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            PROLOGUE

          

          MADELENA

        

      

    

    
      
        
         

        Present Day

      

      

      

      “Forgive me.”

      They were the first words he spoke to me. I can still hear them, still see the look in his eyes as he took my hand and said them. I couldn’t turn away from him. 

      Not until I saw the flash of the blade he produced out of nowhere. 

      I blink, and the room comes into focus. I open my hand to trace the thin scar across my palm, the raised flesh bumpy. Does his match mine? 

      The surprise of it had shocked me at first, then the pain. The latter should have been familiar, but strangely, it wasn’t. It depends on who’s holding the knife, I guess. 

      A key turning in the lock on my door disrupts my thoughts and draws me into the present. I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror, dark hair around a too-pale face and eyes lined heavily with black. Little Kitty, he calls me. It sounds almost tender, but it’s not. It’s his mockery of me. 

      I don’t have time to think about it as Sister Catherine opens the door, the key dangling from a chain at her belt. She never has bothered to knock. I brush my hair and watch her in the mirror as she surveys the room. My bags are packed, and I’m sure she can’t wait to be rid of me. 

      Behind her, Mr. Abbot, the groundskeeper, stands in the doorway. 

      “Take it all down,” she tells him sharply. “Load it into the car.”

      My heart thuds against my chest because it’s time. This is it. 

      “Not that one,” I say, pointing to the oversized, still-unzipped tote on the bed. It’s the one with the things I actually care about. 

      Mr. Abbot looks to Sister Catherine, who shrugs and approaches me. She takes the brush from my hand and stands directly behind me at the vanity. I watch Mr. Abbot sling my duffel bag over his shoulder and lift the two suitcases. They have wheels, but he carries them anyway.

      “Goodbye, Mr. Abbot,” I call out. He pauses at the door and glances at Sister Catherine, who tugs too hard on my hair. He gives me a small but warm smile. 

      He was always kind to me. 

      The door closes, and I look up at Sister Catherine’s pursed face. It’s not quite resting bitch face—more of a forever-constipated face. I mentioned once they have things you can buy over the counter for that. She did not appreciate it. Remembering the moment makes me smile.

      “We should have had this cut,” she says, tugging the brush through. 

      “Too late,” I say with a smirk. She’s made sure I knew exactly what a burden I was from day one. Exactly what she thought of my kind, as she put it, and I always reminded her how easily she took money from my kind. 

      My kind being my fiancé, the heir to a crime family. This was where the Augustine protection had come in handy. She had limited power over me. I could say what I wanted to say, and all she could do was lock me in my room and deprive me of dinner as punishment. Yes, she’d made the last two years of my life as hellish as she could, but she couldn’t really touch me. I’ve survived worse than her. 

      I wince as she tugs and pulls, but I bear it. My eyes fill up, but I don’t let a single tear fall. 

      “You’ll do well to remember to keep your mouth shut with your husband.”

      “He’s not my husband yet,” I say, earning another tug. I turn the diamond ring on my finger, trying to keep my face neutral, trying not to show how anxious I feel—how much I dread what’s to come. Because it’s only a matter of time until he is my husband, and there’s no way out of it. 

      She puts the brush down and sets her hands at her back.“Stand up.” 

      I glimpse the thin leather strap that hangs from her belt, which is another thing I was protected from. I’ve seen what she’s capable of doing with that strap. 

      I stand, turning to face her. I’m taller than her, and she doesn’t much like it.

      She looks me over, and I want to ask her why she hates me. Why she hasn’t helped me once or offered even the smallest comfort. It’s not like I chose this, or like I can stop it. 

      No one can. 

      Because five years ago, I was promised to Santos Augustine. We signed the contract in blood, mine and his, while our families watched.

      I touch my thumb to the scar as Sister Catherine’s hard gaze meets mine. I press my fingernail into it, the pain grounding me. 

      She looks me over, likely making sure I’m wearing the dress I’ve been told to wear. I am. She nods and turns to walk out. “Come.”

      I put my brush into the bag on the bed and zip it, slinging it over my shoulder then following her out of the room that’s been my prison and my sanctuary for the last two years. I don’t look back. I can’t.

      Because today is the day that contract we signed is fulfilled. No one—not my father, not my brother, not even fucking God can stop what is about to happen. Because Santos Augustine is God, and he made clear five years ago and at every opportunity leading to this day, that I belong to him.
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        5 Years Earlier

      

      

      

      
        
         

      

      

       

      Marnix De Léon is a fucking coward, and it turns my stomach to have to look at him. In contrast, my father stands tall and proud. To anyone not present in this room, you’d expect the opposite—De Léon with his head held high, with my father’s bowed low, face in shadows. I’m not sure you’d expect the Augustines and the De Léons in the same room at all, actually. Not as equals anyway, but here we are. 

      The Augustines have returned from exile, patriarchs of each family present and accompanied by attorneys, as if the transaction we’re carrying out is in any way legal.

      The next generation is here too. My brother, Caius. Me. De Léon’s son, Odin. No women, though. They’re not necessary for this part. Not yet. 

      Even then, we only need the one—although she’s not quite a woman yet. That’s the part that bothers me. It makes me lose sleep at night, but I know what I have to do, what role I’m meant to play. 

      And she will be a woman soon enough.

      “Santos.” My father calls my name. 

      I shift my gaze past Caius to him. Should Caius be the one named on that contract? He would be if it hadn’t been for me. My father adopted Caius when he married our mother. I am not first born, but I am blood-born. Caius stands like a statue, hands folded in front of him and face as unreadable as ever as I proceed toward the older men. I wonder what my brother is thinking. Would he want this if it was his to take? If she was his to take? Spoils of war. 

      “Father,” I say.

      De Léon’s irritated gaze follows me as I step up to the desk. You’d never know looking at him that he buried his brother-in-law today. 

      I don’t bother acknowledging him. He fucked up. Overreached. This is the consequence of thinking too highly of oneself, believing oneself untouchable. No one is untouchable. 

      De Léon turns the fountain pen over to me. I see where the ink of his signature is drying, smeared where the crease of his fist had rubbed against it. He signed with a flair I’m not surprised to see. He’s arrogant. We’ve always known that about Marnix De Léon. That arrogance has led to his downfall. 

      I meet De Léon’s flat eyes, which are colorless and washed out. I glance to my father, who gives me a victorious smile. I don’t take the pen.

      “Where is your daughter?” I ask De Léon.

      “It’s unnecessary for her to be here. I decide for her.”

      Is he trying to protect her? Fatherly love? No, that’s not it. I know enough about the family to be certain of that fact. 

      The corners of my mouth lift into what I don’t think anyone would call a smile. “You don’t decide anything,” I remind him. He used to, but times have changed. 

      He gestures to one of his men standing by the door, but De Léon’s son, Odin, steps out of his corner and blocks his path. 

      “No need,” he says. 

      I turn to him. Odin is about eighteen now, three years older than his sister, Madelena. He’s almost as tall as me but thin, like he hasn’t quite grown into his height yet. He takes another step. I notice the limp, the tightening of his lips. Pain. Was he limping before tonight? I don’t recall.

      “She’ll do as she’s told when the time comes,” he says. 

      “Get out of the way, boy,” the older De Léon says, but Odin doesn’t. He draws himself to his full height and, still blocking the door, looks at me—not his father. 

      “It’s been a hard day for her,” he says in an appeal to protect his sister.

      I study him. No love lost between father and son, but he does love his sister. Noted.

      “She was very close to our uncle,” he adds.

      My gut tightens. I knew she was close to him. So was Odin. Their uncle was the last link to their mother. If there was any other way to do this, I would do it. The girl is fifteen, and I’m not that much of a monster. “It can’t be helped,” I tell him, because it can’t.

      “Boy,” the father warns, making a move to come around the desk.

      Odin sets his jaw. “No.”

      I open my mouth, but before I get a chance to speak, the door opens. We all turn to find Madelena De Léon standing like she’d had her ear to the door all along. Her hair is wet, and she’s wearing different clothes than she’d worn to the funeral. She looks like she’s been crying for days. She glares at her father, then, without any hesitation, she shifts her gaze to me and holds mine. And I know in that instant, in the look in those eyes, that this girl will not bow meekly and do as she’s told. Not now. Not ever.

      Odin steps toward her. “Maddy,” he says through his teeth. “I told you not to come down here.”

      He’s protective of her. I would be the same if I had a sister—and there’s no way in hell I’d let her sign a contract like the one Madelena will be made to sign tonight.

      “It’s fine. I’m fine,” she tells her brother.

      I watch the two of them together. I know what she looks like. I’ve seen her before, although not often. Where we used to be the scum of Avarice, now Augustines and De Léons socialize in the same circles. Who’d have thought it? But all it took was one fuck-up. It had been inevitable. We only had to be patient. Because Marnix De Léon fucked up big. I know the cost of that sort of mistake well and he will pay.

      She takes in the room while I take her in. Dark hair, sad eyes. Anger. Just behind it, there’s fear. I see it, smell it, even as she tries to mask it. But it would be stranger if she wasn’t scared. Standing in a room with the Augustine family can be a frightening experience, especially when you’re a De Léon. But like I said, I’m not a monster. And she is fifteen.

      I hold out my hand, palm up, and beckon her with a curl of my fingers. No need to drag this out.

