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        We wear the mask that grins and lies,

        It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes,—

        This debt we pay to human guile;

        With torn and bleeding hearts we smile…

        

        We smile, but, O great Christ, our cries

        To thee from tortured souls arise.

        We sing, but oh the clay is vile

        Beneath our feet, and long the mile;

        But let the world dream otherwise,

      
               We wear the mask!

        EXCERPT FROM WE WEAR THE MASK BY PAUL LAURENCE DUNBAR
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      A diamond is only a lump of coal until, given enough pressure, it becomes something people would pay thousands, if not millions, of dollars for.

      My whole life, I’d been protected.

      I was intimately aware of both my father's indifference and his brutality, but most of the time, my brother, Bourbon, took the brunt of it.

      He also made sure that my work in the mafia was focused on the business end of things.

      I’d seen plenty of tortured but only witnessed a few people killed. When I’d killed, it had only been in self-defense.

      And, I’d been in love.

      It was the kind that stole my breath away, the kind that lived with grandeur in my heart, making the clouds float about my head and the world swell with music.

      It had been bigger than life itself, and I was so alive with it that nothing else existed in my life, except for her.

      And even after she died, stopped breathing in my arms, I was protected still from the truth.

      Naive. Useless.

      I was as worthless as a lump of coal.

      As I sat on the plane, watching my brother comfort the woman who reminded me of the woman I’d once loved, my chest burned with anger. Even in their anger and grief, you could feel the devotion and tenderness pulsing between them. They genuinely loved each other.

      I tapped my fingers on my thigh, wrenching my eyes away from them, and instead stared out the window into an endless blue sky. There were no clouds, only a nothingness beyond, much like how I was feeling inside.

      As soon as Bourbon revealed the family secret, that my pieceofshit father had been raping the love of my life in my home, only suites down from my own room, I’d taken it out on anything inanimate within reach.

      I’d punched, kicked, screamed, letting out all the rage. The wrath of my fury was born and now, it was building inside me like a trapped animal. Focusing on my anger would give me strength to pull out my gun the moment I saw my father and blow his brains out.

      I knew killing him would change something inside me, tear any innocence remaining and turn me into one of them.

      Like a useless piece of coal, this world was going to burn me up, turning me into the ashes of what was once a human being.

      But my humanity didn’t matter any more. All that mattered was my revenge.

      Torian finally landed the plane we’d confiscated from Dimitri's old crew, the man Rose had killed, her own revenge enacted, and I waited impatiently as it made its way down the runway. Once it turned into our private hanger, I immediately stood up and glared out the window. I was anxious to see my father's face before I killed him.

      He was waiting for us on the tarmac, with a cold and stiff stance. He had a new woman by his side, someone who wasn't my mother.

      Because he'd gotten her killed too.

      The new woman was young and pretty and probably a whore too.

      I just hoped I didn't get too much blood on her pretty, pink dress.

      As soon as the stairs lowered, I rushed down them, my hand going to my back, where my gun was tucked.

      Before I even stepped onto the runway, I was shoved to the ground, a heavy weight on top of me and my arms pinned behind my back.

      "Mr. King has requested no weapons be allowed when you greet him," a low growl from Benny, one of his loyal guards, sounded behind me. I grunted as a knee dug into my back and my face smashed into the hot concrete by a hand on my head.

      "Please, Coulter. Don’t hurt him. He has my sister."

      I lifted my eyes to stare into Rose's gorgeous face. Her troubled green eyes filled with concern.

      "Get off him."

      The weight on me disappeared and then Bourbon was by my side. Grabbing my arm, he yanked upward, pulling me to my feet.

      I grappled to stand without his assistance, noting that Benny had taken my gun. Once I was steady on my feet, I shoved Bourbon away. "I don't need your help."

      I hated him right now.

      He'd known all along that our father was raping Lily, and yet he did nothing.

      He held his hands up in the air in surrender, trying to make light of the situation. “No problem, man."

