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      The Obscurity in Wishing is book 6 of The Fractured Ever Afters series. This reads as a standalone but for complete background on the characters’ lives and how we’ve gotten to Yasmine and Caladin’s story, you can start for free with book 1, The Hunt in Elusion.

      

      This book has content some people may find triggering. Please visit my website for the list of triggers. Feel free to contact me with any questions.  If you feel I have missed a trigger warning, please let me know.

      

      Note, I’m Canadian. I write using Canadian/UK spelling, even though most of this book takes place in the US, with one US main character. This means words will have U’s in them, or double LL’s. (colour, flavour, signalling, etc.) These are not typos.

      

      Happy reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        “Nowhere To Go” by Bad Omens

        “I’m Not Okay” by Citizen Soldier

        “I Didn’t Ask For This” by Beth Crowley

        “Nightmares” by Ellise

        “Make Hate to Me” by Citizen Soldier

        “Dangerous State of Mind” by Chri$tian Gate$

        “Glad You Came” by The Wanted

        “The Death of Peace of Mind” by Bad Omens

        “A Drop in the Ocean” by Ron Pope

        “Speechless” by Naomi Scott

        “Lilith” by Ellise

        “A Whole New World” by Lea Salonga & Brade Kane

        “War of Hearts” by Ruelle

        “Meet Me on the Battlefield” by SVRCINA

        “Another Life” by Motionless In White

        “Walk Through Fire” by Zayde Wolfe & Ruelle

        “Awake and Alive” by Skillet

      

        

      
        Listen here

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For those fighting through the restraints that try to keep you down.

      Take control. Don’t let them win.
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        Caladin

      

      

      I hate my cousin.

      If it wasn’t for Erico, my pain-in-the-ass older cousin and Boss of the Famiglia, I wouldn’t be in some random city called White Rock, British Columbia, Canada. Canada. The place where “eh” is attached to every statement. Their government must control what they all drink because it seems like every second person carries a red takeout coffee cup. Best of all: there’s been three instances in which people have accidentally bumped into one another, where both parties apologized.

      What is wrong with these people? The frosty temperatures must numb their senses.

      Out of every eligible woman in New York, my cousin married a mute woman from Montreal, a large city on the opposite side of this damn country. Essentially, he’s brought these Canadian-isms straight into our lives. Moron.

      As long as she doesn’t influence me into saying “eh.” It’s too country for my city self.

      Although, little Ariella is probably the best thing that’s ever happened to my cousin. He may not realize it, but the changes he’s undergone since they wed have been noticeable to me and our soldiers. He’s less cranky, less of the rigid robot his parents trained him to be. With Ariella, it’s like he woke up and realized he’s his own man.

      In some ways, I’m grateful to her.

      Which is why I’m sitting in this fucking town, completing the task Erico gave me. For her.

      I spin my cell phone in my hand to scan over the electronic note I’ve been adding to since arriving in this pitiful small town three days ago. It’s a schedule pertaining to the woman Ariella’s asking me to track down—what I’ve been able to learn anyway. After checking the time in the upper left corner of the screen and scanning for the associated time on the schedule, I’m satisfied I’m where I need to be, provided her daily routine continues.

      Then I swipe to my photos app to study the picture of my target again.

      Yasmine De Falco is fucking gorgeous in an ethereal way that doesn’t even seem real. A curtain of night-black hair falls to waist-length, which seems like entirely too much work to maintain. Imagining her with shorter hair, though, is nearly impossible. Her skin is a light tan, as though she spends a lot of time outdoors, and her eyes are a matching warm brown. Captured through a zoomed-in lens within the photo, I bet they’re stunning in real life. A woman’s eyes are her most attractive feature in my opinion. They’re so expressive, indicating how much pleasure or pain they can go through, which emotions she’s hiding.

      Before flying out here on the Famiglia’s private jet, Erico caught me up on Yasmine’s history. Daughter to Stefano De Falco, who created a fake mob within Montreal to target their enemies, the Corsetti organization. Stefano’s second wife came with two daughters, who were once Yasmine’s stepsisters, but now are referred to as Della Corsetti, of the very same Corsettis, and Ariella Rossi, the queen to the Famiglia and the very organization I’ve been bred within. Della and Ariella have a complicated history with Yasmine, but Ariella, more than her sister, hence the request for me to find Yasmine and bring her home. Still in Montreal, Yasmine’s older sister, and girlfriend to the Corsetti enforcer, Rozelyn, is also making similar demands to ensure her sister is safe.

      Needless to say, if it wasn’t for Erico drawing me a fucking map, I’d be very confused over who’s related to Yasmine.

      Because if it wasn’t complicated enough, Stefano De Falco wasn’t only the leader of a mob, he’s a soldier—or whatever—of some weird, secret society who refers to themselves as the Seven, based right here in White Rock, British Columbia. When Stefano’s plans exploded, he fled Montreal with Yasmine and left Rozelyn in the city as a distraction to occupy the Corsettis. Except now, Stefano’s dead, killed by the Corsettis after being handed over by the very people he worked for, but Yasmine’s never returned home to Montreal.

      Three days ago, I arrived by the Famiglia plane, booked a hotel on the edge of the town, and hunkered down to observe from afar and concoct a plan. Given all the information the Corsettis provided, and the size of this small but elite town, it was easy to find her.

      Getting to her is my second issue.

      While the town may be small, it’s obviously the Seven’s headquarters, built specifically to hide them. Based on the opposite end of town is a massive school: a university designed like a castle. After two days of observing, she doesn’t leave the building in the evenings, so I presume she’s being kept on-campus, which makes getting to her even more of a challenge. Whatever the Seven still wants with Yasmine, they’re hiding her within their centre of operations.

      But the past two days, she did leave for a couple hours, coming to this very mall I’m presently occupying a bench in. Day one, she got her nails done. Day two, clothes shopping. Wonder what today will bring and why this routine if she’s, as the Corsettis and Ariella believes, being held captive.

      For a moment, she seemed fine and I nearly reported back to Erico that Ariella and Rozelyn were making something out of nothing; that Yasmine clearly found a better life here after her father dragged her away. But something in my gut wasn’t sitting right and said otherwise, so I kept watching, studying her behaviours and emotions from afar.

      When getting her nails done, she looked more miserable than someone facing death does. Reluctantly sliding over each of her hands to the nail tech, her sneer almost messing up her beautiful face. All of that enforced by the thug who shadowed her every move, leaning against the nail salon’s entrance.

      I tracked them back to the school that day. Once out of the vehicle, the thug grabbed her arm and basically pushed her through the doorway, but the final flash of her expression is what secured me to remain.

      Desolateness.

