens at the bakery was one of the jobs she disliked the most, but it gave her extra cash. And if she ever wanted to move out of the studio closet she was renting, she needed more income.

      A chilled breeze blew into the shelter, blowing her hair wildly around her. Traffic was lighter at this time of night. The sun had already disappeared behind the tall buildings, casting the corner into shadows.

      Her phone buzzed in her back pocket, so she grabbed it.

      Found your letter. Sorry to see you go, but I understand.

      Her boss, Randy, had sent her the message. Confused, she started to tap out a response. Maybe he was texting the wrong person. She wasn’t going anywhere. Where the hell would she go? She didn’t even have bus money.

      Two men stepped inside the bus shelter with Ariana.

      “Evening.” The taller of them greeted her with a sharp nod. The other, less tall but not short by any means, rolled his shoulders back and flicked his chin up toward her. The strong scent of musky cologne filled the space.

      “Hi,” she mumbled and went back to sending her text.

      “Cold tonight.” The tall man began small talk.

      “Yeah,” Ariana responded, watching her phone. Sending. The message wasn’t going through.

      The two men stepped closer to her. Both wore well-fitting suits with dark ties and shiny shoes. Why would they be needing the bus? Ariana took a few steps to the left, away from them.

      She typed out the message again and hit send.

      Message not sent

      What the hell was going on with her phone? She paid the bill last week. Maybe it was the service. She held out her phone higher, looking at the bars light up on her screen. No, she wasn’t in a dead zone.

      With a frustrated groan, she stuffed the phone back into her pocket. She’d call Randy as soon as she got home. It had to be a mistake, and easily fixed.

      Ariana stepped off the curb and searched down the road for the bus. Rush hour had ended long ago; there was barely any traffic. Finding a cab would take longer, and she didn’t exactly have the cash for it.

      The two men sharing the shelter with her weren’t talking. When she glanced over her shoulder at them, she found their gazes locked on her. She shook off the shiver climbing up her neck and stepped back onto the curb but moved outside the shelter. The wind wasn’t so bad, and it definitely gave her less of a chill than the guys.

      The taller of the two checked his phone. “Right around the corner,” he mumbled to his friend.

      Ariana turned her attention to the corner. A black town car turned onto the main street and headed for them. She took a small step back when it pulled to the curb directly in front of her.

      With a glance toward the men, she took a larger step to the side, assuming their ride had arrived.

      The shorter of the two stepped to the car and pulled open the back door.

      “Ariana,” he said with a blank expression.

      Her heart stopped.

      He knew her name. How could he know her name?

      She shook her head, starting to turn away from the car, but the taller man was there. She stepped right into him. He gripped her shoulders hard. Her knees bent, trying to get away from the pressure of his grasp.

      “In the car, Ariana. Time to go,” he said, shoving her toward the vehicle.

      “What? No!” She jerked to the side, trying to get out of his grip, but he only tightened his hold.

      Her knees threatened to buckle, but she had to run. She had to escape these men.

      What the fuck was going on?

      “She’s going to put up a fight,” the man holding the door open said. His tone suggested he looked forward to her attempt to escape.

      “Good. I like it when they do.” The taller man laughed. He released her shoulders, but before she could get even a step away from him, he had her.

      No amount of kicking or squirming was a match for his strength. Her throat burned with her shrill cries for help. Her feet made no contact; her hands were useless at hitting a helpful target. In the end, she was stuffed into the back of the town car, followed by the two men.

      “No!” Her last scream as a free woman was a futile attempt.

      They had her.

      She was theirs.

      Never get into the car. She’d been taught this as a child. Once you were inside the car, you were a dead person. Everyone knew this.

      Don’t get into the car!

      The door slammed shut.

      She righted herself, looking to the front seat, to the driver. Another man wearing the same suit. His eyes were covered by his sunglasses. The evening had already descended; there was no sunlight.

      “Let me go!” she yelled and lunged for the door. Yanking on the handle proved fruitless. The door wouldn’t budge.

      “Let’s go,” one of the men said and slapped the back of the driver’s seat.

      The car lunged forward, taking off from the bus stop into the empty road. Ariana smacked the window, wrenched the handle, never giving up hope she’d get herself out of the car before they got too far away.

      “She’s going to hurt herself,” the driver snapped.

      “Fine.” The man next to Ariana grabbed her and pulled her into his chest. “I was hoping not to have to use this yet.”

      She wiggled, clawing at his face but the second man easily captured her wrists and pinned them down.

      “Let me go, you bastard! Let go!” she screamed.

      A sharp pinch in her neck brought a new worry.

      “What the fuck was that?” she yelled, still tugging to free her wrists.

      “Just something to help,” the man said and started smoothing her hair from her face. Her arms became heavy, her eyelids the same.

      “Help…with…” She rolled her head to the side. Darkness crept into the edges of her vision. A picture was taped to the radio. Her picture.

      Why did they take her?

      Where were they taking her?

      “There you go, shhh.” The man patted her cheek and the darkness crowded further, pulling her into the center.

      No.

      No.

      No.

      And then there was nothing.
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      Costello buttoned his jeans and went to work on his belt buckle, while the blonde beauty roused from sleep in his bed. Sitting up, she yawned with her hands stretched out over her head.

      She smiled sweetly as she rubbed the sleep from her eyes. “I’m sorry I fell asleep.” Shoving the covers away, she swung her legs over the side of the bed.

      He picked up his wallet from the dresser and pushed it into his back pocket.

      “It’s fine, but you should head back to the dayroom before they come looking for you.”

      She hopped off the bed, smoothing down the light summer dress over her stomach and looked around the floor. Costello toed the cotton panties over to her, enjoying the view as she bent over to retrieve them. A nice pink blush still covered her bare ass.

      “Will I see you at snacktime?” she asked, shimmying the panties up over her hips.

      “No. I have several meetings to attend.” He opened his bedroom door. “Be good this afternoon or you won’t get playtime for a while,” he cautioned with a grin.

      She blushed and lowered her gaze to the floor, hurrying from the room. He delivered a well-placed smack to her ass when she passed him, eliciting a high-pitched giggle before she jogged down the hall. Stepping out behind her, he pulled the door closed, following at a far more sedate pace.

      “Another play date?” Gianni fell in step with Costello.

      “One of the perks,” Costello said with a laugh and turned down another hall toward the back stairwell.

      “You’re spoiling them,” Gianni said as they made their way down to the main floor.

      “Why? Because I let them have a little fun before they leave?” Costello asked.

      “No, because you’re letting them think it’s going to be anything like this when they go. And you know damn well it’s not,” Gianni reminded him. Costello didn’t need any reminders. He knew exactly what the Lullaby girls were in for once they left the Training House.

      It was his job to get them ready for the world outside the House, and he made damn sure they knew what was expected of them.

      “Just because I have some fun with them here and there doesn’t mean they are any less trained or any less disciplined,” Costello argued.

      “I’ll give you that point.” Gianni opened the door to the study where their afternoon meeting with Frank Romero, head of the Romero family, was being held. “Your girls do behave the best,” Gianni conceded.

      “And earn the most money,” Costello added.

      The study was more of a conference room than an office. A long, oak table took up most of the room. Floor to ceiling bookcases lined one wall of the room. Thick hardcover books lined each shelf. The dark wood paneling of the walls gave the room an ominous ambiance. The dimly lit lamps along the table didn’t help liven anything up.

      “Gentlemen.” Frank Romero sauntered into the room from the side entrance that led to his own private office. “Let’s make this brief. I have to get across town for a meet and greet.” Frank pulled out the chair at the head of the table and stared down each man until they were quietly in their seats.

      Frank poured himself a glass of water from the pitcher in front of him and sipped at it, then put the glass down. Every meeting started the same way. He would rush in, hurry everyone to their seats and then take his sweet ass time getting to the point.

      “I heard good things about the auction last night.” Frank tapped his fingertips on the tabletop. “Angelina brought in the highest bid.” He pointed to Costello with a grin. “Twice what I had her listed for.”

      Costello inclined his head in acknowledgement of the praise. Angelina had been a hard one to break, but once she did, he’d molded her into the perfect girl for auction.

      “The other girls did great too. I don’t want anyone thinking they didn’t do their jobs. Fine stock on that stage last night.” Frank grinned. Three deep wrinkles on both sides of his mouth appeared when he was at his happiest. It was as though he had so much extra skin on his face that when he smiled, it all smooshed up.

      Frank took his seat and motioned to Johnny on his left.

      “Just a few quick things then you guys can get back to doing what you do best.” Johnny, Frank’s younger brother, pulled out his phone, swiping to his notes. Everything was electronic with Johnny. Nothing was put on paper. If anyone outside the family were to get ahold of that phone or his computer—they’d all be fucked.

      “Tony and Marco, you two are with me tonight. We’ll pick up the next shipment of Lullaby, and you’ll bring it back here for distribution. Costello, you have a new recruit. She arrived last night. The nannies will get her all cleaned up once she wakes up this afternoon. We had to double dose her with Lullaby and it laid her out cold. Once she’s up and about, they’ll come get you.”

      “Her file?” Costello asked.

      Johnny looked up from his phone. “Just emailed it to you.”

      Frank had a high security server installed for the House to keep all of Johnny’s emails internal and unhackable. Or so they said.

      “Thanks.” Costello pulled out his phone to be sure he received it before Johnny took off. Seeing the message in his inbox, he put the device away.

      “Gianni, your girl didn’t sell last night. Put her in rotation for the playroom. Maybe some time with the customers will up her sale value. Or at least she’ll be earning us some fucking money.” Johnny shook his head. “She’s been here almost six months. She should have sold by now.”

      Gianni frowned. He’d been training Shelby hard, knowing the time was coming when Johnny and Frank would stick her in the playroom.

      “You got it.” Gianni nodded.

      “Okay, enough House business.” Frank waved his hand. “Family dinner next Sunday. No exceptions.” He pointed his stubby finger at each of them. “Loretta’s cooking. I expect all of you there. Bring the kids.”

      “Would love to, Uncle Frank. We’ll be there.” Tony nodded.

      “Of course, we’ll be there. I think Sammy has a hockey game, but we’ll work it out,” Marco said.

      “You let him play, Marco. He made a commitment to that team.” Frank stabbed the table with his finger. Loyalty and commitment were top priorities to Uncle Frank. Unless he thought someone double crossed him. If he believed one of his men—nephew or not— went against him in any way, he was dealt with.

      “Of course. We’ll make it work, like I said,” Marco repeated.

      Frank stood up from the table, rebuttoning his jacket. “Okay, then. Next Sunday, dinner.” He pointed to Costello. “I want the same results from this new girl as you got with Angelina.”

      Costello nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

      Frank laughed. “Maybe keep your dick out of the others while you’re working with her. From what Louis told me, she didn’t come easily. He’s got a few scratches on his hands for his efforts.”

      Costello stood up from the table. “She’s no different than any other girl in the House. She’ll get with the program and learn the rules. If she doesn’t, she’ll discover what happens.” Costello grinned. There hadn’t been a girl in the House who didn’t fall in line. Whoever this girl was, she wouldn’t be any different.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      Ariana’s head was going to explode. She cracked her eyes open enough to see some light and quickly squeezed them shut again. The pain in her temples thumped too loudly for her to hear if anyone else was in the room.

      “I can give you something for your head,” a deep voice said. She winced at the increased pain his voice brought.

      Ariana cupped her hand over her eyes and opened them enough to see the figure sitting in a chair at the foot of the bed.

      She was in a bed.

      Why the fuck was she in a bed?

      She’d been at the ATM. No, the bus stop. She’d been waiting for the bus. The memory of her abduction flooded back, and she sucked in a sharp breath.

      She’d been taken.

      Kidnapped.

      “Don’t move too fast, it will make it hurt more,” he cautioned, but she ignored him.

      Thrusting herself to sit up, she regretted it as a wave of nausea hit her along with another sharp explosion of pain. She groaned, holding her head.

      He chuckled. “I told you. Now stop moving around and lie back down.”

      She ignored him again, swinging her legs over the side of the bed and shoving off the thick blankets keeping her warm.

      He sighed.

      “Who are you, and where am I?” she asked, pressing her elbows into her knees and rubbing her fingers against her temples.

      “You’re at the House,” he answered simply. Like she should have any clue as to what that meant.

      “What House, and who are you?” she demanded with her eyes closed. Another roll of nausea caught her off guard, and she bent over further until the roiling in her stomach subsided.

      She heard the chair creak and when the bed dipped, she understood he’d moved to sit down beside her.

      “They had to give you a second dose of the sedative because you were fighting them so much when you got here.” He placed his hand on her back, rubbing in gentle circles. “The nausea will stop soon, but your head will most likely pound for awhile.”

      “I want to go home,” she said softly. This had to be a nightmare. Punishment for having too many cookies for dinner.

      “That’s not going to happen,” he said firmly. “Better you understand that now. Get the idea of leaving out of your head. For your own sake, Ariana.”

      She shoved off the bed, away from his touch.

      “How do you know my name? Why am I here?” she yelled. Pounding head be damned, she wanted answers.

      Blinking a few times, her vision finally focused enough for her to see his neatly combed dark hair, chiseled jawline and fierce eyes.

      “I know everything about you, Ariana.” He stood from the bed and folded his arms over his chest. If he was trying to scare her, he was too late. Fear pumped through her veins faster than her own blood. “It’s my job to know so I can take care of you better, so I can train you properly.”

      “Train me?” She covered her mouth. She may not have gotten far after high school, but she was smart enough to start putting the pieces together. And the picture the puzzle made didn’t exactly give her the warm fuzzies. Her eyes darted around the room searching for any possible escape.

      “Yes. And I can tell from the look on your face, you have a good idea what that means. But it’s a little different here. There’s a specific niche we fulfill.” He opened the drawer of the nightstand and pulled out a pink and purple sippy cup.

      Words flooded her mind, but none made it out of her mouth.

      “This has your medicine in it. It will be placed on your nightstand every evening and every morning. You are expected to drink all of it. If you don’t, there’s a punishment,” he explained. “You have a lot to learn, but right now you need to accept your fate. You aren’t going home. Ever. You are a little girl of the House now.” He cupped her shoulders and dipped his chin to peer into her eyes.

      “What does that even mean?” she asked softly, her gaze returning to the sippy cup.

      “You’ll learn that in the next few days. Right now, drink your medicine. It will help your headache.” He pulled her into a hug, but she stiffened and attempted to step away. “Never resist my touch, Ariana.” He placed a small peck to her forehead and released her.

      “I don’t understand any of this.” She stepped back from him.

      The door opened and a woman, not much older than Ariana walked in carrying a small teddy bear in one hand and a similar sippy cup in the other. Her hair was pulled into two tight ponytails, and she was wearing a short dress.

      “Courtney, what are you doing in here?” he asked in a deep voice.

      “Daddy told me to get you. He needs you in the playroom,” the woman said, swaying her hips and making the skirt of her dress swish around her legs.

      He frowned. “What’s going on in the playroom?”

      “I dunno.” She pulled her shoulders up to her ears. “I was with him in his room, but he said he needed to go the playroom and told me to come get you.”

      “Okay. I’ll go see what’s going on. Courtney, you can stay here with Ariana until I get back.”

      “Okay.” Courtney bounced on her toes.

      “Take your medicine.” He pointed a straight finger at Ariana then left the room.

      Courtney let out an exaggerated sigh and gave Ariana a long appraising look. “Are you okay?”

      Ariana shook her head. Of course, she wasn’t okay. What the fuck was going on here? Why was this grown woman speaking and acting this way? Medicine? Sippy cups? Playroom? Daddy? This had to be a nightmare. A sick and twisted nightmare that she had to wake up from. She didn’t know if it was the sedative or panic, but her ears rang, and her head spun. This couldn’t be real.

      This couldn’t be real!

      “I need to get out of here.” Ariana rushed to the door but found it locked.

      “He probably locked it on his way out. Most Daddies do that when their girls show up at first. Don’t worry, eventually he won’t anymore. Once you start taking all your medicines.” Courtney dropped her teddy bear on the bed and picked up the sippy cup. “You should drink this.”

      “What is it?”

      Courtney shrugged. “I’m not sure exactly, but it helps make everything easier.” She plopped down on the bed, kicking her feet against the gray carpeting.

      “Makes what easier?” Ariana demanded. All of the half answers she was getting made her aching head spin even more than it was.

      “Being their little girls,” Courtney said plainly. “Sometimes it’s hard cause the grownups in our bodies don’t want to be little girls. So, they give us the medicine to help us be the little girls we are meant to be.”

      Ariana took the sippy cup from her and stared at it. It looked like water. She unscrewed the top and sniffed. No scent, but there had to be a drug inside.

      “What if you don’t want to be a little girl?” Ariana asked, screwing the top back on the cup.

      Courtney frowned. “You don’t want to know,” she whispered. “It’s really bad.”

      “Like how bad?”

      “Well, there was a girl a few months ago who didn’t like it here. She stopped taking her medicine and refused to listen to her daddy, so Uncle Frank came and took her away.”

      Ariana took a slow breath. Getting information would take patience, but unluckily for her, it didn’t look like she had anywhere else to be.

      “Who’s Uncle Frank? And where did he take her? And what are we trained for? And what’s that guy’s name who was just in here?” Ariana rattled off her questions. He could be back any second; it was crunch time.

      “You ask a lot of questions.” Courtney sighed. “Okay. Uncle Frank owns the House. He never comes here though unless someone’s in big trouble. Our Daddies teach us to be good girls so we can get adopted one day…” She tapped her finger against her chin. “What was your other question?”

      “That guy,” Ariana prompted. Panic built in her chest. She needed to sort all this out.

      “Oh. His name is Costello, but you have to call him Daddy until you get adopted, then you’ll call your new daddy, Daddy.” She nodded with a smile.

      Ariana’s stomach twisted. Things like that were nightmares for other people. Horrible stories on talk shows and late-night documentaries. They weren’t supposed to happen to girls like her.

      “Courtney, where did Uncle Frank take the girl who stopped taking the medicine?” Ariana asked, squatting down to get on the same eye-level as her.

      Courtney’s brow wrinkled.

      “It’s important. What happened to her?” Ariana pressed, forcing her voice to stay steady. She knew that if she let the panic in her chest leak into her voice, she’d scare Courtney.

      The door opened and closed, startling both women.

      “Courtney, go to the playroom. Your daddy is waiting for you.” Costello’s dark voice shut Courtney down before she could give a real answer.

      “Okay.” Courtney hopped up from the bed, grabbing her teddy bear. “Bye-bye.” She wiggled her fingers at Ariana and smiled up at Costello before skipping out of the room.

      “Why does she act like that? What’s in this medicine?” Ariana demanded, throwing the sippy cup at Costello. It hit his chest and fell to the floor with a thunk. The top popped off, spilling the contents all over the carpet.

      Costello’s gaze settled on the mess the liquid made as the carpet drank it up, then as if in slow motion, he brought his dark, angry eyes to hers. Ariana took a step back, raising her hand to ward him off as though her single palm could keep the anger she saw in his expression from reaching her.

      “Well.” His shoulders dropped. “I guess now’s as good a time as any to show you what happens to naughty girls. Come here, Ariana. You’re going to get your first spanking.”
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      She’d thrown the cup at him! Costello had met dozens of girls in this room. After being abducted and waking up in the House, the girls were usually disorientated, frightened. Most were compliant, doing whatever they could for a chance at escape, to be let free. The drugs they were given during intake helped keep them calm, but Ariana seemed to fight against the sedatives racing through her veins.

      “What? No.” She waved her hands in front of her. “Don’t you dare touch me!” she screamed.

      “Oh, I’m going to do a hell of a lot more than touch you.” He chuckled, grabbing her forearm tightly.

      She yanked back, throwing all her weight downward, trying to get away from him. But there would be no escape.

      “Stop!” She kicked her feet at him. Thankfully, they’d already removed her shoes, so her bare foot striking his shin did nothing but irritate him.

      He calmly dragged her back to the bed, a narrow twin bed made specifically for the girls of the House. Sitting down on the edge, he gave one quick tug and had her over his lap easily. She squirmed. Given how small her build was, he was surprised by the strength in her. He captured her waist with one arm, pinning her against his body and quickly went to work.

      “Fuck you! Let me go right now!”

      Bringing his hand down on her ass at first shocked her into silence, but it only lasted a moment. She doubled her efforts to get away from him, but he held her firmly and continued to rain the spanks down over her cheeks.

      The thin dress the girls were given to wear couldn’t be giving her much protection, but when she continued to scream and fight him, he decided to remove even that barrier.

      “Settle down,” he demanded and yanked the hem of the dress up to her waist, giving him the first look at her luscious curves.

      She froze.

      With a feather touch, he traced the curve of each ass cheek. Harsh red blotches marred her creamy flesh.

      “Stop it.” She sounded as though she were speaking through clenched teeth. “Please.”

      “Ah, so you do have some manners.” He patted one cheek, watching the sweet rebound after the soft smack. “Remember to use them from now on and you can avoid more of this.”

      “No!” Her hand flung behind her. He rolled his eyes to the back of his head. Easily, he pinned her wrist to the small of her back and continued the spanking. Now with her dress up, he could be more accurate, assuring not a single speck of her ass went untouched.

      The squirming resumed but quickly receded as he increased the force of the spanks. Her sobs broke through the repetitive sound of his hand meeting her ass.

      Only when her body relented and softened did he stop the spanking. Her shoulders shook, but he paid no attention to her tears.

      She’d earned them, and she could keep them.

      He rested his hand on her ass, the heat of her flesh matching that of his palm. She wasn’t the only one with a sting to work through; his hand had endured the pain as well. Though his enjoyment of watching her wiggle, and the sweet sound of her cries offset the sting.

      “Everything okay, Costello?” Nancy, one of the women in charge of taking care of the girls bathing and dressing when the Daddies were busy, popped her head into the room. She’d no doubt been waiting in the hallway listening for the spanking to end before opening the door. Although Nancy wasn’t allowed to punish the girls herself, she wasn’t shy about tattling on them and sticking around to watch the spanking be doled out.

      “Yes. Just a small rebellion.” Costello ran his hand in circles over Ariana’s ass cheeks. Although some girls liked the attention after their asses had been lit up, Ariana tensed. Did she not understand the difference between punishment and a caress?

      “Looks like there’s been a spill.” Nancy stepped inside and picked up the opened sippy cup, holding the lid and the cup separately.

      “I need the suppository kit,” Costello stated. If Nancy was waiting for the full story of Ariana’s misdeeds, she could wait all day. He wasn’t going to give her any more of a picture for her personal spank bank.

      Nancy pulled a small kit from the nightstand drawer and handed it to him. The tip of her tongue peeked out of her mouth and touched her top lip as she took in Ariana’s red, well-spanked ass.

      “Thanks.” Costello’s firm voice drew her attention back to him again. “You can go.”

      She scrunched up her lips. “You might need some help.”

      “I’m fine. Go.” Costello gestured with his chin toward the door.

      Ariana’s sobs softened to soft sniffles, but her body remained tight. At least she wasn’t fighting him anymore.

      “Fine.” Nancy turned toward the door in her typical huff when not allowed to assist with disciplining or dealing with one of the girls.

      “She’s gone.” Costello patted Ariana’s thigh.

      Ariana started to push off the bed, but he pressed harder on her back to keep her down. “We aren’t done yet,” he warned.

      Ariana strained her neck to look over her shoulder at him. Streaks of tears ran down her red, puffy cheeks. Her eyes sparkled with the unfallen tears, but what struck him hard in the chest were her pupils. Large and round.

      “Hmm.” He readjusted his arm around her waist and spread her ass cheeks apart. “That’s what I thought.” He grinned to himself.

      “Stop.” She tried to wiggle away, but one quick smack to her ass stilled her.

      With a single finger, he swiped through her folds.

      “Wet.” He sucked on his finger, licking off every bit of her juices. When he locked eyes with her, his smile widened. “It’s actually very normal for your body to get aroused. And it makes me happy.”

      “I don’t care what makes you happy. If you touch me again—” He cut her off by sliding his middle finger into her pussy, all the way up to his last knuckle. She sucked in a long breath, surprised probably, but she couldn’t hide the satisfied moan when he curled his finger.

      “Now. It’s late and I have other work to do. So, you’ll take your medicine and get to sleep. When I see you tomorrow morning, you’ll find things to be much easier for you.” He withdrew his finger and went about opening the small box with the suppository.

      “Wait! What are you doing?” She twisted on his lap again. “No! Okay, I’ll drink the damn medicine!”

      He laughed. “You get one shot at that. Now you’ll have to take it this way.” He pinched the white Lullaby suppository between his fingers and once more pried open her ass cheeks with his other hand, making sure to keep pressure on her back with his elbow.

      “No! Please!” Her fight built up again and her legs kicked out, but he was stronger, and he wouldn’t leave her in peace until she’d taken her medicine.

      “Relax your asshole to make it easier on you. Easy or hard, this is going in,” he said through gritted teeth. He’d never had such a fighter before. They must not have given her a strong enough sedative laced with the Lullaby when she arrived.

      The girls weren’t given a full dose of the Lullaby until after they’d met their daddy, but they were dosed enough to assure the drug wouldn’t cause a reaction. It helped make them more pliable.

      The struggling woman over his lap screaming and swinging her arms back at him was not pliable by any means.

      “Fine. Hard way it is.” He shoved the suppository past the tight ring of muscle and pushed it as far into her as his finger would go.

      Her scream bounced off the walls.

      Keeping his finger right where it was, buried inside her ass, he waited until she started to calm down.

      “Just relax, Ariana,” he spoke softly. “Let Daddy take care of you.”

      “I hate you,” she responded, though sounded sleepy enough that he removed his finger from her ass and let up on the pressure on her back.

      “What did you give me?” she asked when he scooped her up off his lap and maneuvered her onto the bed. Both cheeks were red and wet from all her crying. Her voice hoarse from the amount of screeching.

      “Medicine,” he said and pulled the covers over her, tucking them up around her chin. She lay still beneath the quilt, like a board. “Go to sleep. In the morning, I’ll check your ass for bruising, and you’ll take your next dose of medicine the right way, correct?” he asked, leaning over her face. Even after a change of clothes and all her crying, she still smelled of a bakery.

      “Leave me alone,” she said softly, closing her eyes and rolling away from him. He watched her for a long moment. The sedative was kicking in, and she’d be asleep shortly.

      He flipped off the light on her nightstand and left her to herself. There’d be plenty of new rules and things to get used to in the morning. And after another dose of Lullaby was administered, she wouldn’t be so tough to handle. She’d be easier, more playful.

      It would be better for them both that way. Yet, disappointment tugged at his heart as he closed the bedroom door.
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      She was in a madhouse. That had to be it. Someone had mistakenly brought her to an institution for the insane.

      Ariana stared at the girl sitting across from her at the large banquet table she’d been brought to after being forced to bathe and dress. Before she had fully woken up, Nancy had yanked off her blankets and shoved another sippy cup at her. With her hands on her hips and her toe tapping against the carpet, she’d stood over Ariana as she drank the sickening sweet liquid.

      Ariana had contemplated refusing the drink again, but as she sat up, the reminder of what had been the result last time had her grabbing the stupid cup and drinking from it.

      Nancy had let her bathe herself in the bathroom attached to the bedroom, but she wouldn’t allow Ariana to put on her own clothes. Ariana tried to wrench free of the horrible woman when she yanked the soft yellow dress over her head, but Nancy had pinched her nipple so hard tears sprang to Ariana’s eyes.

      “You better eat.” The girl sitting across from her motioned with her spoon to Ariana’s full bowl of oatmeal. “If you don’t, your daddy will punish you,” she said with a frown. “And not in a good way.”

      A good way? There was a good way to be punished?

      “I’m not really hungry,” Ariana said, picking up the spoon and poking at the mush in her bowl.

      “It doesn’t matter. If you don’t eat, you get spanked.” The girl’s pigtails bobbed as she nodded with her statement. “And in a bad way. Not in the way your daddy will when he wants to play big girl games.”

      “Big girl games?” Ariana asked, more confused than ever. Wasn’t she already a big girl? And who talks this way? Why was she sounding like a child?

      “Girls, finish your breakfast so we can move to the nursery for some games,” Nancy announced from the head of the long table.

      A dozen girls sat with Ariana, and all of them shoveled their oats into their mouths. Ponytails and pigtails swayed as they hurried with their meal.

      “You have to eat,” the girl urged, taking the last bite of her own breakfast.

      Ariana looked down the length of the table and found Nancy glaring at her. She’d been so happy to see Ariana get a spanking the night before, she was probably chomping at the bit to see it again.

      “Is there anything in it?” Ariana scooped up a small bite onto her spoon.

      “Blueberries and pecans. I don’t like pecans, but Daddy says I have to eat it anyway. Sometimes he tells Nanny Nancy to get me a bowl without them, but that’s usually only after we have a private play date.”

      Ariana blinked a few times. The girl looked to be in her twenties, so why the hell was she babbling like a five-year-old? Absolutely nothing about this woman…about anything…made sense. Were they truly in a madhouse?

      “No. I mean, like anything else. Like that medicine they made me drink.”

      “Oh.” She smiled. “No. That’s only when we wake up and then after dinner. Unless your daddy wants a play date, then you only have to have a little bit of the medicine, that way you can be his big girl for him.”

      Ariana’s head swirled. The girl’s answer did nothing but add to the craziness of this entire situation. Sensing Nancy’s glare again, she shoveled the oatmeal into her mouth. A little sweet, but otherwise it tasted untouched of any poisons. The girl to her right was giggling with her neighbor. Ariana tried to listen to their conversation but all she could make out was nonsense about a chalkboard drawing.

      “Good morning, girls!” A man dressed more for a corporate board meeting in his fancy black suit than for oatmeal with a bunch of captive girls, walked into the dining room with a fat grin on his face.

      “Uncle Frank!” Several of the girls cheered. A few of the girls sank lower in their chairs, their gazes averted to their bowls of oatmeal. It was the fear Ariana noted in their eyes that sent a shiver over her skin.

      “Good morning, sir.” Nancy nodded to him as he approached her.

      “Nancy. I wish I were here for something a bit more fun,” he said to her, not attempting to keep his voice low in any manner. “But, I’m afraid Sarabelle will need to come with me,” he said, casually running his hand over a girl’s head, brushing her loose curls with his fingers. The girl’s face paled and several tears rolled down her cheeks as he continued to pet her.

      “Oh. I’m so sorry to hear that,” Nancy said, but her tone suggested otherwise. “I’ll have her things brought down to your office.”

      “There won’t be need for that,” Uncle Frank said and moved his hand to the girl’s shoulder.

      “Please, no!” Sarabelle burst out of her chair, facing off with Uncle Frank. Panic blossomed in her eyes as she backed away from him. “Please. I’ll do better. I can pretend better. I promise!” she pleaded with him, while he grimaced.

      “It’s not that easy, Sarabelle. You know that. You can’t be adopted if you’re not a little girl. And you’ve made it quite clear you’re not one of my little girls.” He shook his head with no sincerity.

      “I’ll try harder.” Fat tears rolled down her cheeks as she pleaded with folded hands.

      “It’s too late,” Uncle Frank stated flatly. He’d made his mind up. Ariana sensed the dark wall he represented. He wouldn’t budge. His decision was final, and whatever he was deciding for Sarabelle had her frantically sobbing.

      “Please. No.”

      Uncle Frank grabbed her arm and led her from the dining room.

      “It won’t hurt. I promise,” Uncle Frank vowed as they reached the dining room door. “Be good today, girls.” Uncle Frank looked over his shoulder at the table, his gaze locking momentarily with Ariana’s. Her breath stuck in her throat until he turned away and disappeared out of sight. Sarabelle’s sobs faded away down the hall.

      “Well.” Nancy clapped her hands. “Let’s finish up, shall we, girls? Let’s not give Uncle Frank any reason to believe you aren’t his good little girls.” Her gaze landed on Ariana.

      Ariana took a big bite of the oatmeal, keeping her attention on her bowl until Nancy moved away from the table.

      “What’s going to happen to Sarabelle?” Ariana asked the girl across from her.

      “She’s going to go to sleep.”

      “Sleep?” A tingle ran down Ariana’s spine. The definitions in this dwelling of insanity weren’t the same as before.

      “Sometimes girls don’t work right. And when they can’t be little girls for Uncle Frank, he takes them away and puts them to sleep,” the girl continued and sipped her orange juice.

      Don’t work right?

      Ariana looked around the table, noticed how every grown woman sitting around her spoke in little girl talk, wore childish dresses and had their hair pulled into ponytails and braids. None of them acted their age, but none of them appeared distressed.

      “The medicine we get, it helps us?” Ariana asked softly, remembering what she was told the night before. “And if it doesn’t help…Uncle Frank…” She let the rest of the words die. Her heart hammered in her chest.

      Costello had given her the medicine last night, and she’d drank more of it that morning. Why wasn’t she like the other girls? Why didn’t she feel younger, more childlike? Why was her adult brain still working in full capacity?

      “Don’t worry. The medicine almost always helps,” the girl said and drank down the rest of her juice. “I’m Shelby.”

      Ariana sank lower in her chair. “I’m Ariana,” she said, glancing around the room again. “Shelby, what happens to us? What do the Daddies do with us?”

      “They teach us how to be really good girls so we can get adopted. Then we go live with our new daddies forever.”

      Ariana’s throat clenched. “Forever?” she whispered.

      Shelby nodded. “Yeah. It’s going to be so much fun,” she said, but her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes.

      “Has any girl ever left here? I mean, has anyone tried?” Ariana asked, keeping her voice low.

      Shelby’s eyes went wide with fear. “No. Uncle Frank would take her away right away. No second chances for running away,” she said, obviously quoting something she’d overheard at some point.

      “Do you wanna play checkers when we get into the nursery? I can teach you if you don’t know how to play,” Shelby offered.

      Ariana fisted her hands in her lap under the table and gritted her teeth. “S-sure,” she said. “That’ll be fun.” She pushed on a smile, trying to mimic the girls around her.

      Play the games, smile, and act young. Giggle. She’d need to giggle a lot to make them believe her. No more demanding to go home. The Daddies would see through that. They’d know the medicine didn’t work right. They’d tell Uncle Frank, and Uncle Frank would put her to sleep.

      Like a damn dog being euthanized.

      Until she could figure out something else, a real plan to escape, Ariana would have to go along and play the part.

      She was going to have to be Daddy’s good little girl.
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      Costello watched Ariana from the doorway of the nursery. She pushed her checker piece across the board then rested her chin back on her hand while she waited for Shelby to take her turn. Shelby jumped her piece over Ariana’s and squealed with glee. Shelby collected the pieces and stacked them neatly on the side of the board.

