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CONTENT CAUTION

 

 

The content ahead will expose readers to:


	
Violence



	
Sexual Assault





 

Reader discretion is advised.




 

 

 

 

 

For the readers who’ve stuck with me, who cheer me on, and who genuinely enjoy my stories. 

I appreciate you. 

Thank you. 




 

Psst… Quick Heads-Up

 

 

This story spans over several years. As a result, there will be a lot of time jumps. Almost every new chapter jumps time. The jumps range anywhere from a few weeks to years. 

By “time jumps” I mean the story is always moving forward in time, no back and forth between past and present. We’ll always be in the present.

If you’re not a fan of time jumps, this might not work for you. 

Otherwise, happy reading!




 

 

QUICK INFORMATION GUIDE

(In case you are starting the series with this book or have forgotten details from the previous books.)

 

 

The Family:

 

Father: Flavio Garza – Italian. Deceased. Used to be a famous poker tournament player. 

 

Mother: Monica Garza – Jamaican. Biological mother of Tripp and Tillie Garza. Adoptive mother of Trent and True Garza. 

 

Torin Garza – Oldest sibling. Born to a different mother in Colorado.

 

Trent and True Garza – Twins. Three years younger than Torin. 

 

Tripp Garza – Middle child. Four years younger than True and Trent.

 

Tillie Garza – Last child. Two years younger than Tripp.

 

All of the Garza siblings are half Italian, half Black. 

 

 

Red Cage Commando Security and Investigation Services: 

 

Red Cage is family governed, but founded and owned by Torin Garza. 

While Trent Garza, True Garza, and Tripp Garza are all vice presidents, Torin Garza has the last say.

 

Departments at Red Cage: 

 

PID – Private Investigations Division

PSD – Private Security Division 

SRD – Search and Rescue Division 

ISD – Intensive Surveillance Division 

CSD – Cyber Security Division 

COD – Commando Operations Division

 

Branches: 

 

Headquarters: Downtown LA.

Second Branch: Denver, Colorado 

Covert Offices: Boston, Mexicali, Chicago, Washington DC, Miami.

 

Repeat Side Characters: 

 

Reuben Grant - Vice President at Red Cage and right-hand man to Torin Garza. Pretty much considered a member of the Garza family.

 

Jules Grant – Reuben’s wife. Lyra’s best friend.

 

Guy – Head of Tech. The only man ever allowed in the room. The man who knows all and does all. 

 

Stefano and Lorenzo Castello – Also known as the “Twins of Vegas.” They are blood-related cousins of the Garzas, but this fact is kept secret because the Castellos are cold-blooded criminals. (Quick fact: Monica used to date their father before she left him and got married to his brother, Flavio Garza.)




 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THEME SONG

 

War of Hearts by Ruelle  


PROLOGUE

“You’re a Crown.”

 

Santo

 

Age 19

The Rossetti Estate, Italy

 

 

“PADRONE SANTO!”

Sofia finds me in the southern gardens. Cheeks flushed, breaths short, she skids to a halt and brushes her brown curls from her face, her sable gaze bouncing from my knife to the body floating face down in the blood-tinged pool, to my shattered phone on the pavement.

I wipe the blade of the knife with my handkerchief, staining the white material red. “What’s so important you came this far to find me?” Sofia is querulous and melodramatic. She would dig a hole to Hell to find me to whine about something. “If it’s another complaint about Paloma, I won’t ever touch you again.”

“I—” She blushes. “No, we did not fight again. Padrone Adamo sent me to find you. He says it is urgent.”

That gives me pause. “How’s his mood?”

“I…do not know. He is very hard to read.”

True. I drop the bloodied handkerchief in the pool and pocket my knife. “Call Egidio to come clean this up.”

“Yes, Padrone San—”

“How many times do I have to tell you to quit it with the honorifics when no one’s around?”

“Oh, uh, sorry.”

I start north toward the house. Uncle’s “urgent” summons are rare. He’s a troubleshooter. There’s not much he can’t handle himself. Unless I’m the subject of this urgent matter?

“Do you want me tonight or Paloma?” Sofia calls after me.

“Neither. You’ve both been annoying the shit out of me lately.”

Fifteen minutes later, I stride into Adamo Rossetti’s office. Nine hundred square feet of wall monitors that see and know all, that do both good and bad—more bad than good. There’s a lot of power in this room.

He kills all the monitors and gestures to the armchairs by his desk. “Have a seat, son.”

The last time he had that apologetic tone in his voice, he was delivering the news of my brother’s death.

I walk to the armchair but don’t sit. “Is Papa dead?”

“No…not quite.” He gestures again for me to sit, and I do. “Franco has been sick for a while and hiding it. But now he is about to undergo aggressive chemotherapy and…”

“He’s calling me back,” I finish for him.

Uncle squares his stalwart shoulders and lifts his bearded chin. He’s more of a father to me. We have a tight bond. He doesn’t want me to leave any more than I do. But he’ll never let it show. That’s how he is. He could teach a masterclass in eating emotions.

“We knew this day would come, no?” His tone is almost chiding. “With your brother gone, you are expected to lead the Luciani empire after your papa. We talked about this, no? This is what I have been preparing you for.”

“I know, Uncle.”

He tugs sharply on his collar, then clears his throat and crosses the space to the wet bar. A moment later, he’s handing me one of two bottles of Perrier.

Lowering into the chair across from me, he leans back and takes a breath. “It is no secret that I despise your papa for how things went down with you and your mamma. The Luciani Family could have been thriving. Could have had us on their side. But Franco is a proud and foolish man. He had a strong alliance with us and pissed all over it. The diminishing of the Luciani legacy is all on him.”

“Does he know I’m made?” I ask. “Is that why he wants me there instead of putting one of my cousins in charge?”

Truth is, I don’t care about the Lucianis. I want to rise in the Rossetti empire. Keep learning from Uncle. Be close to Mamma. When I became a made man, I did everything to ensure that fact didn’t reach Papa’s ears. He had sent me away because he deemed me weak, useless, a disappointment. As long as he continued to hold that perception of me, he wouldn’t want me around him, and that’s what I wanted.

“You have earned a reputation for yourself. It was bound to get out,” Uncle says. “Do you know what they secretly call you?”

I arch a brow. “There’s a secret name for me now?”

“Cross Slasher,” he replies. “No one trusts getting too close to you. Not when they know how quick you are with your knives.”

How original. “My fault then. Thought I was being careful.”

