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      yacht girl (noun)

      A young, attractive woman who serves as entertainment for wealthy men in exclusive luxury settings, typically in exchange for money, gifts, or other compensation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      No more broken girls. Not here. Not now.

      That was Lock's promise. A promise he’d sworn to keep, no matter what. If he had to kill, that's exactly what he'd do. No hesitation. No mercy.

      But right now, the island's security team wasn't the issue. His issue was the girl standing at the cliff edge, threatening to jump.

      Twenty feet away, he watched as she backed up and her left foot slipped on the blood-slicked rock. One wrong step and she'd be gone.

      "I'm not bluffing," she said. "I'll do it."

      A few feet behind her was the cliff face. A sheer drop. Rocks below. Beyond the rocks, ocean. The sound of waves against stone carried up from the darkness, steady and final.

      Lock took a step back, palms visible. "I believe you."

      "Sure you do."

      "We don't work for these people." Lock kept his voice level, non-threatening. Behind him, he sensed Ty adjusting position slightly, ready but not aggressive. Years of partnership had taught them to move as one unit.

      "Liar," the girl said.

      "On my daughter's life." Lock let the words hang in the salt air. "We're security consultants hired to assess the island. I'm Ryan. This is my business partner, Ty."

      Behind him the towering African-American retired Marine offered up a curt nod. Lock caught the girl's eyes flick between them, reading their body language, their positioning. She was scared but not stupid.

      "I get you're scared, and you have no reason to trust us, but we came to find you and get you out of here."

      Lock read hesitation in the girl's eyes. She was wavering, her weight shifting from foot to foot on the bloodied stone. Should she believe him or not?

      "I'd rather die than go back there," she said, almost losing her balance for a second.

      "You won't have to," Lock told her. "You have my word. We're going to get you home."

      "You have a daughter?"

      "Sofia. She just turned four." The words came easier than expected. Lock felt something loosen in his chest, a crack in his professional armor. "She's back home with my wife in Los Angeles. She wants me to bring her back a stuffed tiger. Big Princess Jasmine fan.” He paused, watching the girl's face soften slightly.

      Her breathing slowed. She was tuned in now, actually listening.

      Lock held up his hands, palms open. "One of the other girls told us where we could find you."

      "Who?"

      That was the question Lock had been hoping for. He passed it off for Ty to answer.

      As Ty started to speak he was cut off by three men emerging from the tree line behind them. Israeli security personnel in tactical gear, weapons at low ready. The three spread out, creating overlapping fields of fire. Professional, silent, lethal. Lock felt a familiar tightness in his shoulders, the automatic calculation of angles and distances.

      "Mr. Lock," one of the men, presumably the team leader said. "Step away from the girl, please."

      Lock didn't move. Beside him, Ty's hand drifted toward his weapon, the movement casual but deliberate. Lock caught the slight shift in Ty's stance, the almost imperceptible turn that would give him better shooting angles. They'd done this dance before.

      "No can do," Lock said.

      The team leader's weapon came up, not quite pointing at Lock but close enough to send a message. The barrel tracked with his movements, professional and controlled.

      "This doesn't concern you," the team leader said.

      "Injured young woman on resort property?" Lock smiled without humor. "I'd say that's exactly our concern.”

      Lock's hand moved, resting on the grip of his SIG Sauer. Beside him, Ty did the same. The message clear. Make a move and this gets ugly. Fast.

      Two more Israeli security personnel emerged from the jungle, boots silent on the damp earth. Five total now, spreading into a half-circle. Lock felt Ty shift position slightly, improving his angles. The girl behind them had gone completely still, sensing the change in the air.

      The team leader hesitated, weapon wavering slightly. Lock could see him running calculations, weighing odds. Five against two wasn't terrible numbers, but Lock and Ty weren't typical opposition. Their stance, their calm, their complete lack of concern about being outnumbered all spoke to experience that went beyond weekend warrior training.

      "Let’s all be cool. Why don’t we start over?” the team leader said, first to blink.

      "I'm perfectly cool," Lock said. "What about you, Ty?"

      "Positively frosty," Ty said.

      Back at the edge, the girl made a sound that was half sob, half laugh. "They're going to kill us."

      Lock spoke to her. ”Want to know something? I don't think they are.” He took a beat. “I think they're going to lower their weapons, and then we're all going to walk back in like civilized people."
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      FIVE DAYS EARLIER

      Harper Holt was the perfect choice.

      The Matchmaker had been watching her since her arrival on the island, struck by how she stood out from the other girls. Not because she was more beautiful or sexier—she was neither. But she had other qualities that more than compensated. She was bright and intelligent, simultaneously naive and guarded.

      The combination of traits excited The Matchmaker.

      And her match?

      He was perfect too, but in a very different way.

      Ulrich Drexler was in his early sixties, a lumbering testament to the grotesque power of wealth unchecked by conscience. His bloated form sprawled across a custom lounge chair, pale flesh spilling over designer swim shorts. Everything about him was excessive—his swollen fingers adorned with rings, his neck buried in rolls of fat, his small eyes that darted constantly, always searching for the next source of gratification.