      Odin takes hold of her wrist, but she looks up at him. A silent communication passes between them before she shakes her head and frees herself. I notice she’s barefoot when she steps toward me. It stands out, that little detail. The vulnerability of her pale feet. The vulnerability of her.

      When I look back up, she’s near enough to take my hand. She studies it. This close in the dim light, I see the remnants of eyeliner hastily wiped away, the smudges of black on one temple. Finally, when she shifts her gaze up to mine, and I see the pain inside her copper eyes, I decide something. It’s not a conscious thought, but it’s decided all the same.

      Her father should protect her. It’s the way it should be. But sometimes fathers don’t protect daughters. I know that well. Even though I will do what I am about to do, I decide that where her father has failed her, I will not.

      She blinks, as if this thought, this oath hanging on the one we are about to make, has somehow communicated itself to her. As if the weight of it, of my protection, has been draped like a cloak over her too narrow, too delicate shoulders.

      I gesture once more for her to give me her hand. Our eyes remain connected as she slips it into mine.

      Her skin is cold to the touch, and I don’t miss the slight tremble of her small hand in mine. I hate that I have to do what I have to do.

      My father clears his throat. There is no way around it, and she will survive. Hell, she has survived being a De Léon this long, I tell myself. She’s been through worse.

      She walks at my side as we take the final steps to the desk together. There’s slight resistance, but she, too, knows that neither of us have a choice.

      “Forgive me,” I tell her quietly. Her forehead creases in confusion, but before she can see what is coming—before she can be afraid—I slip the switchblade from my pocket, snap it open and slice a line into the palm of her hand.

      She cries out and tries to pull free as tears fill her eyes. I hold her hand over the contract and, using the same knife, slice my own palm so that our blood drops in unison onto the sheets of heavy parchment.

      “Blood joins blood,” my father says as I smear our thumbs through the deep red, hers and mine. I take the handkerchief from my breast pocket and press it into her palm. I’m not sure if her gaze is on the blood or the ring on my finger bearing the Augustine insignia.

      Keeping hold of her hand to staunch the bleeding, I step away from the desk, taking her with me. We watch the two witnesses, one from each family, sign their names to the contract before our attorney applies the final seal. Once that is finished, my father stands back and, with that victorious smile playing on his lips, he looks at us. At me, at her, at Caius and finally at De Léon, his forever enemy. “It is done,” he declares.

      I turn to the girl who is wiping tears from her face with her free hand.

      “You belong to me now. Do you understand?” I tell her in a low voice so only she can hear.

      She wrinkles her forehead, her lips trembling as she draws a breath.

      “Do you understand?” I repeat.

      She nods once.

      “Good. Don’t forget it.”

      The instant I release her, she runs from the room. I wipe the blood off my hand with a handkerchief Caius hands me as our attorneys collect the contract, briefcases snapping shut. My father gives me an approving nod and leads the way out. Our footsteps echo as we make our way toward the front door of the De Léon mansion, but before we reach it, something draws my gaze. It’s an irresistible pull and when I glance over my shoulder, I see Madelena standing at the top of the stairs, nursing her bleeding hand. Her eyes are locked on me and if looks could kill, I’d be dead.

      I give her an infinitesimal nod and I swear her eyes narrow.

      At least she’ll be safe for now. From me, for the next five years. From my family. From her own. Trading the house of one monster for the house of another.

      But destiny is destiny. Fate is fate.

      The Augustines have waited a long time for the scales to be leveled… for fate to finally give us our due. Each of us must fulfill our part as it is written—whether we like it or not.

      Madelena De Léon’s destiny is sealed. She is to pay what is due.

      And my destiny is clear. I am to ensure that payment is collected in full. No matter the cost.
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      I watch the bastards walk out of the study. Odin told me to stay in my room, but it’s not like that would have changed anything. I knew what my father had agreed to in order to save his neck. I’m pretty good at being invisible, lurking in shadows and listening. It’s easy with my father because he wishes I was invisible. Wishes I’d never been born.

      He’s another bastard just like them. Worse, if he can sell his own flesh and blood and on this day of all days. We buried my uncle, Jax Donovan, today. He was my mom’s brother and the last link to her.

      Santos Augustine stops on his way out. As if what we just did—that shared spilling of blood—somehow bound us, creating an invisible tether between us. He turns and looks up at where I am lurking in the shadows of the second-floor landing. His eyes meet mine. Even at this distance, they send a shiver along my spine.

      I narrow mine and send all the hate I can muster his way because maybe he can see what’s inside of me too.

      “You belong to me now… Don’t forget it.”

      What the fuck does that even mean? I’m fifteen. He’s ten years older than me. What can he do to me? Nothing. That’s what.

      We stare at each other for a long minute before he gives me an almost imperceptible nod and what I swear is a smirk before he and his family walk out of my sight. Out of our house.

      My brother appears at the bottom of the stairs. He pauses to look up at me, and I see his face contort with pain as he begins to climb. My father glances at us, then disappears back into his study. He can rot there for all I care.

      “I told you to stay upstairs,” Odin says, taking my hand. The handkerchief is sticky with blood, but he peels it away. I suck in a breath. “He didn’t have to be so fucking brutal about it.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I tell him.

      “Let’s go get this bandaged up.” He looks at me with that pitying expression. Why, I don’t know. He’s the one with the fucking limp.

      My eyes fill up. It’s bad this time. He’s never limped before.

      “Are you okay?” I ask him as we walk through my bedroom into the bathroom we share. It’s a jack-and-jill. The second bedroom wasn’t supposed to be Odin’s, but he’s been there for as long as I can remember.

      “I’m not the one with a cut in my hand. Sit.”

      I perch on the edge of the tub while he rummages beneath the sink for the first-aid kit. Once he has it, he sits on the closed toilet seat and drops the handkerchief into the trash can. He proceeds to clean the cut. It stings, but I hold my breath and don’t make a sound, watching him work as he carefully bandages it.

      Once he’s finished, he throws away the cotton swabs and washes his hands. “It’ll probably scar. I’ll see if I can get you a cream.”

      “I don’t care about a scar,” I tell him, watching blood stain the bandage. It hurts. But weirdly, it gives me something to focus on.

      Something to time my breath to.

      You can feel your heart beat to the throbbing of pain like this. It’s a strange sensation. Grounding in a way.

      “Here,” Odin says, taking two aspirin from a bottle in the cabinet and holding them out to me.

      I take them and watch him swallow two himself.

      “The limp isn’t better,” I tell him, as if he didn’t know.

      “It’ll be fine. Just needs some time.”

      I follow him into his bedroom, where he drops onto the edge of his bed like he’s exhausted.

      I sit beside him and lay my head on his shoulder. “You shouldn’t let him do it.”

      “I’d rather he beat me than you,” he says and guilt washes over me even though that’s not his intention. Our father is an asshole and a drunk. And Odin has stood between him and me too many times.

      “I wouldn’t.” I look up at him.

      “Well, sis, you’re safe now,” he says with a dark smile on his face. “You belong to Santos Augustine. I don’t think he’ll take it well if our father lays a hand on you.”

      “Is that like the silver lining or something? Because it’s a crappy silver lining.”

      He chuckles and scoots back to lean against the headboard. He studies me. “What did he say to you? Before he did it?”

      I cross the room, push the curtain aside to look out into the dark street. I’m not sure if the lights I see in the distance are the tail lights of the Augustines’ cars.

      “Forgive me,” I say, turning back to Odin.

      “Hmm.”

      “And then the ominous, ‘You belong to me now… Don’t forget it.’” I mimic Santos Augustine’s low, dark voice. “Asshole.”

      “You do, though. You understand that, right?” Odin asks seriously.

      “I understand that he’s a jerk and a bully. I understand that our father fucked up and what they should do is punish him.”

      “They are.”

      “No, they’re punishing all of us.”

      “These things are complicated. There’s history between our father and Brutus Augustine.”

      “What history?”

      He shakes his head. “I’m not sure of the details, but Santos’s aunt, Brutus’s older sister, used to work for The Club. Something happened with her and dad.”

      I feel the blood drain from my face. “He hurt her?” I know what he’s capable of.

      “I guess. It doesn’t matter for you. It was a long time ago. What matters is that you take this seriously.”

      “It’s not the middle ages. Women don’t belong to men anymore.”

      “People don’t sign contracts on parchment in blood anymore either. This is real, Madelena.”

      “Don’t call me that.” He only uses my full name when he’s either angry at me or I’ve done something stupid. I can’t stand the former and the latter, well, whatever.

      “I mean it. Just be careful.”

      “Odin—”

      “Promise me,” he says in a tone I don’t like, one that is too serious. When I don’t answer right away, he raises his eyebrows.

      “Fine. I’ll be careful, whatever that means.” I pick up the framed photo of Uncle Jax, Odin, and me. We took the picture last year at the amusement park. We had such a great time.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      I shrug a shoulder and put it down. “I’m going to miss him.”

      “Me too.”

      He reaches over to open the nightstand drawer where he keeps a small flask. He twists the cap off and holds it out to me.

      I mock gasp and touch my hand to my heart. “Odin! I’m fifteen!”

      “I think we both deserve a little tonight.”

      I take it and drink a big swallow, expecting but still wincing at the burn as it slides down my throat. I hand it back and watch Odin drain the flask.

      “You’re going to get wrinkles if you keep looking at me like that,” he says, closing the flask and putting it back in the drawer.

      “You’re in pain. I see it.”

      He touches my hand. “You and me both. Go to bed. I want to forget today.”

