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      Dear Reader,

      

      Beauty in Deception is a short novel that I wrote as an introduction to the Diamond Magnate Collection. The story reads as a standalone with a HEA. You don’t have to read the other books in this dark romance series to follow the story. If you’d like to read more about the glitzy diamond world of South Africa, browse the other Diamond Magnate novels below.

      

      Other books in this collection in reading order:

      

      
        
        Standalone Novel

        (Dark Arranged Marriage Romance)

        Beauty in the Broken

      

        

      
        Diamonds are Forever Trilogy

        (Dark Mafia Romance)

        Diamonds in the Dust

        Diamonds in the Rough

        Diamonds are Forever

        Box Set

      

        

      
        Beauty in the Stolen Trilogy

        (Dark Romance)

        Stolen Lust

        Stolen Life

        Stolen Love

        Box Set

      

        

      
        Beauty in Imperfection Duology

        (Dark Arranged Marriage Romance)

        Imperfect Intentions

        Imperfect Affections

        Box Set

      

      

      

      I hope you’ll enjoy Christina and Roman’s story!

      

      Happy reading,

      

      Charmaine
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        Christina

      

      

      

      “I want to show you something.”

      Whenever Evie says that, I don’t want to see it.

      But no isn’t an option.

      She takes my hand and leads me from her bedroom to the elevator at the end of the hallway. The red light blinks when she pushes on the button. We stand side by side, our full-length images reflecting in the steel of the door.

      We could’ve been twins. We’re the same height and weight, and, thanks to hair dye, we’re both blondes. Evie’s natural color is wheat blond. Mine is mahogany brown, but the shoulder-length strands have been expertly colored to match Evie’s shade down to her platinum highlights. My diet has been adapted so I weigh the same as her. If we strip naked, my breasts are smaller and my hips narrower. However, with the high necklines and wide skirts of our identical evening gowns, the difference in our build is hardly noticeable.

      The elevator pings.

      “Come,” she says, tugging on my hand when the door opens.

      We step inside.

      I check my watch, not a Rolex like hers but a good imitation. “We’re going to be late.”

      She stares at the floor numbers above the door. “They can wait.”

      “Your father won’t be happy.” If there’s one man I don’t want to piss off, it’s Bell Warren.

      A frown scrunches up her face. “It’s not like I want to go to the party.”

      I try to sound upbeat. “It’s your engagement party.”

      “Exactly.” She blows out a sigh before meeting my gaze. “It’s not like I want to marry Nathan Stone, either.”

      Biting my lip, I consider my answer. I want to tell her it will be fine, but I don’t know Nathan. Neither does she. All we know is that the marriage will further her father’s business. The alliance will unite two of the most powerful crime families in Johannesburg. Together, the Warrens and the Stones will own most of the private diamond mines in South Africa.

      The elevator stops on the underground level. Overhead lights flick on as we exit into the hallway. The air is cool down here. Goosebumps run over my naked arms. Our heels clack on the tiles as we make our way to a room I’ve visited once. It’s the vault where her father keeps his most valuable antiques and paintings. He’s an enthusiastic collector. Some say he’s trying to compensate for his lack of character with exquisite artwork and priceless gems.

      Evie punches in a code on the electronic wall panel. I’m surprised she knows it. Reflexively, I memorize the numbers. I won’t visit the room alone. I don’t have a death wish. It’s just something I’m used to doing. I’ve been memorizing Evie’s ID and bank account numbers as well as her secret pin codes from the age of sixteen. She’s twenty-four now, and I’m one year older. Nine years make for a lot of practice.

      The metal door slides open soundlessly, revealing a room with a marble floor and gold-framed mirrors.

      “There.” She lets go of my hand and points at the waist-high pillar in the center. “Let’s go have a look.”

      “Won’t we get into trouble?” I ask, but she’s already halfway across the floor.

      I glance over my shoulder before I follow and stop next to her.

      In a glass case on top of the pillar sits the biggest diamond I’ve seen, and, thanks to Bell Warren’s business, I’ve seen a lot. This one is over sixty carats, nothing short of a wonder. It catches the light from the spots in the ceiling and throws it back in rainbows that bounce off the mirrors.

      “It’s worth a few trillion,” Evie says, studying the stone. “Actually, it’s priceless.”

      Like the first time Bell brought me here, I can’t stop staring at its pretty sparkle. Bell showed me the gem to demonstrate his wealth and power. The stone is pure, and its color is perfect. It’s a pity it’s tainted with blood.

      The diamond was discovered on a plot of land Daniel Malan prospected in Cullinan. According to rumors, Daniel owed Bell money, and everyone knows how Bells collects his debts. To save the lives of his family, Daniel paid his debt with the diamond and signed over his prospecting rights to Bell.

      Not one month later, Daniel was killed in a carjacking. People say he arranged his own murder for his life insurance policy to pay out. Allegedly, it was the only way he could provide for his wife and sons. Roman, the eldest, took the reins and built a new business with his inheritance. He’s thirty-three years old now and a billionaire in his own right. I’ve never met him, but not a single person in Johannesburg is unfamiliar with his name. He’s the head of one of the most notorious mafia families in the country. The Warrens and the Malans have been at war for as long as I can remember.

      I look at Evie more closely. “Why are you showing me this?”

      Her tone is clipped. “I wanted to see it before Nathan puts a ring on my finger.”

      Touching her arm, I ask, “Why?”

      “I wanted to see how much I’m worth.” She stares at the sharp angles of the perfect stone with a hateful expression. “This is the real reason why Nathan is marrying me.”

      I drop my hand. “Don’t think like that. Mr. Warren chose you a husband who’s wealthy and powerful enough to protect you. Your father loves you.” When she turns her face to me quickly, I add, “In his own way. Why else would he employ someone like me?”

      Her shoulders sag as she lets out a sigh. “Maybe I just want to defy Dad while I still can.”

      I don’t have to ask why. Evie hates her father. She’s always been a pawn to him. Her unwanted engagement to Nathan is proof of that. Yet she’s powerless to prevent the marriage from happening. Bell doesn’t take no for an answer. He’ll kill for the simple reason of proving a point.

      Footsteps sound in the hallway. My breathing spikes. We shouldn’t be here. I know all too well how Bell punishes disobedience. My muscles pull tight as the steps draw nearer. As if conjured by my thoughts, Bell Warren himself appears in the doorframe. He wears a white shirt and a black bowtie. A waistcoat stretches over his round stomach. Pausing inside the door, he takes in the scene.

      I swallow.

      “Evie?” he says, the fat layers around his eyes tightening.

      “Yes?” Evie and I reply simultaneously.

      Since working for Bell, everyone calls me Evie. I’ve been trained to react to the name.

      His lips curve into a practiced smile that he directs at me as he walks toward us. “What are you ladies doing in here?”

      Evie faces him with smooth features and a relaxed stance. “I wanted to show Christina the diamond.”

      The smell of his cologne reaches my nostrils long before he stops in front of us. It makes me want to gag.

      “The vault is off-limits.” He crosses his arms behind his back. “Don’t come here again unless I give you permission.”

      He doesn’t wait for our agreement. It’s taken for granted. Dragging a gaze over me, he inspects the pink, glittery ballgown and the fake diamond necklace that matches Evie’s, except that hers is real.

      Finally fixing his attention on my face, he says, “With the make-up, it’s impossible to tell you apart.” Approval marks his tone. “The stylist did a good job.”

      Evie’s stylist cuts my hair and does my make-up. She’s a genius with a pair of scissors and a make-up brush. If you look carefully, you’ll see that the green of my eyes is lighter than Evie’s. My nose is thinner and my chin rounder, but no one will ever have to get that close. I’m just the decoy, Evie’s stunt girl, so to speak.

      Addressing me, Bell asks, “What are the three rules?”

      I recite them off the top of my head. “Don’t get caught. If caught, keep up the show.”

      “And?”

      “Play the part and win time until help arrives.”

      “Good.” He pats my cheek. “Stick to the rules, and I’ll take care of you.”

      Repulsion ripples over my skin.

      His double chins quiver as he nods at Evie. “Let’s go. We don’t want to make a bad impression by being late.”

      Evie takes the arm he offers, allowing him to escort her to the hallway while I follow a step behind. Her bodyguard waits in front of the elevator. She doesn’t acknowledge him as he holds the door for her to get in. Since Bell shot Geoff, she keeps her distance, never being too friendly with the staff. We’re not friends, but she does share more with me. It’s inevitable, seeing how much time we spend together.

      Evie’s mom, Bella, is already in the foyer. Bell and the guard exit ahead of us. The housekeeper hands Evie and me our coats. It’s seven and dark outside. Like most winter days on the Highveld, the day was sunny, but the cold descends quickly at night.

      When I’ve pulled on the faux fur, the housekeeper gives us our clutch bags. Mine will contain a new burner phone. Bell always destroys them at the end of every outing.

      Bella fiddles with Evie’s collar. “You look beautiful, darling.”

      Pushing her mom’s hands away, Evie turns to me. “Christina.” She hesitates and bites her lip.

      Bella ignores me as if Evie hasn’t spoken my name. “We better go, Evie.”

      To Bella, I’m staff, and staff are invisible. We’re supposed to stay on the outskirts in humble servitude. What a pair they make, Bell and Bella. Everyone jokes about their names behind their backs. Of course, Bell earned the nickname long before he married Bella.

      Bella takes Evie’s shoulders and steers her to the door. Stopping in the frame, Evie gives me an uncertain look from over her shoulder.

      “Is something the matter?” I ask.

      She shrugs and says, “Never mind,” before walking outside.

      They get into a limo with their chauffeur while another driver opens the door of a Mercedes for me. I settle in the back and take the new phone from my bag. I haven’t spoken to my sister since she came home from school. It took the stylist the whole afternoon to prepare Evie and me. No matter where I am, I never let my sister go to bed before saying goodnight.

      The driver starts the engine, switches on the two-way radio, and pulls off. A car with four bodyguards goes ahead of us and another car follows behind. Evie and her parents will leave fifteen minutes after the agreed time. For safety reasons, they’ll take a different route. We’ll travel on the most direct roads from Greenside to the Stone’s mansion in Sandton where the party is taking place.

      I’m tired and my feet already ache in the high heels. It’s been a busy week. We attended dinners and parties every night. Usually, I go ahead and enter through the main entrance, posing as Evie. Then, if all is safe, I slip away and am smuggled out via a backdoor while Evie is brought inside from a different entrance. During the event, I stay on standby in the car to repeat the whole procedure for the return home.

      As soon as the driver takes the offramp and we’re on the dual carriageway, I call Eden. When my younger sister’s bubbly laugh greets me, I forget about my exhaustion. My heart warms at the sound. She’s always happy. It lessens the guilt of not being home to cook dinner and help her with homework.

      “Hey,” I say, casting a glance at the driver in the rearview mirror. “What’s so funny?”

      Personal calls aren’t permitted on the job, but the driver is one of the kinder ones who turns a blind eye.

      “Something on TV,” Eden says.

      “Did you do your homework?”

      “Yep.” Paper crinkles in the background. “I just put the pizza in the oven.”

      “Don’t burn yourself when you take it out. Will you manage?”

      “I’m fifteen, not five,” she says with a full mouth.

      “What are you eating?”

      “Jelly babies.”

      “Not before dinner, and close your mouth and swallow before you speak.”

      She huffs. “Yes, Mom.”

      “Don’t stay up late. It’s a school day, tomorrow.”

      “’Kay.” She smacks her lips. “Have fun.”

      I want to say I doubt I will, but she’s already hung up.

      Leaning my head against the backrest, I remind myself why I do this, why I live someone else’s life. It’s for Eden.

      We turn onto Jan Smuts Avenue, my body pushing against the door as we take the bend a bit too fast. I glance at the speedometer. We’re over the speed limit.

      One of the guards’ voices comes over the two-way radio. “We’ve got a tail.”

      The driver curses under his breath. “I see it.”

      I tense. Turning in my seat, I try to get a glimpse from the back window, but I’m blinded by the headlights of the car behind us.

      “Fuck,” someone else says. “We have one up ahead. They’re blocking the road.”

      The driver cuts a look at the GPS screen on the dashboard. I follow his gaze and see what he sees. There are no sideroads between us and the car blocking the road. My mouth goes dry.

      “Get down,” he says, his voice tight.

      Before I can duck, an explosion rocks the car in front of us. Metal flies into the air and flames leap into the night. The driver swerves to the right. The phone drops from my hand and falls somewhere on the floor as my body is flung against the door. A sharp pain cuts into my ribs where the handle hits me. My head bounces off the window, more pain exploding in my temple. The car skids over the road and hits the concrete barrier on the side. We go into a spin, the world a merry-go-round of flames and lights as the tires lose traction and the rubber burns on the tarmac.

      The nose of the car dives. I brace my face with my arms, my elbows hitting the backrest in front of me. The shock slams my head forward. My stomach climbs up in my throat as the seat momentarily disappears from under me, and then my teeth clack together as the momentum abruptly stops.

      I shake my head to clear the dizziness. A copper taste fills my mouth. My tongue aches where I’ve bitten it. It takes a moment to orientate myself. We hit a ditch. The car’s nose is pointing down. We haven’t rolled.

      Adrenaline fuels my body as fear runs cold then hot through my veins. The driver is slumped over the steering wheel. I lean over and shake his shoulder hard. He doesn’t move. Panic threatens to paralyze me, but I take a deep breath and try to shut off my emotions, try to think. I must focus on what I’ve been trained, because this isn’t a fire drill in Bell Warren’s basement. This is real.

      Gunfire sounds from close by. I strain my neck to look over my shoulder, but from the ditch I can’t see the road. Only the flames licking the sky are visible.

      Laying two fingers over the pulse in the driver’s neck, I pray that he’s alive.

      Nothing.

      Shit.

      I unbuckle my safety belt and reach with a shaky hand between the front seats for his holster. It’s on his right side, against his door, too far to reach. More gunfire pops, closer now.

      Don’t get caught.

      There’s no time to get the weapon. I pull the door handle on my side and push. The door opens a crack before getting stuck. In the yellow light falling from the lampposts, I notice the mud and polls of grass under the door. I pull off my shoes and kick with both feet, ramming my heels against the door until the gap is wipe enough for me to squeeze through.

      The thick coat gets in the way. It’s stripped from my arms as I force myself through the narrow space. Metal scrapes my side. Something sharp hooks into my dress, tearing fabric and skin. The pain burns hot, but I don’t think about it.

      Don’t get caught.

      Finally free, I stumble and fall on my knees in the dirt. I catch myself on my palms, but I don’t slow down to straighten. I make it through the ditch on my hands and knees before I climb up the other side. Pebbles and thorns cut the soles of my bare feet as I sprint across the grassy shoulder of a quiet road. Not daring to look back, I take stock of the surroundings in front of me while my heart beats like a beast in my chest.

      Don’t get caught.

      There’s a strip mall up ahead. The shops are closed and dark, but it’s the nearest cluster building in sight. Pumping my arms, I run with all my might. My only hope of hiding sits a few hundred meters away. The gunfire has stopped. The night is eerily quiet. I push myself harder. Another hundred meters, and I slip into a narrow alley between two buildings. I dash around an industrial garbage bin and turn the corner into another alley.

      Stopping for a moment, I press my back against the wall to catch my breath. Greedily, I drag oxygen into my lungs. The smog from winter fires is thick in the air. The smoke and soot burn my nostrils. My chest heaves as I battle to fill my lungs. I have a stitch in my side from running. I lay a hand over my waist where it’s aching. It’s wet. I pull away. My fingers are coated with wetness that looks black in the streetlight.

      White puffs form in front of my mouth. The July nights in Johannesburg drop below zero, but I don’t feel the cold. I only feel fear. Then I hear it. A footstep crunches on the gravel. Sucking in a breath, I hold it, too afraid to exhale for fear of making a sound. If I stay here, I’ll be discovered. The only option is to keep on moving.

      Don’t get caught.

      Peeling myself off the wall, I tiptoe on shaky legs to the end of the alley and peer around the corner. The black framework of a factory looms behind the strip mall. A barbwire fence surrounds the property. Double gates are locked together with a chain, but there’s a gap between the gates. I glance back at the top of the alley, and then my heart slams to a standstill. From behind the wall, a shadow falls on the ground. It’s tall and distorted like a monster from my childhood nightmares. It’s the shadow of a man, and he’s advancing swiftly.

      I don’t think.

      I run.

      I run until I’m close to collapsing, forcing my body through the narrow space between the gates before dashing across the illuminated yard. The chain on the gate rattles. Footsteps fall with powerful thuds behind me, closing the distance too fast. I fling myself around the corner of a corrugated iron warehouse and head blindly down a passageway between two smaller buildings. A naked bulb burns above a metal door, casting a circle of dust-ridden light over the ground. In the grainy picture of that light, a wall rises three meters into the air in front of me. Metal spikes sit like ragged teeth on top. The exit is blocked.

      Shit.

      Knowing it’s futile, I grab the door handle and yank. The door doesn’t budge. I’m about to back out of the dead end when the figure of a man appears at the top of the passageway. He’s tall and broad, so broad that he blocks out the light behind him. Effectively, he cuts off my only way out.

      I’m frozen in shock. My body refuses to cooperate as he advances slowly with his arms standing wide from his body. The outline of a gun in his hand is clearly drawn in the shadow that moves along the wall as he nears.

      The sight of the weapon jerks me back into action. Not taking my gaze off the danger, I retreat until my back hits the wall. He stops with one boot in the circle of light. The chalky tint of the bulb washes diagonally over his face and body, highlighting brown hair with a copper tint that’s slightly too long and a beard shaved close to his skin. His features are angular and sharp, the cut of his nose straight and the line of his jaw strong. His eyes are the color of dark bourbon, a stunning rare russet. The weak illumination catches them in a peculiar way, making them shine like a vampire’s from within, but it’s not the play of light that frightens me most. It’s the calculated look in those pools.

      Widening his stance, he says in a deep voice, “Evie.”

      With that single word, he confirms my worst suspicion. This is a premeditated attack. He’s after Evie specifically. His objective can only be ransom or revenge. Bell Warren has a lot of money, and he has even more enemies.

      Violent shaking sets in as the truth registers. I still don’t feel cold, but my teeth chatters.

      “Evie,” he says again.

      How can his tone be so threatening and gentle at the same time?

      “You have two choices,” he continues. “You can come with me without making a fuss, and you won’t risk hurting yourself more.”

      The fact that he doesn’t state the second option isn’t lost on me. He takes another step toward me, putting his body fully in the light. He wears a rollneck sweater and a leather jacket that stretches over the wide expanse of his shoulders. Dark jeans mold to his powerful legs. He looks fit and in shape, like he works out often. I don’t stand a chance in fighting him.

      He lifts his free hand, offering me his palm. I home in on how large that hand is and on the veins that run up his wrist and disappear under the sleeve of his jacket. He can crush my neck with a squeeze of his fingers, but I won’t give up without a fight. I won’t surrender willingly and just let him take me.

      With his arm stretched out toward me, he takes another step. Instinctively, I flatten my body against the wall.

      He drops his eyes to my chest and then lower. Following his gaze, I notice the tear in the dress on the side that exposes my hip and my underwear.

      “You’re bleeding,” he says. “Let me take a look at that.”

      Breathing in and out through my nose, I somewhat calm my shivering and adopt a slack pose.

      He gives an approving nod. “Good girl.”

      When he closes the last step and reaches for me, I bring my knee up hard. Before my kneecap connects with its target between his legs, he strikes out, inhumanly fast, and catches my leg. I nearly topple over. My arms flail as I battle to maintain my balance. I haven’t yet found my footing when my back hits the wall so hard the air leaves my lungs. He grabs my uninjured hip and presses me against the bricks with one hand while pushing a forearm over my throat. The gun is so close to my face I swear I can smell the gun oil. He doesn’t apply pressure on my windpipe, but the threat is indubitable. He won’t even need the gun to kill me.

      “Evie.” A disapproving smile curves his lips. “I really hoped you weren’t going to choose option two.”

      My heart slams between my ribs. Pinned to the wall, I’m as good as defenseless. The only weapons I have are my hands. I don’t hesitate to use them. I ball my right hand into a fist and punch him in the stomach with everything I’ve got. At the same time, I scratch his face with my left hand, leaving four red lines in the wake of my nails. His eyes flare with surprise, but he doesn’t even grunt. When he releases my hip to take something from his pocket, I fight with all my might, twisting and kicking. The pressure of his forearm increases, cutting off my airflow. I grab his arm instead, trying to pull him off me so that I can breathe. My screams are muffled, useless sounds.

      “Shh, Evie,” he says with a regretful tone, a tone reserved for delivering bad news or condolences.

      It only makes me fight harder.

      When he finally lets my throat go, it’s to cover my mouth and nose with a moist cloth. I don’t want to inhale, but my lungs do it automatically. They drag in the pungent smell of chemicals with too little air.

      I resist. I don’t give up, but my vision blurs and my body turns heavy. It’s like when I had my wisdom teeth removed and the anesthetist told me to count backward from ten. I don’t get to four before my world blacks out.
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      Lifting the unconscious woman into my arms, I cut across the yard to where my brother waits with the Jeep. Our other two vehicles block the road at the top and the bottom, although there’s little chance of anyone visiting the factory at this hour of the night.

      Mateo stands under the lamppost next to the 4x4 when I climb up the embankment. In the light washing over him, his face is tense. When he fixes his eyes on the woman in my arms, the line of his jaw turns hard.

      He gives her his attention for all of two seconds before he drags his gaze to me. “What do want us to do with Warren’s guards?”

      I stop in front of him. Shifting Evie’s weight, I make a quick decision. “Round them up and bring them.”

      His mouth tightens. “We should kill them.”

      Bringing them is a mistake, but they can prove useful.

      “Tie them up,” I say, cutting off further protests by getting into the back of the Jeep.

      My brother balls his hands, but after a second, he stomps toward the car at the top of the road.

      I’m careful not to bump Evie’s head on the roof as I settle into a more comfortable position with her in my lap.

      Andrew, my cousin, is behind the wheel. He starts the engine and pulls off without glancing at me or asking questions. We cross under the bridge and turn right, passing the iron and leather tanning factories on our way. The industrial area on this side of Jan Smuts Avenue aren’t surveilled with traffic cameras. We chose the spot carefully when we planned our attack. Sirens blare in the distance, but we’re already on Empire Road and speeding toward the hilly side of Roodepoort.

      Putting the gun on the seat next to me, I press two fingers on Evie’s wrist. Her skin feels frozen. Beneath the pads of my index and middle finger, her pulse is strong and even. She’s bleeding from her side, her torn dress soaked with blood and mud. I lay her down with her head in my lap and pull off my jacket to cover her.

      Andrew finally shoots me a look in the rearview mirror, his eyes questioning, but I don’t acknowledge him with an answer. I know what he thinks. He’s wondering why I’m coddling our enemy’s daughter. I’d tell him the same answer I’d give Mateo, that she’s our most valuable bargaining chip.

      Few cars pass us on the backroads via Triomf. In the light of the lampposts, I take in Evie’s face. I got a private investigator to pull up every photo of her that’s been published. There aren’t many. She doesn’t have social media accounts. From the little I’ve seen, I’ve gathered she’s a looker, but she’s much prettier in real life. The shape of her face is oval, and her features are more delicate. She’s a conservative dresser, favoring unrevealing clothes. Even so, her pictures hinted at voluptuous curves. The woman in my lap has a delicate bone structure and a small body. She weighs almost nothing.

      She’s brave for her meager size. I admire her fighting spirit even if she never stood a chance. Against a man like me—hell, even against a lightweight man—she can only come second. An unwarranted surge of anger toward her father flares in my chest. He sent her out into the night with inadequate protection. A man like Warren should know better. It was too easy to overpower her guards and snatch my prize.

      “We’re here,” Andrew says.

      I tear my gaze from Evie’s face to spare him a quick glance. He’s studying me in the mirror, his brow furrowed. I say nothing as he stops next to the intercom and winds down his window. A blast of cold air barrels inside. He punches in the code. A second later, the double gates swing open. A guard armed with an automatic rifle nods as Andrew pulls into the property.

      My cousin leans from the window. “The others are about five minutes behind.”

      The guard jumps at attention, understanding the order to let them through quickly. Our vehicles have tinted windows, but in this part of the city there are anti-crime cameras. We don’t want to attract unwanted attention.

      Andrew parks in front of house. The modern structure sits on a hill in the middle of a vast lawn with a pool and summer house on the side. A valley of city lights spreads out below. Andrew gets my door. He extends a hand, reaching for Evie, but I ignore the unspoken offer of his help and get out with her in my arms. He runs ahead to unlock the front door and flick on the lights.

      The warm house is welcome after the cold. I take the stairs to my room, leaving Andrew in the lobby to wait for Mateo. Mateo will need help when he arrives with our hostages. Inside the bedroom, I lay Evie on the bed and head for the bathroom where I open the tap of the tub. While the water runs warm, I get a first aid kit from the cabinet and lay out the items I’ll need on the vanity. Pushing up my sleeves, I test the water before plugging the tub, and then I go back for my small, unconscious charge.

      Mateo barges through the door just as I return to the bedroom.

      He looks from me to Evie’s still form on the bed. “What are you doing?”

      I clench my jaw, taking a second to tamp down my irritation. “Getting her cleaned up. Did you get their phones?”

      “They’re already destroyed, including hers.” He tilts his head toward Evie. “We found a burner phone in the back of the car as well as a tracker under the floorboard.”

      “Good.” We don’t want anyone to trace us. I’ll let Warren know who has his daughter in due time. “What about the two-way radios?”

      “Same. Destroyed.”

      I nod my approval.

      Shifting his gaze back to the bed, he says, “She belongs in the basement with the rest of Warren’s goons.”

      “She won’t serve us if she catches pneumonia.”

      He opens his mouth, no doubt to argue, but I cup his nape and drag him closer. Pressing our foreheads together, I look him in the eyes. “She’s no good to us sick or dead.”

      “She’s a Warren,” he grits out. “She’s our enemy. Have you forgotten?”

      “I’ll never forget,” I say, my voice soft but earnest, the hatred running shallowly underneath. “You’ve got to keep the bigger picture in mind.”

      “She’s a means to an end.”

      “Yes. Now get downstairs and make sure Warren’s men are locked up in the cell.”

      He gives a tight nod. With a last glance at Evie, he stalks from the room.

      I walk to the bed and look at her. For a moment, I hesitate. I should wait until she’s conscious before stripping her naked, but she’s too cold and dirty. I have to disinfect her wounds. It’s better that she doesn’t wake up before I’m done. I don’t have local anesthetic, and stitching her up is going to hurt like a bitch.

      Once my mind is made up, I grip the neck of the gown and tear it down the middle to her waist. The pink fabric has a shine to it, or rather, it had a shine before it got soiled with dirt. The dress was fit for a princess. She would’ve been a princess meeting her prince charming tonight if she’d made it to her destination. Instead, she’s stuck here with the monster.

      I rip through the skirt and peel the edges away from her body. A pink bra pushes up her breasts and gives her a cleavage. A petticoat with layers of netting covers her legs. Like the dress, it’s torn on the side. The elastic makes it easier to pull it over her hips and down her thighs to free her feet. I take a moment to drink in the sight, to get to know her. I’ll need to know every inch and part of her for my plan to work. The dip of her stomach makes a hollow before it rises to the mound of her sex. Her skin is so pale the faint blue veins running underneath are visible. She’s undeniably stunning, a prize worth fighting for. My body reacts to her. My cock had hardened when I’d pinned her against the wall. Maybe it was the adrenaline of the battle or the high from the chase. Maybe it was the rush of knowing I have Warren’s most valuable possession in my hold. Whatever the reason, my cock stirs now, taking notice of the V between her legs and the triangle of womanly hair that’s visible through her sheer underwear.

      Forcing my gaze away from her lace-covered sex, I focus on her face. Her lips are blue. I bet underneath the pale pink varnish, her nails are blue, too. I make quick work of stripping off her panties before turning her on her side and unclasping the bra. The cups fall away. Her breasts spill out, her nipples a light shade of apricot. The cups are padded, designed to make her curves look fuller. Her breasts aren’t small or big, just a normal size that fits her body. I have no preference in terms of size or shape, but I like the way she looks.

      I don’t bother with the clip on her necklace. From the look of it, it’s fake. I rip it off and leave it on the nightstand. Her Rolex, which I remove next, is a replica, too. Warren is either stingy or over-cautious about theft. Too bad he didn’t put the same precaution into transporting his daughter. She’s not wearing any rings. I suppose she left her fingers naked to better show off the diamond Nathan would’ve slipped onto her left hand. The only jewelry I leave are her tiny silver stud earrings.

      Still high on adrenaline, I strip naked in the dressing room, dump the blood-smeared clothes in the hamper, and leave a pair of clean jeans, a sweater, and a jacket on the chair in the bedroom before going to the bathroom. The tub is almost full. After turning off the water, I set towels on the bench and get soap from the shower. When everything is laid out on the side of the tub, I test the water to make sure it’s not too hot. Then I fetch Evie and carry her to the tub. I climb in cautiously, careful not to slip with her in my arms. Settling with my back against the side opposite the taps, I bend my knees and arrange her between my legs. Like this, I can support her weight on my chest and prevent her from slipping under the water.

      Carefully, I rinse her body. Her hair is piled on her head in a fancy updo. The blond strands smell of the night air in Johannesburg, like smoke with a faint undertone of blood. It’s the signature scent of the dangerous streets in the dark. The dirty smell doesn’t mask the whiff of perfume clinging to her hair, a faint odor of vanilla. I make sure not to get her hair wet. Only a few tendrils in her neck are soaked when I drag a sponge over her skin and squeeze soapy water over her body.

      Her nipples contract. My dick grows from semi to full-blown hard where it’s trapped between our bodies. Like earlier, the reaction comes as a surprise. I don’t normally get hard for unconscious women who can’t defend themselves. It must be the thrill of the victory. It’s a good thing I find her attractive. Even if she had a big, fat mole on her forehead and hair sprouting from her nose, I’d still carry out the plan. Her features and body simply make my pending task easier.

      When she’s clean from mud and blood, my cock has calmed somewhat. I pull the plug, turn on the shower nozzle fitted to the tap, and make quick work of rinsing us until the dirty slush in the bath has drained and the water runs clean. Then I turn off the tap and carefully lower her onto her back in the empty tub while I get the towels. After wrapping one around my waist, I lift her and cover her with the other one. Back in the room, I lie her down on the bed and towel her dry. The cut on her hip bleeds again. I leave the towel under her body to absorb the blood and go back for the items on the vanity.

      Unable to help myself, I steal another look at her as I line up the medical supplies. I didn’t do a good job of cleaning her face. Mascara runs black under her eyes. It makes her look more vulnerable and strangely also more pretty. Maybe the smeared make-up highlights her classical beauty by means of contrast.

      For the next fifteen minutes, I disinfect her wounds and stitch her up. The cut on her hip requires no less than fifteen stitches. It’s going to leave a scar. Marring her perfect skin should be the least of my concerns, yet looking at her naked, I notice the perfection. I don’t want to be the man who ruins it. The irony of the thought isn’t lost on me. She’ll be ruined in a much worse way when I’m done with her. The scars I’ll leave won’t be visible, but they’ll undoubtably run deeper.

      It can’t be prevented. She’s collateral damage. Still, I retrieve my jacket from the chair, take my phone from the pocket, and call Mateo.

      “We’re ready for you,” he says with glee. He’s as hungry for justice as I am.

      I pull a blanket over Evie’s body. “I need tissue oil and a tetanus shot. Send Andrew. Tell him to get bandages and antibiotics, too.”

      A second ticks by before he speaks. “What about Warren’s men?”

      “They’ll wait.”

      Not giving him time to argue, I end the call.

      A soft whimper falls from Evie’s lips. She stirs. I check my watch. Right on time. The doctor said she wouldn’t be out for more than an hour.

      I leave the phone on the nightstand and pause at the side of the bed. Her long, dark lashes flutter. A frown pleats her brow. Her eyelids twitch and lift. The greenest eyes I’ve seen stare at me. Her regard is hazy, far-off. Two blinks, and her gaze clears. Her pupils contract, fear bleeding into her irises as consciousness sets in.

      Pushing up onto her elbows, she tries to sit but stops midway with a wince.

      I place a hand on her shoulder, applying gentle pressure to push her down. “Keep still. I had to give you stitches.”

      Her dainty nostrils flare as she breathes through the pain. She keeps her gaze trained on me, cleverly not looking away from the danger. “What do you want?”

      I don’t give her an answer she won’t want to hear. “I’ll get you something for the pain.”

      “Where am I?”

      She can swap one question for another, but she’ll quickly learn the only information she’ll get is what I want to give her.

      “Who are you?” she asks.

      I drop the towel. That shuts her up. Her gaze darts to my semi. The way in which her body goes rigid under the blanket says she’s getting ready to fight again, but force isn’t my modus operandi. I need to get dressed, but I can’t leave her alone, and I don’t want to tie her up when she’s injured. Instead, I pull on the clothes I left on the chair.

      When I’m dressed, she tries again.

      “Why am I here?”

      I fill the glass on the nightstand with water from the pitcher and offer her the painkillers I’d set aside. Supporting her neck, I bring the glass to her lips. She pops the pills in her mouth and swallows obediently, seeming a little less tense now that I’ve tucked my cock into my pants.

      When she’s had her fill of the water, I put the glass on the nightstand.

      “Evie.”

      Her gaze snaps to mine at the sound of her name.

      Hovering over her, I lay down the terms. “You have two choices. If you stay put until I say you can move, I won’t have to tie you up.”

      Her delicate throat ripples as she swallows.

      “What’s it going to be?” I ask.

      “I won’t run.” She adds with sarcasm, “I won’t get far, anyway.”

      Her defiance makes me smile. “Good. I have to take care of business. Let’s make this your first test.”

      A knock falls on the door. Mateo opens it without waiting for a reply. “Andrew left. The doctor asked if you need him to come out.”

      “In a minute.” I tilt my head toward the hallway, letting him know we’ll talk in private. “Round up the men in the recreation room.”

      He glances at Evie, his eyes hardening before he leaves with a scowl.

      I pull back my sleeve and check the time on my watch. News about the kidnapping would’ve long since reached Warren. I wish I could’ve seen his face.

      “How many?” she asks.

      I look at her. An impulse urges me to lick my thumb and wipe away the black streaks under her eyes, but I don’t act on it. She’s watching me with a clenched jaw.

      Adjusting the collar of my sweater, I humor her. “How many what?”

      “How many men did you kill?”

      “As many as was necessary.”

      Incredulously, she says, “You blew up their car.”

      I shrug. “I have an arsenal of weapons.”

      Anger simmers in her eyes. “You don’t give a damn about the innocent people you killed. You’re a monster.”

      I chuckle. “There’s no arguing that, sweetheart. Just to set the record straight, those men weren’t innocent. They were guilty by association. Any man on Warren’s side is an enemy of mine.”