      The time on my phone, comparing to her couple days of routine, means hopefully it’ll be three-for-three and she’ll appear soon. Today, I have to figure out a way to talk with her. In public, here, it’ll be easier to get to her, but once she’s locked inside the school, not so much. Not without knowing precisely what I’m walking into.

      “Can you not walk so close to me? ‘Kay, thanks.”

      Even without looking up, I know it’s her, even if I’ve yet to hear her talk. In the expressions I’ve caught so far, she’s obviously packed full of an attitude I’d otherwise appreciate. After being abandoned by her father and kept away from her sister, she makes her fierceness apparent, right down to her tone. Icy, edgy…sexy. A fighter’s spirit lodged within her body.

      This is gonna be fun. Ariella will get my thanks when I return with her stepsister, simply because for once, my target will be an enjoyable task. Most of the men Erico sends me after fight back, they curse, they hit, but no one will be like Yasmine.

      Yasmine and her thug comes into view and for a second, I stop breathing. The past two days, she’s come to the mall in dresses, but today, she’s casual, and while I wonder why the change, I’m too busy staring to care. Tight jeans that hug her ass, running shoes, and dark hair bound up in a messy bun atop her head, all covered by a black, baggy hoodie with what I presume is the university’s crest over the chest.

      Her shoulders are hunched, her pace slow, her shadow walking much too close. He’s dressed head-to-toe in black, like he’s really trying to hammer home the bodyguard concept.

      The two of them pass by, neither looking in my direction. After another dozen feet, I stand and trail them. Yasmine’s small figure eventually halts by the entranceway of a candle shop.

      “Keep going.” He shoves into her back so roughly, she stumbles, but ignores him to stop by a large display table at the shop’s front. Based on the thug’s tight jaw and obvious huff, he’s pissed, and her rebellion brings a smirk to my face.

      The shopkeeper rushes over to assist the potential customer so I wander nearer, keeping my head down to scan the surrounding area. There’s a bend in the mall up ahead, which I walk toward, hoping to use the angled wall for a better vantage point. Her guard glances me as I pass and looks away after a second, clearly deeming I’m no threat to whatever fucked-up orders he’s following by Yasmine’s side.

      Big mistake, buddy.

      At the bend, I press against the wall beside the doorway to the female washroom, and pull out my phone, feigning a social media addiction while I observe the trio. The shop owner is gesturing for Yasmine to follow her deeper into the store, but Yasmine glances away and down the mall’s strip, in my direction.

      The role of Erico’s Consigliere is an element of my job. Tracking people is extra because I’m good at it. But with both those roles, studying people’s behaviours is a required skill. Determining why people do what they do, how they think, and what motivates them. So while the shopkeeper is gesturing to Yasmine, she’s studying the mall. Up and down the stretch, toward her bodyguard, and repeat.

      She’s going to run.

      Her feet inch backward and I realize, her outfit choice is purposeful. She planned this.

      I rub at the side of my face, feeling my own half-smile. At least she has some sense to attempt escaping, which only makes my job easier. She’ll want to be saved and I’m happy to be the one to do that.

      She picks up the same candle she first touched, studying it intently. Then, in a flash, she pockets it, spins on her heel, and takes off in my direction.

      “Shit,” I mumble.

      Chaos breaks out, the shop owner screaming in her direction. Some mallgoers pause walking and shopping to determine the source of the drama, some sipping from those red takeout cups as they observe the show. Her bodyguard’s attention flicks back and forth between his escapee and the elderly woman, who looks like she’s about to throwdown over a stolen candle. He chooses the owner, likely threatening her silence.

      Works for me.

      Yasmine’s five feet away from me…three…I tuck my phone in my back pocket and prepare for her arrival. The second she’s turning the mall’s bend, I wrap an arm around her waist, my other hand covering her mouth as I spin us into the room at my back—the female washroom. She screams into my palm, warming my skin with her fear.

      Once inside, I press her against the shut door and pin her there, hand still covering her mouth while I flick the lock shut. She screeches again into my skin, eyes widening until all I see is the brown iris darkening with terror, and fist after fist lands in my gut, my chest, making me grunt. She’s weak, and it’s like being hit by a child, but her fighting attempt surprises me.

      I stop her easily with my body, pressing my chest to hers as I shake my head and shush her. “You’re not in danger.”

      She’s shorter than me, only reaching my shoulder, and the scent of jasmine and lavender is strong, filling my senses until it’s all I smell. Her soft curves hug my body, more when she wiggles her shoulders, trying to free herself.

      “Stop,” I command again. “If this is you trying to fight, I have to say, piccola tigre, it’s a bit pathetic.”

      Not sure where the name came from, but little tiger is my first thought if I had to describe her. A fighter but cautious and guarded, like the animal. Beautiful and majestic but feared by so many.

      Her eyes narrow, drawing my attention to the warm colour I’ve so far only seen in the photo Erico gave me. Soft, chocolate, with specks of green. The emotion buried in them is what makes my heart skip a beat. Fear, but curiosity too.

      “I’m here to help,” I continue before she has more reason to fight me. “If I lower my hand, don’t scream. Believe me, I’m the better option than fucktard out there.”

      She nods her head, so after searching her expression for a lie, I slowly lower my hand. Her breaths come out heavier after her run, as well as the flurried commotion getting into the bathroom. They blow over my neck as she tilts her head to look at my face.

      “Qu'est-ce qui ne va pas chez toi, espèce de psychopathe?”

      Her words are fluid, smooth, and almost sexy, that they make me pause. I assume they’re spoken in French, given where she’s from. Certainly nothing I understand.

      “What?”

      She makes a snarling sound that’s more cute than fearful and shoves her arms into my chest, demanding I back up. “I said, what the fuck is wrong with you, you psycho? Since you started spitting out new languages, I thought that’s the acceptable thing to do.”

      Feisty. She’s cute, like a kitten. With huge teeth to eat her victims and claws that’ll shred me. It’s decided: the tiger nickname is suitable.

      She rolls her eyes at my lack of a response. “Who are you?”

      Instead of answering that, I explain, “I’m here because Ariella is worried about you.”

      She blinks, all signs of her battle fading off, her tanned skin flushing paler. “Ariella? Is she—are they⁠—?”

      “Hey!” Her numerous questions get cut off by her bodyguard’s heavy thump to the door, jiggling the lock and rocking her forward and into me. One of those red cup carrying Canadians probably ratted her location out.

      “Fuck,” she curses, widened gaze going for the door handle. Getting found isn’t an issue now. With Yasmine in my possession, it means I’m winning, but we need to get out of here.

      I flick my leather coat aside and reach for my holster, retrieving my Glock. I cock it beneath her stunned expression and gesture the barrel at her, indicating for her to step aside. I doubt this is the first time she’s seen a gun though, given her background.