“You were,” he assures. “But eyes see and lips speak. Things get out.” He takes a swig of his water. “Look, your plane will be here tomorrow afternoon. I do not care about the Luciani Family, but I care about you. Do you still have that business folder outlining all the things you would do differently if and when you were called back? You have not mentioned it in a while.”

Haven’t mentioned it because my focus has shifted to proving myself here. “I do.”

“Dust it off,” he says with a nod. “You have asked me before where my power comes from. How I am able to do all that I do, know all I know, make things happen. While I cannot provide detailed answers without the risk of immediate assassination, I can give you a gentle push toward getting those answers yourself.” He steeples his fingers. “What whispers have you heard about Arturo Conti?”

“That he’s a kingmaker,” I reply. “That he has the power to make or break. Give power, take power. That him making you a crime head means to be untouchable.”

Uncle nods. “The correct term for kingmaker is ‘Anointed.’ Chosen by the most powerful organization in the world, an Anointed is virtually invincible. But ‘heavy is the head,’ and every Anointed eventually needs a Crown.”

“Meaning?”

“A Crown is an extension of the Anointed. A loyalist. Someone more capable than the Anointed. Someone they trust implicitly and heavily to rely on. The Crown is there to support the head, not weigh it down. When the Anointed is indisposed, the Crown steps in and thinks, acts, delivers, and judges just as—or better than—the Anointed would. The Crown knows the Anointed inside out and thinks ahead of them.” He looks down at a crested gold ring on his index finger. “All privileges of the Anointed extend to the Crown. Not quite as invincible but still receives a high level of protection.”

Sounds hokey, but the truest truths usually do. Learned a long time ago that the crazier something sounds, the more authentic it is.

Regarding my uncle, I brush my thumb along the edge of my bow tie. “You’re a Crown.”

A mere kick of an eyebrow is all I get in response. But I know him inside out. Enough that I could be his Crown. I’m right.

“You have more Rossetti blood in you than Luciani,” he says. “Every bit of your mad genius comes from this bloodline. You have the focus, the wit, the acuity, and the dedication to get you to the top of any pyramid.” He leans forward, forearms on his knees. “When you get to the States, that is what I want you to do. Climb. Your papa is like a cockroach, so I am positive he will recover from this illness. But while you are operating in his stead, do what you must to iron out that Outfit. Find the thorns among the vines and rip them out without mercy.

“Then, once Franco is well and back at the helm, there is someone you should find. He does not know it yet, but he will be chosen as an Anointed. He recently registered a business license for a private investigation company. I will let you know when it is up and running. Apply for a job there and do whatever you must to ingratiate yourself with him. Make yourself indispensable. Irreplaceable. Earn his trust. Let him need you.”

I tug at my collar, uncomfortable with this. “Uncle, I’m good at most things. There’s not much I can’t do if I set out to do it. But...you know me. Kissing ass? I fail every time before I can even try.”

Uncle snorts. “I know, son. But the strongest, most powerful people I know are those who understand the game and the art of humility. Sometimes you have to stoop low to soar high.”

There’s still a big difference between being humble and being a lickspittle spaniel. “And I’ll be doing this to…hopefully become his Crown?”

He seems irritated that I’m not enthused about this. “One of the plans in your business folder is to cut ties between the cartel and the Families, yes? We know La Cosa Nostra in California is nothing like it used to be and there has been a mass exodus over the years. The Moretti Family is working to absorb all the pockets of Families left. They have strongly aligned themselves with the El Depravados cartel and plan to commandeer. The Luciani Family is still the largest and the strongest, so your papa will put up a fight, but with the El Depravados supporting the Morettis, it would only be a matter of time before he is swallowed up. The only way to prevent this dominance is to take the Luciani Family back to the top. As a Crown, you will have unimaginable power. You can make a lot of changes with that power. Reorder things however you please.”

Like he did. We’re having one of the most peaceful reigns under Adamo Rossetti. He’s ruthless about weeding out thorns so rich fruits can grow. And he does it with ease, without wars and blowbacks.

Now I know how.

The Luciani Family has been in shambles for a while now. As much as I don’t care about the empire, if I can successfully achieve the plans I’ve thought about over the years, it would be rewarding.

I’ve spent the last decade studying Uncle, aspiring to be like him. Now I know there’s more to his strength and power. Hands behind the curtain. No amount of studying and aspiration would’ve gotten me to his level. There’s a source. And he’s showing me the path to that source.

“I trust your advice and guidance, Uncle,” I reply. “As hard as it will be for me to glue my lips to someone’s ass, I’ll do it.”

“Oh, you will be thanking me later,” he says. “Being a Crown also means, as you younglings say, ‘rich as fuck.’”

I can’t help laughing. Uncle is such a laser-focused, button-up wizard that any kind of common speech coming from him is hilarious.

“It is good to hear you laugh,” he says with a ghost of a smile. “You do it so rarely.”

I shrug.

With a reluctant sigh, he stands up and rounds his desk. He opens a drawer, takes something out, and hands it to me.

It’s a photo of a man in a US Army uniform. Looks around mid-twenties.

“This is him?” I ask. “He looks so...normal.”

Serious. A little menacing. But still boringly normal.

Uncle snorts. “That’s the point. Our biggest mistake in life is judging people by their outward appearance. Take no one at face value, son. Half the people you come across are never who they say they are.”

Got it. “What’s his name?”

“On the back.”

I flip the photo over and there’s indeed a name and date of birth scribbled in red ink.

Torin Garza.




CHAPTER ONE

“What’s his name?”

 

Tillie

 

Age 19

Beverly Crest, Los Angeles

 

 

7 years later…

 

PRESTON MATTHEWS STARES DOWN the barrel of my gun.

“Whoa there, Tillie T,” he says with a nervous laugh, arms out in a placative gesture, briefs around his ankles, his unimpressive dick on display. “Just calm down for a minute. You’re misreading the situation, I swear.”

His other two douchebag friends have scampered to one corner of the room, pressing themselves against the wall as if hoping it’ll magically gape open and set them free.

“I am?” I strengthen my stance, desperate for him to give me a reason to pull the trigger. “So you didn’t drug her and bring her here to run a train on her with your small-dick friends?”

His answering scoff is anxious, forced. “That’s ridiculous—”

“What’s happening?” Lola rouses and tries to get up but is too out of it to do more than flail her lax limbs around. The sheets shift, exposing her lower half, and my finger twitches on the trigger.

“You son of a bitch,” I hiss then point the gun at his dick.