      “How many survived? Where are you keeping them? Are they injured?”

      So many questions, and she’s asking all the wrong ones. I smile. “Try to rest. I’ll send up food and a warm drink.”

      She purses her lips.

      I drop my phone in my back pocket and pull on my jacket. I’m already at the door when she speaks again.

      “You haven’t told me who you are.”

      She hasn’t recognized me. Her father did a poor job in educating her. I take perverse satisfaction from setting that straight. “Roman Malan.”

      Her pretty eyes grow large.

      I close the door on her shocked face and lock it, leaving the key on the outside, before making my way downstairs.

      Mateo catches up with me in the foyer. “The men are waiting in the rec room. They’re helping themselves to drinks. What do you want me to tell Andrew about the doctor? Must he come?”

      I carry on to the study. “Are Warren’s men injured?”

      He falls into step next to me. “Not much.”

      “Then no.”

      Entering the study, I head for the liquor tray. Mateo follows and closes the door behind him.

      I lift the decanter. “Drink?”

      He nods.

      We can do with one. I pour two glasses and hand him a scotch. When I’m seated behind my desk, he takes the visitor’s chair.

      “What’s on the news?” I ask, swirling the liquor in my glass and taking a sip. The alcohol burns down my throat to my stomach, leaving a pleasant lingering heat.

      “Nothing aside from the explosion. The police suspect a gang fight. They say the witnesses fled the scene. Our clean-up team made sure no evidence was left behind.”

      Good. That means Warren hasn’t reported his daughter’s kidnapping. He knows how it works. He won’t go to the police. He understands as well as every other head of a crime family if he does, she’s dead. He’ll wait until whoever took her makes demands.

      Mateo pins me with a stare. “When are you contacting him?”

      He means Warren. “Soon. Let him sweat it out.”

      “I’m keeping tabs on the social media accounts of some of the people who were supposed to attend the celebration, tonight. They cancelled the party at Stone’s place.”

      “With what excuse?” The answer should be entertaining.

      “Warren said Evie came down with a stomach bug just before the event. They’ll reschedule.”

      I trace the rim of my glass. Warren will delay the rescheduling with excuses until he gets his daughter back.

      “What about Warren’s men?” Mateo asks.

      “Feed them.”

      He gapes at me like I’ve lost my marbles.

      “Make something for Evie, too, and take it to my room,” I continue. “She needs a warm cup of tea.”

      His knuckles turn white around the glass. “Why the fuck will I do that?”

      I give him a hard look. “Because I’m telling you.”

      “To serve them?” he grits out.

      I down what’s left of my drink. “To keep them alive.”

      He follows my example and slams his glass on the desk before standing. “What about you?”

      “I have a call scheduled with one of our informants. I want to know how the police investigation is progressing. Meet me for a debrief with the men when you’re done.” They may say they haven’t left evidence behind, but I take nothing for granted.

      Mateo watches me, measuring my reaction. “She’s not scared. She thinks she has power. She needs to be put back in her place.”

      She does have power, enormously so, but she’s scared, all right. She’s just better at being brave.

      I tilt my head to the door. “Food. Tonight, still.”

      He clenches his hands into fists and walks to the door, banging it behind him as he leaves.

      Yeah. She should be scared.

      If she knew my plans for her, she’d be petrified.
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      The moment the door closes behind Roman, I throw the blanket off my body and sit up. The movement hurts, but I ignore the pain and climb off the bed. My muscles ache and my neck is stiff like when I’ve done a heavy workout. It must be an after-effect of the accident. The cuts on my feet burn and my side throbs.

      I study my naked body. The cut running from my waist to my hip is crudely stitched up. Apart from a few bruises and scrapes, I don’t have other injuries.

      Despite the comfortable temperature in the room, I shiver. I no longer have the reprieve of numbness. The cold comes from inside me. It’s a bone-deep chill that no heater can expel. My priority is clothes. It’s not the coldness that motivates me. I don’t want to be more vulnerable than necessary.

      Light falls through a door on the right. I hobble over the floor. The tiles are warm under my bare feet. Roman must have underfloor heating. I stop on the threshold and peer around the frame into a spacious bathroom. Condensation covers the mirrors and fixings. A smell of shower gel hangs in the air, something piney and ferny. He recently showered or bathed. Unease about my washed state unfurls in my belly, but I push the thought away quickly. I don’t want to know how I got clean because I won’t be able to handle the answer. At least Roman hasn’t touched me like that. If he had, I would’ve known. It’s no small consolation.

      I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. My face and hair is a mess. The area around my abdomen is purple with bruises. I enter, registering the wet bath rug in front of the tub. That must be how Roman got me clean. Taking a tissue from the vanity, I wet it under the tap and wipe the mascara from under my eyes. Being presentable doesn’t matter to me. It’s about keeping up the pretense that I’m well and strong instead of scared and weak.

      Another door leads off to the side. I pad over. It’s a large dressing room. Inside, it smells like a man’s cologne. It’s subtle, not overbearing like Bell’s. For some reason, the subtleness fills me with dread. Men who practice moderation and control have willpower. Men who don’t wear too much cologne aren’t making up for what they’re lacking in other departments. They’re certain of themselves. Those men are the most dangerous.

      The drawers and closets have glass fronts. Backlights put the contents of the white shelving on display. Neatly folded sweaters and men’s shirts fill the shelves. Jackets and pants hang in the closet where everything is arranged by color. I open the drawers and check a few labels. All the clothes are the same size. There are no other men’s or women’s clothes. Roman lives alone.

      I grab a T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants and pull them on. Fortified with layers of clothes, I go through the tray drawers on top of rows of fancy dress shoes, but other than expensive watches and cufflinks, there are no weapons or phones.

      I don’t waste more time in here. I quickly return to the bedroom. It’s modern with minimal furniture. A white leather sofa faces a glass coffee table against the window. The bed against the wall sports an enormous headrest covered in black velvet. The bed linen is black, as is the comforter and the blanket that covered me. An unframed canvas with thick, black brushstrokes hangs on the opposite wall. The painting is dark and depressing. The rest of the space is white.

      Working fast, I search the room. The nightstand drawer is locked. Like the dressing room, the bedroom is child—or rather, hostage—safe. No guns, knives, or cell phones lie around, not that I expected any, yet I can’t stop hoping. If I do, I may as well give up.

      Knowing what I’ll find, I feel the door. Locked. My throat is thick with fear. I can guess why Roman would’ve wanted to take Evie. The fact that she showed me the diamond and mentioned his name tonight is too much of a coincidence. Something must’ve happened. Bell must’ve mentioned something to her. Maybe Roman sent a message or a threat. I can’t ignore the possibility that they may have expected an attack, but I don’t want to believe it. The implication is too unnerving. If they knew and still sent me ahead, I’m more expendable than what I thought. I rub my eyes. No. I can’t think like that. Bell needs a double for his daughter. It took him nine years and a considerable investment of money to turn me into her doppelgänger. He’ll make sure I stay alive. He needs me to protect Evie.

      Win time. Keep up the show.

      That’s my only chance of getting out of here alive. If Roman suspects I’m not Evie, he’ll slit my throat. A tremor runs through my body. Another one follows in its wake. My teeth starts chattering. At least five of Warren’s men are dead, all sacrifices in a mafia war. The reality of it hits me with nauseating clarity. Up to now, being caught was a theoretical idea, something I prepared for in play-act and on paper. I’ve been naive to believe I could ever be ready. Nothing could prepare me for this. I don’t want to think about what Roman can do to me, but I can’t stop the images of a man’s mangled body spilling into my head. Bell made me watch. He taught me first-hand what my fate could be.

      Pressing the heels of my palms against my eyes, I expel the mental pictures. Now isn’t the time to be weak. I have to stay calm and rational. Yet the human side of me borders on hysteria. It takes enormous effort to keep sane. I breathe in through my nose and out through my mouth until the shaking stops.

      Keep up the show.

      As long as Roman believes I’m Evie, he won’t kill me. She’s too valuable. I just have to pretend until Bell pays the ransom and secures an exchange. In the meantime, the only weapon at my disposal is knowledge. I need to find out as much as I can. I need to figure out where I am. If an opportunity to escape arises, I’ll need any head start I can get.

      The blinds are open. I go to the window. A blanket of lights stretches out below. We’re on a hill. I don’t recognize the view, but we’re still in the city.

      The door opens, making me jump. A tall man enters, carrying a tray laid with a steaming mug and a sandwich. He’s dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt. I home in on the gun in the holster strapped across his chest. When he kicks the door shut and carries the tray to the coffee table, I turn my back to the window. I don’t retreat when he straightens in front of me from depositing the tray. I won’t give any of them the satisfaction of knowing how scared I am.

      The smile that plucks at his lips calls my bluff. He’s younger than Roman, but the resemblance is uncanny. They must be family if not brothers.

      “Food for the princess,” he says, his upper lip curling as he runs a gaze over me.

      I don’t say thank you because gratitude would be misplaced.

      He cocks a brow. “Hungry? You should be starving, seeing that you missed your engagement dinner.”

      As I don’t know what the right answer is, I keep my mouth shut.

      “Is a sandwich not good enough for you?” he asks, taking a step that puts the tips of his boots against my toes. “I’m sure it doesn’t compare to a fancy meal of caviar, oysters, and champagne, but it’s more than you deserve.”

      Craning my neck, I stand my ground and meet his gaze squarely. Showing fear is a weakness men like him and Bell love to exploit. I know their type.

      At his failure of getting a rise out of me, his nostrils flare. He grabs the plate from the tray and tosses it at my feet. The porcelain shatters on the floor and the bread falls open with the buttered sides up. Other than the flinch I can’t control, I don’t move a muscle, but inside my chest, my heart is thumping with a wild rhythm.

      He’s on me so fast, I don’t see it coming. Grabbing my hair, he forces me to my knees. Hairpins drop with pings around me. The curls that took the stylist hours to fix fall around my shoulders.

      “You can eat it from the floor,” he says through thin lips, holding me in place with his grip in my hair. “You should be eating it from a cell floor. If I had my way, you wouldn’t eat at all.”

      If that’s how much he hates Evie, I’m surprised he went to the effort of buttering the bread. Why not simply serve it dry? Fear bursts through my veins, turning my palms sweaty, but I school my features and stare at him with quiet defiance. I let anger take over instead. If I don’t, terror will consume me.

      “You’re a typical Warren.” He lets me go with a shove. “High and mighty on your throne.”

      “You don’t know me.” Ignoring the pain in my side, I push to my feet. “Haven’t you learned it’s a tactical error to make assumptions?”

      Fury sparks in his eyes. Their color is darker than Roman’s, a deeper brown. He balls his hand and lifts his arm. It takes all my courage and then some not to cower. After a second, he drops his arm to his side.

      The door opens. The man turns his head in that direction, flexing his fingers as if he’d still like to hit me.

      Roman stands in the frame. He looks from the broken plate and spilled food on the floor to the man next to me and asks in a clipped voice, “Mateo?”

      The man, Mateo, marches to the door. “I served her as per your request.” He pushes past Roman and leaves.

      Roman closes the door. He studies me for a moment before he says, “You met my brother.” Closing the distance, he stops short of me. “Throwing tantrums isn’t going to win you any favors around here.”

      I assume he’s referring to the bread on the floor.

      “Pick it up,” he says, his tone controlled and uncompromising. “I won’t stand for this kind of behavior. I told you, the option is always yours.”

      I open my mouth to tell him he can order his brother to pick it up since it’s Mateo’s mess, but he stills me with a finger on my lips.

      “Did I tell you to speak, Evie?” He doesn’t wait for a reply. He removes his hand from my mouth as if my skin has burned him and continues with a sudden frostiness, “Then don’t.”

      He’s angry, and it’s not the hatred he harbors for his enemy, Bell. This anger feels personal, although I have no idea what caused his ire.

      Choosing my battles wisely, I kneel and gather the shards of porcelain. He crosses his arms and widens his stance as I crawl over the floor to collect all the pieces. When I’ve stacked the bread on top of the broken crockery, he pushes the trashcan next to the coffee table toward me with the tip of his boot. I dump everything inside and catch the edge of the table to pull myself up, but before I can straighten, he cups my jaw with a broad hand and splays his fingers over my face.

      His fingers dig into my cheeks as he tilts my head and forces me to meet his gaze. A fire burns in his eyes, the flames dark and ominous like the painting on his wall. “You make me hard when you kneel in front of me. I like it a little too much, so no more temper tantrums. It’ll only put you in a compromising position. Are we clear?”

      I jerk my face to the side, escaping his touch.

      He lets me. When I push to my feet, he grips my elbows to assist me.

      “Since you threw your dinner on the floor, I take it you’re not hungry,” he says.

      Bending down, he picks a slice of bread from the trashcan and studies it as he turns it over. He clenches his jaw but says nothing as he drops the bread back in the trashcan and wipes his fingers on the napkin in the tray. With sudden single-minded determination, he takes my arm and pulls me to the door.

      My panic escalates. No matter how brave I’m pretending to be, I’m scared. My training didn’t prepare me for the fear that makes me want to throw up.

      He yanks open the door and drags me across the hallway to a door on the other side. Opening it, he pushes me inside. I stumble, catching myself before I fall. It’s a bedroom the same size as his. The furnishings are similar, but instead of black, the accent color is caramel brown.

      “There are clothes in the dressing room,” he says behind me.

      I spin around.

      He drags a disapproving gaze over me. “You don’t have to wear mine.”

      I backtrack deeper into the room as he leans an arm on the doorframe above and watches me with a predator gleam reflecting in his russet eyes.

      “You’ll sleep here,” he says, emphasizing the order as if to convince both of us.

      Relief surges through me. For a few awful moments, I thought he was going to make me share his room. Then the fear-induced fog clears a little and his words sink in. Sleep here? He bought clothes? For how long is he planning on keeping me?

      I lick my dry lips and ask the question Evie had asked a mere couple of hours ago. “How much am I worth?”

      He doesn’t hesitate. “You’re priceless.”

      I hug myself. “I mean, what you do want in exchange for my life? That’s why you took me, right?”

      The shadow that drifts like a black cloud over his face settles in the depth of his eyes. It makes him look like the devil himself. That’s when I recognize the evil lurking inside him. He’s even crueler and more dangerous than what I’ve given him credit for. Chills run over my arms, waking goosebumps.

      A slow smile curves his lips. “What do you think?”

      Money and territory, like everyone. That’s what these wars are always about. Since the question is rhetorical, I remain silent.

      He leans closer, somehow invading my space even with the distance between us. His voice is level, but violence carries on his tone. “I want what’s mine.”

      My mouth goes dry. I’ve just made the error of assumption I flaunted in Mateo’s face. Roman wants the diamond, the stone that belonged to his father, and that’s the one possession Bell Warren will never part with.

      If that’s the case, I’m as good as dead.
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      My captive is locked in. I had my personal shopper prepare the room in advance. The closet is stocked with clothes in Evie’s size, and her usual upmarket brand of jasmine-scented toiletries are packed in the bathroom cabinet. There’s even a basket with fruit and bottles of water if she’s thirsty or feels like snacking. It’s more comfort than what any prisoner deserves, but I have my reasons for keeping her in good health.

      The room is devoid of sharp objects like scissors or nail files. Still, I put a man in front of her door in case she decides to break a window or mirror and use the shards as a weapon. I won’t put it past her. She’s feisty. The deep grooves she left on my cheek are proof of that.

      After instructing the guard to let me know if Evie tries anything stupid, I go to the recreation room where I was heading before deciding to make a detour to check on my prisoner. The large space is crowded with men. Some drink beer at the bar while others play pool and darts. Mateo is already there. He slips behind the counter, pours a whiskey, and puts it in front of me. Seeing that we’re secluded in our corner, I make use of the opportunity to pick a bone with him.

      “Butter?” I say, making sure he hears my irritation as I take the glass.

      He purses his lips.

      He’s not getting off the hook that easily. “What happened to ham and cheese? Or simple peanut butter and jelly?”

      He slams a palm on the counter. “She’s Warren’s princess, not ours.”

      My tone is dry. “I’m well aware.”

      “Then why do you treat her like one?”

      I raise a brow. “Does stealing her and locking her up equal royal treatment in your book?”

      He returns my sarcasm with a dirty look. “Warren will get her back soon enough. Leave the fucking pampering to him.”

      I regard him steadily as I take a sip of my drink.

      The scowl on his face smooths out. Shock widens his eyes. “You’re not going to give her back.”

      I don’t answer.

      He stabs his fingers into his hair. “Fuck.” Lowering his voice, he glances around before asking, “Are you going to kill her? Is that your plan? Is that why you’re not letting us in?”

      My tone is harsh. “I’ll do what I have to do, and you’ll follow orders for as long as I’m the head of this family.”

      He raises his hands. “Fine. If you want to fly solo, play it your way.”

      “It’s not about playing solo,” I grind out. “You have to trust me.”

      “Then what’s the next step?”

      I gave him the same answer of earlier. “We make Warren wait.”

      His chest rises as he drags air through his nose. “I hate her as much as you do, but killing a woman isn’t how we operate. That’s not us.”

      Patting his shoulder, I say, “Sometimes, brother, death is a more compassionate fate.”

      He stares after me as I walk to the center of the room and demand my men’s attention.

      For the next few minutes, I go over the details of the clean-up. Like my informant confirmed, the police don’t have the resources to scout the area all the way to the factory for prints or DNA, but I never leave a trail behind.

      When I’m certain that everything was handled to my satisfaction, I go back to my study and close the door for privacy. Rubbing my neck, I sink into the chair. The business of vengeance has fueled me for so long, I don’t know anything else. My life has no other purpose.

      Pulling the frame on my desk closer, I study the photo. My father has his arm around my mother. Her smile is carefree and her hair windblown against the backdrop of the sea. Mateo and I pose in front of them, both of us wearing swimming trunks. It was a happy holiday. I don’t keep photos of later when the business went bankrupt and my mother was left penniless to fend alone for two teenage boys. Those memories are locked inside my chest. If I take them out, I’ll become too volatile. I need to maintain control. Without control, it will be too easy to kill Warren, and dying is too merciful for him. No. I want to ruin him. I want him to lose everything he cares about. I want him to go down in poverty and suffer my father’s fate. That’s the only rightful vengeance—an eye for an eye.

      I sigh when the door opens. So much for a few minutes of peace. Mateo enters with Andrew in tow. My cousin carries a bottle of my best whiskey. My brother gets the glasses. They settle in the chairs opposite me.

      Andrew pours and pushes a glass over the desk. “A toast.”

      Mateo raises his glass. “To us.”

      Tonight’s accomplishment deserves a toast. After years of careful planning, I finally got to make the first move. The wheels are in motion. There’s no stopping me now.

      I clink my glass against theirs and drink.

      “How are you contacting Warren?” Andrew asks.

      “I’ll send a messenger.” However, on the day I slay him, I’ll look straight into his greedy eyes.

      Mateo leans back in his seat and spreads his legs. “We need to talk about the details of the exchange. Warren is going to fuck us over.”

      Andrew snickers. “He’ll try.”

      “All in good time.” I finish my drink. “Let’s not rush into this.”

      Mateo scrutinizes me. “What’s with the delaying?”

      Like me, he’s eager for justice to be served. Unlike me, he lacks patience. “It’ll happen when I’m ready.”

      A muscle twitches in my brother’s jaw. Except for being eager, he’s also hardheaded. It’s the one trait we have in common.

      “When will that be?” Mateo asks. “Why are you keeping us in the dark?”

      My smile is patient. “As I said, in good time. For now, let’s enjoy our victory.”

      “He’s right,” Andrew says, always the peacekeeper. “We shouldn’t jump the gun. That’s when mistakes happen.”

      Mateo grabs the bottle with more force than necessary and refills our glasses. I should draw the line at the third whiskey, but this is a celebration.

      “To getting back our diamond,” Mateo says, the fire in his eyes burning cold.

      We drink to that.

      Andrew pushes to his feet. “I left the medicine in your room. I’m off to bed.”

      Mateo regards him with a tilted smile. “Calling it quits, pussy?”

      Andrew laughs. “We’ll talk again tomorrow morning when you wake up with a hangover from hell.”

      Mateo’s haste to seal the deal must be rubbing off on me, because a foreign urgency invades my body, challenging my patience. I’m suddenly keen to go upstairs. Too keen. I shouldn’t, not with four whiskeys in my belly.

      When my brother stands and takes the bottle, I don’t suggest we finish it with cigars like I should. No, I do the unwise thing by waiting a few minutes before going upstairs. The man in front of Evie’s room jumps at attention when I exit on the landing.

      “You can go,” I say, dismissing him with a flick of my fingers.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Christina

      

      

      

      The bedroom is the twin of Roman’s in design. If there was a lady of the house, it would’ve been hers. It’s twice the size of the apartment I rent in Linden. Bell doesn’t pay well. That’s not how he secures my loyalty. The motivation he offers is much more impactful. It’s Eden’s life.

      He recruited me at the age of fifteen. There was a big age gap between my parents. My father was sixty when I was born. He died of a stroke ten years later, shortly after Eden’s birth. My mother battled to make ends meet with my father’s meager pension. When Bell Warren’s men came around, knocking on doors with a discreet advertisement printed on a flyer, my mom jumped at the opportunity. They set up a meeting. He came over, had a look at me, and gave my mother a contract to sign. On that late summer afternoon with the birds fighting over apricots in the tree, she signed away our lives.

      My preparation lasted a year. I was taken to a private finishing school for young ladies in the countryside. I was measured, weighed, and scrubbed. My hair was cut and dyed. Plastic surgery changed the shape of my nose. Tutors with sharp tongues and unforgiving canes taught me to eat, drink, walk, and speak like a lady. They only left marks on my body when they said, “Hold out your hands.” When I returned after Christmas, my nailbeds were so damaged from the narrow side of my educator’s ruler that my nails grew out deformed. Bell sent a lady to apply false nails.

      Since then, I’ve spent most of my time in the Warren’s household. For all my adult life, I’ve been someone’s shadow. My mother died the year after I’d turned eighteen. Bell let me take custody of my sister, not because he was kind but because he could use her as a weapon to force my obedience.

      At the thought of Eden, my breath catches on a hitch. Tears burn hot behind my eyes, but I swallow them. If I stick to the plan, Bell will protect her. We’ve gone through the details many times. He’ll send someone to take care of her and tell her I had to go away with Evie. He’ll fill the cupboards with food and pay the bills. He has to. If something happens to Eden, he no longer has a hold on me. My only consolation is the knowledge that she’ll be all right.

      Keep up the show. Win time.

      As long as I don’t spill the beans, Eden and I are safe. If I get myself killed, I’m signing my sister’s death warrant. Bell won’t honor our deal when I’m gone. I have no doubt. He’s not an honorable man. My only option is playing the part of Evie convincingly until Bell finds the men who wants to harm his daughter. Only when he’s eliminated the risk will he let me go back to my sister. Then the charade starts all over again. Like a plastic ballerina in a jewelry box, I’m trapped in this horrible circle of life. I detest Bell with every fiber of my being. He takes first place when it comes to my hatred, but Roman is giving him a run for his money. They’re cut from the same cloth. Roman is a killer. He didn’t blink an eye when he admitted to murdering Warren’s men. The only thing keeping me safe here is that he believes I’m of value to him. When he discovers the truth, the game will be over. No matter how I look at it, the only way of making sure Eden stays alive is to carry on with the act.

      Keep up the show.

      The first thing I do is I search the bedroom for a weapon. The nightstand drawer isn’t locked, but there’s nothing of use inside.

      Taking a ragged breath, I go to the dressing room to continue my search. After inspecting the closets, I should change. From the glare Roman gave me, he didn’t like that I borrowed his clothes. Too bad. I’d rather risk Roman’s irk than face his brother wearing nothing but a blanket.

      I gape when I take in the shelves. They’re overflowing with clothes. Female clothes. In my size. There’s a selection of winter and summer outfits, mostly casual wear. Does Roman believe he’ll keep me here until summer? The thought throws me off balance. What am I supposed to make of that? Pushing the disturbing notion aside, I go through every nook and cranny, spending the better part of half an hour in turning everything upside-down, but, like in Roman’s room, there’s nothing I can use to defend myself.

      I’m closing a drawer with underwear when a creak comes from the bedroom. My pulse jumps. I freeze, pricking up my ears. A click sounds. I should hurry there to assess the danger, but my feet won’t move. When Roman appears in the doorframe, my heartbeat goes into overdrive. The intensity of his stare makes the blood gush in my ears. He’s blocking the only exit with his powerful body. It’s dangerous to let him trap me.

      Pulling myself to my full height, I walk to the door and make to squeeze past him. He slams his palms on either side of the frame. I back up a step, swallowing. He enters. I retreat. We continue this dance of predator and prey until I run out of space and my back hits the wall. He stops flush against me, planting his hands on either side of my face.

      His gaze drills into mine as he remarks with ill-disguised anger, “You’re still wearing my clothes.”

      A hint of alcohol carries on his breath. He’s been drinking.

      I don’t show him my fear. I square my shoulders. “If you give me some space, I’ll rectify that. In fact, I was about to do that before you barged in here.”

      “The problem isn’t you wearing them,” he murmurs. “It’s that I don’t want you to take them off.”

      The statement makes me reel.

      His laugh is husky. “Correction. I don’t want you to take them off just yet.”

      More fear unfurls in my belly, but his unscrupulous and unapologetic declaration also ignites a lick of power.

      He wants me.

      The alcohol makes him honest.

      I’ve seen his reaction earlier when he was naked. He was aroused. I’m not stupid enough to think he wants me for my body. Power turns on men like him, and he has complete power over me. However, to him, I’m not Christina. I’m Evie, and Evie has already been promised to another man. He won’t dare to touch her, not if he wants Bell to give him the diamond.

      With a quick shift of his hand, he proves me wrong by grabbing my hair. The tug as he closes his fingers into a fist is gentle. Instinctively, I know we’re balancing on a thin edge between control and violence.

      He brings his lips to my ear and says in a low voice, “I’m going to fuck you, Evie.”

      I go cold. It’s not what I expected. Slapping my palms on his chest, I try to shove him away.

      He doesn’t budge. “Just making sure there’s no misunderstanding about my intentions.”

      “You can try,” I say with gritted teeth.

      His soft laugh is a mocking dare. “I’ll be inside you before the week is out.”

      “Why wait?” I ask, retaliating with sarcasm.

      “As soon as your wound has healed.”

      My smile is flat. “How considerate.”

      He leans away. “I’m giving you time to get used to the idea. I’m a gentleman like that.”

      My gaze is drawn to the injuries I inflicted on his cheek. “You’ll have to take it by force. I won’t give you anything.”

      A muscle twitches under his eye. “Careful, sweetheart. Don’t utter words you’ll have to swallow later.”

      Indignation eats a hole in my stomach. “Never.”

      “Correct. I never force.” Cupping my uninjured hip, he drags a thumb over my waist. “You’re going to give your pretty little virgin pussy to me out of your own sweet will.”

      I slap his hand away. “What makes you think I’ll do that?”

      He moves fast, catching my wrist. “Because the sooner you fuck me, the sooner you’ll go home.”

      His intention hits me like a fist that takes my air. For a moment, I can’t breathe. He wants to ruin me. Evie. He wants to take her virtue and send her back to her father and her betrothed as damaged goods. It will ruin Evie’s chances of marrying Nathan. If Evie has been compromised, Nathan won’t have to honor his promise. If he doesn’t marry her, Bell will lose the alliance he’s hoping to secure with the Stone family. Evie will be worthless to Bell. He’ll no longer be able to use her as a currency for buying power. Even if it wouldn’t be Evie’s fault, the stain on their family name will be irreparable. That’s how it works in these families. It’s a very effective way of ruining a lot of people’s lives. Revenge must be more important to Roman than getting back the diamond.

      Victory flashes in his eyes as he studies my face. He must be able to see the shock in my features and worse, the defeat. The despicable way in which men like him use women like me explodes inside me. Years of suppressed anger erupts to the surface, boiling over in hatred. He’s still clutching my arm, his fingers curled in an iron vise around my wrist, demonstrating how powerless I am. The only weapon I have is my tongue.

      Inside, I’m shaking, but my voice is stable as I lift my chin and say, “Who says my pussy is virgin?”

      The look of triumph is wiped off his face. “Warren signed a contract.”

      “He cheated.”

      His nostril flare. “You’re lying.”

      Yes and no. Evie is a virgin. Bell protects her chastity. I, on the other hand, am not, and if Roman follows through with his plan, he’ll know the truth. I don’t have a choice but to give him that part of me, a part I haven’t given to anyone. It only makes me hate him more.

      “You’re lying,” he says again, giving me a shake.

      “Am I?” I laugh. “I guess you’ll soon find out.”

      My victory is short-lived. Grabbing my other arm, he forces both behind my back and takes my wrists in one big hand.

      His tone is icy, every word measured. “Who is he?”

      I clamp my lips together and turn away my face. That, I’ll never give him.

      “Fuck.” He slams a fist on the wall, making me jump. “Fuck!”

      He’s not the cool and collected criminal who kidnapped me. The alcohol has not only loosened his tongue, but also the monster inside the man. I’m used to the violence, but he’s on a different level. Rulers and blackmail don’t compare to his fists and cruelty.

      When he splays his fingers over my chin and makes me face him, I steel my spine. He can plant his fist in my face or in my stomach instead of on the wall, and I’d still not give him a name. He’s taken enough as it is.

      His jaw bunches. “Did you come with him?”

      I want to look away, but he tightens his hold.

      His lips thin. “Did you, Evie?”

      Fuck, that sounds so wrong.

      He gives me another shake. “Answer me or I swear I’ll make you.”

      I want to lie, but I can’t, not about this. I bite off the word. “No.”

      His jaw slackens even as his gaze sharpens. I gasp when he parts my thighs with his knee and kicks my feet apart.

      Letting go of my face, he cups my sex. “With me, you will.”

      I go on tiptoes to escape the touch, but he chases after me with his palm while keeping me secure with my arms behind my back. Lightly, he flicks his thumb over my clit. The fabric of the sweatpants forms a thin barrier. The gentle touch on such an intimate place jolts me. The spark that ignites under my skin surprises me and the heat that spreads to my belly even more.

      He studies my face, seeing what he does when my pretense drops. I try to keep the mask in place, but it’s impossible when he disarms me by making me vulnerable. It’s my weakness. I haven’t been under his roof for one night and he’s already discovered my secret. What will be left of me if he keeps me until summer?

      He circles my clit with the pad of his thumb before tracing my opening. The feeling is foreign. I shiver.

      Satisfaction bleeds into his eyes. “It feels good, doesn’t it?”

      It shouldn’t. I don’t want it to. His gentleness hurts me. It doesn’t leave marks on my skin, but it punishes me deep inside where it matters. I try to pull my wrists free, but he holds me easily while tracing the outline of my folds. The anticipation that builds in my lower body is unfamiliar. So is the sudden shortness of breath that won’t let me drag air into my lungs. My lips part when he uses the heel of his palm to put pressure on my clit, but I swallow my sounds. My knees buckle. It’s not that I’m giving up. It just hurts worse when you fight.

      “Come,” he says, his gaze burning on my face. Determination is etched on his features.

      I don’t know if it’s the way he’s watching me or the insistent rubbing of his hand between my legs, but with him it’s different. My abdomen tightens, and my sex clenches. Pleasure runs like electric sparks under my skin. Like he ordered, I climax. For a moment, I’m not here. I’m nowhere. For the most blissful of moments, I’m not confined to a room or man’s will.

      I’m free.

      Then he lets go.

      Coldness wraps around me.

      Without the support of his hand between my thighs, I sag against the wall.

      He leans closer and inhales deeply. “I can smell how wet you are. Such a greedy little whore.”

      I’m many things, but I’m not that. The anger he evoked a short moment before is nothing compared to the fury that blurs my vision, now. Pulling back my head, I spit in his face.

      He freezes.

      The danger and cruelness I recognized are reflected in his russet eyes, yet he doesn’t as much as flinch. Instead of lashing out like I expected, his control snaps into place. The calculated restraint before he searched me out with liquor on his breath is back.

      Wiping the wetness from his cheek with the back of his hand, he releases my wrists and says with a cool smile, “Go to bed. Tomorrow is going to be a long day.”

      Not sparing me another glance, he walks from the room. The banging of the door follows two seconds later.

      Shaking with anger and aftershocks from my release, I let the wall support my weight. The truth has never been easy for me. I’ve always battled to face myself in the mirror.

      I don’t even really care that he thinks I’m a whore. I’m angrier about the fact that he took my first orgasm and turned it into a weapon.
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      This is moving too fast. What the fuck was I thinking?

      Spearing my fingers through my hair, I go to my room.

      I wanted to ruin her, but she’s already ruined.

      That’s not what’s eating me. It’s the need to kill the motherfucker who took her virginity. It should’ve been mine. It had always been mine to steal. Of course, I didn’t share that gritty detail of my plan with Mateo or Andrew. I’m not sure they would’ve gone along with the abduction if they knew.

      I kick the door shut.

      Warren knows, that motherfucker. He knows and he promised Stone a virgin. Lying sack of shit. That doesn’t come as a surprise. What excuse was he going to make up? That Evie tore her hymen while riding a horse?

      No matter. What’s important is the end goal.

      The bandages and other medical supplies Andrew fetched sit on the coffee table. I should give Evie that shot and the antibiotic, but I’m too worked up to face her. I need time to cool down. What I should be doing is catching some sleep. I need a clear head, tomorrow. Yet the cooped-up frustration won’t let me.

      After stripping the covers stained with blood and dirt from the bed and making it with clean linen, I’m still agitated. Exchanging my jeans and sweater for exercise gear, I go to the gym in the summer house and punish my body for the next hour with a strenuous workout.

      When sweat stains my T-shirt, I call it a night. I have a quick shower in the bathroom adjoining the gym and change into a clean T-shirt and sweatpants. I keep a few changes of clothes there so that I don’t have to walk naked to the house after my shower. Not bothering with a jacket, I head back to the house. It’s a short distance, hardly enough to feel the cold.

      On my way to my room, I stop in front of Evie’s door. She’s dangerous, this delicate woman. She’s like a fucking magnet.

      Despite my better judgment, I open the door. She’s sitting on the bed, staring at the window. She’s dressed in one of the outfits I bought for her—a pair of yoga pants and a T-shirt. I meant what I said. I liked the way my clothes looked on her. Naked, I like her even better.

      Her feet are bare. Her soles are badly cut up. If I bandage them, she’ll be able to bear comfortable shoes like sneakers. High heels will have to wait for a while.

      I walk over. She doesn’t turn, but her back goes stiff.

      Taking the remote from the nightstand, I show her the command I press. “The sun will wake you up early if you don’t close the blinds.”

      She doesn’t react.

      “Food and drinks are free,” I continue.

      That gets her attention. She shoots me a killer look.

      I grin. I’m learning what her buttons are and how to push them. “So is access to the house and garden. You can move around freely, but don’t test my limits. You’ll find I don’t have any.”

