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​Chapter One 
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​Cressida Hamilton 

WELL, THIS BLOWS.

I step off the bus in my hometown of Tempest and just about cry. Which is fine. It’s not like I haven’t already sweated off my mascara anyway. 

This is so not supposed to be my life. I should be partying with my sorority sisters, not stuck in this hick town with nothing to do and no one to do it with. My father didn’t even send a car for me. 

Just a freaking bus ticket. I’ve never even been on a bus before today. 

True fact: I’m never getting on another one. 

There is not a playlist in the world that could anesthetize me to the horrors I experienced on that thing.

I’m sticky and hot and would kill for a margarita. Or seven. 

My father is not here to pick me up either. I can’t exactly walk home with all these suitcases. He’s mad. I get it. But this is a bit of an overreaction. 

I get my stuff from the sidewalk and gather it around me when I see Chad, my older brother, and my father’s personality clone. Fanfuckingtastic. God, Chad is such an asshole. I’m sure he’s thrilled that I got expelled from college.

“Hey, Cressida,” Chad drawls with a smug grin. “How’s life treating you?”

“Couldn’t be any better. Sunshine and roses and whiskers on kittens, as usual,” I snap back.

“Heard about your entire sorority getting expelled. A real shame.” Chad smirks and grabs my suitcases, throwing them into the back of a truck. 

Chad gets a new truck. I gets a bus ticket. 

To be fair, Chad manages to keep his scandals on the downlow. Our father never hears about all of Chad’s little disgraces. Of which there are many.

Mine made the evening news.

“We’re appealing the expulsion. I’ll be back in school in no time.”

“Sure you will,” Chad says, his tone laced with condescension. 

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“Get in the damn truck, will you? I have better things to do than hang out here all day,” he barks impatiently. 

I reluctantly climb into the passenger seat. “Why do you think I won’t be going back to school?”

Chad pulls out and we turn onto Main Street. The bookstore reopened. And there’s a new chocolate shop next to it. There seem to be more people on the sidewalk than usual. I wouldn’t use the word bustling, but there is definitely more activity downtown than on my last visit. My father must be turning things around in Tempest. 

The place was becoming a real ghost town, and since he’s been the mayor as long as I can remember, it wasn’t a good look for him.

Not that it seemed to bother him that much. Somehow men like my father, and Chad, seem to think they’re pretty hot shit, no matter what the evidence around them says.

“Chad, answer me,” I remind him.

“Dad has a lot on his plate. He’s done dealing with your bullshit. If you want to go back to school, you’re going to have to find someone else to pay for it,” Chad says.

No way. 

My father has never been the doting dad he pretends to be in public, but I can’t imagine he won’t finish paying for my college education. If nothing else, he doesn’t want me underfoot in Tempest any more than I want to be here.

The rest of the drive back to the mayor’s mansion, also known as home sweet home, is silent and tense. As we pull up to the house, I can’t help but feel a pang of nostalgia mixed with resentment. It actually used to be a pretty good place to live. Now it feels like a prison. I haven’t had a fond memory of home in a long time.

After my mom died, my father got more and more distant and less and less indulgent. By the time I graduated high school, I was ready to get out, and I don’t think he missed me. I haven’t been home for many of my breaks. Not even Christmas.

“Father’s waiting for you in his study,” Chad says as he hops out of the truck, not bothering to help me with my bags. My jaw clenches in annoyance, but I grab the suitcases and stack them in front of the door and head inside. 

I pause outside my father’s study, taking a deep breath before I knock on the door. When I hear his gruff voice telling me to enter, I push the door open and find him sitting behind his desk, looking every bit the polished, soulless politician he is.

“There she is,” he says in a joyless tone. “My pride and joy.”

“Hello, Father,” I say through gritted teeth, trying to keep my temper in check. It’s not easy, especially when the man has made it clear that he sees me as nothing more than a nuisance.

“Take a seat, Cressida,” he orders, gesturing to the chair across from his desk. I do as I’m told, but not without rolling my eyes first.

“Why did you bring me home? You obviously don’t want me here,” I ask, unable to hide the bitterness in my voice.

