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        Serves 4-6 glamorous humans or 2 scandalous ones.

        Plan accordingly!

      

      

      
        
        Ingredients:

      

      

      
        
          	
        1 bottle dry rosé (this matters so your drink isn’t overly sweet)
      

      	
        1 cup frozen strawberries (or peaches for a twist!)
      

      	
        1/4 cup simple syrup (equal parts sugar and water, dissolved—adjust to taste)
      

      	
        Juice of 1 lemon
      

      	
        Optional: a splash of peach schnapps if you want it extra sassy
      

      	
        Fresh mint for garnish
      

      

      

      
        
        Instructions:

      

      

      
        
        Freeze the rosé: Pour the bottle into a wide, shallow dish or ice cube trays and freeze until solid (about 6 hours or overnight). It won’t freeze completely due to the alcohol, but that’s okay—it just needs to get slushy.

      

        

      
        Blend it up: Once frozen, scoop the rosé into a blender. Add the frozen fruit, lemon juice, simple syrup, and any optional splash of sass.

      

        

      
        Blend until smooth and silky.

      

        

      
        Serve immediately in stemmed glassware. Garnish with mint. Sit back, clink glasses with your favorite people, and enjoy the sunshine while you fan yourself.
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        So fresh, so pretty, no booze but all the sass.

      

      

      
        
        Ingredients:

      

      

      
        
          	
        1 bottle nonalcoholic rosé (or pink lemonade for a fun twist)
      

      	
        1 cup frozen strawberries or peaches
      

      	
        1/4 cup simple syrup (or honey/maple syrup if you want a natural vibe)
      

      	
        Juice of 1 lemon
      

      	
        Optional: A splash of sparkling water or ginger ale for fizz
      

      	
        Garnish: Mint sprig, lemon wheel, or elevate your experience with an edible flower [image: hibiscus]
      

      

      

      
        
        Instructions:

      

      

      
        
        Freeze the nonalcoholic rosé (or pink lemonade) in a wide dish or ice cube trays.

      

        

      
        Blend the frozen cubes with the fruit, lemon juice, and sweetener.

      

        

      
        Add a splash of sparkle if desired, and blend again for a lighter texture.

      

        

      
        Pour into fancy glasses and serve and sip all day with your favorite friends!
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        Isla

        Houston, Texas

      

      

      “Hold still, Miss Davenport.” The bridal assistant’s voice holds an edge of panic as she adjusts my veil for the third time. “We need to make sure it covers your face completely.”

      Because heaven forbid anyone notice too soon that I’m not Margaux.

      Sixteen hours.

      That’s all it took for my entire world to implode. One moment I was curled up in my apartment with my cat and a stack of books after finally making it back from Margaux’s rehearsal dinner, and the next I was summoned to my parents’ home to discover my perfect older sister had fled in the night with her secret lover, leaving nothing but a hastily scrawled note and a wedding that couldn’t be canceled.

      Now I’m standing in front of a mirror, not recognizing the woman staring back.

      My eyes are wide and scared, my hair is in a fancy updo, and I’m frozen with a cold combination of fear and panic.

      “Your sister is a damn coward.” My father’s voice is icy with fury. “Now you’ll do your duty to our family.”

      As if I have any choice at all.

      “And if you let me down…”

      His threat hangs in the air.

      “You’ll do what?” I want to challenge. But I don’t. My father is a powerful judge, and anyone who crosses him pays a terrible price.

      Even though I’m his daughter, he won’t hesitate to destroy me.

      Margaux and I are pawns in his power games, nothing more. We’ve been trotted out at every photo op—Christmas and election cycles most especially. Both of us were debutants, as fitting one of the oldest and most respected names in Houston society.

      Despite the fact we were underage, we were pictured with aging billionaires on a luxury yacht in Galveston each Mardi Gras. And in every image, we were smiling perfectly, sometimes in ballgowns so low-cut that those supposed gentlemen could see our belly buttons.

      Part of me doesn’t blame Margaux for fleeing, and I wish I had half her courage.

      Her intended groom—Dorian Vale—is an awful human being.

      When our father first announced that his oldest would be marrying the man, we’d hidden in her room and looked him up on Scandalicious, our favorite online gossip site.

      There was story after story about his womanizing and speculation about his business deals.

      And the man he’s always pictured with? Brennan West. He’s an actual criminal, with a rap sheet a mile long. But that didn’t seem to stop the pair from hanging out, smiling on either side of their newest conquest.

      “Are you listening, girl?”

      I grind my back teeth together. “Yes, Father.”

      The bottom of the satin gown is still pooled around my feet in an uncooperative heap as the seamstress yanks at the excess fabric, her mouth set in a tight line. My arms ache from holding still for so long while another woman kneels beside me. She sticks one more pin in the bodice—and me—as she desperately attempts to make the dress fit a body it wasn’t designed for.

      Because this isn’t my dress. This isn’t my wedding. And Dorian Vale was never supposed to be my groom.

      The lace sleeves sag at my shoulders, the neckline dipping dangerously low, a stark contrast to the way the fitted waist hangs loose around my ribs. Margaux has always been a little more voluptuous than me.

      I, on the other hand, have very few curves, and my mother has always encouraged me to dress in a way that tries to disguise my lack of feminine assets.

      With a sigh, the seamstress lets out a sharp breath, gaze flicking up toward my mother in silent disapproval.

      “You look beautiful.” My mother comes in closer, the false cheer in her voice grating against my nerves. “Doesn’t she, darling?”

      My father barely looks up from his phone, his mouth a hard line, the only sign of tension in a face otherwise blank with indifference.

      The Honorable Judge Davenport, pillar of Texas society who aspires to even loftier heights, can’t even pretend to give a damn about the offspring he’s selling to save his own skin. The same man who looked Dorian Vale in the eye and promised him the perfect society bride is now trying to pass off his backup plan without a word of warning to the unsuspecting groom.

      “Darling?” my mother prompts, her smile becoming even more fragile.

      “She’ll do.”

      His words fall like stones in the quiet room.

      As always, I’m his biggest disappointment.

      Since I’m the oldest, I was supposed to get married to an appropriate man and deliver children.

      Instead, I walked away from my family. I chose academia over society. Instead of getting a business degree as expected, I earned my PhD in literature. When he cut me off from the trust fund established by my grandmother, I took a teaching job, further humiliating the family.

      Even now, I wouldn’t stand in, if the stakes weren’t so high.

      My father’s career, our family’s reputation, perhaps even his life—all of these hinge on this marriage going forward exactly as planned. And my mother begged.

      The fact that the bride has been swapped without the groom’s knowledge is nothing more than an inconvenient detail.

      I squeeze my eyes shut as she digs her fingers into my shoulders, a silent warning to remain silent. To pretend.

      Like she has for the last twentysomething years?

      I swallow hard, considering the reflection in the mirror. The scared woman staring back at me isn’t a woman looking forward to her fairytale wedding. She’s a substitute. A placeholder. The Davenport family’s last-minute solution to a problem that should have never been mine to fix.

      Behind me on the vanity of the wedding events center, a silver-framed family photo mocks me. It was taken on Margaux’s most recent birthday. All of us are arranged in perfect formation, smiling our perfect social-media-ready smiles.

      Who brings a picture to a rented room? My mom. Because it will look lovely in all the official wedding snapshots that will be sent to the local media.

      The image is less than a month old. Did Margaux know even then? That she’d never go through with this farce of a marriage?

      “Hurry up,” my father snaps at the seamstress as he drops his phone into his tuxedo pocket.