      That wasn’t the plan. It’s wiser to keep her locked up for a while. Maybe it’s the guilt. Calling her a whore was wrong. My mother didn’t raise me as a sexist. Evie gets reactions out of me not even Mateo at his most irritating does.

      Heading back toward my room, I say, “Come.”

      I don’t check if she follows. Disobedience comes with a price. It’s a lesson I don’t mind teaching. Her bare feet slap the tiles behind me.

      Back in my own domain, I take a chair by the coffee table and spread my legs. Pointing at the space between them, I say, “Here.”

      She stops by the foot end of the bed. “Why?”

      “No questions, Evie.”

      She clenches her jaw but crosses the distance and stops between my legs.

      “That’s better,” I croon, knowing I’ll push another button.

      On cue, a green fire ignites in her eyes.

      Gripping the elastic of the yoga pants, I carefully move it down her injured hip. She catches my wrist, but I gently swat away her hand. She doesn’t protest further as I put ointment on the wound before sticking a bandage over the stitches. When I fill a hypodermic needle from the vial, her gaze flares.

      “Tetanus,” I say.

      I tear open a packet of disinfectant swatches with my teeth and swipe one over the deltoid muscle of her upper arm. I try to be gentle, but she flinches when I insert the needle. When it’s done, I press a cotton swab on the spot where I punctured her skin and tell her, “Hold that,” while I get a band aid that I stick over the cotton. Then I open the box of antibiotics, push two pills from the casing, and hand them to her with a bottle of water.

      She drinks them obediently, not uttering a chirp.

      I dismiss her with a swat on the backside. “Go back to bed.” On second thought, I grab her wrist. “My bed.”

      Her cheeks lose their color. “Why?”

      “I told you I won’t take what you don’t give freely.” I shrug like it’s not important. “It’s up to you how quickly you go home.”

      “I’m not going to sleep with you.”

      “You are. Get your ass on my bed.”

      She walks to the bed with a stubborn expression. I go over, stopping short of her, but she doesn’t sit down. I give her shoulder a soft shove. When her knees fold and she plops down on the edge, I instruct, “Stay.”

      I get the ointment and bandages and take care of her feet. With the task done, I wash my hands in the bathroom and pull off my T-shirt. For her sake, I keep on the sweatpants.

      She’s under the covers with her eyes closed when I return to the bedroom. Knowing it’s a mistake, I get into bed next to her and flick off the light.

      “You know I’m going to kill you when you fall asleep,” she says into the darkness.

      A smile splits my face. “You’re funny. I like a woman who knows how to make me laugh.”

      She snorts.

      I lash out, pushing up on one elbow and curling my fingers around her throat. She utters a shriek.

      “Try and see what happens. I’m a light sleeper, sweetheart.”

      When I remove my hand, she remains stiffly on her side.

      I wasn’t lying. I always sleep with one eye open. There are times I swear I’m permanently tired. I can’t rest, not until this thing with Warren is resolved.

      It’s close to midnight, but I don’t settle. Neither does she. She doesn’t toss or turn, but her breathing doesn’t even out. It’s almost four when she gets up and slips from my room. I let her. It’s the only way either of us will catch some shuteye.

      Finally, I drift into a semi-conscious sleep that allows my body to rest. At six, I’m up.

      After a quick shower, I dress in jeans and a sweater. When I exit my room, Evie stands on the stairs, wearing a T-shirt and leggings. No socks or shoes. She’s studying the family portrait on the wall.

      My hackles rise. She has no business looking at the memories of my family.

      I climb down to her level. The carpet runner cushions my steps, but she turns when I stop behind her.

      “Were they happy?” she asks. “Your family.”

      My tone is hostile. “My family is none of your business.”

      She nods, accepting the verbal slap in the face with surprising calm. “How old were you when he died?”

      Is she fucking nuts, asking me about that? How dare she throw that question at me when her father is the reason mine is dead? Doesn’t she know how close I am to crushing her windpipe? But no. How can she know? My father died eighteen years ago. I was fifteen. She would’ve been six years old. A child. Innocent. I realize that. Still, Warren’s blood flows in her veins. I hate her for it as much as I hate my body for reacting to her, no matter that it makes my self-proclaimed task of bedding her easier. The unjustness isn’t lost on me, but since when have our lives been fair?

      I don’t have the excuse of last night’s alcohol blurring the lines. I need to get away from her before I do something I’ll regret, something like smashing her body against the wall and making her come in my hand again. The memory of how soft and warm she felt in my palm is too fresh.

      I’m about to turn away when she says, “He won’t give you the diamond.”

      “Is that so?” Animosity mixed with curiosity tightens the muscles around my eyes. “Why not?”

      Her tone is apathetic. “Not all fathers love their daughters enough.”

      That pauses me—not the statement as much as the lack of emotion. Indifference masks the deepest hatred.

      “If he doesn’t, are you going to kill me?” she asks, holding my gaze as she bravely awaits the verdict.

      “No,” I say slowly, as if I haven’t already made up my mind from the word go.

      Distrust glimmers in her eyes. Repeating my question, she asks, “Why not?”

      Unable to keep my hands to myself, I cup her jaw. In contrast to the gentleness of my touch, my words are measured. “Because you’re wrong. He’ll give it to me.”

      She winces at my tone. “What makes you so certain?”

      I give her a cold smile. “I won’t give him a choice.”
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      Roman delivers the vague answer with emotionless eyes. Leaving me on the stairs, he walks away. The burn of his fingers lingers on my skin, yet where the touch penetrates deeper it turns me to frost inside. How easily he gets to me is frightening. I must be careful with my heart around him. He knows how to break through my defenses. He’s clever at reading me.

      I won’t give him a choice.

      What does that mean? What are Roman’s plans? He wants to have sex with Evie to shame her and her family. To have your daughter deflowered by your enemy is a terrible humiliation. The damage is irreparable. No one will want to marry Evie if the truth is known, and Roman will make sure it’s known. Then he’ll return her like discarded piece of garbage in exchange for his late father’s diamond. Bell won’t pay for my life with the diamond. I don’t even think he would’ve paid for Evie’s life with the diamond if she’d been damaged. Yet Roman sounded certain that Bell would yield to the demand. What is he playing at?

      I’m not entirely unsympathetic to Roman’s cause. I saw the pain in his eyes when he looked at the portrait of his family. I of all people know how Bell operates. He didn’t earn that diamond fair and square. The staff in Bell’s household talk. He gave Daniel Malan a loan with an impossibly high interest rate, knowing Daniel would never be able to pay it back. He did it because he had his eye on that diamond, all along. It was worth a lot more than the money Daniel owed. Bell did nothing less than steal it. Just like he stole my life. It’s ironic that I can’t confess how much I hate Bell. Everything else aside, Roman and I are on the same side. Except for the fact that he’ll kill me if he finds out I’m not who I pretend to be.

      Turning away from the smiling faces of the people in the portrait, I make the most of the liberty Roman has granted me by familiarizing myself with the house. I’ve learned not to waste any freedom. You never know how long it will last. My feet still hurt as I make my way down the stairs, but the bandages help. After my shower this morning, I applied fresh ointment and bandages. I can’t afford to let my wounds get infected. I need my health to fight, to play this role until Bell gets me out.

      At the bottom of the staircase, I cross a foyer. A spacious lounge on the left is decorated similarly to the bedrooms with white sofas and black scatter cushions. The big windows give a magnificent view of the city. In the daylight, I can make out the rocky outcrops that are landmarks of Roodepoort. Judging by the big houses lying below, the neighborhood is affluent. We’re in Florida Hills. I should’ve known. Roman Malan rules the western suburbs and towns around Johannesburg. Bell’s empire encompasses the east.

      High walls topped with barbwire protect the sides of the property. The front lawn runs to the edge of the cliff. The drop is steep. That’s where the property walls end. The fringe of the garden is lined with lemon trees that are full of fat, yellow fruit. A few guards man the perimeter. When one of them lifts his face to the window, I turn away.

      I don’t run into anyone as I retrace my steps to the foyer and enter a dining room on the opposite side. Like the lounge, the vista is magnificent. The house was designed for these two rooms and the main bedrooms upstairs to benefit from the view. Walking down the hallway, I peer around doorframes as I go. Next to the dining room is a huge games room with a pool table and a giant flatscreen mounted on the wall. The door on the right is closed. I feel the door. It’s locked. The destination I’m aiming for is the kitchen. I ate the fruit someone had left in my room. Even so, I’m dizzy with hunger. My diet is strict. To match Evie’s weight, I’m never allowed to consume more calories than necessary. I’m always a little hungry after meals. I don’t have surplus energy to sustain me when I skip dinner.

      The smell of freshly brewed coffee, bacon, and eggs coming from the back of the house makes my stomach growl. At the end of the hallway, I find what I’ve been looking for, but the kitchen isn’t deserted. Roman, Mateo, and a man with red hair and freckles sit at an island counter with mugs in their hands. Plates heaped with scrambled eggs and bacon are set in front of them. Their conversation falls quiet when I stop in the doorframe. Roman pauses with his mug halfway to his mouth. Mateo narrows his gaze while the other man clears his throat.

      Awkwardly, I say, “I’ll come back later.”

      Roman’s harsh, “No,” stops me when I turn. I face him slowly, apprehension tightening my stomach. I know when I’m not welcome.

      “Sit,” he says, getting up to pull out a chair for me.

      I take the seat opposite him.

      “Eggs?” he asks, moving to a hot tray on the counter. “Bacon?” He casts a look in Mateo’s direction. “My brother cooked.”

      Mateo’s jaw bunches.

      I make to get up. “I can get that.”

      “I said sit,” Roman says, grabbing a plate and serving a big helping of eggs.

      I lower myself reluctantly again. The stack of bacon he piles on the plate makes my mouth water. When he scoops up a slice of kiwi, I quickly say, “No.”

      He frowns. “You like kiwi.”

      Evie does. I’m allergic. Wait. He knows what Evie likes to eat? He must’ve done his research.

      I think quickly. “I ate all the fruit in the bedroom. That’s more than enough fiber for one day.”

      He lowers the serving spoon and carries the plate to me. I stare at the mountain of food. My usual breakfast consists of half a grapefruit and a small glass of milk.

      The man with the red hair pushes a basket of toast toward me. I lift my gaze and offer him an uncertain smile in thanks.

      “This is my cousin, Andrew,” Roman says, handing me a knife and fork. “Coffee?”

      “Um, yes. Please.”

      After pouring another mug, Roman adds a spoon of sugar and milk. It’s how Evie drinks her coffee.

      “Thanks,” I say, averting my eyes.

      His takes his place opposite me and continues to eat his breakfast.

      Silence stretches. It’s not an amiable silence, and I don’t want to throw fuel on a combustible situation, but I need to know.

      “Where are the men?”

      Roman takes a sip of his coffee before he answers. “In the cell.”

      “You have a cell?” My stomach flips. “Here?”

      “Three, actually,” he replies. “In the basement. You’ll see the men soon enough.”

      Although I have no desire to visit his cells, the promise placates me somewhat. At least I’ll be able to judge for myself that the men are all right. I feel guilty for sitting here in a warm kitchen having a big breakfast while they’re locked in Roman’s basement.

      “Can I take them some food?” I ask.

      Roman sets his napkin aside. “Don’t waste your worry on them.” His smile is wry. “We’re feeding them.”

      Bringing his mug to his lips, Mateo says, “You don’t want to go down there.”

      I look at Roman. He’s the boss.

      He gives me a smile that says he knows I’m pushing my luck and crushes my hope when he seals the deal by quoting his brother in a flat tone. “You don’t want to go down there.”

      “Anyway, the door is locked,” Andrew says, not unkindly. “And there are cameras.”

      It’s generous of him to warn me.

      Roman gets to his feet. “We have business to take care of. Help yourself to food. We won’t be back before dinner.” Walking to my side, he puts his lips against my ear and whispers, “Don’t try anything foolish and make me punish you.”

      Brushing a kiss over the shell of my ear, he takes his leave.

      I shiver, watching the backs of my kidnappers as they file through the door. The kiss wasn’t a caress. It was a mocking demonstration of his power, reminding me how vulnerable I am, entirely at his mercy. He’s taunting me with the choice he gave me. It’s a game to him. He’s curious about how long it will take before I give in.

      Alone, I breathe easier. I quickly finish my breakfast, eating every morsel on the plate. Then I hop from the chair and go through the drawers until I find a small, sharp knife. Making sure I won’t cut myself accidently, I cover the blade with a few paper towels before slipping it into the elastic of my leggings. I tilt my face to the ceiling, scanning for cameras. Nothing is visible. If Andrew didn’t bluff and they’re there, they’re well concealed. Whatever the case, Roman can’t expect me not to try.

      I tidy the kitchen more out of habit than to win anyone’s approval. Part of the ingrained manners comes from a deep-seated dislike for how the Warrens treat their staff. They never pick up after themselves. It’s embarrassing that they let their sixty-year-old housekeeper polish their shoes and rinse their dirty underwear.

      After clearing the counter and loading the dishwasher, I do a more thorough inspection of the house. The door to the basement is at the end of a short hallway next to the kitchen. About this, Andrew didn’t lie. Not only is the camera pointing at the door clearly visible, but there’s also a guard stationed in front of it. He acknowledges me with a nod. Not liking the way he slides his gaze over my body, I quickly go to the front of the house.

      Roman left a man at the main entrance as well. He’s looking at his phone, ignoring me. The rest of the house is empty. There are no phones, anywhere. Going back upstairs, I check out the other rooms. Except for Roman’s bedroom and the one he keeps me in, there are three more. From the unmade beds and the men’s clothes scattered over the floor, two of them are occupied. It must be where Mateo and Andrew sleep. The last room is tidy and the bed undisturbed.

      The minimalistic furnishings and modern decorations are very different to Bell’s house. His mansion is crammed full of antique furniture, plush Persian carpets, and massive oil paintings. The rooms always smell of the mothballs the housekeeper puts out to prevent silverfish from destroying the priceless tapestries and the velvet curtains. Roman’s house smells of him—an understated but undeniably male cologne.

      The last door I try is directly opposite the unused bedroom. It gives access to a room with a sofa facing a flat screen television. A reclining chair stands next to a tall reading lamp in the corner. With wall-mounted bookshelves, it’s the most furnished space in the house. A freestanding fireplace takes up the center of the room. Wood is stacked in a basket on the floor. I put a couple of logs in the fireplace and use the kindling to light a fire. When the flames jump into the air with a crackle, I go to the bay window that overlooks the back of the garden.

      From the vantage point of the height, I have visibility on the double gates and the two guards smoking and chatting in front of them. Automatic rifles are slung over their shoulders. It’s not an unfamiliar sight. Bell also employs guards to patrol the entrance of his property. Pansies grow in flowerbeds around enormous Jacaranda trees. I crane my neck to the right. The water of a pool shines topaz blue in the morning sun. Deck chairs and a sofa with black cushions are arranged on the veranda of a summer house.

      I take a cushion from the sofa and place it on the windowsill. Carefully, I extract the knife I’d stolen from the kitchen and hide it under the cushion. Grabbing the cashmere throw from the back of the sofa, I make myself comfortable in the bay window and draw the blanket around me.

      I can’t stop thinking about Eden. I wish I could call her to make sure she’s all right. Using the heels of my palms, I rub away the untimely tears. I can’t be weak. I must focus on getting out of here. Has Roman made his demands, yet? Has he told Bell he has his daughter? Bell must be laughing his ass off. I can’t help but feel a pang of pity for Roman. Bell has made a fool of him. Never underestimate Bell. He’s old and slow, his fat body in bad shape, but he’s always one step ahead of everyone.

      Despite my anxiety, I eventually doze off in the heat from the fire. I must’ve been more strung out than I’d thought, because when I wake up, the room is dark and the fire is cold. I’ve slept the whole day. It’s not surprising, seeing that I didn’t sleep a wink, last night.

      I’m about to get up from my nest in the windowsill when the door opens. The light flicks on. I blink a couple of times, taking in Roman where he stands in the doorframe. His physique is so powerful, his mere presence feels like a threat.

      “What time is it?” I ask stupidly, still disorientated from just waking.

      He steps into the room. His voice is much too quiet for the weight of his words. “Time to give me your answer.”

      My muscles tighten. Wide awake now, I sit up straight. “Does that mean Bell knows?”

      He studies me with a too observant gaze. “Do you always call your father by his first name?”

      Shit. Thinking quickly, I say, “Only when we’re alone. We’re liberal that way.”

      His eyes crinkle in the corners. He’s not buying the lie. “Right.”

      “Does he?” I ask, choosing diversion.

      “When I tell him is up to you.”

      Under his scrutiny, I shift on my seat. “Me? What does that mean?”

      “I’ll tell him when you say yes.”

      My heart stops beating. Behind my back, the window feels cold. The frost of the night penetrates through the glass and invades the marrow in my bones.

      He waits quietly.

      Bell doesn’t know who took me. He can’t know for sure. He can’t devise a plan of getting me back if he doesn’t know where I am. He won’t give Roman that diamond. That’s not how Bell will get me back. He’ll kill Roman. Most likely, he’ll use me to set a trap.

      “I’m waiting,” Roman reminds me.

      The sooner I say yes, the sooner I’ll get out of here and see Eden.

      Play the role. Win time.

      Can I play this role? My throat closes up at the implication of my answer. My chest starts heaving. Bell’s training has been thorough. I should be prepared, but I’m not.

      “Evie,” Roman says, pulling my gaze with his soft voice. “I’m not going to hurt you. Not in bed.”

      His face swims in my vision. I’m not naïve. He wants to punish Bell through me. Sex is a very effective weapon. Bell taught me that lesson himself.

      Closing the distance, he stops in front of me. He extends his hand, but he doesn’t reach for me. He waits to see if I’ll take it.

      “The choice is yours, Evie.”

      He’s wrong.

      The choice has never been mine.

      It wasn’t when Bell tied me to the work bench in his basement and broke me in. It’s not when I place my palm in Roman’s hand.
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      Evie puts her slender hand in mine. Her skin is cold.

      I wrap my fingers around hers and hold out my other hand. “Give me the knife.”

      She hesitates.

      “If I have to take it, there will be consequences,” I say, laying down one of the fundamental rules that will apply for as long as she’s staying under my roof.

      When she shoves aside the throw, I help her to her feet. She frees herself from my grasp and pulls the knife out from under the cushion.

      Her tone is resigned when she holds it out to me. “Andrew wasn’t lying.”

      “Not about the cameras.” I take the knife and clasp her hand in mine again, laying down another rule. I won’t let her endanger herself. “Nothing happens in this house without me knowing.”

      I don’t tell her I watched the feed compulsively during the day. The knowledge of how fast my obsession with her is growing can only frighten her more. I repeat Mateo’s words to myself. She’s a means to an end. That’s what this fixation is about. It’s about finally bringing down her family.

      “Great,” she mutters under her breath.

      I let it go, dragging her along with me to the hallway.

      “Where are we going?” she asks with a hint of fear she doesn’t manage to hide from her voice.

      Conscious of her injuries, I slow my step and keep my strides small. “Have you eaten?”

      She grips the balustrade with her free hand for balance, flinching as she puts weight on her feet. “I fell asleep.”

      My words are a rebuke. “You shouldn’t skip lunch.”

      “I was tired.”

      Naturally. I’m a hardened man, but I’m not unfeeling. Not even my heart can remain unsympathetic after what I’ve put her through. “I don’t cook as well as Mateo, but I can fry a steak.”

      She glances at the front door when we cross the foyer. “No guard, tonight?”

      Ignoring the bite in her tone, I usher her down the hallway to the kitchen. “I don’t need them inside the house when I’m home.”

      For once, she doesn’t retort with her sharp little tongue.

      I seat her at the island counter and take ingredients from the fridge. After rinsing lettuce and tomatoes, I put them in front of her with a cutting board and the sharpest knife from the block.

      “Make yourself useful,” I say with a wink.

      She looks at the knife. I grin as I turn to the stove and switch on the gas. I bet she’s fantasizing about sinking that blade into my back. She’s too clever, though. She knows she won’t get far. Nope. She’ll stew in her anger while scheming until an opportunity arises. Of course, there won’t be any such luck. I’m much too thorough.

      “Besides sleeping, what did you do with yourself today?” I ask as I put a pan on the burner.

      “Why ask if you know everything?”

      Her sarcasm makes my grin stretch wider. I wasn’t joking when I said she knows how to make me laugh. Her defiance is cute.

      Facing her, I cross my arms. “So much for small talk.”

      She purses her lips and puts a tomato in the center of the cutting board.

      Unable to resist, I tease, “Aren’t you going to ask me about my day?”

      She slices the knife through the air and beheads the tomato with a vicious thud of the blade on the wood before asking sweetly, “How was your day?”

      I suppress a laugh. “Business as usual.”

      “Which is?”

      “Investments and properties.”

      She continues to massacre the tomato. “I didn’t mean the legal business you use to launder your money. I meant the real business.”

      With a father like hers, she should know. “Gemstones. Diamonds, specifically.” I take a salad bowl from the cupboard and leave it on the counter.

      Drawing the bowl closer, she scrapes the mush she’s made of the tomato inside. “Blood diamonds.”

      “Conflict free, actually. I own a couple of mines.”

      “In Cullinan?”

      The mention of that place makes my spine go rigid. It reminds me why she’s here.

      I turn back to the stove and throw the steaks in the pan, using the time to gather myself. My features are schooled when I say with practiced cool, “In Kimberley.”

      “Will you acquire more mines?”

      It’s not a safe subject. I glance at her from over my shoulder. “You studied economics. Are you hoping to work in that field?”

      She looks away.

      Still angry about the Cullinan jibe, I throw one of my own. “Or is marriage a professional career for women like you?”

      She’s a mafia princess. Mateo is right. I forget too easily. But when I think about Nathan putting a ring on her finger, inexplicable violence pumps through my veins.

      At her silence, I turn around, catching her without her mask in place. Hurt reflects in the jade green of her eyes. She blinks it away, but not before I’ve noticed.

      For a moment, the only sound in the kitchen is the meat sizzling in the pan.

      Suddenly, it’s important that I know. “Do you love him?”

      “Who?”

      I frown. “Nathan.”

      She utters a laugh. “I’ve never even met him.”

      I’d lie if I say the news doesn’t please me. “Why didn’t your parents arrange a meeting?”

      “You know how it works in our world,” she says. “Women are pawns in men’s power games.”

      Some fathers don’t love their daughters enough.

      The declaration tightens my chest. The jab hits its target. I’m using her. That makes me no different than Warren. I clench my teeth. Now isn’t the time to grow a conscience.

      “What about the party?” she asks. “Did they go ahead with it?”

      My voice is clipped. “They cancelled.”

      She nods a couple of times as she processes the answer. Seemingly sensing my darkening mood, she switches topics. “What about you? What did you study?”

      “MBA.”

      “You must be good at it if you’re a self-made billionaire.”

      It’s not a compliment. I narrow my eyes. “It seems your education isn’t as lacking as I thought. Maybe your father did teach you some things.”

      She drops the subject, going back to preparing the salad. I flip the steaks, watching her from the corner of my eye. At least she treats the lettuce with more mercy than the tomatoes.

      I don’t have to ask how she likes her meat. It’s surprising how much you can learn about a person by studying their purchase habits and what they order in restaurants. By hacking into Evie’s bank account, I can tell what she buys and where. I can map out her movements with nothing but her credit card statements. She’s a keen shopper and a big spender. She’ll make an expensive wife, but I suppose that’s part of the perks if love isn’t in the equation.

      I serve her steak medium and mine rare, leaving two for Mateo and Andrew in the pan. They’ll eat when they’ve finished their business, which is checking on the surveillance around Warren’s house.

      “Eat up,” I say, putting salt and salad dressing on the counter.

      She cuts the corner off the meat and pushes it around on her plate.

      “What’s the matter?” I ask. “Is the steak not to your liking?”

      She puts down her fork. “When are you going to do it?”

      “Do what?”

      “Rape me.”

      I clench my fingers around my knife in a fist. I fucking hate that word. “I told you, I don’t force.”

      Anger glimmers in her luminescent eyes. “I guess forcing my hand doesn’t count.”

      My smile is frosty. “You’re yet to say yes.”

      “Didn’t I?” she grits out. “I thought that’s what earlier in the TV room was about.”

      “You have to say it in words, sweetheart.”

      Shutting her mouth, she gives me silence.

      I lean closer, cupping her hand where it lies next to her plate, and tell her in a cold tone, “Say the word, and Warren gets my message. How long we wait after that to put the deal to bed—excuse the pun—is entirely up to you.”

      She yanks away her hand.

      Smiling, I get out of her space. My appetite is gone. Fuck. I need a drink more than food. I shove back my chair and go to the wine rack. Selecting one of my best reds, I uncork the bottle and fill two glasses. I take a gulp before putting a glass in front of her.

      The hellcat takes the glass, tilts back her head, and downs the expensive French wine in one go.

      Chuckling, I round the counter and take my seat. “That was an 1869 Château Lafite. There are less than ten bottles left in the world.”

      She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. “Yes.”

      My pulse picks up. “Yes, what?”

      “Yes, I’ll do it,” she says with loathing quivering in her voice. “I’ll let you use me if you guarantee it’ll get me out of here quicker.”

      No. If she needed liquid courage to utter that word, I don’t want it. She’ll give it to me begging on her knees. That’s when I’ll take her.

      “I said it.” She lifts her chin. “Now keep your promise and send Bell your message.”

      There it is again, the use of her father’s first name. There’s something in the way she says it that sounds a lot like hatred. Aversion, almost. Or maybe that’s directed at me.

      The cutlery rattle as she slams a fist on the counter. “Do it.”

      She’s not only angry. She’s shaking with it. So am I. We sure as hell know how to work each other up. I bet we’ll be dynamite in bed.

      I stand, mocking her with my words. “Your wish is my command.”

      I got what I wanted, what I’d carefully planned, yet this round doesn’t feel like a victory. All I feel is fucking fury. Frustration. I don’t care that she’s barefoot with her feet still in bandages. I grab her arm and drag her with me. My shoes beat a harsh rhythm on the tiles as I make my way to the basement.

      The guard in front of the door steps aside, his eyes widening when he takes in my face. Wisely, he averts his gaze. Letting her go, I block the electronic pad on the wall with my body and punch in the code.

      The metal door clicks open. A blast of cold air hits me. I’m wearing a wool sweater and winter slacks. Vaguely, I register how cold Evie will be down there dressed in her thin T-shirt and pants, but the rage coursing through me overrides all logical input from my brain. This is what we both wanted. This is what she’ll get.

      A smell of damp mixed with sweat hangs in the air. It thickens as we descend the stairs. The architect who designed the house believed I was building a cellar. My wine collection is worth a fortune. The bars and gates in front of the three domed rooms made sense. They were designed to keep thieves out. Conveniently, they also keep prisoners in.

      I stop in front of the first cell. The four men inside push to their feet, baring their teeth like dogs as they grip the bars.

      A soft gasp sounds next to me. I look down. Evie stares at them with parted lips, her breath making puffs of vapor in the cold. Wet streaks mark her cheeks. She’s crying. The sight of her tears makes something pinch in my chest, and then the lid I’ve managed to keep on my anger blows because her tears are for them.

      I shouldn’t let her make me do this, not in the state I’m in, but I’m out of control and way past stopping.

      She asked for this.

      Gripping her nape, I push her to the bars. She stumbles, managing to right herself before she falls. I make her face them, see them, recognize that all the power is mine. Mine. I’m jealous of her tears. Her compassion should be mine.

      Forcing her to look, I say through thin lips, “Choose one.”

      She goes so still there’s no more white puffs in front of her lips.

      “Choose one,” I repeat, shaking her back into action.

      The woman in my hold goes hysterical. She’s no longer the woman who fights cleverly. She pounces on me with a cry, jabbing her fists in my ribs. The attack catches me off guard. I stumble back a step, making her trip as the momentum brings her with me. She charges after me, uttering a curse that has the power to rip the sky in two.

      Her punches don’t do damage. Neither do her kicks. However, the reminder of what she’s capable of doing with her nails still burns on my cheek. I don’t make the same mistake again. I grab her wrists before she can claw out my eyes and shake her harder.

      “Evie. What’s gotten into you?”

      “You bastard.” She twists in my hold. “You’re a monster. A liar.”

      I should have her whipped for this. I should fucking whip her myself, but I’m too furious. I’m not thinking straight.

      Footsteps fall on the stairs, beating the stone floor hard. Mateo appears under the archway at the bottom.

      “What the fuck?” he says.

      I thrust Evie at him. “Take her. Keep her out of my sight.”

      The minute I let go, she jumps on me, clawing like a cat. I grab her throat, squeezing hard. She loses her balance. Her body slams against the wall. She fights like a tiger, her arms flailing at her sides. She aims for my face again, but when I let go of her neck to twist her around, her nails scrape rock instead of skin. She drags them over the rough surface to find purchase, trying to throw me off as I pin her chest to the wall. She’s hurting herself.

      “Stop,” I say, pushing a knee against her lower back to hold her in place while I grab her wrists and force her arms behind her back. “You’ll tear your stitches.”

      She doesn’t stop. She’s incontrollable.

      Mateo looks on with big eyes.

      “Get the tranquilizer,” I tell him.

      That stills her. “No. Please.” She flattens her hands on the wall next to her face, trying to push away. “Don’t.”

      She’s lost a couple of nails in the fight. False nails. They must’ve ripped off.

      “Will you stop?” I ask, grinding my teeth so hard the sound reverberates in my skull.

      “Don’t,” she says. “Don’t do it. Don’t make me choose.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t make me choose. I’ll do it, Roman. I’ll do anything you want.”

      Fuck. Holding her wrists in one hand, I grip her shoulder, pull her off the wall, and march her to Mateo. “Take her upstairs.”

      He works his jaw from side to side, looking at me as if I’m the one who’s just gone off my rocker.

      “Now,” I say.

      She starts struggling again. “No. Promise me.”

      Mateo does a half-assed job in restraining her, holding onto the back of her T-shirt.

      “Promise you what?” I ask.

      “That you won’t kill him.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” I ask again.

      One of Warren’s men speaks. “The last time Mr. Warren made her choose, he killed the man.”

      Comprehension dawns.

      She sags in Mateo’s hold.

      I turn to face the man. He’s the oldest of the group. He glares.

      I heard him fine, but I ask, “What did you say?”

      He spits through the bars. “He made her choose, and then he made her watch as he tortured him to death.”

      “Shut up,” Evie says, hugging herself. “Shut up.”

      Some fathers don’t love their daughters enough.

      Just like that, the anger evaporates. My chest deflates. “I’m not killing anyone, tonight.” Lowering my head to put me on eye level with Evie, I say, “Understand?”

      Mateo lets go of her T-shirt.

      She steps to the side. “Promise it. Promise on your father’s grave.”

      My nod is solemn. “I promise.” Pointing at the stairs, I say, “Now go to my room and wait there for me.”

      She obeys, a small figure walking to the stairs with goosebumps on her arms.

      Mateo follows.

      I hang back a short distance, letting her get a head start while I get my shit together.

      When we’re out of earshot of the guard, Mateo stops me with a hand on my arm. “Explain to me what just happened in there.”

      I shake him off. “You saw for yourself.”

      “I’m not talking about the part about Warren making her witness torture and death.”

      “What then?” I ask, irritated again.

      “The part about her agreeing to do anything you want.”

      I continue on my way.

      He cuts me off. “Are you forcing her into your bed?”

      I don’t reply.

      “Son of a bitch,” he exclaims.

      “It’s not like that.”

      “No?” He looks at me for a beat. “How is it?”

      “She’ll agree.”

      He points a finger toward the basement. “Like she did in there? Is this your plan? Sending her back as damaged goods?”

      “Aren’t you glad the plan isn’t killing her?” I ask with a frosty smile.

      “Fuck.” He kicks the wall. “Fuck, Roman. Don’t cross this line.”

      “It’s too late. I crossed it the moment I took her.”

      The front door opens, and Andrew enters. “Hey. What’s up? It smells like steak.” Rubbing his hands together, he says, “I’m starving.”

      Not breaking eye contact with my brother, I say, “There’s dinner in the kitchen. Take food to the basement when you’re done.” I add from over my shoulder as I walk away, “Leave the kitchen clean.”

      “Fuck you,” Mateo calls after me.

      I let it slide. I deserved that.

      Unlike Evie.

      Like she so accurately reminded me earlier, she’s only a pawn in the ugly games cruel men play.
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      The images are still fresh in my mind when I enter Roman’s room and stop in the center of the floor. I don’t want to see those vivid flashbacks, but I’m back in the basement of Bell’s house and he’s using a hammer, starting with the man’s joints—fingers, elbows, knees, and ankles—and then the rest of him.

      When it was finished, the man’s face was unrecognizable, just a heap of pulp, but I’ll never forget his features.

      Shit.

      I don’t even know his name.

      I rub my eyes, trying to wipe away the mental pictures. There’s wetness. Tears. This time, the rubbing doesn’t work, no matter how hard I press my fingers against my eyelids. I’m in Evie’s bedroom. We’re getting ready for the Christmas dinner that will be held at her uncle’s house. I’m sixteen. I know because it’s a month after I returned from the finishing school. She’s wearing a white dress with diamante detail. I’m wearing the same. The clothes I wear when I’m her double stays in her enormous dressing room. The stylist takes them out for me when I have to dress up before an event. Bella said I couldn’t take them home.

      This dress is so pretty I can’t stop touching it. I’ve never seen anything more angelic.

      Evie catches my gaze in the mirror. “You like the stupid dress, don’t you?”

      “It’s beautiful,” I say, stroking the skirt.

      “Keep it.”

      I look at her quickly. “Really? It looks expensive.”

      “This old dress?” She scoffs, applying the mascara the stylist told her not to wear because she’s too young. “I wore it three times already. I’m growing breasts.” She pouts. “At last. I’m not going to fit into it, next year.”

      So, I keep the dress. I take it home with me. Eden plays dress-up in it, adding the angel wings she cut from paper. My mom says nothing, avoiding my eyes as she tells me to clear the table.

      The following morning, Bell’s guards round up the staff in the basement next to the vault. The men stand at attention with their guns. I’m scared. I look at their faces for clues, but they’re staring straight ahead. Only Number Two gives me a sympathetic look. I’m not allowed to know their names—Bell doesn’t want to encourage familiarity—so I numbered them in my head. Number Two has been there since the beginning. He’s the oldest. He’s always in the convoy that drives me, and he doesn’t tell Bell when I call my sister during the long hours I wait in the car for their parties to end. I know what’s going to happen is bad when he hardens his expression and looks away.

      Bell enters like a king. The woman next to me, the housekeeper, starts to cry. We stand in a line as Bell informs us someone in the house has stolen from him. Grabbing my arm, he yanks me forward. Then he tells me to choose. I stare at his face, my heart beating in my throat.

      “I don’t understand,” I say.