      “Good move,” Ariana said and stared at the board, but it was clear she wasn’t focusing. Her attention was elsewhere while she absently moved her piece, putting it in direct line for Shelby to jump it in her next move.

      “I’m bored with this game. Wanna color?” Shelby asked, pointing to the corner of the room that had been set up as a coloring station.

      “Uh…” Ariana sighed. “Sure.”

      Costello made his way to Ariana before she unraveled her folded legs to get to her feet.

      “Ariana, it’s time for your nap.” Costello offered his hand to her.

      She raised her eyes to his, her brow wrinkling.

      “Naptime?” Ariana asked, looking at Shelby.

      “You have to go with him,” Shelby said in a loud whisper. “It’s okay, we can color later.”

      Ariana opened her mouth, looking ready to argue, but quickly snapped her lips together. Putting her hand in his, she pushed herself up from the floor.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m not very tired,” she confessed as Costello led her from the playroom and down the hall.

      “That’s okay,” he said with a small smile. “We aren’t going to be sleeping,” he informed her. Her hand stiffened in his, but she didn’t pull away from him.

      Obediently, she followed him up the stairs to his living quarters. A bedroom with a small living room and full bath, not exactly a luxurious apartment, but he’d have that one day. Soon as he finished his round here at the House, he’d have enough money to set himself up nice.

      “If we aren’t going to be sleeping, then why are we in your bedroom?” she asked, fear weaving in and out of her question.

      “Naptime with Daddy is different than a normal naptime, Ariana,” he educated her.

      The first naptime was always a bit difficult for the girls to understand. They’d been told they were little girls, and they had to obey their daddies, and now he had to show her how else she was to behave with her daddy.

      “Like how?” she asked. Despite her light tone, she took a small step away from him.

      “Well. When you take naptime with your daddy, it’s big girl time. Now, your forever daddy may want you to do different things than me, but it’s important that you learn to obey your daddy without fail. Okay?”

      He watched her throat working as she swallowed hard, and her bottom lip slipped between her teeth. Her eyes darted to the door.

      “Ariana, if you try to run, you won’t like what happens when I catch you,” he warned in a hard tone. If she ran from the room and some of the others caught her, he would have no choice but to punish her severely. And the punishment for running from his room would be too much for a new girl to bear.

      “I won’t.” She shook her head but sounded as though she was talking to herself and not to him.

      “Okay, good,” he said. “When you take naptimes with me, you have to take off your little girl dress. So, go ahead and get that off.” He waved a hand at the cotton dress she’d been dressed in for the day.

      She hesitated a long moment, but then grabbed the hem of the dress and yanked it up over her head. Nancy hadn’t given her any panties to wear, apparently. Ariana stood completely naked beneath the yellow garment.

      “Put the dress on the chair, Ariana, and take off your shoes. Then climb onto the bed for me.” He turned his back on her, sheltering her from his cock stiffening against the zipper of his jeans. She wouldn’t understand his reaction, and he didn’t need her frightened the first time she was in his bed. Ariana had drunk the full cup of Lullaby this morning, and she’d been told that she was only a little girl. Everything he was about to do would scare her a little, but he didn’t want a screaming woman on his hands.

      Some Daddies in the House liked jumping into the deep end with their little girls on the first time, but Costello wasn’t that crude. Giving her a little taste of what good little girls get in Daddy’s bed would assure her obedience during future training sessions.

      Ariana climbed on the bed, the side opposite of where he stood, and plopped down ungracefully onto the mattress, throwing one arm over her eyes and the other tucked at her side. When he looked closer, he noticed her red cheeks and a tear slipping down her temple and into her hairline.

      “There’s no reason to be afraid, Ariana. I’m not going to hurt you.” He walked around the bed and sat down beside her. “The exact opposite, really.” He placed his hand on her stomach. Her muscles tightened, but she remained quiet. “Did the other girls tell you anything this morning at breakfast? Did they mention what they do with their daddies?” he asked, trying to keep his tone light.

      She sniffled and shook her head rapidly, still not letting him see her face. She shouldn’t be so frightened then.

      “Did Nanny Nancy give you your medicine this morning?” he asked. Nancy enjoyed the girls’ discomfort too much at times, and he wouldn’t put it past her to keep Ariana from the blissful ignorance of her status.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Yes, Daddy,” he corrected her while strumming his fingers over her belly down to the smooth area just above her sex. While being prepped when she arrived, she’d been waxed and prepared. Not a single curl of hair lingered.

      “Yes…Daddy. Sorry.” She frowned.

      “And you drank it all up like a good girl?”

      “Yes, Daddy,” she said urgently, as though the line of questioning heightened her anxiety.

      “That’s good. Then all you have to do is relax and let Daddy give you all the kisses you deserve.” He stroked his fingers lower, slipping them through the folds of her sex.

      She groaned.

      “Your little pussy is wet, Ariana.” He brought his fingers to his mouth and licked her sweet juice. “That makes Daddy happy.”

      She groaned again.

      He tugged her arm away from her face and stared down at her. “I want to see your face. No more covering up. Understood?” he asked firmly. He could see the embarrassment in her eyes but couldn’t figure out if it was because he was touching her or because she enjoyed the touching.

      “Y-yes, Daddy,” she whispered and pinched her lips together tightly. “Do…do you have to do this?” she asked, the plea evident in her tear-filled eyes.

      “You’re going to have fun. I promise. Now, spread your legs for me, real wide so I can see your wet little pussy. I want to see it all. Show Daddy.” He maneuvered himself between her legs, helping her open wider when she seemed frozen with indecision.

      Settling himself between her thighs, he ran his thumbs over her pussy lips before prying them apart, exposing the glistening flesh beneath.

      “Such a sweet girl for Daddy.” He looked up the length of her body. Her stomach and chest rose and fell quickly as her breathing picked up speed. Tears ran down her cheeks, and her hands were fisted at her ears.

      The Lullaby should be taking down her barriers easier than this. She shouldn’t be wound so tight.

      “Ariana, are you sure you drank up all your medicine?” he asked.

      She pulled her hands down and nodded. “All of it, Daddy.”

      He stared at her.

      “I drank all of it, Daddy. I promise,” she said with a small smile playing on her lips.

      Trusting her words, though her actions seemed suspicious, Costello continued on. “Daddy’s going to give you kisses now. Just relax and feel it, okay?”

      She gave a small nod and moved her hands to her sides, flexing them.

      He suckled Ariana’s clit into his mouth and ran his tongue over the sensitive little bud. Her breath hitched and her body froze. He grinned and continued to nibble. She wiggled beneath him, but he wouldn’t be deterred.

      “Stay still for Daddy. I’m giving you kisses.” He ran his tongue down the length of her pussy, circling it just inside of the entrance.

      “Oh, no,” she whispered above him, but he wasn’t done. He leaned up and pressed the tip of his middle finger to the opening of her pussy.

      “Shhh, sweet girl, Daddy’s touching you; all you have to do is be a good girl.” He slowly eased his middle finger into her heated channel. Her body clenched around him.

      “No…please…” she protested softly.

      “Shhh,” he said again, slipping his finger out enough to see the wetness on his skin before gliding it back inside. “Such a pretty pussy. And it’s all mine.” He lowered himself again and flicked his tongue over her clit harder and harder while matching the intensity with the thrusts of his finger.

      “Oh…please…oh…” She contradicted her pleas with lifting her hips from the mattress, seeking out his tongue.

      He eased a second finger into her, curling them both until she cried out. Perfect. Slowly, he rubbed the inside of her pussy, while he increased the force of his licks against her clit. Her breathing shortened into fevered pants, and her hips bucked beneath him.

      His little girl was close.

      “That’s it. You’re so close, so close for Daddy. I want you to let it happen, Ariana. Your body is being a good girl for Daddy.”

      He stroked her faster and suckled hard on her clit. Her thighs shook, her body coiled tight and with one more stroke, she let loose an ear-piercing scream of pleasure.

      “FUUUUCCKK!!!” she yelled and fisted his hair while bucking harder up at him. He slowed his licks and eased his fingers from her passage when she released him, and her head fell back against the pillows.

      He pushed himself up on his elbows and glared at her.

      With her face flushed, her breathing still erratic, she raised her gaze to meet his.

      “Ariana.” He pushed her leg out of his way and stood from the bed. With his hands fisted on his hips, he kept his hot stare on her. “What did you say?”

      Her hand covered her mouth.

      “I…I’m sorry,” she hurried to apologize from behind her fingers.

      Costello grabbed hold of her arm and dragged her from the bed. He’d been positioned as a Daddy in the House for a little over a year, with one more to go before he earned the move up in rank in the Romero family. In that year, he’d never had a girl grab him the way she had while she rode her orgasm or screamed out with a curse word.

      Maybe he’d taken her too quickly to his room. Maybe she needed more time, needed to understand where exactly she was and how she was to behave. The Lullaby should have taken care of that. It should have worked to keep her mental age low enough to be pliable and innocent. And yet, his little girl just screamed fuck while fisting his hair.

      “Daddy, I’m sorry…so sorry… please.” She tried to tug free of his grip, but he wasn’t messing around.

      He yanked her across his bedroom to the corner, pressing her into it. She tried to twist around to look at him, but he delivered a hard smack to her ass, and she quickly thought better of it.

      Sniffles came easily after the second spank and he released her arm, sure she wouldn’t try to bolt from the corner.

      “Do you know why you’re standing here in the corner, Ariana?” He moved behind her, folding his arms over his chest. The muscles in her back tensed, and her shoulders shook slightly.

      He had scared her.

      “I said a bad word?” she asked tentatively.

      “Yes. You did.” He lowered his gaze down to her ass. So shapely and sweet, marred only by the two red handprints he’d left behind.

      “I’m sorry, Daddy. I…I don’t know where the word came from.”

      Costello didn’t respond.

      “I…I’m a bad girl,” she whimpered and started to sway back and forth in the corner. His little girl took to guilt quite easily.

      He dropped his hands to his sides and sighed. He needed to go slowly with her. She was just learning the ways of the House. But she couldn’t get away with such foul language. None of the little girls were allowed to curse. Not even during their big girl times. It was one of the few rules Frank imposed on the Daddies of the House in regard to the girls’ trainings. No cursing. He found it distasteful, even when they had a pussy full of cock.

      But there was an even bigger issue. She shouldn’t even have had the inclination to use that word. Not if the medicine was working right.

      “You’re not a bad girl,” he said, stroking her back. “You said a very bad word though, Ariana. You can’t say that word ever again. For any reason. Do you understand me?” He leaned his shoulder against the wall and watched her profile.

      One tear slipped down her face and rested near her quivering lip, leaving a wet streak behind on her rosy cheek.

      “I won’t. I promise,” she said quietly.

      He pulled her arm and turned her to face him. Wiping the tears from her cheeks, he smiled down at her.

      “Good. See? That’s a good girl. I think maybe the medicine didn’t work well enough this morning.”

      She stiffened, and her eyes went wide. “No. I think it did,” she protested.

      He paused. “It’s okay, Ariana. Sometimes it takes a few doses, and we already had to use more sedative with you than normal. I’ll take you back to your room and ask the nanny to bring you another sippy cup. You’ll take a nap and by dinner time, you should be on track.”

      “Oh, okay,” she said, a small smile tugging on her lips.

      “But first, you have to answer me honestly.” He cupped her chin and brought it higher. “Did you like what Daddy did to you? Did you like my kisses?”

      Her cheeks erupted into a deep red blush, and she lowered her gaze.

      He chuckled. “I think you did. But you have to always answer your daddy. Your forever daddy will need you to tell him how much you enjoyed his touches. So, you’ll practice with me.”

      Usually, explaining what will be expected of the girls in her next house didn’t affect him. It was simply part of his job to describe what their next daddy might want. But with Ariana looking so innocent and pure before him, with the small tinge of embarrassment present on her delicate features, it turned his stomach. Another man would be giving her these instructions in a few short months if he did his job well. He’d only have weeks with her, while some asshole would get a lifetime.

      Ariana winced, looking up, and Costello loosened his grip on her chin. He needed to get his thoughts under control.

      “So, go on, Ariana. Tell Daddy,” he encouraged when she still kept silent.

      “I did, Daddy. I liked when you kissed my…” Her cheeks flamed again, and the words died off.

      He raised his eyebrows. Too much leeway and she’d get the idea she could use her cuteness against him. All little girls tried it at least once with him.

      “Your pussy. I kissed your pussy. Go on.”

      “I liked it when you kissed my pussy, Daddy. I liked it a lot,” she said and dropped her gaze to settle on his chest.

      “That’s a good girl.” He leaned forward and brushed his lips across hers, meaning only to give her a peck. But once he touched her, he wanted more.

      So much more.

      His hand slipped along her jaw to cup her face, and he pressed harder against her, deepening the kiss.

      “Open for me,” he mumbled against her mouth, and when his tongue touched her bottom lip, she parted for him. Sweetly giving over to him the way a good girl does for her daddy. When he broke the kiss, tearing himself away from her, he touched his nose to hers.

      “I like that, too, Daddy,” she whispered, her soft breath washing across his cheeks.

      He chuckled. “Me too, little girl. Me too.” He stepped back from her. “Let’s get you dressed.”

      He scooped up the dress from the chair. “No, I’m going to dress you. Not all Daddies do that, but in my room, if you need dressing, I’ll do it.” He gathered the material in his hands and thrust the opening of the dress over her head. Silently, she let him maneuver her arms through the sleeves and button her up.

      “Shoes.” He pointed at the bed for her to sit on the edge, and he wiggled her feet into the patent leather black Mary Janes, buckling them for her. “Perfect.”

      “Thank you, Daddy.” She wiped the hair from her face that had come undone from their activities.

      He helped her off the bed and linked their hands together. “Naptime,” he said and tugged her toward the door. “Real naptime,” he qualified.

      As he walked her down the corridor to her own bedroom, he sensed the tension in her body ease. By the time he was at her door, she actually looked sleepy. Maybe he’d pushed too hard too soon. He’d leave her be until the morning, then he’d work with her again.

      “Is Nanny Nancy coming?” she asked. She tried to hide her distaste, but Costello picked up on it easily enough. Most girls didn’t like the meddling bitch, and Costello didn’t disagree with their assessment.

      “No. I’ll ask Maria to come in. You’ll like her.” He sat Ariana on her bed and kissed her forehead, stilling himself from really kissing her again or worse.

      “Okay, Daddy,” she said with a yawn and threw herself backward onto the bed.

      He narrowed his gaze on her. Her voice seemed strained, not as natural as he would think. Shaking his head, he chalked it up to her high tolerance of medicines. Once Maria gave her a second dose, she’d have an easier time.
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      Four doses in and Ariana still didn’t feel the effects of the medicine the other girls around her seemed to have. While in the dayroom playing with stuffies and coloring in books, Ariana’s mind rebelled against the monotonous activities. She did her best to copy the behaviors of the other girls—she knew her survival depended on it.

      It was all getting to be too much. How long could she keep this up? Costello hadn’t come for her after dinner when most of the other Daddies showed up to put their little girls to bed. She’d counted it a blessing since he’d expect her to behave differently.

      She had to stay under his radar. He already suspected the medicine didn’t work right with her, but he seemed so hopeful a second dose would put things right. Another concern weighing on her was how much the nannies suspected. Nancy checked on her constantly, but the other two—Maria and Anna—seemed to lay off once Ariana started sucking on her thumb.

      She had to actually suck on her thumb.

      But she had to do something, anything, to stay alive. The threat of being put to sleep was a very real thing, and she would find a way to play this twisted game if she had to.

      “I want the red crayon.” Shelby reached across the coloring book Ariana was coloring in and grabbed the red crayon from the small pile Ariana had put aside for herself.

      “I’m using it,” Ariana said and snatched it from Shelby’s hand.

      “No, you’re not!” Shelby argued and tried to grab it again, but Ariana twisted away and held it to her chest.

      “It’s mine,” Ariana said when Shelby reached for it again.

      She already had to bear the indignity of having the damn nannies help her dress, dry her after her baths, and she’d been given exactly zero minutes to herself that wasn’t meant for sleeping. Enough was enough already. The damn crayon was hers.

      “Girls. What’s going on?” Maria walked over to the coloring station. “You have to share,” she said gently.

      Ariana blinked a few times. She should just let Shelby use the crayon. Ariana didn’t even need it yet. And a rational adult would do so. But she wasn’t supposed to be a rational adult. She was supposed to be an emotional drugged out little girl.

      It was damn time she gave these sick assholes exactly what they wanted.

      “No!” Ariana shouted at Maria and shoved Shelby’s shoulder hard enough to knock her out of her chair.

      “Ariana!” Nancy’s shrill voice called from across the room.

      “Now you’ve done it,” Maria muttered. She put her hand out. “Give me the crayon, Ariana. You’ll need to go sit in time out while we get your daddy.”

      “Daddy?” Ariana’s throat clenched. She hadn’t thought that far ahead. Of course they’d call him.

      Ariana dropped the crayon in Maria’s hand and got up from her chair. Shelby was already sitting up on the floor with her tongue sticking out in Ariana’s direction.

      “Come on.” Maria grabbed Ariana’s hand and pulled her to the bright red stool that was kept in the corner of the room. Sometimes girls sat there after their daddies had dealt with them, and the daddies wanted the other girls to learn the same lesson. Shelby had sat there just last night. Her ass had been so red, Ariana had cringed looking at it.

      At least this would give her a chance to prove to Costello the medicine was working, and he didn’t have to worry. It would buy her a little more time to figure out what to do before Uncle Frank could learn that she wasn’t like the others and put her to sleep.

      A shiver shot down her spine at the thought. No. She wouldn’t end up that way. She would figure this all out.

      “You sit here. Nanny Nancy has already called your daddy. He’s very unhappy with you.” Maria laid on the guilt pretty thick while she pushed Ariana onto the stool.

      He’d spank her, no doubt about that. Ariana had survived the first one, she’d survive this as well.

      As soon as Ariana’s ass hit the stool, the door to the dayroom flung open and Costello marched in. A cold shudder ran through her when his heated glare settled on her. He was dressed in a black collared button-down shirt and jeans. The casual look shouldn’t be so damn seductive on a man who looked ready to crush her.

      “Ariana.” His deep tenor shook her insides.

      “Thank you for coming. She wasn’t sharing, and then she shoved Shelby off her chair,” Maria explained plainly.

      “She’s been very aggressive today.” Nancy hurried over to the corner to tattle. Ariana glared up at her.

      “I have not!” she defended herself, starting to get off the stool.

      “Stay put.” Costello shoved her back down with his hand on her shoulder and turned his attention to Nancy. “How so?”

      “She hoards the crayons and if anyone wants to use them, she won’t let them. Earlier today I saw her shove the chair away from Courtney so she couldn’t sit with her at the playdough center.”

      Ariana’s mouth dropped open at the bald-faced lie the nanny was sprouting.

      “Is that right, Maria?” Costello questioned the second nanny.

      “I wasn’t here for that,” she answered him, but the way she frowned told Ariana she knew Nancy was making it up.

      “I’ll deal with her.” Costello ended the questions, and grabbed Ariana by her arm, hauling her off of the stool.

      “But she’s not telling the truth,” Ariana complained. Acting like a little girl or not, Ariana would not let that bitch get her into more trouble than she had coming to her. She did just fine on her own without any help from that sick in the head psycho.

      “Not another word,” Costello warned with a shake of his head.

      Ariana slapped her mouth closed and did her best to keep up with him as he marched her out of the dayroom and down the hall. His fingernails dug into her skin, pinching her, but the dark glare still lingered on his expression. She didn’t mention it.

      Costello pushed her bedroom door open and dragged her inside, kicking the door closed behind them. Only once he was leaning against the door, did he let go of her arm.

      She instantly rubbed her hand over the pinched area.

      “You aren’t taking me to your room?” she asked.

      “No,” he said firmly. “I was on my way to an important meeting when Nancy called me to tell me what a bad girl you’ve been today.” He crossed his arms over his chest. His muscles pressed against the fabric of his shirt with his positioning, but it was the dark tattoos covering both arms that captured her attention. Everything about this man screamed danger, yet Ariana could already feel her pussy starting to get wet for him.

      “Do you have anything to say for yourself?” he demanded.

      Right. She was supposed to beg forgiveness or something.

      “I’m sorry, Daddy.” She spoke from the mental script she’d made for herself. What meeting did he need to go to? What exactly did he do other than take care of women who were drugged and made to be little girls for the perverse pleasure of fucked up strangers?

      “Hmmm.” His lips screwed up in disbelief. “I shouldn’t have given you so much time without instruction.” He shook his head. “You’re new here, and you should have had more Daddy time.”

      This was his fault? Okay, she could get behind that. Maybe he wouldn’t spank her then. Just wag his finger at her and leave her to sit in her room all afternoon. A break from all the acting and mind-numbing playroom would be heaven.

      “If you have to go to a meeting, I understand.” She went to her bed and sat on the edge.

      His dark brow arched. “I have an important matter to deal with first.”

      She swallowed. That didn’t sound promising.

      “Why did you decide not to share with Shelby?” he asked, speaking down to her. It was one of the most annoying parts of her time with these people. No one talked to her like she could grasp simple concepts.

      “I was using the crayon,” she said simply. Her ability to playact was slipping away the longer he glared at her. Surely, he’d see through her.

      “You have to share everything around here, and you sure as hell don’t put your hands on the other girls. And you don’t yell at your nannies.”

      “I didn’t—”

      “Right in front of me, you yelled at Nancy in the dayroom,” he pointed out.

      Her shoulders fell. If he were living her life, he’d scream too. But she couldn’t tell him that.

      “Nanny Nancy wasn’t telling the truth.” She forced a pout. It wasn’t too difficult; that bitch of a woman was always lying about the girls. Twice that morning, she’d gotten two girls in trouble because she made up lies. None of them defended themselves, probably because they were used to it by now. But Ariana wasn’t used to any of this yet. And if she had any luck, she wouldn’t need to be.

      There had to be a way to get Costello or someone else to take her out of the House. Once they were out, she would be able to find an easier way to escape.

      But first she had to deal with her own stupidity at hoarding a fucking crayon.

      “I know,” he said with a firm nod. “I’ll worry about Nancy. But you did push Shelby.”

      Ariana clenched her teeth. It was the only thing keeping her from stomping her feet and screaming her head off. She hadn’t gotten in trouble for pushing someone since elementary school. This entire situation was absurd. She was going to crack soon, and it had only been a few days.

      Costello dropped his hands to his belt and quickly worked it open. Ariana’s gaze froze on his motions as he tugged on the leather and pulled it free of his jeans. No longer concerned with acting her age, she scrambled to the top of the bed.

      He shook his head. “You can’t hide from your punishment. Let’s go.” He snapped his fingers and pointed to the edge of the bed. “Lift up that dress, drop your panties, and bend over. Bottom nice and high.” He gave his order while tapping the folded belt against his thigh.

      He couldn’t be serious.

      She wouldn’t be able to handle a belt. She’d barely survived his hand.

      “Can’t you just…ground me?” she asked, wrapping her arms around her knees.

      “Ground you?” he asked as though the term was foreign to him. “Ariana, get in position and take your spanking. If I have to put you there, you’ll get another belting before bed tonight, and you’ll be wearing a diaper tomorrow.”

      Her heart stopped. A diaper. No fucking way.

      She scrambled off the bed and reached beneath her play dress, shoving her panties to her knees.

      “Over.” He pointed to the bed.

      She bent at the waist, placing her hands flat on the mattress.

      “Raise your bottom. When you’ve earned Daddy’s belt, you present your bottom for your punishment just like this. The next time I have to pull you out of the dayroom for a spanking, you’ll come right in and do this.” He moved into position beside her, laying his warm hand against the top of her ass. “Do you understand me?”

      “Yes, Daddy,” she said, finding a spot on the quilt to focus on. If she could just keep her mind trained on one of the purple lilies covering her bed, maybe she wouldn’t feel so much of the spanking.

      The first lash landed, and she jumped to her toes. His hand pressed firmly against her back, keeping her in position as he brought the belt down again and again.

      She lost track of the lily as she danced from foot to foot as the leather cut across her flesh igniting a new fire with each strike.

      “You are not to be selfish or rude. And you never put your hands on anyone.” His voice was firm as he brought down the belt across her thighs.

      “I’m sorry!” she howled. Never before had she felt such pain. No matter how she wiggled, he found his target every time. “I won’t ever do it again!” she cried.

      “If I have to punish you again for the same thing, you’ll be spending the next day in the nursery where we put the babies,” he said before another lash connected.

      A nursery? They had women as mentally young as babies? Her stomach turned, but she quickly lost track of that thought as he continued to spank her with his belt. He may talk to her as a child, but he was whipping her like the adult she was.

      The belt hit the bed beside her left arm as he switched to his hand. The peppering of spanks continued until tears flowed easily from her eyes. They dripped from her cheeks onto the quilt below her. She stopped dancing away from him, dropping her head to the bed instead as her shoulders shook with her sobs. The fire in her ass grew and grew as the spanking stretched out.

      “I’m sorry,” she whimpered. How would she ever survive this place if a simple shove to another girl made him roast her ass like this? What would he do if he found out she was searching for a way out of this place?

      She sucked in a shaky breath and realized the spanking had stopped. His palm ran over her upended ass in a soft circular fashion. How long had she been sobbing into her bed while he tried to soothe her?

      The bed dipped beside her as he sat down and pulled her into his lap. His jeans brushed angrily across her sore backside, but having his arms wrap around her waist helped ease some of the pain. She pressed her face into the crook of his neck and dragged her hands across her cheeks to rid herself of her tears.

      She hadn’t cried so openly in years. Since the death of her parents left her alone in the world. For a month she’d mourned them and let herself sit in a pit of despair, but then she’d pulled herself up and gotten herself together. She’d been old enough for the system to leave her alone, but not yet adult enough to navigate the world. But she’d done it. As best she could. And now. One spanking had her blubbering and holding on to this man who’d given her so much pain.

      “It’s okay, Ariana,” he said in a calm voice. His hand moved to her back, petting her while he placed kisses to the top of her head. “It’s over now. Don’t ever forget this afternoon, and we won’t have to repeat it. Understood?”

      She nodded. Her head hit his chin as she did so. “Yes, Daddy.”

      His sigh blew her hair back into her face and she swiped it away. A yawn caught her off guard.

      “Sleepy?”

      “I guess so,” she said, snuggling into the warmth of his embrace. Only another moment and she’d detangle herself from him. She couldn’t let herself enjoy his touch, or any encounter with him. There needed to be a barrier between them.

      “Let’s get you under the covers. You’ll be spending the rest of the afternoon in your room. I’ll come for you tonight after my meetings. It’s time we had our first big girl training.” He easily picked her up in his arms and shoved the quilt down enough to slide her beneath it.

      She watched through a hooded gaze as he laced his belt back through his jeans. The thick black leather sent a shiver through her, but not from fear. Her ass still hurt, and probably would for the next day, but her clit tingled at the sight of him buckling the belt.

      It was unexplainable—this attraction blooming for him. Blaming it on the medicine, she yanked up the quilt to her chin and flopped onto her side. Keeping him out of her sight would have to do until she could get her body back in control.

      “Do not leave this room, Ariana, until I come for you,” he instructed in a heavy tone. Her only response was a nod. She assumed he saw it, because he sighed. The next sound she heard was the door clicking closed.

      With the quiet of the room carrying her away to sleep, one thought slipped through.

      What the hell was big girl training?
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      Costello walked into the study, his erection pressing painfully against the zipper of his jeans. If he’d had more time, he could have found another girl to help him with his problem. But as it was, he had meetings to get through.

      Although, he harbored some doubts as to having another girl in his bed right now. The images of Ariana kept floating into his mind. The sweet surrender of her own orgasm the other day, the beautiful tears she’d shed today when he corrected her behavior. It was enough to make his cock pulsate in his damn pants.

      “Heard there was a problem in the dayroom.” Frank turned his attention to Costello once everyone was seated around the table.

      Costello nodded. “Ariana had some trouble. I dealt with her.” And if they could hurry the fucking meeting, he could go deal with his fucking hard on.

      “Nancy has some concerns that she’s not reacting to the Lullaby the same way as the other girls. Have you noticed anything?” Frank asked.

      Costello drummed his fingers against the table. Meddling Nancy.

      “I haven’t noticed anything odd,” Costello answered, keeping his gaze frozen on Frank. He had his own suspicions something wasn’t quite one hundred percent, but he’d be damned if Frank stepped in before he knew for sure. If Frank believed the drug hadn’t worked the way he intended it to, he’d haul Ariana out of the House and replace her. There wouldn’t be a second chance, and Costello speaking up on her behalf would only get his own ass burnt.

      The Daddies of the House could play with their girls however they wanted, but they were not to become attached. If a Daddy became infatuated with someone in their care, they may help them escape. Or they wouldn’t do enough to get the girl ready for adoption. Both were punishable. And Frank didn’t spank as punishment. He preferred the old ways when dealing with his men, and Costello had no desire to be fitted for concrete shoes anytime soon.

      “Well, keep an eye out. Better we replace her before we get too deep into her training.” Frank rapped his knuckles against the table. “Johnny, what’s next on the agenda?”

      “Gianni, Shelby goes to the playroom tonight.” Johnny looked up from his phone. “You have her ready.”

      “I’ll talk to her this afternoon. She’ll be ready,” Gianni agreed, folding his hands on the table in front of him.

      “Good. We have another House opening up in a few months. Out in the suburbs. We need five men at first, but it’s a big ass House. Eventually we’ll be able to house twice as many girls as we do here,” Johnny explained. “We’ve also purchased a warehouse downtown. It’s going to take some time, but eventually we’ll be able to house up to fifty girls there and use the rest of the space for playrooms and a movie studio.”

      “Movie studio?” Costello asked. “We’re going in the movie making business?” He chuckled with a wicked smirk.

      Frank grinned. “Plenty of money to be made in the movie business. Especially with our girls. Those who can’t get adopted out will be put in the foster program.” He laughed.

      Costello held his playful smile on his lips, but his insides tightened. Frank thought himself so damn clever.

      “In the meantime, business as usual. There are ten girls in the House right now. Five more are being brought in next week, so we need to see some movements here. We’ll hold an adoption party at the end of the week. Get some prospective men in and let them play with the girls. Maybe clear up a bed or two.” Johnny tucked his phone back into his inside pocket.

      Frank got up from the table, ending the meeting.

      “How the hell am I supposed to explain to Shelby she has to go be a whore tonight to those perverts?” Gianni hissed into Costello’s ear after the other men filed out of the room. Costello swiveled his chair around to face him.

      “You haven’t brought it up yet?” Frank had told him days ago this was happening. He should have been preparing her.

      “I was hoping…fuck.” Gianni pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “Don’t tell me you like this girl?” Costello accused with a laugh.

      “She’s just innocent is all,” Gianni defended. “Getting her settled with someone permanent is fine, but letting these assholes touch her and use her…” His words trailed off, but the frown tugging on his lips explained the rest.

      “You’ve had girls get sent to the playroom before,” Costello reminded him, getting up from his chair.

      “Yeah, and I know what they’re like when they get back.” He rubbed the back of his neck.

      “You’d better get used to the idea.” Costello pointed a finger at him while reaching for the door. “You don’t have a choice. Besides, after one night there, she’ll work harder at the next adoption day. She’ll get placed.”

      Costello tried to imagine Ariana being sent to the playroom for a night, but the bubble of rage overwhelmed him too much to keep the picture in his head. She was too innocent for the likes of the scum who frequented the play parties Frank and Johnny threw for clients. Not every asshole wants a girl to keep forever. Some of them just want a girl to fuck around with for a night. Be her daddy for a few hours, get his cock sucked, spank some ass—those dickheads frequented the playroom. And any girl who wasn’t getting adopted fast enough, was sent there to play with them.

      “You’ve never had one of your girls sent there,” Gianni pointed out. “It’s harder to train them once they’ve been there. The fear they have of going back to that place nearly freezes them.” He sighed. “I’ll talk to her. Maybe I’ll skip her Lullaby dose this evening, so she has a clearer head.”

      Costello stopped at the front door of the House.

      “That might work.” He checked his phone. “I have to get across town. We’ll grab dinner tonight, and get away from all this bullshit for a few hours.”

      Gianni nodded. “Yeah, that sounds good. Marco takes the playroom girls around six. After that.”

      “Sure thing.” Costello opened the front door. “Have some fun with her this afternoon, some warm up for what she’ll expect tonight.”

      Gianni’s lips pinched together. “Obviously.” His serious expression cracked, and a hearty laugh escaped. Even with his concerns about Shelby, Costello knew Gianni wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity to get his own fun in while he could.
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      Costello dropped his keys onto his dresser next to his phone. It had been a long day. The short staff meeting in the morning had only been the start of his afternoon. After that, he’d had to go on a few collection calls for Frank and get across town to supervise a new shipment of Lullaby being distributed. It wasn’t often Frank sent him out of the House for errands, but everyone had to do the job they were given. Costello was no different.

      But having spent the day with men all watching out for their own asses and trying to find a crack in the system to make a quick buck, he craved the simplicity of being Ariana’s Daddy. Often throughout the afternoon, he wondered what she was doing to keep herself busy while being stuck in her room.

      He hadn’t had to confine her; he could have sent her back to the dayroom after he’d delivered her punishment. But doing that would guarantee she’d be stuck in the corner for at least ten minutes so Nancy could get her rocks off on viewing Ariana’s red ass. Daddies didn’t always have to order it to be done after a girl had been punished. If the nannies felt the other girls would benefit from seeing the results of one naughty girl, they would act on their behalf.

      It shouldn’t have bothered him; Ariana being humiliated in that way, but it did. If she was going to have to endure such embarrassment, he wanted to be present. Her face would turn a soft pink; her tears would quietly slip down her cheeks. His cock would throb just looking at her, but it was his right to make her endure it. Not Nancy’s.

      “Costello?” A voice came just before a knock on his door.

      Opening the door, he found Maria standing with Ariana behind her.

      “Here she is, like you requested.” Maria stepped to the side, giving him a full view of his little girl.

      Dressed in a white nightgown with pink ribbons tied into bows at her neck and on her sleeves, she kept her hands folded in front of her.

      “Very nice. Thank you,” he said as he dismissed Maria. “Come in, Ariana.”

      She walked slowly into the room, her bare feet making no sound against the carpet. Her hair had been brushed and left loose around her shoulders.