      Desperately she shakes her head, not looking up as she secures yet another pin. “I need another hour.”

      “You don’t have it.”

      Hating to see people treated this way, I glare at my father, then reassure the woman. “You’re doing a great job. Thank you.” A pulse pounds in my temples, and a dull ache forms behind my eyes.

      “We’ll make it work.” My mother smooths her hands down the front of my bodice, as if the fabric will magically mold to fit. “No one will be able to tell.”

      Does she really believe that?

      Through the walls, “Pachelbel’s Canon in D” floats up from the string quartet below, the familiar melody now twisted into something ominous. Each note feels like another step closer to the gallows. Somewhere down there, three hundred of Houston’s elite have gathered to witness what they think will be the society wedding of the year.

      Instead, they’ll get me.

      Most likely, the guests won’t realize the switch immediately. Margaux and I share the same dark hair and green eyes, and we’re the same height. Even though I’m slimmer, that can be explained by nerves about the wedding.

      But once the truth is revealed…

      Dorian Vale will be waiting at the end of the aisle. And though my parents might believe I can be seamlessly swapped for the sister who fled, I know better.

      And when he notices, I have no idea what he’ll do or how my father will deal with the repercussions.

      The photographer, Marcella—a woman my father has hired a dozen times in the past—sweeps in, camera in hand.

      The seamstress and her shop assistant have to move away, and Marcella poses me alongside my parents.

      Thank God my veil is hiding my face. Otherwise, my pale skin and stark features would mar their requisite portraits.

      “Can you get that posted right away?” my mother asks as Marcella reviews her work.

      “You want to see the shots first?”

      “We trust you.”

      “How about you?” Marcella asks me.

      I shake my head. “Whatever you think is best.” If I never see a single picture of myself from today, I’ll be fine with that.

      A soft knock comes at the door before it creaks open. “Are you almost ready?”

      My only bridesmaid, Evelyn, peeks inside, her smile strained but reassuring. She’s one of Margaux’s closest friends, but even she’s going along with the charade. Probably because her father is in debt to mine.

      With a half smile, trying to be reassuring, she crosses the room and takes my trembling hands in hers. “You’ve got this. Everything will be okay.”

      Not for one second do I believe that, but I force a nod anyway. My parents—and the no-nonsense etiquette teacher who smacked me with a ruler for every transgression—ensured my manners are impeccable.

      A flurry of motion follows. Mrs. Henderson, my wedding planner, sweeps in with military precision, fussing over my veil until it drapes just so, the delicate lace casting intricate shadows across my face.

      With a small smile, my mother pretends to hug me.

      “Don’t fail me again.” Eyes narrowed, my father stares at me—hard. “Let’s go, Cecilia.”

      The door closes behind them, and I allow my shoulders to roll forward with relief.

      “You really are a beautiful bride,” Evelyn tells me.

      I appreciate her lie—and her brave attempt at loyalty.

      “Are you ready, Isla?” Mrs. Henderson asks.

      No. Not ever. But I have to do this. I attempt a smile that falls flat.

      Shaking her head, the seamstress stands and moves away from me. I’m sure she doesn’t like disappointing my father. But honestly, her frustration probably has more to do with the fact that the bespoke gown from Hautest Bridal Couture looks godawful on me than anything else.

      Her assistant fluffs my dress before standing next to the seamstress.

      “Isla?” the planner prompts.

      Dread claws at me.

      More than ever, I understand why my sister chickened out. Who wants to spend their entire adult life with a man who has ties to the Mafia?

      Evelyn hands me my bouquet of flowers. “I have to go.”

      In a hopeless attempt to steady my nerves, I draw a deep breath.

      The assistant adjusts my veil one last time. Too bad it’s not black.

      Slowly, right behind Mrs. Henderson, I make my way down the stairs.

      Outside the door to the room where I’m getting married, my father is waiting.

      He offers his arm, and I suppose I have no choice but to tuck mine inside his. As if suspecting I might flee too, he tightens his grip to the point I wince. “Father!”

      Not relenting, he leans close. “You’d better not piss Vale off.”

      I shouldn’t be surprised that I receive no encouragement or other pretty words.

      Too soon, we’re standing at the top of the aisle, and I stare down the impossibly long stretch of cream carpet that leads to my future. And the man I’m about to trick.

      Next to him is Brennan. How rich that a criminal who looks like a thug is Vale’s best man.

      This can’t be real, and I force back a hysterical laugh.

      Please God, let me wake up and find this has been nothing but a nightmare. I want to get back to my cat, my books, and planning for the fall semester. The life I had yesterday.

      Instead, the quartet transitions seamlessly into “Wagner’s Bridal Chorus.” I’m one minute closer to meeting my doom.

      The moment I take my first step, the guests rise as one, and then they turn to face me, all eyes on me, tracking my every movement.

      I’m a fraud: exposed, vulnerable, certain that at any moment someone will cry out that I’m not Margaux, that the Davenports are trying to pull off an unthinkable deception.

      I miss a step when I see Dante Moretti—the Mafia family’s underboss—standing right in front of me, just a few rows back, his expression unreadable. But he nods at my father and offers a chilling smile.

      Dear, dear Lord. Is my future groom beholden to the mob?

      My father’s grip becomes excruciatingly painful.

      “Walk.”

      My steps are short and uncertain as I move forward.

      The man I don’t want to marry is in front of the altar, facing me, wearing a tailored black tuxedo that highlights his broad shoulders and commanding presence. His posture is relaxed but authoritative, every inch an asshole billionaire mogul with the political aspirations that I’m supposed to help him achieve.

      Beside him, Brennan is a hulking presence. His matching tux doesn’t take away from the furrows between his brows. He’s scanning the crowd, watching, assessing.

      The way they stand shoulder to shoulder speaks of years of absolute trust. But what kind of man trusts a criminal?

      Oh, yes, I think wildly. The one I’m supposed to sleep with. The one I’m supposed to produce children with.

      A chill chases through me, made worse by the way Dorian sweeps his gaze over me.

      Even through the veil, his scrutiny hits me like a physical weight. As he studies me, his eyes narrow, as if he’s cataloging every inch. Does he suspect? Can he tell just from my walk, my posture, my frame, that I’m not his intended bride?

      My veil has turned everything into a soft-focus haze of ivory, but I can still make out the angular planes of his face, the calculating intelligence in his steel-gray eyes.

      The music abruptly stops, and the silence crashes into me.

      How have I gotten this far?

      With a smile meant for the photographer who signals that she’s satisfied with the shot, my father steps aside and sits in a chair next to my mother.

      Dorian moves into position without saying a word.

      Thank God.

      Because if I had to respond, I’m sure he’d discover my deception.

      The minister’s voice breaks through the quiet. “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today in the presence of God and these witnesses, to join Dorian Vale and Margaux Davenport in holy matrimony, which is an honorable estate, instituted of God, signifying unto us the mystical union that is betwixt Christ and his Church.” He pauses, his next words heavy with tradition. “If any person can show just cause why they may not be joined together, let them speak now or forever hold their peace.”

      My pulse thunders in my ears.

      Please. Please. Someone say something. Anything.

      I wish I could turn to look at our guests and beg someone to put a stop to the madness. But no one speaks. Of course they don’t. Everyone who matters knows exactly why this marriage is happening, and those who don’t know wouldn’t dare interfere with a Vale wedding.

      Next to me, Dorian’s presence is suffocating. His scent—clean, rich, something dark and expensive that reminds me of aged leather and dark woods—curls around me like a trap. He towers over me, and this close I can see the subtle tension in his jaw, as if he’s determined to make sure nothing stops this ceremony.