      “Choose the person I’m going to fire, or I’ll fire the lot of them.”

      I go cold. Feeling sick, I turn my head to the people who stand in front of us. They have families to feed. The housekeeper is putting her son through college. The cook is taking care of her elderly father. Wordlessly, they plead with me, their eyes begging me not to choose them.

      “Choose,” Bell says, his fingers digging into my upper arm.

      I shake my head.

      “Choose,” he says, shaking me hard.

      “Choose,” Number Two says in a gentle tone. “The sooner you do, the sooner it will be over.”

      One by one, I look at their faces, these people who are staff like me. I don’t want to betray them. I don’t want to choose, but Bell’s fingers are bruising my muscles when he says, “So be it. It’s everyone, then.”

      “No,” I cry out.

      I drag my gaze up and down the row. The gardener is the oldest. He’s retiring soon. Thinking it makes the most sense, I point a shaky finger at him.

      Bell nods. The guards march the staff out. Only Number Two, the gardener, Bell, and I remain.

      And then Bell takes a hammer from the workbench.

      A tremor runs over me.

      “No.” I push my hands hard on my temples, pulling myself from the past. “Stop it, E—Christina.”

      Fuck. I almost said Evie. I almost called myself Evie.

      I take a ragged breath.

      What the hell is wrong with me? I haven’t had a meltdown like this since that day. I pushed the event deep down, never daring to go back there in my memory. I thought I had banished it for good. I was wrong. I lost control. Losing control leads to mistakes. I almost gave myself away. I almost gave away the game.

      Keep up the show.

      Will Roman punish me? I’m so strung out I can’t even make myself care. I’m about to flop down on the nearest horizontal surface when my kidnapper walks through the door.

      He heads for the same chair as last night and sits down. “Come here.”

      My fight has gone cold. I have no more left for tonight. Not arguing, I go over.

      “Show me,” he says, motioning at my side.

      I pull the yoga pants down my hip.

      Carefully, he removes the bandage. “You’re lucky you didn’t tear anything.”

      Biting my lip, I look away. I don’t want to talk about what happened.

      “Evie.”

      Reflexively, I look at him.

      “I took you down there to choose a man to deliver my message.”

      I nod, blinking away the tears that well up in my eyes.

      His question is quiet, but anger sparks in his eyes. “Why did your father make you watch?”

      “It was a lesson.”

      He clenches his jaw. “For what?”

      “Of what happens to thieves.”

      “I didn’t take you down there for lessons. You believe me,” he says, formulating it like a question.

      The strange thing is I do. Bell taught me not to trust him. The objective of the lesson was teaching me not to trust anyone. Yet Roman is different. He kept his word. He said he wouldn’t kill one of the men, and he didn’t. Yes, he chose his words cleverly, throwing in tonight. It doesn’t mean he won’t do it tomorrow, but we’re all right for now, and I just need one night. Tomorrow, I’ll be myself again. I’ll find new ways of fighting and keeping us alive.

      He puts fresh ointment on the stitches and covers them with a clean bandage. “You don’t have to go back down there. I’ll choose a man.”

      “No,” I say quickly. “I’m not weak.”

      “No, Evie,” he concedes gently. “Of all the things in the world you can be, you’re definitely not weak.”

      Something gives in my chest. Why am I even concerned about what he thinks of me?

      Cupping my hips in a light grip, he stares up at me. “I didn’t do it to traumatize you.”

      “I know.”

      “It’s your right to decide which man gets his freedom.”

      “All of them,” I say without hesitation.

      “You know it doesn’t work like that.” He drops his hands, setting me free. “Tell me which one. I’ll send him at first light. Otherwise, I’ll choose.”

      I think about it. Number Two is the most resilient. He won’t crack. Number Eleven and Number Four have families. They won’t dare spill the beans. That’s why Bell always include the family men in my entourage. He knows they’re more frightened for their children’s lives than for their own. They’ll keep their mouths shut. The riskiest candidate is Number Six. He’s young and single. Of all the men, he’s the most likely to let my secret slip.

      “Number Six,” I say.

      “Do you always call them by numbers?”

      I shrug. “I’m not allowed to know their names.”

      “Jesus.” He drags a hand through his hair. “He has no right treating you like this.”

      Bell, he means. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      He gives a nod and asks in a soft tone, “Which one is Number Six?”

      “The young one with the spiky blond hair.”

      “Why him?” he asks, scrutinizing me.

      I lie without blinking. “I don’t know. Because he’s the youngest?”

      His lips tilt in one corner. “I think you do know. You don’t do anything without a good reason, do you, Evie?”

      I don’t reply. Thankfully, he doesn’t push the issue.

      “Are you still hungry?” he asks.

      I shake my head.

      He pushes to his feet. “I’ll get you a bowl of soup. I think I still have some minestrone in the freezer.”

      “I’m fine,” I say, twisting the truth some more. “I can get it myself.”

      Undeterred, he takes my hand. “You’re shivering.”

      “It’s the anger.”

      “You’re cold.” He drags his palms up and down my arms. “I’ll turn up the heat.” Tilting his head toward the bed, he orders, “Take your antibiotic and get under the covers. I’ll go get the soup.”

      I pull back. “Why must I sleep in your room?”

      His smile is crooked. “So that I can keep an eye on you.”

      I hear the lie in his words. “I prefer that we just get it over with.”

      “Get what over with?”

      “Sex.”

      He looks at me as if I’m a puzzle he can’t figure out. “This is how you want it? After a bad experience? No flowers, champagne, and candles?”

      “I don’t want it at all. What do the props matter?”

      He laughs softly. “That’s why it’s not happening, tonight.” Brushing a strand of hair behind my ear, he continues, “It’ll happen when you want it.”

      “Then you’ll wait a long time.”

      His smile is self-assured. “We’ll see.”

      Leaving me with that statement, he exits the room.

      I don’t want to act like a convalescent person, but I feel frozen to my core. If Roman won’t grant me the reprieve of sleeping alone, he’ll just have to deal with being cold. I always pull all the covers onto my side.

      After swallowing the pills dry, I get into bed and rest my back against the headboard. Lying down will make me too vulnerable, so I pull the covers up to my chest in my sitting position.

      A short while later, Roman returns with a tray and hands me a bowl and a spoon. “Careful. Don’t burn yourself.”

      Despite my stomach being in a knot, I’m hungry. My last meal had been breakfast, and I wasted the steak he cooked. Grateful for his consideration, I dip the spoon into the soup and take a sip. It’s delicious.

      Curious, I ask, “Who made it?”

      “Mateo.” He walks around to the other side of the bed. “He’s domesticated like that.”

      For no reason, his words make me smile. If I ignore that he’s a jerk and my jailer, he’s easy to talk to. Except for Eden and Evie, he’s the person I’ve conversed the most with in my adult life. The guards and staff in Bell’s household weren’t allowed to talk to me, not that any of them wanted to after that day in the basement.

      I shudder.

      “Still cold?” Roman asks, pulling off his sweater. He’s wearing a white T-shirt underneath.

      Pushing the dark memory away, I consider him. “Why are you being kind to me?”

      He kicks off his shoes. “Are you always this distrustful of people’s good intentions?”

      “What good intentions?” I ask with a bite in my words.

      His buckle makes a clanking sound as he removes his belt. “We may be on opposite sides, but as long as you’re living in my house, you’re my responsibility.”

      I’m battling to reconcile the man who hates me—Evie—with the one who’s feeding me soup. He’s being considerate, and it’s confusing. The messages he’s sending are contradictory. They’re jamming the signals in my brain, making me uncertain as to how I should behave toward him. Maybe I’m suffering from Stockholm syndrome.

      My thoughts still when he grabs the hem of his T-shirt and pulls it over his head. Deep grooves define his muscles. A dusting of dark hair covers his chest. I noticed last night, but then it was a subconscious observation. Tonight feels different. I see him, really see him, maybe because he’s brought me soup. No one has ever taken care of me like this. My mom never did, not even when I was sick.

      When he pulls down his zipper and removes his pants, a mental picture of last night jumps into my mind. I choke on a swallow of soup. Coughing, I hide my face behind my hand lest he sees my embarrassment. He’s not shy about his nakedness. I suppose there’s no point in being modest, seeing that he’s already decided he’s going to sleep with me.

      “You’re not a prude, are you?” he asks, getting into bed wearing only his briefs. “You’ve seen a naked man before. You said so yourself.”

      I haven’t. My lack of experience isn’t something I’m proud of. Being Evie’s double keeps me busy. No. That’s not the whole truth. I just couldn’t stomach it. Yet when his arm brushes against my breast as he reaches over me, heat spreads through my belly. Taking the empty bowl, he leaves it on the nightstand before switching off the lamp.

      I should get up and brush my teeth, but I’m scared to move and shatter the fragile peace. Considering who we are, it won’t last. It can’t. Yet having someone next to me, even if that someone is my enemy, feels warm. Good. It feels safe here in the dark. It makes me want things I have no business of wanting—strong arms and a comforting hug. There can never be a man for someone like me. For as long as Evie lives, I’m doomed to be a shadow.

      “Come here,” he says, opening his arms.

      This is wrong on so many levels, but I’ve never taken anything for myself. Even that dress, the one the gardener had died for, was returned to Evie’s closet. We’re heading toward a terrible fate. The incident in Bell’s basement will be nothing compared to what will happen when this war comes to an end. My mom used to say war does strange things to people. It makes them behave differently. I blame war as I accept his invitation, stealing a moment for myself as I lay my head on his chest and let him wrap his arms around me.

      “Warmer?” he asks, his voice husky against my ear.

      I tremble with fear, not because of what will happen to me if Bell doesn’t save me but because I’m scared Roman is right. I’m terrified there will come a moment that I don’t want to say no. It has nothing to do with feelings. It’s just human nature. It’s an inborn need for the comfort of touch.

      He drags his nose through my hair. “You smelled different when I brought you here.”

      It was only last night, but it already feels like weeks ago. “I did?”

      “Like vanilla.”

      When I’m pretending to be Evie, I have to wear her perfume, but I’m not using her expensive brand of toiletries. At home, I use vanilla scented shampoo.

      “Vanilla suits you better than jasmine,” he says.

      I smile. “I’ll remember that.”

      “Are you going to sleep tonight?”

      “I’ll try,” I say honestly.

      “Do you need something to help you sleep?”

      “I don’t like to take medicine if it’s not necessary.”

      “So tough,” he teases.

      I’ve stolen my moment, but it’s best I don’t get used to moments I’ll never have. “I need to brush my teeth.”

      “Tomorrow,” he says, his voice already sleepy.

      Tomorrow. It’s so tempting. The moment I succumb, my muscles soften. Tension I wasn’t aware of leaves my body. How easily he seduces me. If he carries on like this, I’ll start to miss things that shouldn’t be mine. The price I’ll pay when I leave here will be heavy.

      Keep up the show.

      Play the part.

      It’s not real. It’s just an act playing off on a stage.

      His chest is warm beneath my cheek and the beat of his heart strong in my ear. I listen to the rhythm of his pulse as his breathing evens out. Unable to help myself, I graze my fingertips over the hair that covers his chest. It’s wrong to touch him while he sleeps, but war justifies many wrongs.

      Turning on my back, I use his bicep as a cushion and blink at the dark ceiling. Did Evie and Nathan get engaged in secret? For all I know, they moved the wedding forward. Bell wouldn’t want anything to stand in the way of an alliance with the Stones. Now more than ever, if he’s to beat Roman, two forces are better than one.
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      When I wake up, Evie is gone. I don’t stress about it. She can’t leave the property.

      I have a shower and get dressed in a button-down shirt and pinstripe suit since I have meetings lined up at the office. Omitting the tie, I walk to her room. I open the door without knocking to find the room empty. The sound of running water comes from behind the closed bathroom door.

      I leave her to her shower and go to the kitchen. Mateo and Andrew are already there, both dressed casually in jeans, T-shirts, and leather jackets. Mateo looks up from flipping a pancake. Andrew sits at the counter, sipping coffee. They both watch me as I pour a cup of coffee and take a seat.

      “What?” I say, bringing the mug to my mouth.

      “How is she?” Andrew asks. When I raise a brow, he adds, “Mateo filled me in.”

      I turn my gaze to my brother. “Gossiping, much?”

      Mateo tosses the pancake on top of a pile of them stacked in a plate and slams the pan back on the burner. “He needed to know.”

      I take a swallow of the strong brew. “She’ll be fine.”

      Mateo’s brow furrows as he carries the plate to the counter. “It’s not how I expected Warren to treat his daughter. The more I learn about him, the less I like the fucker.”

      “That makes two of us,” I say, thoughtful. “Since she’s been here, she’s not mentioned her parents once.”

      Andrew stabs his fork into the mound of pancakes and drops three onto his plate. “So? Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re probably the last person she’ll talk to.”

      “No,” I say slowly. “It’s not that. In her situation, she should be concerned about her parents. They’ll worry, not knowing what happened to her. Bella Warren must be going out of her mind not knowing where her only daughter is. Evie asked me to let Warren’s guards go. She’s making sure I feed them. Yet she never said a word about her mother.”

      Mateo drowns his pancake in syrup. “Now that I know how Warren treats her, I’m not surprised.” His smile is wry. “It doesn’t sound as if they’re close.”

      “Do you think Nathan Stone knows she’s kidnapped?” Andrew asks. “Warren may have confided in her fiancé. I don’t like this silence. Something about it smells fishy.”

      “He’s not her fiancé,” I say a tad too brusquely. “They didn’t get engaged.” I made sure of that. “And no, Stone doesn’t know, or he would’ve retaliated with an attack to rescue her by now.”

      I’ve humiliated him in the worst possible way by stealing his betrothed. No man will sit back and let that slide, not if he values his honor and wants to protect his position in our clandestine hierarchy.

      “What’s the status on movement around Warren’s house?” I ask Mateo.

      He pours a generous amount of cream into his plate, mixes it with the syrup, and drags a piece of pancake through the sticky mess. “Nothing out of the ordinary. He’s sitting tight, waiting for us to make the first move.”

      “That time has arrived.” I grab a pancake and eat half of it in one bite. “I’m sending the message this morning.”

      “About time,” Mateo says around a mouthful of food.

      I direct my order at Andrew. “Bring the youngest of the guards, the skinny one with the tattoo on his neck.”

      Pushing off his seat, my cousin leaves to execute the order.

      A moment later, Andrew returns with Number Six. His hands are tied behind his back. Evie didn’t choose him for no reason. She knows as well as I do he’s the weakest of the four men. If one of them is going to break, it’s him. She’s clever. Observant. I’ll do well to remember that.

      Andrew drags the man in front of me. He’s all but shivering in his pants.

      “What’s your name?” I ask.

      “Henry.”

      “Sir,” I say, finishing my pancake.

      “Sir,” he parrots.

      “Surname?”

      “Botha. Henry Botha, sir.”

      I wipe my hands on a napkin. “It’s your lucky day, Botha.”

      He pales.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not going to kill you. You’re delivering a message to Warren.”

      His shoulders sag.

      Getting into his face, I say in a dark tone, “Tell him I’ve got his daughter. Do you know who I am?”

      “Yes, sir. You’re Roman Malan.” He corrects quickly, “Mr. Roman Malan.”

      “That’s right.” I narrow my eyes. “Tell him I’ll be in touch. He knows what I want. If he decides to be stupid, his daughter will pay. I’ll punish her for every mistake he makes. Then I’ll deliver one of his men in a body bag.”

      He drags his tongue over his cracked lips. “Yes, sir.”

      “Take him,” I say to Andrew. “Drop him a few blocks from Warren’s house.”

      Andrew pushes Botha ahead of him, leaving promptly.

      Mateo glares at me.

      I prepare a plate for Evie. “Say it.”

      He follows my actions with a brooding gaze. “You didn’t state our demands.”

      “Warren knows what I want.”

      He clenches his jaw. “If he knows his daughter is damaged, he may not give you the diamond. You’re not telling, are you? You’ll let him find out after the deal is done.”

      “Drop it, Mat.” My voice is quiet. “Like I said, it’s too late. She’s been damaged from the moment I carried her over my threshold.”

      “You don’t have to do it,” he grits out.

      “Think about it.” I pause to meet his eyes. “She’s living in my house and sleeping in my bed.”

      “Yeah. Your bed. Whose fucking fault is that?”

      “What will people think? Even if I never lay a finger on her, the damage is done. Her reputation is ruined.”

      For some reason, I don’t tell him she’s no longer a virgin. A part of me needs to protect her honor, however twisted that is coming from the man who destroyed any honor she ever had to begin with.

      He stabs a finger on the counter. “I’m not on board with this.”

      My tone is dry. “So you said.” Getting to my feet, I take the plate. “The ball is rolling. We set it in motion, and we’ll see it through. The end goal is all that matters. Remember?”

      He drags his hands over his head and says through clenched teeth, “Yes.”

      “Good.” I pin him with a stare. “Since it’s settled, I don’t want to hear another fucking word about it.”

      Giving him my back, I leave the kitchen and carry Evie’s breakfast upstairs. She’s standing in front of the window in her bedroom, dressed in a T-shirt and leggings again, when I enter. With the stitches on her hip, pants with an elastic waist are more comfortable. Like the heels, jeans and tight dresses will have to wait.

      I leave the plate on the coffee table. “I brought you something to eat. There’s coffee in the kitchen.”

      She turns to face me. With the sunlight filtering in through the glass at her back, the green of her eyes are even more luminescent. It’s like the shallow water of an emerald ocean, reminding me of the holiday we spent in the Caribbean. I always thought the ocean was blue, but the prettiest seas are green.

      “Thanks,” she says.

      The hoarse sound of my voice betrays that I’m not unaffected. “You’re welcome.”

      I clear my throat, searching for something to say. It’s not often that I’m at a loss for words.

      “Did you have the house built or did you buy it?” she asks.

      I consider the question. “Why do you ask?”

      “I was just wondering.”

      “Wondering what?”

      “If this is your style.”

      I go closer. Too close. “Are you curious about me?”

      “Of course,” she deadpans. “I like to know my enemies.”

      The statement makes me smile. “No doubt to exploit their weaknesses.”

      “Something like that,” she replies, her lips quirking.

      The movement draws my attention. She’s got very full, very kissable lips. Taking her to bed won’t be a chore.

      “May I go outside, today?” she asks.

      I tear my gaze from her mouth. “Only if you behave.”

      She forces a laugh. “How am I going to misbehave? By vandalizing your flowers?”

      “That will be a terrible shame. I’d rather you pick them than waste them.”

      “I’ll never pick them.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Don’t you like flowers?”

      “I love flowers, but if I pick them, they’ll die.”

      There’s no malice in her expression. The arrow is unintended, but it pierces my conscience, anyway. “You’d rather watch them from a distance?”

      “Isn’t that the point?”

      There’s irony in her words. I don’t make sense of it, but like everything that concerns her, I store the information in the back of my mind. I’ll figure her out, yet.

      “What’s your favorite flower?” I ask as an idea takes root in my mind.

      Suspicion rides on her tone. “Why?”

      She’s right to be wary of my motivations. I shrug it off. “Just curious.” I add with humor, “Like you, I like to know my enemies.”

      “Ha.” She scoffs, but says after a beat, “Sweet peas.”

      “Sweet peas?” I ask with surprise. It’s a cheap, humble flower, not the roses or lilies destined for princesses.

      “They smell nice.”

      Come to think of it, I’ve never smelled one. In my line of business, there’s no time to stop and enjoy the delicate beauties of life. I don’t have time to chitchat with her either, not with the mountain of work that waits at the office, but I can’t tear myself away just yet.

      “Is that a yes, then?” she asks. “I can go outside?”

      “I already told you, you can wander freely in the house and garden.” I add in a warning tone, “The basement, however, is off limits.”

      She blinks and looks away. She’s still embarrassed about yesterday.

      The silence that follows is neither amiable nor hostile. Last night was a turning point of sorts for Evie and me. Our anger burnt out and what’s left are the ashes. I offered her a white flag. She accepted, thereby reciprocating.

      It’s a hell of a lot less exhausting than our passive-aggressive battles. How long will it last? When I’ve executed my plan, she may hate me forever. That’s why I make the most of now. I need to win her over while she’ll let me.

      I look at her feet. “How are the injuries?”

      “Much better,” she says.

      “Take your medicine.”

      With nothing left to say, I don’t have an excuse to linger longer. I make to turn, but my gaze falls on her hand that rests at her side, noting the nails that came off in her fight.

      Reaching for her hand, I say, “Let me see.”

      Awkwardly, she hides her hands behind her back.

      I reach around her, taking her wrist. Our gazes lock as my hip presses against her body. The curve of her breast brushes my chest. We both still at the inappropriate closeness. It’s too intimate for enemies, yet exactly what I want. Wrong but somehow perfect.

      She resists when I tug gently, but I insist. I pull her hand from behind her back and take her fingers in mine. She looks away as I study the bumps and embossed lines running over her nails.

      The deformity isn’t because of an illness. I know the result of physical trauma when I see it.

      Fury ignites in my veins. “What happened?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      My order is harsh. “Look at me.”

      Reluctantly, she meets my eyes.

      “Who did this to you?” I ask.

      She pulls her hand from my grasp. “Does it matter?”

      Yes. How much, she has no idea. She lives under my roof. That makes her mine. No one hurts what belongs to me. I’ll kill that bastard. It doesn’t matter how long ago it happened. It happened.

      I make an effort to soften my voice. “Tell me.”

      “I had a strict education.”

      Her father mistreated her. At the very least, he allowed it. I drop her hand. The knowledge burns like a cold fire in the pit of my stomach. Suddenly, I want to off that thief for a different reason than revenge. I want to gut him and watch him die slowly, but death isn’t his fate. He can’t suffer if he’s six feet under. No. I remind myself of the words I told my brother mere minutes ago.

      Keep the end goal in sight.

      This isn’t about Evie. This about my family. My fucking family. I gnash my teeth. I’m allowing her to sidetrack me. She’s dangerous. Just how much, she has no idea. I’m starting to get an inkling.

      “Roman?” she asks uncertainly when I turn on my heel and walk to the door.

      The sound of my name on her lips stops me. Yeah. She already has too much power over me.

      My voice is harder than what I intended. “What?”

      “Did I do something?”

      I face her. No. I did it all myself. I brought her here. It was my plan. “I’ll be back for lunch.”

      A shutter drops in front of her eyes.

      And there goes our brief period of make-believe peace.

      Walking through the door, I slam it behind me.

      There will be no more white flags waved in this house. From now on, the gloves come off.
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      The banging of the front door announces the men’s departure. Once again, I have the big house to myself.

      After eating my breakfast, I go downstairs in search of coffee. If I carry on like this, I’ll pick up weight. Bell won’t be pleased.

      I have a second cup because I’m addicted to caffeine. It cuts the hunger. If I abstain for too long from drinking coffee, I get headaches.

      With nothing left to do, I go through the fridge and find a leg of lamb. I could make a fire in the TV room and read one of the books on Roman’s shelf, but I won’t be able to relax. It’s better if I keep busy.

      Taking green beans and cauliflower from the vegetable tray, I pack everything on the counter and set to work. Roman brought me soup last night. He could’ve exploited my weakness and made fun of my breakdown, but he didn’t. He could’ve punished me and pushed me for details, but he respected my wish not to discuss what had happened. I want to do something for him in return, nothing major that he can misinterpret, just a simple task that will make his life easier. Feeding him is a good compromise.

      By lunchtime, the aroma of rosemary and garlic infuses the kitchen. I take the roast and baked potatoes from the oven just as Roman, Mateo, and Andrew return. Roman enters the kitchen first. He always looks powerful in jeans and leather, but in the formal suit paired with the button-down shirt, he looks even more powerful. It reminds me that his power lies as much in his physical strength as in his fortune.

      He stills in the frame, taking me in as I put the cauliflower and cheese bake on the counter.

      Andrew pushes past him. “It smells like Sunday in here.” He nudges Roman. “It reminds me of your mom’s weekend lunches.”

      “Yeah,” Roman says, his jaw hardening at the remark as he gives me a curious look.

      Mateo enters behind them. He inspects the spread on the island counter. “What’s going on?”

      I brush a curl behind my ear. “I cooked.” Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea.

      Andrew walks closer, bends over the roast, and inhales deeply. “Now I’m starving.”

      My gaze is trained on Roman. I did this for him. “Aren’t you hungry?”

      “It depends,” he says, advancing slowly. “Did you poison the food?”

      I stare up at his face. “Maybe.”

      A smile plucks at his lips. “You’re funny, know that?”

      My breath stutters when I inhale. “I remember you accusing me of that.”

      “Why?” he asks again, pinning me with a stare.

      The atmosphere turns uncomfortable. Mateo and Andrew are observing us quietly. It’s as if they’re waiting for a bomb to go off.

      I blow out the air in my lungs slowly, gathering courage before saying, “I wanted to say thank you.”

      His long lashes dip and lift as he studies my face. “For what?”

      “Last night,” I say in a soft voice, ashamed to admit it.

      A second ticks by. I hold his gaze, staring into the wide, rusty colored pools of his eyes. They’re amazingly void of flecks. The color is solid, a copperish brown illuminated from within. They almost look unreal, like precious Venetian glass. Not a single red vein spoils the white around his irises. Those windows that are supposed to give a glimpse of his soul are magnificent. Normally, they’re veiled, but now they’re stunningly expressive, carrying currents of emotion that run so deep they peel away my defenses. With a single look, he leaves me vulnerable and exposed. With nothing but his eyes, he carves me open and touches my soul.

      He stares right back at me. Does he see secrets in my eyes, the truths I’ve been hiding from the world for so long I’ve forgotten most of them myself? I shouldn’t let him in, not past the lies, but we’re locked in a spell. I can’t look away if I wanted.

      The tension stretches. Peace, war, my life, and if we’ll eat lunch balances on his reaction. All the power is in his hands.

      Then he blinks, his eyelashes sweeping his cheeks as he says, “It smells good.”

      My chest deflates as I let out another shaky breath. His response is about more than eating the food I prepared. It’s about acceptance. He’s worming his way inside me, aiming all his firepower at my defenses, and in return, he’s letting me see a part of him. This game is dangerous, much more dangerous than the one I’m playing. I’m acting for my life. He’s gambling with my feelings. If I let him, he’ll place all his bets on my heart, and Roman Malan doesn’t lose. I don’t need to know him intimately to sense this about him.

      Already now, he’s reeling me in without a touch or a word, the energy between us charged.

      “There’s lemon pie in the fridge for dessert,” I say in an effort to free myself from the dark magic he’s spinning around me. His masculinity is too potent, too paralyzing. It terrifies me.

      “That sounds great,” Mateo says, surprising me with a strained smile. It’s not a carefree gesture, but he’s trying.

      Even more uncomfortable, now, I nod. “I’ll leave you to it, then.”

      As I turn for the door, Roman catches my wrist.

      “Grab a seat,” he says.

      I throw a thumb over my shoulder in the direction of the scullery. “I want to scrub the pots before they dry and it becomes too difficult.”

      He studies me with cunning intelligence. “You know about scrubbing pots, do you?”

      Evie doesn’t. She’s not supposed to. I think quickly. “I’m a fast learner.”

      His eyes darken as he no doubt twists the nuance of my words into something I didn’t mean. “Are you, now?”

      “The food is getting cold,” I say, pulling from his hold.

      Mateo and Andrew sit down at the opposite side of the counter. Roman pulls out a chair for me next to him. Andrew pours wine while Roman carves the roast.

      When the men’s plates are loaded, Andrew shoves a forkful of lamb into his mouth. Humming his approval, he says, “Fuck, this is good.”

      Roman lifts his gaze. “Language, Drew. You’re in the company of a lady.”

      “Sorry,” Andrew says, stuffing his mouth with beans. “Mm. This is great. Did you add bacon, Evie?”

      “Yes,” I say. “Then I mashed it with potato and onions.”

      Roman cuts a piece of meat and brings the fork to his mouth. I can’t help but notice the shape of his lips, the perfect arch at the top and the fuller bottom one. The light that filters through the window highlights the copper-brown color of his short-trimmed beard. He’s too easy on the eyes.

      He watches me as he chews and swallows it down with wine before asking, “Where did you learn to cook?” Waving his fork over the dishes, he adds, “I thought you have staff for this.”

      “We do,” I say. “But…” I grope for an excuse, coming up empty-handed.

      “But cooking is part of the skills a professional wife needs to acquire?” he asks with a mocking tone that’s infused with a tad of hostility.

      He obviously doesn’t like the idea of Evie marrying Nathan. Why, I can’t fathom. He hates all the Warrens, enough to want to spoil Evie’s chances of making a good marriage, but what does he care who she’s supposed to marry or if she’ll make a model mafia wife who can cook?

      Mateo coughs.

      “My mom taught me.” It’s not a lie.

      “To cook for your future husband,” Roman says, taking another drink of wine.

      I look away. “I enjoy it.”

      “The food is good,” Mateo says, his tone placating.

      “Thanks,” I reply under my breath.

      For the rest of the meal, they talk business—legal business, that is. I pick at my food while listening with one ear.

      “What do you think?” Roman asks.

      I realize he’s addressing me when the kitchen goes quiet.

      “Sorry.” I sit up straighter. “What?”

      “I asked what you think about investing more in gold,” he says. “As an economist, you must follow the stock exchange.”

      Averting my eyes, I hop from my chair. “I’m not up to speed with the current affairs.”

      “Of course not,” Roman says. “How can you be? The wedding arrangements must eat up all your time. That’s mostly what mafia princesses do.”

      What’s his problem? Telling him to go fuck himself is on the tip of my tongue when Mateo puts down his glass harder than necessary.

      “Maybe you should go easy on the wine, Roman,” Mateo says.

      Glancing between Roman and me, Andrew says, “If nobody minds, I’ll have seconds.”

      “What comes after the wedding, Evie?” Roman asks as if Mateo and Andrew haven’t spoken. “What’s supposed to occupy your hours? The baby shower? Then redecorating?”

      I’m itching to smack the condescending smile from his handsome face. “Don’t you dare judge me, not for what’s outside of my control.”

      Mateo makes his voice hard. “For fuck’s sake, Roman. Enough.”

      Turning my back on them, I carry my empty plate to the sink. I don’t care that Andrew is still eating. I can’t let them see the shame on my face. I’m embarrassed that I haven’t finished school. My mom took me out because Bell told her I’d get a better education at the finishing school. If only she knew. Although, I guess she did, and she still sent me.

      A large hand falls on my arm.

      I look up.

      Roman hovers over me. “Leave the dishes. You cooked. We’ll clean.”

      “It’s fine. I prefer to tidy up my own mess.”

      “What I said…” His jaw bunches. “I was out of line.”

      “No,” I say, pulling free. “You’re right. Bell—My father doesn’t allow the women in our household to work.” I add with a chuckle designed to mask my hurt, “He does however believe in a proper education.”

      Roman drags a hand through his hair, messing up the longer strands in a way that shouldn’t look sexy. “I didn’t mean—”

      “Yes, you did,” I say.

      “Evie,” Roman says with a warning in his tone.

      “Everything you said is true.” I lift my chin to meet his gaze. “Women are just commodities, right?”

      Roman points a finger at me. “You don’t want to go there with me.”

      “Why?” Past caring, I taunt, “Because you’re a hypocrite? Because you’re guilty of the same? Wait. You’re not capable of guilt.”

      He’s on me so fast I don’t have time to blink. Wrapping his fingers around my upper arm, he yanks me to him. The plate and cutlery fall from my hand, the plate breaking down the middle and the sharp sound of metal echoing in the space as the knife and fork hit the tiles.

      “You have no idea how good you have it,” he says through clenched teeth. “Just because you sleep in a cozy bed every night and eat handmade chocolates imported from Belgium doesn’t mean it’s what you deserve.” He doesn’t raise his voice, but somehow the quiet way in which he delivers his anger is worse. “Do you even know what hunger is? Have you ever been cold? Do you know what it feels like to sleep on the floor?” He lets me go with a shove. “I don’t think so. Don’t make me show you what reality for people without money is like.”

      I rub my arm where he gripped me. Yes, on all accounts. I have been hungry, cold, and I’ve spent more nights than I care to remember locked up in Bell’s basement. I know what it’s like to lie on concrete and listen to the sound of rats scurrying around me in the dark, but he doesn’t deserve the knowledge. No one does. It’s mine. My shame.

      “Clean this up,” Roman says, looking at the mess on the floor. “If you break one more thing in my house, you’ll work to replace it.”

      Swallowing my tears with my anger, I count to ten to prevent myself from punching him in the face.

      Play the part.

      I bend down, not in submission, but to hide my expression from him. I won’t give him my tears. He’s a monster, even crueler than Bell, because Bell never offers kindness only to snatch it away. At least with Bell what I see is always what I get.

      Footsteps fall on the floor. Mateo’s shoes appear in my line of vision. Crouching down, he picks up the knife and fork. I stare at him with parted lips.

      “The first time was my fault,” he says to Roman. “I broke the plate. It was a childish move, a stupid display of anger.” Glancing up, he gives me another semblance of a smile.

      The crumbs he offers make the tears I’m trying so hard to hold in spill over. It’s the morsel of kindness that breaks me, not the cruelty or hatred in Roman’s words.

      Roman balls his hands at his sides, but he says nothing as Mateo straightens with the cutlery, takes the broken porcelain from my hands, and dumps everything in the sink.

      Andrew slides off his seat and asks in a too bright tone, “How about a game of pool?”

      “You guys go ahead,” Roman says, not breaking eye contact with me.

      Mateo hesitates.

      “Go,” Roman says with a tilt of his head, his voice level. “I’ll catch up with you.”

      Perhaps thinking Roman has his anger in check, they leave us alone in the kitchen. I know better. He’s still livid. He just manages not to show it. Like me, he’s a good actor.

      A moment of silence passes. I regret cooking the meal. It was a stupid idea, a mistake I won’t make again. Like Roman reminded me, I’m a prisoner. I owe him nothing.

      “Why didn’t you tell me my brother broke that plate?” he asks.

      My laugh is wry. “Did you really want to know?”

      “Yes. In the future, you won’t omit facts like these again. Understand?” He doesn’t wait for my agreement. “Did he hurt you?”

      I swallow. “No.”

      “Did he touch you?”

      I turn to the sink, but I don’t get far. Roman locks his fingers around my wrist and spins me around.

      “I asked you a question, Evie. And do not fucking lie to me.”

      Exasperated, I take in his perfect features. He’s unfairly beautiful, the mask a deceptive representation of what lies underneath. It’s a face designed to deceive, a face fit for a devil.

      “What does it matter?” I exclaim. “You kidnapped me. You can kill me if you like. Does it make a difference if your brother touched me?”

      Every muscle in his body turns rigid. Disbelief widens his russet eyes as he says in a measured tone, “It matters. You’re mine. No one but me lays a finger on you. So you better tell me now, and the gods have mercy on you if you lie to me because I will find out.”

      Seriously? He’s not only a sexist and a hypocrite but also self-righteous.

