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      For one of the bravest women I know. Even if you never read this book I want you to know how fucking strong I think you are, to have faced what you have and to still go out every day and try to make the world a brighter place. I love you, Piper, and I hope if you ever do read this that you feel I did your story, and the stories of all those who have faced these horrors, justice.
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      Jacob, Cordelia, and Ivy’s story deals very heavily with some topics readers may find upsetting. Religious trauma, sexual abuse of minors, child brides, physical abuse of minors. Most of this takes place “off page” and is described by the characters, but as always, if any of this content would be triggering to you, please consider your own mental health before continuing.

      Love,

      Stella
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          JACOB

        

      

    

    
      Something was wrong.

      It wasn’t just that he’d been summoned to his father’s office, which only ever happened when he was in serious trouble. The weight of that something hung in the air, thick and oppressive, threatening to smother him with every breath he took.

      Standing behind the heavy oak desk was the man himself. A prophet, though not the prophet as that honor still belonged to Jacob’s grandfather. From what he’d heard his mothers saying, the old man wasn’t long for this world. Soon, he’d be gone, and Harlan Redding would take his place as head of the church.

      The thought was enough to chill him to his very bones.

      People said they looked alike, Jacob and his father and his father’s father. Sometimes he could see it, around the eyes a bit. But he prayed every night to a God he wasn’t even sure was listening, that his mouth never developed that hard, cruel edge and that his eyes never burned with the righteous hatred he could see in Harlan’s gaze even now.

      “Jacob.” The deep timbre of the prophet’s voice seemed to echo off the walls. “For far too long, I’ve allowed my affection for you to blind me to the truth. You’ve been given far too much freedom, and it shows.”

      If years of training hadn’t been enough to keep Jacob silent, the shock of his father’s statement would have done the job. Affection? Freedom? Did his father even know what those words meant?

      Hands folded behind his back, Harlan stepped out from behind the desk, slowly approaching his only son. “It’s past time for you to put this foolishness behind you, Jacob. Time for you to finally step up and become a man.”

      The very air in his lungs seemed to freeze. In the church, there was only one thing that could mean, though he prayed with everything he had in him that he was wrong. “Sir?”

      “Marriage, son. A good wife has a way of settling a man’s spirit. And I have chosen a very good wife for you.”

      Behind him, the door to the office opened and Jacob instinctively turned, his stomach sinking to the floor at the sight of Ruthie, one of his sisters, being led into the room by Caleb Barlow.

      The implication was so horrific, Jacob’s mind refused to even process it at first. Child brides were not unusual in the church, but he’d never heard of anyone being forced to marry their sister. Although he and Ruthie didn’t share the same mother, he knew enough of what went on between a man and a woman to know that it wasn’t right to expect those things from someone he shared his father’s blood with.

      But as much as he wanted to scream, to rage at them for even suggesting this union, he knew he had to play his hand carefully. Being too bold was how he’d gotten himself into this mess and if he wanted to save himself and Ruthie, he needed to be careful. He needed to be smart.

      Rejecting her outright, implying in any way that she wasn’t good enough, pure enough, would only result in punishment for her. The deacons would declare her guilty of some fabricated sin and her father would delight in beating that sin out of her. He’d seen it happen with his sister Hannah when she’d been declared unfit to marry one of the Tanner boys a few years ago. The truth, Jacob knew, was that Elijah Tanner had taken his sister’s virginity against her will and then gone to the deacons, claiming she’d seduced him.

      She’d worn the bruises and cuts from that punishment for weeks afterward. And she’d never been allowed to marry, leaving her without even that protection, thin as it was, from the other men within the church.

      He could not, would not subject Ruthie to the same fate. Which meant he’d have to find some other way, any other way to delay the inevitable. Mind racing, he landed on feigning innocence, forcing his father to explain himself. “I’m not sure I understand. What is Ruthie doing here?”

      The smile that stretched across Harlan Redding’s face was cold. Evil, Jacob thought, but voicing such a sinful thought out loud would be a death sentence, only son or not. “The kingdom of heaven is more than just an idea, my son. It’s a very real place, a place we as prophets of the sacred truth will someday rule. As kings.”

      Turning, Harlan laid a hand on one of Ruthie’s shoulders, using his other to tilt her chin up. Fear shone in the child’s eyes, making Jacob’s stomach churn. “The kings of old believed in keeping their bloodlines pure. One generation to the next, never allowing anyone to taint their children. I believe they were right.”

      Arguing would only make his father angry, but he needed some reason, some excuse that would delay this atrocity until he could figure a way out of it for good. “I thought I was supposed to be spending my days with the deacons. Keeping myself holy until my ordination day.”

      “You will still have plenty of time for your studies. And there is nothing holier than the bond between a husband and his wife.”

      “I understand. And I am sure Ruthie will make a fine wife for me someday.” The lie made him want to vomit, but he forced himself to play along. “But I don’t think I’m ready to take on the role of husband just yet. You said it yourself, that I have a rebellious spirit. Certainly a man like that should not be given the honor of a wife until he learns to tame himself.”

      There. That sounded sufficiently pious, didn’t it?

      But if the slight flaring of his father’s nostrils was anything to judge by, he’d missed the mark. “This isn’t a discussion, Jacob. You will marry Ruthie this Saturday. The prophet has spoken.”

      You aren’t the prophet. Again he held his tongue against words that would only end in suffering for himself and likely Ruthie as well.

      Heart pounding against his chest, he swallowed hard against the sudden dryness in his throat. “Father, if we could just sit down and discuss this, I think you’d see⁠—”

      Harlan lifted a hand, effectively cutting him off. “Caleb, would you please open the door?”

      With a deferential nod, Caleb turned and twisted the doorknob, and Jacob could barely hear what his father said next over the roar of his own blood in his ears.

      His youngest sister, sweet little Sarabeth, stepped inside, her face lighting with joy at the sight of Harlan, and Jacob’s heart split in two. At just barely five years old, she hadn’t learned to fear him yet. Hadn’t learned how needlessly cruel their father could be.

      But she was about to, unless Jacob did as he was told.

      Terror crawled up his spine as he jerked his head up to meet his father’s gaze. And in the pale gray, Jacob saw not just the hatred he’d come to expect but a glee that turned his blood to ice in his veins.

      With his eyes locked on Jacob’s, Harlan reached for his belt, slowly opening the buckle and sliding the leather through the loops of his starched dress pants. “Caleb. You’ll need to hold Sarabeth for me. It’s her first time.”

      His entire life, Jacob had only felt the lash of his father’s belt a few times. But Harlan had quickly learned that while Jacob could and would bear his own punishment with silent stoicism and then immediately return to his ‘rebellious ways’, he couldn’t so easily shrug off his sisters’ pain. He’d been ten the first time one of his sisters had been called to take his punishment for him. A decade later he still remembered her screams, the way she’d pleaded with him to make it stop, because they’d both known that it was his fault.