“I-I didn’t know she w-was a virgin, I s-swear,” he stutters out.

“If I could shoot your dick off right now and get away with it, I would, you scum of the earth shitstain,” I say quietly. “But you’ll get what’s yours, promise.”

I drive a backward kick at the door behind me and call out, “In ten seconds, I’m gonna open this door, and if I so much as glimpse anyone out there, someone’s gonna bleed. And you all know I don’t bluff.”

A commotion ensues on the other side, and only when there’s nothing but silence left behind do I open the door and motion for the three limp dicks to get the hell out.

Once they’ve scurried out, I lock the door, tuck the gun in my purse after putting the safety back on, then rush to the bed. Lola is murmuring and slurring.

Using a travel pack of wet wipes from my purse, I try cleaning her up as much as possible.

“It’s okay, they’re gone,” I whisper. “They’re all gone.”

When she stops slurring and looks at me, tears streaming down her face, I realize she’s not as out of it as I thought—she’d just wanted it to seem that way.

Her body shakes with silent sobs. “I-I was so scared. I c-couldn’t scream. I didn’t know how to s-stop him. And then the others came in…”

“Shh…it’s okay. I’ve got you.”

Once I’m done, I guide her head to my lap and soothe her with one hand while tapping out a text with the other.

 

Me: Shut it down and clear everyone out or I’m calling the cops.

Zak: Already on it.

 

We’re at quarterback Zak Killian’s house party in the hills. I’ve had a thing for him for a while now and came here tonight with the sole intention of seducing him, so Lola and I split up shortly after we arrived.

Thanks to my threatening brothers, I’ve never had a boyfriend. I’m “Tillie Garza.” Often described as “assertive,” “intimidating,” “loud,” “fearless,” and, most annoyingly, “off-limits.”

Like all boys my age on this side of the world, Zak has been adamant about keeping me in the friend zone. But tonight, I finally made my move and kissed him. He caved and kissed me back. And just when things were starting to heat up, his phone pinged.

He checked it, cursed, then told me what was happening. People were gathered outside a bedroom door, listening to the future politician, Preston Matthews, and his friends assault Lola, and they were laughing about it.

I. Saw. Red.

“I’m guessing you don’t wanna file a report, press charges?” I whisper to Lola, running my fingers through her hair.

She shakes her head.

“Well then, I’m calling in reinforcements.”

“No…don’t—don’t call him,” she protests, struggling to get up.

I place a firm hand on her shoulder to keep her settled. “Don’t call who?”

“Tripp. I don’t want him to know. I don’t want him to see me like this.”

A pang of indignation echoes in my chest. This…this right here is the reason I have no genuine female friends.

See, while the boys steer clear of me, the girls flock to me. Not because they like me, but to use me to get close to my brothers. More particularly, Tripp.

Lola has never once mentioned my brothers before now. She’s quiet and unassuming. She asked me questions about myself, not my brothers. Never pushed me to take her to my home or to invite her to family events. All of which made me believe she was different. But it seems she’s been playing the long game. Tripp doesn’t even know she exists.

“I’ll call Trent, then,” I test.

“No.” She tries to get up again. “If the others know, he will know.”

“Dammit, Lola, we’re not leaving here alone. Those North-U douchebags will do anything to protect their reputation. You think they aren’t planning something right now? I’m not leaving here without more protection than my handgun.” I rub my forehead. “Do you wanna call someone you trust to come get you?”

Her voice is a wispy whisper when she replies, “I trust you.”

Oh, God help me.

 

 

~

 

 

Forty minutes later, light rain drizzling from the dark sky, I help Lola into the back of a familiar pitch-black Range Rover. When she curls up into a ball on the back seat, I cover her with the varsity jacket Zak gave me on the way out, then shut the door and round to the front seat.

The scent never changes in here. A sinful fragrance of leather and lies, guile and deceit.

“You know, a gentleman would’ve gotten out of the car to help us,” I carp to the man behind the steering wheel.

“If you truly believed me to be a gentleman, I wouldn’t be here right now.”

His voice is rich, fluid, with just the right amount of bass and timbre to strum every erogenous nerve in a woman’s body, have them sit upright with piqued interest. His tone, however, is dry and emotionless, unaccommodating—though it tends to be like that only with me for some reason.

“True,” I agree, securing my seat belt. “But it’s common courtesy.”

“Drunken late-night party girls aren’t worth the courtesy of me catching pneumonia.”

It’s barely even drizzling! “But you would’ve for my brothers, right?”

He pulls out of the driveway. “Only the one who signs my paychecks.”

Shifting in my seat, I stare at the side profile of the only other person I’m allowed to call for help whenever I’m in sticky situations and my brothers aren’t available.

Red Cage, the most prestigious security and private investigation firm on the West Coast, is owned and operated by my brothers. Their trust, especially with family, is limited to a select few. And this man, the CTO of the firm, is at the top of that list, above even Reuben Grant, who falls into the category of “brother” for me.

This man, known to me only as “Guy,” has never given me “trustworthy” vibes. He gives me conman vibes. Subterfuge slash espionage vibes. Silent psycho vibes.

That niggling “off” feeling about him has always made me hesitant to call him for help. And whenever he does come to my aid, he makes it clear I’m an inconvenience by being discourteous, curt, and flat-out rude.

With my brothers, however—particularly Torin—he borderlines on sycophantic, effusing this “yes, boss,” eager-to-please persona that doesn’t resemble the person I see, not one iota. A persona that doesn’t suit him either. Like an ill-fitting skinsuit he bought for pennies at a personality thrift shop and it doesn’t quite fit no matter how many adjustments or alterations are made.

I cannot be the only one who notices, right?

Or…maybe he sees me as a non-factor in whatever game he’s playing? No ingratiating necessary for the baby Garza, the girl who gets steamrolled by all the macho men in her life?

If that’s the case, it pisses me off. One thing I hate is when people discount me.

“Piccola principessa,” he drawls when I just sit there, glaring at his side profile. “If you have a question, ask it.”

Little princess. There he goes, letting me know exactly what he thinks of me, confirming my suspicions. Tillie Garza—the inconsequential Garza.

I don’t stop glaring. Let him feel the weight of my stare, my suspicion, my distrust.

But also, his side profile is…nice.

He always looks exactly the same. There’s never a hair out of place, ever. His beard is never any longer or any shorter. His attire, always the same—pinstripe black pants, crisp white shirt, suspenders, and bow tie. Well, the bow tie changes sometimes, in shades ranging from gray to black.