      He was undeniably a creature of pure appetite. Food, drink, flesh—he consumed everything with the same mechanical intensity. The Matchmaker had watched him devour a seven-course meal the previous evening, barely pausing to breathe between courses, his fleshy lips glistening with grease and wine. The man's relationship with his senses was fundamentally corrupt. Where others might find pleasure, Ulrich found only the desperate need for more.

      The German's appetites were legendary among the island's regular visitors, his methods crude. No finesse. No appreciation for the art of psychological seduction. Just brute force and the assumption that money could purchase anything.

      The Matchmaker had seen Ulrich's type before. They came to the island seeking not just indulgence but transformation—the chance to shed their meticulously crafted public personas and reveal the monsters beneath. Politicians who championed family values but craved young girls. Tech billionaires who preached about making the world a better place while treating human beings as disposable objects. Media moguls who spoke of truth and justice while participating in acts that would destroy them if exposed.

      They all believed they were untouchable here. That the island's promise of absolute discretion meant they could indulge their darkest impulses without consequence.
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        * * *

      

      The Matchmaker had listened to Harper's conversation with her roommate the night before. The girl had been quite explicit about her feelings toward Ulrich. "Repulsive" was one word she'd used. "Gross" was another. "Like something that crawled out from under a rock.”

      “Like a Romanian cab driver who just won an all-expenses paid trip to Vegas,” Harper’s roommate, Nikki, had offered, the description sending them into a fit of giggles.

      Harper's revulsion had sealed the Matchmaker’s decision. The greater the resistance, the more thrilling the encounter. It was a principle the Matchmaker had seen countless times among the island's distinguished guests.

      The Senator from Texas who'd arrived last month preaching moral fiber to his constituents via a video call in the morning, then spent his evenings engaged in activities that would have turned the stomach of all but the most hardened of sexual predators. Or the pharmaceutical heir who donated millions to children's charities while forcing himself upon barely pubescent girls. Or the Hungarian interior minister who got off on beating young women to a blood pulp with whatever object she had to hand.
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        * * *

      

      The Matchmaker settled down to write the invitation. Crane & Co. stationery, cream-colored with a subtle watermark. The kind of paper that whispered of old money and refined breeding. The fountain pen, a fifteen thousand dollar Montblanc Meisterstück Solitaire Royal.

      Miss Holt,

      Mr. Drexler cordially invites you to join him for dinner this evening at Villa Nine. A car will collect you at eight o'clock.

      Cocktails will be served on the terrace, followed by a private dinner prepared by his personal chef.

      The evening promises to be... memorable.

      Dress: Cocktail attire

      Finished, The Matchmaker summoned one of the housekeeping staff with a finger snap.

      "Please deliver this to Miss Holt's quarters immediately. Thank you.”

      They took the invitation without a word, nodded and hurried away.

      The Matchmaker settled back in the chair, happy with the selection, and mused on the others who'd come before Harper. The pre-med student from Ohio who'd arrived thinking her academic achievements made her untouchable. The marketing intern from Detroit who'd believed her street smarts would protect her. The nursing student turned OnlyFans model from London who'd thought her meticulous planning would keep her safe.

      Each had possessed that same quality Harper displayed—the illusion of control. They were all used to fending off unwanted advances. They all believed they could navigate these waters on their own terms.

      They had all been proven wrong.

      This island they had so carefully constructed had a way of stripping away pretense, of revealing the truth that lay beneath carefully constructed facades. It wasn't just the guests who underwent transformation—the staff, the service providers, even some of the most seemingly innocent visitors could find themselves participating in acts they'd never imagined possible.

      Ulrich would be the perfect instrument for Harper's education.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was beginning its descent toward the horizon, painting the sky in shades of coral pink and gold. Beautiful, really.

      The Matchmaker drifted to the evening ahead. The tension in Harper's shoulders when she realized she was alone with Ulrich. The moment when her practiced composure would begin to crack. The look in her eyes when she understood that all her intelligence, all her careful planning, wouldn't save her.

      The Matchmaker imagined Ulrich's heavy hands reaching for her, the German's breathing growing heavy with anticipation. The man would be methodical in his approach, savoring each stage of Harper's degradation.

      The girl would try to negotiate, of course. They always did. She'd attempt to use her intelligence, her charm, her polished social skills to defuse the situation. She'd offer alternatives, try to redirect Ulrich's attention.

      It would all prove futile.

      How had the Marquis de Sade put it? Oh, yes, that was it.

      "The only way to a woman's heart is along the path of torment."
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      "Ulrich Drexler," Harper said, reading the fancy invitation.

      Harper's roommate and bestie, Nikki Bailey, was off her bed in an instant, fire-engine red nail polish forgotten. The brush clattered onto the nightstand as she moved to read the invitation over Harper's shoulder. "Villa Nine. Eight o'clock. Cocktails and dinner."

      Harper's stomach had dropped the moment she saw the name, a cold weight settling in her chest. They both knew Ulrich's reputation. The German industrialist was legendary among the girls for his excessive appetites and crude behavior. He treated the island like his personal fiefdom, demanding and taking whatever caught his attention.

      "Girl, you're not actually thinking about going are you?" Nikki said, reading the tension in Harper's shoulders, the way her friend's fingers had gone white around the invitation's edges.

      "What choice do I have?" Harper's voice came out smaller than she intended.

      "Make an excuse. Say you're sick." Nikki moved closer, close enough that Harper could smell her vanilla body spray. "I mean, I feel sick just reading this."