      I nod because I want that too. I kiss him on the forehead and switch out the light on the nightstand, leaving the door open a crack. On my way to my bedroom, I take the destroyed handkerchief out of the trash can. I’m not sure why I do it, but I do. I bring it to my nose and inhale the subtle, lingering scent of aftershave beneath the metallic one of blood. In my room, I shove it into the recesses of my bottom dresser drawer and change into pajamas before slipping into bed.

      I don’t sleep right away, though. I lie wide awake, staring up at the ceiling, and think about what happened. About how Santos Augustine said those two words before he cut me—like he wasn’t going to enjoy what he was about to do. Like he didn’t want to do it.

      But that is a bunch of bullshit, I tell myself, and roll onto my side. If he didn’t want to do it, he could have not done it. He’s an asshole. I know that. All the Augustine men are assholes with too much money, too much power, and absolutely no qualms about getting their hands dirty. I’ve seen Santos out on a few occasions. He always has some beautiful woman on his arm, and he’s always dressed impeccably. He’s also a man people give a wide berth to. That’s subconscious, I think, and pathetic. I know more about him than he might realize.

      And I know Odin is right. What he said about me belonging to him, it was a warning.

      One I won’t forget anytime soon.
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      We get home an hour later. My father purchased this property five years ago. When the original family who owned it, one of Avarice’s finest, lost everything, the bank had taken it over. That had been more than a decade ago. The house had then been left to rot, the grounds turning into a forest of weeds. It’s a beautiful, gothic structure my father has rebuilt, putting thought into every detail and sparing no expense.

      Soft piano music comes from the living room, where I can see a fire is lit.

      “Evelyn,” Father calls out to our mother as Caius and I follow him toward the living room.

      “You’re late,” Mom says, heels clicking as she comes around the corner. She’s dressed as if she’s been out, which she probably has, with a martini glass in one hand and the other reaching to wrap around our father’s neck. She kisses his cheek. “How did it go?” she asks, glancing at us.

      “As expected.”

      “It’s done?” she asks, her gaze falling to the handkerchief I’m still clutching even though my hand has mostly stopped bleeding.

      “It’s done. Get me one of those, will you?” he asks, gesturing to the martini glass in her hand.

      “Of course,” she says.

      “Santos. Come, we’ll celebrate,” Dad says.

      “I’ll be right there. I’m sure Mom doesn’t want me bleeding all over the furniture.”

      “You’re right, I don’t,” Mom says and watches as Dad glances to Caius, then walks into the living room without another word.

      I look at my brother, too. Is he disappointed?

      “Caius,” Mom says, walking toward him to take his hand. “You should come too. I’ll pour you a whiskey.”

      “I’m fine, Mom,” Caius says. “I’m actually heading out anyway.”

      “At this hour?”

      He checks his watch. “I have a card game.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Go take care of Dad.”

      There’s a beat where she doesn’t reply. I watch the moment, this silent interaction between them. Caius and I share the same mother, but we don’t share the same father. Mom was a single mother when Dad met her.

      “All right,” she says, then turns to me. There’s another moment, an empty one, until she smiles her brilliant smile. She is a beautiful woman, our mother. Younger than Dad by ten years, she spends her time taking care of herself since Dad refuses to let her work. “Santos, go get cleaned up. You’re right. I don’t want you bleeding all over the living room. Usual drink?”

      I nod. My usual is a club soda. No alcohol for me. I’ve seen what it does both to others and to myself. I can’t afford to lose control like that.

      “I’ll be there in a few minutes,” I tell her. She brushes something off my shoulder then returns to the living room, humming quietly as she sips her martini.

      “You want to come with me?” Caius asks once she’s gone.

      “Nah. Not tonight.” I study my brother. He’s two years older than me. I was an unexpected but happy surprise, according to Mom. She never expected to have more kids. Something had gone wrong when she’d delivered Caius, and she’d been told she couldn’t have any more. “Don’t let Dad bother you. He’s just caught up in the moment. He’s been waiting for this for so long.”

      Caius studies me back, and after a moment, a smile spreads across his face. He pats my back. “No worries, brother. I’m a big boy. I can take a little rejection.” He checks his watch. “Besides, I think I’ll be having the better night.”

      “The Club?”

      “Augustine’s,” he says with a wink. Augustine’s was formerly known as The Club. It was, and still is, an exclusive, invitation-only club for the elite of Avarice.

      My aunt, Dad’s older sister, used to scrub the toilets there. She died when I was too young to remember her. But our father tells me about her at every turn. Dad bought out the owners a few months ago after they repeatedly denied his applications for membership. He finally got pissed enough to do it. It’s how money works. It’s how the Augustines work. Would I have done it if it had been me? Probably not. Why be around people who look down their noses at you? But for Dad, it was personal, and he passionately insists on calling it by its new name. He’s never been one to take no for an answer lying down.

      “Enjoy,” I tell Caius, then head up to my room to clean and bandage my hand. I think about the girl as I go. Madelena De Léon. I didn’t like hurting her, and I won’t forget the way she looked at me afterward. But it’s done now. She belongs to me, and once the Augustine and De Léon families are united in holy matrimony, we will be unstoppable.

      The Augustines are already that, to a point. But the legitimate connections we will make once Madelena is of age and we’re married will solidify our place in social and political circles in Avarice and beyond. It will pave the way for the Augustine name not only to become a fixture of high society, but to own it outright. Those who snubbed us will bend a knee. Those who refused to do business with us will clamor for any crumb we throw their way. Those who openly opposed us will be cut out.

      In my bathroom, I take off my jacket, remove my cufflinks, and roll up my shirt sleeves to wash my hands and my face. Remnants of blood stain the towel I use to dry my face as I take in my reflection. At first glance, I am respectable—a well-groomed man in a bespoke suit. Good looking. Promising. The Augustine heir.

      But there are signs pointing to what I really am, what I come from. On my face, there’s a scar that splits my right eyebrow from a fight with Caius when we were kids. In my eyes, determination. Or, to the keener observer, ruthlessness.

      I set the towel down and look at my hands, back and front. The cut across the center of one is not so out of the ordinary. My gaze travels up my arm to where the edge of one slash is visible. I push the shirt sleeve higher to see the rest. Forty-two slashes dug deep and healed roughly. All a part of my makeup now. Maybe one of the most defining things about me.

      That thought brings on another. One of Commander Avery, or the Commander as we came to know him. Of what happened five years ago that irrevocably changed the course of my life. Of all of our lives. Ultimately, we came out on top. But the cost was brutal.

      I draw a deep breath to steel myself.

      I am an Augustine.

      No, not only that.

      I am the Augustine heir.

      We are criminals. Killers. Just like the Commander. As much as our family may appear to be moving away from its roots, at our heart, we are a crime family through and through.

      I wonder if Madelena saw the shadow of my past in my eyes when she laid her small, unblemished hand in mine.

      “Santos.”

      I startle at the sound of my mother’s voice. I blink, shifting my gaze to hers in the reflection of the mirror. She stands in my bedroom, leaning against the door frame, watching. How long has she been standing there?

      Clearing my throat, I push the shirt sleeve down over the scars. I turn to her.

      “Your father is waiting,” she says. She brushes a length of hair down over the right side of her face. I think it’s subconscious. She has a scar there, a burn she sustained when she was a teenager. She’s always careful to hide it under long bangs.

      I smile, move to walk past her. “I’ll be right down,” I tell her, but she steps in front of me to block my path.

      “Are you all right?” she asks, adjusting my tie.

      I take in the blood red fingernails. Why do women do that, grow nails like claws? Although maybe she needs her claws. With a husband like Brutus Augustine, it makes sense.

      She meets my eyes once she’s satisfied with the tie and smooths out the shoulders of my shirt. I look nothing like my mother. Nothing. I am wholly my father’s son. Where she is blond, I am dark. Where she is pale, I am olive-skinned.

      “You did what you had to do,” she says with a reassuring smile.

      “She’s fifteen,” I say.

      “She won’t stay fifteen forever. Remember how they snubbed us for years. And never forget what they did to your aunt.”

      “I won’t.”

      “It’s for the family, Santos, and as your father’s chosen heir, the responsibility falls on your shoulders.”

      I draw in a tight breath. I want to ask about Caius, about how he feels about that. I want to know how she feels about her first-born being set aside.

      But I don’t get a chance to ask before she takes my bandaged hand, making me wince when she squeezes. “You have five years to get used to the idea of her, and she has five years to get used to the idea of you. Don’t disappoint your father. You know him.” I don’t understand her meaning but she smiles a wide smile and relaxes. “Let’s go. We shouldn’t keep him waiting.”
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      “Did you see her?”

      “What is she wearing? I mean, Morticia Addams much?”

      I recognize the voices. One is Jane Smith, a generic girl with a generic name and a generic life. The other is Ana Hollis. I’ve known Ana since we were six. I met her in first grade, and we’d been best friends for just shy of ten years.

      “I bet her weird brother gave it to her for her birthday. She just turned seventeen.”

      “You remember her birthday? Is it that important to you?” Jane asks Ana, and I’m surprised Ana remembers it, too, even though she was always good at those things.

      “Oh, I just saw the date on the roster. Mad Elena strikes again this time as Morticia Addams, right?” Ana says as the two giggle. Well, I guess she did come up with this particular inflection of my name and told the stories to back it up.