Who even wears a bow tie except magicians, sommeliers, and groomsmen?

Most would chalk it up to him merely being a perfectionist. But I think he’s calculated. It’s as though he wants to be invisible but also present. Just unique enough to be acknowledged but dull enough to be disregarded.

Twenty minutes later, despite never asking for Lola’s address, he pulls to a stop outside her house.

After helping Lola sneak into her home without waking her aunt, I hang around a bit until she’s showered and tucked into bed.

When I make it back outside, Guy is vacuuming the back seat.

“In the words of my Jamaican mom, ‘scornful dogs nyam dutty pudding,’” I say, crossing my arms. “Are you really scorning a victim of sexual assault right now? Or do you have one of those batshit crazy girlfriends who’ll go apeshit if she finds a strand of hair in your car?”

He shuts the car door, regards me for a beat, then heads to the trunk to stow away the apparatus. The trunk door slams, and he comes around to stand in front of me, straightening the cuffs of his shirt. “What’s his name?”

“Whose name?”

“The person who assaulted your friend.”

Ah, crap. I forgot I hadn’t been completely honest about why I needed him to come get us. Me and my big mouth. “Preston Matthews. Just another rich white kid who goes around doing and taking whatever he wants without consequences.” Making a show of looking him up and down, I ask, “Why? You gonna strangle him with your bow tie?”

Not that his build is anything to sneeze at. He’s not jacked and strapping like my brothers, but he’s not puny either. I can’t tell how defined he is under that shirt, but he’s sturdily lean with broad shoulders and a confident, unflappable posture. Not outwardly threatening but not unassuming either.

Oh, and he’s mad tall.

I’m five ten, over six feet in heels, and I still feel diminutive in front of him.

“Ciao,” he prompts, and I blink, as though snapping out of a haze.

It takes me a second to realize—embarrassingly so—that I’ve just been standing here checking him out.

Annoyed with myself, I snap, “What?”

He opens the passenger door for me. “Get in.”

“You get in.”

There’s not an ounce of patience in his answering sigh. “You’re more mature than this, piccola principessa.”

“Tillie. It’s frickin’ Tillie,” I grumble, climbing into the vehicle. “Stronzo.”

When he’s back behind the wheel and we’re on the move again, I say, “You’ve never met Lola before tonight. How do you know where she lives?”

Dry, deadpan, he replies, “If the sun doesn’t rise tomorrow, will it still be night?”

See what I mean? Prick. “So, I’m thinking—”

“Please don’t.”

“You’ve got a list, divided into two columns,” I continue, ignoring his jab. “On one side are those who get your ever-helpful, ever-dependable, yes-man persona. On the other side are those who get your jerkface, barely-tolerate-humans persona. And hey, nothing’s wrong with having two different personalities. Heck, I’ve lost count of how many I’ve got. What I wanna know is, why am I on the side that gets the asshole version of you?”

“Hmm,” he hums, though it’s more of a low, throaty, panter-like rumble.

And...it’s hot. Wait, did I just find something about this odd, bland, enigma of a man hot? Look up, a meteorite’s about to slam into us any minute now.

“If I’m understanding you correctly, you think I’m a ‘jerkface’ because I don’t handle you with kid gloves or give you the high-maintenance princess treatment you’re used to?”

A scoff almost chokes me. “Have you met my family? No one handles me with ‘kid gloves!’”

“Scrape the cataracts of narcissism off your eyes so you can see better, principessa.”

“Now I’m a narcissist?”

“A self-centered little windstorm who wreaks havoc wherever she goes because she knows her brothers will swoop in and save the day.”

That’s what he thinks of me? “Ah, I see what this is. Deflection. Flip it right around on me because you know I know you’re full of shit.”

“Are you not a high-maintenance princess who gets everything handed to her on a golden platter?”

“Are you not a two-faced phony who acts like a dick toward me because, well, I don’t have a dick?” I fire back.

“No, I’m not. See how easy that is? Now, you answer me.”

Argh, I could scream. He’s clearly good at mind games, and I’m not. I’m not a beat-around-the-bush person. I think something, I say it, and that’s it. Mental chess just isn’t my forte. One would think after growing up with four head-fuck brothers I would know a thing or two about head-fucking. But nope, I’m too lazy for that. I lost this fight before it even began.

“Stop talking to me,” I snipe.

His answering chuckle is humorless, curt. “Had you only listened when I told you not to think.”

Asshole.

The rest of the drive home is intensely silent. And long enough for me to decide I might possibly despise this man.

At home, when he unfolds his tall ass out of the car and proceeds to walk me to my door, I hiss at him, “Vaffanculo!”

To which he responds, “If you put more effort in your language studies, instead of clubs and parties, your pronunciations wouldn’t be so horrendous.”

He walks me to the door anyway, smirking when I flip him the finger before slamming said door in his face.

Long after I’m showered and cozy under my covers, I glower up at the ceiling and stew.

That phony discounted me, antagonized me, and got under my skin. But he should’ve played nice and sucked up to me like he does with Torin. Shouldn’t have put me on the wrong side of his column. Because now he has my full interest. Now, I’m determined to unearth what he’s hiding or planning.

No, I don’t know how to play mental chess, but I do know how to be a nuisance. Like a nasty virus, I’m going to burrow myself under his skin and chomp away at his shield until I uncover who the hell that fraud is.




CHAPTER TWO

“Lesser of two evils.”

 

Tillie

 

One week later

 

THE PITCH-BLACK RANGE ROVER rolls to a reluctant stop at the curb. If cars could sigh, this one would be sighing obnoxiously loud.

Across the street, Silk Nightclub pulses energy through its red-bricked walls, a string of patrons waiting rowdily in line.

Despite my better judgment, I idly scuff my strappy heels and wait it out to see if, for once, he’ll show an ounce of gentlemanly decency and get out of the vehicle to open the door for me.

All I get is a loud, impatient “Honk!”

Yup, still a jerk.

With subtle movements, I tug down the cleavage of my club dress as I trek to the vehicle.

Once inside, the ever-present fragrance of leather, lies, guile, and deceit envelops me. It shouldn’t feel sexy, but it does. It should be repugnant, but instead it’s seduction.

“What’s the issue this time, regalità?” he asks once I’m buckled in.

An upgrade from “princess” to “royalty?” I’ll take it.

Adding a light slur to my voice, I say, “I’m in fear for my life.”

His deep grunt is loaded with disbelief. He thinks I’m full of it.