      Harper folded the invitation, her mind already working through the calculations. She'd been on the island for six days and had only accepted one invitation—dinner with a harmless Belgian CEO who’d spent the entire evening talking about his rescue dogs and how hard it was to be a widower at his age. The other girls whispered about what happened to those who refused too many times. Quietly asked to leave with minimal compensation, their return flights cancelled so they had to use what little money they'd earned to get home.

      "I can't keep saying no," Harper said. "They'll send me packing."

      "Better than what happened to Madison."

      The name hung in the air between them. Madison, a pre-med student from Penn State who'd arrived two weeks before Harper. She'd spent one evening with Ulrich at Villa Nine and left the next morning—packed off the island on the first flight out, her face pale and a bruise on her throat she'd tried to cover with makeup.

      Harper stared at her friend. Nikki had gotten lucky—paired with an Indian tech billionaire who was socially awkward but genuinely kind. Samir Patel treated her like she was precious, not purchased.

      "I need this money, Nikki. You know I need this money."

      Nikki's street-smart cynicism warred with genuine concern. She'd grown up in Atlantic City, daughter of a casino dealer who'd taught her that everyone was running some kind of angle. But Harper wasn't running an angle—she was drowning. Nikki could see it in the way Harper's hands shook slightly when she thought no one was looking, the careful way she counted every dollar.

      Nikki walked to her dresser, picked up the silver letter opener lying there. "Samir gave me this," she said, running her thumb along the ornate Indian design etched into the handle. "He said he wanted me to feel safe." She paused, weighing the blade in her palm. It was heavier than it looked, sharp enough to be dangerous. "But you need it more than I do tonight."

      Harper shook her head. "I don't need—"

      Nikki pressed the letter opener into Harper's hands, closing her friend's fingers around the cool metal. "It's designed to look elegant, but it'll cut a bitch." Her voice was steady, but Harper caught the fear underneath. Nikki was giving up her own protection, her own peace of mind.

      Harper felt the weight of it, surprisingly solid. "Villa Nine has staff," she said, grasping for reassurance. "Servers, security detail. He can't get too crazy with witnesses around."

      Nikki's expression said everything she couldn't put into words.

      Harper moved to the mirror, checking her makeup one final time. Nikki stood behind her, hands resting on Harper's shoulders for just a moment—a touch that said more than any words could. The young woman looking back appeared confident, composed. Someone who could handle whatever the evening might bring. A million miles from how she felt inside.

      "I'll be fine," Harper said, slipping the letter opener into her small clutch. The weight of it was oddly comforting. "It's a few hours of small talk and overpriced wine. I've survived worse."

      "Have you?"

      Harper smoothed down her dress, avoiding Nikki's eyes in the mirror. In the reflection, she could see their shared room—two beds, clothes scattered across chairs, photos of home taped to the walls. It looked like any college dorm, except for the fear that lived in the corners.

      "I'll text you when I get there," Harper said. "And when I leave. If you don't hear from me by midnight..."
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      Ryan Lock pulled into the drop-off lane at Briar Academy, the morning chaos of Manhattan Beach parents in full swing. Luxury SUVs and sports cars formed a slow-moving parade, each disgorging small children with oversized backpacks.

      "I still can't believe we're paying thirty grand a year for finger painting," Lock said, watching a four-year-old climb out of a Bentley.

      "It's not just finger painting," Carmen said from the passenger seat.

      "They make the kids eat tofu," Lock said.

      "Yeah, tofu. Yuck," Sofia announced from her car seat, clutching her Princess Jasmine lunchbox.

      Lock put the Rivian in park and twisted around to face Sofia. "Hey, princess Sofia. You know Daddy has to go away for a few days, right?"

      Sofia's lower lip pushed out. "I don't want you to go."

      "I know, sweetie. But I'll be back before you know it. And I'll bring you a present."

      Her eyes lit up slightly. "What kind of present?"

      "What would you like?"

      "A tiger! A stuffed tiger!"

      "A tiger it is," Lock said. "Maybe even one that makes tiger noises."

      "Tigers go 'raaarrrr,'" Sofia demonstrated, making Carmen laugh.

      A familiar Mercedes G-Wagon pulled up behind them, and Lock saw Ty Johnson climbing out. His partner wore a charcoal designer suit, his shoes polished to a mirror shine.

      "Is that Ty in an actual suit?" Carmen asked. "What's the occasion?"

      "He's trying to look professional for the client meeting in Dubai," Lock said.

      "Uncle Ty!" Sofia squealed, already working at her car seat buckles.

      Ty approached the Rivian, his eyes tracking a yoga-pants-clad mom pushing a jogging stroller. He tore his attention away as Lock and Carmen climbed out.

      "There's my favorite girl," Ty said as Lock lifted Sofia from her car seat.

      "Uncle Ty, you look funny," Sofia said.

      "Funny? This is an Armani suit, young lady.”

      "Can Uncle Ty take me to class?" Sofia asked, reaching for his hand.

      Carmen checked her watch. "Sorry, sweetheart, but Daddy and Uncle Ty need to get to the airport or they'll miss their flight." She took Sofia's hand. "Come on, let's get you inside."

      Lock knelt down to Sofia's level. "Be good for Mommy, okay? I'll call you tonight."