      “Did you have a good afternoon?” he asked, closing the door and flipping the lock.

      “I did a lot of reading,” she answered. “Picture books,” she added quickly, catching Costello’s attention with her sharp tone.

      “Hmmm.” He worked his boots off and tossed them beside the dresser.

      “Did you apologize to Shelby?” he asked, pulling his shirt over his head.

      When he dropped the polo to the dresser, he caught her gaze. Her eyes fixated on his chest. Working at the House was the least dangerous job he’d held as an adult. The scars and marks on his chest attested to the street violence he’d endured while working his way up Romero’s ranks.

      “I tried, but she was upset about something. Nanny Maria took me back to my room.”

      “Shelby is having a hard night,” Costello said, reaching for his belt. She cringed at the jangle of his buckle, and he stilled. “Ariana. Come here.”

      She tucked her bottom lip between her teeth. Slowly, she crept back across the room until she was just out of his reach. Did she think he couldn’t simply step toward her and grab her?

      “I don’t want you to be afraid of me.”

      She looked ready to blurt out a retort, but instead shook her head. What was going on in that little mind of hers?

      “I only punish you harshly when you deserve it. I’ll never hurt you like that when we are having alone time.” He closed the gap between them and knuckled her chin higher. “Sometimes I’ll want to hurt you, to make you cry, but it will be good for you. For both of us. It’s a little confusing, but you’ll understand after I show you.”

      “Okay,” she said plainly, but he heard the disbelief in her voice. Normally, his first time with his little girl she was nervous and skittish. Ariana looked resolved and ready.

      “Did Maria give you your medicine already?” he asked, brushing her hair behind her shoulders.

      “Yes. She said she only gave me a little though. She said you wanted me to be your big girl tonight.” Ariana’s body stiffened as he unraveled the pink bow holding the bodice of her nightgown together.

      “That’s right. And do you know what big girls do with their daddies?” he asked, working the second bow open.

      She shook her head.

      “Well, that’s what you’re going to learn tonight.” He grinned and pulled the ribbon on the last bow, opening the nightgown and exposing her naked body beneath. With both hands, he pushed the material over her shoulders and down her arms, leaving it in a puddle at her feet.

      Her gaze lowered from his face, back to his chest.

      “Move down to your knees for me, Ariana.” He put light pressure on her shoulders. Once she knelt before him, he ran his hand over her head. “Did you have your bath yet?”

      “No.” She shook her head, keeping her gaze fixated straight ahead.

      “Good, you can take it after we’re done here.” He worked open the button on his jeans and pulled his zipper down. Even the warm sensation of his own hand wrapped around his cock as he pulled it out for her, gave him some relief from the burning desire he’d been fighting all day.

      Her eyes widened.

      “I gave you lots of kisses the other day. A Daddy will do that whenever he wants his little girl to feel good. But sometimes, Daddies need to feel good too. And that’s your job.” He slid his hand down her face, hooking his hand around her chin and pulling her head back. Once her gaze worked its way up his body and steadied on him, he ran his thumb over her lower lip. “Open your pretty mouth for me, Ariana. Daddy’s going to feed you.”

      Tears filled her wide eyes, but she didn’t argue with him. His balls tightened at the blush creeping across her cheeks.

      “Go on, open wide.” He slowly stroked his cock, bringing the head to her lips. A small bead of precum formed, and he wiped it along her lip. “Lick that up first, little girl,” he ordered, still holding her chin.

      Her pink tongue darted out of her mouth and swiped up his gift.

      “Good, now open wide.” He pushed his dick past her lips just as she started to obey, not giving her time to fully comply.

      She gagged immediately when he hit the back of her throat, but he held on to her chin hard, keeping her in place.

      “No. No.” He clenched his eyes closed, gaining something resembling control. “Breathe through your nose. Swallow me down,” he ordered.

      When she got herself under control, he slowly eased out of her mouth.

      “Use your tongue, Ariana. That’s right, lick under my cock.”

      He began pumping in and out of her mouth slowly at first. Being a bright girl, she caught on quick. She wrapped her lips tightly around his shaft and began to suck while flicking her tongue along the sensitive spot under the head of his dick.

      “Fuck, yes.” He held on to her chin and continued to fuck her throat harder and harder. Being such a good girl, she braced herself with her hands on his thighs, but she didn’t try to pull away, taking all of his cock down her throat.

      He glanced down at her. Tears streaked her cheeks, her lips stretched around his cock. He groaned and felt the first waves of his release charging down on him. He shouldn’t have waited so long to find his relief.

      “Open wide, sweet thing,” he said and once she had her mouth opened as wide as she could, he pumped into her. “Swallow. Fucking hell, Ariana, swallow it all.” He stepped closer to her, straddling her kneeling form and thrust hard into her throat as his orgasm exploded through him. Over and over, his cock spurted his cum into her mouth.

      His chest heaved from his harsh breathing and he released her, stepping back. A milky white drop of his cum sat on her lip.

      “Lick that up.” He pointed to it. “You never let Daddy’s cum go to waste. Never.” He tucked his cock back into his pants and zipped himself up.

      She lapped up the droplet and sank back on her heels.

      “You made Daddy feel real good, Ariana,” he said, still looking down at her. Her lips curled upward at the edges. “Sometimes Daddy will reward you, but tonight I want you to go to bed with your pussy wet for me. It makes me happy knowing you’re ready for me if I come to you during the night. And sometimes, Daddy will come to you.”

      She nodded. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Good.” He picked up her nightgown and handed it to her. “Go on and get dressed. I’ll call Maria to come take you for your bath now.” He went to the dresser and picked up his phone, texting the nanny to come collect Ariana.

      When he turned around and saw she was fumbling with one of the ribbons, he brushed her hands away and did it himself.

      “Can I sleep with you?” she asked quietly as he worked the pink ribbon through the loop.

      He stilled for a brief moment. She wasn’t the first girl to ask, but it was the first time it gave him pause. Sleeping with the Daddies would give her too much hope that she wasn’t going to be sent for adoption. It would also give the appearance that the Daddy had gotten too close to her. Both dangerous things.

      “No, Ariana,” he said. “Not tonight,” he added quickly.

      A knock came on the door.

      “Maria’s here,” she said softly, touching her fingertips to his chin. Did she want him to kiss her again? No. Lullaby girls didn’t think that way. Even with a lower dose of the medicine.

      “Don’t keep her waiting.” Costello jerked away from her and smacked her ass. “Go on.” He cleared his throat and walked toward his bathroom. She needed to get back to her room, beneath her own covers, and safely away from him.

      Before he got them both put to sleep.
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      It was playtime. Ariana looked around the room at all the other women, unable to stop wishing that she could, for once, be just like them.

      No worries.

      Not a care in the world.

      But that was never going to happen. And in all honesty, she didn’t truly want it to happen. Yet, when she looked at them all playing happily with their dolls, it hurt that she wasn’t as content as they appeared to be.

      She’d been in the House for a week, pretending every moment of every day that she was a young girl just like the others. The energy it took to act as someone she wasn’t drained her, leaving her exhausted by the time bedtime came around. And she didn’t get much rest then, either.

      Most nights Costello came for her or had her brought to his room. While it was becoming increasingly hard to hide the truth from him while they were together, too many nights she fell asleep in her own bed thinking about him. He wasn’t soft on her, no matter how she begged, but it only seemed to make her want to be with him more often. On the nights she was left in her own room, she thought of him, wondering what he was doing, where he was. She’d lain awake the past two nights waiting to be called to his room for more ‘training’.

      It was getting out of hand. She needed to start focusing on getting out of the House.

      Ariana concentrated on brushing the hair of her own doll, hating the life she was forced to lead. Hating the people who made her do it, and mad at the ‘Daddies’ who surrounded the room, each watching over his appointed trainee. Her secret ate at her. She had no choice but to hide it from them all, including Costello. As much as he looked out for her, protecting her from the overreach of Nanny Nancy, Ariana wasn’t convinced she could trust him not to turn her over to Uncle Frank.

      He was still the bad guy.

      He was still one of the monsters who’d kidnapped her and most likely all the other women in the room.

      Ariana knew it was just a matter of time. Of waiting. The waiting, however, became harder with every day that passed, and she didn’t know how much longer she could last without doing or saying something that would make them realize she wasn’t one of them.

      Restless, she went over to the dress up box. It had been fun to dress up when she actually was six, and she knew all the girls around her would be having a wonderful time, so she had to act in the same way. As she kicked her pink ballerina slippers off, which actually weren’t that bad in comparison to some of the other things she’d worn, she picked out a pair of plastic high heels created especially for adults who thought they were children. Walking in them as though she didn’t know how was more difficult.

      At the make-up table she picked out some bright orange eye shadow, as that was the most obnoxious color there, a lipstick she knew wouldn’t go with the orange, and a blush that was so red she’d look like an apple. The eye shadow she applied all the way up to her eyebrows. She pushed aside the laugh that threatened to escape and focused on covering as much of her face with the blush as possible, making herself look more like a lobster than anything else. Nodding to herself, she put her bright red lipstick on and this time, let herself laugh as joyfully as possible, knowing that she didn’t have long before Costello came over to sort her out. She’d learned pretty quickly that he didn’t like paint on her face.

      “Come on, Ariana.” He took hold of her arm. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      “No!” She stomped her foot and pouted. She’d gotten pretty good at acting out. The girls in this room all knew how to be a brat, and Ariana was no different. “I look pretty.”

      He cocked an eyebrow in her direction. “You don’t need all of that on your face to be pretty.”

      She paused. He thought she was pretty?

      His rough grip around her arm, pulled her out of her thoughts. Tugging her arm away sharply, she stood her ground. Some of it was an act, but mostly she was tired of always being watched, always being told what to do. At least in defiance she maintained some control…the only control possible.

      Costello furrowed his brow and set his jaw firmly. Ariana knew that look.

      “Ariana Marie…” He only called her that when a storm was brewing. Not even her own parents had used her middle name when she was growing up. When he used it, butterflies unleashed in her stomach. “Do you need a reminder of what happens to naughty girls?”

      She could stop it right there. All she had to do was take his hand and allow him to wash off the ridiculous make-up. All she had to do was be a sweet little girl. But damn if defiance didn’t sound a hell of a lot better right about now. So, she did it. She sealed her fate and stuck her tongue out at him. The immature gesture actually felt freeing.

      Without an ounce of hesitation, Costello firmly grabbed her by the arm and led her over to a pink wooden chair in the corner of the room. Ariana did her best to fight him off and drag her feet, but his strength overpowered hers. Effortlessly, and within seconds, Costello had her over his knee, face down and bottom up.

      “Wait! No! Please, I don’t want a spanking,” she howled. This was no act. She’d known it was coming, and at one point had sort of wanted one. But when faced with the reality of it, her mind changed.

      “You should have thought about that before being a bad little girl.” He lifted up her floral skirt and yanked down her ruffled panties.

      Fuck… Bare bottom.

      Humiliation washed over her when she glanced around and realized the whole room was watching her discipline. “Please, I’ll be good! I’ll be good!”

      His answer was a simple swat to her naked behind. And then another, and another. She kicked and flailed her arms the best she could, but it only caused Costello to tighten his grip and increase the severity of the spanking as he peppered her behind with one smack after another. It didn’t matter what mental age you were—spankings hurt.

      Costello paused for a moment, which sent a completely new terror through Ariana. The longer the spanking, the higher the chance of him seeing the arousal his punishment caused. He would be pleased, but he could also use her arousal against her. And they weren’t in the privacy of his room or her own. The other girls were here, they were watching. And the Daddies.

      She tried her best to think of other things and not allow the wetness to take over. But she couldn’t help it. When Costello spanked her, she always wanted more. She wanted his touch in more ways than just blistering her backside. It was unnerving.

      Luckily, or unluckily, he continued with the spanking. Swat after swat, until her entire ass blazed. Tears filled her eyes as his palm reddened every square inch of her bratty behind.

      “I’m sorry, Daddy. I’m sorry.” She really was. He made sure of it. Costello had never gone easy on her, and this was going to be no exception. It felt worse, like he was making up for the few days he’d been away from her.

      He stopped, resting his palm on her bottom. “Are you going to be a good girl, or should I take off my belt?”

      “I’ll be a good girl, Daddy. I promise.” Though the mental image of him pulling off the leather belt only made her arousal ramp up.

      Costello lowered her dress and stood her up. Her panties still hung at her ankles. Ariana looked down at them, feeling humiliated that all the other Daddies and girls had witnessed Costello spank her bare ass.

      “Keep your panties down and go stand in the corner for ten minutes. When the time is up, we’ll wash that paint from your face,” he commanded.

      She quickly did as he asked, hobbling over to the nearest corner and placing her nose in it. She knew better than to question Costello when he was in discipline mode. Getting him angry only worked to get her ass blistered, not closer to taking her outside of the House.
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        * * *

      

      Ariana looked like the women working in the Romeros’ whore houses with all that paint on her face. As much as he didn’t like it, he hated when she acted up more. It undermined him as her daddy and with the other men hanging out in the dayroom, he couldn’t let it go unpunished.

      He caught Gianni’s grin as he led Ariana to the bathroom just off the dayroom. The man had no room to judge, considering Shelby had spent three nights over the past week in the playroom. Costello was willing to bet that Ariana obviously missed having him around the past few nights and was acting up to get his attention.

      It wasn’t usual for him to keep away from his little girl’s training, but Ariana wasn’t the usual sort. Whenever he spent time with her, he found himself longing to keep her in his room longer and longer. It took all of his energy to send her to her own bed every night. He’d needed the last two nights to get his priorities back in order.

      Having any sort of feelings for her would put them both in danger.

      And yet, as he stood on the outskirts of the dayroom listening to Gianni complain about his cut of a new business he’d been put in control of on the outside of the House, he couldn’t stop staring at his girl.

      She’d been bored.

      While the other girls were completely enthralled with the toys and activities in the room, Ariana looked ready to poke out her own eyes if it would entertain her. It only solidified what he already suspected. The Lullaby wasn’t working on her. But being the smart girl she was, she’d learned to hide it as best she could.

      But for how long?

      Eventually she’d slip.

      Then what?

      “Sit here,” he said, pointing to the closed toilet. She plopped herself down with all the attitude a child would have in the same situation. Looking at her a bit more closely, he sensed not all of her act was pretend. She reacted so sweetly to being taken care of and was excelling at her training every night. A woman despising his treatment of her wouldn’t get so wet in the panties like she did. And they probably wouldn’t react so openly to being disciplined.

      Crouching down, he gently cleaned her face with a wash cloth as she stared at him, her lip pouting slightly, making him want to tell her that he knew she wasn’t really six. But he knew better than to do that. Trying not to sigh, he focused on getting her clean and hoped that she wouldn’t do it again. Although he had a horrible feeling that she would, because it seemed to him as though playtime was getting harder for her. Everything was probably getting harder for her. If the Lullaby wasn’t working to keep her age regression, then she’d also pieced together what happens to girls it didn’t work on. If the boredom of pretending to be a little girl didn’t get to her, the fear of being put to sleep would.

      “That’s better.” He tossed the makeup remover wipe into the trashcan and rose up to his feet.

      She shook her head. “You spoil my fun all the time.” Pretending or not, her little pout got his cock hard.

      “You don’t have to look like a clown to have fun,” he pointed out.

      She crossed her arms and looked away. “You didn’t have to spank me.”

      Costello placed a finger under her chin and forced her head to turn to look at him. Her blue eyes made contact, and she didn’t look away. “Yes, I did. We’ve dealt with this before. What happens to little girls who don’t behave for their daddy?”

      “They get spanked.” She uncrossed her arms and placed her hands in front of her, letting go of her pouting behavior.

      “You didn’t get spanked because of the make-up. I spanked your cute little ass because you didn’t listen to Daddy. I’ll always spank you for that. No matter how big you are.” He brushed a piece of blonde hair away from her eye. “Can you be a good girl now?”

      She nodded, her shoulders dropping. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “What’s wrong, Ariana?” he asked, moving back to his haunches. “Did something happen while I was away?” He’d been keeping tabs on her through Maria, but that didn’t mean Nancy didn’t get to her without being caught.

      “Nothing.” She shook her head, but tears clung to the edges of her eyelids. Should he confess what he already knew to ease her burden?

      The danger was too great. He’d never lost a girl before, and he wouldn’t this time.

      “What happened to Shelby?” she surprised him by asking. She dragged the heels of her hands across her eyes to brush away tears and blinked away the rest.

      “What do you mean?” He rested his hands on her knees.

      “She said her daddy took her to the playroom. She has bruises on her legs, and I saw a big purple blotch on her neck.”

      He’d seen the bruises, too. The girls were always to be trained to take some level of pain from their daddies, but the assholes who frequented the playroom weren’t careful with them. They left nasty marks without consideration. It’s what they were paying the Romeros for.

      “What did she tell you happened?”

      Ariana flicked her gaze away from him. “Just that she had to play with other Daddies.” She was forcing her tone to go higher. Costello saw right through her carefully concealed way of speaking and asking the questions she had been clearly wanting to ask for some time.

      “She did. The playroom is where little girls play with lots of Daddies not just their own.”

      “I thought that’s what the adoption party was for.” She tilted her head and started to twirl a lock of her golden hair in her fingers. He reached over to her and pulled her hand away from her hair. Watching her acting skills sharpen before him, made his mood darken.

      “You weren’t supposed to know about the adoption party.” He tried to firm up his tone, but her ability to gather so much information without raising eyebrows impressed him. While the other girls who were going to be up for adoption soon were subjected to having to meet prospective buyers, Ariana was kept in her room away from the prying eyes. Until she was ready for purchase, only Costello would interact with her.

      Unless Frank got involved.

      He would be harder to protect her from.

      “Oh”—she tapped her lips with her finger—“I heard the girls talking at breakfast.”

      Costello chuckled and shook his head.

      “Did you have snack time yet?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “We’ll have it in my room today.” He held out his hand for her to grab on to. Being away from her for two days had been enough.
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      “Do you think about what life is like outside?” Costello asked as Ariana stood at his bedroom window looking down at the yard below. She’d already checked his windows while he’d been in the bathroom.

      She couldn’t get them open.

      It wouldn’t matter anyway. They were too high up from the ground for her to jump without breaking something or killing herself. And she couldn’t tell how far the street was from the yard. For all she knew, they were on an estate somewhere with heavily guarded gates.

      “Outside?” She pushed the innocence a little hard into her question.

      “You girls don’t go outside, so I wouldn’t be surprised if you were curious.” He stuck the straw into her grape juice box and put it down on the table beside the bed for her. When she finally escaped this House, she was going to have a gallon-sized glass of wine. The real use for grapes.

      She smiled at him. “What do we need outside for? Everything we need is here. You give me everything I need.”

      “Is that right?” He folded his arms over his chest, leaning against the thick pillar of his bed.

      A knock interrupted her thought.

      “Anyone want a snack?” A cheerful voice accompanied the knock.

      As Ariana looked over at the door, she had to stop herself from sighing. Snack time came around in the morning and then again in the afternoon. Apparently, being in Costello’s room didn’t excuse her from the cookies and milk ceremony. Like she’d become accustomed to doing, she pulled herself together and clapped her hands with excitement.

      Even though she could feel Costello’s examining eyes on her, she didn’t look over at him, keeping all of her attention on the door.

      “You want a cookie?” he asked tentatively. Like he was testing her.

      “Yes, Daddy.” She stepped toward the door.

      “Go on, then.” He motioned for her to answer it.

      She bounced on the balls of her feet as she made her way to the door and flung it open as carelessly as she could. A six-year-old wouldn’t keep herself under control when there were cookies to be eaten. A six-year-old wouldn’t understand the poisonous effects of so much sugar and carbs to her hips.

      “Here you go, Ariana.” Nancy smiled her biggest saccharine grin at her as she handed over a small plate with three sugar cookies. “Do you want milk too?” she asked as though Ariana could barely understand the question.

      “Nope,” Ariana said, stepping back inside the room and shutting the door while Nancy craned her neck, probably trying to sneak a peek at the goings on in Costello’s room.

      She spun around on her heel and brought the plate of cookies to Costello.

      “Do you want to share a cookie, Daddy?” She held the plate up to him.

      Ariana couldn’t peg his age, but she assumed he was somewhere nearing his thirties. But with his height towering over her, and his muscular build, standing in front of her, he probably looked every bit her daddy. Especially with the silly dress they made her wear.

      “No, thank you, Ariana,” he answered, with his lips pinched together as though he were trying to keep a grin inside.

      She put the plate down next to her juice box. Snagging one cookie, she hopped onto the bed and nibbled at the edges. The food given to the girls was usually pretty tasty, but the cookies didn’t meet the standards she had regarding baked goods. They would never sell such dry goods at the bakery where she’d worked.

      When she had a job.

      The text she’d received from her boss the night she had been kidnapped told her they thought she’d quit. When she didn’t show up for work, there was no alarm, no concern. There was no one missing her. No one looking for her. She should have made more of an effort to make friends, to start some sort of relationship with anyone, instead of keeping herself isolated from society. Now she’d been taken, and not a single soul even knew.

      “Why are you pouting?” Costello asked.

      She blinked. Getting lost in her moments of self-pity made her forget she was in her daddy’s room.

      “I was thinking of old friends,” she answered, unsure if having memories from before arriving at the House was normal. She could be setting herself up to be caught.

      He tilted his head to the side, but she couldn’t read his blank expression. Had she just clued him into what was happening?

      “Did you have a lot of friends?” he asked.

      “Yes. Lots.” She exaggerated her nod. Maybe if he thought there were people who cared about her out there, he’d tell Uncle Frank it was dangerous to keep her. Maybe they’d let her go.

      It was a foolish thought, but she wasn’t coming up with any better ideas.

      “Tell me about them,” he encouraged her.

      Well, hell.

      “Uh, there was Stephanie. My roommate.” She grinned. Yes. If she had someone living with her, she’d for sure be looking for Ariana. He’d have to see that.

      “Your roommate?” he asked with raised brows.

      Good. He was starting to understand that people would be coming for her.

      “Yes. We were very, very close.” She nodded some more, then picked up her juice and squirted a bit onto her tongue. The overly sweet juice was going to give her a sugar high, but it would probably help her keep her act together all afternoon.

      “Really?” he asked, pushing off the bedpost and moving to stand in front of her.

      “Yes. We did everything together. I bet she misses me something awful.” She raised the pitch of her voice and pulled her lips down in a frown.

      “Hmmm.” He plucked the juice box from her hands, then removed the stale cookie from her fingers, and placed them both down on the nightstand. “That’s interesting.”

      “Yeah. I bet she’s super sad, Daddy. Really sad that I haven’t talked to her.” An idea popped into her head. “Do you think I could call her? Just to make sure she isn’t too sad?”

      The left side of his mouth kicked up in a grin. “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea.” He shook his head. His eyes sparkled with amusement. “Ariana, do you know what happens to little girls who lie to their daddies?”

      Her stomach dropped a few inches, and the confidence that had started to blossom faded back to the roots.

      She looked up at him and stared into his dark eyes. “They get spankings,” she answered. “But I’m not lying,” she lied, shoving the turmoil further down. She needed to stay strong. Be bold.

      “Okay then.” He slid open the drawer of the nightstand where a manila folder with her name written on the front stared up at her.

      She swallowed back the whimper working its way up her throat.

      Costello picked up the file and opened it, not letting her see what was inside. She didn’t need to. Obviously, these people did their homework before abducting their girls. They’d been able to drain her bank account and cut ties with her job. Of course, they would know where she lived and if she had a roommate.

      “Daddy?” she whispered.

      He looked up from the folder. “Yes?”

      “I…was just being funny.” She tried to soften her voice even more than usual. To really hit home what a little girl the Lullaby made her, but his lips screwed up into a tense line. It didn’t work.

      He snapped the folder closed and tossed it in the drawer, shoving it back in place.

      “You were?”

      Humiliation washed through her as she began to twirl her hair with her fingers and kicked her feet playfully over the side of the bed. “I was. Just a story.” She shrugged. “I think I should go back to the dayroom. Shelby might be worried about me,” she said and hopped off the bed.

      His strong arm easily wrapped around her middle, catching her before she got two steps away from him.

      “Not so fast, little girl.”

      He hauled her up against his chest, hugging her tighter. She pushed at his arm, but he wouldn’t be budged.

      “I think there’s more to your story than you’re telling me.” His hot breath washed across her ear.

      “I…it was just make-believe,” she whispered, still shoving against his tree trunk of an arm.

      “How much do you remember about before you became my little girl?” Costello’s voice dipped too low for her to misunderstand the danger she’d brought upon herself.

      “Well.” She’d failed. She’d chosen the wrong path with her damn storytelling. “Nothing, Daddy. I…should I? Am I sick?” She didn’t have to force panic into her voice. If she failed, he’d know the drug wasn’t working; he’d take her to Uncle Frank. The panic was real.

      “No, you’re not sick.” As easily as picking up a bag of apples, he lifted her from the ground and brought her back to the bed, depositing her in the middle. “But just to be safe, you should stay here and take a nap. Maybe I’ll have the doctor come in to check on you,” he said with his hands on his hips.

      Her heart sank. How was she going to get out of that?

      “I don’t wanna see the doctor,” she pouted.

      “Whose call is it if you see the doctor or not? Yours or mine?” he asked, his left eyebrow arching higher.

      “Yours.” She sighed and flung herself back against his pillows. Everything she tried backfired. Now she was going to pretend with a doctor that she wasn’t a full-aged woman.

      “That’s right. Just sit tight. If you move from that bed, I’ll take my belt to your ass before the doctor examines you.” He pointed a finger at her, walking across the room to the door. “Not one toe on the floor.” The door closed on his instruction.

      Well fuck.
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      Costello found Gianni and Marco outside the dayroom deep in conversation.

      “What’s wrong?” Costello asked, glancing through the window of the door. The other girls were playing blissfully in the room with their nannies supervising. Everyone except Ariana, who was sitting in his room awaiting a visit from the House doctor.

      Which they didn’t have.

      If the girls needed medical care, they had a doctor they could call to come in to look them over, but Costello wasn’t going to call him for this matter. It would also raise suspicions about Ariana, and he wouldn’t risk that. He needed to know for sure whether or not the drug was actually working on her or not. She would have to confess it to him, but he suspected she wouldn’t until she felt completely safe that he wouldn’t turn her in.

      He’d never faced this decision before. Turning her over to Frank would mean death, or worse, she’d be drugged out of her mind on heroine and sent to work the whorehouses. Ariana was getting too deep under his skin. There should be no hesitation in what to do. If he suspected her to be playacting, he should confront her and hand her over. No decision to be made.

      And yet, he didn’t act.

      “Marco was just telling me about his girl.” Gianni shook his head.

      “What about her?” Costello pressed.

      “It’s Nancy. She’s such a fucking cunt to these girls. I think she gets off on their situations more than the assholes in the playroom.” Marco nudged his chin in the direction of the dayroom. “She’s giving Courtney a hard time today. I’m just as happy to spank her cute ass any day of the week, but when Nancy dictates it—it pisses me off.”

      “We could talk to Frank. I mean, she’s a real bitch, and it’s not helping our jobs,” Gianni added.

      “You forget that Nancy is his fucking cousin?” Costello shoved Gianni’s shoulder. “I think he hates her as much we do, but she’s family. Blood family. Not like us. I wouldn’t bother taking your complaints to him about her. Unless you want heat on your own ass.”

      “Good point.” Gianni nodded. “I don’t think Shelby can take much more heat right now anyway.” He glanced through the window. “If she’s not adopted at the next showing, he’s not going to give her another chance. But if he puts her in the playroom any more, she won’t be adoptable anyway.”

      Costello recognized the look in Gianni’s eyes. He was falling for his little girl, in the same way Ariana was wiggling her way into Costello’s mind.

      “You could buy her yourself, you know.” Costello playfully threw his fist into Gianni’s belly.

      Gianni laughed. “Right. Cause I got a cool million sitting under my mattress.”

      Costello’s mood darkened. That’s exactly what it would cost to purchase one of the girls, at the minimum. The Romero family paid fucking great; Costello wasn’t hurting for anything. Living at the House, he had next to zero expenses. But a million dollars in cash? He didn’t have anywhere close to that to throw away.

      Nancy pulled open the dayroom door and glared at Costello. “Where’s Ariana? She’s not in here with the rest of the girls.”

      “She’s taking her nap in my room.” Costello leveled her with a hard stare. He didn’t answer to her, and she needed to remember that.

      “The girls are taking their baths tonight. Will she be joining us?” Nancy raised her chin. The group baths weren’t something Costello could wrap his mind around. The girls each had a bathroom attached to their rooms, but once a week they were rounded up, stripped, and bathed together. It probably helped them get ready for whatever was coming at them in their future, but while in the House, it made no sense. And it wasn’t something he could keep Ariana from having to participate in.

      “She’ll be joining you,” Costello said, hardening his tone.

      Nancy gave a curt nod, flicked her annoyed gaze at Marco and Gianni then retreated back into the room and shut the door.

      “I just want to stick my hand down that bitch’s throat and pull out her heart,” Marco growled.

      Costello laughed. “If she even has one.” He patted Marco on the shoulder. “I have to get back to Ariana. Have fun, boys.” He flashed them a carefree grin and turned back toward his rooms.

      If his suspicions were right and Nancy caught on to the game Ariana was playing, things could go badly for them both. Hiding her away from the group activities would shine too bright a light on her. Costello would have to send her to the baths tonight.

      When he got back to his room, Ariana was sitting cross-legged in the middle of his bed flipping through a book.

      “Where’d you get that?” he asked, kicking his door closed and marching to the bed.

      She jolted and panicked eyes raised to meet his.

      “In...in your drawer.” She pointed to the nightstand on the other side of the bed. He snatched it from her and slammed it shut. He didn’t have much time to read, but he kept a few books in the nightstand for when he could squeeze in a few pages. She’d been reading the latest psychological thriller he’d bought.

      “Little girls don’t read stuff like this,” he said, shoving it into the drawer and slamming it closed.

      She folded her hands in her lap.

      “You like scary books,” she said in her little voice.

      “The doctor isn’t available to see you right now,” he said, switching the topic. “But he told me exactly what to do to be sure you’re a healthy girl.”

      “What?” She scrambled off the bed and followed him as he walked to his own bathroom suite. She stood in the doorway, her hands wringing in front of her as he pulled out a small medical kit from beneath the sink.

      Her eyes widened when he unzipped the kit to reveal the different thermometers.

      “What’s that?” she asked, pointing at the items.

      “I need to check your temperature first. Then we can look at other things.”

      “What does that have to do with my memory?” she blurted out in the most adult voice he’d heard slip out of her since their first meeting.

      He caught himself before grinning.

      “It’s what the doctor ordered.” He shrugged. “Now, get undressed and get on the bed; lie on your tummy.” He waved his fingers at her, but she stayed rooted to her spot. “Ariana, now.”

      “I feel fine. I don’t need an exam,” she said. “I think I’m just tired and need a nap.”

      “Hmmm, that’s probably true. But I’m the Daddy here, and I say get naked and lie on your stomach. Prop your ass up with a pillow.”

      Her hands flew behind her. “Why do you need that?”

      He laughed. “How else can I check your temperature?”

      The color drained from her face faster than he could stop himself from grinning. It only took one touch to his belt buckle to get her moving, and she ran across the room back to the bed. By the time he gathered all his supplies and reentered the bedroom, she was exactly how he wanted her. Naked, and draped over a pile of pillows. Giving him full access to her ass.

      Laying out a towel beside her, he placed down the thick thermometer, the small jar of lubrication, and the bulbous vibrator.

      Using both hands, he pried open her ass cheeks until the dark ring of her clenched hole came into view.

      “Hmm, too tight, Ariana. Relax.” He reached his thumb beneath her cheeks and tapped the contracted muscle. “Push out a little so your little hole isn’t so small.”

      She groaned, but slowly the muscle relaxed.

      “I’m going to use my finger first,” he explained. “I want to make sure your ass is nice and stretched for the thermometer. That way it’s comfortable for you,” he added. Forgoing the lubrication for the moment, he spit onto her asshole.

      “What the—” She caught herself before cursing, but he understood the gist.

      “Uh, uh. I wouldn’t go using naughty words right now, Ariana,” he chastised her and dribbled more saliva along her ass crack, letting it roll down to her pucker. “Here, help Daddy out. Suck on my finger, just like you would a lollipop.” He reached up her body and hooked his middle finger around her cheek until he shoved it into her mouth.

      She mumbled something he didn’t understand, but quickly, she began to lick and suck on his finger.

      “That’s a good girl for Daddy.” He pulled his finger out and brought the wet digit to her ass. Pulling one cheek toward him, he pressed the tip to her hole. “Deep breath.”

      “Daddy!” She clenched the moment he pushed past the ring. With his elbow, he pushed her back down and continued his ministrations.

      “Lie still,” he said harshly, working his finger into her ass up to the second knuckle. “Such a tight little asshole. Very nice,” he praised, doing his best to ignore his growing erection. He’d have plenty of time for that later.

      “Daddy,” she whimpered when he thrust forward and his finger went into her ass up to the last knuckle. She fisted the bedding, but she remained still.

      “Very good girl.” He began slowly fucking her asshole with his middle finger, curling it slightly to stretch her muscles.

      She groaned, but when he moved his gaze lower, the telltale signs of her arousal were there. Her pussy lips were already covered in her juices.

      “Please,” she whined. “Can we be done?”

      “Not yet.” He reached across her body and retrieved the thermometer. “I’m going to slide this into your hole now, and you have to keep it in. Don’t let it slip out, Ariana.” He ran the tip of the thick thermometer through her pussy lips, gathering all of her juices up. Turned out he didn’t need the jar of lubricant after all.

      He replaced his finger with the thermometer easily. The measuring tool was slightly thinner than his finger, so she took it without complaint. After wiping his finger on the towel, he picked up the vibrator.

      “I need to check if you’re still as responsive as before, Ariana. So, don’t fight me on this, understood?” He twisted the thermometer as he pulled it out, only to push it back in.

      “Daddy…” She sighed. “I don’t think the doctor wants you to do this.”

      He stilled. “Are you questioning me, Ariana?” he challenged

      Another groan. “No, Daddy.”

      “Good. Now spread your legs a little so I can get to your clit. Your pussy is already so wet it’s dripping onto my bed. You’re making a mess.” He tried to chide her, but his own arousal was getting in the way. He needed to fuck her soon. He couldn’t wait much longer before taking her completely, but doing that would start the final stages of her training. Which would put her closer to being adopted.