Which I am. Twenty minutes ago, a cab dropped me at the exact spot he picked me up from. I’m dressed like I went clubbing, but I haven’t set foot in that nightclub. I left home tonight solely to commence “Operation Mask Off: Exposing Bad ‘Guy.’”

“How much did you have to drink?” the fraud asks.

“Too much.”

“Who did you go with?”

“Some friends. They’re still there.”

A dark edge tinges his voice when he asks, “Did someone touch you?”

Seeing as I called him because I “feared for my life,” I can’t answer no. But if I answer yes, it’ll get back to my brothers and that’ll only trigger their overprotective behaviors again, which is stifling.

“I’m fine,” I evade. “I didn’t wanna take a lift from anyone or get in a cab while intoxicated.”

“She trusts me,” he mutters amusedly under his breath.

Not one bit. “Lesser of two evils.”

That rips a snort out of him.

“If I go home drunk again, Mom’s gonna be pissed then rat me out to Tor,” I slur. “Can you take me to get something to eat somewhere, help me sober up a little?”

His grunt is unwilling. “It’s a quarter past two in the morning on a Wednesday night.”

“So?”

“Only fast-food restaurants are open right now. You hate fast food.”

Hmm. He’s got a mental folder on me, huh? Well, Torin did assign him as my “virtual guard” for several years now. He’d used a lot of technical words and terms to explain why this man needed to be all up in my business, which all boils down to him being permitted to virtual stalk me “for security reasons.”

Guy has access to all my security trackers and routinely logs into my accounts to conduct a “clean sweep.” Invasive, yes. But that’s my normal. At this point in my life, I’ve gotten used to having zero privacy. When I was fifteen, I was attacked and almost sexually assaulted by one of my classmate’s father, who’d apparently been stalking me through my social media. After that, my brothers invaded and monitored every crevice of my life, and that was the end of privacy as I knew it.

Now with Guy being their most trusted tech man, he pretty much spearheads the privacy invasions. He strikes me as the meticulous type, so I wouldn’t be surprised if he knows every single thing there is to know about me.

And maybe he hasn’t been as disregarding of me as I thought…

“This is LA, Guy. Somewhere’s gotta be open.”

“Nowhere suitable for your snobbish tastebuds.”

“My tastebuds aren’t ‘snobbish,’” I defend. “I like quality food. What’s wrong with that?”

“I’m taking you home. Monica will be asleep.”

“No. Take me somewhere to sober up.”

“Tillie—”

“Oh, so you do know my name.”

A low, frustrated sound rumbles in his throat and he mutters something in Italian.

“If you don’t get me something to eat, I’ll tell my brothers you slapped my ass and tried to touch my no-no spot.”

He rips his attention from the traffic and throws it at me. “They will never believe that.”

Arching a brow at him, I ask around a daring smile, “Wanna risk it?”

Granted, my brothers can tell when I’m up to no good and would see right through the lie, but if Guy is playing a long game, he won’t risk it. No chance.

Behind those black-rimmed glasses, his eyes frost over. “You’re a fucking brat.”

My grin is broad and unrepentant. “Thank you. I try.”

Eighteen minutes later, he parks in a reserved spot outside Myrandi, one of two upscale restaurants that opened in this area just over a year ago and is already doing amazingly well. Myrandi has been on my list of restaurants to try out. But at 2:47 a.m., they’re very much closed.

Guy exits the vehicle without a word and disappears around the side of the building. When several minutes pass and he doesn’t return, I fish out my phone to call him. Before I can, a text comes in.

 

Fraud: Are you waiting for me to open your door for you?

Me: OMG. You could’ve at least SAID smethig!

Fraud: Something*

 

Ugh, what a dick!

I slam out of the vehicle and follow the path he took until I spot him. Arms crossed, back pressed against a magnetic-lock steel door, keeping it open.

Stomping up to him, I hiss, “You’re a dick.”

With a barely-there smirk and a mock bow, he motions for me to go inside. “Your Highness.”

I take a step to pass him, then stop and narrow my eyes at him. “Can I trust you not to strangle me to death and feed my dismembered body through a meat grinder?”

“You should never trust me.”

I shouldn’t. I know I shouldn’t. And I don’t. Common sense screams at me that “safe” is anywhere this man isn’t. Still, I roll my eyes and walk in.

A squeal gets lodged in my throat at the sheer stainless-steel beauty that spreads out before me. “Oh, wow, she’s beautiful,” I whisper.

Guy brushes past me with silent animosity, but I refuse to let his bad vibes ruin this gorgeousness. While he moves around the state-of-the-art kitchen with familiarity and ease, opening this and that, grabbing things here and there, I wander around in awe, dragging my fingertips over the appliances. This is the fanciest, shiniest restaurant kitchen I’ve ever been in. Belongs in a magazine. Were it any glossier, it would be a room of mirrors.

“Now this is the kinda kitchen I wanna work in when I graduate from culinary school,” I mumble. “How do they even manage to keep it so…spotless?”

“You want to work for someone?” Guy comments through a patronizing snort. “Not just snap your fingers and have your own restaurant handed to you?”

“Maybe if I wanted to own a rest—”

All words of sass, all train of thought, all cognizance and basic mouth function disappear when I whip around and my gaze settles on Guy at the prep station, who’s folding up the sleeves of his crisp white shirt.

Sweet Mary, Joseph, and the Lamb. Is forearm-gasm a thing? Because I think I’m having one right now.

Not only are his forearms sexily veined, they’re also artistically inked. One is adorned with various art in colored ink. The other has a rosary wrapped around it all the way down, with the cross settled artfully on his inner wrist.

Well, damn. Is this why he’s always covered up from neck to toe? What else is he hiding under that getup?

Amusement colors his voice when he asks, “All right over there, regalità? Swallowed a bug?”

No. No, I am not.

Clearing my throat, I jut up my chin and don a neutral expression. “Every restaurant owner I know personally is always stressed out.” My voice is slightly cracked, so I clear it again. “Career-wise, my highest goal is to be a sous chef. But I’d be equally happy with chef de partie. I wanna pursue my passion but still have a fun, sociable life, you know? Maybe much, much later in life, I’ll wanna own, but definitely not soon. Youth is meant to be enjoyed.”

“Choice is a blessing,” he replies quietly, more to himself than to me.

My eyes are drawn to his forearms again as he gestures to the pair of stainless-steel stools across from the prep station. “Have a seat.”

Erotic forearms should not be a thing. Forearms are stupid; no real use. Maybe good for doing planks, but that’s it. On top of all the things there already are to make a woman weak in the knees, when did forearms become one of them?