“Because you can’t seem to avoid trouble anywhere else,” he replies, his eyes cold and unyielding. “I’ve turned off your phone.”

“You what?”

“Your credit cards, too.”

“Father...please...”

“I’m done with your nonsense. I have invited my lawyer, Blake Masterson, to dine with us this evening. I expect you to be on your best behavior. Do you understand? This is a very important dinner. You are to be very nice to Masterson. I’ve picked out your dress.”

“What?” I’m getting whiplash from this conversation.

“It’s on your bed. Do something with your hair. You’re a mess.”

And just like that, I’m dismissed. 

Well, that went well.

It takes me several trips to lug my suitcases up to my room. That’s when I notice the dress I’m supposed to wear.

He cannot be fucking serious.

It’s a very small, very red dress with a plunging neckline. It is not the kind of dress a young woman wears to impress her father’s business associates unless...

It’s like getting kicked in the gut when I realize that Mr. Family Values is using me like a piece of meat to impress his colleague. I can’t believe he’s stooped so low. 

I take a deep breath and try to push down the anger that’s bubbling inside me. I can’t let him get to me. I don’t have any options if I can’t figure out a way to placate my father. I just need to behave the way he wants until he forgets he’s mad at me, and then I can approach him about school again.

I sit on the edge of my bed, staring at the red dress.

What kind of man is my father, really? He’s always been cold and controlling, but this is next level. Chad said he has a lot on his plate right now, but downtown looked so much better than the last time I was in Tempest. So why is he so stressed that he needs me to impress this Blake person with my tits?

I take a shower and put on a full face of makeup, needing the mask it provides. Slipping into the revealing dress, I cringe at how exposed I feel. The fabric brushes against my skin whispering promises of humiliation and embarrassment. 

I mean, usually when I wear something like this, I feel powerful. I know my assets and how to use them. But it’s different when a man is using your assets. When it’s your own father. There’s nothing powerful about this situation. Nothing that isn’t completely disgusting. 

At dinner, I shift uncomfortably in my seat, the fabric of the dress clinging to my body as I pull at its hem. My father’s eyes are stern, and Blake’s linger just a bit too long on my exposed skin for my liking. I sip more wine, desperate to regain some semblance of control over the situation.

Chad never looks up from his phone.

Blake Masterson is not as old as my father, but he exudes the same level of power and control. The way he’s looking at me is making me feel small and insignificant. His face is...weird. Like he’s not young, but his face is unlined and an unnatural color. His hair is dark, but styled like a plastic doll. In fact, that’s sort of his overall vibe. Plastic.

I try to focus on the conversation, but my mind is racing. I can feel Blake’s eyes on me, like he’s undressing me with his gaze. My father’s words are just background noise as I try to keep my composure. 

Usually, I wrap men like Blake around my pinky. Generally speaking, men are easily controlled by increasing and decreasing the throttle of my feminine charms to keep them off balance but wanting more. However, having my father involved has thrown my confidence. I get the feeling I don’t know the entire scope of this situation, either. 

Blake leans in, his voice low and smooth. “I think your daughter is quite stunning, Mr. Hamilton. You must be very proud.” His words make my skin crawl, despite sounding innocuous, and I resist the urge to cover myself up or dump my soup into his lap.

I feel my father’s judgment on me as well. I’m supposed to be nice to this man. I inhale deeply. “So, Mr. Masterson, what do you think of our little town?”

“Call me Blake. I insist.” He leers at my cleavage. Doesn’t anyone else at this table think it’s gross? Inappropriate? “Tempest is lovely.”

I want to squirm in my seat but won’t let him see how much he’s affecting me. At this point, playing dumb is my best strategy. It’s certainly what Blake is expecting.

“Indeed it is,” my father says, his voice dripping with satisfaction. 

The conversation stops there, and the weight of my dad’s disappointment is crushing. I’m not being nice enough.

“Blake,” I begin, forcing a small smile. “What kind of cases do you usually work on with my father?”

“Ah, well,” he replies smoothly, leaning back in his chair. “A variety of legal matters—land disputes, business deals, and the occasional scandal.” The men laugh like scandals are funny. They aren’t. Ask me how I know.