      Since she doesn’t move, I nudge her myself, placing her at my back so I’m between her and the bodyguard still throwing his weight at the door. A public washroom’s door probably isn’t built very strong, which means we don’t have long before he manages to break it down.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      Throwing a smirk over my shoulder, I finally introduce myself. “Name’s Caladin Rossi, from the New York Famiglia.”
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        Yasmine

      

      

      The New York Famiglia.

      Why me?

      Why again?

      Why does my life continue to throw curveball after curveball without giving me a chance to catch any of them? Whoever I pissed off in another life, I despise them.

      At this point, I’m not even surprised to hear who this stranger claims to be because everything I’ve learned over the past few weeks has me nearly ready to commit myself to a hospital psych ward, simply to escape it all. I’d do it too, if it wasn’t for my predicament called captivity. I’m surviving—am I?—a desolate situation I have no way out of. A maze I’m lost in without directions.

      This guy, this Caladin Rossi, claims he’s here because of Ariella but that makes no sense. I’ve been lied to more than once in the past month and he’s likely another liar meant to push me over. Somehow, he probably learned her name and this is some ploy to fuck me over.

      For what purpose…I don’t know. Can I even guess at this point?

      I mean, the New York mafia? Recent events unveiled what my father’s spent my entire life hiding from me and Rozelyn, but New York was never mentioned at any time.

      Although, his slight accent now makes sense.

      Caladin lifts the gun in one hand and reaches for the lock with his other. That’ll open the door to Derek, my asshole guard that he’s stuck on me to ensure I don’t escape. While I’m in support of Caladin shooting him, there’s an entire group waiting in the parking lot for us. Caladin would have to fight all of them, and then he’d die and I’d be at square one.

      I ran because…I don’t know. Escape is so far-fetched, but I had to try. Had to make a point to him that he can only hold me for so long. That I’d be returning to my old life one way or the other, even if the entire thing was a giant lie fabricated by my father. I’m already in hell so the chance of escaping is worth it, but I hadn’t counted on this new player to enter the messed-up game of fuck Yasmine’s life over.

      There’s also the fact that Caladin might not even be the best option to save me. Hell, the idea that I need saving at all churns my stomach, but my options are quite limited.

      He did mention Ariella though…so maybe he’s not lying.

      And his stance is wide, protective, keeping me behind him while he could very well be shot down by Derek first. That has to mean something.

      Derek bangs on the door again and everything is in slow motion. Caladin reaching for the switch. My frazzled thoughts trying to pick the safest person for me.

      If Caladin wins this showdown, we’ll lose at every mall entrance.

      If Caladin’s here to capture me, then I’m in the same place as my current situation, but with a different handler.

      If this is a test by him, then he’s predicting I’ll side with Caladin and freedom will be yanked away regardless.

      I wish I had a fucking better life. Dad, I hate you. I hope wherever you are, you’re paying for what you did to me.

      When the gun clicks, I shove around his protective barrier and place myself at the door, palms up in defence. Caladin falters, annoyance covering his expression, but he lowers his gun.

      “Move.”

      Always commanded. By everyone in my life, I’ve been the girl who’s forced to follow instructions. Left in the dark by Dad, and even my own sister. By Ariella, who had ample opportunity to admit what she suspected about my father’s role in the accident that injured her and killed her mother.

      “You can’t kill him,” I whisper. “If you do, there’s five more outside waiting who’ll take you down.”

      He blinks. “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s not only him. As much as I want to believe you, we won’t make it out of this mall. Or the town. You’re one against an army. Trust me.”

      He scoffs. “I’ll take them all down. Trust me.”

      “Here maybe, but there’s eyes everywhere. If you’re really who you claim to be, then go home and get your soldiers for backup.”

      Of the numerous follow-up questions I expect, he asks none of them. Instead, he reaches for me, his touch soft and hard all at the same time. Two fingers grasp my chin, controlling my face, but not painfully. More like a suggestion to go with his movements. His eyes flick over my face, pinching with every pass.

      “You’re genuinely frightened,” he concludes after a minute. “I see it in your eyes.”

      “Obviously. You think I tried to run away for the exercise?”

      He smirks, breaking the sudden and serious tension filling the tiny space between our bodies. “I like you, Yasmine. But for this to work, you need to tell me who’s keeping you captive.”

      I look away at the stalls behind him. This stranger correctly presumed half my situation after a brief study. If I’m obvious to him, why am I not to anyone else? Why is no one helping me?

      Pressing my lips together, I bob my head in a single nod. An admittance of truth without directly saying it, even while I plea with everything in the world that this isn’t some cruel trap. That Caladin is truly here to help.

      “Who in the Seven is trapping you?”

      Everything inside my body tightens. My core, my heart. It might be the way he asked that, or it could be the protective edge to his words. But I tighten with hope. Hope and surprise that he’s aware of what’s going on here, and while I have so many of my own questions now, the dim light of hope shines brighter with every breath.

      Maybe he can save me.

      But I’ve seen the proof around the academy. It’s not only me imprisoned here, it’s everyone. But it doesn’t change the fact there’s a legion of men stationed in the shadows, always watching me. The army at the boarders. He outlined every reason I’d never be able to escape White Rock.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I answer, pulling my face away from his hold. “All you’ll do is get us killed. I mean it when I say it’ll take more than one person to get me out of here. You’ll need backup.”

      It feels fucked up to be placing this level of trust in a stranger, but Dad sealed my fate when he walked away from me. My options are captivity with Caladin, who’ll hopefully bring me to Rozelyn, or staying here and probably dying within the year. At the very least, I’ll want to, to escape permanently.

      “Let me go out there,” I urge, pressing my palm to his gun. “Go home, bring men, and then come back.” Or don’t and my hope will die when you go.

      “You underestimate me.” But he’s smirking rather than being annoyed and even clicks his gun back into its holster on his hip. “I’ll follow your lead, but why run from me—your chance at escape?”

      “Because it’s only a chance to die,” I answer gravelly. “If you really are here to save me, now isn’t the time. Not here.” In truth, I don’t know where would be the ideal place and time. The mall is a good location, but he can’t fight against everyone in the parking lot. And by the time he finds men to fight, I’ll be back inside the school and that place is a fortress.

      Derek pounds on the door again, stopping every moment or so, likely not to draw the attention of strangers walking by.

      “I’ll tell him I had to pee.”

      Caladin cocks his head. “You’ll lie for a stranger.”

      “If you’re who you claim to be, then I need you breathing and alive, so yeah, I’ll lie.” And pray Derek doesn’t see right through me or opt to go exploring on his own. “Stay behind the door.”

      Surprisingly, he listens and moves to the corner as I turn for the door, inhale a sharp breath, and prepare to face what this evening will bring. What crime I’ll pay for running. I might not have escaped, but tossing a final look toward the mobster beside me proved some benefit came out of my attempt.