      After that, he’d learned to obey quickly. Sometimes his temper still got the best of him and one of his sisters paid the price. Always with him in attendance. Making him watch was his punishment. One time, Jacob had hidden in the barn for three days when his father had declared that Hannah would bear his punishment for speaking out of turn in church. Harlan had waited him out, refusing to dole out the punishment until Jacob was there to bear witness. And he’d added extra lashes for Jacob’s defiance.

      It was the first and last time he’d ever tried to evade his father’s discipline.

      Movement from the corner of his eye caught Jacob’s attention and he glanced over to see Sarabeth struggling against Caleb’s hold.

      “Stop it! I don’t like this game! Jacob, tell him to stop!”

      The fear in her sweet, high voice snapped Jacob out of the trance he’d been in. “Okay!” He could hear the panic in his own voice, hated himself for the weakness. “I’ll do it, I’ll marry her. Just leave Sarabeth alone.”

      Still holding the folded leather in his hand, Harlan waited, his gaze boring into Jacob as if he could see down to his very soul. And maybe he could. He was a Prophet of the Sacred Truth, after all.

      The clock on the wall ticked off the seconds as father and son waged a silent battle. Until, at long last, Harlan nodded ever so slightly to Caleb. The older man released his hold on Sarabeth who immediately ran into Jacob’s arms. And though he knew he shouldn’t give his father any more ammunition to use his love for his sisters against him, he couldn’t turn her away. Bending down, he scooped her up into his arms, settling her on his hip and bouncing her gently as he met his father’s burning gaze.

      “It’s settled, then. On Saturday there will be a wedding. And my son will finally be a man.”

      Taking that as a dismissal, he turned and walked stiffly out of his father’s office, a sniffling Sarabeth still perched on his hip.

      Three days. He had three short days to figure out how to save himself, and the sisters he loved.
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        * * *

      

      Jacob

      

      Sleep eluded him. There was no clock in his room to tell him how long he’d lain there, staring up at the darkened ceiling, but he was certain it had been hours.

      How was he going to fix this? Marrying Ruthie condemned her to a life of being used for her own brother’s carnal pleasures. Forced to carry children he was certain the Lord would consider an abomination. Nothing the church explicitly taught said so, but he knew the truth of it in his bones.

      But refusing would mean a painful punishment for Sarabeth, not to mention what his rejection would mean for Ruthie. And Jacob had no doubt if that wasn’t enough to gain his compliance, his father would simply work his way through his daughters until his son finally obeyed.

      An impossible decision. No matter what he chose, someone he loved would suffer.

      He couldn’t help but wonder if that was the real reason his father had chosen Ruthie. To punish him in the cruelest way he could imagine by forcing him to be complicit in the torment of someone he loved.

      The creaking of his bedroom door had him shooting up in bed, his heart pounding as he watched the slender figure, draped in a nightgown that covered her from neck to ankle, slip into his room.

      “You’re awake. Good.” Hannah’s voice was low, but firm, and when his eyes met hers in the moonlight he saw the determination burning there.

      “What’s going on? You’re not supposed to be in here. They’ll… you know what father will do if you’re caught.”

      “I can take it. I have taken it.”

      Grief twisted a knife deep in his heart. “I know. I'm sorry.”

      “I don’t need your apologies, Jacob. I need your action. We need your action.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Settling on his bed, Hannah pulled a note from her pocket, pressing it into the palm of his hand. “There’s a man I’ve been talking to, when I go to the protests at that place in town they call the den of iniquity. I want you to find him, give him this note. They’ll send help, I know they will.”

      Staring down at the neatly folded paper in his hand, he tried to understand what she was saying. “I can’t. If I leave, they’ll…” He swallowed hard. “It was Sarabeth this time.”

      The words that slipped from Hannah’s lips blistered his ears. He didn’t even know what they meant, but he was certain they’d earn her a hell of a whipping if anyone but him overheard. “I can’t believe he’d…” Pausing, she let out a short, bitter laugh. “Of course I can. But still. She’s just a baby.”

      “I know. That’s why I can’t go. I need to be here to protect her.”

      “That’s why you have to go.” Urgency infused her tone as she leaned in, gripping his arms. “They won’t hurt her without you here to bear witness. You know that. It’s the way it’s always been for you. And Ruthie… well, hopefully he’ll be too focused on finding you to try and marry her off before you get us out.”

      She was right. He knew she was right. And yet, the thought of leaving, of not being here to protect his sisters with what little power he had sat in his gut like a rock. “Who is Zachary?”

      Something flickered in her eyes, but the room was too dark for him to really identify it. “I don’t know, exactly. Police, I think. He’s been making nice with us at the protests but I saw him one day, talking to some giant of a man outside that ‘den of iniquity’. I’ve been feeding him information, hoping it gets to the right people but there’s only so much I can tell him with the others hovering so close by and we can't wait any longer for them to come rescue us. You need to go and you need to tell them what’s happening and you need to send help. I’ll do what I can to protect our family while you’re gone.”

      “How? This place is guarded night and day. I’d never get free.”

      “Go to the protest tomorrow. Don’t ask permission, just put on your ‘only son of the prophet’ act and tell them you’re going. Slip away, and find a way into the building. I think there’s another entrance, maybe in the back because they’ve stopped using the front door. Find Zach, or anyone, I don’t care, and give them that note.”

      Was this really the solution? Was abandoning his family the only way to save them?

      Just the thought was enough to tear him in two. But the more he thought about it, the longer he sat there in the dark with Hannah watching him with those wide, determined eyes, the more the plan made sense.

      “Okay.” Dragging air into lungs that suddenly felt too tight, he nodded once. “I’ll go. And I’ll get you out. I’ll get you all out. I swear, Hannah, when I come back, I’m coming with an army.”
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          IVY

        

      

    

    
      Silas Redding is my husband.

      Those words rang in Ivy’s mind over and over again, nearly drowning out the conversation happening around her.

      Cordelia, her best friend, her lover, her Domme had lied to her. Kept the world’s biggest fucking secret from her for years. If Ivy ever dared to keep even the smallest thing from Cordelia, she found herself over her woman’s knees getting her bottom blistered until she finally confessed. It didn’t happen often, but it was one of Cordelia’s biggest rules, one she enforced without hesitation.

      The irony was not lost on her.

      But as furious as she was, as hurt as she was, this wasn’t about her. Looking over, she took in Cordelia’s profile. The curve of her jaw, currently clenched tight, the long, dark lashes that framed those gorgeously green eyes Ivy had fallen in love with well before they’d taken the leap from friends to lovers. Every muscle in her body was tense, as if braced for a fight.

      Or preparing to run.

      Reaching over, Ivy threaded her fingers through Cordelia’s, giving her hand a gentle squeeze. Cordelia looked down, almost as if she was surprised to find Ivy's hand there. And although she looked away again without meeting Ivy’s gaze, her fingers closed around Ivy’s hand in a tight fist.

      Following Cordelia’s line of sight, Ivy looked over at the young man they’d run into outside the club. Their club. Their home, their safe place. Knowing he’d come so close to the door, that he could have run into anyone, had that anger she was trying so hard to push down bubbling back to the surface.