My chest tightens with anxiety, but I swallow it down, determined not to let my discomfort show. “Must be fascinating work,” I say politely, though the words taste bitter in my mouth.

“It certainly keeps me busy,” Blake answers, his gaze flickering over my face before returning to my breasts. “Your father has done great things for this town,” he continues, and I can’t help but detect a hint of condescension in his tone. “And I’m sure he expects the same from you.”

I bite the inside of my cheek, doing my best to maintain a pleasant expression. “Yes, I’m aware of his expectations,” I reply coolly.

“Good,” Blake says, his eyes never leaving mine. “It’s important to know one’s place, after all.”

His hand brushes against mine under the table. I pull mine back quickly and shoot him a warning glare. Blake’s lips curl into a smug smile, revealing a set of perfect teeth. Like fake teeth. At this point, I am not one hundred percent certain Blake is actually human. Maybe he’s some kind of lecherous android. 

I take a deep breath and try to focus on anything but him as my fingers fidget with the napkin in my lap. I attempt to keep up appearances by taking small bites of my food, but every morsel tastes like ash in my mouth.

“Try more wine, Cressida,” my father suggests, an edge in his voice that suggests it’s more of a command than a suggestion. “Blake brought it.” 

Cool. Now my dad is trying to get me drunk.

The last thing any of us needs is for me to have more wine. I glance at the rich, red liquid in the crystal glass next to my plate and reluctantly take a sip to please the men. The warmth of the wine spreads through me, and for a brief moment, I allow myself to enjoy the sensation, hoping nobody put a roofie in it.

“Delicious,” I murmur, meeting Blake’s eyes as I set the glass back down. Something in his expression makes me want to wipe that self-satisfied look off his face. I find myself reaching for the glass again, this time taking a larger gulp. I know I shouldn’t, but the alcohol dulls the discomfort that has been building inside me since the start of the evening.

As the hour ticks by, I continue to drink the wine, my glass never empty thanks to Plastic Man, each sip making me bolder and more reckless. This I know how to do. Making bad decisions fueled by alcohol has been my calling card since I was fifteen. 

My father and Blake carry on a conversation about some legal matter, their voices fading into a distant hum as the world around me starts to blur. I can feel the heat spreading from my cheeks down to my chest, and I know I’ve had too much to drink, but I don’t care.

“Did you know,” I interrupt, slurring my words slightly as I struggle to focus on both men, “that Blake reminds me of the dean from my school? My former school I mean.” My remark earns me a sharp glare from my father, but I ignore it, giggling as I lean forward, allowing my cleavage to become more exposed.

“Really, Cressida,” my father hisses through gritted teeth, “this is not appropriate dinner conversation.”

“Neither is parading me around in this dress like some sort of trophy,” I retort, my voice growing louder and more defiant. “But here we are.” I push back from the table, stumbling slightly as I rise to my feet. “I think I’ll retire for the evening.”

Chad snorts. 

“Sit down,” my father commands, but I ignore him, my alcohol-fueled bravado urging me onward. I wobble toward the door, leaving behind a trail of embarrassment and tension that will undoubtedly have consequences in the days to come. So much for my plan to behave until Daddy Dearest forgets he’s mad at me.

As I stumble through the hallways of my childhood home, a small, stupid part of me revels in the chaos I’ve caused, the power I’ve seized, if only for a moment.

This is what I do, after all. It’s really all I’m good for.
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​Chapter Two 
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​Dillon Duke 

THE SCENT OF MOTOR oil fills my nostrils as I work under the rusty car trying to loosen a stubborn bolt. I like fixing cars, but I’d much rather build them. My custom clients are itching for me to get back to doing what I do best. I’ll be glad when we start work on the next phase of Duke’s Garage that gets me my own space for custom work. 

In the meantime, the people of Tempest need someone to fix their rides. Since the mayor started running any profitable business out of town a few years ago, people have had to tow their rigs to the next town over. I’m building trust getting the garage back to serving the town. Soon, I’ll need staff. Creating jobs is important in the plan my brothers and I have for fixing all the shit that’s wrong with Tempest. 
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