      “I’m waiting,” he says, tightening his fingers around my wrist.

      I don’t want to get Mateo into trouble. Being a tattletale isn’t my style, but Roman doesn’t let me go. He stands waiting, his gaze drilling into mine.

      “He was upset that you didn’t lock me in a cell,” I say. “He was angry about the food, so he threw it on the floor.”

      Roman regards me with flaring nostrils. “And then?”

      “And then he made me kneel.”

      His grip around my wrist is like a vise. Repeating the words slowly, he says, “He made you kneel.”

      I lick my dry lips as I take in the fury that darkens his eyes. “Yes.”

      “How?”

      I blink. “What?”

      He’s squeezing too hard, hurting me. “Don’t make me repeat every question. How did he make you kneel?”

      “I—” I was going to say I can’t remember, but that’s a blatant lie, one Roman will punish me for because he’s a man of his word. I take a deep breath. “My hair.”

      “He pushed you down with his fist in your hair.”

      “Yes,” I say, the word barely audible.

      “Now we’re making progress. What else?”

      “Nothing else,” I say. “You’re hurting me.”

      He looks at where his fingers are curled around my wrist. Lifting them one by one, he releases me.

      I take a step back. The move puts my hip against the sink. He follows, planting a hand on either side of the sink next to my body and trapping me in the cage of his arms.

      “If anyone touches you again, you will tell me.”

      “All right,” I say to get him off my back.

      “Rest assured, he’ll be punished.”

      My insides contract. In that case, Mateo will hate me even more, just like everyone in Bell’s household hate me because they’re afraid of me. Bell can’t bruise or mark me. He needs me blemish-free to act as Evie’s double. Instead, he punishes me through other people, knowing it’s worse for me if it’s my fault they suffer. Whippings, beatings, and pay cuts… he makes me witness everything.

      I straighten, trying to create space between us, but Roman doesn’t retreat. Craning my neck to look up at his face, I ask, “Aren’t you supposed to play pool with your brother and cousin?”

      “Later,” he says, watching me like a hungry predator.

      “There’s lots of food left over. Can I send it to the basement?”

      His gaze homes in on my mouth. “Is that why you prepared so much food? To feed them?”

      “No,” I exclaim.

      “Did you cook for me or them?”

      “I told you why I did it.”

      “Tell me again.”

      I take a deep breath before blowing it out. “For you.”

      “For me,” he echoes, his gaze still glued to my lips. “You have no idea how fucking sweet that sounds.”

      I open my mouth to tell him something. I don’t know what. My brain refuses to function. Maybe I want to say that sweet isn’t a fitting word for our situation, but before I get out a sound, he crashes his mouth on mine. The act catches me off guard. Too late, I try to clamp my lips together. It’s no use. He’s already stolen inside, his tongue sweeping over mine with light but insistent strokes.

      Strange things happen inside my body. Heat spreads to my core. My breasts turn heavy. I don’t kiss him back. It’s my first kiss, but it’s not the lack of experience that renders me immobile. It’s the arousal that tingles down my spine and turns my underwear damp.

      His lips are warm and soft. In contrast, his stubble is rough, grazing my skin. He tastes like wine. Effortlessly, he manipulates my lips to follow his lead. He’s a skilled kisser, a dangerous kisser. I’m out of my depth.

      Like when he made me come in his hand, my knees turn weak. He braces me with a palm on the small of my back, pressing me close enough to feel his hard-on against my stomach.

      Despite who we are and where we are, my need explodes. Our circumstances vanish. I want to experience what he made me feel last night again. I want him to set me free.

      Wrapping my arms around his neck, I fist my fingers in his hair. “Roman.”

      He growls from deep in his chest, doubling the onslaught on my mouth as he pushes his thigh between my legs. Shamelessly, I grind down on him, finding relief for the aching spot between my legs.

      “Fuck, Evie,” he says, nipping my bottom lip.

      The name stills me. It pulls me from the moment. What I’m doing crashes down on me. I’m dry humping my enemy, the man who wants to ruin me before returning me to Bell.

      No. Not me. Evie.

      Play the role.

      I’m getting confused. I’m losing my sanity and my reason. The same question keeps on turning in my head. How far am I willing to take the game? Bell trained me for this. He made sure I understand what can happen. He never said it, but I get that, now. That’s not what’s stopping me. What’s giving me pause is a different question. Can I deceive Roman like this? Can I let him inside me knowing he believes I’m someone else?

      What choice do I have?

      He pulls away and asks in a hoarse voice, “What’s wrong? Am I moving too fast?”

      As if we have time. As if Bell isn’t getting ready for war at this very moment. He now knows who has me. He’ll come, not for me, but to eliminate the threat on Evie.

      I scrub my hands over my face. What am I thinking? The stress of the situation is getting the better of me. I’m ashamed of my behavior and I’m tired of being ashamed.

      “I should do the dishes,” I say. “I haven’t gone outside. I’d like a walk in the garden before it gets dark.”

      Wiping a hand over his mouth, he stares at me in disbelief. “You want to walk in the garden. Now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you playing me?” he asks with narrowed eyes.

      “No,” I cry out. “What just happened… I don’t know why I did that.”

      Exhaling a long breath, he nods. “Fine. The dishes can wait. Have your walk in the garden but get a jacket and put on shoes. We’ll talk about this later.”

      Grabbing the opportunity of escape he’s granting me, I rush to the door, but the way in which he says, “Evie,” stops me.

      Slowly, I turn to face him.

      “I had word from Warren,” he continues. “He agreed to the exchange.”
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      Evie stares at me with wide eyes. “He did?”

      I frown. She sounds doubtful, as if she expected her father not to do everything in his power to get her back.

      “He’ll give you the diamond?” she asks.

      I don’t reply. I already answered that question when I told her I won’t give Warren a choice.

      Fear bleeds into the magnificent green of her irises. “When?”

      Her reaction confuses me. I thought she’d be relieved, not scared. “You know when.”

      Maybe that’s what she’s apprehensive about—what needs to happen before she leaves this house. The only way I’ll let her walk out of that door is when she’s given her body to me.

      Regarding me unblinkingly, she asks, “How much time do I have?”

      There’s something wrong with the way she formulates that question. “You don’t seem in a rush to see your father.”

      She wrings her hands together. “I just want to know when it’s going to happen. I already agreed to your terms. How long after that will you make the exchange?”

      I shove my hands into my pockets to prevent myself from touching her. “After we’ve had sex? When I’m ready.”

      “When will that be?”

      Smiling, I say, “Soon.”

      “Okay.” She nods to herself, her gaze trained internally as she chews her lip.

      To hell with not touching her. Reaching out, I cup her cheek. “It’ll be fine. You won’t be harmed. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Her voice is soft. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

      My frown deepens. She seems certain she’s going to get hurt. She probably will, although it won’t be physically. It’s a fact I already regret. I justified dragging her into my war because Warren’s blood flows through her veins. Yet now that she’s standing in front of me looking impossibly vulnerable, her youthful face reminds me that she was a child when the sins that shaped my future went down. No matter how much I like to tell myself otherwise, she’s innocent.

      Standing so close, there’s something else I notice. I notice her as a woman. She does things to my body. She makes me want. Today isn’t the night I kidnapped her. It’s not the rush, the high, or the adrenaline. It’s not the power. It’s her. I should hate her, but the line where my feelings are concerned is getting blurred.

      I drop my hand from her cheek and step away from her. “You better be quick about that walk in the garden. My doctor will be here in an hour to examine you.”

      “Your doctor?”

      “He’s good. You don’t have to worry. I trust him with my life.”

      “Why?” she asks in a thin voice.

      I drop my gaze to her hip. “Routine checkup.”

      She licks her lips, drawing my attention to her lush mouth. “I’m fine.”

      It makes me want to kiss her again. “It’s my responsibility to make sure.”

      Her gaze flits to my cheek, the one on which she left the scratches that have almost healed. “It’s going to leave marks.”

      I chuckle. “Then I’ll wear them proudly.”

      Her back turns rigid. “Because you won the fight?”

      “There was no fight, Evie,” I say, giving her the truth. “You never stood a chance.”

      It’s a fact I’m still furious about and blaming Warren for. I’ll never make that mistake. I’ll never send Evie into the world with insufficient protection. It only proves how certain Warren was of himself to have underestimated his enemy.

      “Come to my room in one hour,” I say.

      She turns.

      “And Evie? You don’t want to make me come looking for you.”

      She all but runs from the kitchen.

      She’s using the excuse of getting fresh air as an escape. The fact that she’s escaping me doesn’t leave me unaffected. It’s a bitter pill to swallow, but she won’t escape me for much longer. The clock is ticking. Warren agreed, and she said yes.

      While Evie wanders outside with a guard on her tail, I use the time to make the arrangements surrounding the exchange. The doctor rings my doorbell on exactly the agreed hour. I meet him downstairs and show him to my room. Evie waits there as I instructed.

      Knowing my presence will be unwelcome, I leave the doctor to his work and join Mateo and Andrew in the recreation room. I have yet another bone to pick with my brother.

      “Gym,” I tell Mateo. “Now.”

      He looks up from chalking the cue. “What’s eating you?”

      “Evie,” I say, grinding my teeth. “Making her kneel? With your fucking fist in her hair?”

      Andrew puts down his beer on the edge of the pool table and backs away.

      “She told you that?” Mateo asks, his eyes tightening.

      I take off my jacket. “I forced it out of her.”

      He puts down the cue. “I said it was a mistake.”

      Forget about the gym. I’m so fucking angry, I won’t make it there. Folding back my sleeves, I say, “You better hit back when I take a swing at you. If not, you’ll end up in the ER, tonight.”

      “You want me to take a bashing for Warren’s daughter?” he asks, following my example by taking off his leather jacket.

      “No one touches her but me. She’s mine to deal with. Is that clear?”

      I take a punch at him before the last word is out. My fist connects with his jaw. He stumbles into the pool table, making the balls rattle.

      Andrew grabs his beer and retreats to the far end of the room. He knows when to keep out of our fights.

      Mateo charges. I duck. His fist swings past my ribs. I’m bigger and bulkier, but he’s lighter on his feet. Before I can plant my fist in his stomach, he sidesteps and hooks a punch under my chin. The blow makes my teeth clack. I land another punch on his nose, hearing the cracking of the cartilage as he loses his balance and falls on his ass.

      I offer him a hand. “Get up.”

      Clenching his jaw, he grabs my palm and allows me to pull him up. The minute he’s on his feet, he slams a punch into my shoulder. I get one in on his cheekbone, splitting the skin. A dribble of blood runs from his nose and his cheek. He wipes it away before catching me off guard with a head butt that jerks my neck and chatter my teeth.

      “Time out,” Andrew says.

      We both look at him.

      “He’s bleeding.” He points a finger at Mateo. “Game over, guys.”

      Mateo pushes two fingers under his nose and curses under his breath.

      That’s our rule. At the first blood, we stop.

      I don’t feel like stopping, though.

      Andrew goes to the bar fridge, takes out a bag of ice, and throws it at Mateo who catches it in midair. My cousin pours a scotch and carries it to me.

      “You owe him an apology, Mat,” Andrew says.

      Just as well my cousin is a peacekeeper. The urge to inflict more damage still pumps with fighting adrenaline through my body.

      “It won’t happen again,” Mateo says, glaring at me as he presses the ice on his cheek.

      “Apology accepted,” I grit out.

      “You better have a drink, Roman,” Andrew says. “You can’t fight each other. The war is much bigger than the two of you.”

      Mateo dumps the ice on the counter and picks up his cue. “You break, Andrew.”

      Tough bastard.

      “Want to play, Roman?” Andrew asks.

      I don’t bother to answer. I down the scotch and pour another before going to the bathroom to clean up. Surprisingly, we haven’t broken any furniture. Mateo and I don’t fight often, but when we do, there’s usually a lot more broken than his nose.

      When I get back to the bar, I sip my drink, checking my watch every five minutes.

      After a good forty minutes, the doctor knocks on the door. “All done.”

      I leave my drink on the counter. “I’ll walk you out.”

      “The cut isn’t infected,” he says, making his way with long strides to the front door. “Apply the ointment for another couple of days and make sure she finishes the course of antibiotics, and it should be fine.” He gives me a chiding look. “The stitches look like they’ve been sewed by a bloody butcher. You should’ve let me take care of that. Not even tissue oil is going to prevent a scar.” He adds in his baritone voice, “And it’ll be a nasty one.”

      That pains me. If it bothers Evie, there’s always plastic surgery.

      We stop at the door.

      “What about the other issues?” I ask.

      He regards me from under his graying eyebrows. “I’ll have the test results for you in twenty-four hours.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      He shakes my hand and leaves.

      Just as I close the door, Evie comes charging down the stairs, no doubt hurting her feet with the speed and force of her steps.

      Stopping in front of me with quivering nostrils, she draws back an arm and slaps me across the face. I saw it coming. I could’ve easily deflected the blow, but she deserves the outlet for her anger.

      “How could you?” she asks, her cheeks burning red with either anger or humiliation. Maybe both.

      “How could I make sure it’s safe to have sex with you?”

      She balls her hands at her sides. “Unprotected sex.”

      I lean closer, putting my lips next to her ear. “You didn’t think I’d let a rubber get between us when I bury my cock in your pussy for the first time?”

      She lifts her arm again, but she’s had her vent. This time, I catch her wrist. “Do not hit me again, Evie. I won’t let the second time go unpunished. The experience will be pleasant for me. Not so much for you.”

      She yanks from my hold. “I don’t have diseases.”

      My tone is hard and cold, betraying my anger and unjustified jealousy. “How many men did you let inside your body?”

      “One,” she says, spitting the word at me. “Not that it’s any of your business.”

      That’s where’s she wrong. It is my business. She has no idea. “You slept with someone. I’m not taking chances.”

      “How about you?” she hisses. “How many women shared your bed?”

      “None that matter,” I assure her.

      “Plenty of them, then,” she concedes with a scowl. “Are you clean?”

      “I already had tests done. I’m happy to share the results with you.”

      “What did he inject me with?” she asks, regarding me with furious mistrust. “Why wouldn’t he tell me?”

      “A vitamin shot. You’ve been through a lot of stress, which lowers immunity. I don’t want a weak woman in my bed.” I brush a thumb over my lips as I caress her face with my gaze. “I’m demanding.”

      “Go to hell,” she grits out.

      “Are you insulted that I had you tested or angry that your place in my bed is a foregone conclusion?”

      She utters a cry of frustration. “You’re a real macho guy, aren’t you?”

      “A sexist, hypocrite, and a macho guy,” I say, quoting her insults with a mocking smile. “You’re not going to bed with a good man, sweetheart, but I promise my skills are faultless. Your pleasure is guaranteed.”

      She looks as if she may punch me. “I doubt I’ll enjoy it.”

      “Oh, you will. That’s a promise.”

      “You’re a beast,” she says, clenching and unclenching her fingers.

      Her obvious distaste at the idea of sleeping with me bothers me more than it should. It makes me angrier. Spiteful. I’m saying things I shouldn’t, things like, “The other women don’t complain. They like my performance in bed. In fact, they beg for my cock.”

      She narrows her pretty eyes. I take note of how much greener they are when she’s vexed.

      “You know what?” she says. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      “Now?” I ask, raising a brow.

      “Right now.”

      “Are you asking me?” I taunt.

      Trembling with anger, she says, “I’m telling you.”

      “Telling me what?”

      She clenches her jaw. “To fuck me.”

      I cross my arms. “Beg.”

      “What?” she cries out.

      “I said you’d beg, didn’t I?”

      “Son of a—” She swallows her words, staring at me with hatred simmering in the depth of her pretty eyes. “Fine. Humiliating me can’t be worse than fucking you. Please, Roman.” She bats her eyelashes and says with a mock-pleading intonation, “Please, fuck me.”

      My dick grows hard in a second flat. It’s not the reaction I was aiming for, but those wicked words, even if she doesn’t mean them, do things to me, things that frighten me, and it takes a fucking lot to scare me.

      “However disappointing the wait is going to be for me, I have to decline,” I say. “We won’t fuck until your medical results come back.”

      Tears glisten in her eyes, making them sparkle even more. They’re not tears of sorrow. They’re tears of indignation. It’s what I wanted. I wanted to punish her for making it so obvious how little she wants me, but now that those crystal droplets roll over her cheeks, I don’t like the sight of them on her face. I don’t like the way she makes me feel, like a jerk, even if the label is spot-on.

      “Forget about going to hell,” she says. “Better yet, go fuck yourself.” Turning on her heel, she marches to the stairs.

      “Soon,” I call after her, getting in the last word just because that’s what jerks do. “After the turn-on of you begging so sweetly, I’ll definitely jerk off in the shower.”

      She flips me the bird from over her shoulder. My lips stretch into a grin. I like that she doesn’t let me walk over her. I already appreciate her, but this makes me respect her. I need a woman who puts me back in my place. And just like that, with a crude sign, she conquers my unobtainable heart.
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      The results come the next day. Roman brings the paper to the TV room where I’m standing in front of the bookshelf, studying the titles without seeing them. When he pushes the paper into my hands, I read the text on autopilot.

      I’m clean. Not pregnant.

      Lowering the paper, I stare at the title embossed in gold on the spine of the book on my eye level.

      Les Pierres Précieuses d’Afrique du Sud.

      I’m on birth control. Bell has contraceptive injections administered every three months, making sure I won’t fall pregnant.

      There’s no more reason to hold back.

      I agreed. I begged.

      Roman got what he wanted, just like he promised. He was right when he said my place in his bed was a foregone conclusion. He had time to devise this plan, time to prepare himself for the slaughter. I’ve only had a couple of days to process it and to prepare myself. Can anyone ever be prepared for this? I square my back. I’ll be damned before I show him how much the idea terrifies me. He should’ve just done it when I was angry. My anger always douses my fear.

      “It’s French,” I say, stalling for a few moments to gather myself.

      Despite my bravado, I need this time. I need to banish myself to a place other than here, a place where the memories will be so deeply buried that I won’t be tempted to dust them off and examine them. For the next few minutes, I won’t be Christina. For a brief moment, I’m grateful that I’ve practiced my whole adult life to be someone else.

      “The book?” He tilts his head to read the title. “It was my mother’s. She was French.”

      The golden letters blur in my vision as I lean closer just to get a little farther away from him. “Is that why you and your brother have French names?”

      “Yes,” he says, sounding miles away.

      I look at him. Like me, he’s staring at the book but seeing something entirely different. Maybe his mother. I shouldn’t ask, knowing the subject makes him volatile, but my curiosity is too big.

      “When did she pass away?”

      He meets my gaze, seeming surprised at the question. “You don’t know?”

      Biting my lip, I shake my head.

      His tone is clinical. “Two years after my father died.”

      His mother died young, then. I’m not only curious about his family. I’m curious about everything that concerns him. “What did she die from? Or is the question too personal?”

      He studies me intently. “It’s personal, but you should know. Your father should’ve told you.”

      Regretting being so direct, I say, “You don’t have to talk about it.”

      “You not only have a right to know. You have a duty to know.”

      Taking in his features, I register the pain and blame in his eyes. I hold my breath, getting lost in the suffering that’s mirrored in the blemish-free depths of those russet pools. I don’t exhale for the fear of making a sound. The moment is too fragile, too breakable. Like us. We’re both damaged, already broken.

      He looks at the book. “Have you ever seen what happens to a dog that is too attached to its owner when his owner dies? It mourns itself to death.” Facing me again, he says in a neutral voice, “I suppose that’s the real cause of my mother’s death. The death certificate stated pneumonia, but she’d stopped taking care of herself after my father had died. She’d lost her will to live.”

      Reaching out, I fold my hand around his. Enveloping as much of his broad palm as I can, I offer him the only comfort I can give. In this moment, the man crowding my space isn’t my enemy. He’s a man who’s hurting. We’re sharing the same fate. We’ve both been broken by the same man. Bell Warren.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, opening my fingers and letting the paper with the verdict of my medical condition drift to the floor.

      It flitters down like the stark ink printed on the pristine white paper doesn’t carry a heavy judgement. It settles on the tiles as if none of the letters forming the dooming words matter. Lifting my free hand, I cup his jaw. I hold his gaze, seeing the man instead of the criminal as the roughness of his stubble grates my palm.

      The moment my defenses are down, he pounces. He tears me open and steals his way inside, forcing me to be Christina. Our truth is too raw. It’s impossible to hide behind Evie. For once, I’m not confused about who I am. I’m the girl who gave up her dreams but not her hope. I’m the woman who prefers vanilla to jasmine. He unlocked the door of my cage, and I can’t drive myself back in.

      With him, I’m free.

      For him, I’m Christina.

      For him, I’m me.

      His smile is gentle. The light in his eyes is soft but not forgiving. “My poor Evie. Because of your father, our fates have been sealed.”

      It’s as if he’s grabbed the words from my mind, speaking my thoughts out loud. He steps closer, putting our bodies flush together. We gaze at each other, my face tilted up and his down. We’re thinking the same thing and breathing each other’s air. I drop my hand to his chest. His heart beats in tandem with mine. The rhythm is erratic—painful and harsh with dark anticipation. My heart isn’t lying about this. Unlike my mind, it doesn’t reason. It doesn’t consider wrongs and rights. It simply exists. In this moment, isolated in our brokenness, we’re perfectly aligned.

      Closing his hand over mine where it rests on his chest, he says, “My beautiful Evie. A princess locked up in a tower. I feel sorry for you. I do, but it won’t stop me from doing what needs to be done.”

      I draw my hands from his. “Don’t you dare pity me.”

      “Pity?” He considers me. “No. You’re too regal for pity.”

      He’s wrong. I’m nobody. I’m used and ruined, a broken doll that will never be new—never clean, always dirty—but deep down I’m still me. I’m still me, and with him, that’s the problem. He makes me vulnerable in a way Bell never can. Bell torments me physically and emotionally, but Roman will hurt me in ways that won’t heal.

      The knowledge makes me sag against the shelves.

      “You’re not backing out,” Roman says. “Not out of this.”

      “I made you a promise.” Defeat sinks like a stone in my stomach. No. That’s not true. I’ve been defeated a long time ago, even before Roman stole me. “I’ll keep my word.”

      He nods, the gesture resigned. Taking my hand back in his, he says, “Before that can happen, something else needs to happen first.”

      He doesn’t let me go as he takes something from his pocket. He holds on as if he’s afraid I’ll flee. I promised. I can’t run. There’s nowhere I can hide from him. Then why does he tighten his grip to the point of pain?

      I search his face for the answers. He holds my gaze, offering me a strange consolation as he lets me look into his eyes and gives me an anchor. But his face is the wrong place to hunt for the answers, because when I look down, he’s pushing a ring onto my finger.
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      It was my mother’s ring. The diamond twinkles on Evie’s finger. Set in a circle of emeralds that match the color of her eyes, it looks as if it was always meant for her.

      She jerks up her head, her pretty features aghast and her cheeks ashen like the burnt-out embers in the fireplace. “Roman?”

      If I look at her longer, I may lose my nerve. No. If this was any other matter, maybe. I have a feeling I’ll find it hard to say no to Evie for anything. Just not this. This is not negotiable.

      Gripping her left hand, the hand on which she now wears my ring, I steer her down the hallway and open the door of her room. The woman I hired to prepare Evie waits in front of the dressing room.

      At the sight of the woman—I don’t know her name, but my contact said she’s trustworthy—Evie digs in her heels. I pull her over the threshold and across the floor. I must be walking too fast because she stumbles. Slowing down, I grip her elbow to steady her. She didn’t trip because my strides were too long. Her gaze is fixed on the white dress that’s laid out on the bed.

      “Is this a joke?” she asks, looking so pale I’m worried she may faint.

      I grip her waist, testing her balance before I let go. “I’ll never joke about a matter like this.”

      I nod at the woman in silent instruction. She knows what to do. Not giving Evie time to argue, I leave and lock the door.

      Just as I’m about to enter my room, Mateo comes down the hallway, carrying a black garment bag in his hand.

      “What the hell is the meaning of this?” he asks, shaking the bag.

      “Get dressed,” I say in a flat tone. “The marriage officiant will be here in less than an hour.”

      He stops in front of me. “This better not be what I think it is.”

      “It is.” I give him a level look. “Now do as I say, and go get ready.”

      “You’re fucking marrying her?” he exclaims.

      I turn for the door. “I don’t have time to spell it out for you.”

      He grabs my arm. “You conveniently left out this part of the plan.”

      Looking at where he’s gripping my forearm, I say, “I don’t want to break your nose twice in one week, especially not an hour before my wedding. It won’t look good on the photos.”

      He lets go, working his jaw. “This was the plan all along, wasn’t it? It was never about ruining Evie. It was about marrying her.”

      “If I told you, would you have gone along with it?”

      “Fuck, no.”

      I smile. “There’s your answer.”

      “You’re giving her our fucking surname.”

      Damn right, I am. The thought of it alone makes blood rush to my head. Whereas the sound of Evie Malan sits exactly right with me, Mateo doesn’t seem to appreciate it to the same degree.

      Cupping his nape, I drag him closer. “What did I say about getting back what’s ours?”

      “That you’ll get the diamond,” he says, gnashing his teeth.

      “Everything.” I squeeze his neck. “I said I’ll get everything, not only what Warren took from us.”

      He pushes me away. “Do you think Warren will give it to you if you’re his son-in-law?”

      “Warren won’t give a dying man a piece of bread, not even if that man is his brother,” I say with all the hatred I harbor for Warren.

      “Then how?” Mateo utters a laugh. “Are you planning on moving in and stealing it?”

      “Think, Mat. I want to ruin Warren. I want him to end his days in poverty. That can only happen if I take over his business and everything he owns.”

      He stills. “Evie is Warren’s sole heiress.”

      “Correct.” My smile is humorless. “My hackers provided me with an interesting tidbit of information. Warren made a bad investment in a mine that turned up inferior quality diamonds, and the mine is fast running empty. Warren created an irrevocable trust and appointed Evie as the beneficiary. His lawyer is the trustee. It was a clever way of moving a big chunk of his assets to a fund where his creditors won’t be able to touch it if his business goes under.”

      “Interesting,” he muses. “When will this fund pay out?”

      “There are two criteria for the fund to become accessible. One, the money will become available to Evie on her twenty-fifth birthday, and two, the funds will transfer to her husband if she marries before that age.”

      “She’s twenty-four,” Mateo says slowly. “That’s why Warren signed the contract with the Stones. He wants to make sure she marries Nathan before her twenty-fifth birthday so that the money goes to Nathan.”

      “Correct, again. Said money will go to Nathan, but Nathan will go to work for Warren. It’s part of the deal they made before the marriage contract was signed. As Warren’s son-in-law and protégé, Nathan will plow that money back into the business. That way, technically, as CEO, Warren will still decide how the funds are invested. Ultimately, the goal is to merge Warren and Stone’s companies and form a megacorporation.”

      “And Nathan would’ve agreed knowing he’ll inherit everything when Warren and his father die.”

      “A portion would’ve gone to Evie and any children born from their marriage, but Nathan was destined to take over the reins.”

      “Except, now the trust will be yours. Warren’s plan for a megacorporation will be screwed. You’ll get the properties and the money he moved to the trust, but Evie will still inherit everything else, including the diamond.”

      “I’m marrying her in community of property. Whatever is Evie’s will be mine.”

      “What is yours will also be hers. That means you’ll never be able to divorce her.”

      “I won’t, not if there are children, and I’ll make damn sure there are.”

      “To carry forward our family name.”

      “Yes,” I say with perverse satisfaction. “Evie’s children will carry my name.” Curling my fingers in a fist, I add, “I’ll make sure Warren dies penniless. He’ll never know his grandchildren. When he blows out his last breath, his name dies with him.”

      “This was your plan all along,” Mateo says. “There was never going to be an exchange.”

      “Warren should’ve expected nothing less.”

      “What about documents? You need her birth certificate.”

      “My contact at Home Affairs got me everything that was necessary.”

      “Fuck.” Draping the bag over one shoulder, he drags a hand through his hair as he turns in a circle. “Fuck you, Roman. You could’ve told me.”

      “Would you have gone along with the plan?”

      He darts a gaze toward the closed door of Evie’s room. “Is she?”

      “What do you think?”

      “This is wrong. Returning her to her family after getting back the diamond is one thing, but tying her to you for life? Bringing children into this?”

      My tone is harsh. “Do you think for a minute Warren would’ve given us the diamond? He would’ve gone to war to get her back. He would’ve promised the diamond, the moon, and the sun, but he would’ve always come back to fuck us over. Killing him is too easy. You agree with that. He needs to suffer.”

      “Yes,” Mateo says through thin lips.

      “In one hour, when Evie says I do, we’ll consummate our marriage. There’ll be no turning back. The doctor already injected her with a new hormonal treatment to reverse the effect of her contraceptive. She can conceive at any given moment.”

      “What if Warren kills you?”

      “Warren won’t dare to kill the father of her children. He’ll never leave Evie and the children that vulnerable and unprotected. Plus, he’ll always have you to reckon with. Anyway, he’ll be penniless and powerless long before I give him a chance to try.”

      “This whole scheme of yours is riding on getting Evie pregnant. You forgot a crucial detail, however. What if she’s not on board?”

      I don’t reply.

      His anger escalates anew. “You’re not giving her a choice. Roman, you’re a motherfucking bastard.”

      “Do you see a better way?”

      Turning his face to the ceiling, he considers that for all of three seconds before he spits more words at me. “You’re talking about destroying people’s lives.”

      “Wasn’t that the idea?”

      “Warren’s life, yes, not yours and Evie’s.”

      “The idea of her is already growing on me,” I say with ill-placed humor. “If I make an effort, I can get her to come around.”

      “You’re damn sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Be careful, brother. Maybe you don’t know women as well as you think you do. If you put a kid in her belly, you better make damn sure you keep her happy. I won’t stand by and watch another kid suffer for his father’s mistakes.”

      “The mistake wasn’t our father’s. He walked into a trap. The blame belongs to Warren.”

      “Exactly.” He pins me with a look. “It’s Evie I’m referring to, not you or me. She’s the one who’s paying for her father’s mistake. I can’t imagine that makes her happy.”

      “Don’t concern yourself about my wife’s happiness,” I say in a harsh tone. “That’s my job.”

      “Just saying.” He backtracks a few steps toward his room. “I hope you know how to do that job.”

      When he’s gone inside and closed the door, I have a shower and change into the formal black suit my tailor delivered. Dressed in the fitted slacks, a crisp white shirt, black tie, waistcoat, and jacket, I regard myself in the mirror. What does Evie see when she looks at me? The monster and all the other adjectives she uses to describe the man who’s about to take her to bed? No matter how this marriage is coming about, I’ll be a good husband and father. I know my duties and I don’t shy away from the responsibilities I take on.

      I button up the jacket and slide the white rose into the pocket. Pulling back my sleeve, I check the hour.

      It’s time.

      After grabbing the box with the rings, I make my way to Evie’s room. I take a moment to dial Andrew, checking that the officiant has arrived. My cousin had the same reaction as my brother when I told him about my plan—my real plan—but like Mateo, he saw that this was the only way.

      This time, I do knock.

      The stylist opens the door and says with a smile, “She’s ready for you, sir.”

      I take a wad of cash from my wallet and hand it to her. It’s vulgar to do the transaction in the hallway, right in front of my bride’s face, but I never leave a paper trail that can lead back to me.

      “You know your way out,” I say. “A guard will escort you.”

      She slips the money into her pocket, picks up her make-up case, and inclines her head as she leaves.

      Only then, when we’re alone, do I look at Evie.

      She stands next to the bed in a cloud of white. It’s barely eleven. The morning winter sun makes a halo behind her head. Considering the weather, I chose a dress with long sleeves. The bodice is sewed from handmade lace. The back is low and the skirt wide. I made sure that the waist is loose enough not to irritate her stitches. Seeing that she can’t wear heels, I got ballerina flats. She’s slender. Vulnerable. Too thin. A breeze will blow her over. She needs to pick up weight. I’ll work on that. She can’t grow a baby in her belly if she’s underweight.

      Crossing the floor, I take the posy of sweet peas from the bed. The stems are covered in silk and tied with a ribbon. I had the flowers flown in. It took a lot of effort to find them. The florist managed to source some from Britain where it’s summer.

      I lift the bouquet to my nose and inhale the fragrance. They smell sweet, like innocence and carefree Aprils. I can see why Evie likes them.

      I feel her eyes on me, but her expression is hidden from me behind the veil. I can just make out the elegant bun of her hair in her nape. Just as well. I’m not sure I’ll like what I see.

      Pressing the flowers into her hand, I say, “You’ll need these,” meaning those words on more than one level.

      She’ll need the prop for our wedding photos, but if she’s to make it in her new life, she’ll need every bit of beauty she can get.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Christina

      

      

      

      I stare at the flowers in my hand. “You’re not serious about this, Roman. You can’t be.”

      “I’ve never been more serious about anything in my life,” he says in an earnest tone.

      My pulse goes into overdrive. “What can you possibly hope to achieve with this?”

      He studies me. “You don’t know? Your father never told you?”

      Something rides on the air, something that contracts my stomach and feels too much like that time when everyone was in on the joke except for me. “Told me what?”

      Stepping closer, he muses, “He really did leave you in the dark, didn’t he?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I made my conditions clear to your father when I offered him a contract for your hand in marriage.”

      I gape at him. “What?”

      “I told him I wanted my family’s diamond back. He owed me that and more.” A beat passes. “He took everything from me. In turn, I promised to take everything from him. His most valuable possessions. His business. The diamond. You.” He places emphasis on every word. “I staked a claim on you first, Evie. He knew I was coming for you. That’s why he wanted to marry you to Stone.”

      I blink in shock, trying to process what he’s saying. Bell knew all along?

      “You were always supposed to marry me, sweetheart,” he says. “It has always been fate.”

      I’m battling to breathe. The beat of my heart becomes sluggish. My palms turn sweaty as a horrible suspicion grows with nausea in the pit of my stomach.

      “When?” I say, my voice barely audible. “When did you first approach him?”

      “As soon as I came into my own power.”

      “When?” I repeat, feeling for something next to me to support my weight. My hand falls on the back of a chair.

      “Ten years ago, when I turned twenty-three.”

      Ten years ago. I was fifteen.

      The blood drains from my head and drops to my feet. The world spins around me. The only thing keeping me up is my grip on the chair. The stylist fixed my nails. She glued new ones on and painted them. One breaks as I dig my fingers into the wood of the backrest for purchase.

      “Evie? Do you need to sit down?”

      Bell knew. He knew Roman Malan was coming for his daughter. That’s why he went knocking on doors in all the poorest neighborhoods of Johannesburg, looking for someone he could buy. He set me up. For ten long years, he trained me for this moment. He always planned on betraying me.

      Breathless, I ask, “Did he know you were coming? On the night you took me. The night I was supposed to get engaged.”

      “He should’ve suspected. It was foolish of him not to.”

