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My name is Alicia Ashford, and I know exactly who my father is. To the world, Alfred Ashford is the ruthless leader of the largest American mafia, a man feared by many. But to me, he’s just my dad—the man who’s spent my whole life shielding me from the darkness he thrives in. Even now, at nineteen, he refuses to leave me alone, always making sure someone is there to watch over me when he’s away on business.

This time, it’s Arthur.

Arthur Hale isn’t just some bodyguard. He’s the son of the most powerful Italian mafia boss in the country—a man raised in a world of violence, where respect is earned through threats. He’s got a short temper, a sharp tongue, and a presence that’s impossible to ignore. Neither of us wants this arrangement, but for the sake of keeping our families in line, we’re stuck with it.

But the longer we’re forced together, the more the tension builds. He’s just a reminder of how little I know about the world he comes from. And me? I’ve never been good at keeping my mouth shut.

Tempers will flare. Lines will be crossed. And for the first time in my life, I might finally see the world for what it really is.
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ALICIA P.O.V.

My childhood? Totally normal, like most girls. You know, dolls, tea parties, and fairy tale stories before bed. And just like a regular kid, my dad would tuck me in every night and give me a kiss on my forehead.

He was a super busy guy, always running to meetings and traveling for his job, but he always made sure he had time to say goodnight to me. Every single night.

"Daddy, tell me a story!" I called out to him as he was reaching for the door handle to leave my room. He stopped for a sec, shaking his head a little bit.

"I'm really sorry, Lottie, but you know I've got work to do." He messed up my hair a little, but I was quick, grabbed his hand and pulled as hard as my eight-year-old arms could manage. I really wanted a story.

"Pleeease, Daddy? Just a short one?" I begged, sticking out my lower lip. My dad just kind of grumbled, and for a second there, I thought he wasn't going to give in to my cute puppy-dog eyes. Sometimes he was tough like that.

"Alright, alright." He let out a little laugh, sitting down on the edge of my bed. "Okay, so listen to this. Once upon a time, there was this super beautiful little princess.

She was really sweet and caring, and always generous and kind to everyone. Her dad, the King, he loved this little princess more than anything in the world, so he made a promise that he would always keep her safe.

So, whenever the King had to go away to war, he made extra sure the princess was protected and safe from all the bad guys and monsters out there. And when the King would come back home from doing his King stuff in the kingdom, the little princess would run to him with big hugs and give him all the pretty pictures she had drawn just for him.

The King knew that his princess was the most important thing ever, and he was gonna keep his promise to protect her until his very last breath, even if it was super hard or dangerous."

"That was such a nice story, Daddy." I kissed him on the cheek and gave him a big squeeze, just like the princess in the story did for her King. It felt good to hug him.

"Goodnight, little princess." He said quietly to me. When my dad opened the door to leave my room, I saw him talking to Brock and Cash, keeping his voice down.

I never tried to listen in when my dad was talking to people, I just knew he was smart and fair, like a king, so I didn't need to worry about anything. He always knew what to do.

"Goodnight, Brock," I waved to him with a smile, "Goodnight, Cash." My eyes were starting to feel heavy and I was drifting off to sleep.

I started to have fun thoughts about the King and his little princess playing in my head.

"Goodnight, Ms. Alicia." They both said at the same time, closing the door behind my dad. I didn't really get how much my own life was like that princess story until I got older.

But laying there in my bed with my soft pink stuff hanging over it and those two armed guards standing right outside my bedroom door all the time, it felt totally normal to me. This was just how things were, and how they were always gonna be.

But, you know what? I wasn’t really a princess; I was Alicia Ashford.

And my dad wasn't a king from a fairy tale; he was Alfred Ashford, the big boss of the biggest Mob in New York City. Yeah, that's right.
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ALICIA P.O.V.

Pop Pop

Loud bangs cut through the quiet. Gunshots! They were coming from downstairs somewhere in the house. My eyes snapped open and I shot straight up in bed. Thump-thump, thump-thump. Footsteps, heavy ones, were getting closer, right outside my bedroom door. Panic shot through me.

I scrambled out of bed and dashed to the door, fumbling with the knob before I finally managed to twist it and slam the lock shut. Thank goodness for locks. Cash and Brock. They're on duty tonight, right? They'll handle whoever's making all that noise. They always do.

I stood there, frozen, holding my breath, listening. The footsteps got louder and louder, stomping closer until they stopped right outside my door. Silence. Too much silence. My heart started pounding in my chest, BAM-BAM, BAM-BAM, like it wanted to jump right out. This was seriously freaking me out.

"Brock?" I called out, my voice just a shaky whisper in the dim room, hoping, praying they were out there and would hear me through the thick door. "Cash? Is that you?" Suddenly, the doorknob rattled like crazy, twisting and shaking as someone tried to force their way in. Okay, definitely not them. Whew. Good thing I locked this thing. Dodged a bullet there, literally maybe?

"Ooooh, Miss Alicia," Cash's voice came through the door, all sugary sweet but with a nasty edge, like he was messing with me. "Could you maybe come out here for just a sec?" No way. Nope. I shook my head even though they couldn’t see me, and quickly dropped to the floor, scrambling on my hands and knees to slide under my bed. Dust bunnies and all.

"Come on, Miss Alicia, don't be like that," Brock chimed in, his voice sounding almost reasonable, but I wasn't buying it. "We just wanna chat." Then, after a beat of silence, BAM! He slammed his fist against the door. "Open the freakin' door, Alicia! Now!" His voice was rough and angry, no more Mr. Nice Guy. My breath hitched in my throat.

I clapped my hand over my mouth, hard, trying to keep from screaming. This was bad. Really bad. Where was Dad? He should be here. They didn't stop. They just kept going, punching and kicking the door like they were trying to break it down.

My door was pretty solid, yeah, Dad made sure of that. But... Cash and Brock, they'd been around forever. They knew this house like the back of their hands. They knew all the crummy spots. This was not good.

I squeezed myself into a tight ball under the bed, knees tucked to my chest, heart hammering. My fingers fumbled for the little rose gold switchblade tucked into my pajama pocket, the one I got for my eighteenth birthday. Might as well be armed with something, even if it was just a little knife. CRASH! The door splintered, wood cracking and ripping. They were in. They actually broke down the door. Oh crap. This is it. I'm gonna die. Right here, under my bed. Seriously?

"Miss Alicia?" Cash's voice echoed in the suddenly open room. "Come on out, come on out, wherever you are!" He started stomping around, looking around like he was playing hide-and-seek, but this was definitely not a game. He started yanking open drawers in my dresser, tossing clothes everywhere.

Then he moved to my vanity, knocking over makeup brushes and perfume bottles. Jerk. He even ripped the blankets right off my bed, sending the sheets flying. "Hey, Cash," Brock called from the other side of the room. "Check this out." I heard their footsteps getting closer, and then they both started laughing. Low, nasty laughs.

This was getting worse and worse. "I bet the big man hasn't seen these," Cash said, holding something up – ugh, my underwear drawer must be next. "Skimpy little black panties, Miss Alicia. Real cute. Why don't you put 'em on for us, huh? Give us a little show."

Suddenly, CLICK-CLICK. The unmistakable sound of a gun being cocked. Both Cash and Brock went dead quiet. I heard them gasp, like they'd been punched in the stomach.

"Alicia! You okay?!" Dad! It was Dad's voice! Relief washed over me in a massive wave. I scrambled out from under the bed so fast I almost tripped, and ran straight to him, burying myself in his side and holding on for dear life. He was there, thank goodness.

He had his MG5 pointed right at Cash and Brock, and his face was like thunder, all twisted with fury. "You freakin' sons of bitches," he growled, his voice low and dangerous. "I trusted you two! More than any of the other guys. With my daughter! We've worked together for twenty years! Twenty years! You were practically family to us!"

"The new guy," Cash stammered, his voice shaking like a leaf. "He offered us way more money, Alfred. It's nothing personal, you know? Just... business."

"Yeah, just a... a little mistake," Brock added, trying to sound tough but failing miserably. He even took a step forward, dumb move. Dad mirrored him instantly, taking a step right back at Brock, his eyes blazing. Then, Dad just exploded. He screamed, a raw, furious sound, and jammed the barrel of the MG5 right into Brock's temple, hard.