      I flick the lock open when he promises, “I’ll be seeing you soon, piccola tigre.”

      I think it’s Italian, but I’m not sure. Either way, his statement passes over my head.

      With a final breath, I pull open the door, covering Caladin behind it, and glaring at the mountain of a man who looms over me, his lip pulled up in an angry snarl. Which I’ve come to realize is his typical expression at any time of the day.

      “I’m done, I’m done, let’s go.” Pushing into his chest, I leave the bathroom, urging him away from the door and Caladin.

      Derek glances over my head, so I shove him again, forcing his attention elsewhere. “Who’s in there with you?”

      “Nobody, let’s go.”

      With eyes as slitted as a snake’s, he grabs hold of my upper arm and jerks me away from the bathroom door. I hide my small relieved breath, even as he reaches inside my pocket and yanks out the blue candle that served as a distractor. “Don’t fucking take off like that again.”

      “Would you believe I had to pee?”

      He doesn’t respond, which means he doesn’t, which also means he’ll be hearing about this later, not that I expected anything different when I took off. An hour ago, the concept of his wrath had me shaking with fear, but now there’s hope. I’ll endure his punishment.

      I’ll hang on a bit longer.

      That is my vow, my protection.

      Go through Hell today to survive tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, I’m shoved through the door of his apartment, which is actually the entire upper floor of the university’s staff wing, since so many of them live on-campus. They can opt to take one of the dorm-like apartments on the seven floors of this tower below us.

      From Dad’s minuscule explanation, my captor controls the university and any business here in the province while six of his comrades and co-leaders are all over the rest of the country. He never fully explained what these seven men do, and his descriptions of them were vague.

      “Dangerous men who control everything in the country. Every. Thing. Yasmine, listen when I say, these people are not to be fucked with.”

      “And the school?”

      “A place to train their sons who’ll eventually take their position, like they did to their fathers, their fathers for their grandfathers, and so on.”

      With Derek’s firm shove, I stumble, catching myself on the entranceway table. Derek reaches in and slams the door shut behind me, cutting off my only path of light. The rest of the place is dark, hiding the monster within. I can’t flick on the light, though. Learned yesterday, he gets upset when I do.

      The hand swings to the underside of my head before I even notice him move. One second, he was down the hall, and somehow, his silent steps took him right by my side. To hitting me. My head jerks back, unprepared for the attack. I roll my jaw, biting down on the numerous things I’d like to say. To do in retaliation.

      But on the first day spent with him, I swore at him and punched him in the face. He pinned me to the door and smacked me so hard, I had a headache for hours following.

      So this time, I only meet his fuming stare as he reaches by my shoulder and flicks the switch in the down position. The overhead light turns off, leaving me in the dim sunlight peeking from the living room, giving me barely enough of a glow to fully see him.

      “Lights. Off. Only I’ll decide when they go on.”

      I think he enjoys making a point, lording his power over me, and keeps the place in darkness to kill many of my senses.

      Each day, I learn a bit more what not to do. I’d enjoy fighting him…if I could. Dad never taught me to fight, said it wasn’t my role as a mafia daughter—a lie so scoffable now. I’m weak, and every attempt is useless against his strength. More so, every attempt delivers pain, so until I have an out, I’ll get beat bloody, trying to save myself if I continue trying.

      Better dead than having this life.

      A truth becoming more and more prevalent. But today gave me hope and Caladin may prove to be my saving grace.

      After kicking off my shoes, because it’s what he expects, I slowly venture to the foyer, having memorized the route by now. Given how clean this place always is, there’s never anything I’d trip over so I’m not worried about that.

      In the doorway of the living room, I pause. Sunlight seeps from the curtain’s edges, lighting him up enough I can make out his snake-like grin, goatee, and receding hairline. He sits in a recliner, rocking gently as he meets my stare.

      Jasper.

      Also known as: asshole, creep, my captor, and monster—within the safe confines of my mind at least.

      For a long five seconds, we’re in a standoff until he lifts his right hand from the armrest and crooks two fingers, indicating for me to approach.

      Gritting my teeth, I do, using the strip of sunlight as my runway, and stop only a few inches away, hands forming fists by my side. I bite down on my tongue so hard, trying to ground myself until he’s satisfied with whatever show this is.

      “Nice time at the mall?” His voice grates on my nerves. It’s slow, malicious, and I swear, he practices it.

      “Peachy.”

      A lie. Wood being shoved beneath my fingernails would be better than going along with his stupid shopping trips. If it wasn’t for me running away, I was supposed to purchase new makeup since, apparently, he disapproves of my regular brands. I’d think that one of the Seven would have other things to do than worry about a woman’s preferences. Yesterday, he forced me to stock the closet with clothing he finds more appropriate, and the day before that, he made me a nail appointment, like I’m some doll he’s entertaining himself with. And why he isn’t having me complete all this in one trip rather than separate ones has me ready to lose my fucking mind.

      Closer, I study who my father abandoned me to with no explanation. Cast out by the rest, by even my father, and claimed by this disgusting man.

      “You’re done, Stefano. We’re ending this today. You’ve had numerous chances. And as for your daughter,” the man with a snake-like face peers at me with way too much interest, “well, you know as well as I do, we own her.”

      Own me? No one fucking owns me! I whip around to face my father, who’s tied to a chair a few feet away. They haven’t tied me, but the large person behind me is the deadly threat of what’d come if I tried to run, reinforced by the gun loose in his grip.

      “D-Dad?”

      For the first time since dragging me from home, school, Rozelyn, and the life I believed we had, there’s remorse in his desolate gaze. “Sorry, Yasmine.”

      The snake-like man shoves off the table and turns toward me, until I reluctantly look from my father to him. He grasps my chin and rotates my head, studying my face. I stare at the ceiling over his shoulder.

      “Well,” he says after a moment, releasing me to return to my father’s side, “at least you did one thing right, De Falco. Marrying an Italian woman served you well. Your daughter is a beauty.”

      Then he turns his hungry gaze back on me and I shrink back, suspecting I’ll soon despise what’s to come, if his final words are a hint.

      Jasper readjusts until his knees spread open wider. One arm remains on the chair’s side, the other resting on his lap, fingers tapping his pants’ inner seam. He’s a very tall man, easily towering two feet over me, and sitting doesn’t change that fact. There’s a sick appreciation glistening in his dark eyes, which makes me want to puke, but now I’m also thankful for the baggy clothing I’ve chosen to wear. His mouth slowly spreads into a smirk as he studies me and he wipes his mouth, pausing to scratch his beard, staring at me more intently than a fifty-year-old man should.