      No. He’d wait.

      After wiggling the vibrator beneath her and getting it directly below her clit, he flipped the power on. A soft hum played from between her legs.

      “That’s good. Just a few more minutes like this, Ariana.” He began to fuck her asshole harder with the thermometer. “Do you want to wiggle? Does your little clit want to rub against the toy?” he asked.

      “Mmhhmm,” she answered while nodding.

      “Go ahead. I need to record your reactions, so you just do what feels good.” He grinned at the back of her head. It was a deception, and one he would never allow from her.

      Slowly, as moments ticked by, she began to thrust her hips toward the vibrator. Her cheeks tightened as she ground her pelvic bone into the bed, seeking out more of the vibrations. He slipped a clean finger into her pussy, curling it and thrusting in time with the thermometer in her ass.

      She let out a loud moan and began to wiggle harder.

      “That’s a good girl,” he crooned, continuing to administer all the sensations he could thrust at her.

      Harder and faster, he plowed his finger into her pussy.

      “Oh…oh…Daddy! Daddy! DADDY!” she screamed as her orgasm tore through her body, and she bucked against the vibrations.

      “Such a good girl!” He laughed with joy, as he slowed his ministrations.

      He removed his finger from her pussy and pulled the vibrator out from beneath her, flicking it off and tossing it onto the towel.

      “Let’s check your temperature then.” He slid the thermometer from her ass and dropped it onto the towel. “Perfect.” he announced, glancing up at her. “Ariana?” He brushed her hair from her face.

      Asleep.

      His little girl had come so hard, she’d exhausted herself.

      He cleared away the toys, washed his hands, then settled her in the bed properly. While she slept, he slipped into the shower to take care of the immediate issue of his hard fucking cock. He could simply go to the upper floors of the House and make use of the House girls kept to play in the playroom on a regular basis.

      But they weren’t Ariana.

      And if he couldn’t have her, his hand would have to do.
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      One of Ariana’s favorite pastimes before being stolen from her life and planted in the House was a long soak in a hot bath. But it seemed the House would take away that pleasure as well.

      Nanny Maria had woken Ariana up from her nap in Costello’s bed. Surprised to find herself fully dressed again and tucked beneath the heavy covers of his bed, Ariana blinked herself awake to find the sweet smile of Maria looming over her.

      Within minutes, she’d been brought to the community bathroom where she found several large oval bathtubs. Each of the four was big enough for three girls.

      As they all sat naked in the oversized tub, full to the brim with bubbles, Ariana did everything she could to not look annoyed. Watching these fully-grown women sit naked, surrounded by toys as their breasts bobbed above the water, almost made her want to laugh at the absurdity of the situation.

      Maria had moved on to washing Ariana’s hair. Ariana liked Maria as she didn’t talk down to her. Six-year-olds were not stupid. They were young and liked to play, but they weren’t stupid. So, Maria would tell them all about the planets and the stars, pointing constellations out through the window at night after their bedtime story.

      “Maria?” Ariana asked as the shampoo was worked into her scalp.

      “Yeah, hon?”

      Ariana sighed, unsure if she should proceed, but the curiosity ate at her. “What happens when we get adopted?”

      Courtney stopped splashing around with Shelby and both turned their attention for the answer.

      “We’ve talked about this.” Maria picked up the cup of clear water and tilted Ariana’s chin back. “Your forever daddy will adopt you and take you to his home. Then you’ll be his little girl forever,” she said cheerfully as she poured the water through Ariana’s soapy hair.

      “But…I mean…will we still have a nanny to take care of us? Will we still get story time and snack time and have a dayroom filled with toys?” Ariana squeezed her eyes shut as some of the water trickled down her face.

      “Well.” Maria put the cup down and squeezed Ariana’s hair between her hands. “It depends on your daddy. Some Daddies give you all those things, and others want to take care of you themselves.”

      “Like your daddy, Ariana. He likes to give you all his attention,” Courtney said with some jealousy.

      Did Costello give her more attention than the other girls received from their daddies?

      “No, he doesn’t,” Ariana snapped. “He didn’t see me for two whole days!” The young attitude was coming easier and easier as the days went on. She closed her eyes and took a steady breath. She would not give in to this place.

      “But today he took you for private playtime. And then he kept you until bath time. Daddies don’t do that,” Shelby pointed out in a soft voice. “I don’t think the Daddies who adopt us will be like that. I think they’ll be more like the Daddies in the playroom.” She lowered her gaze to the bubbles floating in front of her.

      “I wouldn’t worry too much about it, girls,” Maria said, wiping her hands on a hand towel she had draped over the tub. “Whatever happens, I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

      Maria didn’t make eye contact when she gave her little token of hope. Her lips thinned out into a straight line, too. Ariana had a feeling that what was going to happen to them was worse than what they’d already been made to endure. Because in the House, the Daddies trained them to do whatever the Daddies wanted, but they weren’t cruel. It was their job to shape the girls for sale, but whoever bought them had no reason not to treat them however he wanted—good or bad.

      And from the bruises on Shelby’s arms and neck, Ariana had a good feeling she knew what was really in store for them.

      “All right, little girls. Ariana, Mae, and Shelby it’s time for your enema. Everyone else, out of the tubs and get ready for bed. Your daddies will be along to collect you shortly,” Nancy announced with a harsh clap of her hands.

      An enema?

      The other girls whined, but Ariana could only stare up at Nancy with dread filling her. She’d never endured something like that, not even in the privacy of her own home. There was no way she could handle such humiliation at the hands of Nancy.

      “Okay. Let’s go,” Nancy said, clapping her hands faster. “Line up like good girls. I would hate to have to report bad behavior to your daddies.”

      With that threat, all of the girls grudgingly got out of the baths, wrapped themselves up in their terry cloth towels. The other girls filed out of the community bathroom and into the dressing area with Maria while Mae, Shelby and Ariana dragged their feet getting in line. Ariana did her best to not mutter profanities under her breath. Nancy was always looking for reasons to send a girl to the corner or get a girl in trouble with her daddy. Ariana would do her damndest not to give her the satisfaction. There was very little she could control in this House, but whether or not Nancy got her into trouble was one of them. And she would not give that beast of a woman any more power than she already had.

      “Assume the position, Ariana.” Nancy filled the enema bag and changed the medium-sized nozzle as she issued the command.

      Ariana crossed her arms and pouted, not sure she could bring herself to do so.

      “Come now. We don’t have all day.”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Ariana argued, clutching the towel tightly around her damp body.

      “Ariana…I will not ask again without a consequence to follow,” Nancy simply responded.

      Ariana looked around at the other women. They were on their hands and knees on the bench before them.

      “Climb up here?” Ariana pointed to the empty spot beside Shelby on the bench. Mae and Shelby’s naked asses were already being prepared for the nozzles by the two night nannies who took over for Maria and Nancy.

      “Obviously, Ariana. Now get up there.”

      Ariana’s gaze came in contact with the large bag of liquid that would be emptied into her bowels and froze. She couldn’t do this. She wouldn’t.

      When Ariana refused to budge, Nancy added, “Your daddy will give you a severe whipping if you don’t obey this minute. Would you like me to have him do so with his belt? Assume the position or a belt it shall be.” Nancy’s tone darkened into a nasty tidal wave of authority.

      Ariana was wise enough to know that unless she assumed the position and succumbed to the enema, a good belt lashing would be next. Costello made it perfectly clear he would not tolerate an inch of disobedience from her. And if he had to be called in by one of the nannies to deal with her, he made sure she took an even harder lashing. She was already on shaky ground with him. She feared he had serious suspicions about her, and after giving the wrong answers that afternoon, she shouldn’t risk getting him upset.

      With a heavy sigh, she dropped her towel to the ground. With a scowl on her face, she climbed up onto the long wooden bench on her elbows and knees and tilted her bottom higher in the air. Without hesitation, Nancy shoved the nozzle into her asshole with not nearly enough lube. Ariana squealed as the penetration spread her puckered hole. She was still sensitive from Costello’s ministrations only a few short hours earlier.

      Surely, he wouldn’t have asked them to do this to her after what they’d done in his room during snack time. This had to be a mistake.

      Tears filled her eyes. He wouldn’t do this to her.

      “That’s a good girl. Now stay still.” Nancy patted her ass.

      The warm water ran into her body, filling her beyond a comfortable limit. She groaned slightly as the bag emptied inside her and cramping began. Nancy reached around and massaged her lower abdomen while the fluid settled into her depths. She was getting too much enjoyment out of this. Ariana made note of the sadistic grin on Nancy’s lips. The woman was practically drooling with joy.

      “Stay just like this for fifteen minutes. It would have only been ten, but you decided to give me a hard time.” Nancy swatted Ariana’s ass and moved on to check Shelby.

      Ariana simply nodded and focused on holding the fluid inside. The pressure built beyond what she thought she could endure, but she kept her eyes closed tightly and fought through the cramps. Beside her, she could hear whimpering, moaning and whining. Shelby and Mae were having a hard time, too. The Lullaby apparently didn’t make this easier on them either.

      Fisting her hands until her fingernails dug into her palms, Ariana let a tear slip down her cheek.

      How could she ever survive this place long enough to find a way out?
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      Costello downed three fingers of brandy and pinched the bridge of his nose. Ariana had to be hiding the truth from him. She’d reacted too easily to his ministrations earlier. She clearly remembered her past, and the Lullaby should have wiped that all away. A foggy memory at best.

      He would need to address it, and soon. But the moment he did, there would be no turning back.

      If he did this, what the temptation pulling at him suggested, he could lose his place in the Romero family. And men didn’t just walk away from Frank Romero.

      A forceful knock on his door interrupted his pour of a second glass.

      “Come in,” he called, dropping the top back onto the crystal decanter. He’d sought out the refuge of his suite to get away from all the noise of the House, but it seemed he couldn’t get far enough away. How he missed having his own apartment in the city, away from all this bullshit. The next year could not pass fast enough. He wanted out of this damn House and back to street work. It was harder, and deadlier work. But at least it wasn’t as fucked up as the House.

      He’d rather kill a man. Torture him even. Anything over what he was forced to do to these women. He was just about as maxed out as one could get.

      Yes, he was raised to be cold.

      Emotionless.

      Cruel.

      But even the Devil himself had his limits.

      Nancy entered the room, a scowl frozen on her already sour face.

      “What is it?” he demanded when she continued to glare at him from the doorway.

      “Ariana has misbehaved,” she announced.

      Fucking hell. Couldn’t the woman get through a simple bath without causing trouble?

      “What did she do?” he asked, putting his glass down and folding his arms over his chest. If he was going to have to deal with her, he couldn’t do so with a clouded head.

      “She would not comply with getting onto the enema table until I promised her you would be notified. She can’t be allowed to disobey when given such an easy order.” Nancy folded her hands in front of her. The woman could easily be mistaken for the evil witch of the west if only her skin had a greener complexion.

      “I didn’t request her to have an enema,” he pointed out. The cleansing of the girl’s ass was at his discretion. If, and when, he wanted to use her back hole, he would request it. But he hadn’t.

      “She’s been here a full week,” she retorted.

      Costello’s back muscles pulled into a knot. “I’m aware of how long she’s been here. But I still hadn’t required her to have an enema. Who decided for me?” He lowered his chin, his expression communicating his displeasure.

      Nancy’s shoulders dropped a fraction. Cousin to Frank or not, she was not to overstep her authority. The Daddies were given full control over their girls.

      “I did.”

      “And now she’s gotten herself into trouble, and you expect me to go in there and discipline her for disobeying you? Even though you were just as wrong to disobey the House rules?” He continued to keep his glare focused on her.

      A light pink tint touched her cheeks.

      “I did tell her,” she said quietly but lowered her gaze from his.

      “Yes. I see that.” He snorted. He would have to follow through. Letting Ariana think she didn’t have to obey the nannies or anyone else in the House would only serve to get her into more trouble later.

      Unless he did the unthinkable and kept her for himself.

      “Where is she?”

      “She’s still in the community bathroom. She has five more minutes left, I believe,” she said briskly. “You have to punish her, Costello. She can’t go unchecked.”

      Costello marched up to Nancy, towering over her by half a head. He let the silence build for a long stretch.

      “I’m aware of my duties,” he said in a harsh tone. “I think it’s you who’ve forgotten the rules around here. I don’t want you near her tomorrow. Do you understand?”

      Her gaze snapped up to his.

      “I’m on duty—”

      “Maria can handle anything Ariana needs,” he stated flatly, then brushed past her.

      Ariana had a few more minutes left before she would be allowed to rush to the bathroom to relieve herself. Normally, he would administer the punishment while she held the fluid, but this wasn’t a normal situation.

      She never should have been put in the position to begin with. He should have been able to explain to her what was to happen. Instead, she’d been thrown into the deep end without a life preserver.

      All of which he shouldn’t give a damn about. She’d disobeyed. It should be simple. But nothing since he’d laid eyes on the girl was simple anymore.

      When he arrived in the community washroom, Meggy, one of the night nannies was standing beside Ariana with the nozzle in hand. Shelby and Mae were already making their way back out from the toilets, their towels wrapped tightly around their bodies.

      “You girls go on into the dressing rooms. Your daddies will be down shortly.” The nanny sent them on their way. They scurried together past him to the adjoining room.

      “I’ll take care of this. You can go help the other girls. Ariana will be with me the rest of the evening.” He jerked his head toward the door, and Meggy nodded.

      “Of course.” She hurried from the room as though her ass were about to be lit on fire, too. The night nannies, not having dealt with the Daddies as often, were skittish around most of them.

      “Please.” Ariana turned her bright red face in his direction. Tears streaked her cheeks. He could pound Nancy into the ground with one blow with all the anger coursing through his body at seeing his girl so humiliated and beaten down.

      “You disobeyed your nanny,” he said, gripping the nozzle.

      “I’m sorry. I just didn’t understand what she wanted. I was confused. Surprised,” she explained.

      “Still.” He began to ease the nozzle from her ass, being careful to watch for her muscles to clench before removing it fully. If she had an accident right there, she would be shattered. “Hold as best you can, Ariana. Let’s get you to the toilet.” He touched her arm, helping her from the bench.

      “I can go on my own.” She pulled gently from his grasp. “Please.” Tear-filled eyes met his gaze.

      He was a complete fucking asshole. How many girls had he put through this? He’d always consoled himself with the fact they didn’t know better. But seeing the embarrassment in her expression, he knew for certain.

      She knew exactly what was going on. Lullaby was not working on her mind.

      “Okay, go on. I’ll be right here.” He nodded, and she took off to the bathroom, her hands pressing against her asscheeks, as if that would help.

      He picked up her discarded towel on the floor and dropped it on the bench. The door to the bathroom opened and Frank Romero walked in, Nancy right behind him.

      Fucking hell.

      “Costello.”

      “Frank. Good to see you.” Costello put out his hand to his boss for a handshake. Once the pleasantries were exchanged, he pointed to the toilets.

      “She in there?”

      “Ariana? Yes,” Costello answered.

      “Nancy said there was some trouble with her tonight.”

      “I’m about to deal with Ariana’s behavior, even though it wouldn’t have happened if Nancy hadn’t gone forward with the enema without my knowledge. I like to inform the girls when it’s going to take place and why. It’s important that they understand they are doing it for me, so when they get sold, they know everything they’re asked to do is for that Daddy.”

      Frank nodded. “I agree.” He turned to his cousin. “We aren’t going through all this hassle of training these girls just to torment them for our own fun. Their new owners may do so, but that’s not what we do here. We sell quality products, and we can’t do that if you get in the way of their training.”

      “Of course.” Nancy lowered her gaze.

      “I hope she didn’t bother you with this,” Costello said, pleased to see her plan at getting Frank involved had obviously backfired.

      “No, no, I was here anyway when I ran into her. I was going to check in with Shelby and Gianni. But since I’m here. Might as well meet this Ariana girl. Bring her to the dayroom for her discipline. It’s good for the other girls.”

      Costello’s heart slowed. “Sure thing,” he agreed. What choice did he have? If he said no…fuck that, no one said no to Frank.

      Ariana had been through so much already for the day, and now she was going to have to bear a public punishment. And she didn’t have the Lullaby to help cloud her mind from the realities of it.

      “I’ll see you in there then,” Frank said.

      The door closed behind them just as Ariana came out of the toilets.

      “Ariana.” He sighed. “You really picked the wrong night to misbehave.”

      “I was only confused.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” He shook his head. “You’re going to have to learn to obey every command given no matter by who or if you understand why.”

      “You’re going to spank me.” Her shoulders dropped with the statement. The wet tresses of her hair brushed along her collarbone.

      “Of course, I am,” he said harshly. “And Uncle Frank is here. He’s in the dayroom. That’s where you’ll get your paddling as a reminder to the other girls not to disobey their nannies.” Even if their nanny was completely wrong in giving the fucking order they were handing out.

      “What?” she asked, taking a step back.

      “No. Don’t even try to wiggle out of this.” He grabbed hold of her arm and dragged her forward. “The sooner we do this, the sooner it’s over.”
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      “Don’t sulk, Ariana.” Costello tugged on her harder when she tried to dig in her heels.

      A paddling in front of everyone? And Uncle Frank? What if she couldn’t keep it together? What if she didn’t act right, and he saw right through it?

      “I’m not,” she tried to reason with him. “Can’t we go to your room?” She hurried her steps to keep up with him.

      He cast a dark glare at her as they approached the dayroom door. Shoving her against the wall, he cupped her chin and pushed her head back until she was locked into his gaze.

      “No, Ariana. We can’t go to my room.” His nostrils flared. He wasn’t just angry with her, there was a hint of worry dancing in his dark eyes. “I have to bring you in there and paddle your ass for everyone to see, because Frank Romero said so. And he’s my fucking boss. Do you get that?” He lowered his voice. “And for your sake, I hope you’re ready to give the best fucking performance of your life.”

      Her heart stopped. Cold ran through her veins.

      Costello knew.

      He fucking knew.

      “Daddy, what do you mean?” she asked with as light of a tone as she could muster given the fact her entire insides were shaking with the tsunami of fear his statement had caused.

      “Don’t play with me right now, Ariana. Save the act for in there, because if Frank gets suspicious, we’re both fucked. You have no idea how much danger you could be in.”

      Tears fell from her eyes. So much was at stake.

      “I don’t understand,” she whispered, hoping if she just kept up the pretense the intense dread would subside.

      Costello’s jaw tightened. “You will soon enough. Now let’s go.” He released her chin to grab her arm, digging his fingertips into her. He yanked the door to the dayroom open and hauled her inside.

      The other girls, already dressed in their pajamas, were sitting on the gray carpet lined up like they were waiting for story time. Only tonight there wouldn’t be any funny stories and colorful picture books.

      In the front of the room, where the night nannie would sit to read to them all, was a bench. Her throat closed around her cry. It was a spanking bench. She’d seen them online. There were two padded spots for her knees, and then a long leather bench for her to lie over. Leather bindings hung from the knee supports, the bench, and the two hand grips at the front of the contraption. She’d have nowhere to wiggle to, not that Costello ever allowed her to get free of his grip once he had her.

      “Oh, God,” Ariana groaned as Costello continued to lead her to the bench.

      “Girls,” Uncle Frank said, standing beside the bench. “I’m sorry that your story time has been cancelled this evening, but it’s for a good reason. Every lesson you learn here is for your benefit, so that when you’re adopted, you can be the very best little girl for your forever daddy. Ariana was not a good little girl tonight. She was disrespectful to Nanny Nancy, and you know how hard Nancy works to keep you girls safe and happy.” Frank paused, giving the girls a chance to nod in agreement.

      Ariana knew none of them actually agreed. Even in their drugged hallucinations of this reality they’d been forced into, the complaints among the girls about Nancy were the same. She was seen as evil.

      Costello pointed to the bench. “Climb up, young lady,” he said in his low tone as Frank continued to explain to the girls the reasons for this public humiliation.

      “I can’t,” Ariana whispered to herself as she climbed onto the bench, and Costello strapped her legs down on the knee supports with the bindings.

      “You don’t have a choice,” Costello muttered into her ear as he pulled the thick belt over her back and buckled it.

      “Ariana’s daddy is going to discipline her, and I want all of you to watch quietly. Learn from her mistakes so you don’t find yourselves in a similar position,” Frank announced.

      “Grip the handles,” Costello instructed, pointing to them. Through a haze of fear, she wrapped her hands around the grips and pressed her forehead to the leather padding. The table was tilted forward enough that her ass was propped higher than her head.

      Frank shifted his position to the other side of her bound body.

      “Learn your lesson, little girl,” Frank said to her then moved away.

      Ariana picked up her head enough to see him move to stand beside Nancy. The satisfied sneer on Nancy’s lips sent a bubbling anger through Ariana.

      But once she caught Costello walking back over to the bench with a thick, long paddle in his hand, the pure fear returned.

      “Why are you being paddled, Ariana?” Costello asked in his disciplinarian voice.

      She closed her eyes. “Because I talked back to Nanny Nancy,” she said, throwing in a sniffle at the end for Frank’s benefit.

      This was so fucked up. So fucking wrong.

      “And what is Daddy’s rule about talking back?” he asked, pressing the hard wood against her asscheeks.

      She swallowed. If he kept this up, she was going to make a mess by vomiting up every damn cookie she’d ever eaten while being here.

      “No talking back,” she responded and tightened her grip on the handles. “I’m really sorry, Daddy,” she whined.

      “I know you are,” he said and the paddle pulled back from her ass. Bracing herself, she clenched her eyes and her teeth.

      It didn’t help.

      The impact shook her. She’d never felt anything like it before. The sting spread over her ass, and before it faded, he brought the paddle down again. She bit down on her lips determined not to cry out. But there seemed to be no end to the pain. Her ass would be too swollen to sit on for weeks.

      But at least she was alive.

      The pain…

      Alive.

      “You were a bad girl tonight, weren’t you?” Costello chastised, bringing the paddle down even harder on her thighs.

      Resolve lost, she howled. It was too much. Way worse than his belt.

      “Answer me,” Costello snapped.

      “Yes, Daddy!” she cried out as the paddle continued to assault her ass. She would be black and blue before he was done.

      “And will you be a bad girl again?” he asked, pausing for a moment.

      She sucked in a breath. The pain numbed her brain. What did he ask?

      “Ariana.” He patted her ass lightly with the paddle. “Will you be a bad girl again?”

      She sniffled, no longer an added touch for Frank’s benefit, and shook her head. “No, Daddy. I promise. I’ll be a good girl always.”

      “I hope so,” he said and brought the paddle down again. She pulled on the hand grips and tried to wiggle her hips away, but the damn straps had her completely bound. She wasn’t going anywhere, and Costello didn’t seem in the mood to finish her punishment.

      Over and over again, the paddle was brought down on her upturned ass. By the time she realized he’d stopped, she was a complete blubbering mess. Tears ran down her cheeks, dripping onto the leather padding beneath her. Hard sobs racked through her body.

      “There now.” Frank took the stage again. “I hope Ariana learned her lesson, and that you all will take care not to find yourself in this position anytime soon.”

      Costello handed the paddle to Nancy. “Clean this, and put it away.” He turned to the night nanny standing near the girls and pointed. “You, unstrap her and take her to my room. She’ll stay with me tonight.”

      “You risk spoiling her,” Nancy piped up. Ariana turned her head, trying to find Costello, but he moved again behind her and out of her line of vision.

      “She’ll apologize to me privately for her behavior tonight.” Costello’s cold tone crossed the room.

      Nancy’s frown deepened.

      “Good idea,” Frank stated with approval. “Uh, Mae. Come with me please. I’ll tuck you in tonight.” He held out his hand toward the girls sitting behind Ariana.

      Through his trousers, his cock was perfectly outlined. He’d gotten rock hard watching Ariana’s ass get lit on fire, and now he’d be using Mae to relieve himself.

      Nausea rolled through Ariana. He could have chosen her. What if he did another night? Costello worked for him; he couldn’t deny him.

      It was very clear that Frank Romero was a man to never deny.

      The straps began to loosen around Ariana’s calves, but the whirlwind of fears was just starting to ramp up. Costello knew the medicine wasn’t working on her. He knew she was only pretending.

      What would he do?

      What would he say?

      And Frank’s his boss.

      If Frank took Ariana one night, could she fool him?

      She couldn’t wait any longer. She had to find a way out. There was no more time left. Her ass throbbed, her chest ached, and her head spun. No matter what, she was getting out of the House.
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      Costello marched down the hallway to the stairs leading to his room, seething on the inside. Fucking Nancy. Ariana’s ass had to be on fire. She’d have bruises marring her creamy skin for at least a week because of that damn paddling. If he’d wanted her marked, he would have chosen to do it himself. But as it was, the choice had been stolen from him so Nancy could get her fucking clit hard.

      “Is this your room?” Frank asked Mae as Costello maneuvered around them.

      “Yes, Uncle Frank,” she answered with as much bravery a girl could, given her circumstances. Costello shoved that concern from his mind. He had bigger worries.

      By the time he reached the stairwell, he was moving at a trot. Taking the stairs two at a time, he hurried to his room. Ariana was probably crumpled up in a ball sobbing. He hadn’t gone easy on her. He couldn’t. Frank would have questioned him.

      The floor where the Daddies had their suites was empty. They were all still downstairs getting ready to take their own little girls to their rooms to tuck them in. Now that they’d all had a good show with Ariana, they would take advantage and teach their own girls whatever lesson they wanted for the night.

      When he reached his room, he stopped to take a deep breath. First, he would comfort her, check her ass for damage, and then calm her down. Then, he’d confront her about the Lullaby not working with her.

      Sure he was walking in on a girl losing her composure, he opened the door slowly and quietly.

      As he stood in his doorway, Ariana, holding the smallest of his arm chairs as high as she could, ran across the room at the window. He blinked, momentarily lost in the image as she slammed the chair into the glass.

      It got her nowhere. She bounced off the window, falling back onto her naked ass, and the chair rolled to her side.

      “Fucking hell!” He slammed his bedroom door. “What the hell do you think you’re doing!” He rushed to her side, kicking the fallen chair out of his way.

      Wild panic burst across her expression, and she jumped to her feet. Before he could grab her, she ran to the window and flailed her fists against it. When he grabbed her arms, a current of tremors ran beneath his grip.

      “Ariana. Stop!” He yanked her from the window and encased her in his arms, holding her tightly to his chest. She continued to struggle, but soon her energy faded away.

      “I have to get out of here! I won’t let you give me to him. I won’t be put to sleep! I won’t.” She sobbed into his chest.

      He rested his chin on top of her head and fisted her damp hair, pressing her against himself. She could wail and scream into his shirt, and with some luck she wouldn’t be overheard. Though the other Daddies were busy having their own fun with their girls.

      “Ariana. Stop it,” he said again, forcing his tone to dip even lower. “You have to calm down so I can talk to you.”

      “You’re going to let him kill me,” she cried, sagging in his embrace.

      He sighed and changed tactics. In one swift movement, he scooped her up in his arms and carried her to his bed. Managing to climb onto the bed without letting her go, he settled her on his lap and leaned against the headboard. She wrapped her arms around his neck and sobbed openly into his chest.

      It was the first time she’d broken since she’d arrived. Their first meeting had shown her furiousness, but after that, she’d gone into her act of being a little girl. She’d never let herself break down in front of him, and from what he’d heard of her nightly sleeps—she hadn’t then either.

      He ran his hand in circles around her back, soothing her until her sobs slowed and there was only an occasional sniffle. As much as she truly was an adult, he suspected some of her really was a little at heart.

      “Are you ready to talk?” he asked, tucking her beneath his chin.

      “When did you figure it out?” she asked in a small voice. Not one she used to pretend she was little, but her real voice, tender and sweet.

      “I suspected not long after I first met you. There was something different about you. Sometimes you’d look at me, and I could see the age in your eyes.”

      “I tried so hard,” she said, wiping the back of her hand across her nose.

      “I know you did. And I don’t think anyone else suspects. It’s only because I’ve been so close to you, seen your reactions to things I’ve said and things we’ve done.”

      “I don’t think I can do this anymore. I’m so exhausted.” She punctuated the statement with a yawn.

      “You have to. It’s not an option. If Frank finds out, I’m not sure I can protect you. You’ve been taking the Lullaby for a week now. If it’s not working by now, it’s not going to, and you’re taking up a spot in his House.”

      When she looked up at him, the defeat shining in her eyes ripped his chest open.

      Costello grabbed her chin to keep her focus on him. “I don’t know how yet, but I’ll figure something out to help you. But you have to do what I tell you. No disobedience. None. And you can’t provoke Nancy or any of the other nannies.”

      “You aren’t going to turn me over to him?” she asked. The surprise in her tone cut at him. Of course she’d be afraid that he would do just that. He’d been contemplating it since he became convinced she wasn’t as little as she appeared.

      But so much had changed.

      The rules of this game had morphed into…

      Well…things had changed.

      “Fuck no.” He gripped her chin between his thumb and forefingers. “You belong to me, Ariana. No one else will ever touch you or take you.” He sealed his claim over her, pressing a hard kiss to her lips. Moving his hand from her chin, to cupping the side of her face, he deepened the act, brushing his tongue across her bottom lip then sweeping into her mouth. She moaned against his mouth, pushing herself further up his lap and matching his energy. Her fingertips touched his jaw.

      When he broke away, the fear and desperation in her gaze had been replaced with hope. New tears built in her eyes, shining and clear.

      “I thought you were going to hand me over to him.” She sighed and gestured toward the window. “I’m sorry about the chair.”

      He leaned over to get a better look. Two of the legs had broken off in her attempt to break free.

      He shook his head. “How the hell am I going to explain that?” he muttered. “And what the fuck did you think you were going to do? We’re on the third floor, Ariana. Were you going to leap to your death? If you hadn’t broken your neck—you’re naked. Were you just going to walk into town nude with your ass all red like it is?” The image of her walking through the darkness of the city and coming across men who would rather see her beneath them than helping her in any way flooded his mind.

      His original irritation with her returned.

      With a gentle push, he moved her from his lap. “Let me see your ass.” He pinned her face down on the bed.

      “I’m fine,” she mumbled into the pillow.

      A purple blotch was already forming on each cheek. He sighed over the mess.

      “Don’t do anything to warrant another punishment, Ariana.” He poked his finger into her thigh. “Your ass can’t handle another spanking right now.”

      Ariana pulled away from him and rolled to her back. Once situated on his pillows, she sighed and folded her hands on her stomach.

      “I don’t know how you managed to get away this long without someone noticing,” he said, resting his hand on her thigh.

      This was good. Her being herself, no playacting, no games. Just two people talking. It was the most real he’d felt in the past year of working at the House.

      “It wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be.” She smiled. “I fucking hate the dayroom, though. It’s really boring but—ow!” She covered her thigh where he’d pinched her.

      “Don’t start getting careless. And I don’t like language like that. Grown up or little, my girl doesn’t curse like that.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Several things. One,” she held up a finger between them, “I’m not anyone’s anything. Two, that’s a bit old-fashioned don’t you think?”

      He wrapped his hand around her finger and brought it to his mouth, biting down on the tip until she yanked it away.

      “Don’t point that finger at me again. And, you sure as hell are mine. That doesn’t change.” He patted her thigh.

      “What if I don’t want to be yours?” she countered, though the teasing in her tone suggested she was trying to rile him.

      “Do you?” he asked, firming his gaze on her.
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      Did she?

      That was a good question. She barely knew him. The real him anyway. But she couldn’t completely deny how safe she felt now that he’d promised not to expose her. She trusted him.

      And in a world that allowed girls to be abducted, drugged, and sold, trust meant something.

      “What does that even mean, Costello?” she asked.

      He moved higher up on the bed, sitting directly beside her. Pressing his hand into the mattress on the other side of her, he had her caged.

      “It means the same thing it’s meant for the past week. But instead of it being because you were drugged and didn’t know better, it’s because you chose it. I choose it.”

      “You’d want to still be my daddy?” she asked. A spark ignited in her belly with her question. Of all the things she detested at the House, being his little girl hadn’t ranked high on the list.

      “I didn’t sign up for this job hating the idea of being a Daddy,” he said solemnly. “It’s part of me, just like I’m sure it’s part of you. At least deep down inside of you.”

      Was it? She’d never considered it, not seriously. Though, it would explain a lot of her relationship failures.

      “There have been complaints about my neediness,” she confessed.

      His eyes darkened. “By whom?”

      She patted his hand. “Old boyfriends. It’s possible I may have had fantasies… but...” Her cheeks heated. “I just never really trusted anyone enough to ever act on them.”

      “You lived on your own for a long time,” he offered. “Before the Romeros take in a girl, they do their homework. There isn’t anything about your past that I don’t already know,” he explained.

      “They find girls who have no one who will miss them,” she said with a nod.

      “Yeah. It’s easier that way. Empty out your account, quit your job for you, clear out your apartment and turn in a moveout notice to your landlord with the rest of the rent. There’s no one chasing after you.” He dragged his hand through his hair, leaving it sticking up in places. He looked almost playful.

      “And you’re going to keep doing this? If you manage to get me out of here, you’ll have another girl to train, to auction off to some asshole.” She couldn’t help the contempt simmering in her tone.

      His jaw tightened. “Right now, you’re the only girl I’m worried about.”

      She shoved his hand away. “I think I want to sleep in my own room tonight.”

      “Stay put.” He grabbed hold of her arm and pulled her back onto the bed before she could get away. “I already said you’re here tonight. If you go back to your room, there will be questions.”

      “This is pretty fucking pointless, Costello. You aren’t going to be able to get me out of here without them finding out. So, either I get sold like the other girls, or Frank kills me.” She tugged out of his hold but didn’t move from the bed.

      “I said to watch the language,” he snapped.

      She rolled her eyes.

      “I’m tired.” She yanked on the covers and scooted her naked self beneath them. “Don’t you have to go do something? Prove to the other guys what a big bad Daddy you are?” she taunted him.

      He stared at her for a long moment. Heat crawled over her body, but she refused to look at him. She was in a helpless situation. Even with him not turning her over, it changed nothing. She still needed to pretend to be little, and she would still be sold to the highest bidder. And when that man realized the drug didn’t work, he’d probably kill her.

      There was no hope here.
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      Costello pulled his car up to the back entrance of an abandoned warehouse. Well, as far as the local government knew it was abandoned. It made for a secure meeting spot and storage facility for the Romeros’ stockpile.

      Frank didn’t just use Lullaby in the House, he sold and distributed to clients of the House. Lullaby wasn’t a permanent change to the girls’ mental status. It wore off rapidly if they weren’t constantly fed the drug. Lullaby girls needed to take a dose twice a day at minimum to keep from coming out of their drugged haze. Girls who were fed more than two doses were even more pliable. Some regressed even younger than those Frank trained in the House.