"A mistake?" Dad spat the words out, his face inches from Brock's. "I don't give a rat's behind about your mistakes!" BOOM! The gun went off, deafeningly loud in the room. Brock's head snapped to the side, and then... ugh. Blood and brains splattered everywhere - the wall, the carpet, even the ceiling. Gross.

Dad calmly wiped some blood off his forehead with the back of his hand, and then turned to Cash, a weird, almost cheerful smile spreading across his face. It was a smile that sent shivers down my spine. "Cash," Dad said again, his voice almost sing-songy now. "Cash, Cash, Cash."

He started circling around Cash, slow and steady, like a wolf sizing up its prey. "Hmm, what to do, what to do?" he mused out loud. "Should I let you go, send a little message to your new boss? Or just, you know..." he made a little pistol gesture with his hand, "...end it right here?"

He stopped pacing and put his finger to his lips, pretending to think about it. "Both options send a message, true. But one is definitely... more appealing than the other." He dropped his hand and his smile widened, but it wasn't a nice smile at all.

"You know, Cash, I gotta say, I really, really liked that part where you were talking about my daughter trying on her underwear for you. That was my absolute favorite part of this whole evening." I saw Dad's hands start to tremble, just a little at first, but it grew quickly. That's never a good sign. That meant he was past angry, he was ice cold.

Mercy was definitely off the table. "Goodbye, Cash," Dad said, his voice flat and emotionless. "It was... something... working with you." Then, just like with Brock, another BOOM. And just like that, Cash was gone too. His brains joined Brock's on the wall. Double gross.

Almost instantly, a bunch of Dad's guys swarmed into the room, moving fast and efficient, starting to clean up the mess. Dad took my hand and led me out of my wrecked bedroom and down to the kitchen. Mom and my brothers were already there, looking shaken.

Mom and Dad started going at it right away, voices low but tense. What to do next, where to go, how to find out who was behind this, and how to make them pay. The usual stuff after something like this. One of the chefs, who was always on call, must have seen we were all looking pale, because he quietly put mugs of hot chocolate in front of us. Me and my brothers grabbed them and started gulping them down, mostly to have something to do and not listen to Mom and Dad hashing things out.

Vincent, the oldest, was twenty-five and already being groomed to take over the whole operation when Dad finally decided to hang up his hat. Viktor, the second oldest, was basically a mini-Dad, same serious face and no-nonsense attitude. Vaughn was number three, and man, did he have a short fuse. Fly off the handle at anything. And then there was Valen.

My twin brother, the resident goofball, the one I was stuck sharing a womb with for nine months. Idiot, but he was my idiot. "I know what they're gonna do," Valen announced, like he was some kind of fortune teller, while loudly slurping up a soggy marshmallow from his hot chocolate. I just sat there, still shaking a little, my mouth dry, words completely stuck.

"Dad's gonna split us up," Valen continued, matter-of-factly. "Mom's going to the house in Beverly Hills, you know, the one with the pool? Dad, Vince, Vik, Vaughn, and me, we're staying here to figure out who pulled this stunt and plan our payback. And you, Vi," he pointed a marshmallow-covered finger at me, "you're going to the Hale's."

"The Hale's?" I repeated, kind of blankly, taking another sip of my hot chocolate. It was scalding hot and burned my throat going down, but honestly, it was still way more comforting than the cold, twisty knot of fear in my stomach. "Yeah, the Hale's," Vik confirmed, like it was no big deal, shrugging one shoulder and licking the chocolatey residue off his spoon. "They're, like, allies of Dad's. In Chicago."

"But... why can't we all go somewhere together?" I protested, my voice finally working again. "Why do I have to go somewhere by myself? And with strangers?" I glanced over at Dad. He had his head buried in his hands, looking totally defeated. Mom was standing behind him, rubbing his back in slow circles, trying to soothe him.

"Vi, come on," Vincent said, sounding tired, like he'd already explained this a million times. He ran a hand over his face, rubbing his eyes. "If we all piled into one place, it would be a sitting duck situation, you know? We're targets, all of us, because of Dad's job and all his enemies.

If we all stick together in one spot, like we were tonight, it's like handing them a gift-wrapped present. Except instead of just taking out two birds with one stone, they'd be taking out five of us. Makes sense?" Valen reached over and pulled me into a side hug, squeezing me tight for a second. "Hey, it's gonna be okay, Vi," he mumbled into my hair. "Seriously. Dad's not gonna let anything happen to you. You know that."

"And what about you guys?" I asked, frowning. I hated when everyone acted like I was made of glass, ready to shatter at any second. "You guys are his kids too, you know? You're just as much targets."

"Yeah, yeah, we are," Vaughn said, nodding. "But you're our baby sister, remember? And Dad's only daughter. We just want to make sure you're safe and sound, okay?" He bumped my shoulder with his fist, trying to lighten the mood, but it still felt totally unfair.

Dad finally stood up, pushing himself up from his chair. He walked over to us, his face still all serious and heavy. Just looking at him, the way his jaw was set and the lines around his eyes, I knew Valen was right. This was happening. We were really going to be separated. A cold feeling settled in my stomach.

"Okay, listen up," Dad said, his voice rough. "Your mother and I, we've talked it over. And we've decided that for everyone's safety, the best thing to do is... I'm gonna stay here, at the house. Your mother," he glanced at Mom, "she's going to head out to the place in California.

The boys," he looked at Vincent, Viktor, Vaughn and Valen, "you guys are staying with me. And Alicia..." His eyes met mine, and I could see the pain in them, like it was physically hurting him to say this next part. "Alicia, you're going to Chicago."

The next hour was a blur of rushing around, throwing clothes and toiletries into suitcases. I was determined to be strong, at least in front of Dad. I didn't want him to see me fall apart. So, no crying. Not yet. I could bawl my eyes out in the car later.

Mom pulled me into a hug, a tight one. Her cherry blossom perfume, the one she always wore, wrapped around me for a second, a familiar, comforting smell. But then the reality crashed back in. We were splitting up. Going our separate ways. And who knew when we'd all be together again? Maybe never.

"I love you, sweetheart," Mom whispered, kissing the top of my head. "Please, please be careful. Be safe." "I will," I managed to choke out, biting down hard on my lip to stop the sob that was building up, trying to tear through my chest.

We stood on the porch and watched as Mom's car pulled out of the driveway, then drove down the long road, disappearing behind the trees. Okay, that was Mom gone. Now it was my turn. My stomach twisted. All four of my brothers descended on me at once, pulling me into a massive, bone-crushing group hug. It was so ridiculous, so over-the-top, that I actually laughed. The first real laugh all day.

Valen hung back a little, waiting until Vincent, Viktor, and Vaughn had gone back inside before he let his guard down. "Man, I'm gonna miss you, dummy," Valen said, his voice a bit husky. He gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. "But hey, I'll see you again soon, okay? Real soon. It's a twin thing, you know? Just trust me on this."

The toughest goodbye was saved for last, of course. I turned around and there was Dad, leaning against the brick wall of our house, this old upstate New York place, my childhood home. It felt weird, like I was seeing it for the last time.

"The Hale's," Dad said, his voice quiet, "they're good people, Vi. Real good people. Strong. They'll look after you, you'll be safe with them." He reached out and pulled me into a hug, holding me close. I hugged him back tight, breathing in his familiar scent of cigars and sandalwood cologne. I wanted to remember this smell, memorize it.

"As soon as we get this mess sorted out here, I'm coming to get you. Promise." "Okay," I whispered, my voice barely audible. But I knew he meant it. Dad always kept his promises. "I swear," he said, his voice thick with emotion, almost cracking. He kissed my forehead, a long, lingering kiss. Then he stepped back.

Without saying anything else, I turned and slipped into the back of the waiting car. "Okay, you can go," I told the driver, my voice still shaky. I watched through the back window as Dad stood there, getting smaller and smaller as the car pulled away, until he was just a tiny figure, and then gone. Out of sight.

That's when the dam finally broke. Tears started streaming down my face, hot and fast. I was leaving everything behind. But... it'll be okay, Vi. It has to be okay. Everything will be okay. I kept repeating it in my head, like a mantra, even though I didn't really believe it yet.
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ALICIA P.O.V.