      Using the hand on his lap, he indicates for me to sit. With a deep breath I aim to hide and pressed lips, I do, knowing the consequences of refusing, even if that’s all I long to do. I perch on his knee, knowing this is the farthest I can get from him. The first time he demanded me to sit on his lap, I refused. So he dragged me by my hair until I sat on his lap, tears burning down my face, with the true realization of what my life has become.

      Jasper’s hand clamps down on my upper thigh, creeping much too close for comfort, but I’m thankful for the protection of my jeans. With his grip, he slides me until my hip touches his stomach.

      “What are you wearing?” He pinches my hoodie, his slim features slipping into a sneer. “Was the shopping trip yesterday not indicative of what I expect you to dress in?”

      “Sorry,” I mutter, not meaning it at all. “I assumed they were for classes.”

      “You have a uniform for that.”

      A couple years ago, I finally convinced Dad to allow me to go get a degree. Being only a few semesters from completion, Dad yanking me away from Montreal was the worst timing possible. Jasper enrolled me here, but I think it’s more so he can track me during the day than his desire to support my educational dream.

      “Sorry. Forgot. Haven’t been to class yet, remember?”

      He makes a noise in the back of his throat and thankfully drops the matter of my clothing. “You’ll begin tomorrow. I have your schedule all set aside. Out of the goodness of my heart, I’ve gotten you into the Psychology program, so you can pick up right where you left off.”

      “Wonderful.” I shoot him a sugary smile. Not being forced into a whole other program is a win, but this…this is also so far from being a win. All my classes were approved by him, no doubt. As dean of this place, he’s deciding everything.

      “Well,” he releases my hoodie, “be sure to dress more appropriately in the evenings. You’re being watched, and as my future wife, people will judge us.”

      Future wife.

      Once the room begins clearing out, there’s only four people left in here: me, Dad, the snake-like man I’ve learned is named Jasper, and a soldier poised by the door.

      Jasper strides toward me and drops to a knee in front of where I’m seated on a chair beside Dad. It’d be romantic if he were literally anyone else. His finger strokes my cheek softly but I still turn my head away. His touch may be placid, but the fierce look in his eyes is not. This is merely to lure me in.

      “She’s lovely. So much of her mother in her,” he says to Dad. “You will make a beautiful wife.”

      Wife. Wife! No one mentioned that! I glare at him, then Dad, confused, frazzled, praying I misheard Jasper.

      But Dad’s eyes pinch and he shies away. “Sorry, Yasmine, but it’s true.”

      “Why?”

      Nothing.

      I look back to Jasper, who’s leaning back on his haunches, smirking at my misery. “Tell me what is going on! No, I’m not marrying you, you old psycho fuck!”

      The smirk hesitates, a gleam sharpening his eyes, but I don’t care. He can do anything to me, and I don’t care. Not now. He slaps his knees as he lifts to his feet and paces away, ignoring my screeches.

      He stops in front of Dad. “Say goodbye. Five minutes. Do not say shit about it, De Falco, or we’ll make this even more painful on you.”

      Then he strides away, only the guard remaining behind to ensure his orders are followed.

      Jasper enjoys consistently reminding me of what my life’s become, what I’m trying to escape from. But every passing day brings me closer to the unknown date of when he’ll drag me in front of a judge or a priest.

      Jasper’s slim fingers stroke the back of my neck, beneath my messy bun. I tense and shiver in disgust, hating how he feels my responsiveness. I’ve always been overly sensitive, and with the right guy, it can make sex more pleasurable. But this isn’t that.

      His fingers walk up the back of my neck until reaching my scalp, where he tugs the elastic from my hair and it tumbles down my back. “Unless you’re exercising or cooking, your hair will be down.”

      It’s the first time I’ve had my hair up since Jasper dragged me to his apartment; I do prefer it down, but given my planned attempt to run today, I wanted nothing in my way.

      “Okay,” I agree because it’s the simpler option.

      His hand comes down heavier in my hair, and then I’m suddenly arched backward, pain flittering over my scalp. The new angle puts his face in my neck, my back against his chest, and though I squirm, trying to slide off him, his other arm bands over my thighs, weighing me down and making his point known. When he speaks, I feel every single horrendous syllable against my skin.

      “If you ever think of trying to escape again, I’ll chain you to my fucking bed and you’ll be reminded exactly who owns you. Understand?”

      I nod, and the hold on my hair loosens, but he doesn’t let me up. Instead, his nose skirts up and down my neck. I try to inch away but am pinned, meaning I have to finish feeling every pass of his breath.

      “Mm,” he hums. “You smell fucking delicious. There’s a bet going with the others, you know. My determination to win is the only thing saving your ass from me fucking it. They bet me I wouldn’t be able to resist your young cunt until the wedding.”

      It takes every deep breath the angle provides to prevent from throwing up. The thought of this man touching me at all makes the concept of jumping off the nearest balcony beyond appealing.

      The hand on my thigh slides up, pressing against my core, and I’m thankful for my thick jeans. He doesn’t stop there, though, and continues beneath my hoodie, brushing over my bare skin, until covering my bra-encased breast.

      Oh, god. I twist, pulling against the hold he has me in, trying to beg him with my actions, my whimper, to release me. To not do this.

      “That doesn’t mean,” his teeth scrapes my neck in his brief, weighted pause, “we can’t play in other ways.”

      Despite everything he just said, I somehow win and he releases my hair and slides his hand from beneath my hoodie. With a tap on my hip, he motions for me to get off him and I’ve never obeyed an order quicker, rushing until there’s a few feet of distance between us.

      “Lucky for you,” he calls out, “once I begin, I wouldn’t be able to stop, so not touching you at all is safer for my bet.”

      Safer for both of us, you sick fuck.

      “Go to bed. Be prepared to start classes tomorrow.”

      Without a final word, I rush from the room, using the darkness as my guide to the guest bedroom he’s put me up in. Separate from his own thankfully because the thought of Jasper anywhere near me makes puking extremely likely.

      Once inside the bare room with nothing more than a bed, closet, and a bathroom, I lean against the door. If only there was a dresser I could push in front of it, ensuring he remains out. That probably wouldn’t stop him, but still, I’d feel better about the protection.

      I’d like to say in here, I’m safe, but who fucking knows.

      If Caladin Rossi is who he truly claims to be, then he needs to come through quickly.
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        Caladin

      

      

      In front of the mirror, I finish knotting the green tie around my neck before tossing the black blazer overtop, convincing myself this is simply a Halloween costume. Close enough; I’ll be pretending to be a student to get inside the academy to find Yasmine. I begin doing up the blazer’s buttons before giving up after the second, and leaving it parted. It’s tight and uncomfortable, worse than the suits I’m not a fan of wearing either.