      As a business strategy, Frank had smarts. Keep them needing the drug, and you kept the Daddies on the hook as clients. No one else had anything close to Lullaby, and Frank made damn sure it stayed that way.

      After parking, Costello headed to the bay area door. Sam and Nicky pushed the door open, already waiting on him.

      “I’m not even late and you guys are ready to bust my balls.” Costello laughed as he shook their hands in turn and followed them inside the dark and dank warehouse.

      “Been a hell of a day.” Nicky rubbed the back of his neck. “Johnny was here this morning with all his fucking charts and projections.”

      Sam groaned. “If I gave a shit about projections, do you think I’d be in this line of work?”

      “For a few minutes I thought he was gonna bust out a projector and put on a whole show for us.” Sam laughed.

      “He does like his numbers.” Costello followed them to the back of the warehouse to the offices. Crates and boxes piled up on each side of them, forming a hallway of sorts. “Get a new shipment in?” Costello asked.

      “Yeah. Just this morning. Got some new distribution lines to work out. That’s what had Johnny’s dick so hard with his charts. Gotta make sure the lines work without any fucking mess-ups before he’ll okay a larger move,” Sam explained.

      “Frank has to give his okay, too, though right?” Costello asked, taking a seat at the table in the back office.

      “I’m sure he does,” Nick responded with a shrug. “I don’t get involved with that shit. Ask too many questions, next thing you know there’s bullets flying through your living room window.”

      Costello nodded. He knew the truth of that better than either of them in the room. His father had worked for Frank’s father. Freshman year of high school, Costello got home from a football game to find police crawling all over their front yard and house.

      His father had been asking too many questions, trying to learn the business, and work his way up out of just working collections for Carlos Romero. Carlos’ brother Mario, the suspicious asshole he was, started thinking the worst. Seeing Anthony’s questions as evidence seeking, Mario called Anthony a rat and had a hit taken out on him.

      The kill was unsanctioned, and unfounded. Nonetheless, both Costello’s mother and father had been shot through the front window of their townhome while watching the evening news and eating Costello’s mother’s meatloaf. Costello had been left without a family.

      “Yeah. Better to stay under the radar,” Costello agreed.

      “But, and this is just between us three”—Sam leaned his hip against the edge of the table.—“I’m hearing things like Johnny thinks Frank’s too outdated in his approach. He wants to organize tighter, but Frank likes things the way they are.”

      “Carlos left the family in Frank’s hands,” Costello said evenly. “It would take one hell of a movement to get enough okays from the heads to move on him.”

      The Romero family held a seat at the table with four other main families. In order for any head of the family to be removed, the organization would need to give the okay.

      “Just because it’s hard, doesn’t mean it’s not possible,” Sam remarked with a smirk. “Ah, but that’s talk for the bosses, not us.” He marched around the table to the filing cabinets and yanked the top drawer open. Pulling out a black leather duffle bag, he turned around with a grin. “Your cut,” he said, tossing the bag at Costello.

      “Shit, this much?” Costello unzipped the bag, picking up three bundles of cash.

      “Not really.” Nicky pointed to the bag. “That goes to the House. You and the others split it.”

      Even so, he’d be bulking up his savings by at least twenty grand. Not a bad bonus for making a few errand rounds for the boss.

      “Johnny already took his and Frank’s cut,” Sam said and shut the cabinet. “How is the gig at the House going? I haven’t done a stint there yet, but I’ve been thinking about it. Get off the streets for a year or two.”

      Costello rezipped the bag. “It’s fine.”

      “Just fine? I hear you get to bang whatever girl you want, and they just walk around agreeing to everything cause of the Lullaby,” Nicky pushed.

      Sam laughed. “Wouldn’t I fucking love to slip my wife just one dose of that shit. Maybe there’d be a lot less nagging and a bit more dick sucking.”

      “With a romantic like you for a husband, I can’t imagine why she wouldn’t be willing to see to your every need, Sam.” Costello chuckled and got up from his chair. It hadn’t been that long ago when he was working the warehouses and looking for a step up in the family. He couldn’t blame their curiosity.

      “No. Seriously. What’s it really like?” Sam continued.

      “You have a family. Why would you want to take the House gig? You have to live there.”

      “That’s true. I forgot about that part.” Sam nodded.

      “Okay, so he’s out. What about me?” Nicky piped up.

      Costello stared at him. “There’s more to it than just getting your dick wet whenever you want. You gotta teach the girls how to be little girls, the way they’ll be expected to act when they get sold. So, it can’t be about just what you like.” Costello checked his phone for messages. He’d asked Maria to be sure Ariana was given more cream to put on her ass. The bruises were uglier this morning and would be even worse by the end of the day.

      “Like babysitting all the time to grown women?” Nicky screwed up his face with distaste.

      “A little.” Costello shrugged.

      It wasn’t like that with Ariana, but the drug wasn’t working on her. The girls he’d trained before her were different. He didn’t see them as women or little girls. He’d only seen a product when he looked at them. He played with them, taught them what they needed to know in order to get adopted, then sent them on their way.

      “If you’re so curious, why don’t we get Frank to let us up into the playroom,” Sam said.

      “Maybe I’ll talk with Frank about it,” Nicky said, fisting his hands and shoving them into his jeans. “Until then, I got shit to do.”

      “I’ll let you get back to it.” Costello shook their hands. “I need to get back to the House.”

      “We’ll see you next week then.” Sam slapped Costello on the back and walked with him through the warehouse to the door. “Maybe sooner if we get over there to the playroom.” Sam waggled his eyebrows and laughed.

      “Perfectly good wife at home, and you’re gonna spend that kind of cash to play with some woman who thinks she’s six years old?” Costello joked.

      “One night of ‘yes, Daddy’ and I’d be in fucking heaven!” Sam laughed, yanking the steel door open, letting the sunshine from the parking lot into the dank warehouse.

      Costello shook his head with a grin and walked out to his car. He’d been just as blind to the realities of the House before he took up residence. Non-stop sex, complete control over the girls, delivering bare ass spankings… It all sounded too fucking good to be true.

      He’d had a hell of a good time. He wouldn’t bother denying that. But the tint of the lens changed with Ariana. Costello wasn’t just looking to playact Daddy for a few months while training her for someone else. When she called him Daddy, when her eyes softened and he could sense the reality of that word on her lips…it held a fuck more meaning than a hard dick.

      His phone rang while he drove down the street back toward the highway.

      “Yeah?”

      “Costello.” Maria’s panicked voice filled the car through the speakerphone. “Nancy took Ariana to the library an hour ago, and she hasn’t come back. I can’t leave the dayroom with the other girls.”

      “What the fuck. I told her to stay away from Ariana today.” Costello hit the gas and merged onto the highway. He’d be there in ten minutes. Sooner if he pushed it.

      “I know,” Maria said, helpless to fix the situation.

      “I’m on my way.” He hung up the phone and maneuvered around the truck in front of him.

      He needed to get back. Now!

      “Just hold on, babygirl. I’m on my way.”
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      Ariana sat on the little wooden stool in the corner of the library listening to Nanny Nancy read from a fairytale book to three other girls. Ariana hadn’t been allowed to sit with the other girls because Nancy said she hadn’t behaved well enough at breakfast.

      As far as Ariana knew, breakfast had gone fine. She’d been given the awful oatmeal, and she’d eaten every slimy bite of it. Even the raisins that she didn’t like.

      Nancy was obviously still pissy about the night before. Which only confused Ariana more, because it wasn’t Nancy’s ass that hurt.

      “And they all lived happily ever after,” Nancy said in the sickly singsong voice that jumped all over Ariana’s nerves. Ariana sighed and leaned her head forward, pressing it against the wall.

      Why had Nancy brought her down here if she was only going to keep her in the corner? She should have left Ariana in the dayroom with Nanny Maria.

      “Now. I have a special lesson for you this afternoon, girls,” Nancy said with a clap of her hands. “I know the Daddies do a lot of teaching with you during your naptimes and your special lesson times with them, but there is one subject they can’t teach you.” Nancy paused. “Ariana, turn around now.”

      Ariana lifted her head and with an internal groan, walked her feet across the carpeting until she had swiveled around. The three girls who had been called down with her were all sitting with their legs crisscrossed and their hands neatly folded in their laps. The vacancy in their stares sent a shiver through Ariana.

      Maybe it would be better if the drug would work on her. She wouldn’t have to be so damn aware all the time of the horrors happening to all of them.

      “Most of the girls who come to our House are adopted by loving and caring Daddies, but sometimes there’s a Mommy who comes looking for a little girl of her own. And we need to be prepared for them as well.” Nancy got up from her rocking chair and moved it to the edge of the carpet. “Have all of you been taught how to kiss your daddies properly?” she asked with a curious eye on them.

      “On his lips or on his…” Mae blushed. “On his cock?” she said, then fell into a fit of giggles.

      “I hope you don’t giggle when your daddy gifts you with his cock, Mae.” Nancy turned a stern glare on the girl. Mae seized up.

      “No, Nanny Nancy. I never giggle with him,” Mae promised.

      “Good. Now, I’m talking about kissing his cock. You’ve all learned?” She pointed to each girl and waited for a nod before moving to the next. When her gaze turned up toward Ariana, it darkened. “And you?”

      “Yes, Nanny Nancy,” Ariana mimicked the girls’ responses and shoved on a proud smile to accentuate her answer.

      “Good. So, what I’m going to teach you today is how to kiss a Mommy’s pussy.” Nancy retrieved a straight back chair with no arms and placed it in the center of the room where her rocking chair had been.

      Oh, no. Ariana’s stomach knotted. She wouldn’t be able to do this. But if she denied Nancy, there’d be another punishment in her future. Or worse.

      What the fuck was she going to do?

      The other girls all scooted further up on the carpet to get closer and see better. They were being good girls, learning what they were supposed to learn.

      “Ariana, you can come on the carpet. I want you to get a good look, so you’ll know what you’re doing when it’s your turn.” Nancy pointed to a spot beside Mae.

      Ariana swallowed back the protest jumping to escape and got up from her little stool. Her knees ached from sitting so low to the ground. She eased down to the carpet next to Mae and folded her legs to match the other girls.

      Costello could be the only person in the House who knew her secret. The playacting would have to continue. Not just for her sake, but for his as well. If Frank found out Costello knew and didn’t turn her over, he’d kill Costello. Now Ariana pretended for them both.

      “When you have a Mommy who wants kisses on her pussy, it’s not too different from licking a lollipop.” Nancy sat down on the chair and spread her legs open wide, pulling her ankle length skirt up until her pussy showed. The girls didn’t make a sound. Ariana’s cheeks heated.

      “Some Mommies will have hair on their pussies, and some will be like me and have none.” She continued the absurd lesson. If they didn’t drug the girls, they wouldn’t have to go through all of this stupid training. These girls were well into their twenties. No way they didn’t already know all of these things, but the fucking drug wiped all that away.

      “Mae, come here, kneel right in front of me like a good girl.” Nancy pointed to the spot she wanted Mae.

      Once Mae was in position, Nancy pulled her pussy lips apart. “I want you to take your tongue and lick my pussy. Don’t be afraid to lick hard, okay? Just lick, then when you get to my clit—I know you know what that is, your daddy and Uncle Frank have both had fun playing with yours.” Nancy paused. Mae’s face turned crimson and tears shone in her eyes.

      Nancy smiled.

      “It’s okay, little girl. That’s what you were made for. Now, when you get to my clit, just flick your tongue. Go on, try it. Girls, I want you to watch.” Nancy leveled them all with a hard glare. “After Mae’s had her turn, you’ll each try and then you’ll be practicing on each other. So pay attention,” Nancy said harshly.

      Ariana was going to lose her lunch, and the macaroni and cheese hadn’t been very tasty the first go around.

      “Go on, Mae,” Nancy chided when Mae remained still.

      Leaning forward, Mae placed her hands on the floor and brought her mouth down on Nancy’s cunt. The hiss of satisfaction Nancy let out cut through the tension of the room.

      “That’s right. Just…like…that. No, don’t stop yet.” Nancy placed her hand on top of Mae’s head and held her in place while Mae continued to lick. “Don’t forget…oh, yes, don’t forget to suck a little on the clit. Mommies love that,” Nancy said in a strange tone. Ariana studied her more closely. The woman was heavily aroused.

      “Very good. Okay.” Nancy pushed Mae’s head back. “That was very good for your first time. Now pick a spot on the carpet and lie down with your dress pulled up. The next girl will come by you when she’s done here, and she’ll practice on you. You’ll take turns.”

      Mae nodded and got up from her spot. As she passed Ariana, a tear spilled down her cheek. Even too drugged to know better…Mae seemed to feel it.

      “Courtney, your turn.” Nancy spread her legs further and inched down in the chair until she was seated on the very edge.

      Courtney moved into position and dove right in. Courtney was always looking for extra attention and wanting a gold star for everything. Apparently, pussy licking was one of them, too.

      “Oh, yes…very good, Courtney.” Nancy leaned her head back and touched Courtney’s hair, petting her sweetly. “Just like that.” Nancy bit down on her lip. “Hold still, I want to show you something else. No, keep your tongue out like that.” Nancy planted her feet firmly on the floor and lifted her pelvis, running her sex over Courtney’s face.

      Ariana’s breath hitched; tears filled her eyes. She wouldn’t be able to hold her composure through this. She’d be found out.

      “So good,” Nancy said, planting her ass back in her seat. “Go over by Mae and show her what you were doing. Teach it to her, and then she can try it on you.” Nancy gave Courtney’s shoulder a soft shove.

      A smug grin painted on her lips, Courtney moved to where Mae was lying on the carpet waiting.

      “Ariana,” Nancy snapped her name like it was a wet towel. “Come here and let’s see if you were paying attention at all.”

      Her mouth went dry.

      “Go,” Jessica hissed from beside her. Ariana nodded and got to her feet. This was just another part in a fucked-up play. She could do this. She had to. There was no other choice.

      Slowly, Ariana sank to her knees in front of Nancy. The nanny’s sex glistened with her own juices and the saliva of the girls before. When Ariana chanced a quick look up, she caught Nancy’s glare. Heated and spiteful.

      “Let’s see what you’ve learned,” Nancy said, reaching down to grab Ariana’s head.

      “Ariana!” Costello’s voice blasted through the room. The door banged against the wall.

      “Costello,” Nancy said, her hand dropping to her leg. She threw her shirt back down to cover herself. “I’m in the middle of a lesson with the girls,” she snarled.

      “I see that.” Costello strode to Ariana’s side and hauled her up, lacing his fingers through hers. “I didn’t authorize this lesson, however.” He tugged Ariana to stand behind him.

      Nancy stood from her chair and folded her arms over her chest. Mae and Courtney had stopped their practice and were watching the standoff along with Jessica.

      “I don’t appreciate you undermining me in front of the girls,” Nancy stated flatly. “Ariana needs this lesson as much as the others.”

      Costello increased his hold on her hand. “Ariana will be taught the lessons I decide for her, not you. You are her nanny and are only to watch over her when I am not available. If you think you can’t handle the task, I’ll bring in another nanny who will.”

      Ariana had not seen him so angered before. He didn’t raise his voice; he didn’t need to. The dark tenor of his tone was enough to shake her insides. Why was Nancy not backing down?

      “We’ll see.” Nancy rolled her shoulders back. “If you’re taking Ariana for the afternoon, that’s fine. But she will be expected to learn how to properly take care of a Mommy in case that’s who adopts her.”

      Ariana cringed. Costello’s entire back tightened up, and she wondered how much more could Nancy push him until he lost his temper. If he did, it would ruin everything. They’d take her away from him, she was sure of it.

      “Daddy.” Ariana tugged on his hand. “I’m not feeling good. Can I lie down?” She put on her best little voice and yanked on his jacket, too.

      The tension cracked, and Costello looked down at her, appraising her.

      “I’m taking her to her room. I don’t want her disturbed until dinner.” He turned, picking up Ariana and cradling her in his arms as he marched to the door. Ariana peeked over his shoulder. Nancy’s scowl sent a chill over her.

      “Why does she hate me so much?” Ariana whispered.

      Costello adjusted his hold on her.

      “I don’t know, and I don’t fucking care,” he answered, starting up the stairs.

      “Everything okay?” Shelby’s daddy asked as Costello made his way down the hall.

      “She’s not feeling well. I’m going to lay her down. Did you know Nancy took a few of the girls downstairs for Mommy training?” Costello stopped to ask. Ariana kept her face hidden.

      “What? No. Is Shelby down there?” Ariana heard the heavy concern he had for Shelby. He hadn’t done anything to keep her safe from the men in the playroom, but maybe he couldn’t. Maybe he was in the same situation as Costello.

      “No, but she can’t dictate who does what around here,” Costello said firmly. “Let me lay Ariana down. I want the other girls out of there, too. I doubt the guys know who was taken and who wasn’t.”

      “You handle Ariana, I’ll go down there and break up the class. That woman is getting too carried away.”

      “Daddy,” Ariana whispered. He adjusted his grip once more.

      “Go. I’ll take care of it,” Gianni said and they were moving again.

      Once they were inside Ariana’s room, Costello kicked the door closed and put her down on her feet. He cupped her shoulders and looked her over.

      “I’m fine.” She pushed his hands away and sat on the bed. “Thank you for getting me out of there.”

      “Did you do anything to get into trouble this morning?” he demanded, keeping a hard glare on her.

      She sighed. That’s all she was—trouble. “No. We had breakfast, went to the dayroom, had lunch, then Nancy came in and said the four of us needed to go down to the library with her for a special story time,” Ariana explained and pulled her feet up onto the bed. She felt fine now that she was away from that horrible woman, but fatigue was starting to wear her down. It was exhausting having to constantly be in character.

      “Has she said anything to suggest she suspects anything?” Costello continued his questions.

      “Not to me.” Ariana shrugged. “Where were you this morning? The other Daddies were around, but I didn’t see you.” She hugged her knees to her chest and leaned back against the headboard. Had her attitude the night before made him change his mind?

      He was putting himself in danger by not reporting her. She may not have to pretend around him, but she wasn’t entirely safe yet.

      “I had business to do. Sometimes I have to go into the city. Nancy took advantage of me not being here.” He pulled the chair from her vanity and sank into it, pressing the heels of his hands into his eyes.

      “Can I ask you something?” she asked.

      “You can ask, but I don’t promise I’ll answer.” He dropped his hands to his lap, worry and exhaustion wrinkled his brow. Maybe he’d had enough of all the pretending as well.

      “I heard Mae talking to Courtney at breakfast today. Mae complained that since I got here, you haven’t had playtime with anyone else.” Ariana hugged her knees tighter.

      “Oh?” He arched an eyebrow.

      “She said she missed playtime with you.” Ariana swallowed, clearing her throat. She couldn’t sound like a jealous girlfriend. She was neither of those things.

      “Hmmm.” He made a face that suggested he was thinking it over. “I suppose I haven’t had any play dates since you arrived.”

      “Is it because the daddies are only supposed to have playtime with one girl?” she asked, pushing as much of a feathery touch to her voice as possible.

      He shook his head. “No. We’re allowed to play with any of the girls. We’re good about talking with the other Daddies though. Some of them have the girls on a specific training schedule, so we take that into consideration. Some of the girls don’t have a Daddy right away. Courtney didn’t when she got here. For the first few weeks, she was taken care of by mostly the nannies and whoever else had time for her. Now she has Marco. We’re only supposed to have one dedicated girl at a time. But sometimes there aren’t enough Daddies living here to do that.”

      Ariana’s chest clenched. “That means you had a girl before me, and she was adopted...I mean sold?”

      Costello leveled a steady gaze on her. “Yes.” He gave a curt nod. “I’ve been here a year. You’re my fourth girl.”

      “But not your fourth playmate,” she accused with heat.

      The bubble of hurt surprised her. They weren’t anything to each other. He was her prison guard, and she was the prisoner. Nothing more. She had no right to have any feelings about it.

      “No,” he said without emotion. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking when he blacked out his tone. Was he getting upset about her line of questioning, or was he defensive, or did he not give a fuck what she thought about the whole thing?

      “So, if you wanted to, you could take Courtney for a play date?” She kept asking even though she didn’t really want the answers. Things had been so much better when she’d thought she was completely alone in this.

      “If Marco gave the okay, yes.” He folded his hands and leaned back in the chair. “And if Marco wanted to take you on a play date and I gave my approval, you’d be sent to his room,” he further explained.

      Her mouth dried. He’d do that? He’d send her to another Daddy’s room?

      “We really are just a bunch of drugged out whores for you guys,” she said softly, letting her arms fall away from her knees. Pulling off her shoes, she let them drop to the floor. “I think I’m going to lie down now. You can go…do whatever you do, Costello.”

      “Ariana.” He folded his arms over his chest, the blank expression twisting back into his authoritarian glare. “What did I tell you last night?”

      “A lot was said last night,” she said, wiggling beneath the warmth of her light purple quilt.

      “Then let me remind you.” He pushed off the chair, getting to her side within two large strides. He pressed his hands into the mattress and hovered his face over hers. “You’re mine, Ariana. Mine. Not Nancy’s, not Marco’s, mine. And there’s no way I’m letting anyone have a play date with my girl.”

      Her chest expanded with emotion, but she couldn’t pinpoint what it was. The feeling was too foreign for her, too new. He wanted to keep her for himself. And Costello was a possessive man. He wouldn’t let anyone play with his toys.

      But did she want to be his toy?

      “Did you let the Daddies play with your other girls?” she asked quietly. Just because he didn’t like sharing his things, didn’t mean being his held any more meaning.

      His nostrils flared. “Yes. I did.”

      “But you won’t with me?” she pushed, getting used to the sweet blossoming in her chest.

      “No. And do you know why that is?”

      “Because you think I’m yours?” she whispered. A storm brewed in his gaze. If she pushed the wrong way, the winds would take her somewhere she wasn’t ready to go.

      “No, little girl,” he said, his voice raw and low. “Because I know you’re mine. And I know you think this is still pretend, but it’s not. I’m not Costello to you.” He grabbed hold of her chin, pinching hard until she winced. “Who am I?”

      “This is stupid,” she protested.

      “Who am I, Ariana?” he asked again, in a near growl.

      She knew what he wanted. The correct answer, but saying it would make it real. And everything about it was wrong. This was all a fucked-up mess. She couldn’t be thinking to make it anything more than an act. Ariana just needed to keep pretending in order to get out of this House and away from the Romero family.

      Even if that meant getting away from Costello.

      “Answer me.” The threat was there, unspoken beneath the darkness. Ignore him much longer, and she’d be tossed over his knee, or over the bed, or anywhere that would give him access to whip her ass.

      That idea shouldn’t make shivers run through her body.

      But it did.

      She clenched her eyes for a brief moment, and when she opened them, his steady, dangerous glare remained focused on her. He’d outwait her without problem.

      “You’re my daddy.” The words danced on her breath. Soft and sweet, and in her bones, deep in her core, the truth took root.
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      Costello released Ariana’s chin and stood to his full height. “That’s right, little girl. I’m Daddy, and you’re still going to obey me, and you’ll still get your ass whipped if you don’t. Am I making myself clear?” He dipped his chin and folded his arms over his chest. There could be no misunderstandings here. Not only to keep her safe, but to draw out the right dynamic from the start.

      It had been years since he had anyone he was willing to call his, but now that he was going to do it, she needed to understand how things would operate.

      “You still want me to color for you and play with dolls and maybe you’d like to give me a bottle now and then?” she asked with more snark than he liked, but it wasn’t an unfair question. Lullaby girls behaved exactly that way until they were adopted, then their new daddy would mold them to whatever behaviors they enjoyed.

      “No, you don’t have to do any of those things.” He paused. “Unless you want to. You may have been pretending, but there were moments when you enjoyed the carefree time. You can’t deny that, even though you may want to.”

      She blushed.

      “We can talk about it later,” he said with a laugh. She’d had a rough afternoon as it was, making her face desires she wasn’t ready to analyze could be put off a little longer.

      The door opened and Maria walked in. “I’m sorry, Costello. But Frank wants you down in his office.” Her gaze moved to Ariana then back. “I’ll finish getting her settled. He wants you now.”

      Costello’s muscles tensed. “Okay.” He looked back at Ariana; her wide eyes fixated on him. “It’s okay. Don’t worry. Maria will get you down for a nap, and I’ll come get you for dinner. Okay?” He ran the tips of his fingers over and down her cheek.

      “Okay, Daddy.” Ariana’s voice went up a pitch.

      “Nancy there?” Costello asked Maria as he passed her.

      “I believe so.” She nodded. “I’m sorry. I just…Nancy had such a mean look in her eye when she called Ariana with the other girls.”

      Costello shook his head. “You did the right thing calling me. I’ll handle it,” he said and shut the door behind him as he entered the hallway.

      The House was quiet as he made his way down to Frank’s office on the first floor. The girls would probably be put down for their naps now and the Daddies would convene for a meeting. If they weren’t having a special play date with one of the girls, that is.

      Nancy was already sitting in front of Frank’s desk when Costello entered. She craned her neck enough for him to see the over confident smirk on her dried-up thin lips. Her dark hair was pulled into its usual bun on top of her head. Deep wrinkles framed her mouth. Probably because the woman seemed to get off on misery.

      “Costello.” Frank leaned back in his chair. “Don’t bother sitting.” He waved his hand. “This will just take a minute.”

      Costello kicked the door shut and leaned against it, with his arms crossed over his chest. He’d been working for Frank for years outside the House, and he’d never had an issue with the man before. He’d been one of his top earners, which is why he’d been picked for the House assignment. He was able to keep his rackets going on the outside while giving the House the attention it needed while he was working with the girls. He was the model employee.

      “What’s this about Nancy telling me you broke up her lesson?”

      “I didn’t break up the lesson. I removed my girl from it,” Costello said bluntly. This wasn’t high school, he wasn’t a weak boy, and he wasn’t going to pussyfoot around the truth. “I never gave my permission for Ariana to be taken to the Mommy class. This is the second time Nancy has made a decision like this without my knowledge. I am the assigned Daddy. I am the one in control.”

      Frank turned his tired gaze to Nancy. “You want to explain that?”

      “Ariana cannot be given special treatment,” Nancy said with a whiny tone, as though that explained anything at all.

      Frank frowned. “I let you teach the Mommy shit because some day there might actually be a higher demand for it. But right now, it’s only for girls who are handed over for it. You don’t decide shit.”

      Costello kept a blank expression, but inside he enjoyed watching the old bat be dressed down.

      “Johnny thinks it’s needed.” Nancy rolled her shoulders back and thrust out her chin.

      A dark shadow cast across Frank’s expression. His eyes narrowed, and his lips pressed together in a tight line. “Johnny isn’t the boss around here, Nancy. I am. He will do what he’s fucking told, and so will you. Cousin or not, you can find your ass working somewhere else. I’m sure one of Johnny’s clubs could use some fresh meat.”

      Costello had seen Frank at his worst. Anger boiling out of every pore as he beat the life out of a man twice his size. The tongue lashing he gave Nancy didn’t even compare, but she’d been protected from most of the business. To her, his low growl of a threat was enough to make her shake.

      “Of course, Frank. I know he’s not the boss. I was only suggesting we might want to consider broadening the clientele.” She cleared her throat. “That’s all I was saying.”

      “How about you let me and Johnny run the family business, and you be a good woman and do what you’re told.” Frank sneered as he delivered that blow. Costello bit down on his tongue to keep the grin from taking form.

      “Fine. But something has to be done about Ariana. Costello is too involved with her.” Nancy turned in her chair and cast a glare at Costello.

      “I’ll deal with that. You go back to work.” Frank waved her away. “And I want you to stay away from Costello’s girl today.”

      “But—”

      “No fucking buts, Nancy. I swear to God. This isn’t a fucking pre-school, or a goddamn HR department! I have actual business to take care of. I don’t have time for this shit. Now go.” Frank pointed at the door. Small droplets of spit flew from his mouth as he shouted.

      “Fine.” She jumped to her feet, smoothed her hands over her stomach. Costello slid away from the door and opened it for her when she approached. She never looked up at him as she hurried from the room, but he could sense the anger boiling over in her.

      Once the door was shut, Costello waited for Frank to take a cleansing breath.

      “If she wasn’t fucking blood…” Frank let the rest of the words trail away with a shake of his head. “But, what’s this about Ariana? Are you getting in over your head with her?”

      Costello shrugged. “I’m doing my job, Frank.”

      “So, you aren’t attached? I could sell her right now and you’d have nothing to say about it?” Frank eyed him.

      “No. I mean, she’s not ready, but it’s your call.” Costello’s stomach knotted. If Frank saw through him, he’d lose Ariana forever. No way that was going to fucking happen. If Frank took her now, Costello would have to go after her. No matter the cost to himself. He would never let her be sold.

      “You’re protecting her more than you have the others.” Frank leaned back in his chair.

      “Nancy’s giving her a hard time. It’s wasting my time when I have to first get the girl to trust me enough to listen to me. I mean, I could beat the girl until she does what we want but that’s only going to make it harder later I think. I have my ways, and they work. Nancy’s fucking with that.”

      “You’re right. And that’s not what we do here. We give them everything a little girl could want, and we teach them how to love their daddies properly. If we make them scared, it’s not as sweet. Our clients won’t like it,” Frank said. He pulled in a long breath. “I’ll keep Nancy off her back, but maybe loosen up your grip on Ariana a bit.”

      That wasn’t going to happen.

      “Sure. Not a problem.” Costello threw on a grin for good measure.

      “Good. The next adoption party—I want Ariana ready. She’ll go with Shelby, Mae, and Courtney.”

      Costello swallowed back his denial. Even if Costello wasn’t sheltering Ariana for himself, she’d only been there a week. Too soon to go up for adoption.

      Frank raised his eyebrows, like he was waiting for his answer.

      “Sure. I can do that. But she’ll need more coaching then. That’s going to require a bit of fast-tracking. I haven’t even got her ass ready by fucking it.” Costello slipped his hands into his trouser pockets to hide his fists. He hated talking so crass about Ariana, but at the same time, he needed to speak the language of Frank.

      “I’m moving the next party up. I was counting on bringing a few more guys from one of the other Houses to help with the extra girls we have, but it’s not working out like I wanted. So, we need to clear out a few girls so we get the rest trained up right. Mae and Courtney have been here a little longer than your girl, so I’m not concerned about them, and Shelby’s had more than enough time.”

      “You going to put Shelby in the playroom again?” Costello asked, trying to sound merely curious.

      “No. She did great up there though, made over fifty grand in one night. But I have enough girls up there right now. You think Ariana would benefit from a night there?”

      “As one of the littles?” Costello managed to keep his anger in check, but barely. If he had to bring her up to the playroom, he’d lose his shit.

      “No, no, just as an educational trip,” Frank grinned showing off his yellowing teeth.

      “Like a field trip?” Costello laughed.

      “Yeah, let her see where she’ll end up working if she can’t get adopted. I think we should expose the girls to the alternative. We can get them trained and sold faster that way. Positive reinforcement from you Daddies and harsh reality checks from the playroom.”

      Costello squeezed his hands tighter in his pockets. “If that’s how you wanna play it. Sure.”

      Frank nodded. “Yeah. I like that idea. One girl at a time though. I don’t want to have to put up security to keep the girls safe from the clients. Having one girl off limits is enough.” Frank picked up his phone. “I’ll put Johnny on it. He’ll get it done. Ariana can go first, tomorrow night.”

      That soon? At least she wouldn’t be touched. At the minimum, Costello could protect her from that much.

      “No problem. I have her down until dinner. I’ll have Maria get her up and take care of her until tonight. I’ll keep my regular training session though tonight.”

      Frank nodded, but he was already engrossed in his text messages. “Sure, that’s fine.”

      “Thanks, Frank.” Costello left him to his business and got out of his office.

      He’d have to keep his distance from Ariana when possible, which meant she would need to put all of her energy into following every fucking rule. She could not get caught.

      At least Nancy would stay off her back. Costello trusted Maria. Even if she started to suspect, she’d bring the worry to him before going to Frank.

      Plans formed as he took the stairs up to the dayroom. He’d have Maria watch over Ariana for the rest of the day, and when he went to tuck Ariana in, he’d explain the severity of the situation.

      And then, somehow he’d need to start figuring a way to get them both out of the fucking House with their lives.
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      “That soon?” Ariana sank onto the edge of her bed as Costello finished laying out everything that would be changing. She’d already had a bath and been dressed in her soft lavender night gown. She’d brushed her hair, and Maria had braided it into two braids for her before Costello came to tuck her in.

      “Yes, but I don’t want you to worry about that. What you need to understand, Ariana, is I have to keep some distance right now. I can’t let anyone think I’m paying you more attention than I would any other girl. So, you might only see me for naptimes and bedtimes. Unless all the Daddies are in the dayroom.”

      Ariana nodded along as he continued.

      “You have to do your best not to slip.”

      “I know,” she said. There was nothing else she could do but continue playing the part.

      “There’s something else.” Costello pulled the chair closer to the bed. “Tomorrow night I have to bring you to the playroom.”

      “What? No!” Ariana jumped from the bed. “I saw what those assholes did to Shelby. I’m not doing that.”

      Costello shot up and grabbed hold of her shoulders. “You won’t. You’re not going to be there to play. You’re going just to watch.” He squeezed. “No one will touch you,” he vowed.

      Her pulse raced beneath his touch. He had the ability to both calm and excite her at the same time.

      “And at the adoption party?” She searched his eyes, hoping to find a plan hidden there.

      “I’ll figure it out. You aren’t going anywhere with anyone other than me, Ariana.” He ran his hands down her bare arms. “I swear it.”

      She wanted to believe him. So badly, she wanted to hold on to his promise and let it pull her from the nightmare she was living.

      “This entire thing is so absurd. I can’t seem to get my brain to wrap around it.” She laughed but one that stemmed from a twisted and dark reality. “I mean…I worked in a bakery. I barely made enough money to pay my rent and feed myself, and now I’m going to be worth a million dollars?” She eased out of his grip.

      “It’s fucked up. I get it.”

      She blinked. “You get it? How can you possibly understand this? This place steals women and sells them. Keeping them addicted to a drug that wipes out who they really are so they can play to the fantasies of a bunch of assholes. You’ve had a hand in that. You’ve helped and will continue to help.”

      His expression hardened.