      I fixed my suit, straightening my shirt and tie before turning my back on them.

      I couldn't look at them.

      I turned to glare at my father, who was watching us with a slight curling upwards of his lips, his only emotion at seeing his prodigal sons return home. His stark blue eyes, the same color as Bourbons, were blank, apathetic.

      But me, I burned with emotion.

      Hatred.

      Rage.

      I didn't wish him dead; I wished him obliterated into nothingness. Not even a burial or his body burned to ashes to be thrown into the desert.

      I wanted him to not exist.

      He flinched at the look I gave him, which made satisfaction fill me.

      Even though I had no gun, only a small pocket knife, I could still take the chance and race at him. I didn’t need a weapon to kill this man, my hatred would be enough. I wanted to wrap my hands around his neck and watch the life slowly drain from his eyes.

      It wouldn't be the first time I'd killed a man. Thanks to him, I had practice out in the desert.

      It would be fitting justice to use the skills he’d forced me to learn to take him down.

      And yet, I couldn't make myself do it. If I killed my father, they would kill Rose’s sister.

      Even though I hated my father with every cell in my body, I loved Rose more, and I would grant her, her wish.

      Not killing my father would be my gift to Rose, the woman who’d saved my brother.

      Nodding my head, I shut down every emotion inside in order to gain control over myself. I would be cold and heartless, just like my father, because if I didn't, I would suffocate from the smothering weight on my chest.

      “Fine.” I turned away from his satisfied smirk, walking towards the back of the grey cargo plane where they were already unloading the crates of weapons and ozone. Bourbon had negotiated our safe return in exchange for it.

      I wordlessly watched as they worked, pretending I wasn't paying attention but I was actually listening to every word between the three of them.

      "I want to see my sister. You better not have hurt her or I’ll--"

      "Or you'll what? Kill me?" My father chuckled darkly. "I'd like to see you try. If Bourbon here couldn't do it before, what makes you think you could?”

      His words shocked me. I never knew that Bourbon had tried to kill my father.

      There was only one time when my brother's whereabouts had been unaccounted for, for days on end. When I was sixteen, he'd been gone for two months. When he'd returned, any light that had been in his eyes was completely gone. They were dead, just like my father's. He also moved more slowly, like mere movement was difficult for him.

      The blood drained from my face when I realized that it was around the same time Lily had come to me that first night crying.

      Had Bourbon tried to kill my father after he found out what had happened?

      If so, I could imagine my father would've beat him to within an inch of his life. That would explain the time needed to recover, and the deadness in his eyes.

      It could also be the reason Lily never told me the truth.

      Once again, I realized how I'd been protected my whole life without knowing it.

      Fuck! This was going to stop. Now.

      “Maybe I’m smarter than Bourbon.” She stared him down with a haughty look.

      My father’s hand clamped down on her arm and he drug her to him, his face red and mottled with rage. "If you know what's good for you, girl, you'll keep your mouth shut, or your sister will suffer."

      I swiveled on my feet, anger surging through me, but Bourbon's hand snapped forward, instantly jerking my father's hand off of Rose. He stepped in between Rose and my father, his face calm and cool. Ice cold. The dangerous side of Bourbon had come out.

      He was an inch taller than my father, and he stared down at him. "Touch her again and I will kill you."

      "Bourbon," Rose's sweet voice interjected.

      Bourbon shook his head. "No. You may have the upper hand here, Nero, but I will not tolerate you touching my fiancé."

      “Fiancé?" My father's face went blank. "You mean you actually proposed to the girl?"

      "Yes," I bit out, joining them, “he did. Do you have a problem with that?”

      Instead of being angry like I thought he would be, my father grinned. "Of course not, why would I?" He stepped back, conceding to Bourbon. "In fact, it was my plan for the two of you to marry, even if you didn't want to. Word can't go around that my son went chasing after some tail, can it?” His cold gaze moved to Rose. "Of course not. We will announce to everyone that you are the lost Petrov princess, and that I’ve arranged the two of you to marry as an alliance between the Bratvas and the Kings. Nicholi has accepted it, and so will you. Is that clear?"