      My cousin’s laughter booms from where he’s observing through a video call on my phone propped up against the mirror. “You really think you’ll pull off masking as a student?” Erico asks, his face a deep red, considering he’s been laughing since the moment I called him twenty minutes ago with updates. “You’re twenty-six, for fuck’s sake.”

      “Yasmine is too.”

      “Yasmine’s stuck. She’s not a great example.”

      “People go to school later in life, Erico. Besides,” I reach into my wallet, pulling out the newest plastic addition and bring it into the focus of the video call, “picked this up last night.”

      My student ID with the nicest picture I managed to pose for in the two-second warning the receptionist gave me after signing the enrollment papers. It took a bit of cash to skip through their regular enrollment process, and them taking a bribe at all is disturbing. The receptionist didn’t recognize my name, but I bet someone here will.

      “Was enrolling under your actual name smart?” Erico’s humour slips into a frown. My cousin’s skepticism is strong and his disapproval apparent by that cranky, displeased expression he gets. Reminds me so much of my uncle, his father, it’s scary sometimes. A fact I’m holding onto until the day he pisses me off because Erico’s newest ambition is to be everything his father isn’t.

      “Whoever’s in charge of Yasmine is probably an important man, considering the bodyguard following her. Whatever fuckery’s happening will take the big guns. Literally.” I lift the edge of my blazer, revealing the gun tucked in my waistband. Fake student or not, I refuse to go anywhere without my weapon. “A fake name would discount me as yet another student.”

      “That’s the idea. Before you drag down the Famiglia.”

      I throw him a scathing look as I finish gathering my items, shoving my wallet in my back pocket and grabbing the small backpack I picked up this morning alongside the new laptop. Gotta look the part and all.

      “Have more faith, cuz. I’d never do anything to jeopardize us, you know that. If I play just another student, it’ll take forever to get Yasmine out of here. Like she said at the mall, and everything the Corsettis told us about this place, it’s stupid to grab her and run. Even if I succeeded, ten bucks says they have that airport watched so they’d track us right to New York anyway. My way, nothing’s hidden. I’ll walk right in as a Rossi and once word makes it to whoever’s imprisoning Yasmine that someone from the Famiglia is in their territory, I’ll gain an audience. And then I’ll make a deal for Yasmine’s freedom. Simple.”

      After yesterday, I realized the sooner I attract the asshole’s attention, the sooner I can free her.

      Erico’s brows spike. “A deal?”

      I shrug. “If that’s what it takes, which I suspect it will. Reality is, the guy had a bodyguard on her, and a few more outside. After meeting her, I trailed them, and she was correct. One posted at every entrance. Neither of us were getting out without a fight.”

      “You’re telling me you can’t fight one guy?”

      “I can’t fight an army alone when they show up at the airport after tracking us. She’s scared, Erico. I saw it in her eyes. She’s putting on a brave face, but it’s fake. Whoever we’re dealing with isn’t some lowly guy.”

      “Not just someone of the society then, but likely one of the Seven.” He sighs, leaning back in his chair and farther from his laptop’s camera. “I get it, I do, but this seems risky. What happens when they learn the Famiglia has stake in Yasmine’s well-being?”

      Again I shrug. “Problem for another day. You’re listing too many what-ifs. I promise I won’t blow the organization up. Besides, even if they were pissed and tried to start something, we have the Corsettis on our side.”

      Erico’s expression pinches. “The Seven also made a deal with them. Nico didn’t explain what, but if the Seven feels threatened, they could call on them too.”

      I roll my eyes. “Think it through. Nico would do anything to make Della happy, and Della would be quite displeased if Ariella or Yasmine were in danger. The Corsettis not siding with us would put them in danger. With Corsetti’s sister-in-law wearing your ring, we’re untouchable.”

      “Well,” he concedes after a moment, “true. Good luck then. Text or call me later so I know they haven’t killed you. And enjoy your classes. Get straight A’s and all that.” He grins cheekily.

      “Fuck off.”

      I end the video call with a tap to the large red button, tuck the phone in my back pocket, and take a final glance at myself before leaving my hotel room to go to…school.

      Fucking university of all places.
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        * * *

      

      Ariella owes me huge for this, but Erico: even bigger. Why? Simply because I can hold him to stricter standards than I can her.

      School fucking sucks. How do fresh-out-of-high-school kids do it? Stress is a constant emotion clinging to the lecture halls until, somehow, I was getting wrapped up into it too, and I’m not even here to get the grades.

      Intel from the Corsettis through Yasmine’s older sister, Rozelyn, revealed that Yasmine’s working on a bachelor’s degree, majoring in psychology—or was at her Montreal school anyway—so I took a chance and got myself into the same program. Given the small list of course options, it’s a gamble and hope that, eventually, Yasmine and I end up in the same electives.

      After two, it hasn’t happened yet.

      My first class, abnormal psychology with today’s lecture about personality disorders, went right over my head. The few interesting facts I managed to obtain seem relevant to life as a mobster. There’s definitely some assholes with undiagnosed personality disorders that I’ve dealt with.

      After this ordeal, perhaps I’ll start diagnosing them before they die. For fun.

      The second course was something about clinical psychology. Something being key because if I thought personality disorders were confusing, it was kindergarten-level learning compared to clinical.

      In the first course, I even took notes, further playing the part, but it was too much to keep up with so by the midway point, I gave up and ignored the curious stares of the fellow students around me.

      They’re basically kids and worth little of my time. Spoiled, rotten kids made obvious by the way they tout themselves, the jewellery decorating their necks, wrists, and fingers, and the side-eyed glares they throw my way as though they feel their territory is being threatened.

      The lecture hall chairs are a fate worse than death and I’ll be telling Erico to get some for the warehouses. Perfect torture devices. After an hour in one, the body’s so numb and uncomfortable, they’re truly agonizing.

      Class three is forensic psychology and for once, it’s a course that sounds half interesting. Anything forensics-related could teach me how cops think. Not that the Famiglia doesn’t already have them in our pockets, but still, could be valuable one day.

      Upon entering, my eyes sweep the room, searching for anyone closely resembling Yasmine, like I did in the previous two classes. Those came up empty, but this time, there’s victory seated in a row midway down the hall, the second chair of the row.

      Thank fuck, I’m not attending this castle of a school for nothing.

      She’s upright, notebook open on the tiny table that barely counts as one, bolted to the chair. She’s staring down at her lap, her nighttime-coloured hair falling on either side of her face. Her shoulders are curved inward, hunched and trying to hide.

      Even her placement is specific, I bet. Not right at the end, but basically there, close to escape.

      Works for me.

      I stride down the stairs, ignoring the few new glances I receive. Without hesitation, I drop into the empty chair beside Yasmine, lowering my bag between my legs, and toss my arm over the back of her seat.