      Jacob Redding. Grandson of Silas Redding who, from what she’d pieced together, was head of The Prophets of the Sacred Truth. The same cult Cordelia had escaped as a teenager. The people who had her screaming herself awake once every few months or so when the nightmares came for her.

      He looked so… harmless. Young, much younger than her and Cordelia if she had to guess. Dressed in a perfectly pressed suit with thick brown hair brushed back from a face she didn’t want to find attractive.

      It was the eyes that drew her in. Pale gray, and filled with what was either true fear or a damn good imitation of it. Like the attraction, she didn’t want to feel the pity stirring in her chest at the sight of those terror-filled eyes.

      “All right, Jacob.” Leaning back against Braden’s desk, Holden Prescott folded his arms across his massive chest and stared down their guest. Tall and built like a fucking redwood, he didn’t even have to try and look intimidating, but he was definitely putting in the extra effort just then. “You said you came here for help. What kind of help?”

      “Um.” Swallowing hard, Jacob rubbed his hands on his dress pants, wrinkling them in the process. “I’m supposed to talk to Zachary. Are you Zachary?”

      “Zach works for me. Anything you need to ask him, you can ask me.”

      “Oh.” Relief flashed across Jacob’s face as he reached into his pants pocket.

      Instantly, every man in the room was on their feet, surrounding him. Shrinking back, he jerked his hand from his pocket, holding his palms up in instinctive surrender.

      “Oh for fuck’s sake.” Letting go of Ivy’s hand, Cordelia jumped to her feet, shoving past them to stand in front of Jacob, turning her back on him to glare at the group of large, intimidating Doms. “Can’t you see he’s fucking terrified already? Back off.”

      “He could have a weapon.” Ice, the bad boy rockstar of the group, didn’t take his eyes off Jacob. None of the men did.

      Despite being several inches shorter than all of them even in her heels, Cordelia held her own. “Holden patted him down before we brought him inside. Now back the fuck off before I make you all back the fuck off.”

      That’s my girl. Even as serious as the situation was, it was still hot as fuck watching her woman take on all those big bad Doms.

      Turning away from them, Cordelia crouched in front of Jacob, her voice dropping to a low, soothing tone usually reserved for Ivy, and she hated herself a little for the twist of jealousy in her gut. It was petty and mean, and completely uncalled for given the situation. And yet, there it was, and even the silent lecture she gave herself about not being jealous of Cordelia just trying to help someone in obvious need didn’t seem to shake it.

      “What do you need to show us, honey?”

      Jacob looked up, his gaze darting from one man to the next, but Cordelia lifted a hand, snapping her fingers to draw his attention back to her. “Eyes on me, Jacob. Only me. You ignore them for right now. Understood?”

      Everything about Jacob visibly relaxed. His shoulders dropped, the slight tremble in his hands disappeared as he lowered them to his lap and nodded. “Y-yes, ma’am.”

      “Good. Now, reach very slowly into your pocket so we don’t spook the goon squad and show me what you have in there.”

      A rumble of annoyance rolled through the ‘goon squad’ and Ivy had to swallow a laugh. Not only was it likely to earn her a round of glares from the men, she doubted Cordelia would appreciate it given the seriousness of what was happening. And she was a hell of a lot more scared of her woman’s wrath than any of the men surrounding her.

      Obviously Jacob wasn’t scared of Cordelia though, judging by the way he was staring at her, like she was his guardian angel. Then again, he’d never seen or felt the way she wielded a flogger or paddle or crop to teach a naughty little subbie a lesson. And yeah, maybe it was petty, but that knowledge helped to loosen the knots of envy in Ivy’s gut.

      Reaching into his pocket, slowly, like he’d been instructed, Jacob pulled out a piece of paper. When Cordelia held out her hand, he placed it into her palm.

      “Thank you, Jacob. May I read this?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Hannah—my sister—she said I could give it to any of you. Anyone who knows Zachary. She, um, she said she’s been talking to him. Giving him information about our church.”

      “Hannah. Fuck,” Holden muttered, pulling out his phone and tapping out a message. “Does she know who he is? Who he works for?”

      “No. I don’t think so. She said she thought he was with the police. But she said I could trust him. That I could trust you.”

      “And you can,” Cordelia said in that same soothing tone. “Don’t let them frighten you, Jacob. They look mean, but Holden, that’s the giant guy Zach works for, he’d put his own life on the line to keep anyone in this room safe from harm. And that includes you. Do you believe me, Jacob?”

      “He would?”

      “I would,” Holden confirmed in his usual gruff tone. “Unless I thought you were a threat to my family.”

      Rising to her feet, Cordelia spun to glare at him. “Seriously? Lay off the alpha caveman routine for five fucking minutes, Holden.”

      “I’ll lay off once we’ve determined he’s not a threat.”

      “You’ll lay off because I said to.”

      “You aren’t in charge here, Cordelia.”

      Cordelia’s lips pulled back in a snarl. “Try and pull rank on me and see how far it gets you.”

      Pushing up from her chair, Ivy slipped between Holden and Beckett, her eyes locked on her woman. “Hey. Dee. It’s okay.” Keeping her voice low, just like Cordelia had done with Jacob, Ivy reached for her, running her hands up and down Cordelia’s arms. “Holden’s just trying to help. He loves you and wants to keep you safe. To keep us safe.”

      Bottle green eyes snapped to hers and Cordelia’s nostrils flared slightly as she breathed in deeply. The reminder that Holden was protecting all of them, and that everyone included Ivy, seemed to settle her. “You’re right. Of course you’re right. Thank you, blossom.”

      Stepping closer, Ivy slid her arms around Cordelia’s neck. “I could really use a hug.”

      In reality, it was Cordelia who needed the comfort. But she’d been with Cordelia Summers long enough to know that she wouldn’t take it just then, wouldn’t let herself be seen as weak, not in front of all these people.

      But taking care of Ivy was a completely different story. Just as she’d expected, Cordelia wrapped her arms around Ivy’s waist, pulling her close.

      “Thank you, baby,” she whispered in Ivy’s ear. “You’re a good girl.”

      Pulling back, Ivy flashed her a teasing grin. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I just wanted a hug.”

      Cordelia cocked an eyebrow, but amusement danced in her eyes despite the attempt to look stern. “Uh-huh. We’ll deal with that little lie when we get home.”

      Her lie? What about Cordelia’s lies? Like the fact that she was married?

      Anger sparked in her chest at the thought of being punished, no matter how playfully, for her supposed ‘lie’. And immediately on the heels of that anger came guilt. This wasn’t the time or the place to have it out with Cordelia, not when they were discussing how to help the boy in front of them, a boy who had apparently just escaped an extremely harrowing situation.

      At the same time, she also couldn’t bring herself to give her normal, submissive answer. Instead, she simply lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Sure.”

      Cordelia’s eyes narrowed slightly, but apparently she’d decided it also wasn’t the time, because she didn’t push the issue. Instead, she looked down at the paper in her hand. With another deep inhale, she unfolded the note, her eyes scanning the words on the page.