      It all makes sense, now—Evie’s hesitation before leaving for the party. She wanted to say something. In the end, all she said was, “Never mind.” That’s how easily she brushed it off, how little I mattered. They knew if it was going to happen, it was going to happen before the engagement. That’s why Warren made it easy for Roman to take me.

      Warren always planned it. When he took me ten years ago, that night had been his only objective.

      I was never a decoy.

      I was always the target.

      Fuck.

      I clutch my stomach, feeling like throwing up.

      Roman grips my shoulder. “Me and you, it was always meant to be. The sooner you accept it, the easier it’ll be.”

      Breathing through my mouth, I suck in air. Fuck. Roman is going to kill me when he finds out the truth. I’ll bet my life Warren has already married Evie and Nathan in secret. That’s how Bell’s mind works. That’s how he plays his games. He’s like a snake in the grass.

      Fuck.

      Eden.

      Roman’s voice is hard. “Evie, breathe.”

      Eden.

      My sister.

      Warren won’t protect her. Like everything else, he lied about it. He used her as a sword over my head. Roman will kill me and Eden will be left to her own devices.

      I cover my mouth with a hand under the veil. I have no idea what to do. I don’t know how to save my sister or myself. I’m out of options, out of plans.

      Roman takes my shoulders and gives me a shake. “Get a grip on yourself. Now isn’t the time to be weak.”

      No. Not now. Not now when I don’t have a plan.

      Play the part. Win time.

      It’s all I know. It’s the only strategy I’ve been taught.

      Dragging air into my lungs, I blow it out slowly. In and out. “I’m fine.”

      His features soften. “If I could, I would’ve given you something to take off the edge, but I need you lucid for later.”

      “I don’t want drugs.”

      His smile is approving. Encouraging. “That’s my girl.”

      Offering me his arm, he says, “We have to go. The officiant is waiting.”

      I place my palm on his forearm and walk next to him on autopilot while my body goes numb and my brain shuts down.

      The information is an overload. It’s too much. I can’t process it. I’m trying to get around the bitter taste of betrayal, of how stupid I’ve been, while coming up with a way of saving the only person I care about, the only family I have left.

      The walls and the floor vanish as I float down the hallway. It’s like an out-of-body experience.

      I’m lost.

      I’ve been lost for as long as I can remember, but Roman grounds me, leading me to where he wants me. No, he’s just making sure I don’t run away.

      When we get to the lounge, everything happens in a blur.

      Mateo and Andrew wait next to a marriage officiant. There are flowers on the mantlepiece, cocktail food too pretty to eat on the table, and champagne cooling in an ice bucket.

      The officer speaks, but I only see his lips moving.

      Roman says, “I do,” and slides a platinum band over my finger. Like the engagement ring, it’s one size too big. My fingers are thinner than Evie’s.

      The officer asks a question.

      Roman squeezes my fingers.

      I look up at him. His expression is dark. Dangerous.

      It’s happening too fast. I’m falling down a hole, tumbling to doom.

      “Evie,” he says, his hold on my hand turning painful.

      Play the part.

      It’s who I am.

      It’s what I’ve become.

      “Evie,” he says again, this time with a warning in his tone.

      My chest burns. My throat is thick with tears. I don’t want to play this role, any longer. I can’t do it, anymore.

      He wipes a thumb over my cheek, catching something wet. “It’s going to be all right. I’ll take care of you.”

      No.

      Either way, I’m dead.

      I know it, but I’m also strangely numb about that. What hits me the hardest isn’t dying. It’s wasted time. A wasted life.

      No.

      Stop it, Christina.

      It’s not wasted. I wipe the back of my hand over my cheek. It can’t be. It has to be for Eden. She won’t live my life. She won’t be a shadow. She’ll be happy. She’ll be free.

      “Evie,” Roman says again, gripping my upper arms and stroking his thumbs over my shoulders. “Look into my eyes. Stay here with me.”

      Play the part.

      Just one more time.

      “I do,” I say, the world falling away from under me.

      Roman presses a ring in my palm.

      Mateo curses. I look at him. Why does he look so furious? So unhappy? Did I do something, again?

      “Here, sweetheart,” Roman says. “Keep your eyes here.”

      I turn my gaze back to his face.

      “That’s better,” he says, his tone appraising.

      “I now pronounce you husband and wife.”

      Loud clapping echoes in the room. The sound draws my attention. Andrew. He looks over my head at Roman, and then the clapping dies as his face drops.

      I sway on my feet, feeling dizzy.

      Someone says, “You may kiss the bride.”

      Roman turns me toward him. He lowers his head.

      I think I may be sick.

      He presses his lips on mine, warm and dry, and whispers in my ear, “This doesn’t have to be bad for you. If you let me, I can make you happy.”

      I lean away. “I need a drink.”

      His beautiful eyes harden, but he sets me free and flicks his fingers.

      While Roman shakes the officer’s hand, Mateo pours a glass of champagne and hands it to me. I down the liquor in one go. The yeasty taste of the bubbles burns in my empty stomach, but it settles the nausea.

      When I hold out my glass for a refill, Roman says, “She’s had enough.”

      Mateo gives his brother a hard look.

      Taking the empty glass from my hand, Roman says, “You better eat something.”

      Or else I’ll get drunk, and he wants me lucid. He wants my consent. He won’t allow me to hide behind the courage of alcohol or in the skin of someone else. He won’t even let me hide in my head. A crucial insight hits me. He doesn’t simply want my body. He wants everything. The money and the diamond aren’t enough. He also wants my thoughts, my heart, and my soul. He wants Evie. And I’m not her.

      I should tell him, but I don’t have a plan. I can’t let him kill me until I’ve ensured my sister’s safety. The only problem is that I have nothing to trade. Or maybe I do. I have knowledge. I know Warren. I know how he operates. During the nine years I practically lived in his house, I paid attention. I looked and listened while blending in with the furniture.

      The thought calms me. It gives me power. That was Warren’s mistake. He underestimated me. I know how he thinks. He thinks I don’t know he betrayed me. He thinks I’ll play for time, just like he drilled into me, believing he’ll rescue me and take care of Eden when in reality, whether I survive or not is of no importance to him. He’s bargaining on Roman not finding out the truth, not before Bell has set a trap.

      That’s my bargaining chip. That’s what I’ll trade.

      Roman carries a plate of food to me. “It’s almost noon. Eat something.” Taking my bouquet, he leaves it on the table.

      The plate shakes in my hand. “Because I’ll need the energy?”

      He lowers his voice. “I don’t want you to faint in my bed.”

      My smile is wry. “How considerate.”

      “You’re my wife. It’s my job to take care of you.”

      Only, I’m not. The marriage is void. It will be annulled before the day is out. I don’t even know where Roman got all the legal documents required for a marriage license. Then again, he’s Roman Malan. Is there anything he can’t get his hands on?

      Roman takes a bite-sized quiche from the plate and brings it to my mouth. I part my lips reflexively, letting him feed me. He hands me a glass of water. I take it, grateful if only for something to occupy my hands.

      Mateo and Andrew walk over. They congratulate us, kissing my cheek and shaking Roman’s hand. A man wearing a black suit arrives with a camera to take photos. We pose in front of the arrangement of white lilies on the mantelpiece.

      When the photographer has taken photos of us alone and with Roman’s brother and cousin, Roman insists that I eat all the food on my plate. I do as he says, tasting nothing.

      After another glass of water, he takes my arm. “Come.”

      The order hangs ominously in the air.

      Mateo and Andrew stare after us as Roman guides me to the stairs.

      It’s happening.

      Clasping my hand in his, Roman leads me to his bedroom.

      It strikes me then that I don’t know what day it is. I lost track of the date. I haven’t even been here for long. Not long enough. But my thoughts are scattered.

      When he stops in front of his door, I ask. “What day is it?”

      He gives me a long look. “Monday.”

      “Okay.”

      I needed to know that. I’m not sure why. Maybe because we have an inborn need to know on which day we’re going to die.

      Opening the door, he ushers me inside. I step over the threshold, plunging into my fate. The first step is always the most difficult. The turn of the key in the lock draws my attention. He’s not locking us in for privacy. He’s making sure I can’t escape. The deduction is confirmed when he pulls out the key and slips it into his pocket.

      He doesn’t speak as he approaches me. I’m glad. I don’t want untruths in this moment. There’s enough deceit between us as it is. I want to postpone talking for as long as possible.

      Cupping my cheek, he brushes a thumb under my eye. His palm is broad and warm. Needing comfort like never before, I press my face against his hand. He smiles, offering me more comfort by slipping one arm around my waist and dragging me closer for a hug. Closing my eyes, I let him carry my weight. It feels good.

      “I’ll make it good for you,” he says, stealing the word from my mind. “Just relax. Leave the rest up to me.”

      I’m only twenty-five, but I’m so tired. I’m too tired to lie about not being tired. I’m tired of working so hard to believe my lies. For once, I just want to be. Just this once, I don’t want to observe the world from the window of a car. I don’t want to be someone else when I walk through the door. I don’t want to slip out the back and fade into the dark.

      Just this once.

      No more hiding.

      No more living in the shadows.

      “Evie,” he says, pulling away to look at me.

      I look at him, too. His gaze isn’t shuttered. He’s wide open, letting me see. The pools of his eyes are kaleidoscopes of emotion. Lust. Desire. Victory. He has the most expressive eyes. They’re clear and bright like the eyes of someone who never loses sleep. He lets me in, draws me deeper through those mesmerizing pools into his soul, and makes it impossible to pretend. With him, I can’t be someone else. I can’t be anyone other than me.

      I don’t want to be.

      “I want you to listen to me,” he says, his expression serious. “The shot the doctor gave you reversed your contraceptive. The treatment is still in a testing phase, but some women have already experienced positive results.”

      “You lied to me.” It’s an observation, not an accusation. I can’t throw stones when I live in a glass house.

      Splaying his hand over my lower back, he brushes his thumb over my spine. “I didn’t want you to stress about it before it was necessary.”

      “You want to have a baby.”

      “Yes,” he says in a soft voice.

      The reason for the tests the doctor ran becomes clear. It wasn’t only to determine if I was clean. Roman also wanted to be sure I’m not pregnant. If I fall pregnant, he wants to know without a doubt that the baby is his.

      My mind speeds to the past, to the day Bell shot Geoff, Evie’s guard, because Geoff held my hand. It wasn’t sexual. He was just helping me out of the car.

      “Having a child is non-negotiable for me,” Roman says, pulling me back to him, to the present. “You won’t have to lift a finger when the baby is born. I’ll employ a good nanny. Our children will have the best tutors. The best education. They’ll never need for anything.”

      What will it be like to grow up in this house? Will it be happy and carefree? I won’t let any child into a world I don’t know.

      He skims his fingers up my spine. “If you’re not objecting, I’ll take your silence as your agreement.”

      I don’t reply. In a short while, it won’t matter.

      He removes the veil first. Gripping the zipper of the dress, he pulls it down. He does so slowly, brushing his fingertips over my back to the crease of my buttocks as he parts the edges of the dress.

      I should tell him now, but he’s loosening the noose of his tie, hypnotizing me with the fluid motion in which he removes it. My gaze fixes on his nimble fingers as he unbuttons his jacket and shrugs it off before throwing it on the chair. His waistcoat follows. When he unbuttons his shirt, I follow that action, too. After undoing the cuffs, he sweeps the fabric away, baring his strong chest and flat abdomen.

      Unbuckling his belt, he asks, “How do you like it, Evie?”

      I focus on his face. “How do I like what?”

      “Sex.” He kicks off his shoes, pulls off his socks, and pulls down the zipper of his pants. “Rough? Gentle? Vanilla? Kinky?”

      “I don’t know.”

      A smile plucks at his lips. “That’s a good answer. It means we can figure it out together.”

      He pushes his briefs down with his pants. He’s hard, already. Huge. A tinge of panic bleeds through my chest. I remember how much it hurts.

      I really should tell him now, but my words dry up when he walks naked to me.

      “Remember what I promised?” he asks, pushing the sleeves of my dress over my arms. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      He’s lied to me before. I have no reason to believe him, but I do.

      Pulling the dress away from my stitches, he lowers it gently over my hips. He holds my gaze as he lets it drop around my feet. I grip his shoulders for balance as he goes down on his haunches to remove my shoes. He drags his palms over my calves and up the back of my legs as he straightens. I shiver when he cups my globes. When he dips a hand inside the elastic of the French style panties, I grip his wrist.

      “Roman, what are you doing?”

      He raises a brow. “Preparing you. Making sure you’re wet.”

      I remember that day in the hallway when he made me come without taking off my clothes. I want that again. I want him to finish what he started in the kitchen. I want to be free.

      I let his arm go.

      He slides his hand deeper, cupping my naked sex. In an instant, he achieves his goal. My body reacts to the touch. When he flicks the pad of his finger over my clit, my folds turn slick.

      “Like that,” he says in a husky voice, his eyes gleaming with victory.

      He searches my face as he parts me with a finger, reading my reaction in my eyes. This isn’t about him. He’s making it about me. As he promised, he’s making sure I enjoy what he’s doing.

      He lowers his head and plants a kiss on the corner of my mouth. “More?”

      “If you go slowly.”

      “Then ask me.”

      Soon, he’ll hate me. I’m not acting, any longer, but I’m still lying to him. It’s wrong, but I want this for myself. I want to have a prettier memory to hold onto. However, I don’t want to use him. I know how much that hurts.

      “Do you want this?” he asks, tracing my slit before dipping the tip of one digit inside.

      Heat barrels to my core. Closing my eyes, I tip back my head. He catches my nape, supporting me as he draws circles around my clit.

      “Do you want this?” he asks again, urgency infusing his tone.

      The answer falls easily from my lips. “Yes.”

      He accentuates the words. “Then ask me.”

      “Please.”

      He holds me to him as he sinks his finger inside up to the knuckle. The sudden invasion makes me go on tiptoes. A gasp falls from my lips. What he promised me is happening. I’m begging, and he’s delivering. I lost. Yet I can’t make myself care, not when losing feels this sweet.

      “Fuck.” He says the word like a prayer against my lips. “You’re responsive. You were made for my touch.”

      Stop it, Christina, before it’s too late.

      Already regretting the loss, I say, “If you know the truth about me, you won’t want to touch me.”

      All but growling the statement, he says, “There’s nothing that can stop me from having you now.”

      I clamp my thighs together. There is something.

      “Open for me,” he says, pushing a knee between my legs.

      Not having a choice, I make space for him. He pulls his finger out and slides it back in. When he curls the digit inside to stroke a sensitive spot while using the heel of his hand to rub my clit, I come. As my inner muscles clenches around his finger, he spears his free hand through my hair and tilts back my face. Lowering his head, he kisses me through the orgasm. I’m yet to come down from my high when he sets me free and makes quick work of unclasping the bra and removing my underwear.

      He takes a moment to look at me, appreciation burning in his eyes as he trails a path over my body with his gaze. I forget to breathe. I forget about everything when he lifts me into his arms and carries me to the bed.

      It’s everything my first time wasn’t. He positions me in the center and bends my thigh as he climbs over me. Hooking my leg around his ass, he shows me what he wants. I cling to him, grinding myself on the hardness he presses between my legs while he cups one breast and kisses the other.

      My need is fierce, but he takes his time. He learns the shape of my nipples with his tongue and fingers before giving me his lips again, kissing me sweetly as he frames my face between his palms.

      My breaths come in pants when he places the head of his cock at my entrance and parts my folds with a tilt of his hips. I’m so wet, he slips in effortlessly. The stretch doesn’t hurt. The way he fills me feels good. He abandons my lips and pushes up on his arms to rock inside me with a gentle rhythm. Even with the space between us, he doesn’t let go. He holds my gaze and shows me what I do to him, giving me power.

      When he increases his pace, he wakes new nerve-endings inside. My pleasure climbs again, but this time is different. It’s deeper and more intense. I lock my ankles behind his ass and lift my hips to meet his thrusts.

      Sliding one hand over my uninjured hip, he caresses my thigh. “I’m going to come.” His voice is raw. “Inside you.”

      The words alone trigger my orgasm. With the next brush of his pelvis over my clit, my climax contracts my muscles.

      His body pulls tight. Thrusting deep, he drops his mouth to my ear and says, “Evie,” as he comes with a shudder.

      The name on his lips hurts.

      “Evie,” he says again, emptying himself inside me.

      For the first time in years, I long to hear my own name. Even if I’m present in the moment, I’m still someone else to him, a wealthy man’s daughter, someone who can get him what he wants, not a girl from a poor family.

      His world and mine are universes apart. Men like him marry for power and kill for pleasure. When he finds out I’ve given him a lie, he won’t hesitate to push a gun against my head. Yet not everything is a lie. My feelings aren’t. The way he makes me feel is real. And just like that, the freedom I’ve been chasing in the pleasure he gives turns me into a prisoner. His prisoner. The bars that hold me captive aren’t physical. They’re much more effective.

      Collapsing over me, he turns on his side and brings me with him without breaking our contact, making sure I’m lying on my uninjured side.

      He wraps his arms around me and says, “Close your eyes.”

      I’ve had my eyes closed for too long. Freeing myself from his hold, I get off the bed. He doesn’t try to stop me, but he follows my movements with a dark gaze.

      Being naked is too vulnerable. I can’t do it like this. Picking up his shirt from the chair, I pull it on and button it up. The shirttails reach my knees. I roll back the sleeves, inhaling the male scent that clings to the fabric. The bun has come loose, my hair falling to my shoulders. I don’t brush the strands away where they cover my face. I want to hide behind the veil they provide. However, I can’t hide from my heart. In this moment, I know with startling clarity that even if I still believed Bell would rescue me, I wouldn’t have sent Roman into that trap. I could never send him to his death.

      Pushing onto his elbow, he rests his head in his hand. “You look good in my clothes. I told you that, already.” His expression turns heated. “But I haven’t told you that you look even better wearing nothing.”

      “Roman.” I crumple the tail ends of the shirt in my hands.

      “Evie,” he says, his tone light.

      After what we’ve done, calling me by her name feels wrong. It’s my own doing, my own fault. I just can’t help how it makes me feel.

      Alarm registers on his face. He sits up. “What’s wrong?”

      I walk to the edge of the bed. “I want a wedding gift.”

      His smile is amused. “Already exercising your wedding rights?”

      When I don’t return the gesture, his smile fades. He holds out a hand. “Come here.”

      I don’t react.

      Getting from the bed, he pulls on his pants and walks to me. “Maybe you can do with that drink, now. No more alcohol, I’m afraid.” His gaze drops to my stomach. “Not if…”

      Not if he’s trying to make me pregnant. “I don’t want a drink.”

      “I have organic cucumber and mint infusion. I’ll go get you some. It’s not champagne, but—”

      “Roman,” I say. “I’m not thirsty.”

      He takes a step, stopping so close to me I have to crane my neck to meet his eyes.

      “I know there’s a lot to deal with,” he says. “We need time to get to know each other. When I’ve broken the news about our wedding to your father, we’ll take a holiday. We can go on honeymoon.”

      He’s trying. It only makes what I have to say harder. “I don’t want a honeymoon.”

      Taking my hand, he asks, “What do you want?”

      “I want you to let the men go.”

      He regards me quietly.

      “They have families,” I say.

      “All right,” he agrees slowly. “If that’s what you want, I’ll let them go.”

      “Promise me.”

      Rubbing a thumb over my knuckles, he says, “I promise.”

      “On your parents’ graves.”

      He frowns. “I won’t break my word.”

      “There are too many lies between us.”

      “Fair enough. You don’t have to worry. I’ll send them back to Warren.”

      “When?”

      He gives me a crooked smile. “Trust is something we’re going to have to work on. Tonight, still.” He moves toward the bathroom, pulling me along. “If you won’t come back to bed, have a shower with me. I got ten different vanilla products.”

      When I hang back, he stops. “Evie?”

      “I want to make a trade.”

      He sounds amused. “A trade?”

      Taking a deep breath, I scrape together all the courage I possess. “Yes.”

      “What kind of trade?”

      I pull my hand from his. “I need another promise from you. I need you to promise that you’ll take a woman under your protection, someone I care about deeply.”

      “If you’re worried about your mother—”

      “It’s not my mother.”

      He regards me curiously. “What is this protection supposed to entail?”

      “I want you to make sure she’ll be taken care of financially and in terms of security. For the rest of her life.”

      He crosses his arms. “I’m intrigued. Who is this woman?”

      “Promise me first.”

      “You mentioned a trade.” He drags a gaze over me. “What do I get in return?”

      “Your life.”

      His eyes tighten, all the playfulness vanishing. “What are you talking about?”

      “Promise me.”

      “If this is a game—”

      “It’s not a game.”

      He widens his stance. “Fine. You drive a hard bargain, wife, so it better be worth my while. What is this woman’s name?”

      “Eden Brooks. She’s a minor. Bell may have appointed someone to take care of her while I’m gone. Number forty-three Second Avenue, Linden.”

      “Who is she?”

      I swallow. “My sister.”

      His gaze narrows another fraction. “Your sister? What are you talking about?”

      I stand up tall, acting brave. “I’m not who you think I am.” But it’s exactly that, an act, because my voice falters. “I’m not Evie Warren. My name is Christina.”

      An awful silence falls over the room. Violence turns the russet color of his eyes a shade darker. “What do you mean you’re not Evie?”

      “I’m her doppelgänger. Warren set you up. By now, Evie and Nathan will be married. Bell already has Max Stone on his side. He’ll set a trap. When you go to meet him, he’ll kill you.”

      The quiet kind of violence is the scariest. Fear twists my insides as Roman stares at me for long seconds. The shutter is back in front of his eyes. He no longer lets me in, but I know he’s processing my words. I know he has to work through disbelief and bitter betrayal before the anger sets in. That’s what I felt when he told me he’d offered Bell a contract ten years ago.

      I know the exact moment the hatred sets in. His eyes go hard. His face twists into a mask of fury. Yet his voice is eerily soft when he says, “Your job was to deceive me.” He advances on me. “Your job was to play me and give Warren time to go through with the marriage.”

      I retreat until my back hits the wall. I want to say it wasn’t like that, but before I can open my mouth, he utters a raw cry and raises his arm. I don’t cower. I brace myself for his violence, but instead of bringing his fist down on me, he smashes it on the wall next to my face.

      Like the first time he hit the wall instead of me, the outburst makes me jump.

      Grabbing my bicep with bruising force, he pulls me to the door.

      “Wait, Roman,” I say, putting all my weight into hanging back.

      He drags me across the floor like I weigh nothing. “Do not fucking say my name.”

      Taking the key from his pocket, he unlocks the door and continues down the hallway. I have to run not to stumble. On the stairs, I can’t keep up with his angry strides. I go down, landing on my ass, but he doesn’t stop to let me straighten. He drags me like a bag of garbage across the foyer to the back of the house.

      I already know where we’re heading before he stops in front of the basement door to punch a code into the electronic keypad on the wall. Today, there’s no guard. Maybe he didn’t think it was necessary, seeing that I became his wife.

      No, not his wife. His fake wife.

      “You’re a fucking whore,” he says, forcing me down the stairs. “A traitor.”

      The cold rushes up to meet us, turning my body into a block of ice. Warren’s men get to their feet as Roman drags me past their cell.

      Unlocking the last iron gate, he shoves me into the third cell. The momentum makes me lose my balance. I stumble, landing on all fours. He’s on me in a flash, fisting my hair and pulling me onto my knees. Yanking hard, he tilts back my head and forces me to meet his gaze. The loathing is his eyes is reserved for me. He wants me to see that.

      “You’re a good actress,” he says with flaring nostrils. “A perfect liar and a cunning little cheat.”

      When he lets me go, I sink to my heels.

      Taking a step back, he pulls his belt from the loops of his waistband. I know what’s coming before he swings the leather strap through the air and cracks it next to me on the floor.

      “Say it,” he yells. “You will admit your lies on your knees and beg for my forgiveness while you kiss my feet or I swear I’ll beat it out of you.”

      I lick my dry lips, shaking not only with fear but also from the cold. His life mission and carefully crafted revenge has been ruined. All I can offer is, “I’m sorry.”

      He utters another cry before bringing down the belt again, this time closer to my body. He’s shaking, but not with cold. His anger is burning him up from the inside out.

      “Fuck,” he says, dragging his hand over his head.

      He walks in a circle around the cell, clenching and unclenching one hand while clutching the belt in the other.

      Gnashing his teeth, he spares me a last look before stalking from the cell, slamming the gate, and clicking the lock in place. A moment later, the sound of a key scraping in a lock sounds. Metal slams against stone.

      “Get the fuck out,” Roman says, his voice not sounding like his own.

      Footsteps fall on the floor. He’s letting the men go. He’s keeping his promise.

      “You, too.”

      “No.” Number Two speaks. “If she stays, so do I.”

      “Suit yourself,” Roman says.

      His bare feet is quiet on the floor. Only the banging of the metal door upstairs announces his exit.

      My strength gives out. I sit down flat on my ass, hugging my knees to my chest. It’s so cold it hurts. The dampness doesn’t help. It coats my skin and soaks the shirt I’m wearing. Within seconds, the fabric is as stiff as cardboard. My breath makes white puffs in front of my mouth. The icy floor needles my skin. After another second, my teeth start to chatter.

      “Get up and move around,” Number Two says.

      I’m shaking so hard it’s difficult to get my legs to cooperate. Rubbing my arms, I walk in a circle, but moving hurts. It’s not just my feet. It’s a bone-deep ache, maybe a lack of blood flow.

      “Y–you should’ve gone w–when you had the chance,” I say.

      “You made a deal, didn’t you? That’s why he let us go.”

      “H–he knows. I–it’s over.”

      “Move around.”

      “C–can’t. I’m s–so cold.”

      “I know,” he says with compassion. “I’m holding my jacket through the bars. Do you see it?”

      Just turning my head is a huge effort. “N–no.”

      “I’ll try to throw it.”

      “N–no.” I hug myself tighter. “I–if it falls t–too far away…” I can’t even finish the sentence. I’m too cold to speak. “I–it hurts.” I never thought cold could hurt like this.

      “I know.”

      Leaning against the wall, I rest my weight on my heels. The frozen floor burns my feet. It feels as if they may fall off.

      “The name is Tom,” he says.

      Tom. I let that settle. I never took him for a Tom. “C–Christina.”

      “Christina,” he echoes. “It’s a pretty name.”

      “T–thanks,” I say, resting my head against the wall and closing my eyes.

      I’m not thanking him for telling me I have a pretty name. I’m saying thank you for giving me something, for giving me a name so I don’t have to do this alone.

      “You’re welcome.”

      It hurts so bad. So bad.

      “Christina?”

      “I–it hurts.”

      “Close your eyes. Think of a warm place, a place with lots of sun.”

      “T–the beach.”

      “That’s good. Yeah. The beach. Feel the rays of the sun on your skin, how it warms you from the inside.”

      I open my eyes. We went to the beach once when I was little. We rented a caravan. It was parked on a lawn that gave way to the sand. It was before Eden was born. The air was sticky, always smelling of salt. My dad carried me on his shoulders to the rock pools. I looked for shells while he fished. He gutted and cleaned the fish before grilling it on the fire right there on the beach.

      “Come here, Chrissy. Here. Go rinse the bowl in the shallow water. Don’t climb on the rocks. The tide is coming in.”

      His face is younger, and his skin has a healthy bronze glow.

      “T–the water is c–cold.”

      “You’ll get used to it, Chrissy. You’re a brave girl.”

      “Christina? Christina, talk to me. Don’t stop talking.”

      “D–daddy?” I grin. A copper taste fills my mouth. Why did I bite my tongue?

      What day is it?

      Monday, Roman says.

      “Christina!”

      “Chrissy.”

      You came, Daddy.

      “It’s not a good day to die, Chrissy.”

      “Christina, talk to me, damn you. Stay with me. Don’t fall asleep.”

      Finally, it stops. I don’t feel the pain. The water isn’t cold, any longer. It’s dark and warm and welcoming. I walk in deeper, letting the tide take me. Take away the memories. I drift on my back, keeping my eyes open. The sky is a brilliant black.

      I’m free.

      It’s a good day.
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      The bottle slips from my hand and crashes on the floor. Fuck. That was my best scotch. I trip, barely managing to catch myself as I go to the bar for another bottle.

      The door opens. Mateo enters, still wearing his wedding suit.

      She ruined my plan, my life’s work. Evie. No, Christina.

      I point a finger at my brother before grabbing a new bottle. “Take off that fucking suit.”

      He looks from me to the broken glass and spilled liquor on the floor. “What’s going on? The guard said you let Warren’s men go.”

      “I promised Evie.” My laugh is hollow. “No. Not Evie.” My lips curl around the name. “Christina.”

      Mateo circles the broken glass and takes the bottle from my hand. “What the fuck are you talking about? Where’s Evie?”

      I point a finger in the general direction of the basement. “In the cell. She lied. She’s not Evie.”

      He puts the bottle on the counter. “You’ve had too much to drink. You’re not talking sense. Have a cold shower and sober up. Get your fucking shit together. You’re not alone, Roman. You have a family to consider, now.”

      “We’re not married.” I lean my palms on the pool table and hang my head. “The woman I married is Evie Warren’s doppelgänger. Warren set me up.”

      “What the fuck?”

      “Yeah,” I say, uttering another laugh. “The joke is on me.”

      “Son of a bitch.”

      I lift my head. My brother has his face turned to the ceiling and his hands on his hips. He’s processing this, trying to make sense of it like I did a few minutes ago.

      “He paid her?” he finally says, facing me again. “He paid her to get kidnapped? That’s fucked up.”

      “What do I care?”

      But I do. Between stealing and bedding her, I stopped hating her. I started seeing her differently. I respected her. I started liking her. That’s the real problem.

      I like her.

      “Is that why you locked her in the basement?” Mateo asks. “To kill her?”

      Fisting my hands, I fight another surge of anger that torpedoes through me. “I haven’t decided.”

      “Is she wearing a coat?”

      I look at him. “I dragged her there straight from my bed after the little con artist fucked me while lying to my face. So, no. I didn’t stop to drape a fur coat over her shoulders. She’s wearing my shirt.” My shirt. It looked right on her, but she lied. She deceived me. It was all a scam. I slam a fist on the felt of the table. “I should fucking kill her.”

      “In a short while, you won’t have to. It’s minus five degrees Celsius and damp down there. She’s got no fat on her body. She’s probably dead, already.”

      The sound of that eradicates my anger. The thought scrapes on my soul like meat that’s being taken off a bone. It leaves me empty, aching, like a man being tortured.

      “You need to sober up,” Mateo says. “If Warren set a trap, we need to be ready.”

      He’s right.

      “Have a shower,” he continues, making his way to the door. “I’ll get Andrew.”

      I have to kill her, but I can’t. I fucking can’t, and it’s her fault.

      Uttering a cry of fury, I slam my fist on the table. My knuckles are bleeding from earlier, but I don’t feel the pain. I didn’t feel the cold when I took her down there. I was too consumed with my anger. I still am, but I’m also lucid enough to realize what I’ve done.

      Turning on my heel, I rush to the basement. The door at the top is unlocked. It slams against the wall when I yank it open. The silence that greets me is ominous. The single bulb throws a weak light over the floor. It fans out, looking almost angelic in the dark prison, like a beautiful but bad omen.

      In the blink of an eye, I’m stone cold sober.

      Urgency propels my steps. I almost fall at the bottom of the stairs.

      Warren’s man, the man she called Number Two, sits with his back against the wall and his head hanging between his shoulders.

      He looks up when I pass. “You’re too late.”

      I don’t listen. If I do, I’ll be useless. I take the key from the hook on the wall. My fingers are numb. The cold makes them clumsy. I drop the key. Cold pierces through the soles of my feet and stabs into my chest. I bend to pick up the keyring and drop it once more before I manage to get a grip.

      My heart thuds in the cage of my ribs. I pass the second cell and stop in front of the third. Christina lies on the floor in a fetal position, curled in on herself. She’s not shivering. She’s not moving.

      I shut down my emotions. It’s what I need to act efficiently. It’s the only way to function. I unlock the gate. Leaving it open, I rush across the floor and turn her face to me. Her lips are blue and her pale skin so white she already looks like a ghost, but there’s a pulse in her veins where I press two fingers on her wrist. It’s weak, but it’s life.

      Lifting her into my arms, I run for the hallway. It’s warmer there, but it’s not enough. Her body must’ve gone into shock. I make a beeline for my bedroom, the air burning in my lungs as I lay her down in my bed and cover her icy body with mine before dragging the comforter over us.

      “Stay with me, Christina,” I order as I rub her arms, her uninjured side, and her thighs, everywhere I can reach.

      A knock falls on the door. Mateo sticks his head around the frame. “What are you doing? Andrew is waiting in the rec room.”

      “Call the doctor,” I grit out.

      “Already done,” he says, his tone calm. “He’ll be here in five.”

      I cut him a look. He knows me better than I want to give him credit for.

      Christina’s skin is no longer like a block of ice, but she’s still cold, and she’s not stirring. I straddle her, cross my palms over her heart, and press down. One, two, three. Pause. One, two, three. I carry on until I lose track of counting. Mateo left, but I’m only half cognizant of what’s happening around me. All my focus is trained on the woman beneath me.

      If I killed her…

      One, two, three. Pause.

      I lower my ear to her lips and listen. Her breath is faint, but like her pulse, it’s there. I don’t bother to unbutton the shirt. I rip it down the front and tear it off her body. Pushing our naked chests together, I try to warm her with my body heat.

      “Come on, sweetheart. Open your eyes. You can do this.”

      A couple of minutes, and her eyelashes flutter. Relief rushes through me. It’s so great it leaves me weak.

      She stirs.

      “You’re okay.” I kiss the top of her head. “You’ll be fine.”

      “The doctor is here,” Mateo calls from the door.

      “Bring another blanket.”

      Mateo grabs the throw from the back of the sofa, considerately turning his face away as I push aside the comforter to cover our bodies before dragging the comforter over us again.

      The doctor enters, carrying his medical case.

      “It’s hypothermia,” I tell the doctor.

      Giving me a cutting look, he unclips his case. “Mateo brought me up to speed. Step aside. Let me have a look at her.”

      I do so reluctantly.

      She opens her eyes as the doctor covers her with a space blanket. Those jade pools are the most beautiful sight I’ve seen. I’ve never been more grateful for anything in my life. The diamond and everything I worked so hard at winning back seems meaningless in the wake of what I could’ve lost—what I almost destroyed. I don’t care that she’s a traitor. I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself, not with that.

      “Roman,” she says, saying my name like a question.

      I force a smile. I haven’t forgiven her. I doubt I can but killing her would’ve been worse.

      “Why did you bring me back?” she whispers, tears making the green of her eyes brighter.

      Killing her would’ve been worse for me. For her, it seems not.

      The doctor prepares a hypodermic needle and empties a vial before injecting her. I look down at her, noticing the differences—her oval shaped face, her thinner nose, her fuller lips, her lighter green eyes. Her smaller curves and her too slender body. I should’ve known. If I’d not been consumed with lust and triumph, I would’ve, but my mind has been muddled since the moment I pushed her against that dirty wall in the alley.