      Since the makeshift chapel remains silent, the minister goes on, his voice echoing through the space. “Dorian, will you take this woman to be your wedded wife, to live together after God’s ordinance in the holy estate of matrimony? Will you love her, comfort her, honor, and keep her in sickness and in health; and, forsaking all others, keep yourself only unto her, so long as you both shall live?”

      Dorian’s voice resonates with absolute certainty, a deep baritone that sends a shockwave down my spine. “I will.”

      Through my gauzy world, I watch as his mouth curves into what people might think is a smile. But I see the wickedness in the motion.

      He reaches for my hand, and I try not to flinch at the contact.

      I despise this man and the way he bargained for my sister’s hand in marriage.

      His skin is warm, his grip firm—too firm. Possessive. A silent warning.

      “Margaux.” The minister turns to me, and my heart stutters.

      This is real. This is happening.

      “Will you take this man to be your wedded husband, to live together after God’s ordinance in the holy estate of matrimony? Will you love him, comfort him, honor, and obey him in sickness and in health; and, forsaking all others, keep yourself only unto him, so long as you both shall live?”

      Obey?

      This is craziness. No one has that word included in their vows anymore. No doubt he requested it.

      What an absolute monster.

      When I hesitate, Dorian’s fingers tighten around mine, and I feel the weight of his insistence.

      No wonder Margaux ran.

      My throat closes. The room spins. If I were braver, I’d run too. Right now, down the aisle, past the guests, past the millionaires, billionaires, and Mafiosos, past all of it. But everything hangs on this moment. On this one word.

      I catch the slight lift at the corner of Dorian’s mouth—he’s enjoying this. Did he know, somehow, how much that single word would revolt Margaux?

      “Miss Davenport?” The minister prompts gently, but there’s tension in his voice now. He can sense my hesitation. Can Dorian?

      I try to speak, but nothing comes out. Dorian’s strokes his thumb across my knuckles—a gesture that might seem comforting to observers, but I feel the steel behind it. The command.

      “I—” My voice cracks. I swallow hard and force the words out. “I will.”

      But the minister isn’t done. He leads us through the longer vows, and again that word appears, heavy and final: “…to love, honor, and obey, till death do us part.”

      Dorian’s voice wraps around his vows like silk over steel, each word precise and measured. When it’s my turn, I repeat them woodenly, my voice barely a whisper. The word obey burns like ashes on my tongue.

      The entire time, I’m achingly aware of his grip on my hand, of how close he stands, of the subtle ways his body shifts with each response. Is he noting the tremor in my voice? The way it differs from Margaux’s confident soprano? Can he tell, even now, that something isn’t right?

      The rings come next, presented on a silk pillow by my young cousin. Dorian’s platinum band slides easily onto his finger, but mine is slightly too big, another reminder that I’m an afterthought. And there’s no engagement ring.

      “Where is it?” he snaps quietly.

      Oh my God. He’d insisted that Margaux wear the ridiculous, oversize, gaudy diamond every day. A symbol of his wealth and ownership? How could I have not thought about that until now?

      “Margaux?” he prompts in an annoyed whisper.

      I whisper, “My jewelry box for safe keeping.”

      With a scowl that leaves no doubt about his displeasure, he slips the simple wedding band into place, marking me as his property.

      “I now pronounce you husband and wife.”

      My knees go weak.

      No one has saved me.

      Finally my husband leans in close, so close that he fills my vision and overwhelms me with his spicy, masculine scent. Motions deliberate, he reaches for my veil.

      The moment of truth.

      Then he lifts it.

      “What in the actual fuck?”
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        Dorian

      

      

      Fury, icy in its intensity, rocks me.

      Somehow I managed to keep my voice low enough that only Isla, Brennan, and the minister could hear me, but the man of the cloth is wearing a lapel microphone, and I clamp my hand over it. “Turn it the hell off.”

      Going pale, he does as I say. He’d better. He’s being paid a tidy sum to perform this ceremony. I didn’t trust the Davenports or their youngest daughter.

      And I was right not to.

      I swing to face Davenport. His face is pale and clammy, and he loosens his tie.

      How in the fresh hell did he think he was going to get away with this?

      And how did Isla—the woman trembling in front of me—think she could fool me for long?

      The actual hell were they thinking? “Do you think I’m a fucking idiot?” I capture my would-be bride’s shoulders and give her a smile that’s meant to reassure our guests, but not her.

      Beside me, Brennan shifts. He’s noted the change in my posture, and he’s ready to react at my signal.

      Then, not wanting this situation to get out of control, I take a breath.

      Years of questionable deals with shady characters allow me to school my features into neutrality even as rage continues to build beneath my skin.

      The weight of the gathered people presses against my back as they wait for the traditional reveal.

      My eyes lock onto the trembling woman before me—Isla. The quiet one. The bookish one. Where Margaux is all curves and practiced grace, Isla is slight, almost fragile, with an untamed wildness in her luminous green eyes that her sister never possessed. The wedding dress hangs wrong on her frame, a glaring testament to this hasty substitution.

      How did I not see this before?

      Maybe because I was too damn focused on making sure my bride actually walked down the aisle.

      The minister swings his gaze between us. “Shall we proc⁠—”

      I move before he can finish, my hand closing around Isla’s wrist. Her pulse flutters against my fingers, as if she’s a trapped bird.

      A ripple of whispers cuts across the crowd—confusion, speculation, the soft rustle of society’s finest sensing scandal.

      “With me.” My voice is pitched low, controlled, meant for her ears alone.

      Brennan steps in, his broad frame creating a wall between us and the guests. As always, he knows exactly what I need without a word being exchanged.

      The minister takes a half step forward as if he’s going to join us. Then he obviously thinks better of it when Brennan clears his throat.

      I guide Isla to the side of the altar, into the shadow of the towering flower arrangements. The cloying scent of roses and lilies does nothing to mask the fear rolling off her.

      Up close, the differences between the sisters are even more stark—where Margaux carried herself with calculated poise, Isla is vibrating with barely contained panic.

      “Please,” she whispers, her voice threading through the space between us. “Please, go through with this.”

      I tilt my head, studying her. This isn’t the reaction I expected. “Where is Margaux?”

      A swallow tightens her throat, the delicate line of it drawing my attention. “She ran away.”

      I close my eyes for the briefest moment, exhaling sharply. Of course she did. I’m actually not surprised. Last night at the rehearsal dinner, her reactions had been a touch too perfect, her acquiescence too smooth. But I hadn’t expected Judge Davenport to have the audacity to try and slip his younger daughter into her place like a counterfeit bill.

      The memory of the day this arrangement was struck rises unbidden. Margaux had stood in her father’s study, the perfect society princess, while Isla lingered in the shadows by the bookshelf.

      I remember noting how she flinched each time the judge’s voice rose, how her fingers had worried the spine of whatever leather-bound volume she’d been clutching. Even then, something about her stillness had caught my attention. She had a different kind of strength than her sister’s showy confidence.

      “You really want to do this?”

      She’s silent, and I see the truth in her eyes, even before she answers with a broken whisper. “No.”

      At least in that, she was honest, making me grin.

      “But I don’t have a choice.”

      When I angle my head, she balls her free hand into a fist and digs her unpolished nails into her skin.

      “I don’t know exactly what it is between you and my father, why you…” Her voice catches.

      “Go on,” my voice is dangerously quiet.

      “Bought my sister.”

      She’s brave. Braver than I’d originally given her credit for. I fight a smile and return the volley, not trying to deny her words. “And the babies I intend for us to have.”