      "From the airplane?"

      "From Dubai. It'll be tomorrow there already. Isn't that weird?"

      Sofia wrapped her small arms around his neck. "Love you, Daddy."

      "Love you too, sweetheart."

      Carmen leaned in for a kiss. "Try not to get shot at this time."

      "It's a security audit," Lock said. "The most dangerous thing will be the paperwork."

      "Famous last words." She studied his face. "Just... be careful, okay?"

      "Always am."

      Carmen gave him a look that suggested otherwise but didn't argue. She took Sofia's hand and headed toward the school entrance. Lock watched them go, Sofia chattering about something that had happened in yesterday's art class.

      "How’d your life get so damned domestic?" Ty said, popping the trunk of the G-Wagon.

      Lock grabbed his go-bag and tactical case from the Rivian. "You're just jealous. Tough to be a playah when you’ve got arthritic knees.”

      “My knees not working ain’t what worries me,” Ty said.

      “Spare me the details."

      They climbed into the G-Wagon, Ty pulling smoothly into traffic on Manhattan Beach Boulevard.

      “Man, I’m psyched for this gig,” Ty said, "Private island. Sun, sea, and surf."

      "They're paying us real money," Lock said. "That means we do real work."

      "Come on, Lock. It's some rich guy's playground. How hard is it gonna be?"

      They drove in silence for a moment, the morning traffic flowing smoothly for once. Lock watched planes taking off from LAX in the distance, their silver bodies catching the morning sun.

      "You see Sofia with that kid when we were leaving?" Lock asked.

      "The one with the Superman backpack?"

      "Yeah. They were holding hands."

      Ty laughed. "Better start cleaning your guns. She's four and already breaking hearts."

      "She was just being sweet."

      "That's how it starts, brother. Next thing you know, she's asking to borrow the car keys."

      "She's four, Ty."

      "I'm just saying, time flies. One day you're dropping her off at preschool, the next you're running background checks on her prom date."

      Lock smiled despite himself. "I don't plan on being an overbearing father, have her so scared that she can't talk to me."

      "Oh yeah?" Ty sounded unconvinced.

      "She's a smart kid. She'll make good decisions."

      Lock caught Ty throwing him a skeptical look.

      "Plus, we already have her in jiu jitsu twice a week, and as soon as she's old enough, I'm taking her to the range, making sure she knows how to use a gun."

      Ty’s head tilted back as he laughed. “Hell yeah. That’s more like it, brother."
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      Ulrich Drexler had already devoured half the appetizer course by the time his guest was scheduled to arrive. These girls never ate—always worried about their figures, picking at their food like nervous birds. But he would encourage them to develop other appetites.

      The dining room of Villa Nine gleamed around him, all gold fixtures and marble surfaces that caught the light from an enormous crystal chandelier. Everything about the space screamed money and power, from the hand-carved dining table that could seat twelve to the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the infinity pool. It was a room designed to impress, to remind visitors exactly who they were dealing with.

      He tore into a piece of bread, olive oil dripping down his chin as he surveyed his domain. The master bedroom lay just beyond the dining room's archway, its king-sized bed already turned down by the staff. He'd made sure of that.

      A discreet knock interrupted his meal.

      "Mr. Drexler?" The voice belonged to one of the villa's male staff members, a young man whose name Ulrich had never bothered to learn. "Ms. Holt has arrived."

      Ulrich waved a greasy hand toward the entrance. "Show her in."

      He attempted to stand with dignity as Harper entered, though his shirt was already stained with food and wine. In his mind, he cut an impressive figure—a successful man of the world welcoming a beautiful young woman into his private sanctuary.

      "Ms. Holt," he said, extending his hand with what he believed was Continental sophistication. "Welcome. You look absolutely radiant this evening."

      Harper accepted his handshake with a polite smile, though he noticed she kept the contact brief. Playing hard to get, perhaps. He liked that. He enjoyed a challenge.

      "Thank you for the invitation, Mr. Drexler. The villa is beautiful."

      "Please, call me Ulrich." He gestured dismissively toward the staff member, who took the hint and retreated toward the kitchen. "I had the entire interior redesigned by the same team that did my estate in Bavaria."

      He guided her toward the dining table, his hand hovering possessively near the small of her back without quite touching. Harper noticed the positioning, the subtle claim of ownership in the gesture. She could handle this. Rich men were predictable—their egos were always their weakness.

      "Wine would be lovely, thank you."

      As he poured from the expensive bottle, Ulrich felt the familiar thrill of the hunt. The girl was clearly impressed by his wealth and sophistication, even if she was trying to hide it behind that composed facade.

      "So," he said, settling his considerable bulk back into his chair, "I understand you're in college?"

      "International relations, with a focus on—"

      "Ah, politics!" Ulrich interrupted, already losing interest in her answer. "I've had dinner with more politicians than I can count. When you control as much of Germany's industrial capacity as I do, governments listen."

      Harper nodded politely as he launched into a detailed account of his business empire, her wine barely touched while he refilled his own glass repeatedly. She picked delicately at her salad while he devoured course after course, and she began to recognize the pattern. He wanted an audience, not a conversation. She could work with that.