      “It’s basically just her explaining to Zach that Jacob’s her brother and that we can trust him. It says…” Trailing off, she swallowed hard, and her voice was rough with emotion when she continued. “She’s begging us to send help.”

      “They want me to marry my sister, Ruthie.” Jacob’s voice trembled slightly when he spoke, but fire sparked in his eyes. “Father says it’s what kings do, but he’s wrong. I know he’s wrong. But if I defy him…”

      “You can’t defy him,” Cordelia finished softly, squeezing her eyes shut. And when she opened them again, Ivy’s heart shattered at the ghosts haunting that dark green. “I know. I get it.”

      “I’ve heard of you,” Jacob said, and once again every person in the room was on alert, including Ivy who instinctively stepped closer to Cordelia, pressing herself against her softness.

      “You have?” Cordelia’s words were a whip crack, sharp enough to have Jacob’s eyes going round. “How? What have you heard?”

      “Just whispers. I never heard your name. Just that one of grandfather’s wives had escaped a long time ago. I was young when it happened, only four or five, I think. But even in our house it was big news. Everyone talked about it for weeks at the time and every now and then someone still brings it up. Nobody ever mentions you by name, but you’re something of a legend in our family.”

      “Fucking hell.” Muttering under his breath, Holden ran his hands through his thick silver hair. “Maybe we should talk about that safe house after all, Cordelia.”

      Safe house? What safe house?

      More secrets. More lies. Her stomach twisted, so many emotions running rampant inside her she could barely breathe through them.

      “No.” With her arm tightening even further around Ivy’s waist, Cordelia shook her head. “You’re not sending me away, not now. There isn’t a single person in this room who knows more about The Prophets and what Jacob’s dealing with than I do. I’m not letting you or him face this on your own.”

      Despite the hurt and anger churning inside her, pride welled in Ivy’s chest. She knew Cordelia was terrified of these people, and yet, she was willing to set that all aside to take care of some boy she’d just met.

      And he was a boy. If he’d only been four or five when Cordelia had left home at the tender age of sixteen, that meant he was at most twenty or twenty-one now. Almost a full decade younger than her and Cordelia both. A boy, being forced into things even the strongest men she knew would balk at. Knowing that, knowing he’d put himself at risk to save his sisters only added to the attraction she didn’t want to feel for him.

      Braden stepped forward. “All right. I don’t think we’re going to get anything decided tonight. I need to get Lottie home and we all need to give Cordelia some space to think about how she wants to move forward. Holden, do you have somewhere safe Jacob can stay until we sort through all of this?”

      “Yeah. I’ve got a few buildings in the city and I keep a couple of the apartments open for situations like this. I’ll get him set up, put Zach on him at least for the night. One of the things we’ll need to talk about is whether or not it’s worth sending Zach in deeper.”

      The thought of anyone, even one of Holden’s men, going into that place chilled Ivy to her bones.

      “No!” Eyes wild, Jacob leapt from his seat. “You can’t send anyone in there. If they learn who he is… No,” he repeated, shaking his head. “It’s too dangerous. For him and for my family. Others have seen him talking to Hannah and they’ll hurt her again if they find out.”

      “Again?” Though he’d mostly stayed silent, it was Beckett who spoke up now.

      “Yes. Again. It took her weeks to heal the last time. Father might actually kill her if he thinks she’s done something… impure.”

      A horrified silence fell over the room. It was Cordelia who broke it, letting go of her hold on Ivy to approach Jacob again, taking his large hands in hers, her eyes boring into his pale gaze.

      “We won’t let that happen.” Even though Ivy knew this had to be bringing up trauma she hadn’t faced in years, Cordelia’s voice rang out strong and clear. “You have my word, Jacob. We will do everything in our power to keep your family safe, and to get you and your sisters out of there for good. Do you trust me to do that, Jacob?”

      Whatever he saw in Cordelia’s eyes, it seemed to do the trick. He still looked terrified, but he nodded, his gaze locked on hers.

      “Yes, ma’am. I trust you.”
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          CORDELIA

        

      

    

    
      Tired. She was so fucking tired, right down to her bones.

      But as she steered her car toward the apartment she and Ivy shared, she knew the night wasn’t over yet. Beside her, Ivy sat silent, her hands clasped tightly in her lap as she watched the city pass them by.

      There were conversations they needed to have, things she needed to tell Ivy that she should have told her ages ago. But, selfishly, part of her hoped those conversations could wait until morning. Until she’d gotten some sleep and maybe cleared her head a bit.

      Neither of them said a word as she parked in the garage attached to their building. Last year, they’d moved to a more upscale apartment complex, thanks to the promotion Cordelia had busted her ass to get and the extra money they’d banked from the online auctions they’d thought had been run by Club BDE. As it had turned out, they were being run on the side by one of Braden’s ex-employees and as soon as Braden had discovered them he’d shut the auctions down.

      The money had been nice while it lasted, especially since she and Ivy enjoyed playing with others anyway. Might as well tuck some money away for a rainy day while doing something they loved, right?

      But even without the auctions, they were finally able to afford a nicer place, so they’d moved into a much larger apartment on the other side of town. Three bedrooms, with one serving as a spare room for guests while the other they’d converted into an office-slash-closet to give them plenty of space for their clothes. Between their day jobs and the outfits they wore to the club, they needed the extra space.

      Eventually, she wanted to buy them a house. Somewhere permanent, somewhere that was theirs in every possible way. But they were both happy with the apartment for now, though they did enjoy scrolling through the listings on various real estate apps just to see if anything caught their eye.

      With the car parked and the engine off, Cordelia climbed out of the driver's side, making her way around the vehicle to let Ivy out. But instead of waiting for her, like she’d done every single day since they’d made that leap from friends to lovers, Ivy opened her own door and stepped out.

      “What are you doing, little girl?”

      Ivy froze, looking down at her hand still on the handle of the car door, and blinked. “I… sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

      Pity stirred in Cordelia’s chest. Her poor babygirl. “It’s all right, blossom. We had a long night, didn’t we?”

      “Yeah.”

      Taking Ivy’s hand, Cordelia pulled her close, burying her face in her girl’s hair. The feel of her Ivy in her arms settled her in a way nothing else could. “I’m sorry. I never wanted any of this to touch you.”

      “I know.”

      There was an edge to Ivy’s voice that had Cordelia biting back a sigh. She couldn’t blame Ivy for being upset, all things considered, but god she was exhausted. “We should get inside.”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      Those two little words unraveled some of the knots in Cordelia’s stomach. Taking Ivy’s hand, she led her girl inside and to their apartment. Ivy immediately moved to take Cordelia’s suit jacket, and as they went through their usual ‘after the club’ routine, the tension seemed to drain from Ivy’s body. Service was her love language, and when she was upset or stressed, nothing calmed her more than doing things for the people she loved.

      That, or being brought to tears over Cordelia’s knee and then forced to come until she nearly passed out.