      She jerks, her head turning so fast I’m hit with her jasmine smelling hair while wild eyes focus on me, widening. She glances behind her, then toward the professor setting up at the podium, and me again.

      “You.”

      “Me.”

      “You’re back.” Another sweep of the room. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “Same as you. Getting a degree.” Playfully, I tap her shoulder, reminding her of the arm I have around the back of her chair, an almost intimate position. “Sit back before you draw attention.”

      “Me? What about you? This is the worst plan you could have come up with.”

      “Or the best.” I turn my head until I’m speaking into the curve of her neck, right below her ear. “You were right about how protected this town is. The only way to get you out is through the person holding you captive. I want a meeting with your handler, and I get the idea he wouldn’t ignore a Famiglia member in this place. And if you could bring me to whoever that is, it’d speed this up.”

      She leans away, but with my arm around her, I hold her in place. By now, if not soon, her professor should spot us, and will likely report about someone touching Yasmine, which means by the end of today, I’ll get that meeting. A bit of touching, a bit of intimacy, and like a dog marking his property, he’ll come barking. Hopefully.

      “You can’t,” she whispers harshly and uses that feeble strength of hers to try to shoulder away. “Caladin, this is dangerous.”

      The professor calls the class to silence so he can begin what I’m sure will be yet another lecture I barely understand, but before granting the elderly man my attention, I lean closer to Yasmine’s ear. So close that when I whisper, my lips touch the space right at the base of her lobe and she shivers, making me smile more.

      “Danger fears me, not the other way around.”

      I release her in time to catch her eye roll. “My god, can you be any cockier?”

      “Depends how much you can handle of my cock.” She ran into that one.

      Her pulse jumps and her mouth slips open a fraction. The grip she has on her pen weakens before she shakes her head and focuses on the lecture.

      “I’m so fucked,” she whispers, seemingly to herself. “You’re gonna fail at saving me, aren’t you?”

      I slump deeper into my chair so with our height difference, my voice won’t carry as far. “Considering I’m the only one here, piccola tigre, your choices are limited. Don’t be picky.”

      Another eye roll. “And what the hell is with the nickname? Whatever language it is, I don’t understand it.”

      “Italian. Translates to little tiger.”

      With a sneer, she looks from her empty notebook page to me. “Now I’m an animal? Lovely.”

      Under the professor’s heavy stare, I take the opportunity and lean back toward her, blowing my breath over her nape and her cute schoolgirl uniform with my whispered explanation. “Tigers are cute. They’re fierce with a sharp bite. The description is apt.”

      A complete five seconds pass before her shoulders droop and she mumbles, “Whatever.” I’m ashamed at the lack of comeback this time. Her banter is half her charm.

      While the professor drones on about…whatever he’s lecturing on…Yasmine takes detailed notes like her life is dependent on it. A lot of effort considering I’m about to steal her away, but I don’t comment. Given everything, maybe the method of note-taking is relaxing and grounding, and I’d be an asshole to take that away.

      See? I did learn something in one of these psychology classes.

      I watch her, wondering if this is the real version of her. One closer anyway than what I’ve thus far witnessed. Studious and a focused student, rapt on the lessons. The flip side of her has her running from her bodyguard, trusting a stranger’s word without proof of ID, simply because she’s desperate for escape. A fighting spirit because she recognizes when to fight and when to fold.

      A woman who’s had her life upturned but still battles for a semblance of control.

      A woman I don’t stop staring at for most of the class, and not because I’m trying to piss off the higher-ups in this place.
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        Yasmine

      

      

      All day, he’s been here. Like, somehow, other than my first two classes, he managed to get himself into every single one of mine. At the end of Forensic Psychology, he forced me to compare class schedules so at least I wasn’t surprised when he trailed me from class to class.

      During these walks, I made myself as small as possible because no matter the stupid-ass plan Caladin claims will work, he’s not the one who has to return to Jasper later.

      I want to believe him—I do. I really fucking do, but I’m scared. Reality is, if this fails, I pay the price. So I’m torn between wanting to go along with Caladin and wanting him gone and far away from me.

      The buzz swirls around us, stifling as students and teachers alike stare. With it being my first day out of Jasper’s rooms and Caladin’s obvious domineering presence, we’re quite the match.

      Worse because Jasper did something. In my first two classes, I tried to speak to a few people, but they all turned away from me. And not expressions of disinterest, but pity. So now, Caladin’s throwing a giant red fuck you signal to everyone here, and he doesn’t even realize it.

      It’s worse when he touches me. A redirection with his arm suddenly brushing my hip, his hand grazing mine—subtle, but they all make my stomach flip in ways I don’t understand. Most likely, it’s fear.

      I’m so fucked.

      Caladin is my best chance. My only chance. If escape from Jasper is possible, it’ll be with Caladin, I know this. But when this goes south, Caladin loses his life and I’ll spend the rest of mine—however long Jasper allows me have one—guilty for causing a stranger’s death.

      After another three classes, the end of the day arrives and I rush from the lecture hall, torn between wanting to hide and not returning to Jasper’s cage. I’m barely out the door when Caladin’s warm hand grasps my elbow and spins me in a quick movement, right into his chest. I swear, I feel every defined muscle in his abs.

      Caladin is hot. Yesterday proved that. Caladin today, in a school uniform, doesn’t look quite right, but he pulls it off better than anyone else here. I hate even thinking about him like that with everything going on, but can’t help appreciating the dark-haired, sexy devil whose entire presence and focus is to help me.

      Sometime during our fourth class, he grumbled and gave up on the tie entirely by undoing it. It remained around his neck like a rope, lining his unbuttoned blazer. His white dress shirt isn’t tucked into his slacks, completing the I don’t care guise.

      When he dropped into the seat beside me earlier, I instantly had so many questions regarding how he got through the front door, and enrolled as a student to boot, but considering he’s from the Famiglia, the truth isn’t something I probably want. Dad may not have had dealings with them, but he’s mentioned them in the past and titled them the most ruthless crime organization in North America—more than the Corsettis.

      Caladin spins me around until my back hits the wall beside a bulletin board. Then he crowds me, stepping into the space between my legs, reminding me of yesterday in the woman’s mall washroom. That was for protection, but this…I’m not entirely sure the purpose in this.

      “Caladin,” I murmur, eyes darting over the numerous people within Jasper’s domain who’ll report back to him. Many of them are already staring. “Caladin, back up right now.” I push against his abs, but it’s like trying to move a wall—useless and rigid. “Caladin.” Ideally, he’ll catch the desperation in my tone.

      Apparently not. One palm rests by my head, keeping him upright as he leans into me, cheek brushing my own. He bends slightly, his nose skirting the edge of my jaw. Without meaning to, I shut my eyes, ignoring how my hands grow damp and my core clenches. He smells so good. Feels so good. But he’s going to get us both killed.