      Madelena. Let’s be real; the name lends itself to ridicule. I’ve heard Mad Elena so often in the last two years that I’m sometimes not sure if it’s real or in my head. It’s real now though, very real as I sit with my legs drawn up on the closed lid of the toilet in the gym’s locker rooms. It smells like dirty socks, chlorine, and shit in here. I hold my breath as I listen. I’m dead quiet. Invisible.

      “I can’t believe she actually has a date,” Ana says, and I can just see her leaning toward the mirror to reapply lip gloss through the crack of the stall door. “And with Jason. Aren’t you mad?”

      “Well, it’s not exactly a date⁠—”

      What?

      Jane stops talking when a toilet flushes and a girl stumbles out of the farthest stall.

      “Don’t mind me,” she tells them, slurring her words, clearly having had a drink or two too many.

      Ana and her friend wait, though, probably giving the girl dirty looks as she washes her hands then uses the air blower to dry them. Why do people use those things? They just literally blow shit around. It’s disgusting.

      Once she finally leaves, Ana’s friend—and I use that term loosely because these girls don’t have the capacity to be or even know what a friend is—leans closer to Ana and whispers loudly.

      “It’s a bet.”

      I hear the words, but they don’t register right away, not in my brain at least. Although, something in my belly feels it, and in my chest. My body’s response is in the idiotic way my eyes water.

      “What?” Ana asks, and I am pretty sure I imagine the moment of hesitation, because she’s probably salivating for this, eager for it, because what she did wasn’t enough.

      I don’t move as a tear slides slowly down my cheek. Instead, I listen.

      “The guys were standing around talking about her one day, and I don’t know. I mean, I guess under the crud on her face, she’s not hideous or something, at least to them. But you know how men are.”

      Not hideous. That makes the tears stop. Thank you, bitch.

      “Jason too?” Jason is, or had been, Jane’s boyfriend. And I swear I hear a hint of glee in Ana’s voice as she asks about him. Bringing Jane down a notch?

      “He was just going along with them, you know. It’s been really hard on him, us pretending to be broken up and all,” Jane says quickly.

      Pretending?

      “What?” Ana asks.

      Jane gives a self-satisfied smile that makes me want to puke even for the little bit I see through the crack in the door. “And I mean, those outfits she wears are just begging for a certain kind of attention, if you know what I mean.”

      No, I’m not begging for a certain kind of attention. I’m begging for you and your fucking idiotic boyfriends who have clearly taken too many hits to the head to leave me the fuck alone.

      Although I guess I’m not, if I’m being honest with myself—and I did promise to be honest with myself going forward, didn’t I? I’m at prom with Jason Cole, after all. Why on earth did I say yes? Why did I think he was seriously interested in me? Me? No one in their right mind would be interested in me. Don’t I know that?

      Jason is my lab partner. He was also, or according to Jane, still is, Jane’s quarterback boyfriend. Star of the football team. He’s not very bright but usually sweet to me. He’s one of the only ones who is. But maybe he’s only sweet so he passes because I’ve been helping him along. Well, more than helping. I’ve been letting him cheat off me.

      “Anyway, you can’t say anything until the night is over,” Jane continues.

      I’m imagining a Carrie moment, pigs’ blood included. Idiots.

      “What’s he going to do?” Ana asks, actually managing to sound concerned.

      “Just take some pictures. It’s all just fun, you know? Teach her a lesson. Teach her not to flirt with another woman’s property,” Jane finishes, the venom in her voice turning it ugly.

      “What kind of pictures? That’s not really⁠—”

      “Why do you care?” Jane snaps. “I didn’t think you two were friends anymore.”

      “I don’t! We’re not! She’s crazy.”

      Fuck you, Ana. I dig my nails into my palms so hard I draw blood hating the fact that Ana still has the power to hurt me.

      The bathroom door opens then, and a group of girls stumbles noisily in. It forces Ana and Jane to leave, thank goodness, and I wait just another minute before slipping out of the stall and returning to the prom to find my date.

      The good news is that this isn’t new to me. For almost two years now, I’ve been essentially on my own. Not even bullied really. They’re scared of me because I’m not some meek little coward who will lick their asses. I’m too angry for that.

      I remind myself of it as I dig my nails deeper into my palms. People clear away from me, sensing whatever this is coming off me. Good. The stares and whispers I can’t do anything about, but what I can do is not give a fuck. I can not give them the satisfaction of knowing how much it hurts me when I hear the way they bastardize my name and make it into Mad Elena.

      The music is loud, and the gym decorated for a high school prom. Junior year. It’s, as expected, shitty. Although that’s probably my attitude. I shouldn’t have come. I should have known better.

      The dance floor swells with the popular kids dancing in groups, one so similar to the other, it’s a wonder anyone can tell them apart. I see Ana among them and when our eyes meet, it slows me down for a minute. It stops her dancing, but she’s quick to look away. She has new and improved friends now. A new and improved life.

      I look down at myself, at what I’m wearing. A black floor length dress of intricate lace, with long sleeves and a high neck. I paired it with my usual chunky boots and my hair is loose down my back. Freshly dyed black. I dyed it for my stupid date. For this ridiculous night.

      God. What am I doing here? I don’t belong here.

      I turn to go then, but I hear my name. “Maddy.” A hand wraps around my arm, stopping me.

      I look at it, then up at Jason as he spins me around to face him, tugging me so hard that I crash into his chest and bounce backward. “Don’t call me Maddy,” I snap and pull free.

      “Sorry. Thought you preferred it to Mad Elena.”

      Does he say it the way the girls do? Or am I hearing that? Is it even true what Jane said? Jason hasn’t been cruel to me.

      Not yet.

      But the term is just about over. He’ll pass science. He doesn’t need me anymore.

      “You look pretty,” he says, brushing my hair over my shoulder. “Did I tell you that already?”

      “No, you didn’t,” I say when he leans close. I smell cheap liquor on his breath.

      “Well, you do. Real pretty.”

      I put my hands on his chest to keep some space between us while I think.

      “Something happen?” he asks, studying my face when I’m silent for too long. Something I’m probably mistakenly translating as concern wrinkles his perfectly smooth forehead. He pushes his hair back. It always flops into his face. He gives me that smile with the dimples that makes him look so innocent, so not like the rest of them. And I admit that there’s a part of me that doesn’t want to believe what I overheard. I don’t want to believe it’s true because I thought Jason and I were friends on some level, at least. As much as I hate to admit it, there is a part of me that wants a friend. Someone to cushion the loneliness.

      A group of his friends passes noisily by, one shoving Jason’s shoulder as another makes a cat call. Jason grins, a gleam in his eyes as he meets theirs. And I know. I get it. Jane wasn’t lying.

      I force a smile when he turns back to me. I stand up a little taller. It takes effort but I do it.

      “No, nothing’s wrong. I was just looking for you, actually. I’m so happy to be here with you.” I say, throwing up a little in my mouth as I do. I step closer to him, set a finger on his lips and tilt my head, sticking my chest out. This dress definitely presents my breasts at their best. Maybe Jane was right. Maybe I am trying to get that kind of attention.

      Jason looks eager as he drags his gaze back up to mine. “We should go somewhere private then,” he says with a glance at the dance floor, where I can see Jane watching us with daggers in her eyes.

      “Yeah, let’s do that,” I say, still not sure of my game plan. Maybe lead him on and get him to strip naked then disappear with his clothes? As I think it, the perfect idea forms—because I need to do something.

      I need to send my own message, and they need to be punished.

      So I take hold of his tie and lead the way through the gym, heading toward the exit that will take us toward the classrooms.

      I make sure to slip into the shadows, aware of where all the chaperones are throughout the gym. I shift my grip to his hand when he knocks into one of the tables of food. How much did he drink? I almost feel sorry for him.

      Almost.

      With a backward glance, I open one of the side doors and slip out of the gym and into the dimly lit hallway. A couple of kids loiter here, making out in the shadows.

      “Where are we going?” Jason asks, tugging me to him and shifting his grip to my ass.

      I grin and pull his arms higher to my waist. “Somewhere more private,” I tell him as I push through the door into the stairwell.

      “I like the sound of that.”

      Jason follows me up the stairs like a good little dog. Once we get to the science hall, he slows down. “They’ll be locked,” he says.

      I pull him along. “Nah. I know where Henderson keeps the key.” Mr. Henderson is a functioning alcoholic. To each his own, but I’m pretty observant, and I know once he locks up, he tucks the key up onto the top of the doorframe.

      “Good girl,” Jason says approvingly as I stand on tiptoe to retrieve it, then unlock and open the door.

      “After you,” I tell him, swallowing back my distaste of being called a good girl. Are all men assholes? My brother isn’t. Not to me, at least. Dad, yeah, pretty easily falls into that category. All the ones from school do too. Jason just confirmed that. So maybe it’s true and my brother is the rare exception.

      We enter the lab, and I shut the door behind us. I take a moment to make sure no one followed us before drawing the little curtain closed on the window.

      Jason is very handsy as I push him backward toward our table. His lips are disgustingly moist, and I manage to turn my head just out of the way of his kisses. It’s not that hard, and I almost feel sorry for him.

      For what I’m going to do to him.

      “Let’s get a pic,” he says, taking out his phone and raising it over his head.

      “No,” I say, but it’s too late. He’s snapped one, although I’m a dark blur as I turn my head away.

      “Come on. We’re making memories, right?”