      Every few minutes, she offered just enough engagement to keep him talking—a thoughtful nod, a strategic question about market dynamics. It was easier than she'd expected. He was so consumed with his own voice, his own importance, that he barely seemed to see her as a person.
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        * * *

      

      By the time the main course arrived, Ulrich had consumed most of the wine and was feeling particularly expansive. Harper had said perhaps a dozen words, but he found her an excellent audience—attentive, respectful, clearly hanging on his every word.

      "The problem with women of your generation," he said, cutting into his steak with aggressive precision, "is that you've been told you can have everything. But deep down, you all want the same thing—a strong man who can provide for you."

      His free hand dropped to her thigh, sausage fingers squeezing the fabric of her dress. Harper's body went rigid, but she forced herself to remain still. She'd anticipated this—the alcohol making him bolder, more direct. The key was not to react too strongly, not to escalate the situation before she was ready.

      "You seem different from the others," he continued, his hand beginning to work its way upward. "More intelligent. More... sophisticated."

      "Ulrich, your business philosophy is fascinating," Harper said quickly, shifting slightly in her chair. Her voice remained steady, controlled. "How did you manage to navigate the European Union's regulatory framework when you expanded into renewable energy?”

      He moved his hand back to his wine glass, though he kept his eyes fixed on her. “Truth be told, I only moved into renewables for the carbon credits. It’s like having my own bank. Elon told me about it over dinner at Bilderberg. That’s how he really made his fortune. From the American government paying for all those credits.”

      Harper felt a small surge of satisfaction. She could redirect him, control the conversation's flow. She just had to stay smart, stay ahead of him.

      "Perhaps we should continue this discussion somewhere more comfortable," he suggested, nodding toward the archway that led to the master bedroom. "I have some excellent cognac, and the view from the bedroom balcony is quite something."

      Harper's smile remained perfectly in place. She'd known this moment would come. "That sounds wonderful. Perhaps in just a little while? I'm enjoying hearing about your successes so much."

      "I can tell you much more about my successes in the bedroom," Ulrich said, his voice dropping to what he imagined was a seductive whisper but came off as straight up creepy.

      "Of course," Harper said, standing gracefully. "Would you excuse me for just a moment? I'd like to freshen up first."

      As she moved toward the corridor that led to the guest powder room, Ulrich couldn't resist reaching out to slap her backside—a playful, proprietary gesture. Harper shuddered but didn't turn around. She needed a moment to think, to plan her next move.
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        * * *

      

      Harper closed the powder room door behind her, turning the lock with hands that were steadier than she'd expected. The bathroom was as opulent as the rest of the villa—gold fixtures, marble countertops, a mirror framed in what looked like actual precious metals. She took some deep breaths, using the moment to center herself.

      On her way down the corridor, she'd passed one of the female staff members—a middle-aged woman with kind eyes who was arranging flowers in an alcove. When their gazes met, Harper saw something pass between them that needed no words. The woman's expression held recognition, sympathy, and something else: a subtle warning.

      The woman glanced meaningfully toward the front of the villa, then back at Harper. Her lips barely moved as she whispered, "Be careful, miss."

      Harper nodded almost imperceptibly. The woman knew what was happening. They all knew. But there was something else in that brief exchange—one woman looking out for another in the only way she could without risking her own position.

      Harper felt the weight of Nikki's letter opener in her clutch, a solid reminder of her friend's protection. Nikki had given up her own sense of safety to arm Harper, and that gift meant everything now. She wasn't helpless. She wasn't just a victim waiting to happen.

      The sound of raised voices drifted down the corridor.
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        * * *

      

      “That will be all. I’m dismissing you for the evening," Ulrich was saying to the remaining staff members. "All of you."

      "Sir," one of the male staff members protested, glancing toward the corridor where Harper had disappeared, "we typically remain available until—"

      “Until I say.”

      “Sir…” the staff member protested.

      “Do you know who I am?" Ulrich's voice rose. "What I could do with a single phone call?"

      The young man's face showed genuine concern, his eyes darting between Ulrich and the hallway. He understood exactly what was happening, and his discomfort was obvious. But he was outranked, helpless to intervene.

      “What are you waiting for?” Ulrich shouted. “Go!”

      Ulrich watched with satisfaction as the staff filed out, their footsteps echoing across the marble foyer before fading into the night. The villa fell silent. He stood in the sudden quiet, savoring the moment, his breathing slightly heavier than before.

      Now he could move on to the dessert.
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      The Matchmaker savored the moment when all the pieces fell into place. "A pair of star-cross'd lovers," they murmured to themselves, though in this case, the stars had required considerable assistance in their alignment.

      Observing Ulrich's preparations, they felt the familiar satisfaction of a conductor watching their orchestra reach the crescendo exactly as composed.

      The German had wasted no time once Harper disappeared into the powder room. His expensive shirt and trousers lay crumpled on the marble floor of the master bedroom, abandoned with the carelessness of a man who believed himself beyond consequences. Ulrich stood naked before the floor-to-ceiling mirror, his pale, bloated flesh gleaming with perspiration and anticipation.

      The mask lay ready on the nightstand—black leather, ornate, something befitting a Venetian carnival. Beside it, a matching mask for Harper, delicate and feminine, adorned with silver filigree. Props for the evening's performance.