      “Caladin, please, stop.”

      With a look of almost concern, he meets my eyes, studying my face. He must find something because he actually listens by straightening, so I can suck in much-needed air.

      “I’m making a statement,” he explains in a low tone. “We have people’s attention but where’s your handler, Yasmine? If he won’t come to me, then bring me to him.”

      And when Jasper slaughters Caladin, then all hope is gone. I want Caladin’s help…but not at the expense of our safety. Even if remaining here is everything opposite of safe. Fear. Trauma. I don’t know—pick a term, but the notion of bringing these two worlds together—of my hellish reality and the past and future I long for—terrifies me.

      “I-I can’t, I’m sorry. I don’t know…” Without finishing, I duck beneath his arm and rush down the hallway, praying he knows what’s good for him and won’t follow. He lets me go and I reach the staircase at the end, knowing many floors above me is my cage.

      Finally, I reach it with burning legs from the quick run, and head right for the bedroom Jasper’s deemed as mine. I drop my bag by the door and rush to the window, leaning on the pane to stare outdoors. The university is a giant square, with a green, manicured square patch in the centre. When Dad dragged me here, I was struck by its beauty until finding the horrors within.

      In the first couple days, I was forced to remain inside another set of rooms while Dad attended meetings I wasn’t a part of. Sometimes, I sat outside the room and got to hear them yelling at one another, but nothing they said was decipherable.

      Then there was that final meeting, of course. When, after Jasper revealed some bullshit about marriage, he left Dad and me alone, except for the bodyguard by the door.

      Dad paces the room up and down, rubbing his palms over his face, now untied from the chair. “Sorry, honey, but this is your life. It’s always been your life.”

      He sounds like he’s giving up and that makes crying really tempting if I wasn’t so confused. “I don’t know whether to hate you or not.”

      His steps pause and he looks at me with that emotionless expression he often does. “Hate me, Yasmine. You’re allowed to. You were an accident not meant to be born. Something I never planned on. And if Rozelyn didn’t prove to be useful, I would have allowed her to remain lost when your mother revealed the secret pregnancy she had before we wed.”

      “What?” It’s all I can manage. All I can say in response to my father’s cruelty.

      In the past week, I’ve learned who this man is. The drive to B.C. spent in near-silence after he finally admitted who he truly is, that our entire family was some façade for him. Nothing was real.

      I was an accident because he never meant to remain in Montreal playing family mobster man as long as he had.

      Mobster.

      Monster.

      Synonyms in my head.

      “It’s over, Yasmine. This is how it is.”

      And then he walks away, toward the guard. Just like that, he leaves me without a fight.

      Dad murmurs something to the guard, who opens the door, but right before he goes, he turns to face me once more. “Final word of advice, daughter: protect yourself first. No one else matters more.”

      And then the door shuts and I’m alone.

      That was the final time I saw Dad and in the weeks passing, I’m so confused how to feel about him. Pissed more than I’ve ever been. Still confused at how this became my life. Lost because he hasn’t been in contact and I have no idea where he is or if he’s even still alive. The single time I asked Jasper, he brushed me aside.

      The apartment door slams shut and with a stifled breath, I push away from the window pane. Better to go out there and face him now than have him disrupt this room with abuse, destroying what’s become my sanctuary.

      He’ll expect dinner prepared, like I’m some good, little housewife from the fifties. One day, I’ll find poison and I swear to fucking Christ⁠—

      The bedroom door slams open with a crash I feel inside my bones, and long, quick strides bring him across the room. His clamp on my upper arm propels me closer to him before I’m shoved into an adjacent wall.

      He makes the Corsettis I grew up hearing about, told to fear, seem like gentle giants. Fantasy creatures who’ll grant wishes and spread kindness. Jasper’s the real monster. The one who hides beneath beds, slinks in the shadows, who devours their prey whole.

      He drops my arm, but I’m not free. Instead, he grips me roughly, his large hand clamping on either cheek in a painful squeeze. With his weight on me, I can’t move. Can’t speak. Can’t yell.

      His teeth bare. “Why the fuck is the Famiglia here, Yasmine?”

      He knows.

      “What stake does New York have with you? Why is their Consigliere in my school, sniffing around my property?”

      Is that who Caladin is? Given his last name, he’s obviously one of the family, but his role is right up there. Advice-giver to their boss. Dad never had one, and now I understand why.

      His grip tightens, thumb and forefinger pressing into my cheek. If he wants a reply, he’s making it physically impossible to provide one. “Fucking answer me, you whore! Everyone here has explicit instructions not to go near you. Then I learn—have seen the pictures—of that Famiglia dog pawing at you.”

      As I presumed, he did do something to keep everyone from talking to me, making my entrapment here even lonelier. Now that Jasper knows about Caladin, I’m witnessing every smidgen of hope be snuffed out in his vicious glare.

      Finally realizing I can’t respond with the fish face he’s painfully causing, he releases me roughly, throwing my head back into the wall with a small thump. And just when I’m about to respond, to say something that will appease him, his hand lifts again.

      Quick as a whip, landing against my right cheek, instantly sending a shooting sting radiating up my face. By the time his actions can be comprehended, he grabs my face again, the pain worse this time.

      He’s close when he yells, his lips a fraction away from mine. An unpleasant scent wafts from his breath, but his hold too firm for me to turn away.

      Always so weak. I hate this feeling.

      “He’s going to stay away from you while I determine how the Famiglia has broken into my territory. You be sure to tell him that too, that he better avoid you.” His free hand grabs the edge of the pleated uniformed skirt before flapping the edge upwards, his hand diving beneath and cupping between my thighs. I shove into the wall, trying to escape but somehow, causing his touch to be even more apparent. “This is mine. Bought and paid for like a perfect little whore. Unless you want the Rossi kid to end up six-feet-under, he stays away. Starting now.”

      Jasper releases me. Then he’s gone and the room rattles with the door being slammed shut. Thirty seconds later, the telltale crash of his anger comes from down the hall.

      He can break his whole goddamn house for all I care, as long as it’s not me he breaks. With heavy pants, I push off the wall and head into the attached bathroom, inspecting the red mark on my chin and cheek, stroking gently over the tender skin.

      Caladin may be my escape, but I need to remain alive long enough to make that escape.

      I need to be strong enough to help him rather than shy away.

      But how does one face their captor when it’s that very captor gripping the chain too tightly?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Outside the lecture hall where my Criminal Psychology class occurs, Caladin’s leaning against the wall, presumably waiting for me. In my first two classes, I’d been trying to come up with an explanation for yesterday. To plead for him to save me from my fate all while warning him away.
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   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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