      The tiny amount of color in her face vanishes, leaving her starkly pale. For a moment, I almost—almost—regret my words.

      “Babies?” she manages.

      “An heir and a spare.” I shrug. “Maybe more.”

      “But—”

      “Make no mistake, Isla. Once you sign that marriage certificate, I will expect you to be my wife in every possible way.” I reach out, tilting her chin up, forcing her to meet my gaze. “Beginning tonight, with our honeymoon.”

      A pulse flutters in her throat, and she wobbles, as if she might tip over.

      Her father starts to stand, and Brennan takes a step in his direction. Quickly the man resumes his seat.

      Not as stupid as he appears.

      Even though I know Isla is being forced to marry me, and a more decent man would let her walk away, I can’t do that.

      Suddenly I burn for her, ache to breathe in her light, feminine scent. I want her as my very own.

      “I will honor the arrangement with your father and accept you as my bride.” Deliberately I allow my gaze to trail over her face, mapping every feature that I’d previously dismissed as unremarkable. Now I see potential I hadn’t bothered to look for before. “But I won’t force you.” Maybe.

      A shiver rocks her back on her heels, but she doesn’t look away. Interesting.

      I ease my fingers down to where her pulse still races beneath my grip, a silent reminder of who holds the power here. “Say it.” My voice is commanding. Starting as I mean to go on.

      “I’ll sign the marriage certificate.”

      There will be legal things to sort out since Margaux’s name is on the document. But I’ll handle the formalities. “Be very clear that I’m serious about the obey part of the vows.”

      She squeezes her eyes shut. “I was afraid of that.” Then, looking at me, she goes on, her voice surprisingly calm. “And if you think it will be easy, I’m afraid you don’t know me all that well.”

      “Is that a challenge, wife?”

      “Take it as you will, Mr. Vale.”

      Her intentional formality pisses me off, and I scowl. That expression has made grown men cower. But to her credit, she doesn’t look away.

      “Shall we get this farce over with?”

      “Marriage, you mean.”

      “If you say so.”

      More of a spitfire than I might have imagined. And loyal to her family, who doesn’t deserve it. More and more, I’m discovering what a cocksucker Davenport is.

      And if he wasn’t, this situation would never have happened.

      I turn and lead her back to the altar with unhurried steps. The crowd’s whispers die away, replaced by a tension that’s thick and expectant.

      “We’ll be continuing,” I inform the minister, whose eyes dart nervously between us before he nods.

      “Turn on the mic,” Brennan instructs the man.

      Once he does, he clears his throat. “You may now kiss the bride.”

      When I take her mouth, I make sure she—and everyone watching—knows exactly what this is. Not a fairytale kiss, not a gentle promise. My fingers dig into her waist, and I feel her startled gasp against my lips. Let them see. Let them understand. This isn’t about love—it’s about power, possession, and consequences.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m honored to present Mr. and Mrs. Dorian Vale!”

      My grip on my new wife firm, I turn us to face our audience, keeping one hand clamped around her waist.

      Applause erupts, brittle and uncertain at first, then gaining strength as the social training of Houston’s elite kicks in. Isla’s fingers tremble in mine, her breath uneven, her pulse a frantic rhythm against my skin.

      She thinks this deception is the worst of her problems. She has no idea what’s coming.

      Next to us, Brennan’s face remains impassive, but I catch the slight lift of his eyebrow. This wedding changes everything—our carefully laid plans, the delicate balance of power in elite political circles. Now that I have a wife descended from Texas royalty, I’m unstoppable. Children will seal the deal.

      As I feel Isla’s slight frame tense against my side, I think this change isn’t entirely unwelcome. Margaux would have been a perfect political wife, trained since birth for the role. But Isla… Isla might prove to be something far more interesting.

      A weapon, if I wield her correctly.

      And wield her, I will…

      “Smile for the cameras, wife.” Taking her hand, I lead her back down the aisle.

      But instead of staying in the foyer as the wedding planner is directing us, I continue down the hallway.

      “Where are we going?” Isla demands as she struggles to keep pace with my long strides.

      “Someplace we can be alone.” Then I flash her a glance. “Where I can give you a taste of what to expect now that you belong to me…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Isla

      

      

      Dear God, no.

      My pulse is a frantic drumbeat against my ribs as Dorian drags me away from the safety of the crowd, Brennan protectively on our heels. Protectively? I mentally scoff at the idea. More like threateningly. Anyone who comes close to Dorian might be torn limb from limb.

      I was praying that I had hours, maybe a full day, to think this through, figure out a way to convince him not to touch me.

      But I’m learning that Dorian isn’t a patient man.

      “We can’t leave our guests,” I protest. Any excuse.

      He doesn’t slow down. For all I know, he hasn’t even heard me.

      The click of my tall heels is sharp on the marble floors, but even that doesn’t deter me. “Mr. Vale! Please, slow down.”

      Finally he relents, but not by much.

      “You can’t keep up?”

      I scowl at him. “These shoes belonged to my sister.”

      At that, he shortens his strides.

      “So this was a last-minute substitution.”

      If he only knew…

      He stops, and Brennan opens a door that’s just to our right, and he checks inside. “Give us the room,” he barks at the catering staff.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, praying they’ll refuse. But they don’t. Within seconds, every person has scurried away.

      “Clear,” Brennan tells Dorian, something I’ve only ever heard on cop shows before.

      How has my life suddenly become so surreal?

      My unwanted husband draws me inside the room. Then Brennan closes the door. Moments later, Dorian throws the lock.

      The small room has a bank of windows overlooking magnificent pines and a live oak tree. In other circumstances, the view would take my breath away.

      “Now…wife…”

      He backs me against a wall and leans in close. For the first time ever, I experience the full weight of his gaze.

      Assessing. Measuring. Deciding.

      A predator with his prey cornered.

      “I’m going to sample the wares.”

      His voice is soft, almost thoughtful, and the words send an icy tremor through me.

      I lift my chin, refusing to cower. “Is that what you do, Mr. Vale? Take what you want and damn the consequences?”

      “You might want to be careful, little one.”

      Steel warning is woven through his words, but I recklessly ignore it. “Why is that? Because you’re a brute?” A tic is throbbing in his temple, another warning that I’m pushing this man that I barely know. But I’m unable to stop myself. I might have been led like a lamb to slaughter, but there’s no way I can keep my mouth shut against this outrageous injustice. “You do realize that you’re so awful that Margaux risked everything to get away from you?”

      His eyes flash—brief, barely a flicker, but I see it. Annoyance. Irritation. Maybe a hint of anger. It pleases me, more than it should, to have broken through his calculated mask.

      “If you hope your words will stop this—me—you’re wrong.”

      His voice is lower now, rougher, laced with sinister determination. He raises his hand, and for a breathless moment, I think he’ll touch my face. Instead, his fingers tangle in the delicate veil still draped over my shoulders. With a slow, intentional tug, he pulls it free, and the gossamer fabric slides down my arms to pool at my feet.

      Then, before I can react, before I can even take my next breath, he leans forward.

      Dorian crashes his mouth against mine, a storm of heat and fury. His lips are firm, demanding, and I’m consumed by his taste—whiskey and sin, dark and intoxicating. My mind spins, overwhelmed by the raw intensity. I’ve never been kissed like this, never been kissed at all. It’s terrifying, exhilarating, all-consuming.

      Frantic to escape, I fight to bring up my hands between us, pressing my palms against his chest. His tuxedo is crisp under my fingertips, the expensive fabric no match for the hard muscle beneath. No matter how hard I push, my desperate attempts are futile.