      “Everyone out,” the doctor says.

      I look around. Mateo is still standing there, witnessing the doctor’s ministrations with a grave expression.

      I’m not leaving until I know. “Will she…?”

      “She’ll be fine,” the doctor says, his voice gruff. Displeased.

      I’m not pleased with myself, either.

      “Come,” Mateo says. “We need to talk.”

      Casting a last glance at Christina, I follow him to the recreation room. The broken glass and spilled alcohol has been cleaned. Andrew has been busy. Mateo must’ve briefed him—again—because he gives me a bottle of water.

      Uncapping it, I down half of it in one go.

      Mateo crosses his arms. “What do we do? Do we attack and kill Warren?”

      I think about that. “No.” It’s still too easy.

      “I checked with your contact at Home Affairs,” Andrew says. “Ev–Christina didn’t lie. Evie and Nathan got married the day before yesterday. They kept it quiet.”

      I gnash my teeth.

      “Warren already aligned his forces with Stone’s,” Mateo says. “You should’ve told us about the trust fund. It’s public, now. Nathan controls the money.”

      “But Warren still pulls the strings,” Andrew says, making an accurate assumption.

      “Everything we worked for,” I say, stabbing my fingers into my hair, “everything we planned is ruined.” I fucking hate to admit it, but, “Warren was one step ahead of us.”

      “If we’re not going to kill him, what’s the plan?” Mateo asks.

      I consider that. It’s strange how everything that mattered yesterday matters less today. What matters most to me now lies upstairs in my bed. She effectively ruined me. A laugh bubbles from my chest. Fuck, she’s good. She slayed me like no man can, and I never saw it coming.

      “Roman?” Andrew says, his expression worried.

      “Warren suffers,” I say. “No one kills him until he’s as penniless as he made our family.”

      “How?” Andrew throws his arms in the air. “Our plan is fucked. Evie is already married.”

      “Remember that mine you mentioned?” Mateo says. “The one in which Warren invested that’s running empty?” He grins. “Well, guess what? There’s word that one of Warren’s good friends stole the diamond deposit and framed the man who discovered it for theft.”

      “Which friend?” I ask, my curiosity piqued.

      Mateo dips his face and holds my gaze. “Harold Dalton.”

      Interesting. “From Dalton Diamonds?”

      Mateo smiles. “The one and only.”

      He’s a diamond magnate, one of the biggest players in the industry. “So, Dalton stole the discovery. Who’s the unlucky man he framed?”

      “A man called Damian Hart,” Mateo says.

      “I’ve never heard of him.”

      “He’s doing time in the Johannesburg prison, and from what our inside info says, he’s made a name for himself with his fists. He’s made friends with the right people on the inside, and he’s taking payment on the outside.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I ask, “What are you suggesting?”

      “Warren is one of the stakeholders in that mine.” Mateo adds with meaning, “Apparently, Hart wants the same thing we do.”

      “Revenge,” I muse.

      “If we get word of the fact that the mine isn’t turning up a good yield to Hart, we let him take care of the action.” Mateo takes a beer from the fridge and unscrews the cap. “We strike a deal. Warren’s failed investment in the mine weakened him financially. We put our money at Hart’s disposal, and when he gets out, which will be soon, he takes his revenge.”

      “Ruining Warren,” Andrew says.

      Mateo takes a swig of the beer. “As well as Dalton and the other shareholders.”

      “How?” I ask.

      “My informant says Hart has evidence of the theft and other information at his disposal. This is where it gets interesting. The other shareholder is Stone. Go figure. Warren and Stone have been in cahoots for some time. If Hart takes care of both Warren and Stone, Stone won’t be able to come to Warren’s rescue. They’ll both be ruined.”

      “Do it,” I say. “Pay him as much money as he needs, but make sure he understands that Warren goes down with Dalton. I don’t care what happens to Stone. As long as Warren is left with nothing but the clothes on his back, we have a deal.”

      Mateo grins. “It shouldn’t be too difficult to organize.”

      I think about it. I’ll keep tabs on this Hart person, this Damian. If he fails to meet his end of the bargain, I’ll go after him and Warren and personally torture them to death. I’ll lock Warren in my basement and keep him alive for years while slowly carving him to pieces. The only reason I’m not doing it now is the woman I have locked up in my house. I don’t want to cultivate such filth in the foundation of the house if there’s a chance she’ll stay.

      Fuck.

      I came inside her. There’s a possibility she may have conceived. It’s slight, but even if the odds are less than one percent, it’s still a chance to consider.

      I turn to Andrew. “Fetch Warren’s man from the cell and bring him here.”

      “There’s still one?” he asks. “I thought Mateo said you let them go.”

      “He refused to leave.”

      Mateo raises a brow. “Why?”

      “That’s what I’m planning on finding out.”

      Andrew leaves to execute the order.

      Finishing his beer, Mateo dumps the bottle in the recycling bin. “I’ll go set up a visit with Hart.”

      I nod, my mind already elsewhere. Upstairs. “Let me know how it goes.”

      When my brother walks from the room, I grab the gun I keep behind the bar and take a seat by the counter. A moment later, Andrew leads Warren’s man inside.

      “Leave us,” I say, making sure the man sees the gun resting on my thigh.

      I wait until Andrew has closed the door behind him. “What’s your name?” I chuckle. “I’m not going to call you Number Two. It’s too cumbersome to pronounce.”

      “Tom,” he says, glaring. “Is she dead?”

      “No.” I grab a packet of cigarettes that lie on the counter. One of my men must’ve left it there. I haven’t smoked since I was eighteen, but I light one now and drag the nicotine into my lungs. Blowing the smoke in his face, I say, “You stayed.”

      His eyes water, but he doesn’t blink. “If she’s alive, there are things you need to know about her.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Is that why you stayed? To protect her?”

      “It’s not my job to protect her.”

      “Then why do it?” If he says he feels something for her, I’ll fucking crush him right here and now.

      “Because she negotiated. Her life for ours. Telling you is the least I owe her.”

      I take another drag. “Telling me what?”

      “The truth.”

      “Then talk.”

      He shuffles, getting as comfortable as he can with his hands tied behind his back. “I was there from the start, right from when Mr. Warren acquired her.”

      “Acquired her?” It’s a strange way to put it.

      “He bought her.”

      I still at that, ice invading my veins. “What did you say?”

      “Her mother sold her.” He looks me dead in the eye. “And you’re just as much to blame for her fate as Mr. Warren.”

      Balling my hand into a fist, I grit out, “What did you say to me?”

      “Mr. Warren went searching for a lookalike. He wanted someone who resembled Miss Warren. Evie. Christina was one year older. She was fifteen, but she was the same height.”

      Dread invades me, spreading like frost through my body.

      “They took her to a place in the countryside and taught her to act like Miss Evie, to walk and eat like her. They dyed her hair and did plastic surgery on her face.”

      I had a strict education.

      Everything inside me ices over.

      “When she returned a year later, her real training started,” he continues. “Mr. Warren trained her to be Miss Evie’s double.”

      “A decoy,” I say as the building cold fury explodes inside me.

      “Christina was always sent ahead. If everything was safe, Miss Evie would follow.”

      You’d rather watch them from a distance.

      That comment about watching the flowers from behind a window, of being a spectator instead of a contributor to life, suddenly makes sense.

      More pieces of the puzzle come together. “She complied because Warren threatened her sister’s life.”

      “Mr. Warren taught her these rules. She had to memorize them. Don’t get caught. If caught, play the role. Win time. He said he’d protect her sister and save her. All she had to do was pretend to be Miss Evie.”

      That sick son of a bitch. I’m shaking. The truth twists in my stomach. I can’t see anything but the facts I’ve been too blind to recognize.

      “She’s not a traitor,” he says. “She didn’t have a choice. She didn’t know.”

      I’m vaguely aware of a burning sensation in my palm where I’ve scrunched up the cigarette, putting it out on my skin.

      “She’s not a whore,” he says, throwing the statement at me with spittle. “Mr. Warren shot a man once for touching her hand.”

      The words I utter sound hollow in my skull. “She wasn’t a virgin.”

      “No. Mr. Warren took care of that. He knew what would happen when you took her.” He snarls. “He took her into the basement. We all knew what he’d done behind that door because when he exited, he hadn’t even zipped up his fly yet. He said he’d broken her in for the job, taught her what to expect. For a long time after that, he made jokes about how much she bled.”

      I see red. “Yet you did nothing.”

      “Like everyone, I have a family. Like her, I have people to protect.”

      I’ll kill the lot of them, everyone who stood by. I’ll do worse to Warren. I swear it.

      “I had to pick her off the floor,” he says. “Mr. Warren really did a number on her.”

      I can’t listen to more, but I have to hear it. I owe it to her. “The man he tortured to death while making her watch…”

      “It was a lesson of what happens to traitors. Miss Evie gave her a dress. A damn dress.”

      The gun shakes in my hand. “He’ll pay. When I’m done with him, he’ll beg me to pull the trigger.”

      “Mr. Warren expects you to kill her. That’s what he’s bargaining on.”

      Because he knew I’d be so angry I couldn’t see past the fury.

      “I’m telling you this because you have a chance to give her freedom,” he says. “She’s been Mr. Warren’s prisoner for ten years. You owe her this because you’re just as guilty as Mr. Warren. You’re just as responsible for what happened to her. You sealed her fate the day you sent Mr. Warren a contract with your demands. That’s the day he went looking for her.”

      It hits me between the eyes—what I’ve done, what Warren and I have done. Tom is right. I’m as guilty. I’m guiltier. I slept with her and planted my seed in her belly. I accused her, called her names. Horrible names. I almost fucking killed her.

      I look at the man standing in front of me. I want to kill him. If it can’t be Warren, it needs to be someone else. Anyone. I just need to fire a shot into his brain and break open his skull, but not all the blood in the world can sate the violence coursing through me.

      I look. I look and look. I look at his dull eyes and grassy hair. He looks tired. I want to off him. Someone. My finger itches on the trigger. I promised her. I promised Christina. Of all the promises that has ever been made to her and broken, of all the lies we told her, this will be inconsequential, just another lie, but I can’t be the man who does that to her.

      “Go,” I say, grinding my teeth. “Get the fuck out of my sight before I change my mind about cracking your skull open with the butt-end of this gun.”

      “I’m not going back to Mr. Warren,” he says, stubbornly standing his ground. “You can tell him you killed me.”

      “Then where the fuck do you want to go?”

      “Let me look after her. She’ll need protection.”

      He doesn’t say it again, but the unspoken words hang like a sentence in the air. She’ll need protection if I give her the freedom she deserves.

      I scrub a hand over my face. My palm smells like cigarette smoke. It tears me apart, but I say it. I commit to the only thing I can, the right thing. “If anything happens to her…”

      “You can say she’s dead.”

      I nod, not wanting to.

      “I know a man,” he continues. “I can get her and her sister new identities.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” I say, pushing to my feet, feeling too heavy.

      “It’s best she moves away from Johannesburg. Somewhere to the coast, maybe.”

      “Money won’t be an issue.”

      “I’ll have to move my family, too.”

      “Do what you have to do, but if a hair is harmed on her head, I’ll hold you responsible.”

      “I’m a soldier. The way I’ve been trained, when someone gives his life for you, you owe him yours.”

      “Do you know where her sister lives?”

      “Yes.”

      “Go there. I’ll send my men with you. Wait in a safe place. I’ll send word.”

      He stands at attention. “Yes, sir.”

      Taking my phone, I dial Andrew.

      He answers with, “Do I need to call the cleanup team?”

      “Get your ass over here.”

      He arrives promptly.

      “This is Tom,” I say, waving the gun at the man still standing like a soldier in front of me. “Untie him. He’s leaving. Send him with five of our men.”

      Andrew’s eyes flare. “What’s going down?”

      “Not a fight,” I say. “I’ll tell you everything later. Now get the fuck out of my sight.”

      Andrew takes Tom’s arm and leads him away.

      I go around the bar and take a bottle of scotch. I need to be sober, but not for this. For this, I drink, numbing the guilt. I drown the part I played in Christina’s fate in scotch because Tom was right about one thing. We’re all guilty. The only innocent person in this war is the hostage we’ve taken prisoner—first Warren, then me.

      By the time half of the bottle is gone, the world blurs around me. The lines are fuzzy, but the pain is sharper.

      I climb the stairs as the good doctor comes down.

      “I gave her a saline infusion. She’s stable, but she needs to rest.” Continuing on his way, he says from over his shoulder, “You need to get sober.”

      I let the rebuke slide. He was one of my father’s closest friends. He’s loyal. Plus, he’s right.

      Pushing open the door of my bedroom, I lean in the frame.

      Christina is sitting up in my bed, her blond hair messy around her face. I look closer. Where her hair has parted, the roots are darker. She must be a brunette.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask.

      It’s a fucking stupid question, but I don’t know how to bridge the distance I forced between us. How ironic that I’ve been closer to her than any woman. Less than an hour ago, I was inside her. Now we’re miles instead of a few meters apart.

      She stares at her hands. “I’m good.”

      “Tom told me.” I saunter into the room, realizing I’m still clutching the bottle in one hand and the gun in the other. “I know everything.”

      Turning her face away, she looks at the window. She doesn’t want to talk about it. I get that.

      “Tom is going to take care of you,” I say. “He’s on his way to your sister.”

      She looks at me quickly.

      “I’ll let Warren know I killed him. Both of you.” I take a swig from the bottle. “If you want to leave, you’ll never have to worry about money.” My chest constricts, vulnerability making me weak. “If you want to stay, you’ll have my protection.”

      She gets off the bed. She’s no longer naked. She’s wearing a sweater and yoga pants. The doctor must’ve fetched her some clothes from her room.

      I watch her as she crosses the floor, waiting. Hoping. Burning.

      She stops in front of me.

      There’s a fuck-ton of things I could say, starting with sorry, but I wait, laying myself at her feet, letting her choose.

      Going on tiptoes, she kisses my cheek.

      My stomach bottoms out.

      Making her choice, she squeezes past me and leaves.
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      The winter sun is brilliant in the cloudless sky. The rays bounce of the blue glass skyscrapers in Sandton. Drumming my nails on the windowsill, I watch the square from the window of the hotel room where Eden and I are staying. When Tom crosses by the fountain, I let out the breath I’m holding.

      I turn away from the window to steal another look at my sister. She’s lying on the bed with her arms crossed behind her head, watching television. For her, this is a surprise holiday. She’s always in her element when she doesn’t have to go to school. My heart softens as I take in her dark hair and pretty features.

      As planned, Bell told her I’d gone on an impromptu trip with Evie. He sent a woman to cook and take care of the apartment while Eden was in school. He didn’t do it because he was kind or kept his word. He did it to keep up the charade in the rare event that I should’ve been able to contact my sister. He wanted me to believe that he was keeping up his end of the bargain.

      Roman hasn’t made any statements, yet. As far as Bell knows, he hasn’t discovered the truth. I suppose Bell believes I’m still playing my role, waiting for the rescue that will never come.

      A knock sounds on the door.

      Eden turns her head to me. “Your boyfriend, again?”

      “He’s not my boyfriend,” I say, ruffling her hair on the way to the door. “He’s just a friend.”

      She has no idea who Tom is. I never want her to know.

      I take my bag and jacket from the hook behind the door. “I shouldn’t be long, but order room service if you get hungry before I’m back.”

      “Can I have chips and Coke?”

      I smile. “Anything you want.”

      “You look nice, by the way. It must be a fancy restaurant.”

      Blowing her a kiss, I leave the room. I close the door behind me, making sure I hear the click of the electronic lock. Tom stands in the hallway with his hands shoved into his pockets.

      I glance around before asking, “Did you manage to find out?”

      “They’re staying at the Vaal River for their honeymoon. Nathan is expected back at work by the end of the week.”

      “Okay,” I say, taking a deep breath.

      “Christina.” He hesitates. “We should be far away from here by now. I promised Roman I’d look out for you.”

      “Do you mind watching Eden until I get back?”

      His shoulders sag. “Of course not.” Taking up a place next to the door, he says, “I’ll be right here.”

      I offer him a smile. “I appreciate that. I shouldn’t be long.”

      “Are you sure you won’t tell me where you’re going?”

      Making my way to the elevator, I say, “I’ll call if I’m running late.”

      “I should go with you.”

      I push the elevator button. “I don’t trust anyone else with Eden.”

      He nods. “The car is parked on the curb. The man works for Mr. Malan. You can trust him.”

      When I exit the hotel, a driver gets out of a sleek car to open the back door. I get in and give him the address.

      In less than forty minutes, we’re there. My palms turn sweaty as we approach the gates. I wipe them on my thighs and focus on my breathing. The gun Tom gave me is in my bag. It gives me a sense of security as I take the bag from the seat next to me and clutch it in my lap.

      As the driver pulls up, a man exits the guardhouse.

      My make-up is heavy, and the fur-trimmed hat and oversized sunglasses are hiding most of my face. Just in case, I’ve padded my breasts.

      Tapping into my training, I wind down my window and busy myself with my phone. I barely spare him a glance as I say, “Open the gates, already.”

      “Miss Warren?”

      Finally gracing him with a look, I say in a stern tone, “Mrs. Stone.”

      “Of course, yes. Mrs. Stone.” He glances at the driver before craning his neck to look at the empty seat next to me. “Is he one of Mr. Stone’s men?”

      I infuse my tone with irritation. “What do you think?”

      “I’ll call the house to let them know you’re on your way.”

      Not thanking him, I wind up my window, already pretending to read a text message on my phone again.

      The gates swing open.

      “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” the driver asks as the car rolls up to the main entrance.

      “Park here.” When he cuts the engine and comes around to open my door, I say, “Open the trunk and wait by the car. I’ll try to be quick.”

      The housekeeper opens the front door just as I climb the steps to the porch.

      “Mrs. Stone,” she exclaims. “We weren’t expecting you.”

      I’m typing furiously on my phone, brushing past her without looking up or giving her a greeting. Imitating Evie’s voice, I say, “I need warmer clothes. It’s freezing at the Vaal River.” I clack my way across the entrance hall, swaying my hips as I head for the stairs. “Get a bag. Pack some cashmere sweaters and wool cardigans. Not the red or white. Green. And an evening dress. We have a last-minute formal dinner.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she says, running to keep up with me.

      I go straight to Evie’s dressing room. It’s more of a hall than a room. Seeing that Evie needed most of her clothes in double, the garments take up a lot of space. She never got rid of anything, not even from when she was fifteen and I was sixteen. She always said she was keeping the dresses for her daughter. There’s no way Evie could’ve moved all that stuff to Nathan’s apartment. He has a penthouse in Hyde Park. Those penthouses are fancy but designed as bachelor pads. Evie’s clothes alone would’ve taken up most of his floor space.

      The housekeeper is already unzipping a bag and placing it on one of the benches. While she goes through the drawers, I take a few dresses and dump them on top of the bag.

      “Get me a warm cup of tea,” I say. “It’s cold in here.”

      “We switched off the central heating in this room, ma’am. If we’d known you’d be—”

      “Never mind.” I wave a hand, inspecting the clothes in the winter section of the closet. “Now hurry up with that tea, will you?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She scurries through the door, her sneakers squeaking on the marble tiles.

      I count to ten, go to the door, and peer around the frame. The hallway is empty. My heart beats in my throat as I adjust the sling of my handbag over my shoulder and walk to the elevator. The steel doors reflect the deserted space behind me as I press the button. I tap my foot as I wait for the door to open.

      Thanks to the intel Tom got, I know the Stone and Warren families are having a celebration lunch at their exclusive weekend house on the banks of the Vaal River. It’s still early enough for Evie to make the hour-long-drive back and have plenty of time to refresh before lunch.

      “Come on,” I mutter under my breath, glancing over my shoulder.

      Finally, the door slides open. I step inside and press the button for the underground level. Going there still gives me shivers, but I push the memories of the basement aside.

      The cameras will record my presence. The recording feeds to a remote system. Bell will know I’ve been here, but by then, it will be too late.

      At the door of the vault, I enter the code I memorized when Evie had used it. Bell is slack about regularly changing the codes. Like most other things, he’s too lazy to memorize numbers. He didn’t want a lock that requires a thumb print. He’s always been too scared someone would cut off his thumb to get access to the room.

      When the door clicks open, I don’t waste time. I cross the floor, take the glass box with the diamond, and drop it. The glass breaks with a shattering sound. The big diamond rolls out, stopping on its long side next to my shoe. Retrieving it, I study it in the light. It’s the real deal. A zirconia has smoother and rounder edges, and it would’ve felt twice as heavy.

      After dropping the diamond in my bag, I take out the lighter liquid and break the seal. Turning the bottle upside down, I leave a trail of liquid on the floor as I hurry back to the elevator.

      By the time I get back to the dressing room, the tea is waiting on the vanity. I squirt lighter fluid randomly over the fancy garments, all the dresses I was made to wear, and grab the bag with the clothes. The housekeeper has folded everything neatly and packed it inside. Pulling a match, I light the hem of the white dress with the diamante detail. The fabric catches fire quickly. The silk shrivels up before passing the flame to the twin dress hanging next to it. I chuck the empty bottle into the closet and take out the second one, repeating the whole ritual on my way to the front door.

      The housekeeper runs after me as I reach the entrance. “Mrs. Stone!”

      I stop, holding my breath.

      “I couldn’t find the green cashmere sweater.” She catches up with me. “Didn’t you take it with you? I thought I’d packed it.”

      “Maybe you did.” I continue to the door. “I’ll have another look.”

      “What’s that smell?” She scrunches up her nose. “It smells like gasoline.”

      I open the door. “It does. Did you mess something?”

      She frowns. “No.” Studying the floor, her frown deepens. “It’s wet. Somebody spilled something.”

      “You better clean it before my parents come home.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’ll go get a mop.”

      When she’s gone, I turn in the door. I don’t look at the house with its expensive carpets and antique furniture. I don’t need to. There are no good memories for me here. I light another match and drop it with the packet on the floor before shutting the door behind me.

      Forcing myself to walk normally down the stairs, I dump the bag with the clothes in the driver’s arms. “Let’s go.”

      Just as we reach the main entrance of the property, the fire alarm in the house goes off. Flames erupt behind the window in the upstairs dressing room. I watch the orange glow through the window as we clear the gates. The staff has enough time to leave through the back. I hope the whole place burns down before the fire brigade gets here.

      “Where to?” the driver asks.

      “The hotel,” I say, smiling as I slide a pair of sunglasses onto my face.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Roman

      

      

      

      The whole house is on fire when we park a block away in the street.

      “What the…?” Mateo mumbles, craning his neck for a better look through the windshield.

      “It looks as if someone beat us to it,” Andrew says.

      It’s odd, but I don’t ponder who did it or what happened. I’m here for a different reason. Taking the binoculars from the dashboard, I scan the surroundings. Warren’s staff have been evacuated. They’re standing on the pavement. Through the open gates, two firetrucks are visible, the firemen trying to douse the flames with hoses.

      “Whatever the fuck is going on, this makes our task considerably easier,” Mateo says with a chuckle.

      Judging by the size of that fire, it must’ve been going for a good hour, already. The roof is gone, and flames are raging through the windows.

      “You take care of the men,” I say to Mateo. “Warren is mine.”

      “How long do you need?” my brother asks.

      “An hour, max.” I hand him the key for the car we left around the corner. “Get out of here as soon as you can.”

      Taking my bag, I get out. Mateo follows suit. The neighbors have all come outside to watch. They’re piled up in the street in front of Warren’s house. We walk toward the commotion in the broad fucking daylight, and no one as much as glances in our direction.

      Warren himself is shouting orders, his fat belly bouncing as he runs up and down next to the wall of his property. Andrew gives me a nod as he drives past. I pull the baseball cap lower over my eyes and duck my head. I wasn’t planning on taking Warren today, only his men, but the fact that he’s here is a bonus. It speeds up my plan.

      Everyone is watching the work of the firemen, their faces turned toward the house. Warren is yelling at a man in a fire suit, going on about the valuables they need to clear from the house.

      I walk up to Warren. “Excuse me. I need a word.”

      Warren looks at me, not hiding his irritation. “What now?”

      “Insurance.” Taking his arm, I pull him aside. “Over here.”

      Andrew gets out and opens the door.

      “What—” Warren starts.

      Before he gets out another word, I slam my fist against his temple, knocking him out cold. Andrew takes one side and I the other. We drag him to the car and throw him into the back. We’re taking off and no one has noticed that he’s gone.

      “What now?” Andrew asks.

      I think quickly, improvising. Not the house. It’s too far. We’ll lose too much time driving there.

      “The gasworks,” I say.

      The old factory has been abandoned for years due to soil contamination. Glancing over my shoulder, I take in Warren’s quiet bulk. He’s not moving. It may take him a while to come to.

      The drive takes fifteen minutes. Glancing around to make sure there are no cars heading down the road, I use the bolt cutter to cut the lock on the rusted gate. I was planning on using it to cut the barbwire on the wall of Warren’s property, but like Mateo said, this is much easier.

      I kick open the gates and wave Andrew through. When my cousin has entered, I push them closed. He parks behind a metal wall where the car is out of sight. Together, we drag Warren inside the deserted warehouse and dump him on the floor. Using the rope I packed for scaling the wall of his property, I tie his hands and feet to the metal legs of old workbenches, spreadeagling him.

      When he’s secured, I tell Andrew, “Get some water.”

      While he goes in search of water, I find old rags with suspicious looking stains in a corner.

      Andrew returns with a dented, rusty bucket. “I found this in the back. There’s water in the rain barrel, but it’s dirty.”

      “Perfect.” I motion for him to leave the bucket on the floor. “Watch the gates. Let me know if anyone comes sniffing around.”

      From the empty baked bean cans and used condoms on the floor, it’s clear that squatters or horny adolescents frequent the place.

      He nods and jogs to the exit.

      Taking the bucket, I empty it on Warren’s face. He comes to with a cough, spluttering dirty water. I set the bucket aside and stand over him, watching his eyes as he focuses. They flare when recognition sets in.

      I grin wide. “Hello, Warren.”

      “You won’t get away with this. My men will hunt you.”

      “Your men are dead.”

      He pales. “What do you want? Money?”

      “You know what I wanted.”

      “You’ve got Evie,” he says, measuring me to read my reaction. “You have what you wanted.”

      I click my tongue. “I had Christina, with the emphasis on the had.”

      His cheeks turn a pasty color. “Where is she? Did you kill her?”

      I let him think what he wants.

      “Fine,” he says. “What you really want is the diamond. I’ll give it to you.”

      “It’s not what I want, any longer,” I say, crouching down to take the shears from the bag.

      “What is it you want?” he asks, his voice shrill. “Name your price.”

      “I don’t think you have much left to bargain with. Didn’t your house just burn down?”

      “I have shares. Insurance. They’ll pay out. My wife has money. Lots of money.”

      Shaking my head, I stuff his mouth full of rags. “I want justice, Warren. That’s what I want, now. Justice for what you did to Christina.”

      He twists his head from side to side, trying to bite as I feed him the filthy fabric until he gags. He protests around the obstruction in his mouth, making muffled sounds as I use the shears to cut open his jacket. I’m not careful with the sharp points when I cut through his shirt. The bottom one grazes his skin, leaving a long red line over his hairy stomach.

      His scream is pathetic when I cut through his belt before ripping off his pants and underwear. Naked, with his small dick and fat stomach, he’s a nasty sight. He bucks when I drag the shears over his crotch.

      “A little birdie told me you like to fuck underaged girls as much as men.”

      He shakes his head, his eyes bulging.

      I’d like nothing better than to snip him, but the problem with cutting off his dick is that Hart sent word that he needs Warren’s dick intact. Apparently, Warren’s dick plays a major role in his revenge scheme. Too bad.

      “Think of it like this.” I position the shears. “At least you don’t need your balls to fuck.”

      Snip.

      Blood squirts in a fountain through the air.

      The howl he utters is lost in the rags in his mouth. His neck strains as he throws back his head and pisses himself like a baby.

      Before I’ve gotten a good hold on the other side, his eyes already go glassy. Fucking pussy.

      Snip.

      His body goes slack.

      Straightening, I take in the mess. His body is pissing blood. I clean the shears on his pants before putting them back in the bag. I’m not done with him yet. After removing the rag, I stuff his balls into his mouth. With his cheeks puffed out, he looks like a blowfish. That’ll send a good message.

      Then I walk away, leaving my vengeance and the power I’d given Warren by hating him for all my adult life behind. I leave behind the poison he injected into my veins.

      Andrew straightens from where he’s leaning on the hood of the car. “Do we bring him?”

      “No.” I get inside and slam the door.

      Andrew takes the wheel and starts the engine. “You want him to bleed out?”

      “Call his wife and tell her where to find him. Use the burner phone.”

      “I’m on it,” he says, already taking the phone from the glove compartment.

      “And tell her if she values her family’s lives, she won’t involve the cops.”

      “What do you think she’ll tell the hospital?”

      I chuckle. “She can say she castrated him for cheating on her.”

      “Nah. He has a doctor on his payroll, just like us. They won’t go to a public hospital.”

      I couldn’t care less where they go.

      Sinking back in the seat, I take in the scenery as Andrew connects the call. The factory where I stole Christina isn’t far from here. It seems fitting that this is where it comes full circle.

      My thoughts are still with her when we arrive home. I need a shower to wash Warren’s filth from my hands.

      Mateo is already there. He takes in my blood-stained hands. “Which part of him did you take?”

      “His balls,” I say, making my way to the stairs. “How did it go?”

      “They didn’t even see it coming. I knifed down two before the spectators caught on. They scattered like birds.”

      “Grenade?”

      “Yes.”

      “Casualties?”

      “Only Warren’s men,” he says, following behind me.

      Good. Everyone who stood by got the justice I promised myself for Christina. Warren is as close to ruin as a man can be. Hart will take care of the rest of it, of Stone and the money.

      “Something was delivered for you,” Mateo says as I get to my room. “A courier company dropped it off.”

      I tense. “Did you scan it for explosives?”

      “Of course.” He leans in the frame, following me with his gaze as I make my way to the bathroom. “It’s on the table.”

      I glance at the coffee table where a small parcel sits. “Thanks.”

      “You’re not expecting anything, are you?”

      “No,” I say, opening the tap to rinse the blood from my hands.

      “That’s what I thought. To be on the safe side, I asked the guy about the sender.”

      I squirt liquid soap onto my palm. “And?”

      “It was a woman. She signed as Trisha Voster. Since we don’t know anyone by that name, I pressed the guy for a description.”

      Drying my hands on a towel, I walk to the door.

      “Guess what?” Mateo continues. “The description he gave me matches Christina to a tee.”

      I still.

      “He said she was wearing fancy clothes,” Mateo continues. “It sounded like the stuff Evie Warren would wear—big sunglasses, fur-trimmed hat, two-piece suit.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I advance to the table. “Why would Evie send me anything?”

      “Or Christina,” he says with meaning.

      My curiosity piqued, I pick up the parcel. The weight isn’t heavy, but it’s substantial. I’m pretty damn sure Evie Warren was nowhere near a courier today. When I checked in with Tom this morning, he informed me the Warrens were having a wedding lunch at their property at the Vaal River. I also can’t fathom why Christina would send me anything. At the thought of her, my chest tightens.

      “Aren’t you going to open it?” Mateo asks, probably as curious as I am.

      Tearing away the seal, I lift the lid to reveal layers of tissue paper. My mother’s engagement ring lies under the first layer. Something tears into my chest, something that feels a lot like regret. There’s more inside the box. I fold back the rest of the paper, and then time stops. In the center of the box sits the biggest diamond I’ve laid my eyes on. The color is so pure the stone seems otherworldly. I’ve seen it before. I know how the weight of it feels in my hand. It’s the diamond Warren had stolen from us.
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        Six months later

      

      

      

      The day is sweltering hot, the Cape Town sun blazing on my head as I carry a tray with empty glasses back to the bar. Despite only wearing a bikini top and cut off denim shorts, perspiration coats my skin. Flip-flops protect my feet from the sparkling white sand that gets burning hot at noon. The Llandudno beach is packed. It’s peak holiday season, which means big money in tips.

      I weave my way around the towels and deck chairs spread out on the sand and deposit the tray on the counter. Eden is washing glasses in the shade under the thatch.

      “It’s hot,” she says, wiping an arm over her brow. “Can I go for a swim?”

      “Sure.” I smile. “Don’t go in too deep.”

      She shakes soap bubbles from her hands, making music with the bangles on her wrists. “Can we have a barbecue, tonight?”

      “I’ll go to the harbor after work to see if they have any catch of the day left.”

      “Cool,” she says, stripping down her shorts and sprinting over the hot sand to the water.

      Packing the dirty glasses in the sink, I keep one eye on her. She’s changed a lot in six months. My sister has always been independent from a young age—being at home alone so often, she didn’t have a choice—but her self-assurance is blooming. Since I dyed my hair back to my natural color, we look more like sisters. She’s only ten years younger than me, but people often ask if I’m her mother.

      I suppose I grew old before my age. It’s not lines of ageing that people see on my face. On the outside, I still look youthful, but certain things leave invisible marks, marks that cloak us with the hefty experience that only comes with age.

      We’re happy in Cape Town. Eden goes to school in Camps Bay, and I’m completing my matriculation in night school. During the day, I work in the bar. In winter, when the beaches run empty, I’m planning on working as a guide at the elephant park, which is popular with tourists in June and July.

      I bought the bar on the beach with the money Tom gave me, knowing very well that the money came from Roman. It’s the only thing I took from him, well, except for the one night I stole in his bed. As for the rest, I prefer to pay my own way. It’s good to be independent. It makes me feel stronger. Every day, I’m getting a little better.

      Tom relocated with his family to Australia. It took me a long time to convince him that I’ll be fine on my own. I’m grateful for what he’s done for me. In truth, having him around wasn’t easy. It brought back too many memories. I think that was what finally persuaded him to pack up and go, when he realized a small part of me will always despise him as much as I came to appreciate him.

      I’m not sure if Eden and I will stay here forever. Mixing drinks is fun for now. Cape Town is beautiful. It’s much more laid back than Johannesburg. I never thought I’d miss the buzz of the economic capital, but Joburg is much like Africa. Once you have it in your blood, it becomes part of your roots. I miss the electrical thunderstorms and the smell of eucalyptus trees. I miss the diversity and the busy streets that pulse with life like veins through the city, but I don’t examine everything I miss too deeply. Some things are simply too painful to admit.

      Making sure I still have a good view on Eden, who is surfing the waves, I take the rum from the shelf. When I turn from the fridge with the pineapple juice, my gaze falls on a man making his way down the steep path from the clifftop parking.

      For a moment, I freeze as I take in the copper glow of his hair that is reflected in the beard trimmed close to his chiseled features. Dressed in a T-shirt and Bermuda shorts, the power of his physique is undeniable. The clothes don’t hide the broad expanse of his chest or the strength of his muscles as he cuts across the sand.