      “Don’t tell me you’re leaving the Romero family? You’re going to give this all up?” She shook her head sadly. He wasn’t a good man. Even if he wasn’t turning her over to Frank, it didn’t make him good. He’d trained and sold women. Just because he wasn’t doing the same to her, didn’t change his past. She had to remind herself of that fact even though emotions she had for Costello of late were beginning to muddy the harsh reality she was truly in.

      He was still a monster.

      And God help her…she craved being in the arms of the beast.

      “Ariana. You’re getting close to a line. You need to back it off,” he warned.

      “Or you’ll take your belt off and spank me? Put me in a corner? What? What will you do that you haven’t already done?”

      Costello’s nostrils flared and his gaze hardened. She’d walked right up to the line and kicked it. She’d probably get a spanking. But she didn’t fucking care. At the least it would get rid of some of the stress building inside her.

      “I think you’ve forgotten your place here, Ariana. Not in the House, but in this room, between us. I said I will help you. I’ve promised you’ll never be sold or sent away. But you still want to push my buttons. You want to make me feel guilt that I gave away a long time ago. I make decisions based on survival. And now, I have to make decisions to keep us both alive, and you testing the boundaries of submission just now not only puts yourself at risk, but it does the same for me.”

      He slid out of his suit jacket and tossed it onto the chair behind him. Casually he unbuttoned his sleeves and then worked on the long row from his neck down to his waist.

      “Take off your nightgown, Ariana. Lullaby may not work on you, but I sure as fuck will.” He jerked his chin in her direction as he yanked his shirt free of his pants and peeled it off his back.

      Ariana stared at him, frozen. She’d poked the bear, and now she would have to deal with the grizzly. In one smooth sweeping motion, she pulled her nightgown over her head and dropped it at her feet. Heat ran through her veins, warming her even more when his glare did.

      He stood before her completely naked. It was the first time she’d seen his entire body, and she took her time soaking him in. The man was a sculpted God. Broad shoulders, muscular chest and abdomen. Even his thighs were thick with strength. But what drew her attention were the small white marks littering his chest. She’d seen the scars before but hadn’t asked him about them.

      She stepped toward him tentatively, knowing she was supposed to be following his lead here. But curiosity outweighed her sense of duty.

      “What happened to you?” she asked, lightly touching a long scar running across his left pec.

      He tensed but didn’t brush her away.

      “You aren’t the only one put in a shitty situation.” He covered her hand with his own, pressing her palm against his chest. Beneath, she could feel the steady beat of his heart.

      “Tell me,” she ordered softly, bringing her gaze up to his.

      The hardness cracked at the edges, but he was still in control. Would he ever let that slip? Even a little?

      “I was in high school when my parents were killed,” he said, staring into her eyes. “Frank’s Uncle Mario—Nancy’s father—ordered a hit on my father behind Carlos’ back. Carlos was Frank’s father. When Carlos found out about it, that my mother had been killed too, he gave me a job in his ranks. But just because he gave me the position, didn’t mean I didn’t have to earn my way up. He gave me an apartment, but everything else I had to take care of on my own.”

      “Why would he do that?” Innocent people get killed all the time by the Romero family. She doubted they did the same for all of their families.

      “My father worked for Carlos Romero. He was loyal to Carlos.” He raised his chin.

      “Your dad was accused of something he didn’t do, and he got murdered for it. So, Carlos took you in.” She looked back at the scars. “And these?”

      “Not every street transaction goes according to plan.” He shrugged. “This world is all about looking out for yourself. Kill or be killed. Do bad or have bad done to you. It is what it is, and like I said before…I gave up the guilt a long time ago.”

      “Is this a bullet wound?” She gasped.

      He tilted her chin up to pull her away from the scars. “It doesn’t happen so much these days.”

      “Because you’re higher up on the food chain? You get to work here?”

      “Yeah, something like that.” He brought her hand to his lips and pressed a warm kiss to her palm.

      A hot tingle ran from her hand, spreading throughout the rest of her body. Such intensity from a touch so simple.

      “Now, for your lesson.”

      “My lesson?” she whispered, looking at the spot his lips had kissed.

      “Yes, little girl. Your lesson.” He laced his fingers with hers and brought her to the bed. “Lie down.”

      She swallowed past the rebellion in her throat and climbed onto the mattress as directed. As much as she thought she should refuse him, her body wanted to learn everything he had to show her. She had the feeling Costello had more experience to share than the two guys she’d slept with. Jake and Paul had been nice guys, sweet boyfriends, and gentle lovers. Nothing about the look Costello gave her now suggested he planned on being gentle. And she hungered for it. She wanted his animalistic touch, his raw passion. She wanted to hate him for everything he put her through, but she lusted for his next touch.

      He knelt on the bed beside her, running his fingers over her cheek. Leaning down, he kissed her, bringing every flame of desire to life. His tongue skated along her lips; his teeth bit her bottom lip, igniting a desire she’d never known deep in her belly.

      “Are you going to be my good girl while I fuck you?” The harsh whisper licked her ear.

      “Yes, Daddy.” She brought her hands to his shoulders as he moved over her body, covering her like a blanket, until he pressed one knee between her legs. Spreading for him, he settled between her thighs.

      “I love those words on your lips,” he said, then quickly pressed a finger to her lips. “No, no thinking about anything other than this right here,” he said when she started to speak.

      She nodded when he didn’t move his finger away.

      “Good girl.” He smiled with a grin, turning her entire middle into a puddle of need.

      Leaning down, he dragged his warm lips over her breast, flicking her nipple with his tongue. She stamped down the moan creeping up at first, but when he wrapped his lips around her nipple and scraped his teeth over the puckered bud, she lost the ability.

      “Never hide your reaction,” he muttered against her breast.

      How could he know? He kissed her breast and swiftly moved to her other, again licking his way to her nipple and suckling it lightly. As he bit down, she gasped, the electricity of the pain carried through her body, dragging overwhelming pleasure.

      His fingers walked down her belly to the sweet spot of her sex, circling her clit before sweeping through her folds.

      He growled against her breast. “So, fucking wet for Daddy.”

      Moving back up the length of her body, he cupped her face. “Ready for me, little girl?”

      She wet her lips. Was she?

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      A rueful smile crossed his lips. “I don’t think you are, but we’ll see.”

      The round head of his cock pressed against her sex.

      “Look at me, Ariana.” His voice sounded coarse. Like it was taking everything he had to keep his control.

      She dragged her gaze up to his, locking onto his eyes. Slowly, his smile widened into a knowing grin. And before her next breath, he thrust inside of her.

      Crying out from the sudden breech, she writhed beneath him. She hadn’t been ready. He was too big. The stretch of her pussy stung around his thick cock.

      “Shhh, it’s okay. Just give it a second…fuck…stop moving like that.” He pinned her hips to the bed.

      She hadn’t been a virgin, far from it, but she hadn’t been with anyone like him before.

      He kissed her cheeks and slowly began moving again. She dug her fingers into his shoulders as he pumped his hips. Shallow thrusts at first quickly gave way to deeper more filling movements.

      “That’s it, such a good girl taking all of Daddy’s cock.” He wiped his hand across her cheek. “Your pussy’s so tight. Fuck, Ariana.” He closed his eyes, biting down on his lip.

      She dragged in a breath and slowly let it out, the pain between her thighs quickly ebbed and left a hunger needing to be filled. Hooking one leg behind his back, she arched upward toward him, not wanting his gentleness.

      “Fuck, Ariana.” He wrapped one hand around her throat, not squeezing, but holding her in place as he plowed harder into her.

      She raked her fingernails down his arms, delighting in his hiss. Controlled, powerful thrusts stretched her, feeding her rising arousal. He placed hot kisses to her cheeks, her neck, her chest as he pumped into her body, taking her, owning her. Every touch reached into her soul with a caress.

      “Daddy,” she moaned, barreling toward an explosion she couldn’t contain. “Daddy, please. Oh please,” she begged, gripping him and thrusting upward to match his fervor.

      “Come with me, Ariana.” He snaked his hand between their bodies, finding her clit. She threw her head back and mewled. This man knew exactly where and how to touch to make the fireworks burst behind her eyes.

      “Daddy!” she screamed as every nerve in her body burst into waves of utopia, sweeping over her body. Over and over she called out to him as he continued to plow into her, driving her through her release while chasing after his own.

      “Fuck. Fuck,” he growled as she slowly started to recede from the intensity. “Fuck,” he grunted, thrusting once, twice before stilling over her body. His thick cock pulsated inside of her, filling her with his hot cum.

      His eyes slid open, his jaw dropped as the same pleasure that blindsided her ripped through him. When he came back to her, she smiled. Such a beautiful sight watching a powerful, dominating man lose his control.

      She had the power.

      For a fleeting moment, she had the control over him.

      He kissed her as he slipped out of her body, rolling to her side. The bed was too narrow for them both to lie comfortably, but once he hauled her up to his side, it wasn’t too bad.

      “I need a towel.” She broke the silence after minutes went by.

      “No, you never waste Daddy’s cum, remember.” He climbed off the bed.

      “But…” She rose up to her elbows.

      He went to the hope chest at the foot of the bed and brought out a blanket. She watched him unfold the quilt and flap it a few times before covering her with it.

      “Tomorrow night, you’ll sleep in my room. But tonight, I can’t stay with you.” He sat on the edge of the bed, pulling his trousers back on. He growled, “I fucking hate this.” He stood up to work the button in place. “When they wake you tomorrow, they’ll expect to find messy bedding,” he explained.

      “Oh, so it’s not just some animalistic need of yours to make me sleep in the wet spot?” She huffed lightly and pulled the quilt up to her chin.

      He finished dressing then leaned over her. “I’m not going to lie. I like the idea of my cum slipping out of your little pussy. Knowing you’ll be aware of it as it smears against your sexy thighs, creeps down to your ass… I love all of that. So dirty. Fucking filthy.” He pressed a quick kiss to her forehead. “Be a good girl tomorrow. I won’t see you until it’s time for the playroom. Nancy’s been told to stay away from you, but you have to be careful.”

      “I know.” She nodded. Was she mistaken or did he truly not want to leave her? Not just because of their survival, but more? He looked torn as he glanced at the door. “If you stay, they’ll get suspicious.”

      He picked up his suit jacket. “Yeah. They will, and Frank already thinks I’m too close to you.”

      “Are you?” she asked.

      He didn’t answer, but his eyes said it all.

      One more kiss, and he went to the door, pausing then flicking off the light before leaving her with the signs of his claiming running down her leg. The click resounded in the room when the door shut, leaving her alone in the dark.
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      Ariana had been anxious all day, but somehow managed to play her part of the unsuspecting, blissful Lullaby girl. Luckily, Nancy had left her alone all day, and no events occurred that would have brought much attention her way. Regardless of the ease of her day, she was extremely happy to see Costello arrive in her room to fetch her for the playroom. Being away from him was growing harder and harder, and she realized that he helped maintain her sanity in the House of madness.

      “I heard you were good,” he said as he closed the bedroom door.

      “I didn’t really have a choice,” she said with a playful smile even though her heart skipped, and her belly tightened as she set her eyes on his dominant presence.

      “Good. But I’m afraid you aren’t going to like what needs to happen now. Before we go to the playroom, I’m going to teach you a lesson to keep you safe. A hard lesson,” Costello said as he approached her. “And you have two choices. You can take this lesson like a good girl, or you can get your ass spanked hard and still have to take the lesson. The spanking part of this is up to you.”

      Ariana opened her mouth to ask what kind of lesson, but the hard look in Costello’s eyes changed her mind.

      “Go lie on the bed on your stomach. Pull down your panties, bare yourself, prop your ass up with pillows, and pull your ass cheeks apart. Show me your asshole like a good girl,” he commanded.

      The uncertainty of what would occur in the playroom already had Ariana’s nerves on edge, but now seeing Costello’s no nonsense, militant, and cold behavior, made everything worse. He clearly meant business and wasn’t taking this trip to the playroom lightly.

      Unsure of exactly what would come next, Ariana did as directed, not wanting the spanking he’d threatened. The position was awkward, and she wasn’t even sure if she was doing it correctly. Was she propped high enough by the pillows she lay over? How wide was she to spread her butt? The cool air on her exposed anus not only embarrassed her, but the anticipation of what Costello intended to do kept her heart beating and her breath ragged. She pressed her heated face into the mattress but didn’t dare release her fingers from spreading herself open.

      The tiny hairs on her nape stood on end when he spoke next. “I haven’t prepared your ass yet for when a Daddy wants to fuck you there.”

      She began to loosen her grip. “But… another Daddy taking my ass?”

      “Keep your ass spread,” he snapped, which had her quickly taking a stronger hold and pulling even wider than she had before. “This is the part where the lesson comes in. If you don’t behave yourself perfectly in the playroom tonight, someone else fucking this ass of yours is a real possibility. So, I’m going to show you exactly what that will be like as a reminder when you even dare get an idea in your head to do anything more than to play the sweet, submissive, innocent little girl you are expected to be.”

      Chills ran down her spine, even though her face heated to an inferno. The contrast of raging emotions inside her trembling body nearly sent her into a panic.

      What if she couldn’t do this?

      What if she gave away that the Lullaby wasn’t working on her?

      What would they do?

      Would Costello be able to save her from what could very well be her doomed fate?

      “Has anyone ever fucked you hard in the ass before?”

      “No, Daddy,” she said, not much louder than a whisper. “I don’t want to have my ass fucked.”

      “And I told you…this will be a hard lesson to take.” He touched the puckered hole with the tip of his finger which had Ariana jumping in surprise. But no matter the startle, she did not release her grip. “You are not to release your cheeks until I tell you, or a spanking will happen. Understood?”

      “Understood.”

      Knowing he could see her asshole, as well as her pussy, which for the life of her she couldn’t explain was getting wetter by the second, filled her with a shame laced in heavy need for much more than just the touch of a finger.

      The sound of a lid clicking open, followed by the cold liquid of lubrication dripping on her anus, had her belly flip. Costello was going to fuck her ass, and she wasn’t sure if she was terrified or excited.

      “I’m going to lube you,” he began as he circled his slick finger around the tight little hole. “Many Daddies wouldn’t be so generous. Definitely the fuckers who will be in the playroom tonight won’t be. So, imagine my finger being inserted into you right now completely dry. Raw.”

      Without pause, his finger pressed past the entrance and slid all the way inside her.

      When Ariana squealed at the invasion, Costello pulled out his finger only to thrust it harder inside. “Quiet. This is nothing you can’t handle. It’s just a finger.”

      Ariana took a deep breath, tightened her fingers on her taut flesh, and tried to relax against the invasion of Costello’s finger now pumping in and out of her, spreading the lubrication all around.

      “You have a tight hole,” Costello said. “I can see the skin stretching around my knuckle.”

      A small moan of humiliation escaped her lips. Why must she be in such a vulnerable and revealing position for this lesson? This part alone could very well be worse than the actual ass fucking to come.

      “Now, I want you to tighten your muscles around my finger. Squeeze hard.”

      Ariana concentrated on doing as he asked, never in her life trying to control the muscles of her hole before. The tightening only made his finger all the more obvious and uncomfortable, but she tightened them regardless.

      “Good,” he praised. “Now relax them.”

      She did as he asked, relieved that his finger no longer had the same stretch of her hole.

      “Very good. Now, tighten again, then relax. And then do this a few times. Milk my finger with that hole of yours. I’m watching.”

      Fighting back a groan of mortification, and burning tears in the back of her eyes, Ariana did the act.

      Tighten. Relax. Tighten. Relax.

      “That’s it. Just like that,” Costello commended.

      Tighten. Relax. Tighten. Relax.

      His finger remained firmly rooted in her behind.

      “Very good,” he said. “So, now when I tell you to relax when I’m easing inside of you, or fucking you hard, you know exactly what that means. You know how to ease those tense muscles which will make the entire experience much easier.”

      The thought of taking anything larger in her ass other than a finger seemed too hard. Relaxed or not. “But—”

      “Do you want that spanking first?” he warned.

      “No, Daddy,” she quickly responded, understanding loud and clear that Costello was not in the mood for any form of pleading or negotiation. He wanted compliancy and silence.

      Focus on the lesson and nothing more.

      He pulled out his finger, and the sound of clothing being removed from behind where she still obediently remained in position, sent a new wave of erotic fear. Was it time? Would she now have someone—Costello—claim her virginal ass?

      She didn’t have to wonder for long.

      Costello placed the tip of his dick on her puckered hole and applied enough pressure that she instantly tensed up. “Relax,” he said softly. “You can release your hands now. I want you to remember what I just taught you, and relax as I enter you.”

      “Is this going to hurt?” She fisted the bedspread in anticipation.

      “Yes.”

      That was not the answer she was hoping to hear.

      Taking hold of her hips, Costello slowly eased his cock past the tight flesh and breeched her back entrance. The foreign sensation had her gasp, and then the stretch of her inner ring as he inched further had her whimper.

      “Shh,” he hissed. “Relax. Focus on accepting me.”

      “Costell—”

      Forgetting all the schooling on how to relax, Ariana tensed and cried out when the thickness of his cock reached a point where she seriously doubted if he would be able to fit inside.

      “I know it hurts,” he said softly. “Just focus and relax. It will get easier.”

      “You’re too big. You’re going to tear me!”

      Costello paused in his movement and began to rub her lower back with the softest of touches. “You are going to be just fine. Your body is built for this. Trust me. I would never cause permanent harm to you. Relax. I can tell when you do.”

      He inched inside a little deeper.

      “No,” she mewled. “It stings.”

      

      “Does it hurt?” he asked.

      “Yes!”

      “Good. Remember this tonight. Imagine some other man jamming his cock inside with full force. Picture him thrusting over and over, in and out, until you are screaming for mercy. You think my cock hurts now with me barely moving? What do you think a lubeless ass fucking from a shithead will feel like?”

      Tears fell from her eyes at the disgusting image. She would never be able to endure such an act. They would have to kill her first. But then again, that was exactly why Costello was doing what he was doing.

      He wanted to save her life.

      “But,” he said softly, as he reached around her body and parted her pussy, finding her clit. “This can also feel really good for both of us.” With his cock still inside her stretched hole, he toyed with her clit. “I can make you cum with me buried inside of you.”

      Electricity bolted from her clit straight to the biting hole. Costello no longer needed to tell her to relax. His ministrations demanded it. What once seemed impossible, morphed to an erotic ache. As he inched further, the biting pain transformed to carnal need for a deeper and full possession.

      “That’s right, baby girl. Take my cock balls deep.”

      He continued to play with her clit, driving her closer and closer to an animalistic climax as she allowed his primal taking. Only seconds had passed from when she thought she would die from the pain, and now she wanted him deeper and harder.

      “I’m ready,” she panted. “I want you to fuck my ass.”

      With a growl, Costello took hold of her hips again and pulled out his dick, only to thrust it back inside. Her body did not resist in any way. Tingles shot from the depths of her ass to the tips of her toes. Her pussy throbbed, and her heart stuttered against her heaving chest. Ariana came harder than she ever had while he continued to pump in and out with the sounds of his own nearing orgasm blending with her own.

      “This ass is mine,” he grunted as he released himself in the forbidden channel saved for his taking. “Fucking mine, and only mine.”

      “Yes!” Her pussy pulsated, her breathing hitched. “Yes…”

      “You be a good girl tonight,” he said between inhaling deep breaths of air. “I don’t want to have to kill anyone tonight to protect what is, and what will forever be, mine.”
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      Dressed in a soft blue dress with white lace trim, Ariana followed Costello up the stairs and down the hall to the playroom. The knot in her stomach tightened with every step. All day, horrific images played through her mind, conjuring up the worst scenarios she could think of that she would witness. It was enough to make her head pound.

      Costello’s lesson had worked well to teach her how much worse her situation could get, but it also helped relieve some of the tension. He’d been rough with her, firm and strong, but instead of feeling the need to shrink away from his dominance, she’d found comfort in it. He would protect her, no matter what happened in the playroom, but she needed to focus on keeping her secret. She could not be found out.

      “Okay, here we are.” Costello gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “Remember, you’re just here to observe. You aren’t going to play with anyone, so if someone comes over to us, you keep your eyes down. I’ll do all the talking. You only speak when I tell you to.”

      The adult in her boiled over at his instructions, but she’d follow them. He was keeping her safe, and if she deviated from his rules, they could both get into trouble.

      “Okay, Daddy. I understand,” she said and took a deep breath.

      “I’ll be with you the entire time,” he promised as he opened the door.

      Music with a soft melody filled the room. She’d expected a club-like atmosphere, but what they walked into was an even larger scale nursery than the dayroom. Furniture meant for little girls and even babies had been made into adult sizes. Stuffed animals littered one corner of the room. There was even a ball pit.

      It only took a moment before she saw past the innocent décor to the men and Lullaby girls in the room. She tucked herself a little closer toward Costello as they passed a man holding a woman dressed in a ducky onesie in his lap and was feeding her a cock shaped bottle.

      “That’s a good little baby, suck all that milk out for Daddy. When you’re done here, you’ll suck Daddy’s cock,” he said to the girl, shoving the head of the bottle further into her mouth. She coughed and sputtered, but he didn’t remove it.

      “Ariana, let’s keep going.” Costello tugged her along.

      She hurried to keep up with him until he took her to a beanbag chair in a small nook.

      “Sit here,” he said, gesturing toward the chair. She sank down into it, pulling the hem of her dress down to keep it from riding all the way up her thighs.

      “C’mere, baby.” A sickly-sweet voice drew Ariana’s attention to the left of where she sat. Costello stood beside her, standing guard she supposed, but she could see everything going on around them.

      The man grabbed a woman who was sitting on a rocking horse and pulled her to her feet. “You’ve been a naughty girl today, haven’t you?” he asked, already working his belt open from his jeans.

      “Nooooo,” she crooned. “I’ve been a good girl.”

      He yanked her harder toward him.

      “Talking back?”

      “No, Daddy! I’m sorry!”

      “Melanie, go with Mr. Stephano. He’s your Daddy for the night,” a nanny, Ariana hadn’t seen before, chided the girl. If she hadn’t been dressed in the same uniform as the nannies downstairs, Ariana wouldn’t have known what she was.

      “Oh.” Melanie straightened up and stopped tugging away. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll just add it to your punishment,” he snarled and dragged her away from the rocking horse over to a whipping post.

      “That’s not fair!” Ariana protested and tried to get to her feet.

      Costello stilled her with a hard glare. “Don’t.” He pointed a finger at her.

      “But she didn’t know that he was supposed to be her daddy,” Ariana pointed out. “He’s going to hurt her.”

      Costello squatted down in front of her and grasped her chin. “Listen to me, little girl, unless you’d like to join her, you can’t argue here. You can’t get involved. These girls don’t have forever Daddies. Here, they play with every Daddy, and they don’t ever get to say no,” he explained.

      A loud shriek from the corner made Ariana jump.

      “He’s going to whip her as long and as hard as he wants to, and no one is going to save her.” Costello firmed his grip when she tried to look at the scene unfolding in the corner. “That’s what happens up here.”

      She swallowed back another protest. “Okay, I’m sorry I got upset,” she whispered. With one more warning glare, he let her go and went back to standing guard.

      The scenes she imagined were sweet compared to what she witnessed.

      Spankings happened at the blink of an eye. Some girls were draped over benches while others were thrown against a wall while the men spanked them with canes, belts or thick paddles. The sobbing never seemed to end. The louder the girls cried; the more men filled the room to pick up a single girl to be theirs for the night.

      “Costello. I didn’t think I’d see you up here.” A man with silver highlights running through his dark hair stepped up to them.

      Ariana focused on him, thankful to be able to look away from the girls being abused around her. Every time she heard a cry or scream, she had to clench her teeth to keep from yelling out. Her jaw ached.

      “Adam, good to see you. We’re trying something new with the girls downstairs. Letting them observe a night in the playroom.” Costello looked down at Ariana briefly. It was a quick glance, but she caught the warning in his eyes.

      Don’t act up.

      “Ah.” Adam nodded thoughtfully then swung his gaze down to Ariana. “And what’s your name?” he asked in the same voice he would use with a small girl.

      She hated that tone, and worse, she despised having to return the playacting.

      “My name’s Ariana.” She grabbed hold of Costello’s hand. “This is my daddy.” She held on to him fast. Adam’s leering made her stomach ache.

      “Well, he’s your daddy for now,” Adam corrected her, lowering himself down to his haunches in front of her. “But you need a forever Daddy, don’t you?” he asked. His eyes roamed over her, taking her in.

      “I...” She wasn’t sure what the right answer was supposed to be. Would it be bad to say she wanted a different Daddy than Costello? Or was she supposed to tell these men she only wanted Costello as her daddy?

      “It’s okay. I know it’s hard to think with all these things going on here.” Adam placed his hand on her knee. “I’m sure your daddy is training you really well so your forever Daddy will be happy as punch to have you.” He grinned and squeezed her knee.

      She looked up at Costello. Why wasn’t he stopping this man from touching her?

      “Do you want to show me some of the things your daddy has taught you?” His hands slipped further down her legs, just below the lace hem of her dress.

      “No.” Costello reached down and placed a hand on Adam’s shoulder, stilling him. “She’s only allowed to observe tonight. No playing.”

      Adam looked up with a frown. “Not even a few minutes?”

      “No.” Costello shook his head. “Besides, she’s only been here a short time. Not long enough to know how to do the things you like.” Costello gave Adam a knowing smile. “You’d be wasting your time when you could enjoy a girl more experienced.”

      Ariana pushed Adam’s hands away from her with her free hand.

      “Ariana,” Costello snapped at her. “That was very rude. Apologize right now.”

      Her tongue thickened in her mouth. Apologize for not letting the asshole fondle her? Never.

      “Ariana,” Costello warned. “Now, unless you’d like a punishment right here?”

      “No!” she almost shouted.

      “Then do what you’re told.” He pointed to Adam, who had gotten to his feet and was now staring down at her with a confident glare.

      She huffed and turned her attention to him. “I’m sorry I shoved you.”

      “It’s all right. You’re not used to other Daddies yet. But I’m sure Costello will teach you everything you need to know.” Adam patted her head then turned his full attention to Costello. “When is her adoption date?”

      “At the next party,” Costello said. His jaw clenched, and his hand took hold again and tightened around Ariana’s.

      “I’ll have to be sure I’m there.” Adam grinned. “Jeanie, my last little girl, had a problem with the Lullaby. It stopped working so well and when we tried to up her dose, it was too much for her. I had to let her go.”

      Let her go?

      Ariana’s throat clamped down around the wretched sound begging to escape. He made it sound like he’d fired her, but Ariana suspected the girl was gone forever.

      “Daddy?” She finally controlled her horror to tug on his hand.

      “It’s all right.” He wiggled her hand and kept his conversation going with Adam.

      She forced herself to ignore them. She didn’t need to hear anything else. She would never get adopted. She had to find a way out of this. Costello would keep her safe.

      Another shriek hurt her ears, and Ariana turned to face the sound. Another girl, the one who’d been drinking from the dildo bottle, was bent over the arm of the couch she’d just been snuggled on with her daddy. Her dress had been flipped up. The man who’d been feeding her the bottle was now pushing his cock into her mouth while a second man spread her asscheeks far open and was shoving his dick into her asshole. Tears were running down her face, and Ariana had never seen a more terrified person before.

      No. No. Fucking monsters.

      Ariana pulled on Costello’s hand again. She needed to get out of there before she went into a full-on panic. Not to mention, the feeling of guilt for not doing anything to help the girls almost suffocated her with despair. She couldn’t take any more.

      So many cries.

      So many howls and pleas of mercy.

      No, Daddy. Please, Daddy. Stop, Daddy. I can’t, Daddy. No more, Daddy.

      This was too awful to endure for another second, and all she had to do was be a spectator.

      “I’ll let you get back to the show.” Adam chuckled and walked away.

      Costello pulled Ariana to her feet and leaned closer to her ear. “Watch and remember, Ariana. The lube I used, the care I took when I fucked your tight asshole this afternoon, isn’t being used here. This is what little girls in the playroom go through. This is the exact reason that I am so strict with you.”

      The girl was being used from both sides and no one would help her. It was nothing like when Costello had touched her, used her. He’d been rough, but she knew he wouldn’t cause harm. The girl over the couch would be in pain later, maybe even torn.

      “Did you like it when Daddy fucked your little asshole?” he whispered into her ear. “Do you want me to do it again?”

      She licked her lips, unable to tear her eyes away from the terrible scene before her.

      “Not like that.”

      “No, Ariana, Daddy will never hurt you like that,” he promised, pressing a kiss to her temple. “I think you’ve seen enough. Let’s get you to bed.”

      “You’ll tuck me in?” she asked, using her little voice as some of the other Daddies were watching them and she didn’t want to break character for even a second.

      “Of course. You’ve been a very good girl tonight.” He smiled and took her from the playroom.

      The memories of what she’d seen and heard would be burned into her mind, but if anyone could help wipe away the horror, it was her daddy.
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      Four tens and an ace of diamonds.

      Costello stared at his hand, the music and the chatter fading into the background. Not a bad hand, but looking around the table at the other men, he couldn’t read them. His head wasn’t in the right place.

      “You gonna bet, or what?” Gianni shoved his elbow into Costello’s arm.

      “See and raise.” Costello tossed a few more chips into the pile. Marco threw in his portion and called.

      “Okay, show them.” Gianni put his cards down. “Full house.”

      “Shit.” Marco tossed his cards into the pile with Tony following.

      Costello slowly laid out his cards. “Four of a kind.” He grinned.

      “Son of a bitch.” Gianni slapped the table. “This guy’s barely paying attention to the game, and he’s winning most hands.”

      “Lucky night, I guess.” Costello racked up his winnings and put the chips into neat piles. He’d rather be upstairs tucking Ariana into bed, but being with her three nights in a row wouldn’t look good. He’d been asked to join the card game, and that’s where he needed to be.

      “Tony, grab me another beer, would ya?” Marco waved his empty bottle in the air toward Tony when he opened the fridge.

      “So, what’s this I hear your Ariana is going to the adoption party already?” Gianni asked while collecting the discarded cards from the kitchen table.

      “It’s Frank. He thinks we can speed up the training program and get them out faster.”

      “Yeah, but three weeks?” Marco asked, puffing on his cigar and filling the air with the thick gray smoke.

      “If he wants to move the girls faster, why not just dose them and sell them? Why bother with this whole program?” Tony asked, placing a beer in front of Marco and taking his own seat. Gianni shuffled the deck.

      “I know Johnny would be happier if he stopped the program and just used the House like a whorehouse,” Marco piped in then sucked on his stogie again.

      “How do you know that?” Costello asked. Hearing Johnny was unhappy with Frank’s leadership one time didn’t mean much, people grumble, but hearing it a second time meant there could be something there.

      “He complains sometimes.” Marco sipped his beer. “You know how brothers are.”

      “Brothers maybe, but Frank’s his boss. The head of the Romero family. If he has gripes, he shouldn’t be spreading them around.” Tony jabbed the table with his finger.

      “Why would he have gripes?” Costello asked with a laugh. “He runs around with his little computer programs and cash rolls into his accounts.”

      “Maybe Frank’s not as generous as we think he is,” Marco offered. “I dunno. I’m just sayin’ maybe Johnny’s gotten into Frank’s head, and now he wants to speed up production.”

      Speed up production.

      Costello stared at Marco. That was the reality of the House. They kidnapped innocent girls right off the street and turned them into a product.

      They were a fucked up manufacturing plant.

      If he hadn’t been the one to get Ariana to train, she’d be with one of these guys and on her way to being sold to some asshole who wouldn’t give two shits about her wellbeing. They wouldn’t appreciate her snark or enjoy watching her face light up when she got to a fun part of a book. They sure as hell wouldn’t understand her temperament. And they wouldn’t care. They’d beat her first and never bother asking questions later.

      Costello dragged his hand through his hair. Fucking hell.

      “So, Johnny wants to just run girls the way he runs the guns?” Costello asked, fishing for more information. Marco knew Johnny better than the rest of them.

      “I don’t get too involved.” Marco waved his hands then pointed at Gianni. “Hey, you gonna deal?”

      Gianni dealt out the next hand. “Shelby’s going again to the adoption party. If she doesn’t find anyone there, Frank’s going to put her in the playroom permanently.”

      Costello fingered the tops of his cards. “Better than the alternatives,” he said, but he wasn’t sure he believed his own words.

      A quick end.

      Or a lifetime of being drugged and servicing men against her will.

      Gianni flipped through his hand but his eyes were dark, and his jaw line tensed.

      “You got the hots for your girl?” Tony laughed.

      “No. Of course not. Just another girl. Just a job.” Gianni pointed to the middle where the pile of chips waited. “Marco, your bet.”

      Marco focused on his hand. “I’ll bet five.” He tossed in two chips equaling the five-hundred-dollar pot. “If you don’t care, why worry about where she ends up?”

      “I’ll call.” Tony tossed in his chips. “Marco, you’ve never lost a girl to the playroom. Feelings for the girl or not, it’s not easy.”

      “I guess. But they’re just Lullaby girls. Either they get bought by an asshole or they live upstairs playing with different assholes. An asshole’s an asshole.” Marco laughed. “Costello, your bet.”

      Costello tossed in his five hundred. “The adoption party at least tries to line up the girls with a decent match. If the client’s happy, they treat the girls better. Which means the girls behave better, which means they’ll keep them on the Lullaby. The girls don’t perform right because they’re matched wrong, and they stop getting their supply.”

      “And the girl probably ends up face down in her bathwater,” Tony added.

      “How many?” Gianni pointed at Costello.

      He looked over his hand and trashed the three of diamonds, leaving him with a Jack, an Ace, a seven, and a six, all clubs. Gianni dealt him one card to replenish his hand and made his way around the table.

      “But the amount of money Frank puts into this place.” Marco started up again. “He’d make four times as much if he didn’t spend so much time getting these girls ready.”

      “Why don’t you leave the math to Johnny,” Costello said and tossed in some more chips, calling Gianni’s bet and raising him another three thousand.

      “Too much for me. I’m out.” Tony folded his cards.

      “Johnny’s younger, knows technology better than Frank.” Marco looked at his cards. “I’m just saying, maybe Frank should listen to him a bit more, that’s all.” He studied his chips for a minute then tossed his cards down. “I’m out.”

      “Who says he doesn’t listen to him? All Johnny does in our meetings is go over projections and charts. Frank never stops him from having his time with the numbers.” Gianni folded his hand and motioned to Costello to show his.

      “Frank won’t like it if he finds out Johnny’s been complaining about his leadership of this family,” Costello said with a bland tone.