      His resolve and anger at the situation are evident in the bruising grip on my wrists as he pins them above my head. His body presses against mine, a wall of hard muscle trapping me. I’m small, helpless against his strength, and that realization sends a shiver of fear and unwanted excitement down my spine.

      He lifts his head and gives me a small smile, and I know on some level he’s toying with me. “Resist all you want.”

      Gasping, I fight against his awful dominance, but his grip is unyielding.

      He’s enjoying this.

      “You can’t just—” I start, but his mouth silences me again, his kiss deepening, his tongue invading.

      With everything I have inside me, I fight, trying to escape, but he leans in, and his hips pin me to the wall. His heat sears me as his hardness presses against my belly.

      Because I’ve never experienced anything like this, I’m immobilized.

      With his free hand, he traces the neckline of my dress.

      No.

      Wide-eyed, I stare at him.

      There’s no way he can mean to do this.

      “Oh, yes,” he whispers, as if I’d spoken aloud.

      Very slowly, intentionally, he continues to outline the neckline of my gown.

      I shake my head.

      Watching me, cataloguing each reaction, he slips inside the loose fabric.

      I shiver as he brushes against the lace of my bra, his touch sending electric shocks across my skin.

      He pauses, but he doesn’t pull away, as he gives me a moment to protest.

      But I’m caught in his gaze, like a deer in the headlights.

      “So you hate what I do to you?”

      I hate my reaction to you.

      “I think you like it. At least a little.”

      Without giving me another second to protest, he brushes his fingers against my breast, making me inhale sharply as my body tenses against the unfamiliar touch.

      “So soft.” He fully cups my breast, squeezing gently. His thumb finds my nipple, circling, teasing, until it’s a hard, aching peak.

      My God.

      My body betrays me, and I release a soft moan.

      He smiles in a cold, triumphant way that tells me he knows exactly what he’s doing to me.

      Making me pay for my horrible words about him being a brute.

      But I had no idea.

      He’s much, much worse than I imagined.

      “See?” he murmurs, his voice a low purr. “Your body knows its master.”

      Absolutely not.

      Thankfully he pulls his hand out from the bodice of my gown, but my breast now aches for his touch.

      But he’s not done with me.

      Dorian trails his fingers down my ribcage, then lower, his touch lingering on my hip. Deliberately he grabs the hem of my dress and lifts it slowly.

      Frantically I try to wiggle, pushing my body off the wall behind me, hoping to use it as leverage.

      I might as well try to move a mountain.

      Cool air hits my legs, then thighs.

      His hand cups my mound, possessive and sure. “All of this—every piece of you—belongs to me.” He’s insistent, his tone thick with desire and dominance.

      My body betrays me further. Heat pools between my legs, and a throbbing ache begins to build. I can hear voices at the door, a woman, then the answering rumble of a man’s voice. Brennan, I guess.

      But in here, it’s just me and Dorian, locked in this battle of wills, this dance of desire and defiance.

      His fingers press against me, rubbing gently through the lace of my panties. I gasp, and my eyes go wide at the sensation. It’s too much, too intense. I’m drowning in him, in the feelings he’s forcing me to confront.

      “Please,” I whisper, my voice barely audible. I don’t know what I’m asking for—for him to stop, to continue, to end this torment.

      His lips find mine again, softer this time, coaxing rather than demanding. Suddenly it’s as if he’s found the first crack in my armor and intends to shatter me completely.

      His tongue slips into my mouth, exploring, tasting. I moan, my body arching into his touch, my resolve crumbling. All the while, he has one hand between my legs.

      Moments later, overwhelming me, he ends the kiss and moves his hand from my pussy.

      Gently, he strokes his knuckles down the column of my throat.

      He’s tender, but I’m reminded of how vulnerable I am. How much power he holds over me.

      “You want this,” he growls against my lips, his voice a low rumble that vibrates through me. “Want me.”

      “No.” Frantically, I turn my head away, but he cups my jaw, forcing me to face him.

      “Your body is telling me your mouth is lying, little one.” His thumb brushes against my bottom lip, a surprisingly gentle touch that contrasts with his harsh words.

      “I’m being honest.”

      “Ah. You leave me no option but to prove myself right.”

      Once more, he lifts my gown. But this time, instead of keeping his hand outside my panties, he eases his fingers inside the gusset of the tiny scrap of lace. Horror races through me.

      “You were saying?” He slides between my folds.

      Oh God. No one has ever touched me there. Done…that.

      “Yes, little one,” he murmurs against my lips. “Give in to this. Give in to me.”

      And in that moment, I fear that I might, that I will, despite everything.

      Dorian allows his fingers to delve deeper, exploring my most intimate place with an expertise that leaves me gasping. He knows exactly where to touch, how to touch, stroking and circling, sending shockwaves of pleasure through my body. I try to fight it, to deny the sensations, but it’s futile. My body is responding to him in ways I never imagined possible, in ways that terrify and thrill me simultaneously.

      “You’re so wet for me, Isla.” His words are said in a dark, seductive whisper. “Your mouth says one thing, but your body can’t hide the truth.”

      He moves his fingers in a rhythm that matches the wild pounding of my heart, stroking and teasing, building a tension inside me that’s almost unbearable. I squirm against his hand, a desperate attempt to escape the overwhelming sensations, but it only intensifies the pleasure.

      “Please…” I manage to whisper, my voice a broken plea. I don’t know what I’m asking for—for him to continue or to stop and end the torment that’s consuming me.

      “Please what, little one?” He stills, being a cruel tease, denying me the release my body craves. “Tell me what you want.”

      Biting my lip, I shake my head, refusing to give him the satisfaction. But my hips betray me, arching, seeking his touch.

      He chuckles, the dark, victorious sound resonating deep in his chest. “So stubborn, my wife.”

      More insistently now, he resumes playing with me, pushing me higher, closer to the edge. He touches his thumb to the sensitive bud at the apex of my thighs, circling, pressing, sending jolts of electricity through me.

      My breath is in small, sharp gasps, and my body coils like a spring ready to snap. I can feel it building, a pressure, a need, a desperation. He has me on a precipice, teetering, and I’m terrified of the fall.

      “Let go, Isla,” Dorian commands, his voice a rough growl.

      And with a final, expert stroke, he sends me tumbling as an orgasm crashes through me.

      Then his hand stills, resting possessively between my thighs as I ride out the waves of my first-ever orgasm. My breath comes in ragged gasps, and I can feel the flush spreading across my cheeks, down my neck, across my chest. I’m shaking, my body trembling from the intensity of the release he’s forced from me.

      “Such a perfectly obedient little girl.” A terrible, smug smile plays on his lips.

      I shake my head vehemently, even as my body clings to his, seeking an anchor in the storm he’s unleashed. “No… I’m not…”

      He releases my wrists, and for a moment, I’m frozen, unsure of what to do with my freedom.

      Then, to my utter horror, I reach for him, clutching the lapels of his tuxedo, holding on to him as if he’s my lifeline. I hate myself for it, hate the way my body seeks comfort from the man who just ravished me.

      A sound on the far side of the room makes me stiffen. I turn my head sharply, my eyes widening in horror as a member of the catering staff pushes a cart into the room through a door hidden behind a panel. Of course, there’d be back of the house access into the space.

      The young woman presses her hand to her mouth as she takes in the scene before her—my disheveled state, Dorian’s possessive hold on me.

      Dorian doesn’t even blink. With a calmness at odds with the scene that has just passed between us, he shifts his body, shielding me from view. “Out,” he barks, his voice chilled and authoritative.

      The woman scurries away, the door clicking shut behind her.