      Keeping one eye on him and the other on Eden, I reach under the counter for the gun I’ve taped there. My hand doesn’t shake as I curl a forefinger around the trigger. I diligently practice at the shooting range.

      Our gazes lock as his muscular legs eat up the distance. His hair is longer now, pulled back into a man bun. The rusty color of his eyes is a deep hue of bourbon. I’ve always found his eyes his most beautiful feature, not for the rare color but for how mesmerizingly expressive they are.

      They crinkle in the corners as he stops in front of the counter. “Hello, Christina.”

      The baritone timbre of his voice washes over me. The sound alone does something to my belly. My stomach heats like when I’ve swallowed a mouthful of whiskey. Tingles run down my arms.

      “Hello, Roman.”

      His regard is wide open. He says nothing yet everything as he looks at me and lets me see. My pulse speeds up. He’s not here to kill me. If he were, his mask would’ve been in place.

      “You can put away the gun,” he says, confirming my thought. “I’m not here for that.”

      I slide the gun onto the shelf under the counter where it’s within my reach. “Then why are you here?”

      He glances over my head at the cocktail menu on the blackboard, but his expression is troubled. He’s studying the menu like a man who’s not interested in a drink.

      Giving up on reading, he asks, “What are you making?”

      I rest my elbows on the counter. “Piña colada.”

      He slides onto a barstool, mimicking my pose by putting his elbows so close to mine we’re almost touching. “That sounds good.”

      I watch him as I take another glass and pour the liquor into a shaker, purposefully creating distance between us. “How did you find me?”

      “I always knew where you were,” he says in a soft tone.

      I nod, accepting the fact like it’s written in stone. Roman Malan has means and power. Nothing is out of his reach. “In that case, why did you come if not to kill me?”

      “To say thank you.”

      Adding the juice and coconut milk, I give the shaker a few twirls before pouring the liquid into the blender. For a few seconds, the noise of the motor cuts off our conversation. I use the time to get a hold of myself. After everything that’s happened, he still does things to me. He may not be here to push a gun against my head and pull the trigger, but he still makes me feel like a prey. Cornered in the confines of the bar, I have nowhere to run while he stalks me from his seat, following my movements with undivided attention. He still makes me feel vulnerable on too many levels.

      When I switch off the noise, I’m still not myself. Except for making me vulnerable, he also awakens a deep ache inside of me. He’s the center of all my mysteries, the person I didn’t know I was missing. He’s the blue in my Sunday, the answer to my riddle. I can handle him, but can I handle myself?

      I steal a glance at him as I pour the drinks and immediately regret it when I catch his intense gaze on my face.

      Ignoring the heat that creeps over my cheeks, I ask, “What?”

      He drags that intense gaze in a slow path over me. “You look different.”

      “It’s my hair. It’s my natural color.”

      “Not just your hair. You’re different.”

      I raise a brow. “Tanned?”

      He laughs. The sound is deep and husky. “Happy.”

      I balance a toothpick with a slice of pineapple and a maraschino cherry on the rim of his glass. “I am. Are you?”

      He considers that before replying. “I suppose I am.”

      “You came a far way to say thank you.”

      “It’s not something a man does over the phone.”

      That’s so typical of him to have such strong yet warped values. “So, it’s okay to kill in cold blood but not okay to thank someone if not in person.”

      “Yeah,” he says with a grin, taking the drink I slide over the counter. “Something like that.” Raising his glass, he quotes me as he continues, “So, here I am, saying thank you in person.”

      I’m curious. “What took you so long?”

      “I wanted to give you time to get your life back in order.” He shrugs. “I needed to do the same. Tie up the loose ends.”

      “I heard what you did to Warren. Tom told me.”

      The line of his jaw hardens. “He deserved that.”

      “His men, too. He said you blew up the guard house.”

      A muscle twitches in his temple. “They got what was coming to them.”

      “Grenade? You always had an arsenal of weapons.”

      “Have,” he stresses. Raising an eyebrow, he adds, “Arson?”

      I shrug. “I didn’t have an arsenal. I had to make do with what I had.”

      He studies me for a moment. “You did well.”

      “Thank you,” I say, and I don’t mean for the compliment. I mean for Warren and his men.

      His lips tilt in one corner. “You’re welcome.”

      “You’re welcome, too.”

      His stare is piercing. “Why did you send it to me?”

      “Warren stole from both of us. The diamond was yours.”

      Turning serious, he says, “I didn’t kill him, but his fate will be worse.”

      “I don’t want him dead,” I say honestly. “I want him to suffer.”

      He considers that, too, before saying, “Good.”

      I cast a glance toward the water, making sure Eden is okay. She’s lying on the sand next to the rocks, drying in the sun.

      When I look back at Roman, he’s observing me.

      “Where are you staying?” he asks.

      I throw a thumb over my shoulder toward the block of apartments on the cliff. He already knows where I’m renting.

      “For how long?” he asks.

      “I don’t know.”

      “What about after, Christina?” he asks gently. “What happens after Cape Town?”

      “The West Coast, maybe. We went there on a fishing holiday, once. It was a good holiday.”

      He nods as if he understands.

      Loading the drinks onto the tray, I say, “I better serve these.”

      Before I can pick up the tray, he grips my wrist. “I also came here to return something, something that belongs to you.”

      Shoving his hand into his pocket, he takes out a ring. The emeralds glitters in the sunlight. It’s his mother’s ring. My stomach summersaults. Dumbfounded, I watch as he keeps my wrist in a vise while slipping the ring onto my finger.

      “That’s where it belongs,” he says, his eyes gleaming dangerously as he meets my gaze. “If you ever take if off again, you won’t like the consequences.”

      I look between him and the ring, my lips parting in a mixture of shock and surprise. It’s not what I expected. “I don’t understand.”

      “We’re married. You said yes. You don’t get to leave me, sweetheart.”

      “The marriage isn’t legal,” I say, battling to process how quickly this visit has taken a hundred-and-eighty-degree turn.

      “That’s easy to fix.”

      I pull to free my hand. “You married Evie. You wanted to marry Evie.”

      “I married you. You’re the woman to whom I made my promises and gave my vows. You’re the woman inside whom I came. It’s you I want. Christina.”

      The declaration steals my words. I gape at him as the world seems to spin under my feet.

      “Of everything that happened, there’s only one thing I regret.” He drops his gaze to the scar on my side. “As for the rest, I’ll do it all over again.”

      “Roman.” I blink. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “There’s nothing to say.” He continues in a dark tone, “You have two options. I really hope you’re not going to choose the second one.”

      It’s wrong yet so right. Deception led us to our truth. We’re perfect for each other.

      “You can finish school in Joburg,” he says, brushing a thumb over the ring on my finger. “I already had a room for Eden prepared in the house. No more prisoners in the basement. I won’t have that if you and your sister live in the house. I’ll buy a house on the West Coast and take up fishing if that’s what you want. Anything you want.” Leaning over the counter, he grips my hair in a fist at the back of my head and gently holds me still as he breathes over my lips, “Just know one thing. I still want to make you pregnant.”

      When he presses his lips on mine, sealing the declaration with a kiss, my world turns right for once. He’s not giving me an option, he made that clear, but I’ve never felt freer.

      There’s only one thing I can give him, my own choice to make. “Yes.”
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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for embarking on Christina and Roman’s journey. If you enjoyed the story, please consider leaving a short review (only a couple of lines will do!). Every review makes a huge difference in helping other readers discover the book.

      
        
        Review on Goodreads.

        Review on your vendor platform.

        Review on BookBub.

      

      

      

      For updates on my future books, special deals, and exclusive offers, please join my newsletter. You’ll find my Facebook group and social media links in About the Author. I look forward to staying in touch. :-)

      

      Please turn the page for a sneak peek of Damian Hart’s story in Beauty in the Broken.

      

      Hugs,

      

      Charmaine

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sneak Peek of Beauty in the Broken

          

          A Standalone Diamond Magnate Novel

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “This book is EVERYTHING!” – Anna Zaires, New York Times bestselling author

      

      

      

      Six years ago, Harold Dalton framed me for theft and sent me to jail to steal my diamond discovery. He gave his daughter to Jack Clarke in exchange for the excavation rights. Today, I’m walking free, and I’m coming for him with a vengeance. Six years of cruelty make beasts out of men. I’m going to take back what he stole from me, and more. I’m not interested in his properties or shares. I don’t want his small change. I want his biggest asset. Beautiful, mentally unstable, Angelina Dalton-Clarke.

      

      Worth billions, she’s the wealthiest widow in the country, and also the craziest. Her self-harming tendencies had Jack declare her incompetent before he put a gun to his head and blew out his brains. Lina isn’t allowed to touch a cent of her riches. Her father manages her finances. He has all the signing power. As her husband, that chore will fall to me. But if she thinks I only want her for her money, she’s sadly mistaken.

      

      Excerpt from Beauty in the Broken

      
        
        Johannesburg, South Africa

      

        

      
        Damian

      

      

      Harold Dalton shoots up from behind his oversized desk so fast he almost stumbles over the feet of his equally oversized chair. “What do you want?”

      The coward is afraid. He should be. After all, he framed me and stole my diamond mine. He’s the reason I spent six innocent years in jail.

      His fat chin quivers. He doesn’t take his eyes off me as I cross the floor. Taking my time to inspect the room, I make him sweat it out. The home office hasn’t changed, except for three more deer heads staring miserably from the wall.

      “What do you want?” he repeats when I reach his desk.

      “Ah. Whatever could I want?”

      His fingers tremble as he splays them out on the desktop. The cocksucker is so arrogant he either forgot I got out yesterday or believed I left prison a defeated man. Any less of a self-assuming bastard would’ve put a dozen guards in front of his door today. His mistake.

      A liver-spotted hand glides toward the drawer where he no doubt keeps a gun, but I’m faster and stronger. My grip on his wrist makes him whimper. I can almost smell the fear in the sweat that stains the armpits of his shirt. I’m not the twenty-two-year-old man who walked through this door in a threadbare shirt. I’m a man in an eighty-thousand-rand suit, a man with a vendetta.

      Six years is a long time, long enough to soak in the juices of your vengeance until your heart is cooked in all that bitter acid. Six years of cruelty and torture make beasts out of men. Six years in the company of the hardest criminals and most notorious mobsters also make the right connections and a fortune.

      “What do you want, Damian Hart?”

      This time, there’s acceptance in the question, the kind only people with money can muster. Bribe money.

      Letting go of his wrist, I take two pieces of paper from my inside jacket pocket and slide them over the desk. He unfolds the first, the proof of what he’s stolen, and pales as he reads. The second is an affidavit the corrupt judge signed right after I’d cut off his finger.

      The papers flutter in his hands. “Name your price. Most of my money is tied up in investments, but I have property. My house in Camps Bay is worth ninety million. I can sign over the deed in less than twenty-four hours.”

      Laughable. “Ninety million isn’t going to cut it. I’d say one thousand four hundred and fifty-five days and a diamond mine worth billions deserve a little more, don’t you think?”

      “The mine belongs to investors. Only thirty percent is mine, and I can’t simply give it away. The board has to vote on a change of ownership.”

      As if I wouldn’t know. “I’m not after your small change, Dalton. I want your biggest asset.”

      The pastry layers of his face crease into a frown.

      Turning the gilded photo frame strategically facing the visitor’s chair around, I push it slowly toward him.

      His eyes widen as comprehension sets in. Not even the threat of my presence is enough to prevent the anger from erupting on his features.

      “You must be bloody kidding me,” he hisses, crumpling the incriminating pieces of evidence in his fists.

      Angelina Dalton-Clarke.

      Daughter of Harold Dalton. Widow of Jack Clarke. She inherited her late husband’s fortune. Worth billions, she’s the wealthiest widow in the country, and also the craziest. Her suicidal and self-harming tendencies had Clarke declare her incompetent and mentally unstable before he put a gun to his head and blew out his brains. Lina Dalton-Clarke isn’t allowed to touch a cent of her riches. Her father manages her finances. He has all the signing power. As her husband, that chore will fall to me.

      “She’s mentally ill,” Dalton splutters.

      “I read the reports.” It wasn’t difficult for a cellmate to hack into the medical files.

      Dalton looks as if he’s about to have a heart attack. I wait until his face is purple, giving him time to live the beginning of his end, before I continue with my instructions.

      “Send her to the library. I’d like to see my asset in person. Oh, and not a word about our discussion. I’d like to break the happy news to her myself.”

      He stands frozen, staring at me with whatever sentiment is festering in his rotten chest. It’s only when I’m on the other side of the room that he jumps back to life, coming around the desk.

      I hold up a hand. “I’ll show myself to the library.” Mockingly, I add, “I know the way.”

      The helpless indignation on his face as I shut the door fills me with more joy than I’ve experienced in all those years his family stole from me.

      I’m from a poor upbringing, but I’m not a complete commoner. I know the rules of the gentry, which is why I give it some time before going to the library. Who knows what state Ms. Dalton-Clarke is in? She may be lounging around in sloppy attire or sunbathing naked. Her hair may be a mess and her face scrubbed clean of make-up. She may need a few minutes to make herself presentable. I’m guessing most women, when faced with an enemy, would amass whatever power they can, even if said power is derived from six-inch heels and red lipstick. Any lesser appearance than the show she puts up for the world will put her at an unfair disadvantage for the surprise visit, and although I don’t give a shit about playing fair, I do believe in treating a woman like a lady when it matters. Telling her she’s going to become my wife definitely matters.

      At my order, Mrs. Benedict, the same old housekeeper from before, grudgingly serves me a cup of Earl Grey on the terrace. It’s not by coincidence I’ve wandered out here. It’s the spot where I’d been sitting when Angelina Dalton came to me on the infamous night that sealed my fate. What will it be like to finally face her again? The onslaught of emotions at the thought is a familiar cocktail of apprehension, excitement, and a bloodthirsty need for justice. I’d lie if I say lust isn’t running thick under the surface of it all. Who can blame me? She’s been the focus of my fantasies, both the vengeful and lustful kind, for the past six years.

      Earlier in her father’s study, I barely glanced at her photo. I didn’t have to. Her features are imprinted on my mind, even if we only met that once, an angelic face with outer space blue eyes and a golden cascade of hair. I see her in my dreams and with my eyes wide open. When I close them, I see her walking to me through the French patio doors with a beautiful display of innocence and vulnerability. It’s a night I can never forget. It’s a night when the best and worst moment of my life collided. Whilst Dalton wins the grand prize for fucking me over, she takes the trophy for snatching my heart in a few seconds flat only to throw it back in my face. She’s my best and my worst. She had no right to be pretty and nice to me when she had no intention of falling as hard for me as she made me fall for her.

      The memory is always fresh, always new. Poor as fuck but armed with youth and ambition, I’d donned my only button-down shirt and set out to meet her father not at his office, but at his house. It was an idiotic idea. Any man with a little experience of high society could’ve told me I’d be out of my depth with the formal dinner, from the four forks and knives lined up next to the gold-rimmed plates to the hand-rolled cigars that concluded the five hour-long ordeal. Between the other guests in their tuxedos, I stood out like a mongrel dog among racehorses. I stepped outside for air and sat down on this very terrace wall. I was freezing my butt off without a jacket in the middle of June when she exited in that pretty white dress, her curls pinned in some fancy up-do, with a fucking green granny shawl sporting a couple of holes wrapped around her shoulders.

      “Aren’t you cold?” she asked in a voice that rang as beautiful as their fancy dinner bell.

      The ignorance of a rich girl. What the fuck did she think? My teeth were chattering and my knees knocking together. I wanted to go inside where it was warm, but I needed another minute to get my shit together. I wasn’t going to let the older men with their expensive clothes and knowledge of cutlery intimidate me. I carried my future in my pocket, a discovery that was going to put me on the map, but I was yet to speak to Dalton, the man who was going to help me make it happen. I was nothing but a poor bastard, and I didn’t want to answer her, not really, because admitting to being cold would’ve been admitting to things I didn’t want the exquisite young woman staring at me to know.

      Before I could think of anything appropriate to say, she unwrapped that ugly shawl from her frail shoulders, exposing the thin straps of her impractical evening dress, and draped the moth-eaten wool around me.

      “There.” She didn’t quite smile, but she looked pleased. “It was my grandmother’s. It makes me feel safe.”

      I stared at her like a fool, dumbstruck by the beautiful, wealthy girl who’d given me her warmth and safety. That’s how her father found us when he stepped through the doors. The minute his gaze fell on us, his eyes turned colder than the winter night. He walked over with an empty tumbler in his hand, his steps unhurried but urgent.

      Putting an arm around his daughter, he said, “Go inside, Lina. You’ll catch your death in this cold with no coat.”

      The silk of her dress accentuated the tightness of her ass and the shift of her globes as she turned and obeyed.

      Dalton’s breath fanned my face, reeking of whisky. His words were soft-spoken but loaded enough to lash like thunder. “She’ll never be yours. She’s destined for someone worthy of her.”

      I couldn’t answer, not because I didn’t have a quick comeback. I grew up rough. I knew how to throw back subtle insults, but he’d punched me in the gut with the truth. It had nothing to do with me not being worthy of her. It was that I did want her to be mine. I just didn’t know it until he’d said it, but it was suddenly out in the open, the truth set free by his words, my worst nightmare of a fantasy set in motion. That fantasy haunted me for every long, lonely night I fucked my fist in jail.

      “Come on in.” Dalton tilted his head toward the house. “I’m ready to see you about that business proposal.” At the doors, he turned, his figure a stark outline in the light. “Do take off that shawl. You look ridiculous.”

      Inside, I sought Lina out despite Dalton’s warning, telling myself it was to return her shawl. I blatantly trespassed in corridors that weren’t leading to Dalton’s office or the dining room until I found her. She stood in front of the guest bathroom with Mrs. Benedict shoving a fur drape at her and mumbling something about her mother turning in her grave. I never did give her back her shawl. I didn’t want Mrs. Benedict to take it away. I draped it over a chair back, hoping she’d find it. Then I’d gone to her father’s study and she’d married Clarke, the man who’d granted Dalton the excavation rights for the mine he’d stolen from me.

      Pushing the bitter memory aside, I leave the Royal Albert teacup on the garden table—a perversely careless act for such pricy crockery—and go back inside. Dalton is nowhere to be seen. He’s probably planning my murder for stealing his princess, the one I’m not worthy of. Isn’t karma a funny thing? If Lina turned as self-destructive and batshit crazy as her medical reports claim, our situation is ironically reversed.

      She stands in the middle of the library when I enter, not in front of or behind the desk, but right in the middle, between nothing and the fireplace. I take a few seconds. The moment is huge. I’m not going to rush it. It’s not what I expected. It’s not my memory reincarnated. Nothing is left of the angelic girl from that evening in June. She doesn’t come to me with kindness. Her back is stiff and her posture regal. The tip of her nose is tilted to the ceiling, her chin high.

      What does a crazy person look like? Not like her. Maybe. It’s hard to say. Take me, for example. You’d never say how warped I am just from looking at me. Does wearing a green granny shawl to a fancy dinner qualify as crazy? Does self-sabotage count as insane? I close the door quietly, like one would close a church door. I’m not sure why, only that I feel like I did when I held my mother’s hand, and she led me down the aisle toward the portrait of Mary carrying the baby Jesus in her arms.

      At the sound of the click, Lina’s back turns even more rigid. Her ribcage expands and contracts too quickly, as if she’s battling to breathe. Taking more time, longer than any normal person would find comfortable, I study her. With her hair like spun gold and her skin like bone china, she could easily be a fairytale princess, but that’s not what I see when my gaze drops to her lips. They’re a darker shade of pearl, full and shimmery. Lip balm. It’s not lipstick or gloss. There’s no mascara on her golden lashes or blush on her cheeks. No cosmetic courage. No high-heeled power. What she resembles is an ice queen—cold, untouchable, unobtainable. From head to toe, she’s dressed in black. A polo-neck top with long sleeves covers her from her neck to her wrists. A wide skirt brushes her ankles. Black boots peek out from underneath. The top is tight fitting and the waistband of her skirt broad, accentuating her slim shape and small waist.

      She stands quietly until I’ve done my evaluation. When I finally approach, she meets my eyes with a hint of loathing. The gold and green specs seem to light up the darkest of blues as her gaze flashes with distaste.

      I smile. Good. I’m glad she looks at me like that, or I may have gotten lost in the strange unworldliness of her eyes, a dark galaxy dotted with green and gold stars.

      “Mrs. Clarke.”

      “Mr. Hart.”

      She speaks. For six years I passed the sleepless hours of my nights trying to recall the exact sound of that voice, wondering if—hoping that—it has changed. It’s not what I’d hoped for. It’s not harsh or cracked or flawed. It’s still like a bell, clear and resonating strongly.

      “I see I’ve been announced.”

      Her level stare defies my assumption. “I remember you.”

      Just because of that angelic voice, I start counting her shortcomings. She locked herself in a room for over two years. She refused to see anyone, sometimes even her husband. “How can you blame him for killing himself?” people ask. “With a wife like her…” and they leave the sentence hanging.

      She tried to commit suicide by throwing herself out of a second story window of their home. That was before the husband shot himself, so it couldn’t be blamed on the tragedy of his death. Speculation has it mostly as the other way around. He shot himself after her suicide attempt.

      She spent a year after his funeral in an institution with a fancy name, which is just another term for an asylum. For that year, she was nursed back to health from her alternating disorders of bulimia and anorexia. Doesn’t look like they’ve achieved much. She can do with another few kilos.

      The worst is in her eyes. It’s in her silence as she stands there, letting me weigh her and find her too light. Too damn much. The coldness and craziness appeal to me. I’m a man intimately acquainted with broken things, enough to know what stands in front of me is ruined, not broken. I still want her, as much as—no, more—than when she was eighteen and sweet and a princess. A memory of Dalton bringing her into the dining room, dressed in that white frock that showed the cleavage of her small breasts and tight buttocks, flashes through my mind. I knew what he was doing. He was parading her, showing off his bargaining chip.

      She waits patiently. Maybe locking yourself up does that to you. It ruins your mind but teaches you virtues.

      “It’s been a year,” I say.

      She doesn’t ask.

      It makes me want to shake a reaction from her, but instead I lash out with my words. I lash out with my eyes, filling them with disapproval. “Do you still have to wear black?”

      Her voice is collected, indifferent. “I’m mourning.”

      “He’s been dead for a year.”

      “I didn’t say who I’m mourning.”

      Gripping my hands behind my back, I walk around her. Her head turns as her gaze follows me, but she stops at three o’clock, allowing me to look at places she can’t see, like her sculptured back. It’s too bony, the way her vertebrae show through her top, and somehow there’s perfection in even that. Frailty. Vulnerability. Femininity. I’ve never found skinny women attractive, but Lina is a first for me in everything. It’s a fact that no longer surprises me.

      I stop in front of her, drawing her gaze back to me. “Is it true?”

      She waits.

      I caress the lines of her face with my gaze. “Are you crazy?”

      “Aren’t we all to a greater or lesser degree?”

      That damn, musical voice. There’s no judgment there, just a factual statement. Clever. It wins her this round. There’s nothing to argue.

      “I suppose you’d like to know the reason for my visit.”

      She looks straight into my black, soiled soul. “I know why you’re here.”

      “Is that so?” I give her a smile that’s meant to be intimidating. “Tell me.”

      “For the same reason they all are.”

      They all are. I fucking hate the sound of that. “What reason is that?”

      “To marry me for my money.”

      My vision goes blurry. My anger ignites and unjustly escalates. She makes me see things I don’t want to, images of many rivals on one knee, asking for her hand. That’s where they went wrong. I won’t be asking.

      “Yet,” I drop my gaze to her naked ring finger, “you rejected everyone.”

      “For the same reason I’ll be rejecting you.”

      I smother a laugh. On second thought, I let it out, cold and soft. I round her again, like a buyer evaluating livestock. I lean into her, like an owner staking a claim. She smells of an exotic perfume, something musky and oriental, alluring and deadly, like a pretty, poisonous flower. She’s toxic to me. God knows I’ve suffered every classifiable, slow-killing symptom, but I can’t resist.

      “If you think I only want you for your money,” I whisper against the shell of her ear, “you’re sadly mistaken.”

      A shiver runs over her body. It starts at her nape and ends at the base of her spine. I feel it where our bodies are touching, separated by two layers of black clothes. This time, my laugh is silent, unnoticed at the back of her head. I don’t need to win a round over her with a mocking smile. This round is mine.

      She steps away, putting space between us. Her head is turned to the side, but she’s not looking at me. “You can’t make me.”

      “Think again.”

      She twirls around, eyes a bit wider and nostrils barely flaring. There’s the tiniest crack in her veneer, and there she is, the crazy woman behind the curtain of ice. The jugular vein in her neck flutters like a trapped butterfly. There’s fire in her, yet.

      She places soft emphasis on every word. “I said no.”

      “You’re making the mistake of assuming it was a request.”

      The frost is back in her eyes, her chin tilted haughtily. “Leave before I call a guard.”

      “You don’t want Daddy Dearest to die, do you?”

      The little color left in her cheeks vanishes. She’s a wax doll, unnatural and startling beautiful.

      “Bribery. Tsk-tsk. A High Court judge, no less.” Taking a photocopy of the signed affidavit from my pocket, I hold it up for her to see. “When this goes public, your daddy ends up in prison. He won’t make it out alive. I’ve made enough friends in six years to make sure of it. A phone call, a message via a guard is all it’ll take.”

      She’s big enough to drop her bravado and read the text. When her eyes meet mine again, there’s something else. Fear. More than fear. She’s terrified. “How did you get this?”

      Not the question I’ve been expecting. “Does it matter?” I have blood on my hands for the piece of paper I’m clutching, and I’d spill it again.

      “Is it fake?”

      “If there’s one thing you should know about me, it’s that I never bluff.”

      “Does he…?” She swallows. “Does Harold know?”

      “I assume he’s having your bags packed as we speak.”

      Her chest rises and falls. Clasping her hands together, she drops her gaze to the floor. A few seconds pass. I let her have them to process what’s happening.

      When she lifts her unworldly eyes back to me, they’re composed. Serene, if not sad. She’s already accepted what she can’t change. Some may see her lack of fighting as weak. I see it for what it is, a trait of a survivor. She’s doing what she must to get through this. It doesn’t strike me as the kind of behavior of someone with self-destructive tendencies. The ease with which she does it tells me it’s a practiced skill.

      “The ceremony will take place on Saturday at the Anglican church in Emmarentia. Four o’clock. Don’t be late. You won’t like the consequences.”

      Gripping her fingers, I press a kiss to her hand. Her skin is cold, but her palm is clammy. Inclining my head, I bid my fiancée goodbye.

      There’s nothing more to say.

      Now we wait.

      Until Saturday.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Lina

      

      

      Running to the toilet, I empty my guts for the second time. My body heaves, not getting the message from my stomach that there’s nothing left. When the wave finally passes, I slide to the floor, clutching the toilet with both arms and resting my forehead on the rim. I’m hot and cold, shaking all over. I’m frightened.

      When I can’t put off getting dressed any longer, I force my legs to stand. Bent-over, I make it to the basin. In the overhead cabinet is a bottle of pills, but there’s no pill for what I’m suffering from. There’s no medicine that will help. Shaking two tablets against nausea from the brown bottle, I swallow them dry. It takes a few breaths for my stomach to settle and a while before my strength returns.

      This bathroom, I hate it. I hate the beehive tiles and the spa tub. It’s been mine since I can remember, but I never wanted it. I’ve never been happy here. I always wanted to leave, and now that I have to, again, I’m afraid. There’s no way out of this, though. I can’t let Harold die. If he does, what I want most in the world is gone with him.

      After splashing cold water on my face, I go to my bedroom. My wedding dress is laid out on the bed. It’s a simple cut with lace overlaying a silk lining. The pillbox hat with net veil lies next to it. It feels like I’m dressing for my own funeral, tying a bond with another cruel man. I sensed Damian’s desire to hurt me in Harold’s library. I suppose I’ve become good at reading that underlying darkness some men crave.

      Moving behind the screen, I strip naked in front of the full-length mirror. I always do. I do so I can look, so I can remember who I am. Turning sideways, I study the scars that line my arms, first the left, then the right. I count every unsightly, embossed line, unevenly spaced from my shoulders to my wrists. Sixteen on the left, twelve on the right. Each one represents the loss of a part of my soul at the price of my life. The parts of me I can’t see in a mirror are too ugly even for me to face. When I can’t stomach more, I pull on a random set of underwear from the drawer before stepping into the dress. I fix my hair into a tight bun and secure the hat with pins. There’s no one to go through this with me. I’m alone. I long for my mother with a fierceness that cripples my heart. It’s her pearl earrings I fasten on my ears, and my grandmother’s necklace I clasp around my neck. It makes me feel close to them, as if I’ll draw strength from their spirits.

      “The driver is ready,” one of Harold’s bodyguards says from the open door.

      I glance at him in the mirror. It’s Bobby, one of the kinder ones. He’s not looking into the room, but straight ahead. By now, the guards are used to the fact that I never close a door. Respectfully, they don’t stare. That’s what crazy women do. They get dressed with an open door in a house full of men. Closed doors give them anxiety attacks. That’s the real reason the men don’t look. They’re afraid of insulting Harold by admitting with their curious staring just how crazy I am.

      “Harold?” I ask cautiously.

      “He already left.”

      Getting to my feet, I grab a clutch bag in which I’ve stuffed my phone, anti-nausea pills, tampons, and tissues. I never go anywhere without tampons and tissues. My period is irregular, often arriving when I’m under more duress than normal.

      “Do you have everything?” he asks.

      I nod. My single suitcase has been taken to Damian’s house earlier. He sent a driver to collect it.

      “Let’s go then,” he says. “Mr. Dalton will skin me alive if we’re late.”

      I don’t show Bobby my fear. Fear makes you vulnerable. It makes you an easy victim. I hand him my bag while I fit my shoes.

      “I’m ready,” I announce.

      I don’t have a choice.
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      The bells toll in the stone church tower. It’s a haunting and beautiful sound. Rare. They only use the bells for special occasions because they’re old and fragile. The fact that they’re using them for me tells the witnesses in the church I’m a man to be reckoned with. There’s not a face turned to me without fear. It’s there, in their fake smiles and plastered-on expressions of goodwill. They’re only here to witness the beginning of the fall of the Dalton empire.

      One, two, three. The last dong falls like a verdict on four. The sound reverberates through the acoustic interior, carrying on the dubious silence that follows. When the sound dies down, the guests stand, and the organist starts playing. The first notes of The Wedding March fill the space. It’s dramatic and theatrical. I picked it specifically, just like the cascades of white roses and the thick candles burning in golden candelabras on both sides of the aisle. Facing the entrance, I await my bride.

      Despite the flamboyance, there’s something in my chest, a tightness that borders on nerves when the doors don’t open immediately. My posture is straight and my face stoic, but my hands ball involuntarily into fists. I only relax slightly when the double doors start swinging inward. A fan of light falls into the shadowed church, letting sun into the somber, cool interior. The beams burst through everywhere, up toward the gallery where the organ is playing and down over the stone floor. They keep on stretching, reaching, until the doors are fully open. It’s blinding. After the darkness inside, I have to blink for my eyes to adjust. Like a revelation, a figure stands in the midst of all that pure white. I almost breathe easier, but not yet. It’s a long walk down the aisle, and an even longer way to saying yes.

      Dalton stands next to the door. As the music goes into the second sonata, he offers his arm, but Lina steps past him, as if she doesn’t see him, and then she stops. I don’t have time to ponder the observation, because the sonata is in full swing, and she’s still not moving. My heart beats faster. My breathing speeds up. She’s a silhouette of a shadow, obscured by the light. I can’t make out her face or expression, just that she’s not fucking moving. Dalton goes forward. She trips slightly as he nudges her. I’m about to shoot to the end of the aisle and drag her to the altar by her arm when she finally puts one foot in front of the other.

      Something in me lifts, making me feel weightless, but it only lasts a second. The same someone who opened the doors closes them. The daylight is expelled, and the interior is once more basked in a gloomy light. It’s then that I make out her face, her figure, her dress. Her fucking dress. God help me. I fist my hands so hard my knuckles crack. From her fashionable little hat to her elegant shoes, she’s dressed for a funeral. In front of all these people, she makes a mockery of me, coming to me in black.

      
        
        Read Beauty in the Broken Now

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Charmaine Pauls

          

        

      

    

    
      Diamond Magnate Novels

      

      Standalone Novel

      (Dark Arranged Marriage Romance)

      Beauty in the Broken

      

      Diamonds are Forever Trilogy

      (Dark Mafia Romance)

      Diamonds in the Dust

      Diamonds in the Rough

      Diamonds are Forever

      Box Set

      

      Beauty in the Stolen Trilogy

      (Dark Heist Romance)

      Stolen Lust

      Stolen Life

      Stolen Love

      Box Set

      

      Beauty in Imperfection Duology

      (Dark Arranged Marriage Romance)

      Imperfect Intentions

      Imperfect Affections

      Box Set

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The White Nights Duet

      (Contemporary Romance)

      White Nights

      Midnight Days

      Box Set

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The Loan Shark Duet

      (Dark Mafia Romance)

      Dubious

      Consent

      Box Set

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The Age Between Us Duet

      (Reverse Age Gap Romance)

      Old Enough

      Young Enough

      Box Set

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Standalone Novels

      (Enemies-to-Lovers Dark Romance)

      Darker Than Love

      

      (Second Chance Romance)

      Catch Me Twice

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Krinar World Novels

      (Futuristic Romance)

      The Krinar Experiment

      The Krinar’s Informant

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      7 Forbidden Arts Series

      (Fated Mates Paranormal Romance)

      Pyromancist (Fire)

      Aeromancist, The Beginning (Prequel)

      Aeromancist (Air)

      Hydromancist (Water)

      Geomancist (Earth)

      Necromancist (Spirit)

      Scapulimancist (Animal)

      Chiromancist (Time)

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Charmaine loves to write dark and edgy romance that will melt both your e-reader and your heart. She's a mom of two teenagers, an adorable dog, and a dominant cat. Her country of birth is South Africa where many of her stories play off. Her French husband kidnapped her to the south of France where she currently lives with her family. When she's not writing, you'll find her in the kitchen baking cakes or in the gym lifting weights (because ... all those cakes!).

      

      
        
        Join Charmaine’s mailing list

      

      

      
        
        Join Charmaine’s Facebook Readers’ Group

      

      

      
        
        Read more about Charmaine’s novels and short stories on her website

        https://charmainepauls.com

      

      

      
        
        Connect with Charmaine

      

        

      
        Amazon

        BookBub

        Facebook

        Goodreads

        Instagram

        TikTok

        Twitter

      

      

    

  
OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Foreword
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Afterword
      


      		
        Sneak Peek of Beauty in the Broken
      


      		
        Also by Charmaine Pauls
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Charmaine Pauls


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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