With effort, I tear my gaze away, and it’s only then I register all the ingredients gathered. “Wait, you’re cooking?”

“Yes.” He plucks up a utility knife. “Sit.”

“Don’t tell me what to do.”

His stare meets mine, hard and unblinking. Then, with a barely audible grunt, he sets down the utility knife and picks up a butcher knife, flipping it over and over again between his fingers with impressive skill. “That meat grinder idea is starting to look appealing,” he mumbles, then flips the knife one last time before using it to point at the stools again.

Very well. Wordlessly, I amble over to the stools, pick one up, and take it around to where he is. Then I sit.

With a small shake of his head, he begins slicing potatoes. “Do you know what brats deserve?”

“A spanking?”

“That’s what good girls pretending to be bad deserve. A spanking is a reward in that case.” He stops slicing and moves close to me. “But you, Tillie Garza, there’s nothing good about you.”

My heart halts in my chest when he slides the knife under my chin, using it to tilt my face up gently.

There are two diverging paths within my heart right now, and my heart’s uncertain about which path to take. Hammer heavily in fear or drum wildly in lust? Confused, it sends prompt signals to my brain for advice, but my brain is equally perplexed. Are we aroused, or are we scared?

Breath held, I wait for my organs to deliberate.

“You don’t deserve the pleasure of a spanking.” Delicately, he drags the blade of the knife down my throat that’s bared to him. “You deserve…”

He trails off when I swallow, his eyes transfixed on the movement against the blade.

Helloooo, brain? Are we scared or are we turned on?

A persistent buzzing pierces the intense silence.

Guy gazes down at me for one beat, two beats, three beats longer, before he backs away, sets down the knife, and gets out his phone.

“Cosa?” he answers, walking off.

Exhaling a long, slow breath, I touch my fingers to my throat.

What the hell was that? And why am I not sprinting out the door right now? Do I need more evidence than this to prove he’s nothing like he pretends to be? That he’s a wolf in disguise?

When my useless brain and heart are functioning properly again, I try to eavesdrop on his conversation, but it’s futile. Despite studying the language for years, I suck at it. Horribly. Can barely construct or comprehend a full sentence. Except for the curse words, of course.

Guy no doubt knows that, given the mental folder he apparently has on me, which might be why he’s openly having what appears to be an acerbic argument with someone in front of me.

Brain, please add “Try harder to understand Italian, you dense twat” on my to-do list.

When the call has ended, he washes his hands at the sink and resumes slicing potatoes without a word.

Bummer. One half of me is desperate to know what he thinks a “brat” like me deserves. The other half is screaming, “Idiot, he had a knife to your throat!”

“That call sounded intense,” I comment instead. “Girlfriend mad at you for being gone this late?”

Ignoring me, he moves on to prepping asparagus.

“Wait, is this her restaurant?” I press, undeterred. “Your girlfriend’s name’s Myrandi?”

He continues to ignore me.

“Ah, a chef girlfriend, nice. I was wondering how you knew your way around a kitchen like this so well. And so adept with knives,” I say. “She taught you?”

“Mamma taught me.” His answer catches me off guard, seeing as I’m being a nag on purpose and not at all expecting him to participate. “She’s a Michelin-starred chef and a successful restaurateur.”

Dope. I know of every Michelin-starred chef in LA. Who’s his mom? “Here, in LA?”

A single shake of his head. “In Italia.”

Oh. His family’s not here, then? “Are all your family back in Italy?”

He doesn’t answer.

Hmm, he’s being selective about what he responds to. Which means when he does answer it’s with the truth. “Do you have siblings?”

A nod. “One dead, one alive.”

Yikes. I bite my lip and hold off from asking more for now. He might be an irritable fraud, but he’s still human. As frustrating as my siblings are, I can’t imagine losing any of them.

After a stretch of silence, I ask, “Want me to help with anything?”

“No. Get yourself a bottled water from the fridge over there and hydrate,” he replies. “Or go take selfies for social media or…do whatever it is girls your age are always doing on your phone.”

Girls my age? “I’m nineteen. Twenty in three months.”

“You’re telling me this useless fact because…?”

“I’m not a ‘girl,’ I’m a woman.”

“Is that why your hymen is still intact?”

What the…? How does he even know that? “Ah, so you’re one of those misogynistic douchenuggets who think a woman isn’t a ‘woman’ unless she’s had a big, fat cock inside her, huh?”

He fetches a skillet from below and puts it on the stove.

“How many ‘girls’ have you turned into ‘women’ with your magic penis, Mr. Bow Tie?”

“None.”

“Oh, lemme guess. You don’t screw ‘virgins’ because they get all clingy with romantic notions afterward?” I say, irritated for some reason. “Like how dare she get attached after allowing you the privilege of being the first man to enter her body.”

“Careful,” he says. “You might sprain your ankles jumping to all those conclusions about me.”

Of its own volition, my gaze drifts to his inked forearms again, and I imagine them pressed on either side of a woman’s head as he drives into her over and over without tenderness or care. Something delicious unfurls in my belly. In the next breath, the woman’s face morphs to mine, and the scene changes to me sitting right there in front of him on the prepping station, my dress bunched up, and that hand with the rosary sliding up between my thighs and… Oh dear God. What the hell am I doing?

“Whatever,” I mumble through a clogged throat. “You’re probably a selfish, wham-bam kind of man anyway. Leaving women wholly unsatisfied all around.”

A quiet scoff leaves him, but he doesn’t defend himself.

“And by the way, I’m not a virgin.”

At that, he pauses to lance me with those impassive amber eyes. “What’s his name?”

Outwardly, his posture is casual, features relaxed and open. Meant to convince me it’s safe to tell him. But the dark intensity of his eyes, which borderlines on menacing, betrays it all.

There’s no name to give him, seeing as my hymen is still very much intact. But if there were one, I wouldn’t even give him the initials because this man is clearly a restrained demon.

“That’s none of your business, perv.”

Needing some distance from him all of a sudden, I slide off the stool and walk away. The closer I am to him, the weirder my brain acts, and I refuse to mistake it for attraction. There’s no chance I’ll ever be attracted to that counterfeit, bow tie-wearing sicko of a man.

“Hurry up with my food,” I throw snootily over my shoulder before pushing through the swinging double doors.

Once I’m out in the restaurant area, my lungs expand and I gasp in a deep breath. I press my hand to my throat, exhaling slowly. My heartbeat evens out, and the funny feeling in my stomach starts to fade.