      I smile, take his phone, and set it aside. He takes off his jacket and tosses it as I strip off his tie. I slip it around him to bind his hands behind his back. “After,” I say, as I pull the tie around his wrists and his smile grows so huge, it’s almost blinding.

      “Kinky. I like it.”

      I make a knot. I’m pretty sure he can get out of it if he wants, but he lets me unbutton his shirt. It’s no easy task as I try to dodge his wet kisses. Really, this is why Jane wanted to humiliate me? Is she that jealous that this boy, and his buddies, might have looked at me once too often? Pathetic.

      I shove his shirt off his shoulders and let it hang there before reaching for his belt.

      “Wait, wait. Let me see you. Take off your dress.”

      “Not yet,” I tell him, undoing his belt and slacks and pushing his pants down around his ankles before picking up his phone and turning it to him so face ID unlocks it. “Let’s get a pic first.”

      “Hey! What the⁠—”

      The flash is momentarily blinding and it’s hard to suppress my smile when I see what he looks like with his pants around his ankles, erection pressing against his tighty-whities.

      “Ooh,” I make an embarrassed face. “Not as impressive as I’d hoped.” I stand back to study him, biting my lip in faux concentration. “It is a sad little thing.”

      “Hey man,” he says, all serious as he straightens, wriggling his wrists free of the tie. I step backward to get another photo, and he trips over his pants as he tries to get to me. “Stop. What are you doing?” He bends to pull up his pants, does up the button, and I get one more picture before he grabs my wrist roughly and takes the camera. “What the fuck, Maddy?”

      “I told you not to call me that,” I say. He tightens his grip around my wrist, and I watch him delete the photos. Once that’s done, he pulls me toward a lab table.

      “You like dirty pictures?” he asks, shifting his grip to my arm and holding me tight as he snaps one of me. “I like dirty pictures too.” He traps me against the table with his chest, a fucking quarterback and me at a hundred and ten pounds, and grins down at me. He presses his little cock against me.

      “Get off me, asshole.”

      “What did you say? Not impressive? It’ll feel pretty impressive when it’s inside you, fucking Mad Elena.”

      He sets the phone down behind me and grips my ass, kneading my cheeks hard.

      “They’re right to call you that, you know? You’re a fucking weirdo.”

      “Fuck you! Get off me or you’ll regret it!”

      “I’ll regret it? How’s that? What are you going to do besides get on your knees and give me what I want while I get it all on video for posterity?” He shifts one hand to my shoulder and picks up his phone with the other.

      “I don’t think so, asshole,” I tell him and bring my knee up fast and hard between his legs. There’s an instant of silence, a heavy, weighty moment. I watch his face as pain registers and feel his fingers dig into my shoulder.

      “You. Fucking. Bitch,” he hisses the words as his face turns beet red. He curls up a little, not letting go of me as he processes the pain.

      I try to shove past him, but he only tightens his grip and uses his bulk to keep me pinned.

      “Get off me!” I scream as he straightens, a dark, angry look on his face. He is so much bigger than me. So much stronger. And the way he wants to hurt me right now, it’s not just to humiliate me. It’s worse. Much worse.

      “Or what?” he asks through clenched teeth.

      “Or you deal with me, asshole,” says a voice I know. A voice that makes time stand still and sends shivers along my spine. A voice I haven’t heard for two years but one I’ll never forget. One that’s darker and more violent and powerful than pathetic Jason Cole could ever be.
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      I can’t fucking believe what I’m walking into.

      I received the call an hour ago telling me Madelena De Léon is not in her bed where she’s supposed to be—tucked in safe and sound and mine. It wasn’t hard to track her to prom. Fucking prom. I almost forgot how old she is. Seventeen now. I haven’t seen her in two years. Pictures when I’ve looked for them, but not once in person.

      The woman standing before of me now—because she is a woman, no longer a girl—looks very different from the one I signed a blood oath with. Except the eyes. They’re the same. Angry. Not what I’d expect to find considering the predicament she’s in.

      “What the fuck?” the idiot quarterback says, looking over his shoulder at us.

      I’m here with two men. No more are necessary. I didn’t want to scare the kids of Avarice High at their little dance. “What the fuck?” I echo, closing a hand around his arm and jerking him backward off her.

      Madelena stumbles forward but catches herself.

      “I’ll deal with you in a minute,” I tell her. “Don’t move.”

      She turns wide, shocked eyes from the idiot boy to me and for a moment, it’s me who’s stunned.

      I look her over.

      No. Definitely not a girl anymore. Not in that dress. Not with those curves.

      I clear my throat, focus on the task at hand. Her dress is still mostly intact, except for a little tear at the shoulder. Her hair’s messed up, too, and her makeup is smeared, but apart from that, I got here in time.

      The idiot boy tries to get free of me. He requires all my attention, which annoys me because I want to look at how she’s grown. I turn to him. His shirt is half off, and his pants are held up by a single button.

      I shove him backward against a lab table, following him.

      He stumbles, tripping over his own feet. He’s a big guy, but he gets his muscle from the gym. I’m pretty sure the entitled little prick doesn’t know how to fight.

      “Look, I don’t know who you are. I didn’t know she…” he glances at Madelena. “Didn’t know she had a boyfriend.”

      I chuckle, shove him again. “Oh, I’m not her boyfriend.”

      “Oh. Well. Fuck.” He smiles, and two stupid dimples form on his stupid face. Christ. “Look man, whatever, I didn’t know. She was coming on to me.”

      “Yeah, I heard that a minute ago. How old are you anyway?” He looks older than the average junior in high school.

      “Nineteen. Almost twenty,” he says like he’s fucking proud of it.

      I raise my eyebrows. “Held back a time or two?”

      He falters, glances at Madelena, at the two men blocking the door. When he turns his attention back to me, I push him against the wall and hold him there.

      Idiot.

      “What’s the matter? Don’t they teach you English here? Because the words get off me are pretty fucking self-explanatory even to me, and I’m not college educated. Barely scraped by in high school, if I’m being honest.”

      Madelena snorts.

      I turn to her, and her gaze shifts from the idiot boy to me. And now I see it: the fear behind the anger, the girl inside the woman.

      “He hurt you?”

      She shakes her head.

      “But he tried to.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” The idiot boy’s voice grates on my nerves. “No one was hurting anyone. Mad Elena and I, we were just fooling around. Having a little fun. Taking some pictures, isn’t that right, Maddy?”

      “I told you not to fucking call me Maddy,” she snaps at him, suddenly animated.

      “Mad Elena?” I ask, looking from him to her.

      “It’s nothing,” she says, neck and cheeks flushing red. She’s embarrassed and unable to hold my gaze. She takes a step toward the door, but I block her path.

      “I told you I’d be with you in a minute,” I say, lifting her chin with one finger to make her look at me. I search her face, studying it. She’s wearing a shit ton of makeup, and I get the feeling it’s armor. Protection. “You don’t need all this,” I say, though I don’t know why.

      She blinks, the whites of her eyes pink and damp.

      “I’m going to go,” the idiot boy says, interrupting again.

      “You’re a fucking nuisance,” I tell him, gesturing to one of my men to keep him where he is as I turn back to Madelena. “You sure he didn’t hurt you?”

      “I can handle myself.”

      “Clearly.”

      She sidesteps to get around me, but I block her path.

      “Let me go,” she says.

      “Do you remember what I told you the night we signed the contract?”

      She bites her lip, and the act draws my attention. Little white teeth against dark red lips. It takes me a minute to drag my gaze back to her eyes.

      Gold, like a fucking wildcat.

      “Do you remember, Little Kitty?”

      Her forehead creases. She licks her lips, clears her throat, then nods.

      “Tell me. Say the words.”

      She blinks, looks over my shoulder either at the idiot boy or my soldiers, then back at me.

      “Say them.”

      “I belong to you.”

      “And?”

      “Not to forget it.”

      “So you didn’t forget. You just chose to disobey.”

      There’s that biting of her lip again, and I see how her hands turn to tight little fists at her sides.

      “Your friend here—” I start.

      “He’s not my friend,” she cuts me off.

      “Glad to hear it. He’s going to be punished for touching what’s mine. But that doesn’t mean you’re off the hook.” I step closer to her, my gaze sweeping over the swell of her breasts.

      Idiot boy makes a squeaking sound. Neither of us bother to look.

      Madelena licks her lips, that flush back in her cheeks. I get the feeling it’s for a different reason than moments ago, though.

      “Tell me how I should punish you,” I say darkly, the question more seductive than I intended when I walked in here.

      Her mouth opens, and she’s taking the shallowest of breaths. I wonder if she’s aware of the way she’s looking at me.

      “Tell me,” I whisper before coming close enough to inhale her scent. As soon as I do, I stop, surprised to find something familiar. Confused, I lean closer and she gasps when the tip of my nose touches the skin of her neck as I breathe in deeply, then draw back.

      Madelena’s cheeks burn now, and she can’t hold my gaze. I don’t say it, though. I’m not here to humiliate her. I’m just here to protect what is mine. But what I smell, strangely, is my own brand of cologne. Is it on purpose? How would she know the scent? It’s custom made for me, not one you can buy at the fucking mall.

      Then I remember the handkerchief I pushed into her hand the first night we met. I guess the scent of it would have lingered beneath that of blood. Did she research it? Have it custom-made for herself? No. Surely I’m overthinking this.

      I clear my throat and wait for her to return her gaze to mine.

      “Tell me. How do I punish you?” I ask, voice low and deep and just for her.