I was dead asleep in the car, totally zonked, when my driver started nudging me awake. Like, not even gently at first, more like a proper shake.

"Ms. Alicia, we're here," he mumbled, real quiet-like. He was already helping me get my sleepy self out of the Cadillac.

I blinked a few times, trying to get my bearings, and took a look around.

Man, all those huge buildings and streets full of people rushing around, it was just like being back home. Felt familiar, you know?

"Wow, that drive went by quick," I said, trying to sound normal, but it was kind of a weak laugh. I was still trying to take it all in.

We were parked in front of this cement building, looked kinda blocky. It had these iron cage things over the windows, which was a bit weird.

The front door was black, with gold stuff around the edges, and one of those fancy door knockers, all shiny and gold too.

"You've been out cold for twelve hours straight," the driver said, and he let out a quiet chuckle. "I stopped a few times on the way just to check if you were still breathing, seriously."

"Oh, wow," was all I could manage to say. I didn't say it loud, more like just letting the word slip out.

The driver went ahead and used that gold knocker, banging it on the door a few times.

I noticed this gold peephole thing next to the door, and I just knew someone was peeking out at us from inside.

We stood there for a few seconds, then the door suddenly swung open.

A guy who looked like he was in his fifties grabbed my arm and yanked me inside super quick, then slammed the door shut again, boom!

Next thing I know, I'm getting patted down, like they were checking me for weapons or something, before they finally let me go further into the place.

"Sorry about all that," the first guy said, like he was explaining. "Ever since your dad told us about that break-in thing, we've really amped up the security, made it way tighter."

He started walking in front of me, showing me the way, "My name's Alphonse, I'm in charge of the Hale family. I've known your father for ages, he's a really stand-up guy."

"Yes, Sir," I said, and gave him a little head dip. I was looking around at everything as we walked.

We passed by this room that looked like a sitting room, with this long couch made of dark wood, all fancy, with cushions that looked super soft and black.

Then there were a bunch of bedrooms and bathrooms, a kitchen that was huge, with shiny marble counters and all stainless steel stuff.

Then a music room, a lounge room, and honestly, after a while, I just lost track of what room was what. Finally, we got to this hallway that was kinda dim, with just one light shining down on this door that was painted a soft pink color.

"Your father sent over a ton of cash to make sure we set you up with a room where you'll be totally comfy," Alphonse said.

He punched in some numbers on a keypad next to the pink door and it clicked open.

"We've got cameras all over this hallway, watching your door, a security code to get in, and a special lock so nothing can get in or out."

"Out?" I asked, that word kinda stuck in my head. My stomach did a little flip when he said that, like, was I locked in here?

"For your own safety, seriously, nothing will happen here that your dad wouldn't be okay with, I promise." He moved towards the door, like telling me to go inside, and I followed him.

I let out a little gasp when I actually saw the room. Wow, it was seriously fancy.

"This is your area, your living space. Bedroom's here, obviously.

Door on your left is like a mini art studio, and it's got a bunch of books too, like a library thing.

To your right, bathroom, with a shower you can just walk into, and a tub if you want to take a long soak.

Door next to the dresser is a walk-in closet. If you get hungry or need anything at all, just come over to this thing," he pointed to a box on the wall, and then pointed right at a silver button.

"Press 'call' and tell Arthur whatever you need, any time, day or night."

"Arthur?" I asked again, still looking around the awesome room.

The bed was, of course, gold, gold trim everywhere, but the blanket on top was a light pink, and the pillows were white.

The floor was dark wood, and there was this white rug that looked like fake fur, super soft when I stepped on it with my tired feet.

The dresser was pale white with gold bits, and the chair in front of it was white and gold too, but with a pink cushion.

Two little tables were on each side of the bed, matching the dresser.

"Yeah, Arthur, my son. He's gonna be looking after you, keeping you safe and making sure you're good while you're staying with us."

He gave me a warm smile and typed the security code into the wall thing again, opening the door to the hallway. "I really hope you'll be happy here, Alicia. Dinner's at six, we'll get together again then."

And before I could say anything else, he just slipped out into the hallway and shut the door behind him.

I heard the sound of the lock clicking, that pressurized thing locking me in. I looked around the room again.

No windows. No laptop.

No cell phone.

The only way to talk to the outside world was this old-school phone plugged into the wall.

There was a little piece of tape stuck on the phone with writing in black marker that said: monitored. Ugh.

I let out a breath and picked up the small suitcase I was allowed to bring, and put it on the bed.

I started to unpack, and realized I hadn't even brought any clothes for myself.

Just some picture frames with pictures of my parents and my brothers, my hairbrush, a necklace dad gave me for my sixteenth birthday, and my copy of The Great Gatsby.

The more I just sat there, the more stuff started swirling around in my head.

My dad, my mom, my brothers, everyone I cared about was in danger, but here I was, locked up safe and sound.

It felt selfish and totally unfair.

To get my mind off things, I opened the closet door and actually smiled a little because it was packed with clothes and shoes, all for me.

Shirts, fancy shirts, pajamas, sweats, jeans, workout clothes, dresses, gowns, you name it, it was in there. I sent a mental thank you to Dad.

Then I wandered over to the studio room and found an easel, paints, a bunch of paintbrushes, and drawers full of art supplies.

The walls in the studio were covered in books, floor to ceiling.

I found another copy of Great Gatsby, all new and shiny, and put my old beat-up copy next to it.

Leaving the studio, I went into the bathroom and my jaw dropped when I saw this bathtub with claw feet and a walk-in shower made out of stone.

The shower door was that blurry glass, and I actually smiled for real for the first time since I got here.

"Blurry glass? Like anyone's gonna see me in here?" I said out loud to myself, kind of sarcastic. "Might as well be see-through."

Since I had slept most of the day already, I thought I should find a book to read to keep myself busy.

I went back into the studio library for like two seconds and found the perfect book: She: A History of Adventure. Sounded cool.

I practically bounced over to the bed and jumped in, wiggling around until I was comfy under the covers.

I opened the book and just dove right in, my eyes flying across the pages.

About an hour went by when I heard beeping, like someone punching in the security code outside.

I jumped out of bed real quick and tried to make myself look a little less like a mess, fixing my baggy sweatpants and my wrinkled long-sleeve shirt.

When the door opened, it wasn't Alphonse Hale like I thought it would be.

It was this tall dude with curly black hair that was kinda long, past his jaw.

He had these dark brown eyes that were just staring at me, like he was mad or something.

He had that thing guys get when they haven't shaved, you know, a five o' clock shadow, all dark on his face.

He was wearing tight black jeans and a black button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows.

"So, you're the Manhattan Princess, huh?" He looked me up and down, like he was checking me out, and then he let out a quiet scoff.

"Huh?" I frowned, totally confused. Why was he acting like this?

"Your dad's the King of New York, so you're the Manhattan Princess?" he said, like it was something I should have known all along.

"Four older brothers, dad who's way too protective, spoiled brat." He just shrugged, like it was no big deal, just the facts. My blood started to get hot.

"Excuse me? You don't even know me. Don't go jumping to-"

"I know enough, Princess," he snapped, and leaned back against the wall, crossing his arms.

"Did I do something to you?" I clenched my hands into fists, getting seriously ticked off. I could feel my face getting red.

"You have no clue," he said, and laughed, but it wasn't a happy laugh, more like a mean one. "Now get dressed for dinner, my dad's waiting."

"You're Arthur Hale?" I asked, like I couldn't believe it. If I had to deal with this guy every day, either he was gonna kill me or I was gonna lose it and kill him first.

"Lucky me," he grumbled, and turned his head away from me.

Oh, man. This is gonna be rough.
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ALICIA P.O.V.

After going back and forth with Arthur for a solid fifteen minutes, arguing about who knows what, I finally just gave up and got dressed. I ended up in a light pink, kinda big long-sleeved tee and a baby blue tube skirt.  Slipped on my usual white Converse, and then I went back into the bedroom. Arthur was still hanging around there, and he totally checked me out as soon as I walked in.

"Seriously, you're gonna wear that?" He raised one eyebrow, looking all judgey. I frowned right back at him and took a look at myself in the mirror that was on the vanity table.