      But tonight, she seemed to need the service, so Cordelia let her go through their routine. Standing beside the front door, she looked down as Ivy knelt at her feet to untie her boots. Affection and guilt tangled inside her, squeezing her lungs so tightly she could barely breathe as she stepped out of one boot and then the other so Ivy could set them on the shoe rack in the entryway.

      Tomorrow, Ivy would take them to their closet, put them in their assigned box. She would do it without being asked, because it was her nature. It was how she loved, and just then Cordelia couldn't remember a time she’d ever felt so humbled by her girl’s service.

      Jacket, boots, dress shirt, pants. Ivy undressed Cordelia, and then herself, hanging up what needed to be put away, tossing what needed to be washed in the hamper. Then she retrieved Cordelia’s favorite pajamas from the drawer and they both dressed for bed.

      Sitting on the edge of the bed they’d shared for more than two years now, Cordelia beckoned to her girl, tapping her knee in silent command. Ivy hesitated, just a moment, but that moment was enough to have fear lodging in Cordelia’s throat.

      But then Ivy took one slow step forward, then another, before kneeling at Cordelia’s feet, her head bowed for the final part of their bedtime routine.

      “We need to talk,” Cordelia said softly, running her hand over Ivy’s dark tresses. “But not tonight. Tomorrow, after we’ve both had a good night’s sleep.”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “I love you, Ivy Mae.”

      With a quiet sigh, Ivy turned her head to rest her cheek on Cordelia’s thigh, left bare by the shorts she’d chosen to sleep in. “I love you, too. Are you… never mind.”

      “You know how I feel about that, little girl. You start a question, you finish the question.”

      Silence fell between them, and Cordelia let it stretch, knowing her girl would eventually come clean. Ivy didn’t need constant reminders to behave, and though she sometimes struggled to submit right away, she almost always did as she was told.

      Tonight, however, was apparently one of those rare times when Ivy was not going to submit without a fight. “I’m too tired for this right now. Can we please just go to bed and talk about it tomorrow?”

      Cordelia’s instinct was to push the issue. Put Ivy over her knee and spank it out of her if she had to. It had worked for them in the past and she had no doubt it would work now.

      But truth be told, her girl really did sound tired. Almost as tired as Cordelia felt herself. If she pushed Ivy to talk to her when they were both so bone-tired, the odds were good one or both of them would end up saying something they regretted.

      Tomorrow, then. Tomorrow was soon enough for the talk they needed to have.

      “All right, blossom. We can go to bed. Hold your hair up for me, baby.”

      Sliding her hands up under her hair, Ivy lifted the long locks from her neck for the final part of their nighttime routine. Cordelia unhooked the necklace Ivy wore every day, the one Cordelia had given her their very first Christmas together. A flower for her little blossom, with every petal a different gemstone.

      The light from the lamp beside the bed caught the stones, sending a rainbow of light dancing over Cordelia’s hand.

      It wasn’t just a necklace. It was a symbol of the promises they’d made to one another, the life they’d decided to build together. Not for the first time, she felt the weight of her role in their relationship, the responsibility of not just being Ivy’s lover, but her Domme. The person Ivy should be able to turn to, to lean on, to ask anything of without hesitation.

      I’ll fix this, baby. I swear I will.

      With that silent vow, she carefully hung the necklace on its stand and helped Ivy to her feet so her babygirl could climb into bed. Switching the lamp off, she pulled Ivy into her arms, and willed herself to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Jacob

      

      Sleep eluded him, yet again.

      He’d thought maybe it would be easier here, away from home, in the opulent apartment they’d placed him in for the time being. At his fingertips was everything he could possibly want and more. Not only was the kitchen stocked with eggs and meat and plenty of fresh vegetables, there had been a box of rich chocolates waiting on the counter. At Zachary’s insistence, he’d eaten one, embarrassing himself by actually moaning out loud as the sweet taste of it melted on his tongue.

      Sugar was poison, or so he’d been told, but it was a really, really tasty poison. If his father ever found out, no doubt he’d be punished for such indulgences.

      That thought brought with it worry over his sisters’ current situation. Was Hannah keeping her promise to watch over Sarabeth? Was his father sticking to his usual plan, waiting until Jacob’s return to dish out whatever punishment he deemed fit?

      He had to be. There was no point in punishing sweet little Sarabeth if Jacob wasn't there to watch. And yet, the worry still plagued him.

      Deciding that there had to be some better use of his time than lying in bed worrying, Jacob slipped quietly from his bedroom and into the living room. There was a television, larger than any he’d ever seen before hanging from the wall and Zachary had shown him how to use it, even offering to let Jacob pick a show for them to watch before they went their separate ways.

      Back home, they had tvs but nothing as grand as this. And they’d only had whatever local channels were available. They didn’t have any of the… river programs? No, that wasn’t right. Creek?

      Streaming! The streaming programs, as Zachary had called them, were something entirely new to Jacob. Hundreds upon hundreds of options for him to choose from, so many that he’d found the choices entirely overwhelming and had eventually returned the controls back to Zachary, who had turned on a show about a group of friends living together in a big city. New York, he thought. Mostly the show hadn’t made much sense to Jacob, but Zachary seemed to find it amusing, so he hadn’t complained. Mostly, though, he’d watched Zachary, studying his reactions, what he laughed at and what he didn’t.

      If Jacob and his sisters were going to be a part of the world outside the church, they’d need to learn how to fit in. At least, that’s how Jacob saw it. Perhaps Hannah and the others would have a different plan, but he couldn’t ask them. Zachary had given him something called a ‘burner phone’—though he wasn’t sure why anyone would want to set a phone on fire—but none of his sisters had their own phones back at the compound. Reaching any of them would mean going through their husbands or worse, his father, and he couldn't risk putting any of them in that kind of danger.

      Besides, he didn’t actually know any of their phone numbers.

      Swallowing hard against the grief and guilt stuck in his throat, he picked up the remote and pressed the button that would turn the tv on. Sound filled the large room, making him jump, and a moment later Zachary came rushing out of his bedroom wearing nothing but a pair of very small shorts and holding a gun in his hand.

      “Oh. It’s just you.” Laughing, Zachary ran a hand through his hair, which only made it stick up even more than it already was. “I thought someone had broken in.”

      “Sorry. I couldn’t sleep and I thought… I’ll turn it off.”

      “Nah, man, it’s cool. Just need to turn the volume down a bit. Here, I’ll show you.” Taking the remote from Jacob’s hand, Zachary showed him the controls for the volume before handing it back. “Night. Don’t stay up too late.”

      “I won’t.”

      Yawning, Zachary headed back to his room and Jacob hit what he thought was the button to open one of the streaming services. Instead, a box popped up, prompting him to change the picture and the brightness.

      It took him several more tries and nearly twenty minutes to get what he wanted, but he eventually got there. And even though nobody was around to see his accomplishment, he grinned up at the television as he scanned the contents. He was learning things already.

      Pride is one of the seven deadly sins, Jacob.