      Ulrich was fully aroused now, his breathing heavy as he studied his reflection. In his mind, The Matchmaker knew, the German saw himself as a figure of power and sophistication. A man of refined tastes indulging in the privileges that wealth and influence afforded.

      The reality was far more pathetic.

      But that was precisely what made Ulrich so useful. His complete lack of self-awareness, his utter inability to see himself as others saw him—these qualities made him the perfect instrument for The Matchmaker's purposes. The man's appetites were predictable, his methods crude but effective. There would be no finesse tonight, no psychological subtlety. Just raw appetite and the belief that wealth granted a host of privileges.

      Including silence.

      The Matchmaker's attention shifted to Harper, still locked away in the powder room. She was gathering herself, they could see it in the set of her shoulders, the way she gripped the marble countertop. Such determination. Such faith in her own ability to navigate dangerous waters.

      How deliciously naive.

      She had no idea that she was now completely alone with Ulrich. No staff to overhear raised voices, no witnesses to whatever might unfold in the villa's opulent chambers. The German had been thorough in his dismissal of the help.

      The girl was intelligent, resourceful, everything The Matchmaker had hoped for when they'd made their selection. But intelligence and resourcefulness could only carry her so far when faced with a man who recognized no boundaries, acknowledged no limits save his own desires.

      This was the moment The Matchmaker had been anticipating. The collision between Harper's confidence and the brutal reality of her situation. The point where all her education, all her planning, all her belief in her own agency would prove utterly inadequate.

      It was, in its way, quite beautiful.

      "Sir?" The voice came from behind them, interrupting their observation. One of their associates, though The Matchmaker didn't bother turning around to see which one.

      "What is it?"

      "Some of the staff are concerned. They were told to leave Villa Nine rather abruptly. There are questions about protocol."

      The Matchmaker allowed themselves a small smile. "Don't worry. Mr. Drexler is a gentleman, The Matchmaker lied. “Ms. Holt is in perfectly capable hands."
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      Harper stepped out of the powder room and froze.

      The villa had gone silent. Not the comfortable quiet between dinner courses. Something else. Something wrong.

      Every hair on her arms stood on end.

      She stood there, listening. No soft footsteps from the kitchen. No clink of crystal being cleared. No murmured conversations between staff. The absence of sound felt deliberate, orchestrated.

      Just her own heartbeat, thrumming in her ears.

      One step forward. Her heel clicked against marble, the sound sharp as a gunshot in the stillness. She waited for an answering sound—footsteps, a door closing, anything.

      Nothing came back.

      Another step. The dining room opened before her, exactly as she'd left it. Ulrich's wine glasses abandoned on the table, red stains on the rim where he'd drunk. Her barely touched salad wilting under the chandelier's light. His empty chair pushed back at an angle.

      But on the side table near the archway, something new.

      A mask.

      Harper moved closer, her breathing shallow. Black leather, intricate silver filigree work along the edges. Expensive. Deliberate. Meant for her. The craftsmanship was beautiful and obscene—something that should have been in a museum, not waiting for her like a threat.

      Her fingers hovered over it, not quite touching. The leather looked soft, supple. The kind that would mold perfectly to skin.

      "Hello?" The word came out smaller than she'd intended. She cleared her throat, tried again with more force. "Is anyone there?"

      The villa swallowed her voice without an echo.

      Harper backed away from the mask, turned toward the main entrance. Stay calm. Think through options. There had to be a logical explanation. The heavy wooden door looked exactly as it had when she'd arrived—brass fixtures gleaming, security panel blinking green. Normal. Safe.

      She reached for the handle. Her palm was already damp with sweat.

      The handle turned smoothly under her grip, but the door didn't move. She pulled harder, putting her weight behind it.

      Nothing.

      She tried pushing instead, though she knew the door opened inward. Still nothing. The wood didn't even creak.

      Ice spread through her chest. Don't panic. There are always other exits. She pressed both hands against the door, shoved with everything she had. The door might as well have been part of the wall.

      "Ulrich?" Her voice cracked on his name. She swallowed hard, forced steadiness into her tone. "The door seems to be stuck."

      Silence stretched for three heartbeats. Four. Five.

      Then his voice drifted from somewhere deeper in the villa. From the direction of the master bedroom. But it didn't sound like the pompous businessman who'd bored her over dinner.

      "If you want out, you'll have to come and ask me nicely."

      The words seemed to hang in the air, poisoning it. Harper's hands were shaking now. She pressed them flat against her dress, willing them to stop. Her mother's voice echoed in her memory: When you're scared, breathe. Count to ten. Your mind is your best weapon.

      Think. She could handle this. She'd handled worse. There were other exits. Windows. Service doors. This was a villa, not a prison.

      The nearest window was six feet away, overlooking the infinity pool. Harper moved to it quickly, her fingers finding the latch. She twisted.

      Nothing. The mechanism wouldn't budge.

      She tried the next window. Same result. The latches were frozen in place, or locked, or broken. She worked her way around the dining room, trying every window she could reach. Each failure was another brick in the wall closing around her.

      All locked.

      "Just freshening up," she called out, keeping her voice light. "You know how we girls are."

      No response.

      The kitchen. There had to be a service entrance. Staff had been coming and going all evening. Harper hurried through the archway into the chrome and marble space. Everything gleamed under harsh fluorescent lights—industrial refrigerators, a massive gas range, prep stations that could handle a dozen or more guests.