"What's wrong with it?  Excuse me for not looking like I'm headed to some super boring, stuffy funeral." I stuck my tongue out at him, like a kid would, and just walked right past him to get out of the room. He stomped along behind me, muttering stuff under his breath. I could hear him complaining about 'babysitting some spoiled brat.'  Ugh, seriously?

I spun around to face him, all annoyed. "Hey, hold on a second, buddy-" I poked him hard in the chest with my finger. "Just so you know, I'm nineteen, okay? Not nine. And yeah, maybe I am a little bit spoiled, but so what?  I'm thankful for everything I have, and I really don't get why you're being such a jerk to me.  I haven't done anything to deserve this!" I crossed my arms, feeling all defensive.

He just shut up for a second, like he was actually thinking about it, and then out of nowhere, he slammed me right up against the wall.  His face was right there, super close to mine, and I could feel his hot breath on my face as he started to talk.

"Listen up, little girl, don't even try to push me." He actually laughed, but it was a creepy laugh, not a funny one. "I might be stuck with keeping you safe, but trust me on this, I can make anything look like it was just an accident."  Then he just let go of me, pushed himself off the wall, and started walking back down the hallway.

My heart was going crazy fast, like it was trying to escape my chest.  And I was sweating, like, a lot.  I stood there for a minute, just trying to calm down and figure out what just happened and how I felt about it.  Scared?  Totally, obviously scared.  No doubt about it, I was scared.  But, and this is the messed up part, there was this other feeling too, this weird, confusing feeling that was still wanting to be back against that wall with him.  Ugh, gross.

Eventually, I finally made my way to the dining hall.  It was this huge room with a super long, black table in the middle.  I ended up sitting down at one end, and guess who was all the way at the other end?  Yep, Arthur, of course.  And he was completely ignoring me, like I was invisible or something.  Alphonse Hale was already eating at the other end of the table too, sitting next to four other guys, probably talking about whatever shady stuff they were planning next.

"Excuse me, Ms. Ashford," one of the house staff said, coming over to where I was sitting.  "What would you like for dinner this evening?"  I thought about it for a second, trying to decide what I was in the mood for, and then it just popped into my head.

"Pizza, please," I said, smiling a little. I started to get comfy in my chair, but the house worker just stayed standing there.

"I'm sorry, but did you say pizza?  You can have absolutely anything you want, Ms. Ashford. We have a really amazing chef here on staff." She said, like she was trying to convince me to pick something fancier.

"No, really, I'm totally good with just a plain cheese pizza – actually, make it a large cheese pizza," I corrected myself, feeling all excited to finally get some food.  And for just a quick second, I thought I saw Arthur's mouth twitch, like he was about to smile or something.  But before I could even be sure if I actually saw it, his face went back to being totally blank, like stone.  Just then, someone pulled out the chair right next to me, and I looked over and saw another guy sitting down.  He had curly hair, just like Arthur, and he had a little bit of a beard too.

"Good evening, Ms. Ashford," he said, giving me a nod, and then he nodded towards Arthur way down the table. "Brother."  I looked back and forth between the two of them, trying to see if they looked alike, but honestly, the curly hair was about the only thing they had in common.  He must have seen me looking confused, because he let out a little chuckle. "Different moms, yeah.  Let me introduce myself.  I'm Arthur's older brother, Archor."

"Oh, it's very nice to meet you, Archor," I said with a soft smile.  Right then, my stomach decided to make a loud rumbling noise, like it was saying, "Hey, where's the food already?"

"Hungry, are we?" Archor chuckled, nodding his head towards the kitchen door. "Looks like perfect timing."  Just then, the house worker came back with my pizza and put it right down in front of me. I just stared at it, totally confused.

"Wait, what is this?" I asked, frowning and poking at the super thick crust with my fork.  This was definitely not what I was picturing when I said pizza.  It looked more like some kind of casserole, like lasagna or something, but inside a bread bowl.  It was piled super high with red marinara sauce and tons of melted cheese.

"Chicago style pizza, you've seriously never had it before?" Archor asked, as he started ordering his own food from the house worker.

"No, not really.  I'm way more used to New York style pizza, you know, the thin crust kind," I said, biting my lip.  I was trying to figure out the best way to even start eating this massive thing.

"New York's a cool city, do you miss it?" Archor asked.  Then, all of a sudden, he got into this weird staring contest with his younger brother, Arthur.  I looked back and forth between them, feeling totally awkward and just nodded my head.

"Uh, yeah, I guess so," I replied, trying to keep it short and sweet.  To try and change the subject and avoid any more weirdness, I just started cutting into this pizza mountain.  I stabbed a piece of that crazy thick crust with my fork and took a bite.  Wow.  My taste buds were like, "YES!" and my stomach was doing a happy dance.  I swear, I ate the whole thing in no time flat.  And even though I was completely stuffed, when the house worker asked if I wanted dessert, my stomach still did a little flip of excitement.

"Yes, please!" I said, smiling like crazy when she offered me a slice of vanilla cake with a thick, creamy buttercream frosting.  I could feel both guys watching me eat, like I was some kind of stray dog they found in the street.

"Seriously, where are you even putting all that food?" Archor laughed, as the staff came over to clear away all my empty plates.  I just shrugged my shoulders, feeling my face get all red from being a little embarrassed. "Don't be shy, Alicia.  If you're hungry, you gotta eat."

"Oh, trust me, I am definitely not hungry anymore," I said, letting out a little laugh and patting my stomach.

"Well, I sure hope not.  You practically ate half the kitchen back there," Arthur said, totally making fun of me. He folded his arms across his chest and was still refusing to look at me, even though I was totally giving him a dirty look.

"Ignore Arthur," Archor said, "He's just in a bad mood because instead of going out on some exciting jobs, Dad stuck him with babysitting you." He then reached out, took my hand, and gave it a soft kiss. "If I was the one in charge of your safety, Ms. Ashford, I would be absolutely thrilled to be around you all the time." Archor winked at me.

"Fine, take her then," Arthur practically spat out the words, pushing himself up from his chair and just stomping right out of the dining hall.  I rolled my eyes and let out a big sigh.  Seriously, how am I even supposed to stay here when the guy who's supposed to be protecting me can't stand the sight of me?  Isn't the whole reason I'm here to be safe?

"But seriously, you're totally safe with Arthur," Archor said, as his own food finally showed up. "He'll chill out eventually.  He just needs to warm up to you, that's all."

"Well, to be totally honest, I don't really like him much either," I admitted, crossing my legs under the table and biting the inside of my cheek nervously.

"He's a good dude deep down, Alicia, just got a tough outer shell, you know?" I wasn't really convinced about that, but I was hoping that maybe, eventually, we could at least be in the same room without wanting to punch each other. "So, anyway, about you..."

"What about me?" I asked, starting to fidget with my fingers in my lap. I really didn't want to get sent back to that boring room just yet.

"So, you got a boyfriend back in New York waiting for you?  Bet he's totally worried sick about you being gone," Archor said, cutting into his steak and dipping a piece in some kind of creamy looking white sauce.

"Nope, no boyfriend," I said, shrugging.  I was so used to answering that question, it just came out automatically at this point.  Archor's eyebrows shot straight up, like he was totally surprised.

"Wow, seriously?  That's kinda hard to believe. You're, like, really pretty."

"Well, it's not like I was exactly allowed to hang out with boys when I was growing up. My dad always says they're nothing but trouble."

"Which, let's be honest, they kinda are," Archor chuckled a little. "But how did he even manage to keep all the guys away from you at school?"

"He didn't really have to worry about school.  I was home schooled my whole life. Private tutor and everything," I said, clicking my tongue and nodding, like it was the most normal thing in the world.

"Sounds like he's pretty protective, huh?"

"Yeah, well, I'm the only daughter, and my brothers are just as crazy about keeping me 'safe' as he is.  Which is pretty much why I'm stuck here right now."

"Okay, so let me get this straight... no public school, no boyfriend... so does that mean..."

"Yeah, you got it.  Never been kissed," I said, nodding slowly.  But it's not like it was a big deal to me.  It's just always been my normal life.  I figured I'd just start dating when my dad's, you know, not around anymore.  Way easier than having to bring some boy home to meet him."