      Ignoring his father’s voice in his head, he clicked the button to move onto the next movie and then the next, reading the little descriptions under each as they scrolled by. Some looked funny, others sad. Still others had pictures of people holding knives dripping with red and he was very sure he did not want to watch anything with that much blood, so he bypassed those without even bothering to read the descriptions.

      Then he stopped on one with a picture of a woman dressed just like his mothers and his sisters. All in beige other than her white apron, her hair in a single braid pulled over her shoulder. Her face was covered in shadow, so he had no idea if it was someone he knew or not, but the title… the title had his blood running cold.

      Prophets of Pain and Suffering.

      It took him three tries to click on the movie for the full description, his hands were trembling so bad. But when he did, his heart slammed against his ribcage at what he read.

      A movie. About his church.

      He shouldn’t watch it. The deacons would say they were all liars. Heretics. Blasphemers sent by Satan himself to destroy the church.

      But then again… wasn’t he one of them now?

      Lifting the remote, he pointed it at the tv screen, and hit play.
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          IVY

        

      

    

    
      As it did every morning, regardless of the day, the soft beeping of her alarm woke Ivy. While Cordelia was a relatively light sleeper, she’d gotten used to the soft chirping of Ivy’s phone pretty quickly, and most days she slept through it. Occasionally, she’d wake along with Ivy, and if it was a weekend morning Cordelia would keep her pinned to the bed, not letting her up to start her morning routine until she’d come at least three times.

      Those were some of the best mornings, even if it did put Ivy way behind on her routine.

      Today, however, Cordelia slept through. Which was probably a good thing given how heavy Ivy’s stomach still felt after the events of the night before.

      Cordelia was right. They needed to talk, and the sooner the better. But how could she talk about it when just thinking about all those secrets made her want to throw up?

      Routine. She needed her routine. Crawling over Cordelia’s still-sleeping form, Ivy slipped from the bed and tiptoed to the bathroom. Pee, wash her hands, brush her teeth, wash her face. In that order, always.

      As she’d hoped, each step helped to settle her a little bit more. So that by the time she padded her way into the kitchen to start Cordelia’s coffee, she was feeling a bit steadier. A little hungry even, which was a good sign. With the coffee brewing, she pulled out everything she’d need for pancakes. The ones with chocolate chips, because Cordelia had a sweet tooth, though she’d never admit it to anyone else.

      Humming softly to herself, Ivy went through the steps one by one until she had the first pancake bubbling on the electric griddle Cordelia had bought for her on a whim when they’d been out shopping one day.

      “Mmm. Morning, baby.” Soft, familiar arms slid around Ivy’s waist, and she instinctively leaned back into her woman’s embrace. “Something smells good.”

      “Chocolate chip pancakes. Or they will be once I add the chips. But not this one because⁠—”

      “The first pancake never turns out right,” Cordelia finished for her with a low laugh. “But I wasn’t talking about pancakes.”

      Taking the bowl from Ivy, Cordelia set it aside before spinning her around and lifting her up onto the counter in a move that stole Ivy’s breath. She’d always been taller and stronger than Ivy, but Beckett and Ice had somehow convinced her to start working out with them and lately her woman had moves.

      “Dee!” she squealed in half-protest. “Let me down! I need to make breakfast.”

      “What you need to do, is whatever I say. Isn’t that right, blossom?”

      Why should I?

      The question flitted through Ivy’s mind, shocking her. Not once in all her years as a submissive had she ever questioned why she should obey someone. It was such a part of her, right down to her very soul, that even when she was being a brat there was no question that she would eventually obey.

      She tried to put it aside. Tried to ignore the heaviness that settled back in her stomach with that one unfamiliar question.

      But when she closed her eyes, all she could see was Cordelia in that alleyway, telling everyone she had a husband that Ivy knew nothing about.

      Cordelia going toe to toe with Holden, telling him they wouldn’t be going to the safe house Ivy knew nothing about.

      What else didn’t she know?

      Stop it. This is Cordelia. The woman you love, and she needs you right now.

      Right. If Cordelia needed her, then it was her job to be there for her. To submit, to let herself be used. It was what she craved, what she lived for.

      Doing her best to put everything else aside, she focused on the feel of Cordelia’s soft hands on her calf, traveling up her leg with gentle, sure strokes. But when those same fingers brushed against the inside of her thigh, the thought of letting Cordelia touch her there made her stomach give a single, nauseating roll.

      It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Tears pooled behind her eyes, slipped down her cheeks as she dragged in a shuddering breath.

      Wrong, wrong, this is all wrong.

      “Dee. Stop.”

      Her woman’s laughter vibrated against the inside of her thigh, a low chuckle that normally sent shivers up Ivy’s spine.

      Not this time.

      “Dee. I said stop.”

      “Babygirl, I’m just getting started.”

      Soft, warm lips pressed against her skin, closer and closer to where she should have been quivering with need. Anger, fear, and a dozen other emotions she couldn’t name slammed into her with every kiss.

      “Red! Fucking red, Cordelia!”

      Pushing slowly to her feet, Cordelia took a step back, her hands up to show she wasn’t touching her anymore and her beautiful green eyes full of worry. “Okay, baby. I stopped. I’m sorry I didn’t listen before.” Her voice was soft, soothing, and it only pissed Ivy off even more. She didn’t want to be soothed, not when she had so many reasons to be angry.

      “Ivy. Baby. What’s wrong? Talk to me.”

      She should. She knew she should talk to her. Lay out all her anger, her worries, her fears.

      But the words wouldn’t come. They tangled in her chest, refusing to budge. Everything just felt so big, like if she gave voice to what was inside her it might break her in ways that could never be repaired.

      Break them in ways they could never put back together.

      “Nothing. I need to finish breakfast.”

      Eyes narrowing, Cordelia took a step forward. “You don’t safeword for nothing, Ivy Mae. Turn the griddle off, then go sit your butt on the sofa so we can talk about what just happened. Breakfast can wait.”

      The hint of anger in Cordelia’s tone threatened to break her. She really had the nerve to be pissed off when she was the one who’d lied? The one who’d kept secrets? The one who’d refused to listen?

      Sliding from the counter, Ivy ignored the order and scooped the slightly burned pancake from the griddle and tossed it in the trash can.

      Glad I didn’t waste any chocolate chips on that one.

      “Ivy Mae. Turn that griddle off right now.”

      “Your coffee should be ready. I haven’t had a chance to make it for you, yet.” Even as she said the words, her stomach churned. None of this was right. But she couldn’t bring herself to make that damn coffee with exactly the amount of milk and sugar Cordelia liked knowing the woman she loved had lied to her.

      “Ivy. Baby.” The firmness left Cordelia’s voice, turning it soft and pleading, tearing at Ivy’s chest. “We need to talk about whatever this is. Please turn the griddle off.”

      “Fine!” Wrenching the knob to the left, she turned it off and whirled on Cordelia, her mind and heart both racing. “I’m going out.”