Much better.

The lights are off out here and the chairs are upturned on the tables, but the blue light from the waterfall wall behind the bar casts enough of a glow that I’m able to see and appreciate the tasteful interior decor. Oh, to be part of a team that prepares gourmet meals for a restaurant like this…

I take down one of the chairs to sit, then fish out my phone from my purse and ring up my babe. New York is several hours ahead of us, so she’s probably asleep, but she’ll pick up. Because that’s what soul mates do.

“Yes, vampire,” she answers groggily.

“I’m somewhere I shouldn’t be, with someone I shouldn’t be with.”

“Why?”

“Because I never know how to leave well enough alone?”

“Who is it?”

“It’s...” I pause for a bit. “Let’s just call him ‘X.’”

All grogginess is gone from her voice, replaced with affront when she demands, “And we aren’t doing names, why?”

“Because...this one’s tricky. I’m working on something, and I think...if it turns out I’m right, it’ll be safer that you didn’t know.”

“Safer…” She slowly drags the word out, as if tasting it. Then, “What the hell kind of trouble are you getting yourself into this time, T?”

“There’s no trouble, I promise.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Ugh, I wish you lived here. I wanna hug you and smooch you all over.”

“Don’t you dare try to calm me down with love and cuteness!”

I’m cracking up now. “I’m not!”

Soleil Stratton—“Sunny” to me—and I met online around five years ago, and I quickly became attached. We live on opposite sides of the country and rarely see each other in person, but she’s one of the most genuine things in my life. The connection I feel with her is soul-deep. Her dead-inside, don’t-care personality might deter most from getting close, but I saw her and was determined to love her to pieces. Eventually, she softened up and allowed me into her hallow heart. Knowing I’m the only one who gets that soft side of her gives me all the special feels. Best of all, she doesn’t give a flying cockroach about my brothers. She’s genuinely my friend.

With a wide grin, I listen to her go on about how I’m reckless because I’m bored. Until she stops, expels a resigned sigh, and says, “I don’t even know why I’m wasting my breath. You’re just going to do whatever you wanna do regardless.”

“Valiant effort, my friend,” I return, grinning. She makes my heart happy.

“Well then, I’m going back to bed. I’ll be sure to check LA’s headlines later. Just in case the night ends with you laid up in a ditch somewhere.”

I snicker. “My God, you’re worse than Mom.”

“By the way, how’s your friend doing?” she asks. “The one from the party...”

“Dunno.” My shoulders lift in a shrug even though she can’t see me. “She’s been ghosting me. Ignoring my calls and texts. I dropped by her house a couple times to check up on her and kept getting told she’s ‘not home.’ So, whatever.”

“Ouch. Sorry, babe. She might be struggling mentally with what happened. Trying to cope. Cocooning.”

“Yeah, but she could at least shoot me a text to let me know she’s all right and needs some space,” I say. “I’m willing to do whatever I can to help her. But to shut me out like that? It just proves I’m right and she was never really my friend. Whatever. I’m over it. You’re the only true friend I have, and the only friend I need.”

“In that case, will you listen to me and give up on doing whatever it is you’re doing with this ‘X’ person and stay safe for me?” she asks in a cute, angelic voice. “Will you listen to your one true friend, pretty please?”

That gets a guffaw out of me. “Oh, I love you, Sunny bunny. But I love playing with fire more.”




CHAPTER THREE

“Heard it’s a dick.”

 

Tillie

 

FRAUD: COME. NOW.

 

Glaring at my phone screen, I nimbly tap out a text saying he should be bringing the food to me. But then delete it instead of hitting send because the words read childish, petulant, entitled, and would only give him more ammo to label me a spoiled brat.

The aroma of whatever he’s cooking has been flirting with my appetite and making me hungry for real, so I swallow my irritation and head back to the kitchen. Soft music surrounds me when I push through the swinging doors. The source, a small radio on the back counter.

Guy is polishing a champagne flute with meticulous care, as though even a spec of blemish would be a grave sin. Without looking at me, he motions to where I’d been seated earlier.

I cross my arms. “What did I say about telling me what to do?”

Carefully, he puts down the spit-shine flute, then gives me his undivided attention. “Are you hungry or not, regalità? Because I have things to do.”

“Things to do at this hour?”

He lifts an impatient brow at me.

“Oh, right,” I say with a nod, “no rest for the wicked.”

Once I’m seated, he plates a gourmet-style dish for me. I know all the ingredients and techniques used to create this dish, and I’m impressed. Especially with the presentation. Perfectly medium steak on a bed of pickled asparagus, with roasted potatoes, honey-glazed carrots, and roasted tomatoes.

It smells divine. He might be a fraud in life, but in the kitchen, he’s the real deal.

I wanna meet his mamma.

I pick up the cutlery to dig in but pause and look up at him when he pours ice-cold sparkling water into the flute. “All that polishing just to give me water?”

One brow arches censoriously at me above his glasses.

Oh, right, I’m supposed to be “drunk.” The whole reason why we’re here. To “sober” me up.

How am I screwing up my own lie?

Backing down, I cut into the steak and fork a slice into my mouth. And I barely hold back a moan. It melts on my tongue in a pirouette of buttery-garlic-rosemary flourish.

I don’t want to compliment this fraud in any way, but it’s a struggle to keep my appreciation for this dish off my face. Not that he appears to need a compliment from me. His confidence in his skills is evident in his diverted attention, his focus entirely on whatever’s on his phone, a small crease between his dark brows.

Leisurely, he strides across the room. His legs are so…long. Gobbling up the distance to the side station. He leans back against the counter and lifts the phone to his ear.

When his gaze abruptly flicks to me and catches me watching him, I resist the urge to blush, to look away. Whatever, let him know I’m watching. Let him know I think he’s full of it.

That’s how the next fifteen minutes ensue. While engaging in a full-blown conversation in Italian on his phone, he watches me watch him as I eat.

And holding out from buckling under his strong, intense stare is no easy feat. I don’t want to give in and let him win, but he’s…a lot.

Making a face, I set the cutlery down. “This meal is too salty.”

With a slight frown, he drops his gaze to the plate that’s almost empty in front of me. When his eyes flick to mine again, it’s with a cocksure twinkle that conveys the only thing salty in this room is me. In the next second, a scowl skitters across his features as realization dawns that he’s been tricked.

An unapologetic grin stretches my lips. There’s no shame in being a cheat.