      Once we’re alone again, Dorian turns back to me, a wicked glint in his eyes. “Maybe I’ll expose you like that more often in the future.”

      “You wouldn’t!” My eyes are on him, searching his face, hoping he’s not serious.

      Without responding, he adjusts my panties back into place. Intentionally he brushes against my sensitive flesh, making me squirm once more.

      How I despise the way he makes me feel so utterly out of control, a reminder that I now belong to him.

      When he finally steps back, giving me some much-needed room, I smooth the front of my gown with my trembling fingers. Then I try to do something with the updo he’s destroyed.

      “Leave it.” He says the words as if he’s proud of what he’s done. Then he reaches up, tucking the veil back into place, the delicate, lacy fabric flowing down my back.

      “There will be no hiding from me ever again, Isla.” His eyes flash with intensity. “All your secrets belong to me now. And who knows? Maybe I’ll keep you naked, always ready for my touch.”

      I glare at him, anger and humiliation battling inside me.

      “We need to get back to our guests.” He brushes a piece of lint from his lapel. “And I need to have a few words with your father.”

      Before I can flee toward the door, Dorian takes my left hand in his. Even though I try to yank away, he traces the wedding ring now circling my finger. A possessive gesture. A warning.

      “This—and everything we just did—means you belong to me.” His thumb presses against the cool metal, his voice softer now but no less dangerous. “Any questions?”

      I have a thousand, but he doesn’t wait for an answer.

      Instead, he takes my arm and casually leads me out of the room as if we are merely a couple who can’t get enough of each other.

      The last twenty minutes have changed my life forever, and now I’m bound to a man who will stop at nothing to possess me, body and soul.

      Heaven help me. As much as I hate to admit it, a part of me is drawn to him, to the frightening promise in his eyes, to the way he makes me feel alive in a way I never have before. And that, more than anything, terrifies me.

      Dorian unlocks the door and opens it.

      Brennan turns to face us. He rakes his gaze down my body but keeps his expression neutral as he steps aside.

      Without saying a word, he leads the way back down the hallway.

      Before we arrive, we’re ambushed by the photographer, Marcella, snapping dozens of frames of us.

      That had to be who Brennan had been talking to a few minutes ago. Planning this whole thing?

      I look at Dorian.

      Next to Brennan, Marcella is walking backward, her finger constantly on the shutter.

      “Smile.” Dorian’s whispered word is cold against my ear. “These pictures will be on the internet within ten minutes. If you want to get away with this farce, we have to be able to show we were desperately in love.”

      In love?

      That’s the last thing I will ever be with him.

      In this moment, realizing he’d staged that whole thing for the sake of some scandalous pictures, I hate him.

      As she had earlier, Marcella reviews the screen before nodding. Then she sprints off, ahead of us.

      “Was that really necessary?”

      “To protect you? Yes.”

      The moment the sound of voices reaches us, Dorian takes my hand again, and he holds it ridiculously tight, as if determined not to let me escape.

      “It’s time I showed the world my bride. And you’d better damn well behave, Mrs. Vale.” His eyes glint with threat. “Or I promise you; you will not like the consequences. Understand?”
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      Through clenched teeth, I smile up at him. “Has anyone ever told you that you can catch more bees with honey than with vinegar?”

      “Not familiar with the concept,” Dorian replies easily with a casual shrug, his smile equally as fake.

      The man I don’t want to be married to has a few things to learn about me. I enjoy my independence as much as I despise being bossed around.

      Despite the way I reacted to him a few minutes ago, I’m resolved to keep my emotional distance from him.

      In fact, if he has any hope of this relationship working and me doing what he wants, he’s going to have to stop being a world-class asshole. “I’m happy to teach you.”

      “You’re welcome to try, little one.”

      Marcella captures a few shots of us looking deliriously happy. Off to the side is Brennan, carefully out of the frame but never far away.

      “I’ll meet you back inside soon,” the photographer promises before hurrying away, no doubt to plaster my disheveled appearance on Scandalicious. Absently I wonder how much money she’s getting for the exclusive pictures.

      Once we’re alone, the wedding planner moves toward us. “Mr. and Mrs. Vale.” Nothing in her tone indicates that our behavior was unusual. “Glad you’re back.” Her hands are curled around her ever-present Bonds tablet. “In light of your…temporary absence, I made an executive decision to skip the reception line and encouraged your guests to enjoy the cocktail party.”

      “Excellent choice,” Dorian approves.

      So he doesn’t hate independent women. He just wants his wife to be subject to his whims and moods.

      “If you’d like to set up the receiving line now, I can gather the appropriate people.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Henderson. That won’t be necessary.” He gives her a small smile. “I trust the wedding party and my wife’s parents to introduce themselves.”

      “Very well.” She confirms the time for the plated dinner and dancing.

      For the first time, he looks to me.

      “Double check with my mother?” I suggest.

      After tonight, though, I’m sure I’ll be expected to act as his hostess. Joy.

      “I’ll do that.” With a nod, she speaks into her headset.

      In front of us, the massive double doors are closed. I wish they could stay that way. If I could skip the next few hours, I would.

      Once I’m inside, I’ll move even further away from my old life and deeper into Dorian’s realm.

      The sound of a quartet drifts toward us. Because of the endless hours I spent seeped in instruction on classical music, I recognize “Air on G String.” The yawn-inducing piece is not one I’d have chosen in a million years.

      Who’s to blame for the selection? Mrs. Henderson? Or my mother? I know for a fact it wouldn’t have been Margaux. She doesn’t like baroque any more than I do. Tonight the music seems to have a slightly funereal sound to it.

      I scoff.

      So maybe it is fitting after all.

      “Shall we go in, darling?”

      His grip on me tightens a little more, letting me know I don’t have a choice. But it’s his tone—dripping with false concern—that bothers me the most.

      Part of me wants to resist, stall a few minutes longer. Yet I suddenly want a glass of champagne or, even better, something much stronger.

      “Remember,” Dorian murmurs against my ear, his breath warm and threatening, “smile like you mean it.”

      At Dorian’s nod, Brennan pulls open the heavy doors. My heart thunders as I’m assaulted by the atmosphere of the reception.

      Along with the string quartet, there’s a low buzz from the conversation, the clinking of crystal, and the quiet lull of a world that operates on power and reputation. A gilded cage.

      On the small stage, the music abruptly stops.

      The leader—at least that’s who I assume it is—stands and reaches for the microphone. “Ladies and gentlemen!”

      The guests direct their attention to him.

      “Please welcome Dorian and Isla Vale!”

      It’s the first time I’ve heard my first name with his last one, and a breath lodges in my throat, promising to choke me.

      Marcella snaps a photo.

      “Try to look happy, wife.”

      Dorian leads me inside, as if I belong to him.

      As if he’s training me to obey.

      I miss a step.

      “Pay attention,” he cautions as Brennan reaches to steady me.

      This is too much to take in.

      I’m sure some other woman—one who actually likes Dorian and doesn’t mind the oversize appendage who constantly shadows him—should be standing next to him, enjoying the sight of being honored by the country’s most elite multimillionaires and billionaires.

      To everyone else, this probably looks like a fairytale. It should. The event was expensive enough that my parents had to take out a second mortgage on their fancy Tanglewood home. But to me, this is nothing more than a living nightmare.

      Dark-suited men are positioned at strategic points around the perimeter of the room. They’re too professional to be guests, too alert to be waitstaff. Security, no doubt. And far more than is typical for a wedding.

      I glance at Dorian, who doesn’t seem in the least bit surprised.