      And there, beside the walk-in freezer, a door marked "Staff Only."

      Harper grabbed the handle and pulled.

      Locked from the outside.

      Her breathing was coming faster now, short and sharp. The kitchen felt smaller than it had a moment ago. The fluorescent lights too bright, too harsh. She could see her reflection in every chrome surface—a woman in a cocktail dress, trying doors like a trapped animal. But she wasn't an animal. She was smart. She could think her way out of this.

      Back to the dining room. There had to be something she'd missed. A door to the terrace, maybe. French doors hidden behind curtains.

      "You're being very quiet out there," Ulrich called. His voice was closer now. He'd moved from the bedroom. "I hope you're not having second thoughts."

      "Just want to look perfect for you," Harper managed, her voice almost normal. Keep him talking. Buy time.

      She found the terrace doors behind heavy silk drapes. Her hands fumbled with the curtain pulls, fabric tangling around her arms. When she finally got them open, moonlight spilled across marble floors.

      The doors were glass, floor to ceiling. No visible lock, just a simple handle. Harper grabbed it, turned, pulled.

      Nothing.

      She threw her shoulder against the glass. Pain shot down her arm, but the door didn't even rattle in its frame.

      "These new safety locks," Ulrich's voice came from right behind her. "Wonderful technology. They engage automatically after ten p.m. No one gets in. No one gets out. For security, you understand."

      Harper spun around.

      He stood in the archway between the dining room and the bedroom corridor. Completely naked. The mask covered the upper half of his face, but she could see his mouth, his jaw, the satisfied smile playing at his lips. His body was pale and soft in the moonlight, but his arousal was obvious, aggressive.

      In his right hand, something metallic caught the light. Handcuffs.

      "Villa Nine has many special features," he said, taking a step into the room. His bare feet made no sound on the marble. "Complete soundproofing, for instance. You could scream all night and no one would hear."

      Harper's mind raced through options. Run—but where? Fight—but he outweighed her by at least a hundred and fifty pounds, likely more. Talk—but the look in his eyes said conversation was over. She thought of her father teaching her chess: Always think three moves ahead. Your opponent thinks he's winning, but you're setting up the real game.

      "Actually," she said, surprised her voice came out steady, even sultry, "I brought something special to wear. Just for you. Something I think you'll really enjoy."

      His head tilted. "Did you?"

      "It's in my bag. Let me slip into it. I promise it'll be worth the wait."

      She moved toward her evening bag on the side table, keeping her movements slow, deliberate. No sudden motions. Nothing to trigger whatever was building behind those eyes.

      "I've been waiting all evening," Ulrich said. "What's a few more minutes?"

      Harper's fingers closed around her bag. She could feel him watching as she opened it, items spilling onto the marble. Lipstick. Phone—useless without a signal. Wallet full of cards that couldn't help her here.

      And Nikki's letter opener.

      The silver blade was small, decorative, designed to look elegant rather than dangerous. But it was sharp. She'd felt that when she'd used it on the envelope. Nikki had pressed this into her hands, had given up her own protection. Her friend's voice echoed: It'll cut a bitch. Harper felt a surge of love for Nikki, for the bond that had put this weapon in her palm.

      "You know," Ulrich said, moving closer, "I've had girls play games before. Pretend they need to freshen up. Try to find ways out. It's actually quite endearing."

      Harper palmed the letter opener, keeping it hidden against her wrist. She turned to face him, forcing her lips into what she hoped looked like a seductive smile. One chance. Make it count.

      "I'm not playing games," she said. "I just want tonight to be perfect."

      He was three feet away now. Close enough that she could smell his cologne mixed with sweat and wine. Close enough to see the pupils dilated behind the mask's eye holes.

      "It will be," he said. "I promise you that."

      He reached for her.

      Harper brought the letter opener up in one smooth motion, slashing at his extended hand. The blade caught his palm, opening a line of red from thumb to pinky.

      Ulrich jerked back with a howl, clutching his bleeding hand to his chest. "You bitch!"

      Harper didn't wait. She darted past him toward the corridor, her heels skittering on marble. If she could get to the bedroom, find the key, maybe barricade herself in the bathroom until—

      A hand closed on her hair, yanking her backward.

      Pain exploded across her scalp as Ulrich dragged her down. She hit the floor hard, marble cold against her back, the letter opener spinning away into shadows. But she'd drawn blood. She'd hurt him. That had to count for something.

      "You cut me," he said, looming over her. Blood dripped from his hand onto her dress. "You actually cut me."

      Harper tried to roll away but he dropped his weight onto her, pinning her legs. His good hand found her throat. She thought of her parents, of Sunday mornings reading the paper together, of how proud they'd been when she got into college. They were waiting for her. They believed in her. She couldn't give up.

      "I was going to be gentle," he said, squeezing. "Make it nicer for you. But now..."

      Stars burst across Harper's vision. She clawed at his hand, her nails finding skin, digging deep. He didn't even flinch. But she kept fighting. She would always keep fighting.

      "Now I think we'll do this my way."

      The pressure on her throat increased. The chandelier above started to blur, its crystal fragments multiplying into a thousand points of light. Harper's hands fell away from his, her strength fading. But her mind stayed sharp, stayed hers. He couldn't take that from her.