      “Like hell you are, little girl.” Snagging Ivy’s arm, Cordelia pulled her close, her eyes blazing a bright green that normally would have made Ivy tremble with the delicious fear of a submissive who knows she’s in big trouble. But now, it only added to the fury bubbling in her veins. “You are staying right here and we are going to talk. That is non-negotiable. What is up for negotiation is whether that discussion happens with you over my knee or not. Your choice, blossom.”

      Part of her wanted the spanking. Maybe a good punishment would cleanse all big, messy emotions enough for her to think clearly.

      But the thought of letting Cordelia touch her, forget punishing her just then made her stomach roll.

      “No.”

      Mouth hanging open, Cordelia just stared at her. “No?”

      Feeling bolder now, Ivy wrenched her arm from Cordelia’s grasp. “No, we aren’t going to talk right now. And no, you sure as hell aren’t going to spank me. I am going out, and I’ll see you at the club tonight for our shift.”

      “Ivy!”

      Without even bothering to change her clothes, Ivy bolted for the door, grabbing her purse and keys on the way. And for the first time in over two years, she left home without her collar around her neck.
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        * * *

      

      Cordelia

      

      What the fuck just happened?

      Still reeling from shock, Cordelia stared at the door, the one Ivy had just slammed behind her.

      She’d known last night something was off. But she’d ignored her gut, telling herself they were both just tired. That a good night’s sleep would fix everything.

      If she’d ever been more wrong in her life, she couldn’t remember.

      Turning on her heel, she headed for the bedroom and snatched her phone off the nightstand, scrolling frantically through her contacts.

      “Cordelia.” Holden answered on the first ring. “What’s wrong?”

      “Ivy left. We had a… fuck, I don’t even know what it was. But she’s pissed and I have no idea where she’s going. Is your man following her?”

      “Shit. No. His orders are to stay on you if you two split up. Do you know where she went?”

      “If I did do you think I’d be calling you?”

      “Fair enough. Hang on.” He paused and his voice was muffled when he spoke again. “What’s that, baby?”

      In the background, she heard Frankie’s voice but not the words and tried to reign in her impatience at being made to wait while her babygirl was out doing god knew what god knew where.

      “All right,” Holden said, speaking into the phone again. “Ivy called the girls. They’re all headed to Ice and Silver’s. I’ll send someone to watch over them.”

      “Not necessary. I’m on my way. Our guy can follow me.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “Why the fuck not?”

      There was another short pause before he continued. “If it was me or Beckett or any of the other guys wanting to crash a girl talk session after a fight, what would you do?”

      He had a point. She didn’t want him to have a point, hated him a little for making it, but he had a fucking point. “I’d kick your ass.”

      “Damn right you would. And you’d be totally justified. So let her have this, let her blow off some steam, and when she’s ready to talk she’ll let you know. In the meantime, you’re going to meet me at this address so we can figure out what to do with our guest.”

      Right. Jacob. They were supposed to meet him today, try and get more information out of him. Grabbing a pen and the pad of paper Ivy always kept on the table, she jotted down the address. “I’ll meet you there in an hour.”

      “Sounds good.”

      It wasn’t where she wanted to be. She wanted to be wherever her babygirl was, fixing this goddamn mess.

      But Holden was right. Ivy needed her girl time. They’d talk her down, convince her she needed to actually talk her shit out with her Domme, and send her home.

      Until then, she had promises to keep. And a scared boy with big gray eyes to take care of.
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          IVY

        

      

    

    
      “And then she says, ‘Silas Redding is my husband’. Her fucking husband. Three years we’ve known each other, two of which I’ve been her fucking submissive, and this is how I find out she’s married?”

      Silence greeted the end of her rant. Turning to face her friends, she took in their shocked faces, their open mouths and wide eyes.

      And instantly felt better.

      “I need another mimosa. And so do you.” Hopping to her feet, Silver strode toward the kitchen to pour them each a fresh glass.

      “Whoa.” Blowing out a breath, Lottie shook her head. “That’s… whoa.”

      Flopping down on the couch, Ivy accepted the glass Silver pressed into her hand and sighed. “So you guys don’t think I’m a total bitch?”

      “Uh, no.” Frankie narrowed her eyes, jabbing a finger in Ivy's direction. “And don’t even think about blaming yourself for this.”

      “I’m not. I mean, not really. But she’s going through so much. Part of me feels like I shouldn’t have blown up on her. I’m just so mad. And hurt. And I tried to keep it to myself this morning but she was just acting like nothing was wrong, and touching me and I just… snapped.”

      Instinctively, her hand went to her throat, where she should have found her collar. But she found only bare skin, and her eyes burned with tears at the sense of loss. Not once in the time she’d been Cordelia’s submissive had she left home without her necklace. And the thought of not having that connection to the woman she loved around her neck where it belonged just felt wrong.

      “Understandably so.” Rising from her spot on the couch to settle next to Ivy, Ruby draped an arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “Did she even try to talk to you about last night?”

      Ivy let her head fall onto Ruby’s shoulder with a sigh. “She did. Before bed. But it still felt so big and I was so damn tired, I told her I wanted to wait.” So they’d waited and then everything had gone to hell. “Shit. Maybe it is my fault. Maybe I should have talked to her last night instead of letting it fester.”

      “Absolutely not.” Ruby’s voice rang with conviction. “You were right to take the night, give yourself time to think.”

      “Did you tell her why you were upset this morning?” Lottie asked.

      “No. I tried but… I don’t know. It just all sorta felt stuck, you know?”

      “I think we’ve all been there,” Silver said with a sympathetic smile, and a murmur of agreement went through the group.

      “You’re going to have to talk to her eventually, though,” Ruby added with another squeeze. “Especially since you have a shift together at the club tonight. But if you’re not ready, I can hide you behind the bar whenever she comes by. Worked for Lottie.”

      Giggling, Lottie nodded, her ponytail bobbing enthusiastically. “Oh! Or I could have Daddy take her off the schedule. I’m supposed to be off but I could take her shift. That way you don’t have to see her until you’re ready.”

      God, she loved these women. The sense of solidarity steadied her, even as she shook her head. “If I did that she’d just plant herself in my section until I talked to her.”

      “We’d cover for you. Take whatever table she claims so you don’t have to deal with her until you’re ready:”

      “And you really think Braden would let us get away with that? Not a chance.”

      “Fair enough,” Lottie said with a sigh. “But I’m not talking to her until she grovels and begs for your forgiveness.”

      “Same!” the others echoed, lifting their glasses in agreement, and tears burned at the backs of Ivy’s eyes.

      “You guys are amazing. But Dee isn’t exactly the groveling type.” Not that she didn’t know how to apologize. She never hesitated to say she was sorry, especially when she knew she was in the wrong.

      But groveling? Definitely not in the Cordelia Summers playbook.

      “There’s a first time for everything,” Lottie said, tilting her nose in the air. “And if she knows what’s good for her, she’ll learn.”

      “Beckett can give her lessons.” Ruby grinned. “He’s good at it.”