      Had Margaux known about all these bodyguards? Our father is a very high-profile figure who has received death threats in the past, but we’ve never had bodyguards to protect us.

      Nearby my father is standing next to Dante Moretti. Seeing them together takes me aback. A judge with a known member of the Mafia?

      Dante’s smooth, rich voice seems to slice through the hum. “Your side business still thriving, I take it, Judge?”

      Side business? I blink, and unease prickles my spine. What’s that supposed to mean?

      My father’s answering laugh is polished—too polished. I’ve heard him use it to dodge tough questions from my mother. And the press.

      A waiter is slowly walking around, holding a tray of champagne.

      Finally.

      “I’d like a glass,” I tell Dorian.

      He blinks, as if my request surprises him. “Of course.”

      On my behalf, Brennan snags one and offers it to me. Does this man ever go away?

      “Thank you.” Gratefully I accept the beverage. With a small smile, I nod my appreciation to the waitperson.

      Annoyingly, but not surprisingly, Dorian doesn’t let me go.

      “I can’t manage to drink this with my left hand,” I insist when we are alone.

      “Deal with it.” Then he flashes a wicked, devastating grin and adds, “Darling.”

      Another waiter passes, carrying an elaborate appetizer display. The wedding planner’s assistant is nearby, whispering into her headset about timing adjustments and server rotations.

      I see where every penny of the budget went. But thanks to my mother’s micromanagement, I have to admit the event is spectacular, even if I ruined the look of the couture wedding gown. No wonder the seamstress had been so upset.

      From across the room, Evelyn catches my eye, her face a mixture of sympathy and worry. She starts toward us, but Dorian’s subtle head shake stops her in her tracks. My one ally, effectively neutralized.

      I catch snippets of whispered conversations as we move through the crowd.

      “—not at all like her sister⁠—”

      “—something’s not right⁠—”

      “—did you see how he looked at her?—”

      The Houston elite are like sharks scenting blood in the water, their polite smiles barely masking their hunger for scandal.

      In the corner, I spot Dante Moretti again, this time deep in conversation with a man I don’t recognize. His eyes meet mine for a brief moment, and his smile sends ice through my veins.

      My worst fear comes true when Dorian moves me toward the Mafia underboss. If rumors can be believed, he was the family’s enforcer before his father’s recent assassination.

      “Mrs. Vale.” Respectfully he bows his head. “Quite a ceremony.”

      He clearly has enough manners to leave it at that. “Memorable, wasn’t it?” I respond.

      “Forgive the oversight. We haven’t been introduced. I’m Dante Moretti.”

      I know who you are. And every part of me is screaming to get as far away from you as I can. “Nice to meet you.” I almost choke on the lie.

      My husband releases me to shake the man’s hand, and I seize the opportunity to cradle the globe of my glass between my palms. Now he can’t hold onto me without making a scene.

      Brennan glances away to hide a smile.

      So he’s human after all. Does he know how to actually communicate? Or is he a Neanderthal?

      Shocking me, Dorian places his fingers on the small of my back. His touch is possessive and electric, and sensation arcs through me, almost causing my champagne to splash out of my glass.

      Unwanted, the recollection of the way he’d brought me off a few minutes ago sears my memory, and suddenly the room is closing in on me, making it impossible to breathe.

      God. Holding his hand was much better than this.

      “Everything okay, darling?” Leaning in, he slides lower to squeeze my ass.

      I’m jolted, rising onto my tiptoes.

      If anyone has noticed, they’re too polite to stare.

      Frantically trying to school my features, I somehow manage, “Just…everything is so overwhelming.”

      “Surprise after surprise.” He reaches over to thread a finger into one of my wayward curls.

      The photographer appears like a ghost, camera in hand, her smile practiced and pleasant, and she captures the moment of fake intimacy. Obviously the bastard had known she was close by.

      “Pretend I’m not here,” she instructs.

      As if that’s possible.

      She zooms in and out, recording every detail.

      After he stops with the fake adoration, Dorian shakes hands with a man who joins us.

      “Altair Montgomery,” he offers by way of introduction.

      The man is a little pale, and his eyes are an unnatural golden color that give me the chills.

      To avoid having to touch him, I lift my glass. “Happy to make your acquaintance.” My etiquette teacher would be so proud.

      “Altair owns the Retreat,” Dorian explains.

      “Ah. I see.” Since I’ve never heard of it, I keep my response noncommittal. “How very nice for you.”

      Leaning down a little, speaking against my ear, Dorian educates me by adding, “It’s a BDSM club in downtown Houston.”

      “A…” I choke on my sip of champagne. Dear God. There’s no way I could have heard him correctly.

      “Dorian tells me the three of you will be paying us a visit in the next couple of weeks.” Altair keeps his expression neutral as he considers me.

      Over my dead body.

      “We’ll absolutely be there,” Dorian replies on our behalf. “All three of us.”

      What in the actual hell?

      My mind spins as I turn my head to gawk at him. I’ve married a man who is into BDSM? Was that one more reason Margaux couldn’t go through with the wedding?

      Wildly the vows I just recited ricochet in my memory. Obey. I thought the word was dictatorial. But I’d had no idea that he might have meant it in the BDSM way.

      While I’ve been mentally reeling, the conversation has continued around me.

      “Do you mind taking a picture of all of us together?” Dante asks Marcella.

      I look to Dorian. He’s surely going to say no, right? There’s no way he can be comfortable being photographed with a mob underboss.

      “Excellent idea.”

      Once more, Dorian has stunned me into silence.

      Smoothly he takes the glass from my hand and passes it off to a member of the waitstaff.

      When I scowl, he promises to replace it soon.

      Rather than letting Marcella pose us, Dorian moves us into the positions he wants. Altair is on the far end. Next to him is Dante, followed by Dorian. I am placed between my husband and Brennan.

      As soon as I have a chance to talk to my husband privately, I need to understand what kind of relationship the two men share. All I know is that Brennan is never far from Dorian’s side.

      Possessively Dorian slides his arm around my waist.

      To everyone around us, I’m sure we look like a happy couple.

      If the truth were only known…

      After politely excusing us, Dorian moves us to a bar-height table and introduces me to other people in his social circle. From what I can see, he appears to have more guests at this reception than my family does.

      I glance across the room. My parents are smiling as wide as they do when they’re hosting a political fundraiser, glad-handing people and indulging in private conversations. Not a surprise. Shining is what they both do best.

      Then Dante strides toward them.

      My father fiddles with his bowtie, and my mother goes still, her eyes wide.

      Stunned, I blink.

      Why on earth is my father—a well-respected and powerful judge—talking to a Mafioso? And why does my mother seem paralyzed with fear?

      “Isla?” Dorian prompts, dragging me back to our conversation.

      “Sorry.” I force a smile as I return my attention to the people we’re talking to.

      A few minutes later, after we move on, Mrs. Henderson finds us again. “Marcella would like to take some of the formal portraits now.”

      More pictures?

      If I have to smile one more time, I’m afraid my face will shatter.

      “We’re ready,” Dorian responds.

      Mrs. Henderson guides the three of us to another room that Marcella has set up with a greenscreen background.

      She has two assistants and equipment I can’t begin to name, including blinding cameras and shades.

      “I’d like to start with just the two of you,” Marcella tells Dorian.

      Does what I think even matter?

      A makeup artist swoops in to touch up my lipstick and my blush.

      Once that’s done, Dorian allows Marcella to position us, shifting me so I’m facing her more. His grip on my waist is like a brand.

      Mrs. Henderson fluffs the back of my dress, letting the small train fall in a gentle pool of expensive fabric.