      Rose was furious. I could see it in her clenched fists, her fiery gaze. "I want to see my sister. Make sure you haven't killed her already."

      "Doctor?" My father tilted his head to the side, and the woman in the pink dress stepped forward, pulling something from her large black bag as my father continued, "I need some of Bourbon's blood. If he gives it to me without--"

      "What do you need my blood for?” Bourbon snarled.

      "If he gives it to me without a fight, I will let you talk to your sister on the phone." His gaze turned back to Bourbon. "If you don't, I will take it anyways, and order the sister to be killed."

      Bourbon’s hands clenched into fists and he stepped into my father’s space, with spitting rage on his face. The calm and collected Bourbon was gone, replaced by someone who was quickly going to lose his control.

      In that moment, I knew what my purpose was from here on out.

      My father would always hang Rose's sister's life over her head like a guillotine. And, because of this, he would be able to control Bourbon.

      It was my turn to be the protector. Bourbon and Rose deserved their happy ending.

      I placed my hand on his arm, determined to defuse the situation or someone we didn’t want harmed would end up dead. "It's just a little blood."

      “Please, Bourbon,” Rose said.

      When Bourbon didn’t tear his eyes away from my father, I continued. “He can't hurt you or Rose with it.” I drew his attention away from our father, growling out. “I swear I won’t let him.”

      "Fine," he snarled. Taking off his Armani suit jacket, he began to roll up his sleeve.

      Smirking, my father gestured with his fingers and the doctor pulled the rest of her supplies out of the bag.

      “You and Bourbon will be staying at a house in Summerlin,” my father’s sneer turned sharper, “away from the strip and our house.”

      “But—” Rose tried to interject but my father cut her off.

      “That’s the deal. I don’t trust you anywhere near my business, or where I’m keeping your sister.”

      “Fine,” Rose grit out, “but I want to see her. Face to face.”

      “You will,” my father gave her a cold smile, “if, and when, I see fit. If I see that you two are on your best behavior, acting the doting couple, as well as the obedient children I know you can be, you will be allowed to see her. But on my orders only.”

      Rose scowled, folding her arms across her chest. “I want to talk to her now.”

      “Of course, dear,” my father took out his phone and swiped at it.

      As the doctor took a couple vials of Bourbon's blood, my father handed over his phone to Rose.

      “Aster?” Rose began to cry, apologizing over and over, turning away from us to whisper into the phone.

      Hearing Rose break down made something inside me go stark cold.

      I hated, hated what my father was doing to her. To her sister. To Bourbon. He would burn the whole world down to get what he wanted.

      With every tear that fell down her face, I bricked another stone in the wall around my heart.

      I knew that in order to protect them, I was going to have to be just like him.

      Cold. Unfeeling. Hard.

      As emotionless as a piece of coal.

      I was done being the useless brother.

      From here on out, I pledged to burn his world down in order to save the people I loved.
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      As soon as the cars pulled up to take Bourbon and Rose away, I followed my father to his, determined to step into my new role as the protector. I had to know my enemy to defeat him.

      First, I was going to gain his trust. Then, as soon as his back was turned, I was going to stab a knife in it.

      I was silent the whole ride to the house, only shifting on the luxurious black leather of the seat, studying him. He had two deep scratches on his neck and one on his face.

      He had a lithe and athletic build, with muscular arms and legs, but it had been a long time since my father had gotten his hands dirty.

      I watched, emotionless, as the "doctor" got on her knees in front of my father, her light-brown highlighted hair cascaded down her back in tight curls. She pulled his dick out to give him a blow job.

      Right in front of me.

      If this was the kind of shit Bourbon had had to put up with his whole life, no wonder he’d become a robot.