"Whoops, actually I meant, like, you know... sex. But I guess kissing kinda comes before that, right?  Damn," he said, laughing a little and shaking his head. "I actually feel kinda bad for the poor guy who's gonna be the first to get with you."  And honestly, me too.  Just then, another one of the house staff practically ran into the dining hall, holding a phone up to her ear.

"Ms. Ashford, it's your mom on the phone for you."
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ALICIA P.O.V.

They walked me back to my room, saying it was for "privacy." Yeah, right. But still, the idea of calling Mom, of hearing a voice I actually knew and liked? My stomach did a little flip-flop of excitement. Once I was inside my bedroom, Arthur, that brick wall of a guy, slammed the door. Like, seriously slammed it. You could tell it was one of those super-secure, no-air-leaking types. I saw the landline phone on the desk, blinking red. Someone was trying to get through. Finally! I grabbed the receiver, heart doing a little tap dance, and held it to my ear.

"Mama?" I said, kinda quiet, into the dead air.

"Alicia!" Her voice burst through the phone, all shaky and relieved. "Oh, Alicia." She audibly let out a big breath. "I'm just calling to see if you got to Chicago okay, sweetie?"

"Yeah, I'm here. I'm fine." I let out a breath myself. "You okay?" Man, just hearing her voice, that soft, familiar sound, it was like a warm blanket. It smoothed out all the rough edges of my day, at least for a second.

"I'm alright, you know, considering." Her voice went a little flat there. And I knew exactly what "considering" meant. Dad being gone, doing whatever dangerous stuff he was doing. Her worrying about him, about my brothers. It was always something. "But really, I'm just so glad you're okay. How are the Hale people treating you, honey?" I paused, thinking about it. Lottie. Arthur. The whole weird vibe of this place. "Lottie..." I started, then just cut myself off.

"I'm fine, Mom, really. Everything's fine." I even nodded to myself, even though she couldn't see me. Like that would make it more true. Please, she could see right through me like a window.

"You know, one phone call to your father, and he could fix whatever's bothering you right away, right, Sweetheart?" She said it all gentle, like she was trying to coax a scared animal. I just shook my head, even though she couldn't see that either, and let out a long breath.

"I'm okay, Mama, honestly. It's just... different, you know?" I mumbled, turning in a slow circle and taking in the super fancy room Dad had set up for me. Way over the top.

"I know, but don't get too comfy. Your father said this isn't going to be forever." There was a little spark of hope in her voice then, like maybe this whole mess would be over soon.

"Yeah, Mama." I managed a tiny smile, just for her. Started playing with the phone cord, wrapping it around my finger, then unwrapping it.

"Listen, honey, I gotta go now. Take care, okay? I'll call again soon." She promised, but even the promise made a little shiver of worry go through me.

"Mama, please, don't hang up-"

"I have to, we've already been on too long. Until we figure out who's behind all this, we need to keep these talks short and sweet, okay? I love you, we'll talk real soon."

"Mom-" The line went completely silent. Click. Dead. I just slumped down onto the edge of the bed, the phone slipping out of my hand and landing with a soft thud on the carpet. Defeated. That was the word for it. Alone. Completely, utterly alone.

For the first time, really. No Mom, no brothers messing around, no Dad to fix everything. Just me, in this giant, fancy room, all by myself. Tears started rolling down my face, one after another, then in big waves of sadness. I was so tired, just worn out from everything. The crying just made it worse, like pulling the plug on my energy. I hung the phone back up, finally, sick of the buzzing noise that was coming from the receiver, but I just stayed there, slumped against the bed frame, feeling like a big, sad puddle.

ARTHUR P.O.V.

"She's been locked up in there for ages." Archor said, jerking his thumb towards the brat's bedroom door. I just rolled my eyes. Leaned back against the door, like I didn't have a care in the world. My brother, Archor, he was always the softie, the one with a heart. But me? I couldn't for the life of me figure out why he was so worked up about the little redhead in there. She was just a job.

"Why are you even stressing? She can't get out, and no one can get in. Perfect setup, right?" I shrugged, completely unbothered. Popped a green M&M into my mouth. Crunch. Sweet.

"At least go and check on the girl, would ya?" Archor pulled out his cigarette pack, that beat-up, crinkled pack he always carried. He stuck one between his lips and lit it up quick with a lighter. "This is your gig, little brother, and I gotta say, it's not a bad one. Poor Arthur stuck babysitting a hot redhead while the rest of us are out doing the real work."

"I'd rather be out doing the real work." I grumbled, punching in the passcode for the brat's room. Annoying little keypad. Archor just flipped me off, smoke curling around his fingers, and headed back down the hall. As the door clicked open, I gave it a push and slid inside, keeping my back to the wall as I shut it behind me. My eyes scanned the room. Dim. No lights on. Trying to spot any sign of the little troublemaker. Flipped the light switch. Boom. Bright. And there she was. Easy to spot, even in the dimness, with that fire-engine red hair of hers. It stood out against the pale, fancy-pants bed sheets they'd shipped in from Italy. Seriously, Italy?

My shoes made little clicking sounds on the polished floor as I walked over to her. She was all slumped over on the side of the bed, like she'd just melted there. Crouched down so I was eye-to-eye with her, checking her out. She was out cold. Chest going up and down, nice and steady. Eyelashes doing that fluttery thing people do when they're really deep asleep, you know, in REM sleep or whatever. And those freckles. Tons of them, all over her cheeks. Like someone had sprinkled a galaxy of tiny brown dots on her face. A strand of that bright red hair had fallen across her face. I reached out to move it, just a reflex, I guess. My fingertips just barely brushed her skin, right along her jawline. And then, bam, her eyes started to open.

"What are you doing?" She mumbled, all sleepy and confused. Her hand came up, kinda slow, and she pushed the hair out of her own face.

"Trying to get you awake." I said, and gave her a little shake by the shoulder. "You're welcome." Stood up fast and turned away from her. Man, I could feel little beads of sweat popping out on my forehead. Embarrassing. Why did I even touch her face? Stupid.

"Why were you trying to wake me up?" She asked, still sounding sleepy. She stood up too, but slow, like her body was protesting. She looked kinda stiff and uncomfortable.

"Because," I said, dragging it out. "Just my luck, you'd wake up tomorrow morning with your back all messed up from sleeping like a pretzel. And then I'd get Dad's crap because you were being careless. Not happening." Turned back to face her. Then, before I even thought about it, I put one arm behind her back, the other under her legs, and just scooped her up. She was light as a feather, a tiny little thing. Tossed her, not gently, but not rough either, right onto the middle of the mattress. She just stared up at me, mouth hanging open. I rolled my eyes. Walked over to the other side of the room, flipped off the lights, and opened the door to get out of there.

"Goodnight," she called out, real quiet, her voice barely reaching me. Didn't say a word back. Just stepped out of her bedroom and sealed the door shut. Job done. Time to get out of this fancy prison and do something real.
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ALICIA P.O.V.

"Yo, wake up!" Some dude's voice, kinda rough, barked right in my ear, and then bam! Someone shoved me hard, trying to drag me out of sleep. Ugh, I let out a low moan, all sleepy and annoyed. My red hair was a total mess, plastered all over my face – I had to yank it away.

My eyelids felt super heavy, like they were stuck shut with glue, but finally, they opened. And there was Arthur, rummaging around in my closet like he owned the place. I watched him, totally puzzled, as he tried to put together some kind of outfit, like he was some fashion guru or something. He was making weird faces, clearly not impressed with my wardrobe.

Then he noticed I was awake and staring, and he shot me this really annoyed look, like I was the one being weird.

"Seriously, you gonna sleep 'til noon?" Arthur said, with this totally casual shrug, like it was no big deal to barge in. "Come on, get your butt outta bed. You'll turn into a couch potato if you stay in here all day. And Dad would have a fit if he saw you like this. I gotta look good for when I take over this whole operation, you know?"

I pushed myself up on my elbows, still half asleep, and just stared as he yanked out some navy blue sweatpants and a plain white t-shirt. Seriously? I scrunched up my face, like, what is this garbage?

"What's with the clothes?" I asked, totally confused.

"So, let me guess," I said, making it sound like a question, even though I already knew the answer. "We're not exactly hitting the town today, are we?" Yeah, right. This place was basically a fancy jail cell, no way out.