      “Oooh, I’m so going to tell him you said that,” Silver teased, earning her a face full of pillow from Ruby.

      When the laughter died down, Lottie focused on Ivy again, her expression serious. “Okay, real talk. If Delia was here right now, what would you say to her?”

      An excellent question. Closing her eyes, Ivy tried to focus on the deepest hurt, the question she needed answered most. “I guess I’d ask… Why? Why didn’t she trust me enough to tell me she was married? Why did she keep such a big secret from me when she’s so adamant about me being honest with her about every little thing? How is it fair for her to expect more from me than she’s been willing to give?”

      “It’s not,” Frankie said softly, leaning over to give Ivy’s knee a squeeze. “And I’m not making excuses for her, but Cordelia loves you. No matter what the answers to those questions are, you know that part is true.”

      “Do I?” Ivy whispered, tears blurring her vision. “I know I love her. So fucking much. Too much to ever keep something this big from her. How can she possibly love me the way I love her if she’s keeping all these secrets?”

      “I don’t know. But I do know you’ll never forgive yourself if you don’t give her a chance to prove you wrong.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jacob

      

      The 'docuseries’ as he’d learned it was called, was actually four different parts. He’d fallen asleep sometime during the second episode, and he woke the next morning to Zachary gently shaking his shoulder.

      “Hey, man. Holden and the others will be here soon. Why don’t you go take a shower and I’ll make us some coffee?”

      Bleary-eyed, Jacob nodded and stumbled to his feet to make his way back to the room he’d been shown to the day before. His bedroom, with its very own bathroom.

      Such decadence. Surely this much indulgence has to be a sin.

      But how could it be when the man who owned it obviously used his wealth to shelter those in need? Wasn’t that what the Bible demanded of those blessed with money?

      He was far too exhausted to tackle such thorny theological questions, so he pushed them aside for later. When he could talk to… someone. Not his father or the deacons, but someone. Surely there was a man of God to be found somewhere in this city.

      The shower was his more immediate concern. It was different than the one back home, the one he shared with his entire family. But surely it couldn’t be so different that he couldn’t figure out how to turn it on.

      He was just reaching for the handle when a knock at his bedroom door drew his attention.

      “Hey.” With his usual welcoming grin on his face, Zachary stepped into the room, holding up a pile of clothes. “Figured you wouldn’t want to wear the suit two days in a row. My stuff might be a little big on you but it should fit well enough. Did you figure out the shower?”

      “Ah… not yet.”

      “Yeah, that one’s a little tricky. Lemme show you.”

      Without waiting for an invitation, Zachary led the way back into the bathroom and pointed to the large handle in the middle of the wall. “This is the main faucet control. You just kind of pull on it like this” —he demonstrated by pulling the silver handle toward him and water sprayed from the shower head—“then rotate it right for colder water and left for warmer. The little handle up here? That flips between the main showerhead and the rainfall shower. Left for main, right for rain. Like right as rain. Get it?”

      “Yes, sir. I think so.”

      Zachary rolled his eyes. “And stop calling me sir. Makes me feel like we’re at Holden’s club.”

      “I don’t understand.” Club? Was that what they called the den of iniquity the church had been protesting?

      “Right.” Blowing out a breath, Zachary ran a hand through his hair, and when he smiled again it looked more strained at the edges than before. “I’m not sure I’m the right person to explain since I’ve never been there. But it’s for people who like their sex a little rough.”

      Sex. He knew what sex was, though he’d never engaged in the act himself. And what did Zachary mean by ‘rough’? How many different ways could there possibly be to make a child?

      But before he could ask, Zachary shook his head. “Never mind. I’ll let Holden explain later. For now, just stop calling me ‘sir’ all the time, okay? We’re friends. No need to be so formal.”

      “Yes, s—Zachary.”

      “Zach. Just Zach is good.”

      “Okay… Zach.”

      This time when Zachary—Zach—smiled, it was a brilliant flash that made Jacob feel as though he’d just gotten the right answer on a particularly difficult test. It was a warmth in his stomach that spread to his chest and before he knew it, he was smiling back.

      “All right, I’ll let you get your shower and stuff. Holden and Cordelia should be here in about twenty minutes. You definitely don’t want to keep Cordelia waiting.”

      Cordelia. His grandfather’s wife who had stepped in like an avenging angel and stood up for him against men twice her size. The way she’d spoken to him, her voice firm but not mean, still played over and over in his head.

      Carefully removing the shorts and t-shirt Zach had given him for bed the night before, he folded each piece and set them aside for later before stepping under the spray of the shower. It was a little too cold, so he turned the handle to the… was it the right or the left? He should have paid better attention while Zach was talking earlier.

      Turning the handle to the right, he let out a squeak of surprise when the water turned icy and quickly turned it back to the left.

      There. Perfect.

      It was tempting to take his time, to soak in the indulgence of the beautifully tiled shower with its pretty blue and white walls and the warm water pounding against his back. At home, he was always in a rush, since he shared a bathroom with so many others. What an indulgence it would be, to simply stand under the spray until he had used up every ounce of hot water for himself.

      But that would be a waste. And, as Zach had said, he didn’t want to keep Cordelia waiting.

      Eyes closed, he tilted his head back under the shower, letting the water soak his hair as a vision of her entered his mind. In it, she was wearing the same strange clothes from the night before. A man’s suit, except it was pink instead of the black he was used to, with a tight-fitting blouse in a darker shade of pink beneath it. Her long blonde hair was pulled up again the way it was last night, instead of in a single braid like the women back home.

      Would she be angry if he kept her waiting? The Cordelia in his mind frowned and his heart tripped in his chest. He didn’t want her to be angry with him, and yet…

      Something stirred inside him, and his face heated with shame when he realized he was growing hard again. A sinful reaction to a sinful woman. Not only had she been dressed like a man, with far more skin on display than was modest, she’d kissed another woman. Touched her in a familiar way only meant for a man and his wife.

      That image, that memory did nothing to quell his growing desire. Or the guilt that sat in his gut like lead.

      But even that guilt wasn’t enough to stop him from reaching for that secret part of himself that jutted out like a rod of shame. To stop him from wrapping his fingers around the length and stroking. Gently at first, then harder as the image of Cordelia crystallized in his mind, the creamy skin of her breasts rising with each breath, her calm but stern voice ringing out in his mind.

      Eyes on me, Jacob. You don’t look at anyone else. Only me.

      That familiar, forbidden pleasure built inside him, coiling tighter and tighter until it snapped, and his shame splattered across the pretty blue tile in front of him.

      Weak. Weak and sinful. Trembling slightly, he grabbed a washcloth and scrubbed the tile clean before tossing the cloth in the trash can so that hopefully nobody would ever know what had happened.

      Maybe he should go back home. Clearly, being out in the world was poisoning him already and he’d only been away from the church for a day.

      But no. Hannah was right. If he returned home without help, without the army he’d promised her, he risked unimaginable pain for his sisters.

      So he’d stay. And he’d do everything in his power to fight the temptation the world seemed determined to put in front of him.
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