      My father just stared at me with a smirk on his face, hardly giving her any attention until, finally, he gave in to the moment. Grasping the back of her hair, he thrust forward, and she choked on his dick.

      As he shoved her deeper into his crotch, his lips twisted even wider.

      She was suffocating but he didn't care, and he didn’t release her until he'd blown his load down her throat. She sucked in a breath, tears streaming down her face and her makeup smeared as she swallowed, then licked him clean.

      Usually I didn't mind a girl getting dirty like that but watching someone do it to my father made disgust roll in my stomach.

      When she was done, she got up and sat next to him, staring at the floor. He zipped up his pants and pulled out his phone, tapping on it and ignoring her. When we drove inside the gates to the house, he commanded his driver, Brett, to stop, then finally turned his attention to her. "Get out."

      Her mouth dropped open. "But--"

      "I need to talk to my son, and you have work to do." He nodded to her medical bag, where she'd stashed the vials of Bourbon's blood.

      "You can at least drop me off at my car." Her voice was incredulous. The walk from the gate to the house wasn’t a long walk but it was still a ways.

      “Like I said," his voice was a cold sneer, "I need to talk to my son before we get to the door."

      She stared at him for a moment, as if she was going to stand up to him. Her lips parted but, at the dark glare he gave her, they snapped shut. She crawled out of the car, grabbing her bag before slamming the door behind her.

      As soon as the car began to move again, he turned his attention to me, not giving her a second thought. “Before I bring you into this house, I need to know if I can trust you.”

      I gave him a hard look. “I kept an eye on Bourbon, made sure he didn’t do anything to disgrace the family name.”

      “Like running off after some snatch?”

      “Like you said, she’s not some whore, but Petrov royalty. Their union makes business sense.”

      “You don’t care about business. If so, you wouldn’t have killed Dimitri.”

      “Dimitri was a cunt. He was too emotional. If he hadn’t been so worried about getting her back, we’d have made hundreds of thousands by now, and he’d still have his head attached to his neck.”

      My father scowled. “Why did he care about her so much anyway?”

      I shrugged. “Does it matter? He’s dead. Nicholi is making the decisions now.” I leaned back, detaching myself from this conversation in order to convince my father that I was on his side. “The ozone we have won’t last. The crates we’ve captured will keep them busy for a little while, but we need to make a new alliance with Nicholi. I’ll do some research. Figure out what’s important to him.”

      From what Knight had told me, Nicholi was just as sadistic as Dimitri, if not more.

      “Once we have what he wants,” I continued, “I’ll set up a meeting between us. Bourbon was too accommodating. All we need is leverage, then it’s easy to broker a deal.”

      My father studied me impassively as we pulled up to the door. "Fine," he finally answered, “we’ll see if I can trust you. Prove it to me by taking care of the sister. She’s in one of the guest bedrooms. You will be in charge of keeping her happy. Make sure she is fed and has the necessary supplies.”

      I gave him an astonished look, surprised that he even cared about all that.

      "Don't be stupid. I'm well aware that this girl is my leverage over keeping Bourbon from slitting my throat.”

      “Fine,” I agreed.

      “I’ll let Marisol know. But be aware. She’s a difficult woman, so keep a watchful eye on her. If she goes missing, your head will roll. Is that clear?”

      I nodded and he shifted forward, ready to step out of the car.

      “There's one more thing. I have another prisoner in the room next to Aster's. If you really want to take a step up in the family, I’ll need you to take care of him, too. Make sure he has just enough food to keep him alive, nothing else. He can have toilet paper and a bar of soap to keep him from stinking up the house, but that is all.”

      “Okay.” The torture part was already beginning.

      “Listen to him, be friendly with him if he wants to talk, then report everything back to me." He laid a hand on my shoulder, giving me a dark, threatening look. "I can trust you with him, correct? If not, then I'll find someone else to do the job."

      I nodded. "Of course."