      The pressure released suddenly. Harper gasped, air burning into her lungs. Through tears, she saw Ulrich reaching for something.

      The handcuffs.

      "No more games," he said. "No more running."

      He grabbed her wrist, the metal cold against her skin. The first cuff clicked shut.

      Harper twisted, using the last of her strength to drive her knee up between his legs. It wasn't a solid hit—the angle was wrong, her leverage gone—but it was enough. She was still here. Still fighting.

      Ulrich grunted, his grip loosening for just a second.

      Harper rolled hard to the right, the loose cuff clanging against marble. She made it to her knees, then her feet, stumbling toward the bedroom.

      Behind her, Ulrich's breathing had gone ragged. "You can't get out. Biometric lock. My thumbprint only."

      She reached the bedroom, slammed the door behind her. No lock on this side. Of course not. Why would there be?

      The room was massive, dominated by a king-sized bed with silk sheets. Floor-to-ceiling windows showed the moon hanging over dark water. A door on the far wall—the bathroom. Another door beside it—a closet.

      And on the nightstand, a black safe the size of a shoebox. Red light glowing where the biometric scanner waited.

      Footsteps in the corridor. Slow, measured. He wasn't running. He knew she had nowhere to go. But Harper's mind was cataloging everything—exits, weapons, anything that could be used. She wasn't done yet.

      Harper grabbed the nearest chair, wedged it under the door handle. It wouldn't hold for long, but maybe—

      The door exploded inward. The chair went flying, wood splintering against the wall. Ulrich filled the doorway, his pale body heaving with each breath.

      "Enough," he said.

      He crossed the room in three strides. Harper tried to dodge around the bed but he caught her arm, spun her into the mattress. She bounced once, tried to roll away, but he was already on her.

      His weight pressed her into the silk sheets. She couldn't breathe, couldn't move. The handcuff on her wrist clinked against the headboard as she struggled. But in her mind, she was somewhere else—with Nikki, with her parents, with everyone who loved her and believed in her strength.

      "Look at me," he said.

      When she didn't, his hand found her jaw, forced her head around. Behind the mask, his eyes were bright with something that made her stomach turn.

      "I said look at me."

      She spat in his face.

      For a moment, neither of them moved. Then Ulrich smiled, wiping the spit away with the back of his hand.

      "Perfect," he said. "I was hoping you'd have some fight in you."

      He shifted his weight, reaching for something beside the bed. Harper used the movement to drive her elbow into his ribs. He wheezed but didn't let go, his hand coming back with a length of silk rope. She kept fighting because that's who she was. That's who she would always be.

      "Villa Nine has so many amenities," he said, catching her free wrist. He placed a small key on the nightstand within easy reach. "The previous occupant was quite the enthusiast."

      Harper fought as he wound the rope around her wrist, her movements growing more desperate as she realized what was happening. But he was too heavy, too strong, and in seconds both her wrists were bound to the headboard.

      She pulled against the restraints. The rope was soft but unyielding, the knots professional. But her mind was still working, still calculating angles and possibilities. He could control her body, but he couldn't control her thoughts.

      "There," Ulrich said, sitting back to admire his work. "Much better."

      He stood, moving to the foot of the bed. Harper could see herself reflected in the mirror on the far wall—arms stretched above her head, dress riding up her thighs, makeup smeared with tears she didn't remember crying. But when she looked at her own eyes in the reflection, she saw something he couldn't touch. Something that remained entirely hers.

      "You know what I love about this island?" Ulrich asked, running his hand along her calf. "The complete privacy. No phones. No cameras. No witnesses."

      His hand moved higher.

      "Just us."

      Harper turned her face into the pillow, not to hide but to center herself. She thought of Nikki's laugh, of her parents' voices on Sunday phone calls, of everything worth fighting for. Her body might be trapped, but her spirit was elsewhere—with the people who loved her, who were waiting for her to come home.

      “Don't disassociate now, Ms. Holt. Don’t hide from me," Ulrich said.

      She felt the bed shift as he climbed back on. Felt his hands on her dress, heard fabric beginning to tear. But inside her mind, she was building walls he could never breach, keeping safe the parts of herself that mattered most.

      "Please," she whispered, hating herself for the word.

      "Please?" Ulrich laughed, the sound muffled by the mask. "Oh, I do like it when they beg. But it's far too early for that."

      The silk of her dress gave way with a soft ripping sound. Cool air hit her skin. Harper held onto the image of Nikki pressing the letter opener into her hands, of her parents hugging her goodbye when they’d dropped her at college. Memories he couldn't storm.

      "We have all night," he said, his breathing getting heavier. "And I have so many things planned for us to explore."

      Harper stared at the ceiling, at the crystal chandelier that threw rainbow patterns across white plaster. She tried to go somewhere else in her mind, tried to float away from what was happening to her body. And she found she could—not completely, but enough. She was Harper Holt. She was loved. She was more than this moment.

      But Ulrich's voice kept pulling her back.

      "Stay with me now, Harper," he said, his hand on her face again. "I want you present for this. I want you to be able to remember every moment."

      Even then, even as her world narrowed to this terrible room, Harper held onto one thought: I will survive this. I will find a way. I am not his to break.
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