      “I…”

      “Do I take you over my knee? Spank you?”

      Her eyes grow huge, pupils dilating as she exhales audibly, then falters. I swear I see her nipples pebble beneath the dress. And, frankly, saying the words out loud makes me feel it deep in my gut too. I’m old enough to control my dick, but I can’t deny that I feel it.

      “How old are you now, Madelena?” I ask even though I know.

      “Seventeen.”

      “Hmm. That’s too bad,” I say, letting my gaze drop once again to the swell of soft breasts. “Too young. But I tell you what.” I brush her hair behind her ear. “I’ll put a pin in it. Make a note to remember what I owe you.”

      She swallows so hard I hear it.

      “Val, take Madelena home, will you?”

      “Sure thing.” Val is my most trusted man.

      “By the time you’re back, we’ll be finished here.”  I glance at the idiot boy.

      “Yes, sir,” he says and gestures to Madelena to go ahead of him.

      She glances from me to idiot boy and back. “He didn’t hurt me,” she says, probably aware of what will come once she’s gone.

      He would have, I don’t say. “Noted.” I touch a finger to her jaw so she looks at me, not him. “You belong to me. Do you understand that better now?”

      She nods, but I’m not sure the message has hit home.

      “Say it.”

      She tenses her jaw, like the night in her father’s study. She’s defiant. My palm itches to spank her little ass and make sure she feels the truth of that statement, but like I said, she’s too young for me to be doing that just yet.

      “Say it.”

      “I belong to you,” she says through gritted teeth.

      “Good. Go home, Little Kitty. And don’t let me catch you with another man ever again.”
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      “Ready?” Caius asks from the doorway.

      I turn to glance over my shoulder. “I’ll be right there.”

      My father squeezes my hand, and I look back at him—at what is left of him. He’s been sick for years and never told a soul, just carried on while the cancer ate him from the inside out. It’s amazing how quickly everything has changed, how remarkable the decline of a seemingly healthy man is.

      I hear Caius descend the stairs. My father’s gaze is just beyond me to where my brother just stood. When he drags his eyes back to mine, I see how dull they’ve grown. I inherited the forest green, but the shades are a world apart now. Like he and I will soon be a world apart.

      “You watch your back. Always. You hear me?” he asks.

      “I know that, Dad.” I don’t like how he talks about Caius some nights and it gets worse, he becomes more paranoid, as the cancer that’s killing him progresses. “We’ll miss you tonight.” It’s the first big social event he won’t be attending with us.

      He inhales deeply, then lays his head back against the pillow as the nurse returns from the other room with more medication. They wanted him at the hospital by this point, but he wants to die in his home. As much as I hate the thought of him being gone, I want him to be as comfortable as possible, so he now has a full team of doctors and nurses who take shifts around the clock.

      “I have the morphine, sir,” the nurse says.

      “Get out,” Dad tells her. He’s never been a patient man, but it’s even worse now.

      “Give us a few minutes,” I tell the woman. She nods and steps outside, closing the door behind her. “She’s just here to help you,” I tell my father.

      He waves it off and points to the glass of water on the bedside table. I bring it to his mouth and push the straw between his lips. He takes a sip, and I set it aside.

      “The will,” he says once I turn back to him.

      “What about it?”

      “You should know.”

      “Know what?”

      “I changed it.”

      Surprised, I wait, eyebrows furrowing. As far as I know, our mother is taken care of, and Caius and I split everything down the middle. Any details beyond that, I don’t care about.

      “Caius isn’t my son.”

      This again. “He is your son. Maybe not by blood, but you adopted him as yours. He carries your last name. He’s been good to you. And he’s a brother to me.”

      “He’s not blood.”

      I grit my teeth. How many times will I need to hear him talk about my brother this way? “What did you change?”

      “It all goes to you. Everything.”

      Shock makes me stop. “What?”

      “There’s a small allowance for Evelyn. One for Caius. But the bulk of it, control of it, it’s all yours.”

      Fuck. “Does Mom know this?”

      He starts to talk, but a coughing fit takes over. I give him another sip of water before he continues, “She knows the Augustine legacy can only be carried on by a true Augustine.”

      “Caius is a true Augustine. Hasn’t he proven that?”

      “I’m not his father.”

      “Dad—”

      “And it’s because of him you…” Another coughing fit takes hold. “Your mother will understand why I did this. She won’t like it, but she’ll know,” he says bitterly.

      The doctors warned about the paranoia, but some days, it’s so bad it’s hard to watch. They said to try to keep him calm. “Very smoke and mirrors, Dad,” I say. Before I can continue, we’re interrupted by a knock on the door, and my mother enters without waiting to be invited in.

      “Santos, we’re going to be late.” She looks at my father, walks over to him, and touches a hand to his cheek. “Sweetheart. Let the nurse give you your morphine and sleep.”

      I watch them together. She looks so alive and vital. He looks closer to death than life. There’s only a ten-year difference between them, but what a difference that is when one is sick and the other healthy.

      “I’ll be sleeping soon enough,” he tells her and brushes her hand away. “I need to talk to my son. Go.”

      She smiles but there’s nothing warm in it. I get it. He’s pushed her and Caius away and she is very protective of Caius. Always has been.

      “Mom, I’ll be right there. Caius is downstairs.”

      She looks at me, straightens my tie and smiles. “All right. Just another minute though. He needs his strength.”

      Dad snorts and watches her leave, watches as she closes the door behind her, and only then turns back to me. “If you forget everything else, remember this one thing. You can only depend on yourself. No one can be trusted. No one. Do you understand, son?”

      “You trust me, don’t you?” I want to make light of this, not liking what he’s saying. It’s the meds or the disease talking.

      “But you’ll be alone once I’m gone.”

      “Dad—”

      He starts coughing again, and I call the nurse. She administers the morphine, and Dad settles. Rather than having gone downstairs, Mom is waiting in the hallway, expression unreadable. She watches him before turning to me.

      “Come, Santos. We need to attend this event. It’s important.”

      I kiss Dad’s forehead, but he’s already asleep. I walk out into the hallway, down the stairs, and out to the SUV. Caius is already inside waiting for us, and the two of them start talking as we head out.

      “Aren’t you anxious to see your soon-to-be-fiancée?” Mom asks.

      I shift my gaze out the window without answering her.

      I haven’t seen Madelena in a full year. She’s eighteen now. I should be putting my ring on her finger, but I didn’t realize I’d be saying goodbye to my father in the middle of all this, and it’s taken all my attention.

      I still remember our last meeting in that science lab—still remember every detail of the night, and what I learned from the idiot boy once she was gone.

      Mad Elena.

      It’s the nickname they’d given her after a rumor was started by her one-time best friend. From what I’d gathered, she’d essentially been shunned by the same idiots who have their fifteen minutes of glory over and done with before they can collect their diploma and toss their graduation cap. The same ones who end up working for you later in life.

      But when, as a teenager, you’re in the thick of it, when you’re ostracized for years, friendless for years, that’s not where your head is. And I feel for her.

      It didn’t help that she came from two of the most powerful families in Avarice and power breeds enemies. That kind of wealth and influence doesn’t come from above board dealings. Not entirely. And every single member of the high society of this place has skeletons in their closet. The fucking town is full of pariahs.

      Ana Hollis, Madelena’s ‘best friend,’ is the daughter of Brendan Hollis, a man Marnix De Léon took down hard. Ana just made Madelena pay the price for it.

      No, the irony is not lost on me.

      The car slows as we near the gates of Augustine’s, which is set along the cliffs that make Avarice’s landscape so strikingly beautiful.

      Security stops our SUV at the gates. The first man sternly asks for identification as he holds onto his clipboard. We’re going to need to get the club up to date. The computer systems they use are beyond old. Before Caius has to open his mouth, a second guard sets a hand on the first one’s shoulder and draws him back.

      “Good evening, Mr. Augustine,” he says to me first before acknowledging Caius more casually by his first name and nodding to our mother. I don’t miss the irritation on Caius’s face.

      “Evening,” I say. I just want to get this night done.

      Even though the club transferred ownership several months ago, it’s our first time attending as a family since my father got sick and no matter what, we aren’t welcome. We bought our way in. There will always be whispers.

      My marriage to Madelena De Léon is all a part of legitimizing us, because even though our name is carved into the stone above the grand front entrance, we are not born society members.

      Tonight, we’re attending a lavish ball hosted by Marnix De Léon to raise funds for a charity to which the Augustine family has donated a large sum. That fact just may keep their tongues from wagging for at least one hot minute.

      The guard waves us through, and I wonder how many members will know Caius. He’s been here several times and has been inserting himself without much care about the whispers. I think he might even like the gossip in his wake. My brother is charming. Me? Let’s just say people break ranks when I walk through a room. But Caius is no less dangerous. He’s just quieter about it.

      The SUV comes to a stop, and the driver opens the door. I climb out and extend my hand to help our mother out. Caius follows her. We stop to take in the opulence of the beautifully lit gardens.

      Mom pastes a smile on her face. Caius doesn’t bother. We all know that a few years ago, these people would have wiped their feet on us. None of us will ever forget that.

      A man approaches, and I get the feeling he was waiting for us. Well, for Mom, when I see how he looks at her.

      “Evelyn.” He takes her hand, leans in to kiss her cheeks. “You look lovely.”