"Are you for real?" Arthur actually laughed, like I'd said something hilarious. He kept digging through the dresser, tossing clothes around. "Dad would flip his lid and probably shoot me himself before he'd let you wander around the city."

"But come on," I said, shrugging like it was no big deal, and stretched my arms way out, trying to wake up my stiff muscles. As I moved, the sleeve of my shirt slipped way off my shoulder, and I saw Arthur's eyes dart down for a sec, then snap back up to my face real quick.

"Look, I'm not gonna be your personal shopping buddy, Princess," he mumbled, all annoyed, and went back to shoving clothes around in the drawer like he was searching for buried treasure.

"Shopping is the last thing on my mind," I told him, watching him closely, trying to figure out what he was up to.

"I just wanna check out the city, you know? I've never even been here before." I started to say, "I can get my own underw..." but before I could even finish the word, Arthur yanked out a pair of plain white underwear, like they were some kind of prize.

"Seriously, what the heck is this?" He was practically choking back laughter, his lips twitching like crazy. My face went totally red with embarrassment, and I scrambled out of bed, snatching the underwear right out of his hand.

"My dad packed my stuff, okay? Don't blame me," I muttered, feeling totally stupid. I shoved the underwear back in the drawer and slammed it shut way harder than I needed to. "So, are we gonna go see the sights or what? I'm getting bored here."

(...)

"Whoa," I breathed out, totally amazed by the view of the city stretching out below us. I turned to look at Arthur, but he was just leaning against the wall, looking totally bored, like he'd seen it a million times.

"It's seriously gorgeous, isn't it?" Even though it was just a weekday, the place was swarming with people – couples holding hands, families with kids running around, all trying to get a look at the view.

After I'd soaked it all in for a bit, I squeezed my way through the crowd and went back to where Arthur was hanging out. Those black Ray Bans he always wore were like a wall over his eyes, totally hiding what he was thinking. But even with sunglasses, you could practically feel the annoyance radiating off him.

Without saying a single word, he just pushed himself off the wall and stomped towards the elevators, jabbing at the button until it lit up and then dinged, telling us it was ready. The elevator ride back down was totally silent, and my ears kept popping, just like they did coming up.

"Okay, now what?" he groaned, letting out a big sigh, and ran his fingers through his messy hair, like he was already over this whole day.

"Beats me," I said, trying to sound cheerful, "you're the tour guide here, remember? So, where to next, oh wise and knowledgeable one?" Come on, Alicia, Archor said he's not so bad once you get past the grumpy act.

"So, now I'm suddenly your personal tour guide in this little charade?" He raised an eyebrow, still hidden behind those sunglasses. I just shrugged a little, trying to give him a small, friendly smile. "Navy Pier, I guess if you really wanna go somewhere," he mumbled, like it was the most boring idea ever.

I clapped my hands together, trying to look like I was actually excited about Navy Pier, even if I had no clue what it was. Arthur just waved his hand to flag down a cab. He opened the door, like he was forced to be polite, and gestured for me to get in first. "Thanks," I mumbled, feeling a little awkward, and slid into the cab. Ten minutes later, and the whole cab ride was totally silent, we pulled up to the pier.

I looked out at the water. Chicago was way different from New York, like, way more chill. Quieter, for sure. But seeing the pier just reminded me of home, and suddenly my chest felt tight and achy. It had been a whole week since I'd even talked to my dad or my brothers. A week!

Arthur must have noticed I was getting a little down, because he just pointed towards this giant Ferris Wheel. "Wanna go on that?" he asked, kinda flatly.

"Yes!" I said, way too enthusiastically, nodding like crazy. I practically bounced towards the Ferris Wheel, all excited, while Arthur just paid for the tickets, looking like he'd rather be anywhere else.

We got into one of the little Ferris Wheel cars and sat down across from each other. More silence. The ride started to go around, slowly climbing up, and I just stared out at the city skyline. The sun was starting to go down, painting the sky all these amazing colors – orange, pink, red, like a giant watercolor painting.

Suddenly, the Ferris Wheel gave this huge jolt, and I went flying across the little car, landing right in Arthur's lap! His hands shot out and grabbed my waist, like whoa, and his eyes were checking me over, making sure I wasn't hurt.

"I'm okay, I'm okay!" I said quickly, nodding my head to show him I was really fine. He pushed his sunglasses up onto his head, like he was trying to see better, and helped me back onto my own seat.

Then he stood up to get a look at the guy running the ride, who was clearly freaking out and messing with all the controls. Pretty soon, police cars pulled up, lights flashing, and some cop guy yelled out to everyone that the Ferris Wheel was busted, something wrong with the thing that makes it go around.

Arthur just let out this huge groan and plopped back down in his seat, burying his face in his hands. We were stuck. Waiting for some repair dude to come fix it.

"So, uh," I said, trying to break the awkward silence, "what's your favorite color?"

"Huh?" Arthur looked up, totally startled, like I'd just asked him the weirdest question ever. He was still slumped over, all bummed out about being stuck.

"Well, I was just thinking, to kill time while we're stuck up here, maybe we could, you know, actually talk or something? Get to know each other a little?" It sounded lame even to me.

"No way, absolutely not," Arthur said, really fast. "Let's just keep this strictly business, okay, Princess?" He flashed this totally fake, cheesy smile, then went right back to burying his face in his hands, acting all miserable. I huffed out a breath, totally annoyed, and crossed my arms tight across my chest.

"Then at least call me by my actual name," I said, in a really grumpy voice. "It's Alicia, by the way."

I crossed my legs, too, just to show him I was not happy.

"Oh, I know your name perfectly well, Sweetheart," he said, dripping with sarcasm. "But 'Princess' just fits you way better, don't you think?" He flipped his sunglasses back down over his eyes, like he couldn't even stand to look at me.

"Well, I've got a name for you too, you..." But I didn't even get to finish because the Ferris Wheel jerked again, even harder this time.

I managed to grab onto the seat handles just in time to stop myself from flying again. Arthur actually let out a low chuckle, like he was enjoying this. Finally, the ride creaked to a stop. He held out a hand to help me out, but I just ignored it and hopped out of the car by myself. No way was I getting back in a cab with him for another silent, awkward ride.

"I'm walking," I announced, and started heading in what I hoped was the right direction to Hale Manor. Arthur just trailed along a few steps behind me, and I could practically feel him smirking, knowing he'd gotten under my skin again. Someone peeked through the peephole in the big front door, and then they buzzed me in. As soon as I stepped inside, I bumped right into Archor.

"Hey, Archor," I said, trying to sound a little less annoyed than I actually was. "Could you maybe walk me back to my room?"

My hands were practically balled into fists at my sides, I was so ticked off at his brother's jerk behavior.

"For sure, Doll Face," Archor said, with a friendly grin. He slung an arm around my shoulders and pulled me close, like he was protecting me or something, and started walking me towards my bedroom. I could feel Arthur's eyes burning a hole in the back of my head, but I just kept walking, didn't even look back. Nope, I was officially done trying to be nice to that guy.
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ARTHUR P.O.V.

"Dude, seriously, I have no clue what kinda voodoo you pulled or what you yapped at that chick, but she's totally got it in for you, man." Archor snickered, loud and annoying, as he sauntered out of Alicia's room, clicking the lock on the door behind him with a final thunk.

I just rolled my eyes way up into my head, like, whatever, and jammed my hands deep into my pockets, turning to stomp back down the hall.

"Whoa, hold up, little bro, wait for your big bro." Archor jogged a couple steps to catch up, then threw an arm around my shoulders, all buddy-buddy, which just made my leather jacket squeak and smack in a way that was super irritating. "Couldn't you have just tried being... you know... not a total jerk face?"

"She's a spoiled brat, plain and simple." I just shrugged it off, but my jaw was tight, clenched shut under my cheek like I was chewing rocks.

"Oh, I think it's more like, Arthur's being a total brat himself and is totally dumping his daddy issues all over a poor, sweet, totally untouched girl." I stopped dead in my tracks as Archor really leaned into that last word, 'untouched', a real nasty smile spreading all across his face.

"Yup, little bro, we've got ourselves a real live play thing right here in Hale Manor. And you know what? Virgin and redhead? Been on my personal list for freakin' ages. So, I'm thinking, why not knock out two birds with one stone, ya dig?"