      “Smile,” Marcella coaches us.

      Doing that takes all my determination.

      I lose track of how many times she presses the shutter, accepts a camera with a different size lens, and makes tiny adjustments to our poses.

      “How about one with your arms around my neck?” he asks.

      “I’m sure that’s not⁠—”

      “Great idea,” Marcella responds, speaking at the same time I do.

      Expectantly she waits for me to follow my husband’s suggestion. Sighing, I turn toward him and loop my arms around his neck.

      “Much better.” With a feral grin, he clamps his hands on my hip bones and brings me in closer.

      Ridiculously close. So much so that his massive erection presses into me. I glare at him. “This is⁠—”

      “Stay where you are. Unless you want the pictures to show my”—his grin deepens—”situation. How much I am looking forward to the honeymoon.”

      I wish the floor would swallow me whole.

      He quirks a brow. “Isla?”

      Having no choice, I stay where I am, inhaling him, feeling his strength. Right now, I hate him more than ever.

      “Great shot!” Marcella calls out. “Let’s get some with the wedding party.”

      Brennan strides over, and Evelyn approaches cautiously, her champagne-colored bridesmaid dress catching the light.

      She takes her place beside me. Her hand finds mine. It’s the smallest gesture of support, but it means everything. “You’re doing great. Really.”

      Thankfully Brennan is next to Dorian, so at least I don’t have to contend with him.

      A flurry of poses follows, the flash bursting like small explosions, each one stealing a piece of me, immortalizing this moment in history. Dorian is perfect in his role. But I feel brittle, breakable.

      Then my mother enters the room and smooths an imaginary wrinkle from my sleeve, as if presentation alone can hold our fractured world together.

      My father doesn’t bother looking at me. He stands beside me, rigid as a statue, his jaw locked tight, his eyes unreadable. The man who sold both his daughters to save himself can’t even pretend to enjoy the moment. Why would he? He has hands to shake and pockets to steal from.

      Marcella, to her credit, keeps the session moving, guiding us with smooth efficiency. “All right, now just the bride between the groom and best man.”

      “We can go?” my father asks.

      “I think I have everything I need.” Marcella nods.

      Neither of my parents says a word as they exit the room.

      “If you need anything, I’ll be available,” Evelyn tells me.

      “My clutch?” I ask. She’d taken charge of it after the ceremony.

      “I’ll be right back with it.”

      “Thanks.” For her, my smile isn’t fake.

      Dorian and Brennan flank me, and the moment their weight is at my sides, the sense of ownership is suffocating. I feel small between them, dwarfed not just by their sheer size but by the unspoken power that radiates from them.

      Marcella snaps the image.

      There’s a click.

      Then another.

      Brennan’s gaze flicks toward Dorian, and they exchange glances that seem weighty, but I’m left out of whatever it is.

      A few minutes later, Evelyn returns. She catches my eye and places my purse on a table.

      When there’s finally a break in the photos, I seize my chance to escape—at least for a blissful few minutes. “Excuse me,” I murmur, already stepping away. “I need to freshen up.”

      Dorian captures my elbow.

      He has to know it’s a pretense. After all, Marcella’s team just fixed my appearance.

      “I need to use the restroom,” I clarify. At least he can’t object to that.

      He sweeps his gaze over me, studying my face. “Don’t be long.”

      It’s not a request.

      When I leave, Brennan shockingly follows me. Have I given up all semblance of freedom?

      In the relative safety of the powder room, I lean against a wall.

      Then I decide to see what kind of damage has been done to my reputation by Marcella and my husband.

      I go into one of the stalls for privacy and pull out my phone.

      There are messages waiting for me—from an unknown number, but I know instantly who they’re from.

      Oh my God, Isla. I’m so sorry. I just saw Scandalicious.

      A second follows.

      I never meant for you to take my place. But you have to understand—I couldn’t do it. Not with what I learned. I just couldn’t.

      I close my eyes. Then I read the final one.

      Please forgive me.

      Even though I don’t blame her for running, I hate being in this situation.

      My hands are shaking as I delete the messages.

      And since Margaux has already told me about Scandalicious, I decide not to look. I’m sure that it’s worse than I can imagine, and I’m sure that seeing it for myself will only make the rest of the night worse.

      Back in front of the bathroom vanity, I stare at my reflection. The woman looking back at me is a stranger—someone’s daughter, someone’s wife, someone’s possession.

      After squeezing my eyes shut for a moment, willing this all to go away, I adjust one of the pins in my hair. Unfortunately, that only seems to make things worse.

      When I exit the bathroom, Brennan is waiting for me. He hasn’t moved an inch.

      “Isla.”

      His voice is soft, but in a deep, rich, haunting baritone, sending a little, unexpected skitter up my spine.

      “Ready to go back?”

      Not ever. But I can’t say that to him, can I?

      He’s at my side as we return to the anteroom where cocktails are still being served.

      Face in a scowl, my father strides toward me. “A word, please, Isla.”

      With a polite nod, Brennan moves away.

      “Where the hell did you vanish to earlier?”

      I frown. None of your business.

      “We had a receiving line planned.” His voice is a terrible snarl.

      He has me cornered near a wall, and his fingers have curled into a fist at his side. His fury simmers just beneath the surface, but he won’t make a scene here. Not with these people watching.

      “I went where my husband decided I needed to go.”

      “You’re an embarrassment to this family.”

      My pulse accelerates, and heat flashes through me, a mixture of humiliation and anger. To him, that’s the worst insult he can hurl my way.

      “Did you fuck him?”

      Suddenly fury wins. If it wasn’t for him, none of this would be happening. “What if I did?” I challenge, my voice stronger than I thought possible. “This was your idea, remember? And he wanted the wedding to look legit so he can spin it. If you’re embarrassed by how I look, you should have thought that through before you fed me to a big, bad wolf.”

      A slow clap echoes behind me.

      I spin around.

      Dorian.

      “Well done, little one.”

      His approval sends a shiver down my spine.

      Brennan is at his side. Obviously the man sensed that my father was a threat and went to fetch Dorian.

      My husband uses his powerful body to force the judge back. Then he pulls me away from the wall and stands at my side. His presence is both threatening and protective.

      Brennan moves in a little, mimicking Dorian’s play.

      Then my husband levels a lethal glare at my father. When he speaks, all the charm is gone from Dorian’s voice. “You and I will be meeting after the father/daughter dance.”

      William bristles, but Dorian tilts his head toward me. “If she agrees to one, of course. But frankly, I wouldn’t blame her if she refused to speak to you again. And that would be rather unfortunate. For you.”

      My father goes pale. “Are you threatening me, Vale?”

      “Protecting what’s mine,” he counters easily. “Don’t cross me.”

      William sways a little.

      My mother hurries over, and she reaches for her husband’s hand, wrapping her beautifully manicured fingernails around his wrist like a delicate shackle.

      Dorian leans in, voice cold steel. “Just so we’re clear, be careful with how you speak to my wife, Judge. I have zero tolerance for disrespect. You’ve had your one and only warning. Understand?”

      My father goes from white to ashen.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” Then, smoothly, as if he hasn’t just threatened a powerful sitting judge, Dorian smiles at me. “Time for dinner, darling. Our guests are, indeed, waiting.”

      With that, he leads me away.

      My heart is still beating erratically from the confrontation.

      “You did well. I’m proud of you.”

      His words shouldn’t matter.

      So why do they?

      He strokes my wrist, his touch lingering on my pulse point. “Though I wouldn’t mind finishing what we started earlier. Since we’ve already been accused of it, should I take you back to that room and fuck you hard?”
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