      My hackles go up. They know each other, obviously, but that’s not too surprising. She’s been doing charity work for years, and the last few months, it’s been centered in Avarice. But there’s something in his look that’s not right. She is still a married woman even if her husband is on his deathbed.

      I study him. He’s younger than Dad, and a hell of a lot healthier.

      “Lawrence, you remember my son, Caius.” Caius and Lawrence shake hands as if they have already met. “And this is Santos, Brutus’s son.” Odd introduction, I think, but I extend my hand. “Santos, this is Dr. Lawrence Cummings. He’s one of the members who founded the original club.”

      Ah. So we have history. I recall now how Dad talked about Lawrence Cummings.

      “Dr. Cummings,” I say, shaking his hand because it would be too awkward not to.

      “Brutus’s son,” he says and openly looks me over. “I can see it.”

      What an asshole. “Dad mentioned you a time or two. I didn’t realize you’d kept your membership.”

      He clears his throat, then glances at Mom. “We worked it out. How is your father?”

      “Fine,” I say flatly, my expression daring him to say another word to me.

      “Yes, good to hear,” he says awkwardly before turning to my mother. “May I escort you inside, Evelyn?” Lawrence holds out an arm.

      “Thank you, Lawrence,” she says, and I don’t like it. I don’t like the tone of it. I don’t like the familiarity, the ease with which they walk a little too closely, if you ask me.

      I look over to Caius to find him watching too. His expression matches mine. “What’s that about?”

      Caius takes a breath in and shrugs a shoulder. “Mom doing her part for the family, I guess.”

      “You know who he is?”

      Caius nods.

      “I don’t like him.”

      “Join the club,” he says, then pats my back. “Although I guess you own it.”

      “We own it,” I clarify. Fuck. My conversation with Dad replays. Caius can’t know about the change to the will, can he?

      “Fine, brother. Let’s go in. I need a drink.”

      We enter the mansion that houses the club, and if the gardens were impeccable, this is something else entirely. Soft music and the hum of conversation and laughter spill from the ballroom as we enter. My brother and I stop to take in every detail from the chandeliers that cast soft golden light from above to the sconces that flicker along the richly paneled walls. Tables that have been draped in the finest linens and set with so much silver and crystal it’s almost blinding. Not to mention the flower arrangements that must cost more than most people earn in a year.

      Well, not these people. Ordinary people.

      My mother is a few steps ahead of us. She laughs at something someone says. Caius walks toward the nearest bar and returns a moment later with a club soda for me and a whiskey for himself.

      “Thanks,” I say.

      “Bunch of pretentious pricks if you ask me,” Caius says. We’re watching our mother being introduced to a group by Cummings. There’s a delay before the smiles appear and those smiles aren’t quite welcoming, not quite warm. Fucking elitists. Sometimes I wonder why Dad wanted this. Why want to be a part of something that doesn’t want you?

      Although that’s hypocritical.

      “Caius,” our mother turns to beckon my brother, who downs his drink and pastes a smile on his face. “Come meet…” her voice fades out because, as if fate heard my thoughts, my attention is drawn to the far corner of the room. It’s not a movement or anything I can put my finger on that catches my eye. I’m simply drawn to look.

      It’s her, Madelena De Léon in the flesh. This particular charity is for mental health, a charity her mother was involved in when she was alive. Understandable. Her father has kept it going in her memory.

      Madelena is seated on a chaise lounge, and as I watch, she takes something out of her clutch, a bottle of aspirin or something. She pops two into her mouth then, half turning away from the room, brings a flask to her lips and quickly swallows those pills with several gulps of what I’m sure is not water. She slips the flask back into her clutch and turns back to the room. She teeters when she stands, taking a glass of wine from a passing waiter’s tray. I sharpen my focus. What were those pills, and how much has she already drank, I wonder.

      She pushes dark hair over her shoulder. It tumbles in thick waves down her back, the black satin dress hugging her, fitting like a glove. It drapes to the floor, dragging a little as she moves. The light catches the pale, perfect skin exposed along her collarbones, the split of the dress giving me a glimpse of thigh high stockings. She’s quick to cover herself though, and I notice how modest the gown is by the standards of the others here—similar to the lace dress she’d worn to prom had been. She isn’t dressing to draw attention, but she does all the same. I see it in how the men around the room glance her way, their gazes lingering just a little longer than I like.

      But no man approaches her. That’s because of me, I know. Word is out that she is mine. None of the women do either, though, and I remember my discussion with the idiot boy from prom. Remember her isolation. It explains her fight. She’s like a cornered cat with her claws out. Always claws out.

      As I look on, Madelena rubs a spot on her hip, and when I follow her gaze, it leads to her father standing in a circle of men. He’s drinking, probably already drunk. I return my gaze to her to see her walk quickly, a little clumsily even, toward the curtained off exit at her back. Just as she reaches it, someone pushes the curtain aside to enter. She crashes right into him, and the collision sends the contents of her glass all over the man’s shirt. Of course it’s red wine, and he’s clearly not happy about it.

      He grabs her arm and forcefully yanks her back toward himself so hard that she stumbles. Fury makes my blood boil. My hand clenches around my glass and I’m surprised it doesn’t shatter. I take a step, feeling the eyes of every person present follow me as I cross the room in silent fury.
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      I don’t have to attend too many of these events, but the ones I do are excruciatingly painful. My father drinks. I guess he and I have that in common tonight. My brother disappears into the flock of women looking to land a De Léon. Someone should tell them they’re out of luck.

      Me? With the news of my impending engagement, I’m usually left to my own devices. I guess that’s a win. No man comes near me because they know I’ll be engaged to the Augustine heir, and no one in their right mind wants to fuck with the Augustine family.

      But tonight is different. Tonight, it seems someone does want to fuck with them —because the man I just bumped into has a vise-grip on my arm.

      “It was an accident, and I apologized. What more can I do? I tell you what, I’ll give you my address so you can send me your dry-cleaning bill,” I tell him, teetering on my heels, the room spinning a little. A consequence of the drinks and pills I’ve had tonight. In my defense, I needed them after what happened. Odin wasn’t home when our father went on his rampage. He can usually calm him down, not always, but often enough. Me not so much.

      As much as it hurts, though, I’m glad it was me and not Odin to take it.

      Odin’s empty flask is in my clutch, plus a couple of painkillers. It’s nothing too strong, but the combination is what’s amplifying everything.

      The man who has hold of me looks me over—my face, my mouth, then the swell of my breasts. What is it with men and boobs?

      “I’m not sure that apology was heartfelt. Did you think so, Leo?” he asks his friend, the grinning jackal flanking him.

      “I’m thinking it could definitely be more heartfelt,” Leo Cummings says. The two walk me backward. I look to where I just saw Odin, but my view is blocked by the throngs of people. Although we’re in a public place, although there are hundreds of people here, I feel the aggression of these two, and it’s a little worrying.

      I breathe deeply, remind myself I can handle men like this. I have before. I will again.

      “Why don’t we go up to my place, and she can make things right,” Leo says suggestively, producing a key.

      I open my mouth to respond, to tell him when hell freezes over, but before I can get a single word out, a hand lands on each of their shoulders. Hands I know. In fact, I’d know them even without the ring bearing the Augustine insignia of a heart pierced by two swords.

      “Is there a problem here?” Santos Augustine’s voice sends a familiar chill along my spine, making me shudder. It’s been a full year since I’ve seen him—a full year, and even so, just the sound of his voice has my body reacting.

      Leo and his friend part and turn to look at Santos. When I meet Santos’s eyes, they capture and hold mine. It reminds me of our first meeting, of how he’d looked at me then. It’s a strange sensation, like a cloak draped over my shoulders.

      His eyes are a rare shade, dark and endless, like an evergreen forest in winter. He’s wearing a custom-made three-piece-suit. Black on black on black. No tuxedo for him. He doesn’t conform to any rules.

      He’s an Augustine. He doesn’t have to.

      I swallow hard because I remember other things too—like what he’d said to me the first night. What he’d had me repeat the last time we met.

      The spanking he’d threatened me with.

      That part sends a flush of heat spreading from my core outward, all the way up my neck to warm my cheeks. I struggle to hold his gaze, afraid he can read my mind

      Another man joins us, coming to Santos Augustine’s side. It’s Caius Augustine. He’s two years older than Santos. I haven’t seen Caius since that night in my father’s study, but he hasn’t really changed. They still look so different, dark and light, but I know deep in my heart how dangerous both of the Augustine brothers are.

      “Making friends, brother?” Caius asks, voice low and deep, as much a growl as his brother’s.

      Santos’s eyes hold mine. He doesn’t answer Caius but when he shifts his gaze to the hand on my arm, I remember what happened to the last person who touched what belonged to Santos Augustine. I get the feeling the man holding onto me now feels the danger emanating from the Augustine brothers, because he drops his hand and steps backward, away from me.

      Leo isn’t as smart though.

      Santos turns to Leo. “No, not making friends,” he says.

      Leo glances at his buddy, I guess for backup. He’s not going to get it.

      “Get out of here,” Caius says casually to them.

      They nod, but Santos blocks Leo’s path. “What did you say to her?” he asks. “Something about taking her to your place to make things right? What did you mean exactly?” He steps so close that Leo, who is a good head shorter, has to crane his neck to hold eye contact. Aggression is practically vibrating off Santos. I feel the waves of it, know the danger he poses. Is Leo Cummings so oblivious he doesn’t sense it? “How would she make things right exactly?” Santos finishes.