He mutters incomprehensible words to the recipient on the other end of the call, then hangs up and straightens from the counter. “Done?”

“That was a long call,” I comment. “Was that the side piece? Wifeys don’t usually get that much attention.”

“I don’t cheat.”

Walked right into that one, didn’t I? “Since you cooked, I’ll wash up.”

He waves me off. “Don’t worry about it. Come on, let’s go.”

“No. It’s not in my nature to leave a kitchen dirty—”

“I said leave it. Come. Let’s go.”

The stringent edge to his tone makes me bristle. “Do you try to boss me around because my brothers boss you? Is this some kind of can’t be ‘the man’ at work so beat the woman at home type of thing?”

At that, his jaw clenches. Hard. Eyes frosting over behind his glasses, he white-knuckles the phone in his hand.

“Tillie…” he forces through clenched teeth and takes a step forward. He pauses, closes his eyes, and inhales a deep breath.

When his eyes sweep open again, the frost is gone. His shoulders visibly relax. Mask firmly back in place.

No.

No, you faker. Lose it! Show me who you really are.

“Fine.” He motions submissively toward the sink. “Wash up. I’ll wait.”

Who are you?

“On second thought…” I slide off the stool and pick up my purse. “I’m kinda tired. You can clean up.”

I saunter to the door we entered through and turn the handle. It’s locked. Tossing a glance over my shoulder, I catch him pinching the bridge of his nose.

“Come on, Bow Tie. Take me home.”

There’s a tense stretch of silence before his footsteps advance in this direction. Inexplicably, my heartbeat increases the closer he gets.

I’m not afraid of him. I’m not afraid of him. I’m not afraid of him.

He’s right behind me now, so close his breath is raising the hairs on the back of my neck.

His exasperation is palpable.

He says nothing.

Neither do I.

Nothing but the sounds of our breathing fill the space. Mine louder, quickened.

“Is…” I swallow, aiming for unaffected. “Is this the part where you snap my neck?”

The cracked breathlessness of my voice is embarrassing.

“I should, shouldn’t I?” he replies with the indifference and control I failed at. “Fortunately for you, I respect your brothers too much to give in to the urge…”

He respects them? Then what the hell did I ever do to him?

His forearm brushes the exposed skin at my waist when he reaches around and scans a black key card. The door beeps at the same time a hitch catches in my throat, and burning heat spreads from the spot where his skin made contact with mine.

He turns the door handle, pushing it open. Behind me, his other hand flattens at the center of my back before shoving me firmly through the door.

 

 

~

 

 

I’m without words or mischief the entire drive home.

My mind is preoccupied. Trying to decipher why the spot where his arm brushed me earlier is burning like it’s on fire. Why did a hitch catch in my throat? Why did a foreign tingle flow up and down my spine?

Is this what it’s like when a woman’s body involuntarily reacts to a man’s? Seeing as I’ve never been genuinely attracted to anyone before, I have no damn clue. Something about that touch, innocuous as it was, has woken something inside me, and—

“Open the door and get out, regalità.”

At the sound of his voice, my unseeing gaze shifts into focus, and I blink.

Oh, we’re here. Did I zone out?

Wordlessly, I undo my seat belt, open the door, and hop out.

“Hell’s frozen over,” he mutters right before I shut the door.

Whatever. He can have tonight’s win. As soon as I get some clarity on why his touch makes me feel like I’ve been zapped with electricity and singed with fire, the game is on again.

Behind me, the car door slams and footfalls crunch in the gravel, trailing me.

He always does this, even though the grounds have twenty-four-hour security and cameras everywhere. Elsewhere, he refuses to get out of the car to open my door for me, but once I’m home in an utterly safe environment, he’ll get his long-legged ass out to walk me to my door. Make it make sense.

My keys clatter to the ground when I try to fish them from my purse. With an addled brain, I crouch down to pick them up then almost twist my ankle on the way up.

Oh, for the love of—

Guy catches me with a hand at my waist, helping me right myself. And holy electric titfire! What the hell is going on?

As if I’ve been zapped with a live wire, I lurch out of his hold, but the swift movement only makes me stumble again, which in turn makes him reach out and catch me by the waist again, steadying me.

Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, why does it feel like I’m surfing on a bolt of lightning through a sea of flames? Why’s my heart hammering? Why are my breaths so shallow?

Irritated with myself, I aggressively jerk out of his hold again and grit out, “Stop. Touching. Me.”

His retorting snort conveys that touching me is the last thing he wants to be doing. “You’re the one who seems to have forgotten how to stand upright. Didn’t believe you were drunk earlier, but now…”

“Oh, piss off,” I snap back, jamming the key into the lock.

Of course the lock chooses to embarrass me by refusing to open. Or, wait—nope, I inserted the wrong damn key.

“Forgot how locks and keys work, too?” the fraud taunts, his tone imbued with mild amusement.

“You can leave now, you know,” I hiss.

“If I wasn’t worried about your well-being, I would. Seems your head’s going.”

Asshole.

When I finally get the door open and stomp inside, he calls, “Hey, regalità?”

Whirling to face him, I borderline snarl, “What?”

“Let this be the last time you call me.”

Before I can slam the door in his face, he’s gone.

I close the door, press my back against it, and rest my palm over my heart that’s going berserk in my chest. I hate that man. I really do. So why does it feel as if my body…likes him?

Since my knees aren’t yet strong enough to take me up the stairs to my room, I sink to the floor. A little time is required to recover from...whatever the hell’s going on with me right now.

My purse vibrates against my thigh. I fish out my phone and check the screen.

A text from Zak Killian, who I haven’t spoken to since the incident at his house party. The whole ordeal turned me off from him. Those were his friends.

 

Zak: Holy shit T, have you seen this?

 

I tap the attached image to enlarge it. Preston Matthews. Tied to a tree, butt naked. Stapled to his chest is a note with the words “I AM A RAPIST” in bold letters, and carved bloodily on his forehead is what looks like a cross. Something’s stuffed into his mouth, blood streaking down the sides. Much to my disappointment, his cock still hangs flaccidly between his skinny legs.

 

Me: OMG, when did this happen? Is he okay?

Zak: IDK. Pic started circulating last night. Just spoke to his brother and he said he’s all good. But he’s not taking our calls.

Me: Of course he isn’t. He’s disgraced. What’s in his mouth?

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg





OEBPS/image0.jpg
CROWNED

EEEEEEEEEEEEE

S. ANN COLE





OEBPS/image1.jpg
LOUD GIRL BOOKS