"You're such a tool." I just shook my head, starting to walk again, heading straight back to my own bedroom.

Archor just kept right on following me, his steps matching mine, even when I tried to speed up a bit.

"And anyway, no dude with half a brain in his head would even think about trying to get Alfred Ashford's daughter's cherry. That's straight up asking for a death wish." Archor actually paused for a second, like he was really thinking it over.

"Hmm, maybe you got a point." He considered, then just shrugged again, leaning his back against the wall right near my bedroom door.

"Nah, screw it, still worth the gamble. And hey, little brother, seriously, thanks a ton for being such a dick to her. 'Cause while you're busy being Mr. Grumpy Pants, you're just pushing her right into my arms, man. Keep up the awesome work." He patted me real hard on the shoulder one last time before just disappearing around the corner, probably to go preen or something.

I twisted the doorknob, practically fell into my bedroom, and just chucked my jacket onto my desk chair, then flopped onto my mattress like a sack of bricks.

My eyelids felt like they were stuffed with sandbags, getting heavier and heavier, drooping down and blocking out most of what I could see.

I yanked my shirt and jeans off without even trying to fold them, just kicked them to the side, then slid under the covers of my bed, finally letting my eyes just drift shut completely. Peace out.

The sun was streaming in strong through the four windows in my bedroom, morning was totally kicking in, bright and early, and I finally dragged myself out of bed, stretching my arms and legs out as far as they could possibly go, trying to shake off the sleepiness.

I pulled on a pair of basketball shorts, grabbed my headphones off my dresser, and headed out of my bedroom, making sure to pull the door shut behind me, not wanting anyone snooping.

My eyes just automatically went to the end of the hallway, staring down at the dimly lit bit that led to Alicia's bedroom.

Pictures of her red hair all messed up and spread out across her pillows kinda popped into my head for a second, and I had to shake my head to get rid of them.

But then, without even meaning to, my thoughts went deeper, starting to imagine those big brown eyes of hers, the way they were always locked on me, full of hate and anger.

And that thought?

That actually made me crack a little smile.

Her lips, yeah, the way they would twist up in a scowl whenever I was around; the way they even trembled just a tiny bit when I pushed her up against the wall that first day we met; how they formed my name, my own freakin' name, in such a totally innocent sounding way. Without even realizing it, I'd stopped walking, just standing there, staring like some kinda hawk down the hallway at Alicia's bedroom door, just stuck on the thought of her lips.

What the actual heck?

The sudden realization just smacked me in the face, hard, like a runaway train, and I was totally thrown off by my own thoughts.

Did I... did I actually find Alicia... attractive?

Objectively speaking? Hell yeah, no question.

The idea of bending that mouthy redhead over my desk right then and there and going to town on her? Yeah, no doubt, that definitely made me... you know. But then again, she also had that smart mouth of hers, that mouth that made me just want to lock her up in her bedroom with, like, a couple boxes of granola bars and a few jugs of water until this whole stupid assignment was finally done and over with.

She was stubborn, like a mule, and that totally bugged me.

She was spoiled rotten and totally entitled, and yeah, I hated that too, big time.

Finally coming to the conclusion that I actually hated her way more than I, uh, maybe wanted her, actually made me feel a little bit better, a little relieved.

I jammed my headphones on my head, yanked open the front door of the house, and took off jogging out into the street.

Like I did every single morning, I avoided all the usual mess of cars and people by cutting through alleyways, climbing up fire escapes, and jumping from one rooftop to the next, just getting my run in.

After about an hour of that, I started heading back towards home, feeling a bit more chilled out.

When I was almost three blocks away from the house, a black Cadillac, all shiny and new looking, just cruised up right beside me, and someone inside just chucked a black envelope out the window in my direction before speeding off again.

I stopped and cautiously picked up the paper, noticing right away the silver wax seal, all fancy looking, that had a big C stamped on it.

Coleman's.

Crap.

Without even bothering to open the fancy paper, I just sprinted the rest of the way home, bursting through the front door and whipping open the door to my father's office without even thinking about knocking.

"Arthur, what the fu-"

"Someone just rolled up in a Cadillac, threw this at me, and then just took off without saying a single word. And it's got the Coleman's family crest thing on it." I just blurted out, cutting him off mid-sentence.

My father's eyebrows just shot up and creased together as he snatched the envelope right out of my hands.

He quickly snapped the seal open, unfolded the paper, and pulled out a silver invitation card, all fancy.

"On behalf of the Coleman family, the Hale family is formally invited to the big bash celebrating Sebastian Coleman's birthday." My father read it out loud, his eyes quickly scanning over all the party details before they suddenly got wider, like he'd just seen a ghost.

"And get this, it's handwritten down here, says: We'd really appreciate it if you could bring along the daughter of Alfred Ashford as well." My heart just stopped beating for a second there, like someone had flipped a switch.

"How in the world could they even know we've got her?" I made a face, totally annoyed, thinking back to our little joyride around the city.

I should have known, should have freakin' known, the Coleman's would find out about this somehow.

My father just put the invitation down on his desk and dropped his head into his hands, like he was seriously racking his brain, figuring out what the heck we should do next.

He took a big, deep breath, then finally looked up at me, his eyes meeting mine.

"Get Bruno on the phone, right now. We've gotta get that girl in for a freakin' fitting."
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CHAPTER 7
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ALICIA P.O.V.

My heart was going bonkers in my chest, thump-thump-thumping like a drum solo. This super tight black dress I was wearing wasn't exactly helping me breathe any easier, though I gotta admit, the off-the-shoulder thing was kinda nice, letting my skin get some air. My nerves were all tangled up inside me, a real mess of worry and stress.

Dad never, ever invited me to his work stuff, like, never in a million years. But here I was, sitting pretty in a slick black Bentley, rocking this crazy expensive gown that probably cost more than my car, and we were headed to the house of a family that was basically our rivals.

I kept my eyes glued to the window, hoping maybe the light rain coming down all soft and drizzly from the Chicago skyline would chill me out a bit, take the edge off this crazy tension in my shoulders.

Nope. Didn't work. Not even a little.

After what felt like forever, like a whole forty minutes stuck in traffic, we finally pulled up to this massive white mansion. Seriously huge. It had these giant white pillars all lined up, holding up this massive building. The driver swung the car around this fancy teardrop-shaped driveway that went around a big marble fountain right in the middle. Water was spraying everywhere, making a nice, calming sound, but I was still wired. The car finally stopped, smooth as butter, and the driver hopped out in a flash. He came around and opened my door, holding out his hand for me to take. Being polite, I took his hand and hauled myself out of the low car, and he smoothly passed me over to Alphonse, who grabbed my arm in a way that was so much like my dad, it was almost spooky.

"If you get even the slightest bad feeling, or if anything feels off to you at all, just give one of our guys a look, and they'll get you back to Hale Manor pronto," Alphonse said, giving my hand a reassuring pat with his other hand as we started walking up a bunch of steps to the huge house. "Don't think for a second you gotta stay here for me or my sons, okay?" I just gave him a small, polite head-shake to say I understood, then turned my eyes forward.

The huge glass doors were pulled open for us, like we were royalty or something, and we walked right into the main entrance hall. My eyes went straight up to these amazing chandeliers hanging from the super high ceilings. Each one was made up of lit candles and real crystal, throwing off this soft, pretty light all over the open space.

The floor was all white marble, so shiny you could see your reflection. My heels made this loud click-clack sound that bounced all over the place, even over the music that was playing. Giant windows, floor-to-ceiling, covered all the walls around us, showing off that same pretty Chicago skyline I was looking at earlier, when the sun was just starting to go down. Steering clear of the packed dance floor where everyone was bumping and grinding, Alphonse guided me over to the bar. He ordered himself a shot of vodka, straight up.

"Rough evening already, huh, Sir?" I asked, trying to sound light and teasing.

"You have no idea, my dear." Alphonse laughed a little, not really funny-laughing, more like nervous-laughing. His eyes shifted to look at something behind me. "Ah, here come my boys now." I turned my head to see what he was looking at, and wow, there was Arthur, all dressed up in a suit and looking... well, clean. His hair, which was usually all messy and sticking up everywhere, was slicked back and neat, like he actually tried. And the beard he used to have, all wild and bushy, was now trimmed and shaped nice and tidy. The black suit fit him really well, like it was made just for him, for the single purpose of him wearing it. Damn.