      "Good," he nodded, then he began to climb out of the car. "Marisol will show you where their rooms are." Then he stepped out and walked into the house without a backwards glance.

      I waited a full moment after the door closed behind him before I leaned back into the seat, thinking.

      Something was different. My father had never kept any prisoners at the house.

      It was too distasteful and dirty. He had back rooms in warehouses for that.

      But now, he had two prisoners in the house, and had taken vials of Bourbon’s blood.

      There had to be a reason for all this, and I was going to find out why.

      Brett lowered the partition. "Do you need to go somewhere, sir?"

      "Take me back up the driveway. Let's bring my father's new whore to her car."

      James frowned. "I don't think Nero would like that sir."

      "I don't fucking care what he would like."

      The edges of Brett’s lips trickled upwards in a suppressed smile, and he nodded. "Yes, sir,” he said as he pulled the car around the circular driveway. The woman was in high heels and her dress was so short, it was riding up her ass. She was walking strange, as if she'd never worn heels before.

      When we offered to take her to her car, she didn't hesitate and climbed in, thanking me. We were silent for most of the way and, after a while, I had to ask her. “What will Nero do with the blood?”

      Her eyes widened and she clutched the bag closer to her torso, as if I was going to jerk it from her. "I can't tell you that."

      I nodded, understanding, then let my eyes fall to her dress. "Are you a real doctor?"

      "Of course I am."

      "And do you usually dress like that for work?"

      She shifted uncomfortably, pulling down her dress. "Not usually, but Nero thought it might be more appropriate when I work with him, given my new...duties."

      I bit down on my lower lip, considering her. The woman didn't seem to be too happy with her new job.

      Nero was probably forcing her to do whatever it was with Bourbon’s blood that he wanted. Giving him a blow was just something he considered his perks by employing her.

      I sighed, staring out the window, deciding I wasn’t going to stand by and let my father do whatever the hell he wanted with the people around him.

      As we dropped the woman off at her car, I resolved then and there that I was going to try to get the doctor out from under his thumb. I said my thanks to Brett, then climbed out of the car, taking in a deep breath as I stared up at the mansion.

      I suddenly realized that I hadn't missed the place.

      In fact, being back home felt like chains were wrapped around me again. It was stifling and suffocating.

      I hated it.

      And now, I had to feed and take care of Rose's sister.

      As I walked through the front door, I clamped down on my emotions, determined I wouldn’t let them affect me.

      Marisol, the cook who had been in our family as long as I could remember, was waiting for me when I entered, holding a plate of freshly baked cookies and a smile. "Coulter. Estás aquí. You're home."

      Something inside me loosened and I leaned over, giving her a hug and kiss on the cheek. She was short, barely reaching my chest, with bronzed skin and large, brown eyes. When she reached over, hugging me back, her plump body enveloped mine with warmth.

      She didn't mention Bourbon and I figured my father must have informed her that Bourbon wasn't going to be staying here. Either that or she'd lived here long enough to know not to ask questions.

      "Here,” after she let me go, she thrust the plate of cookies at me.

      “Thanks.” I tried to smile, realizing that she was only trying to make me feel better. I stuffed a couple into the pocket of my Armani suit, because no one ever said no to Marisol. She turned and replaced the cookies with another tray of food, passing it over to me. “This is for the young lady.”

      She acted as if Aster was here voluntarily, a special guest in our home, instead of taken against her will. I guessed even the servants had their own ways of coping. “After you serve her, I will give you the other tray,” she nodded, picking up another platter, “Nero said that he wants you to feed the man from now on.”

      I noticed that there was significantly better quality food on the plate that had Aster’s food. It looked like my father was holding up his end of the deal to treat Aster well in exchange for the weapons and drugs.

      Marisol began to walk up the stairs and I followed behind her, noticing that her straight, dark-brown hair had grown to the top to her waist. She turned left, heading down the hallway in the opposite direction of my father's rooms.