      “You wanna have that chat with him?” Marco huffed a laugh.

      Costello chuckled. “I want nothing to do with that conversation.”

      “You gonna show your hand or what?” Gianni shoved his shoulder.

      Costello looked at his Jack, Ace, seven, six and the four of spades he’d added, making his Ace-high flush. Still, it was far better to leave the others guessing. “ Nope.” He shook his head and tossed his cards face down into the discard pile.

      “Hey, guys.” Maria rushed through the kitchen door. “Sorry to break up your card game, but there’s an issue upstairs.”

      “So, handle it.” Marco waved his hand at her and started to collect the cards.

      “All four of your girls got into a fight at story time. Nancy is about to burst into flames. The night nannies just arrived, but you need to get up there.”

      Costello’s jaw clenched. She’d promised she could make it through the entire day without needing him to be called in. One fucking day. It shouldn’t be so hard for an adult to manage herself.

      “What happened?” Gianni asked as they followed Maria to the stairs.

      “I don’t really know. I was getting the cookies out for the girls and then the four of them all started shouting and pulling hair. I think it had something to do with one of the blankets.”

      “Who started it?” Costello asked, the dread already sinking into his stomach.

      Maria looked over her shoulder as they reached the second floor. “Ariana pushed Mae first from what I could tell. They’re all sobbing. It’s a mess. We’ve taken the other girls to their rooms.”

      Marco had his belt off and folded it his hand before they even reached the dayroom door, leading the charge. As soon as they stepped inside the room, Costello found Ariana.

      Standing behind a sobbing Mae and Courtney, Ariana had her face covered and lowered. Her shoulders were shaking.

      “Courtney, come here right now.” Marco’s voice boomed, startling the girls.

      She wiped her cheeks and shuffled slowly over to Marco, sobbing harder when she took note of the belt swaying in his hand.

      “Let’s go. You can give me your excuses later.” Marco grabbed hold of her arm and yanked her toward the door, delivering one hard swat with the belt across her jammie-clad ass. Her howl faded as he dragged her down the hall.

      Tony and Gianni grabbed their girls and ushered them from the room, though with much less flair, leaving only Ariana to be dealt with.

      “Nancy must have taken the other girls to their rooms, but she saw everything, Costello,” Maria warned him.

      “Maria, go see if the night nannies need help. I’ll be putting Ariana to bed tonight.” He lasered his glare onto the bowed head before him.

      Maria shuffled from the room, leaving the door open probably for their own departure. Costello took a moment to inventory the room. There was a blanket on the carpet with a large tear in it, probably from their tug of war. A fucking blanket.

      She put herself at risk over a fucking blanket.

      “Bring the blanket, Ariana.” He snapped his fingers at her and pointed to the torn material.

      She looked at him through lowered eyelids.

      “I’m not playing, little girl. Get the blanket and let’s go.” He held his tone.

      She scrunched up her lips like he’d just annoyed her but snatched the blanket from the carpet and headed to the door.

      “When we get into your room, you’ll take off your pajamas and get your bare ass into the fucking corner. You want to act like a child, you will damn well be treated like one. I don’t want to hear a word out of you until I ask for it. Do you understand me?” he said to the back of her head as he walked behind her.

      She spun around, stopping him in his tracks.

      “Aren’t you even going to listen to my side of things?” She reacted with heat.

      He paused, letting the burst bubble of anger subside. Once calm enough to deal with the issue, he reached out to her, driving his hand into her hair and fisting the locks at her scalp.

      “Listen to you?” he snarled, giving her head a little shake. “Of course, I’m going to listen to you. I’m going to listen to you cry, and beg, and plead. I’ll listen to you promise to be good, swear you’ll never do it again and then sob until your ass is as red as Rudolph’s fucking nose.”

      She winced and reached up, trying to free herself from his grip, but it was too late for any sort of mercy on his part.

      She just didn’t seem to grasp the severity of this situation. But she would. She fucking would.

      He pulled her closer to him, bringing his nose to touch hers. “Now, you listen to me. Get your ass to your room, strip and get in the fucking corner. If you say one more word before I give you permission to speak, I’ll get the medical stapler from downstairs and shut your mouth for you. Do you understand?”

      Her eyes went wide; the color drained from her cheeks.

      “Yes, Daddy. I understand,” she whispered.

      After one more small shake, he released her. “Go.”

      She ran down the hall to her room, not looking back to see if he was following. But the jangle of his belt being undone probably gave her a good indication of how far behind her he really was.
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      What was she going to do? Costello had never looked so angry at her before. Her scalp still burned from where he’d pulled on her hair, but she didn’t dare raise her hands to rub the sting away. His pacing from behind her slowed but remained steady. He wasn’t quite ready to deal with her, she supposed. But the tapping of the belt against his leg as he walked kept her on edge, ready to jump whenever he said so.

      She’d gone too far. Obviously, she saw that now, but she needed to make him understand her intentions had been for good. If he’d just listen to her.

      “I’d like to know exactly what part of behave and stay under the radar was confusing to you?” he asked in a dangerously low tone. He’d stopped pacing right behind her. She could feel the heat of him washing over her naked back and ass.

      “I needed to talk to you,” she hurried to say. Who knew how long of a window she’d have to speak before he started to lay into her.

      “What?” The incredulousness blaring in his tone made her hurry with the rest of her explanation.

      She turned around to speak, but his eyes widened at her impromptu movement, and she spun back around to face the corner. Undignified, fine, but at least he let her talk.

      “I had to talk to you, but Maria said you weren’t coming up for story time, and I would have to wait until the morning.” She took a breath. “It’s not like I have an array of options to get a hold of you. It’s not like I can pick up a phone and call or text.”

      “You started a brawl with the other girls because you wanted to talk to me?” The surprise hadn’t lessened in his voice yet, but it was only because he didn’t know the whole story.

      “No, I argued with Courtney over the blanket hoping that they’d call you to sort me out. But they didn’t, at least not right away. And then Mae got involved trying to defend Courtney, which pissed off Shelby because Shelby doesn’t like how Mae always sticks up for Courtney even though Courtney is such a kiss ass.”

      It all sounded perfectly juvenile, which it had been because the girls were too doped to know they were women in their twenties and not six-year-olds starting a turf war over a fucking blanket. But she left her opinion about all of that out of her explanation.

      A long moment passed and then a heavy sigh. “I think I got the gist of that.” Another jangle of his belt buckle. “I told you, and I was very specific about this, to keep yourself out of trouble. No added spotlight. Isn’t that what I told you?”

      “Well, yeah, but this was important.” She wiggled her fingers at her side.

      “It could have waited until the morning, whatever it is.” His impatience shone through.

      “You don’t think I could possibly help with the situation we’re in?” she asked, still not turning around to face him.

      “Of course it’s not that,” he said quickly. “You can tell me whatever you need to tell me after you’ve had your punishment.” He sighed. “Go on and bend over the bed.”

      “What?” She spun around so quickly it took a second for the rest of her to catch up to her whirling brain. “You’re going to use that thing on me?” She jerked a pointed finger at the belt hanging loosely at his side.

      She hadn’t noticed before, but in that moment of waiting for his answer, she saw him. He was a good-looking man, but tonight wearing a pair of tight-fitting blue jeans and a black polo shirt that hugged all of his muscles, he seemed even more handsome.

      “Of course, I am.” His brow wrinkled. “After what you pulled? You’re lucky all I’m going to do is light up your ass.”

      “But I had a reason,” she whined. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath. She’d been in this place too long. She was actually starting to sound like the other girls.

      “I know you did, but I was very specific about what to do. I didn’t leave any room for misinterpretation.”

      “I needed to talk to you.” She stomped her foot. Maybe the damn Lullaby was actually starting to work on her. No, no, she still had all her previous memories. It was just his stubbornness that made her act this way. If he would just see things her way, they’d get past this and on to serious business.

      “Ariana.” He paused a beat. “Get your ass over that bed before I put you there. And if I do it, you can bet you’ll be getting more than a belting.”

      She clamped her mouth closed. It wasn’t worth risking whatever else he was willing to dish out. She’d take his stupid belt and then she’d tell him off. He’d feel really bad once he realized how wrong he’d been. Then he’d see. Then he’d apologize. And maybe she wouldn’t accept his apology.

      Stomping over to the bed, she flung herself over the side.

      “Ass higher,” he commanded from behind her.

      She ground her teeth together, but lifted her ass to where he wanted it, giving him the perfect target for his stupid belt.

      “When I tell you to behave, to stay the hell under the radar, that does not mean start a fight over a damn blanket because you want to see me.” His harsh tone preceded the fire he ignited across her ass with the leather.

      “You don’t ever act out to get what you want.” The belt crashed down again, the hard edge of it cutting into her ass.

      She cried out, scrambling to grab hold of a pillow to bury her face into before the next lash.

      “You wait and you do what I say. There’s too much at risk for you to behave this way.”

      He didn’t need to rub in the danger. She was well aware. But coupled with another hard lick and another, she gave way to the storm cloud brewing in her chest.

      Over and over the belt came down on her ass, setting a new fire with each contact.

      “I’m sorry!” she screamed out when she couldn’t bear another lash. “Please! I’m sorry!” She flung her hand behind her, trying to shield herself. Horrible timing. He’d been in midstroke, and the belt caught her palm.

      Yanking her hand back in front of her, he resumed the belting until all she could hear was her own sobs.

      Leather against flesh.

      Sting building to a point of burn.

      This punishment was far worse than all the others, and not just because of the belt. Costello was angry. Truly angry.

      Tears of shame for acting like a drugged up Lullaby girl of her own free will cascaded down her face. He was right. There were other ways to have handled it, and he was making damn sure she never made the mistake again.

      Finally, the spanking was over. Her ass was probably black and blue and swollen to three times its size.

      She stayed over the edge of the bed while he threaded his belt back through the loops of his jeans. Only when his fingers touched her ass did she move.

      “You’re going to be sore in the morning, but it’s what they’ll expect.” He sat next to her on the bed with a heavy sigh. “But more than that, you deserved that spanking, Ariana. I can’t protect you if you fight me the entire way. I know this world. I understand it. You need to allow me to truly be your daddy and take care of you the best way I can. Stop thinking you know more than me. I’m doing this for you. For us.”

      She sniffled and turned her head to the side to see him. The action caused her head to spin a little and her vision went foggy for a moment before clearing up.

      “I know, Daddy. I’m sorry. I didn’t think it would turn into a huge brawl.” She wiped the back of her hand over her cheek, trying to ignore the little ringing in her ears.

      He frowned. “Get your pajamas back on and get under the covers. I have to get back downstairs to the other Daddies. They’ll be finished with their girls soon,” he said and patted her back.

      “You aren’t going to make me feel better?” she asked, pushing herself to her feet.

      He chuckled. “You deserved every lick, and you’ll feel every one of them until the morning at least. But you can go on and tell me what was so important you had to get a bunch of girls in trouble.”

      “You think they all got spanked?” she asked with wide eyes.

      Costello narrowed his lids and turned his head to the side. “Ariana, are you feeling okay?”

      “Of course, Daddy,” she said and picked up her gown from the foot of the bed and slipped it over her head. The cotton rubbed against her sore bottom, but she didn’t complain.

      “We’re alone now, you don’t have to keep your voice high pitched like that.” He pulled the quilts back on the bed and she hopped in, wiggling until she was comfortable. She rolled to her side to keep her ass from touching anything more than it had to.

      “I know.” She nodded. “What I wanted to tell you was I heard Nanny Nancy talking to Uncle Johnny. At least that’s what Shelby said his name was.” She thought a moment. “Yes. That’s his name. Uncle Johnny.”

      “And what did Nancy say?” he asked, more curious now.

      “She was talking about effienc…effective…no…productivity! That’s the word. It would be more productive to have us girls dosed and sold. He doesn’t like us here,” she said, pulling the quilt up to her chin.

      “Oh, no?”

      “No. He said we cut into the bottom line and it would be better if Frank, I mean Uncle Frank, would listen to him or get out of his way.”

      Costello squatted down in front of her at her bedside. “Is that what he said, Ariana? Frank should get out of his way?”

      She thought about it real heard. “Yes. He said Frank should just get out of his way and Nanny Nancy agreed. She said he’s too soft. He doesn’t see the potential like Uncle Johnny does.”

      Costello’s frown deepened.

      “Anything else?”

      “No.” She shook her head and yawned. Her body was getting used to the early bed time. “See. I told you it was important.” She snuggled into her pillow. “Daddy?”

      “Yeah, Ariana?” he asked, brushing her bangs from her forehead.

      “I feel sorta weird. Kinda like I’m flying, but that can’t be. I’m right here in my bed.”

      “It’s okay. You’re just sleepy. Get some rest. We’ll talk more in the morning.” He pressed a warm kiss to her cheek which made her smile.

      Daddy was nice.

      When he wasn’t being mean.
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      Costello checked in on Ariana after breakfast. She played quietly in the dayroom with some Barbies.

      “How is she?” Costello asked Maria quietly as they stood near the door.

      Maria glanced at Ariana before answering. “Honestly? Perfect. I haven’t seen her this relaxed since she got here.”

      Costello’s jaw tightened.

      “Did she have the same dose this morning as usual?” he asked, concern filling him fast.

      “Nothing’s changed. Yeah.” Maria’s answer only sent his worry into a tailspin.

      “Okay. Thanks. I have a meeting in the city in an hour. I’ll be gone until dinner time. If she needs me, let her call me, okay?” He watched Ariana pick up a small brush and start working on the doll’s hair. She looked completely at home in the dayroom.

      His stomach twisted.

      “Sure. Not a problem. Is everything all right?” she asked, glancing back at Ariana playing quietly by herself.

      “Yeah. Fine,” he reassured the nanny. After taking another moment to watch Ariana play with her doll, he left the dayroom. She hadn’t even noticed him being there. When he’d gone into the breakfast room, she’d been eating her oatmeal and laughing with the girl beside her. She never looked up to find him like she normally did.

      The Lullaby had finally started working.

      He clenched his jaw and hurried down to the garage to his car.

      He jumped into the driver’s side and tore out of the garage, down the long driveway and onto the main road. He needed to make another collection run, but more importantly he needed answers. He needed to know where the chips were going to fall, because if he chose the wrong side, he’d get them both killed.

      But if he did nothing, Ariana would slip away from him forever. He’d never seen a girl come off of Lullaby. She could have such a dependence on the drug she’d go through painful withdrawals. Or she wouldn’t be able to ever get off of it completely.

      By the time he pulled into the lot behind the warehouse, his chest was nestled nicely in a fucking vise. He didn’t have time for politics, but it was the only way he could see to get clear of this whole fucking mess.

      He tucked his pistol into the back of his pants, just to be safe, and cut the engine. Nicky was waiting for him just inside the warehouse door.

      “I wasn’t expecting you till this afternoon.” Nicky slapped Costello on the back and walked with him to the back office.

      “I needed a break this morning from the House.” Costello laughed and followed Nicky. “Been a lot of bullshit going on over there. Rumors. Just annoying shit.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Nicky asked as he walked over to the filing cabinet to get the same bag out as usual. “I was wondering when it would reach over there.”

      “Guess it finally did.” Costello took the bag, putting it on the desk and unzipping it. “Good amount this time.” He nodded with satisfaction. He couldn’t give two fucks how much cash was bundled up in the damn bag. What he wanted, came in words not paper. “Johnny’s unhappy, it’s messing up the schedules. It’s just a lot of stress.”

      It was a gamble. A huge risk, laying it out that way. If Nicky didn’t know anything, Costello could be starting up shit he couldn’t back up. Or if Nicky was still completely loyal to Frank, suspicions could start running in Costello’s direction.

      Nicky licked his lips; his eyes wandering to the door.

      “It’s like that?” he asked.

      Costello forced a blank expression. “Yeah. Get the feeling something’s brewing, you know. Just wish I knew what so I could get ready. If the brothers are going to fight, I want to get on the right side of that, you know what I mean?” He zipped the bag back up.

      Nicky stared at him again for a long moment.

      “What?” Costello put his hands out and threw some suspicion into his tone. “Why you looking at me like that? What’s going on?”

      Nicky waved his hands in a downward fashion. “Quiet. Keep it down.” He walked to the door and shut it. “I got some new kids working the pallets in the back. They don’t need to hear this.”

      “Hear what? Nicky, you’re spooking me. What’s going on?”

      Nicky looked ready to spill, his lips were twitching to tell him everything.

      “Okay.” Nicky made his decision. “But you didn’t hear any of this from me, understand?”

      “Yeah, yeah. Of course,” Costello assured him.

      “Johnny’s had enough of playing second son to Frank.” He leaned forward toward Costello. “He’s making a play for the seat.”

      Costello stood speechless for a long moment. He’d already suspected; the news wasn’t a shock. Yet somehow it still left him a bit numb. Johnny was going to tear the family in two if he made a move for Frank’s seat.

      “He have approval from the committee?” Costello asked, still feeling out the information.

      “I don’t know. All I know, is he’s going to take a shot at it. He’s got Marco’s backing and of course their cousin, what’s her name…Nancy.”

      “Nancy has no authority,” Costello replied.

      “Ah, she has her father’s vote. She may not get a stake in the business, and has to live off Frank’s handouts, but she gets her father’s vote when it comes to big shifts in the business. Johnny’s got her behind him. That’s two of the three family votes.”

      Costello let out a low whistle.

      “So, they just take a vote and that’s it?”

      Nicky laughed. “Of course not. Frank’s not gonna just hand over the keys to the kingdom and ride off on his horse. I’m not sure of the details, but soon.”

      “And you don’t have an opinion on it?” Costello felt him out.

      Nicky shook his head. “I don’t give a rats ass who’s on top, so long as my cut keeps coming in. Not like either of us are ever getting a seat at that table anyway. We’re not Romero blood.”

      He had that right. Carlos Romero had felt guilty enough to give Costello a place to lay his head and a job to feed himself, but that had been all he’d been handed. And no matter how much he worked, he’d never see the top of the Romero chain. He simply had the wrong bloodline.

      “Yeah.” Costello paused. “Guess we’ll let them fight it out on top and see who’s standing at the end of it,” Costello said with what he hoped was a sincere smile.

      “Good plan to me.” Nicky gave a quick nod. “You okay seeing yourself out? I gotta get these guys moving back here. We have a large shipment coming in this afternoon, and I need those pallets cleared.”

      “Sure, no problem.” Costello shook Nicky’s hand and made his way back out of the warehouse to his car.

      Now that he knew what was happening, he only needed to figure out who was on what side and when the move was going to be made.

      And he needed to figure out a way to keep Ariana away from Lullaby.

      He couldn’t have chosen two harder goals to accomplish. But achieving them both meant he could get Ariana out of the House and get him away from a life he’d been thrust into. He was a grown ass man now. He didn’t need to make the same choices his father had. He didn’t have to put those he loved in danger just to make a buck.

      His hand froze over the gear shift.

      Loved?

      He sat back against his seat in the car. Yeah. Love. He fucking loved Ariana. And he wasn’t going to let anyone get in the way of him keeping her safe.

      No one.

      Not even the entire Romero family.
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      “Ariana, you may have an extra cookie if you’d like. Your daddy is coming to take you for a special naptime.” Nanny Maria smiled brightly as she offered the tray of sugar cookies.

      Ariana shook her head. “No, I’m not hungry.” Her stomach was a bit off, but she wasn’t telling anyone that. The last thing she wanted was any more medicine. “Thank you, though,” she added.

      Nanny Maria moved on to the next girl in the dayroom offering the sugary treat. Ariana went back to working on her Princess castle puzzle. Her head spun slightly, but if she blinked a few times, she could get her vision to focus. Strange, she’d felt really good when she woke up. But after drinking her morning medicine, she felt woozier as the time went on.

      Daddy would be able to tell her what was wrong. He’d make it better.

      “I heard something this morning.” Shelby sat down in the empty chair at the puzzle table. “My daddy was on the phone with someone, and he said the adoption party is being moved up.” Shelby picked up a loose piece and fit it into the puzzle with ease.

      Ariana found another piece and put it into place.

      “So what?” Ariana asked. Everyone was so fixated on the adoption party.

      “So, you’re going to have a chance to get adopted too. Just like me,” Shelby said, leaning closer to her. “But I heard my daddy say he doesn’t think your daddy likes the idea.”

      “My daddy already told me about the party. I’m not worried.” Ariana put another piece in and looked up at Shelby. “Are you?”

      Shelby’s lips pressed together tightly, and she nodded. “I was listening when I was supposed to be asleep, but I heard Daddy saying this is my last chance. If I don’t get adopted…Uncle Frank will take me away.” Shelby’s bright blue eyes filled with tears. “I don’t want Uncle Frank to take me.”

      Ariana reached over the table and squeezed her friend’s hand. “He won’t. We’ll figure something out. We’ll make sure you find a forever Daddy at the party and then it won’t matter.”

      More tears fell down Shelby’s cheek. “I don’t want a forever Daddy,” she whined softly. “I want my daddy.”

      “I don’t think it works that way,” Ariana said, trying to recall the rules. She knew she’d been told, but she couldn’t remember exactly what had been said. Why were her memories so muddled?

      “It’s awful.” Shelby sniffled. “I don’t want to go, but I can’t stay. It’s not fair.”

      Ariana nodded. “It’s not.”

      “Ariana, your daddy’s here.” Maria touched her shoulder. “Shelby? What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, Nanny Maria,” Shelby lied and wiped her face with her hands.

      Ariana turned toward the door. Daddy stood with a concerned expression, his brow wrinkled, and he frowned. She’d been good all morning, so he couldn’t be upset with her.

      “Go on, Ariana. I’ll stay with Shelby,” Nanny Maria said, taking a seat opposite Shelby.

      “Ariana, don’t keep your daddy waiting.” Nanny Nancy stepped up to the table. Her hair was pulled more tightly than usual. The loose skin of her face near her hairline was strained. If she only had a mole on her cheek, she would look exactly like the evil characters in the books they read the girls before bed.

      “Yes, Nanny Nancy. I’m sorry.” Ariana got up from the puzzle table and hurried over to her daddy.

      “What did Nancy say to you?” he asked with a darkened scowl on his lips.

      Ariana stiffened. “Just that I shouldn’t make you wait.”

      He took her hand. “Okay, good.”

      “Is that okay?” Ariana asked as he led her from the room. “Are you mad at me, Daddy? I swear I was super good this morning. I ate all my breakfast, and I even let Mae share my crayons.”

      Daddy squeezed her hand slightly. “I’m not mad at you at all, Ariana.” His tone lightened, but his frown stayed put. Something must have happened at work. That’s what Shelby told her happened when her daddy was grumpy; it was because of work.

      “Was work hard this morning?” she asked once they were alone in her room and he’d shut the door. She grabbed hold of the hem of her dress and began to pull it up over her head, but he grabbed hold of her and stopped her.

      “You don’t need to do that,” he said, smoothing her dress back down.

      “But it’s our special naptime.” Ariana tilted her head a bit and the swirl and ringing in her ears came back.

      “Ariana, are you okay?” He touched her forehead, his frown deepening.

      “My head’s a little fuzzy,” she admitted and sat on the edge of her bed. “I’m okay though. Do you want me to give you kisses? Is that why you don’t want my dress off?”

      He scowled.

      “No. Ariana, listen to me.” He pulled the chair up to the bed and held on to her knees. “Did you take your medicine this morning?”

      “Of course, I did. I drank it all up just like I’m supposed to.”

      His jaw ticked. “Did it seem different? Taste different than before?” he asked, his eyes locked with hers.

      She sighed and thought it over. “Well, a little. Usually it just tastes like grape juice, but lately it’s been really strong grape juice.” She stretched out her words for emphasis. “It tasted more like medicine than before. Does that make sense, Daddy?”

      Daddy leaned back in his chair with a heavy breath. “They’ve increased your dose. Not they—fucking Nancy.”

      “Shelby said the adoption party is really soon. Is she right? Am I going to be adopted soon?” Already she could feel her chest tightening at the idea of leaving Daddy behind. Much like Shelby, she didn’t want any other Daddy. She wanted hers.

      “What? No. I mean, yes, the party is a lot sooner than I was told. Tomorrow night, in fact.” Daddy scrubbed his face with his hands. “Frank doesn’t have more Daddies coming to help with the extra girls in the House, so we need to shift…fuck, it doesn’t matter.”

      “You look tired, Daddy. Maybe you should take a nap too.” She climbed into his lap, straddling him. With both hands, she held his face. “I can make you feel good, Daddy. You taught me, remember?”

      Sadness touched his gaze, and he wrapped his hands around her wrists. Pulling her hands down, he shook his head.

      “No more of that, Ariana. Not until we get the medicine out of your system. When they bring your sippy cup tonight, I want you to leave it alone. Don’t drink from it.”

      “But Nanny Nancy always stays with me until I finish it,” she pointed out, confused. Not taking her medicine would get her in trouble, and she didn’t want any more spankings from Daddy.

      “Okay, then I’ll be sure to be here when she brings it. Don’t touch it until I’m here, all right?” He brought her hands to his mouth and kissed them. “Do that for Daddy?”

      She nodded. She’d do anything to make Daddy happy with her. It was her job as his good little girl.

      “If the party is tomorrow, we should pick out my dress.” She wiggled off his lap and went to her closet. The nannies had brought in several new dresses for her to pick from for the party. She pulled them out and laid the four dresses on the bed. “I don’t like this one.” She picked up the pink one with all the lace and frills and put it back in the closet.

      “Are you excited for the party?” he asked.

      She looked at him. “Truth?”

      A shadow of a smile touched his lips. “Always.”

      “Not really.” She quickly went on to elaborate. “I know I’m supposed to be. Finding my forever Daddy is supposed to be really exciting. But…” She bit the inside of her cheek then went for it. “But, I’d rather have you forever than anyone else.” Her cheeks heated with her declaration. She wasn’t supposed to think that way. The girls were never to get attached to their daddies, but she was.

      Daddy reached out to her and pulled her back into his lap. He brushed the loose strands of hair from her face. The light touch of his fingers on her skin warmed her entire body. For a brief moment, she thought he was going to kiss her. She wanted him to. He hadn’t in two days.

      “I want that too, sweet girl.” He pulled her close to his chest and rested his chin on her head. “And I’m working on it. Just keep being the good girl you are. Don’t take that medicine tonight until I’m here. All right?”

      “I won’t. I promise.” She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Your chin is getting stubbles.” She ran her hand over his chin.

      He laughed. “I’ll take care of that before tonight.”

      She yawned. “Daddy, if you don’t want me to make you feel good, can I take a nap? My head keeps spinning off, and it’s making me tired.”

      “Of course, Ariana. Get under the covers. I’ll sit here until you fall asleep.”

      She slid off his lap and climbed into bed, kicking her Mary Janes off as she did so. Daddy picked up her shoes and lined them up beside the dresser before sitting back down.

      “Close your eyes, Ariana,” he directed with a pointed finger when she kept staring at him.

      She smiled, snuggled further into her quilt and let sleep carry her away.
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      Costello checked his watch again. They’d be bringing the medicine around to the girls in a few minutes. He had to time everything perfectly.

      He’d spent the entire afternoon smoothing out details and getting things set up. If it went bad, they’d both be in danger of losing their lives. But he would do everything in his power to keep her safe, to keep her from facing any more abuse at the hands of the Romero family.

      One last check of his watch, and he took a deep breath. Now or never. Making sure his gun was still nestled in the holster beneath his jacket, he went to the door.

      “Hey, Costello.” Gianni met up with Costello on the stairs headed down to the girls’ floor. “Visiting your girl?” he asked with a smirk. “Me too. With the party tomorrow night, I want to make sure she’s completely ready.”

      “How are you going to handle seeing her taken away by one of those assholes?” Costello asked as they started walking down the hallway.

      Gianni stiffened.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not saying anything to anyone.” He assured him. “Are you going to be able to do it?”

      They stopped outside Ariana’s door.

      “What choice to do I really have?” He frowned. “I don’t have the cash to buy her, and even if I did, Frank probably wouldn’t allow it. If he lets any of these girls go unsold to outside clients, it makes the House look bad. These jackasses who come to these parties aren’t looking for sloppy seconds. They want a girl who’s not attached, who’s going to be their sweet little plaything. And if she’s got feelings for her Daddy here, they’re ruined.”

      All true.

      “If she doesn’t get adopted?” Costello pressed. He didn’t need anyone to help him and Ariana, but it would be good to have an ally during the fallout.

      A black shadow covered Gianni’s face. “That won’t happen. I’d kill her myself before I let Frank take her,” he said, his voice cold and firm. “A mercy killing.”

      Costello stared at him. “Let’s hope that doesn’t happen then.” He slapped Gianni’s shoulder.

      “Yeah. Let’s hope.” Gianni’s lips pinched together with worry and fear. “I’ll see you later.” Gianni walked off to Shelby’s room a few doors down.

      Costello took another long breath before opening Ariana’s door. There would be no turning back. No second chances. If he failed, they’d both die.

      Nancy was in the room already with Ariana sitting on the bed holding a book. She looked up and smiled at Costello.

      “Good. You’re here,” Nancy said in her typical bitch tone. “She won’t take her medicine. Even after I promised her a solid punishment from you if she didn’t listen.”

      Costello held up his hand to shut her up. It would be satisfying to put a bullet between her untended eyebrows, but he wasn’t looking to start a war.

      “I told her to wait until I got here. I wanted to give it to her tonight. She did exactly what I said.” He pointed to the sippy cup in Nancy’s hand. “I want a bottle tonight.”

      Nancy’s shoulders dropped and her lips pinched together creating little wrinkles all around her mouth. “I wish you would have said something sooner. I’ll get one.” She huffed and left the room, shutting the door behind her harder than necessary.

      “I have to have a bottle? But, isn’t that for babies?” Ariana whined.

      “Don’t worry about that,” he said, dragging the chair toward the bed again. They needed to give these girls bigger beds. A regular sized twin bed could hardly fit two grown adults, much less the narrower ones built specifically for the girls in the House. Just because the girls were drugged back into their early years, it didn’t change their body sizes.

      He shook off the idea. None of it mattered anymore. It wasn’t his problem. His concern was only for Ariana.

      “Here you go.” Nancy breezed back into the room and held out the bottle to Ariana.

      “I’ll take it,” Costello said, stepping forward and snatching it from her hand before Ariana took it.

      Nancy gave him a curious stare. “Well, if you’re going to feed her, then I’ll leave you to it.” She went back to the door, pausing before leaving. “I’ll admit there’s been a nice change with her. And you, Costello.” She held a civil grin on her wrinkled lips. “Maybe the extra medicine helped.”

      His blood ran cold. She never should have increased the dose without talking to him first. She could have hurt Ariana, killed her even with an overdose.

      “It seems like it. She’s been a perfect girl for the past few days.” He swallowed down the bile rising in order to keep his tone even. She couldn’t suspect anything. Or all would be lost.

      “I really think she has potential to be adopted tomorrow evening. Perhaps making a few tweaks in the program would help these girls speed through their training.” Nancy’s teeth peeked through her satisfied grin.

      “I leave that stuff up to Frank. I’m just here to do my job until my time’s up.” He held up the bottle. “If you’ll excuse us. I have a special session planned with her.”

      Nancy nodded. “Of course. I’ll see you at breakfast then, Ariana.”

      “Good night, Nanny Nancy. Thank you!” Ariana waved her hand excitedly as the bitch left the room.

      “Shit.” Costello laughed when the door finally shut. “She must have really increased your dose to make you so happy with her.”

      Arianna’s brow wrinkled. “What does that mean?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing.” He reached behind and yanked the bottle he had tucked into his belt, covered by his suit jacket. “I want you to drink this all gone, Ariana.” He handed it to her.

      “But, that’s not what Nanny Nancy brought in,” she said with a squished face.

      He sighed. “I know. It’s fine. This is what Daddy wants you to drink.” He wiggled the bottle. “Go on, take it.”

      “Okay, Daddy.” She grabbed the bottle and brought the nipple between her lips. She scooted down in bed until she was lying down and suckling the bottle. His cock reacted to her submissiveness, her sweet obedience.

      “Fucking hell,” he muttered, angered at himself and marched into the bathroom to pour out the crap Nancy had given him. Once the bottle was empty, he rinsed out the sink thoroughly and recapped the bottle. Checking his watch to be sure they were on schedule, he hurried back into her room.

      Costello sat in his chair watching her play with her hair while sucking down the drink he’d given her.

      Finally, she finished.

      “All gone.” Ariana pulled the bottle from her mouth and shook the empty bottle at him with a grin on her sweet face. When she licked away a small droplet of liquid from her bottom lip, his cock twitched. He was a complete fucking bastard.

      It had been days since he let himself touch her. Once he realized Lullaby had started to work on her and she wasn’t who she had been, he’d left her alone. At least physically.

      “Good girl,” he said, swiping the bottle from her and tucking it back in place in his pants under his jacket. “How do you feel?” he asked, putting the empty bottle Nancy would be collecting on the nightstand.

      “Fine,” she said but countered the word with a large yawn. “Just really, really sleepy. Like sooo sleepy.” She dragged out the word dramatically. She sank lower in the bed. “And my tummy doesn’t feel good. It’s kinda swishing around a lot.”

      Costello checked his watch. If they waited too long, Frank would be arriving. He always stopped at the House the night before an adoption party to check on the girls. They needed to get moving.

      “Daddy,” Ariana whined, her eyes closing. “I need…” She was asleep before she could finish her sentence.

      “All done in here?” Nancy swept back in. “Oh, did she fall asleep already?”

      “No.” Costello picked up the empty bottle. “I think you put too much in.” He thrust the bottle at her then began to lightly tap Ariana’s cheek. “Ariana, wake up. Come on now, don’t sleep yet. Wake up.” He tapped harder. He could probably land a heavy blow with his fist and she wouldn’t wake. He’d given her enough sedative to keep her under long enough to get them to safety.

      “I put the same as yesterday,” Nancy stammered, moving closer to the bed. “Is she okay?”

      “Ariana!” he yelled into her sleeping face. “Fuck.” Costello yanked the quilt off of her and slid his arms beneath her. “Open the door.”

      “What are you doing? Where are you taking her?” Nancy’s voice shook.

      “To Dr. Lawry!” he said, lifting Ariana from the bed. “You gave her too much. She’s overdosing.”

      The color drained from Nancy’s face. “I…no, I couldn’t have.”

      “Did Frank tell you to increase her dosage?” Costello demanded.

      Her cheeks went red while the rest of her complexion grayed. Just as he thought.

      “I…I was doing what I thought best for her.”