ARTHUR P.O.V.

Ever since we got that invite to Bash Coleman's birthday bash, I've been on edge, waiting for the shoe to drop, for some kind of trick to be pulled. Why else would Bash invite the stuck-up little princess from Manhattan? The birthday boy, the idiot himself, was nowhere to be seen, so my eyes naturally went to the bar. That's where my old man would be, no doubt, already working on a bottle of vodka to get through this whole evening. Archor was right beside me, as always, and we just pushed our way through the crowd of guests, not giving a damn if we bumped into people or shoved them aside. We're Hales, it's basically in our DNA to be jerks. Getting closer to the bar, I checked my watch and saw it was nine o'clock.

"Let's get out of here by eleven," I grumbled to Archor. "Knowing Bash, this party will probably drag on 'til next week." My hands were balling up into fists and then relaxing, trying to get rid of this tense feeling in my gut.

"Oh, come on, little bro," Archor nudged me in the ribs with his elbow, being all playful. "Where's your party animal side at?"

"Definitely not here," I answered, my voice low and grumpy. My eyes finally found the bar, and as we got right up to it, I saw her.

Holy crap.

My eyes locked onto the slit in her black dress first. Her skin, so pale and smooth, was just glowing against that dark fabric, like day and night right next to each other. Moving my eyes up, I saw how the dress hugged every curve she had, showing off her tiny waist and pushing up her chest in a way that was... distracting. And then there was her skin again, just perfect, like vanilla ice cream that had melted just a little bit. Her collarbones stuck out just enough, making me want to just bite them, suck on them. A diamond choker was around her neck, the tiny stones catching the soft light of the ballroom and sparkling. Her fiery red hair was styled in these big waves that flowed all down her back. I had this crazy urge to grab a handful of it, wrap it around my fist, and pull.

"What?" Her voice cut through my thoughts, snapping me back to reality. I realized I was just staring, practically drooling at her. As her lips moved when she spoke, I really noticed them – painted this bright red. And her eyes were done up too, with black eyeliner wings that pointed up towards her temples, making her eyes look sharp.

"Nothing," I said, way too fast, feeling like I'd been caught doing something bad. She turned away from me, and I was actually relieved. I know it's messed up, but I kind of liked how much she seemed to hate me. It made me want to... well, punish her for it. I walked over to my dad, said hello, and gave a quick head-shake to the people we knew who were also at the party. Seconds ticked by, then minutes, and the whole time I was fighting myself not to look back at her. But even though I was trying to focus on anything else, I could feel her attention was somewhere else.

"Hey, bro, I think I figured out why Bash invited Alicia," Archor mumbled, nodding his head towards the dance floor. I spun around fast, watching as Alicia's red hair swirled around her as Sebastian Coleman led her into a really close dance. My jaw tightened up, and I took a sharp, angry breath. Archor saw my mood change in a split second and took a step back, but my eyes stayed locked on the back of Bash's stupid head. Without even thinking about it, I just started walking forward, shoving people out of my way on purpose. Bash dipped Alicia really low, showing off almost her whole leg through the slit in her dress.

I growled, a low sound in my throat.

As soon as she came back up, I tapped Bash on the shoulder. He turned around, flashing me that fake, playboy smile of his. I just rolled my eyes.

"Arthur, man, you made it—"

"Get lost, Bash," I cut him off, putting my hands on Alicia's hips, taking his place right there. Bash just smirked, putting his hands up like he was surrendering, and walked off, leaving Alicia with me. A piano was playing softly in the background, but I wasn't really hearing it, not when I was staring at her face – all angry and embarrassed.

"What in the world was that all about?!" She asked, her nose wrinkling up in confusion. My body relaxed a tiny bit as I moved forward to match the music.

"I was saving you," I said, just like that, not looking at her, looking over her head instead.

"Saving me?" She asked, sounding totally puzzled. "Saving me from what exactly? A nice chat and a really good dance partner?" I scoffed, rolling my eyes at her compliment to Bash. "Oh yeah? Like you could do any better?"

"I can do a whole lot of things better than Sebastian Coleman," I leaned in closer to her, my lips just barely brushing against her ear as I spoke. She gasped softly, shutting her mouth up real quick. To prove my point, I held out my arm, and she went with it, like she had no choice. For a second, I enjoyed her surprised look, just to boost my ego a bit. Then I twirled her small body back to my chest, so her back was against me. My head dropped down into the curve of her neck, my nose brushing against her jawline as my fingers lightly traced down her stomach.

"Arthur—"

I stopped her from saying anything else by turning her around to face me again. I took her hand and put it on the back of my neck, then put my hands back on her waist, holding her close.

"Are you having a good time?" I asked, actually wanting to know what she thought. She looked up at me, completely confused, her eyes searching my face like she thought I was playing some kind of joke.

"Who are you and what have you done with the Arthur I know and can't stand?" She raised one eyebrow at me, that little move making a small smile twitch at the corner of my mouth. Seeing that, Alicia seemed to loosen up a little, going along with the steps I was leading. She let me move us around to the music, doing whatever I wanted. "Seriously though, what's gotten into you?"

"Nothing, I just can't stand it when Bash gets like that," I said, shrugging like it was no big deal, biting the inside of my cheek.

"How come you know him?" She asked slowly, like she was afraid she was crossing some kind of line. Normally, she would be.

"He's my best friend," I answered simply, frowning a little at how surprised she looked. "Yeah, believe it or not, I do have friends."

She nodded and tried to hide a little smile, biting her bottom lip between her teeth. My throat went dry just looking at her lips like that. My fingers trailed down her dress, finally touching her bare skin. I felt this jolt of electricity go through me as I moved my hand down her thigh, grabbing the back of her knee and lifting her leg up to my waist, holding it there like it was supposed to be there all along. Alicia just went with it, like she was made of putty in my hands. Her other leg just barely touched the floor as I led her through song after song. To anyone watching, we probably looked like a couple totally lost in the moment of a really close dance, but my thoughts were definitely not about some nice, friendly dance.

"Hey, I hate to break up this moment, but Bash is calling for you," Archor said, tapping me on the shoulder. I slowly let Alicia's leg slide down my side. Letting out a frustrated breath, I took Alicia's hands from around my neck and put her into my brother's arms. Then I pushed my way through the crowd, heading towards Bash, who was hanging out in the VIP section of his own party. Only Bash Coleman would have a VIP area at his own birthday party. I went under the velvet rope and walked over to my best friend since we were kids. His eyes were shining with mischief as he waved me over to the leather seat next to him.

"Having fun, Arthur?" His eyes locked onto the backside of a blonde girl in a short dress who just happened to walk by. "How's the little redhead doing?" Bash winked, taking a sip of champagne from a tall glass.

"What's the deal, Bash?" I asked, sighing heavy. My mind was still back on the dance floor.

"No deal, man. I saw you two out the other day and it just struck me as weird that you didn't mention you had Alfred freakin' Ashford's daughter living in your place." The blonde girl came back and climbed right into Bash's lap, straddling him even with me sitting right there.

"I didn't tell you because there's nothing to tell," I said, looking away from the two of them, who were now in a contest to see who could swallow whose tongue first. Bash took a little breath, and busty-blonde-girl took that as her chance to start kissing down his neck.

"Oh, come on, your eyes practically burned holes through my head when you told me to get lost out there." He nodded towards the dance floor where Archor and Alicia were now dancing to a faster song, looking like they were actually having fun. "Are you two—"

"We're not together," I shot out, my jaw tight as I forced the words out.

"—freaking," Bash stared at me, a devilish smirk spreading across his face. "You're into her, aren't you?"

"I'm not."

"Yes, you are."

"No, I'm not!"

"Yes, you are!"

I pushed myself up out of the chair and stomped out of the VIP section. Damn it, I really hate him sometimes. Pushing past the party guests again, I headed for the balcony that looked out over the city. Since it was almost winter, nobody was outside because it was freezing. I leaned against the railing, taking deep breaths, trying to calm myself down. I don't like her. I can barely stand being in the same room as her.
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