      "Do you know who the man is?” I asked Marisol.

      She clicked her tongue. "You know as well as I do that I don't speak of Mr. King's business, ever. Unless I want to lose my job."

      Or your life, I wanted to add, though I didn't. However, that might not be correct. If my father would ever show anyone leniency, it would be Marisol. Her cooking skills were the only way to my father's heart, and not the blood that ran through our veins.

      She'd worked for him since before my mom brought me to live here and, from what I could gather, since Bourbon was a baby too. She'd probably been the only woman in his life for this long.

      As we walked, I glanced around, looking for my younger brothers. I wasn't surprised that they weren't waiting for me when we arrived, but I'd hoped to at least talk to them. My mom had asked me to keep an eye out for them.

      “Where are the twins?”

      At this, she pressed her lips into a firm line, betraying her disapproval. "Mr. King shipped them off to a private school in Atlanta.”

      I nodded, understanding now why it was so quiet. After a few more steps, we came to stop outside of the door to one of the many guest rooms we had in our house.

      "Now," she said with a mischievous grin, “prepare yourself. She’s an unruly one.”

      I gave her a confused look but she didn't say anything more, just unlocked the door with a key that hung around her neck.

      “What kind of mischievousness are you up to?” I asked her, not able to hold back my chuckle as I opened the door. She shook her head, only giving me a secretive amused look. It suddenly fell away when her eyes landed on something in the room, then they widened in shock.

      I turned, then froze when I saw the women in the center of the room.

      Before us was a pile of broken furniture, and the odor of nail polish remover filled my nose.

      A girl stood over the pile of broken furniture, with wild red hair, flashing green eyes, and a feral expression on her face. She held her hand up, gripping what looked like a sock.

      Flames licked the edges, trickling upwards towards her fingers.

      Her eyes met mine, and her lips curled upwards in a smirk. “You must be the Prince Charming.”

      Then she dropped the sock, setting the furniture on fire.
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      The man who betrayed me had a charming smile and a picture of Rose.

      It was the kind of smile that you immediately noticed, even from across the room. On first appearance, it was perfect. Bright and enchanting, like the kind of smile worn by a great king in a Disney fairy tale.

      It was only on closer inspection that you noticed the cold undertones, the deceptive gentlemanliness of it.

      The picture of Rose was also, admittedly, a tad bit out of focus. She wasn’t looking at the camera, but out at something beyond the sight of the photographer. She’d also had a scraggly looking dog by her side.

      It was the sad look on her face that did it in for me, even though all of my instincts screamed that I shouldn’t trust the man with the arresting, charming smile. I said goodbye to a father that I loved dearly, got onto a plane, and didn't look back.

      When I arrived, Rose wasn't waiting for me at the airport like the charming man said she’d be.

      In my defense, he'd just received a phone call stating that she'd been delayed.

      Once again, I believed what he’d said, even though the pounding in my heart told me to run away as soon as the stairs to the private jet hit the ground.

      But I thought of that picture and the sad look and the scrawny dog. She needed me, I could feel it.

      Plastering on a smile, I took the crook of the elbow that the charming man offered me. He whisked me away from the fancy jet and into a fancy car and we went shopping, purchasing clothes for my impromptu visit.

      I trusted the charming man.

      Naively so—because that's what I did.

      I trusted people, even when I shouldn't.

      It was an issue of mine. I was working on it. Whatever.

      Anyhow. I spent three full days shopping, pushing off my annoyance that Rose was still delayed, and pretended I wasn’t worried. I politely accepted all offers for dinners, shows on the strip, and zip lining.

      Finally, on the third night of outings and a bajillion excuses, I put my foot down and demanded to see Rose.

      Suddenly, the charming man became Mr. Not-so-charming.

      It was then that I was shoved in this room, dragged by three guards. Kicking and screaming, my insides twisted and turned as my instincts screamed ‘I told you so’. That I never should've trusted that awful man.
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must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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