      “Open the door and get out of my way. If I get her to Dr. Lawry’s house fast enough, maybe you won’t have killed her.” He jerked his head toward the door.

      She yanked the door open, and he passed through, hurrying to the stairs.

      “Maybe we should wait for Frank. He’ll be here soon,” she urged from behind him.

      “And if she dies before then? He’s put a lot of money into her. If she dies, you’ll have cost him thousands of dollars in expense,” he shouted over his shoulder at her while continuing to hurry down the stairs with Ariana cradled in his arms. “I refuse to allow a Lullaby girl to die on my watch.”

      When he stepped off the last stair, Nancy jumped in front of him to rush to the entranceway. “I’ll call Dr. Lawry,” she offered as he hurried past her, careful not to let Ariana’s head hit the doorjamb.

      “No. I’ll call from the car. He may have something he wants me to do before I get there,” he told her.

      How easily the lies fall with all the practice he’d had over the years. He hugged Ariana closer to his chest as he ran with her to his car parked down the drive.

      Nancy stayed at the doorway, watching, but he was finished with her. Let her think she was the cause. She might hesitate before talking to Frank when he arrived. But it wouldn’t matter. Costello would have them far enough away. It would take them at least an hour before they realized he didn’t go to the doctor’s house. And even longer to figure out what he’d actually done.

      Gently, he placed Ariana into the front seat of his car. Taking care to buckle her in and position her head away from the door, he shut it and ran around the front to his own seat. After he climbed in, he checked the rearview mirror to be sure Nancy wasn’t coming and that Frank hadn’t pulled up.

      “Okay, babygirl. Let’s get out of here.” He threw the car into gear and punched the gas. Driving down the long drive to the main road, not even touching the brake, he turned onto the street. The night sky gave him cover as he raced away from the House.

      They weren’t safe yet. Far from it, but at least Ariana was out of the House, and she could get the fucking Lullaby out of her system.

      He glanced over at her sleeping form. She snorted softly and turned in her seat, letting out a heavy sigh before settling back down.

      Once he was far enough away from the House, he flipped the headlights on and made his way onto the highway.

      “Just a few more hours, baby. When you wake up, you’ll be safe and sound.” He reached over and held her warm hand.

      Now that he had her away from the House, he could start worrying about the next step of his plan. Going face to face with the only man who could keep him safe from retributions.

      Frank Romero.
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      A pounding worthy of any metal band drummer pulled Ariana from a deep sleep. She groaned, pressing the heels of her hands to her temples, trying to stop the banging. It didn’t work, and to make the situation worse, her stomach roiled with a strong current of nausea.

      “Oh, no,” she groaned, rolling to her side.

      “Here, it’s okay, let it out,” a warm voice said above her.

      Her stomach contents emptied into a bucket being held for her. The retching strained her body, pulled muscles in her back. When she was finished, she moved to her back again, her eyes closed. The pounding increased.

      A hot washcloth brushed across her mouth, probably cleaning up the mess she’d made of herself.

      She needed to open her eyes, take stock of where she was, but even a small flutter of her lids allowed in too much light. Grabbing her head, she moaned softly. Too much sound and she’d send the drummer into an encore.

      “You’re okay,” the soft voice said again. Masculine and firm, but with a gentleness to it. Her mind tried to search out the familiarity of it, but the chase made her dizzy.

      She licked her dry lips. “Where am I?” she asked, still putting pressure on her temples. It seemed to stop some of the ache. “Who are you?”

      A deep chuckle. “Forgot me so quickly?” he teased. “I’m Costello, and we’re in a small cabin up north.” A cool washcloth draped over her forehead. “Put your hands down so this can lay flat. It will help relieve some of the ache.”

      Costello. Thoughts flew by too fast, memories and flashes of a face, soundbite of a voice. She couldn’t grab any of them.

      “Just relax. It’s going to take time for everything to get out of your system.”

      Get what out of her system? She wanted to ask, to demand answers but fatigue kept her from moving, and the pain in her head stopped her from trying to ask.

      A cellphone rang.

      “I have to take this, just stay in bed,” he said firmly. A chair creaked, probably from him getting up. Heavy steps followed as he answered his call.

      “Hey…yeah…she’s okay… It’s going to take a little time for the Lullaby to get out of her system, but it’s not regressing her right now so that’s a good step.”

      Was he talking about her?

      “No, the sedative worked great. Other than some vomiting here and there, she’s good. We’re okay in here.”

      Obviously he didn’t fully understand the amount of pain she was in. Her head was about to crack open. Maybe when her brains spilled out all over the pillow, he’d appreciate the level of agony she was in.

      “Thanks again…no…I’ll keep that in mind…yeah…bye,” he said and then more heavy footsteps.

      The bed dipped and his hand touched her cheek.

      “No fever, which is good. Do you think you need to throw up again?” he asked.

      “I really hope not. I think my head will explode if I do.”

      He chuckled. “I’m glad to see you’re back to being you.” He pulled the blanket up to her chin. “You should get more sleep. I can give you some more medicine to help if you want, but I’m worried it might upset your stomach some more.”

      “No. No more medicine.” She threw her arm over her closed eyes.

      Medicine.

      Lullaby.

      “Daddy,” she whispered the word, feeling it play on her tongue. “Costello.”

      “That’s me,” he said, running his thumb over her jaw. “You’re remembering?”

      “The House. Uncle Frank.” She blinked her eyes open, keeping them as shielded as she could with her arm. Slowly his features came into focus. The dark menacing gaze, strong jawline, and his possessive touch. “I remember…well…almost everything. How’d we end up here?”

      She looked around the dimly lit cabin. Even with the lights off and the shades drawn on the few windows there were in the single room building, her eyes still ached. A small kitchenette was in one corner, a couch took up the far wall and then the bed she was lying in. Far less extravagant than the custom-made lifestyle she’d assumed he lived.

      “Nancy started double dosing you with Lullaby. It finally started to take hold on you.”

      “I was acting like the others?” she asked, horrified.

      “You’re out of there now, though. You’re here with me, and Frank won’t find us here. No one will find us here.” He leaned over her body, pressing his hand into the mattress on the other side of her.

      “How’d you get me out of the House?”

      He grinned. “I gave you the sedative, and then I let Nancy think she’d made you overdose. She was too scared of what would happen to her from Frank if she let one of his Lullaby girls die.”

      She closed her eyes again.

      “What happens now?” she asked softly. Her body ached too much to move, so she lay completely still while he ran his fingers over her cheek. A soothing action that almost took her mind off the concert going off in her head.

      “Now I have to make us safe. You’re good here. Like I said, no one knows about this place. I have to go in a little bit. It’s going to take me at least an hour to get to where I’m going.”

      Her eyes flew open. “You’re leaving me here?” Panic squeezed her chest.

      “No. No.” He grabbed hold of her shoulders and slowly eased her back to the mattress. “I’m not leaving you. I’m going to take care of things, so we won’t have to keep looking over our shoulders the rest of our lives. If I don’t fix this, they’ll come after us. If they catch up to us, they’ll kill me, and they’ll take you back to the House. You’ll get put in the playroom. Now that they know how much to give you to make Lullaby work, they won’t let you go to waste.”

      “I’ll be here alone?” she asked.

      “Fuck no.” He shook his head. “I have a guy outside. I trust him with my life…with your life. He won’t come in, but he won’t let anyone else in either.”

      “Who is he?” she asked softly, moving her gaze to the door.

      He stared at her for a long minute. “My brother.”

      “You have a brother?” she asked too loudly and made her head start a whole new song and dance.

      “I do. Kevin didn’t take Carlos Romero up on his offer after our parents died. He’s a good guy. He won’t let anything happen to you. Or me.” He leaned down and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “But you can’t go outside. Stay in here.”

      He straightened up from the bed and picked up the bucket, carrying it to a small bathroom. The water ran for a bit then the toilet flushed. He brought the cleaned bucket back to her bedside.

      “I don’t think there’s anything left in your stomach, but just in case.” He winked.

      “Where are you going?” she asked when he grabbed a black leather jacket from a chairback near the kitchen.

      He shoved one arm into the coat then the other, pulling it up and fixing the collar as he stared at her. Did he think she was going to tell someone? As things stood, she was still a fucking prisoner. The only difference was she didn’t mind this guard.

      “I’m going to see Frank.”

      “He’ll kill you.” She started to sit up, but he stepped forward with that pointed finger of his, and she sank back onto the pillows.

      “He won’t kill me,” he promised.

      “You don’t know that,” she accused him, and pulled the washcloth off her head, tossing it to the side table. “He’s going to kill you, and I’m going to die alone in this bed because your brother will be out there and not know I’m dying.”

      Costello blinked a few times. His thick, kissable lips spread into a wide grin. “Okay, maybe all the Lullaby isn’t out of your system.”

      “Can’t we just leave well enough alone?”

      He picked up a gun from the kitchen table and worked it into the holster. “We can’t, baby girl. I’m going to take care of this, but you have to be good and just stay in bed. Sleep. It’s the best way to get through this. I’m going to put a little more sedative in a glass of water, and if you have trouble sleeping, I want you to drink it. And when you wake up, I’ll be back, and everything will be fine.”

      “And if it’s not?” she asked in a whisper.

      “If everything goes sideways, you are to listen to Kevin. If he comes in and says you have to go, you follow him.”

      “And how do I know if it’s really him? Maybe someone comes by, kills him and then comes inside pretending to be him,” she offered, feeling a little more like herself as the moments passed. Her mind was starting to clear. If only the headache would subside.

      “That won’t happen. You’ll know.”

      “How could I possibly know?”

      Costello’s shoulders dropped. “Fine.” He marched to the door and yanked it open. “Kevin, get in here.”

      In stepped a man, equal in size and appearance of Costello.

      “You’re a twin?” she asked, sitting up in the bed.

      “Hey.” Kevin waved. “So, you want me to stay out there or in here?” His gaze flickered over the room, settling on the bucket beside her bed. “If she’s still puking, I don’t think her being alone in here is a great idea.”

      Costello glared at him. “You’re probably right. Fine, but don’t let her talk you into anything. Keep her in that bed.” He grabbed a set of keys from a hook next to the door. “And by that, I mean tell her to stay in bed. Don’t you put one fucking finger on her.” Costello growled like a lion warning others to stay away from his kill.

      “Wouldn’t think of it,” Kevin said to Costello, then turned to her with a wink. She stifled a laugh when Costello’s heated glare landed on her.

      “Sleep.” He pointed to her. “And you, sit your ass in the chair by the fucking window.”

      Kevin rolled his shoulders. “Just go get it over with. And call me as soon as it’s done.”

      Costello made it to the bed in five large strides and pressed a hard kiss to her head. “Be good. No matter what happens, I’m still your daddy.”

      She found his gaze and let the warmth of it wrap around her. “I know,” she said. But inside she wasn’t quite sure.

      She was free of the House. Shouldn’t she be running into town, finding the police, getting back to her old life?

      Costello kissed her once more then left the cabin. The door shut behind him and Kevin flipped the lock, bolting them inside.

      “Isn’t going to see Frank alone dangerous?” she asked when she had her head settled back on the pillows and her head stopped swirling.

      “Right now, it’s more dangerous for him and you if he doesn’t see Frank. He’ll make this right. Don’t worry about him.”

      She sighed. Of course, she was going to worry about him. She’d have this heavy twisted knot in her stomach until he walked back through that door. Until her daddy came home, safe and sound, she would do nothing but think about him.

      Costello knew what he was doing, she had no doubts there. He was smart, and he’d been dealing with these people nearly his entire life. If anyone could get them out of this mess it was her daddy.
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      Pulling up to the gates of Frank’s estate should have sent a flutter of nerves throughout Costello’s insides. But as he sat, waiting for the iron gates to swing open for him, his resolve became firm and steady. Even if Frank didn’t see reason, and he still insisted on taking Costello’s life, Ariana would remain safe.

      Kevin would never let the Romeros take her. He held as much resentment and hostility toward the Romero family as the night they found their parents murdered in their house. He didn’t agree with Costello’s decision to enter into the family, but he didn’t hold it against him. Even over the years when Costello had to disappear for a short time here and there, Kevin never shut his door on his brother.

      It’s why he was the only person in the world he could entrust with watching over Ariana. If anything happened, Kevin would be sure she was safe. That’s all that mattered.

      Once the gates were opened, Costello drove his Challenger up the curved drive to the front of the house. Two men stood on the stairs. Even with their overpriced sunglasses shielding their eyes, he could see their glares.

      Dancing monkeys. That’s all they were. It’s exactly what he’d been.

      Costello climbed out of his car and pocketed his keys.

      “He’s waiting for you.” The first monkey spoke, contempt filling the spaces between the syllables.

      “I had to announce myself at the gate. I assumed he would be,” Costello said, brushing past them both.

      “Hold up.” The second guy clamped his hand down on Costello’s shoulder. “Hand over your gun first.”

      “Of course.” He reached into his jacket and pulled the Glock from the holster. “Here.”

      Once relieved of his weapon, they led him up the steps and into the house. Costello had been in the house hundreds of times over the years. Family dinners with Frank’s wife and kids, big Christmas celebrations. He didn’t need an escort, but under the circumstances, he didn’t mention it.

      “You really have some balls coming here after what you fucking pulled,” Frank greeted Costello from his desk. The doors to the office were closed behind him, but the monkeys remained an arm’s length away.

      “You always told me to take the initiative.” Costello rolled his shoulders back and readied himself for whatever was coming.

      Frank stood from his chair and rounded his desk, taking measured steps until he reached Costello. Being almost a head shorter, he stopped a few feet away so he wouldn’t have to tilt his head back to look at him.

      “Didn’t I give you everything you wanted? Everything you needed? You had to go and steal from me?” His even tone didn’t put Costello at ease. He’d once seen Frank hug a man, inviting him over for Easter dinner right before he whipped out his pistol and put a hole in his head.

      “You did, Frank. And I’m grateful.” Costello put his hands together, bowing slightly toward him. “Truly. I am. This had nothing to do with you. Nothing to do with betraying you in any way.”

      Frank’s gaze narrowed. “Tell me why you took my property then.”

      His property? Costello swallowed the rage that sentence brought up. If he was going to make this all okay, he couldn’t step out of line. He had to keep within the boundaries of the family.

      “Honest truth? I love her.” Costello folded his hands in front of him and tightened his jaw.

      Frank shook his head. “She’s a Lullaby girl, Costello. Pick another girl, slip her the Lullaby, and you’ll have your own little girl at home.”

      “She’s not a Lullaby girl, Frank.” Costello paused. “The drug never worked on her. She was playacting for a while before I caught on. Only recently did the drug regress her, and it was when Nancy started double dosing her.”

      Frank’s eyes went wide. “She doubled the dose? She’s fucking lucky she didn’t kill the girl.”

      Costello dug his nails into his palm. Not really the fucking issue at hand, but fine, let Frank dwell on that for a moment.

      “Nancy’s part is what I want to talk to you about.” Costello said.

      “She’s a bitch, I know that. But she’s fucking blood, and Johnny won’t let me send her away. My brother’s always had a soft spot for that loon.” Frank walked over to the wet bar in the corner of his office and poured himself a drink. Costello didn’t wait for an offer for himself.

      “She and Johnny, they’ve been making plans, Frank. Johnny mostly, but she’s helping.”

      Frank downed his drink, then ran his tongue over his teeth before turning back to Costello. “Go on. And you better not be fucking with me, because I’ll yank your lying tongue out of your head right here and feed it to your little girl when I find her.”

      “Johnny’s been talking about not liking the way you’re running the Houses. He wants them all to spit out girls faster, which you’ve said yourself, so I know he’s bringing it to you. But he doesn’t want to wait for you to do it. He thinks you’re too old school.”

      Frank dropped his glass on the bar with a clunk. “You telling me my brother is going to make a play for my seat? I’m the head of this fucking family!”

      “Yeah, you are. But he’s already gotten the okay from enough of the committee to move ahead without worry of retribution. He’s promising bigger profits with less costs. He offered them shares.”

      Frank wiped his hand across his mouth. “The House was our father’s business. No one at the fucking committee was to touch it. It was a Romero business and only a Romero business.”

      “I know, Frank. But that’s what’s happening. He’s given them shares to get the okay.”

      “And how do you know this?” Frank accused with a shake to his voice. Hearing your lifelong partners and your own brother are setting out to whack you and take everything you’ve built doesn’t typically sit well with anyone.

      “Johnny likes his technology.” Costello pulled out his phone and swiped the screen to life. “I warned him about that.” He handed the phone over to Frank.

      As Frank scrolled through screenshots of Johnny’s emails and text messages to members on the committee, his face darkened. Once he was done, the fury in his eyes said everything.

      “That fucking asshole,” Frank raged and tossed the phone back to Costello. “What is it you want? Obviously, you plan to trade this information in order to keep the fucking girl. So what?”

      “I just want to leave. I want out. No one coming after me or Ariana. Let me walk.” Costello tucked his phone into his jacket.

      “That’s it? You just want to leave?” Frank asked suspiciously.

      “I’m done, Frank. Just want to retire with my girl in peace. That’s it.”

      Costello waited as Frank gummed his lips for a long moment, obviously mulling over options in his head. Costello knew the anger of his brother’s betrayal clouded him, but Frank would be able to see straight enough to give Costello what he wanted.

      “You bring your girl to the party tonight. Pretend you just wanted some fun with her outside the House, whatever the fuck you want to make up, but you bring her and it looks like she’s back on the adoption list. I don’t want Johnny suspecting anything. He’s hosting this fucking party. You’re going to help me take his ass down.” He stepped up to Costello and poked a fat finger into his chest. “You do that, you take him down for me, and you got it. Free and clear, you and your little girl can go live wherever the fuck you want. We won’t look for you. But you better be out of the life, Costello. I find you working for another family, and I’m taking back my promise.”

      Costello paused long enough for Frank to think he was considering it. “Fair enough. What about the clients? If this goes bad, one of them could get hurt.”

      “Then you better make sure that doesn’t fucking happen. You take out Johnny, and you get to keep your girl. That’s the deal.” Frank put his pudgy hand out.

      Costello took hold of it and shook. One life for another.

      He had no problems with that. Not when the one being saved was Ariana.

      “I better get back. It’s going to take a while to get her and head to the House. She’s still groggy.”

      “You need some Lullaby for her?” Frank asked, pointing at the monkeys behind Costello, ready to send them on the errand.

      “No. Thanks, but she’s not getting any more of that stuff.”

      “You really love this girl.” Frank sort of smiled.

      “Yeah, Frank. I do.”

      “Then for her sake, do good tonight.” Frank turned around and walked back to his desk. “Nine o’clock!” he shouted.

      Costello shrugged off the monkeys’ hands from his shoulders, accepting the return of his Glock.

      “I can see my own way out, boys.” He flashed them a grin and breezed between them.

      A few more hours and they’d be free. Completely free.
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      “I’m nervous.” Ariana wrung her hands in front of herself. She was back in her room at the House, wearing the soft muslin dress Costello had given her to put on. He promised her fifteen times or more that everything was going to be fine, she only had to listen to him and follow his instructions.

      “I’ve told you, just do what I say, and you’ll be fine.” Costello pinned a yellow bow into her hair. He had refused Nancy and Maria’s attempt to come into the room to help her.

      “Can’t I do something to help? I’m not a little girl for real, you know. I can actually do things.” She turned around to glare up at him once the bow was pinned in place.

      Her head was still a little groggy, but she no longer felt ready to lose her lunch.

      He grabbed her shoulders to steady her when she wobbled. “Kevin was right, you shouldn’t be up and about yet.”

      She pushed his arms away. “We don’t have a choice, do we?” She went to the dresser and picked up the light-yellow gloves and started to wiggle her fingers into them. “Just swear to me none of those men will get to touch me. I don’t think I can handle it if it they do.” Images of what she’d seen at the playroom party floated past her vision, electrifying her nerves.

      “I know you’re capable of a hell of a lot more than you’ve ever gotten to do here, but tonight isn’t the night for superhero actions. I’ll handle what I have to handle, and you’ll just keep playing like you were. You’re six, remember that.”

      She huffed and sat on the edge of her bed. One that she’d never have to sleep in again. Where she’d sleep after the night was over was anyone’s guess, but anywhere would be better than the House. She had vague memories of the past few days while Lullaby had started to take effect. Even through the thick fog, it turned her stomach. The way she behaved, the sickly-sweet voice she spoke in. She’d grown used to the other girls talking that way but remembering herself do it sent a chill through her.

      “Fine, but if you think after this is all done, I’m going to be walking around behind you like an obedient little puppy, you’re wrong.”

      He laughed. “I wouldn’t go making promises you can’t keep.” He checked his watch. “We can talk about all of that later. After we get through this adoption party. Do you remember what I said?”

      “Yes. If anyone asks where we were, I tell them I was sick, and you took me to the doctor. But I’m all better now.” She rubbed her fingers together, the sensation of the material something new for her. “I think some of those drugs are still in me.”

      He grabbed her hand. “Maybe. Thankfully, you weren’t affected by the lower doses. Some of these girls would take days to get the drugs out of their systems.”

      “The other girls,” she said, jumping up from the bed. “What about them? Who’s going to get them out of here?”

      Costello cupped her shoulders. “I’m worried about you tonight. We can worry about them tomorrow.”

      She frowned. “No one’s going to save them, are they?”

      Costello pinched his lips together like he always did when he didn’t want to answer her question. “One thing at a time, okay?”

      Ariana tried to focus on her task at hand, but her thoughts kept wandering to the other girls who weren’t going to be set free after tonight.

      “Hopefully, the other men in the room won’t have a chance to talk with you at all. Johnny’s trying some sort of new bidding strategy.”

      Another glance at his watch. “Okay, let’s go.” Costello opened the door and gestured for her to get going. She let him lead her to the stairs and up to the fourth floor. They used the playroom for their adoption parties because it was large enough to hold all the potential buyers.

      She could make out the mutters of everyone as they approached the doors. Her heart started to race and her breathing got harder. What if she couldn’t pull it off again? What if Nancy suspected and was going to out her at the party? Even though Costello promised her Frank was already aware and they had a deal, it didn’t mean he wouldn’t go back on his word.

      Costello opened the door for her, and she walked into the room. Many of the men from the play party she’d been to were in the room but there were more unknown faces. So many of them for only four girls? She’d forgotten to ask how the adoptions took place.

      Would she be put on a stage and bid on?

      Would one of the men try to take her?

      The further into the room she was brought, the more her worry consumed her. She didn’t see any of the girls who were up for adoption. The only girls she saw in the room were the ones who belonged to the playroom.

      “Daddy.” She tugged on his arm. “Where’s Shelby and Mae and Courtney? Where are all of them?” she asked.

      Costello brought her closer to him and leaned down to her ear. “Frank wanted me to bring you in later than the other girls. It looks like you’re the last one.”

      “What does that mean?” she asked panicked.

      “They’ve all been adopted, Ariana.”

      She gasped.

      “Don’t worry about that right now,” he said firmly. “Just stick to what you’re supposed to do.”

      “Hey, Costello.” Gianni approached them with a drink in his hand. His nose looked red, like he’d already imbibed a few. “Ariana.”

      “How’d it go?” Costello asked in his usual Daddy voice.

      “Fine.” Gianni sipped his drink. “She got adopted.” Another sip. “By some seventy-five-year-old fat fuck.” He downed the rest. “And all I could do was stand there and watch him as he kissed her, as he…fuck!” He wiped his hand over his face. “I’m getting out of here.”

      “Gianni. Don’t do anything stupid,” Costello said after him, but Gianni was already halfway to the door.

      “Shelby? She was adopted?” Ariana tugged on Costello. “We can’t let her be taken away like that. We have to do something.”

      “Costello. So good to see you.” Uncle Johnny showed up next. He patted Ariana’s head. “You have a lot of Daddies waiting for you, little girl. Let’s get you to the front of the room so they can start putting in their bids.”

      Her throat closed up when he grabbed her arm, but Costello’s glare warned her to stay calm. With an inaudible whimper she let Johnny pull her to the stage. Her stomach flipped but she managed to keep her composure. Costello promised nothing would go wrong. He would keep her safe. She only had to do what she was told.

      Johnny led her to an area on the stage where a pink blanket was spread out with several toys and coloring books. She sank down onto the blanket and picked up the yellow teddy bear, holding it firmly to her chest. It didn’t matter what age she was supposed to be, she needed any comfort she could get. And the stuffed animal would do just fine.

      “Prospective Daddies. The last girl up for adoption tonight, Ariana, is ready for your bids. If you’ll proceed to the table to the right and cast your bid, we can begin.”

      “Don’t we get to talk to her, spend some time with her?” one man called out.

      Johnny shook his head. “Not this time. You’ve all been given a profile of Ariana and a video of her playtime here at the House.”

      Ariana’s stomach dropped. Video? She sought out Costello in the crowd. His scowl didn’t improve her mood. What were they watching on their little devices?

      After slow tortuous moments passed, the men made their way to the bidding table. She swept the room again for Costello but couldn’t locate him. Just as she was about to get up and look for him, she found him.

      Except.

      No. It was Kevin.

      She could tell because Kevin had a scar on his left cheek from a boxing match in college. He’d told her about it while they were waiting for Costello to come back to the cabin.

      What was he doing there?

      “Stay here, I’m going to check on the bids,” Johnny told her in a cold tenor then stepped off the stage. As he moved through the crowd, Costello appeared, standing before him. It looked like they were tangled up, both trying to walk around the other.

      Finally, Costello’s face tightened, then relaxed as Johnny slipped to the floor. A smear of blood trailed down Costello’s shirt.

      She jumped to her feet, ready to run to him. Why hadn’t anyone else seen it? Where was the sound? Who had been shot?

      As she reached the edge of the stage, a strong hand wrapped around her arm.

      “This way, Ariana.”

      Kevin. She looked from him to where Costello had been, but he was no longer there. She pulled against Kevin’s grip, but he was as strong as his brother and wouldn’t release her.

      “This way. Now, Ariana,” he said in the same dangerous tone as Costello.

      “Is he okay? Where is he?” she yelled.

      “Johnny’s been shot!” One of the men finally realized what happened and called out to the others.

      “Get Ariana out of here, Costello.” Marco, Courtney’s Daddy, urged Kevin. “Take her back to her room.”

      “I’m on it.” Kevin nodded and pulled Ariana’s hand harder. “Now.” Kevin pulled her through the room, weaving through the spectators and the other little girls until they were in the hallway. “The car’s in front. Hurry,” he said. She swallowed against the fear that threatened to paralyze her.

      “But what about Costello?”

      “He should be there. Let’s go, Ariana. We don’t want anyone to think you left with anyone but him.”

      She raced down the stairs behind Kevin. By the time she made it to the front door, her lungs burned, and her thighs ached. But the sight of Costello sitting in the back of the car, gave her the energy to sprint forward.

      She flung open the back door and jumped inside.

      “Go!” Costello yelled to Kevin who took the driver’s seat.

      Costello pulled her close as Kevin hit the gas and the car sped away from the House.

      “Are you hurt? I saw so much blood!” Ariana felt his chest, looking for the injury.

      “No, no, I’m fine.” Costello grabbed her hands. “It’s Johnny’s blood.”

      “You killed him? Frank’s never going to leave us alone now.”

      “I killed him to keep the Romeros off our backs. He was going to try to take out Frank. I dealt with the problem for Frank, and he’s given me our freedom in return.”

      Costello shook out of his jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders.

      “Really? We’re completely free?”

      “Completely.” Costello nodded and hugged her to his chest. She inhaled, letting the musky scent of him wrap her in warmth.

      “How’d you manage to get those screenshots anyway?” Kevin asked.

      Costello laughed. “I didn’t. I can’t tap into emails and all that bullshit. But I can use a simple graphic design software and create it.”

      “No shit?”

      “Totally made up. It doesn’t matter. Johnny was planning to overthrow Frank, and he did have at least one member of the committee backing him. They can sort the rest out themselves.”

      “And Nancy? She was helping Johnny wasn’t she?” Ariana asked.

      “Frank will take care of her. With Johnny out of the way, he can get rid of her. He hated her as much as everyone else. It was only as a favor to his brother that he kept her around.”

      “And what about Shelby and the others?” she pressed.

      The car went silent.

      “Ariana. The deal I made with Frank was that I go away. I can’t interfere at all in his business or anything that touches his business.”

      “And if you don’t? If we try to help them?”

      “He’ll come after us. The entire Romero family will be out for us. It’s too dangerous.”

      She swallowed around the lump forming in her throat, thinking about the other girls. How scared they must be.

      “They still have Lullaby, Ariana. They’ll never know anything different,” Costello said, as though that could make it any better. “The men who adopt them—”

      “Buy them. They buy them,” Ariana interjected.

      “Yes, well, the men who buy them keep them on the Lullaby. It won’t be much different than being at the House. That drug will keep them in a reality prepared to face what comes their way.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I can’t promise it, but I hope.”

      Ariana sank into his lap. He was right, she knew it. Going after the others and trying to save the day would put them both in too much danger. At least for right now.

      Kevin turned onto the highway and the overhead lights illuminated the inside of the car, casting Costello’s features in a yellow light. His brow wrinkled.

      “What are you worried about then?” she asked, turning to face him.

      “You have a decision to make, Ariana,” he said in a low tone. “And it’s your decision. I won’t choose for you, and there’s no pressure. You can answer however you want. I will respect it.”

      Her insides twisted. “You’re scaring me. What is it?”

      “You’re not my prisoner. You’re free just like me. You can go anywhere and do anything you want. Wherever you want to set up your life, I’ll make it happen. And I’ll leave you to it if that’s what you want. I won’t force you to stay.”

      She touched his cheek, feeling the tension in his jaw.

      “You’ll let me go?”

      He cleared his throat. “I will. I’ll fucking hate it, but I’ll let you go.”

      She leaned forward and pressed her lips to his.

      “I don’t want to go anywhere but right here with you. Whatever is coming, we’ll face it together. We’ll start a new life just us…well, Kevin’s invited of course since he’s family.” She jerked a thumb at their driver.

      “Thanks,” Kevin said over his shoulder.

      “You don’t want to leave me? Even after all the spankings and my past?” He cradled her face in his hand.

      “Even after all of that. Because you aren’t that guy, not anymore.”

      He brushed his lips across hers. “No?”

      She sighed and moved to sit beside him, leaning her head against his shoulder. “No.”

      “Who am I then if not that guy?”

      “You’re my Daddy.” She looped her arm through his and hugged him. “And I love you.”

      “I love you too, Ariana.” He tilted her chin back and captured her mouth in a deep kiss, leaving her breathless.

      “On one condition,” she finally said, pulling away from the kiss.

      “Name it.”

      “We don’t give up on the others. I don’t know what we do, or how we do it. But we don’t give up and forget about the House and the girls forever. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself and truly be happy if we did.”

      Costello took a long moment to think about the request. His body tensed, but he didn’t lessen his hold of Ariana. Although his eyes darkened, something flickered in their depths.

      Acceptance? Determination? Resolution?

      A plan?

      “Yes.” His words ricocheted through her body as he finally said, “We won’t give up. But right now, allow me to protect you. One Lullaby girl at a time.”

      

      
        
        The End
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        Should we rescue another Lullaby girl?

        Join Alta Hensley’s & Measha Stone’s private Facebook rooms,

        and tell us who you think deserves their story to be told.

        The decision is up to you.

      

      

      

      
        
        Measha’s Madhouse

        Alta’s Hot, Dark & Dirty Room
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        Alta Hensley is a USA TODAY bestselling author of hot, dark and dirty romance. She is also an Amazon Top 100 bestselling author. Being a multi-published author in the romance genre, Alta is known for her dark, gritty alpha heroes, sometimes sweet love stories, hot eroticism, and engaging tales of the constant struggle between dominance and submission.

      

      

      
        
        Check out Alta Hensley:

        Website: www.altahensley.com

        Facebook: facebook.com/AltaHensleyAuthor

        Twitter: twitter.com/AltaHensley

        Instagram: instagram.com/altahensley

        BookBub: bookbub.com/authors/alta-hensley

        Sign up for Alta’s Newsletter: readerlinks.com/l/727720/nl
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      Top Shelf Series:

      Bastards & Whiskey

      Villains & Vodka

      Scoundrels & Scotch

      Devils & Rye

      Beasts & Bourbon

      Sinners & Gin
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      Evil Lies Series:

      The Truth About Cinder

      The Truth About Alice
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      Dark Fantasy Series:

      Snow & the Seven Huntsmen

      Red & the Wolves

      Queen & the Kingsmen
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      Kings & Sinners Series:

      Maddox

      Stryder

      Anson
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      Captive Vow

      Naughty Girl

      Bad Bad Girl

      Delicate Scars

      Bride to Keep

      His Caged Kitty

      Bared

      Caged

      Forbidden
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      For all of my books, check out my Amazon Page!

      http://amzn.to/2CTmeen
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      USA Today Bestselling Author Measha Stone is a lover of all things erotic and fun who writes kinky romantic suspense and dark romance novels. She won the 2018 Golden Flogger award in two categories, Best Advanced BDSM and Best Anthology. She’s hit #1 on Amazon in multiple categories in the U.S. and the U.K. When she’s not typing away on her computer, she can be found nestled up with a cup of tea and her kindle.

      

      
        
        Check out Measha Stone:

        Website: www.meashastone.com

        Facebook: facebook.com/MeashaStoneAuthor

        Twitter: twitter.com/measha_stone

        Instagram: instagram.com/meashastone

        BookBub: https://www.bookbub.com/authors/measha-stone

        Sign up for Measha’s Newsletter: https://www.subscribepage.com/measha
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        EVER AFTER

        Beast

        Tower

        Red

      

        

      
        GIRLS OF THE ANNEX

        Daddy Ever After

        Obediently Ever After

      

        

      
        DARK LACE SERIES

        Club Dark Lace (Boxset)

        Unzoned

        Until Daddy

      

        

      
        DARK ROMANCE STANDALONES

        Valor

        Kristoff

      

        

      
        OWNED AND PROTECTED

        Protecting His Pet

        Protecting His Runaway

        His Captive Pet

        His Captive Kitten

        Becoming His Pet

        Training His Pet

      

        

      
        BLACK LIGHT SERIES

        Black Light Valentine Roulette

        Black Light Cuffed

        Black Light Roulette Redux

        Black Light Suspicion

        Black Light Celebrity Roulette

      

        

      
        Windy City SERIES

        Hidden Heart

        Secured Heart

        Indebted Heart

        Liberated Heart

        Daddy’s Heart

        Windy City BOX SET
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