      “Brother.” Caius closes a hand over Santos’s arm.

      I know I need to defuse this now, before history repeats itself, although I wonder how many other women they’ve cornered like this. Maybe I should let them deal with the consequence that is Santos Augustine. They’re jerks. But the image of Jason Cole the day he returned to school after prom is still so vivid in my memory that I can’t.

      “They didn’t mean anything. They were just being stupid,” I say to Santos—only to Santos. “And they were leaving.”

      He turns his gaze to me, the green dangerously bright. “Were they? It didn’t look like that to me.”

      “Santos,” Caius says cautiously to his brother. “We’re drawing attention.” I notice how much quieter the room has grown. How, even though the orchestra is still playing, conversation has died down.

      Santos’s jaw tenses, and his eyes narrow. It takes him a full minute to draw in a slow, deep breath before smiling a smile that I can only describe as terrifying, more so than anything Leo Cummings and his friend could threaten me with. He steps backward, and Caius’s shoulders relax.

      Santos takes out his wallet and looks at the man who’s wearing my wine. He pulls several hundred-dollar bills out and shoves them into the man’s chest. “That should cover the cost of a new shirt and then some,” he says.

      The man closes his hand over the bills I think more out of instinct than anything else, and I have Santos’s full attention again when Caius puts an arm around each of the men and walks them away, leaving us alone.

      My heart hammers against my chest. Santos’s eyes remain locked on mine and  there’s a palpable shift in the air around us, the dangerous zapping of an electrical current that can’t be denied. I’ve never felt so drawn to any man as I do him. It’s as though there’s an invisible thread tying me to him, binding us. It’s impossible to ignore, and I know how dangerous this attraction is.

      “You seem to find trouble, Little Kitty,” he says.

      Little Kitty. “I think it finds me. I don’t like that nickname.”

      “No?”

      I shake my head, and we stand staring at one another. I swear the scar on my palm throbs, as if sensing he’s near.

      “That’s too bad,” he says.

      I’m the first to break eye contact. I’d like to say it’s because I see Odin across the room, but the truth is, he makes me nervous and I can’t hold his gaze.

      Odin is standing beside my father, who is glaring at me or Santos or, most likely, both of us.

      The music picks up pace as if the orchestra was just told to distract the crowd. The noise level rises again as people return to their conversations.

      “I need a drink,” I say and attempt to walk past Santos, but I trip over nothing. He catches me and quickly positions me so that it looks like we’re about to join the dancers—one arm around my waist, the other holding my hand, my body against his.

      The racing of my heart intensifies. I feel like it’s going to beat right out of my chest. My skin burns where he’s touching me and it takes all I have to look up at him.

      “I think you’ve had more than you can handle,” he says as if he was giving me time to muster up the courage to look at him.

      I snort, wanting to sound casual and unaffected although I’m pretty sure I’m not fooling him. “I don’t think you know what I can handle.”

      “Not to mention the pills,” he adds. Before I can begin to wonder how he knows, he drops the façade of the dance and releases me as he takes my clutch and opens it.

      “That’s mine,” I say, trying to take it back.

      He holds it just out of reach. “Be still,” he commands, and I swallow as my body obeys. It fucking obeys.

      But what am I going to do, run?

      From inside my clutch, he lifts out my flask. He’s got his back to the room so no one but I will see. He lets go of that and takes out the small, now empty bottle where I’d kept the pills. No label.

      “What were they?” he asks, focusing on my eyes. Is he checking my pupils? Is that why he’s been looking at me so intensely?

      “Just painkillers. I had a headache.” It’s only half a lie.

      “Headache? Hmm.” He puts the bottle back before closing the clutch and handing it to me. “Let’s go.” He wraps a possessive arm around my lower back, his big hand curling around my waist and turning me toward the curtained exit I’d been hoping to make my way out of earlier.

      I move because I don’t have much choice, but being this close to him, touching him, it’s got my insides knotted up. We walk down the corridor and toward the front entrance, where a large reception desk stands. The ballroom is housed in the old mansion and behind it is a more modern building of about twenty luxury residences. People mill about, and I don’t miss the looks they give us as we cross to the elevators. We bypass the ones that lead to the apartments on all but the top floors, and I watch him take a key card out of his wallet and scan it.

      The elevator doors slide open, and with just the slightest pressure at my lower back, he signals for me to enter. I do and stand as far away from him as possible, clutch tucked under my arm, arms crossed over my chest. He scans his card again and pushes the button for the top floor where the most luxurious residence is. There are two, and they take up the uppermost floors. I’ve never been to them, but they’re supposed to be stunning. I have no doubt they are.

      Santos types out a text as we ride up, and I watch the back of his head.

      Once the elevator doors slide open, he looks my way and gestures with a nod of his head for me to step out. I’m not sure if I’m grateful or not that he doesn’t touch me.

      “Straight ahead,” he says.

      I walk toward the double doors, where a man stands guard. He’s a soldier. Same as the ones who accompanied him to prom. I know it in my gut. This is no simple bodyguard.

      Soldiers.

      This family employs actual soldiers. It’s why he wants me, though. Because legitimate businessmen don’t have soldiers.

      No, this isn’t about me. I need to keep that at the forefront of my mind. It’s why he wants a De Léon. If I had an older sister, he’d have taken her. The De Léon family is an established, permanent fixture of Avarice. My ancestors are a founding family, in fact. A union between us will legitimize the Augustine name. They may not quite be embraced by high society, but they’ll at least be tolerated once our families are joined.

      The soldier nods in greeting. Santos’s hand hovers at my back. I’m not sure if it’s the painkillers, the combination with the alcohol or just proximity to him, but even though his hand isn’t quite touching me, I feel the heat of it on my skin.

      “Go on,” Santos says once the soldier opens the door. I enter, my heart racing. It’s quiet up here, so completely still. I look around the large living room, open kitchen, and floor to ceiling windows. The views of the cliffs and the wild ocean are amazing, when you can stand to look at them.

      The beacon of the lighthouse pans over the black waters of the Atlantic, and I’m momentarily transfixed. My heart races as I see the great white structure in my periphery. The lighthouse stands tall and menacing on the farthest point of the cliff.

      The official name is Avarice Point but what the locals call it is much more accurate.

      Suicide Rock.

      I go to the windows, equally drawn and terrified, and set the tips of my fingers against the cool glass. A mist is moving in over the water. My gaze is dragged toward that lighthouse, but I catch myself in time, looking down instead—which is a mistake. Not for the height, although it’s quite a distance to fall, but because of the cliffs themselves. They terrify me, and I find myself stumbling backward, suddenly dizzy.

      Santos is at my side in an instant. He steadies me. He must have crossed the room when I had my back to him. He’s a good head taller than me, more than that if I take off my heels. This close, I can see the few gray hairs in his permanent five-o’clock shadow and the specks of gold in his green eyes. I can smell the familiar scent of him, too, and it’s a strange, wrong comfort.

      He narrows his eyes and tilts his head slightly as if studying me. I wonder—not for the first time—if he can read my mind. More likely, he can read my face. He’s much more aware and pays a lot closer attention than most people.

      “Steady?” he asks, drawing me out of my thoughts. It’s a good thing.

      “Fine,” I say, purposefully sounding irritated as I remind myself what he is to me.

      What I am to him.

      He nods, closing off his face to me again. It’s when I realize he was letting me see him momentarily. He releases me and takes my clutch from my hand. Opening it, he pulls the flask out again.

      My heels click as I move away from him to plop down on the edge of the sofa, tugging the slit of my dress closed when it slips open. I sit with my back to him as I try to force my vision to steady.

      He must open the flask and smell or taste what’s left because he asks, “Whiskey?”

      I shrug. “What are we doing up here?”

      “Remind me how old you are,” he says, coming to stand in front of me. He’s close enough that the toes of our shoes are almost touching, and I need to crane my head to meet his eyes. I should stand up. He already has the upper hand in every way when it comes to us. But my limbs feel weighed down.

      “You ask me that every time we meet,” I answer. “Math not your strong suit?”

      “Eighteen. And you’re drunk on whiskey. Not to mention the painkillers, which I’m guessing aren’t aspirin.”

      “I’m not drunk.” I don’t address the aspirin comment.

      “No?”

      “No.”

      “Stand up.”

      I close my eyes and shake my head as if I’m irritated.

      “Do it. Or can’t you?”

      I roll my eyes and manage to force myself up. It takes effort.

      “You’re going to stop rolling your eyes at me. Now walk a straight line.”

      “What are you, the police? I’m not driving. I just had a little whiskey.”

      “Not a little if this was full. Was it?”

      “I don’t remember.”

      “Of course you don’t.”

      “I’m tired,” I say, walking past him toward the door. “If you’re through interrogating me, I’d like to go home.”

      I expect him to stop me but when he doesn’t, I pull the door open. I know why he didn’t bother telling me not to because the same soldier who just let us in blocks my path. He looks to Santos for a signal. He must give it because the man folds his arms and remains where he is. He’s built like a fucking tank. So, I close the door and turn back to Santos and wait, hoping the look on my face tells him how much I dislike this and him right now.

      “Come,” he says, holding out his hand.

      I shake my head.

      “Do you understand, Madelena, what it means to belong to me?”

      “Do you hear how that sounds?”

      “It means I take care of what’s mine.”

      That is not the answer I am expecting, and I’m struck mute.

      “Come,” he repeats, gesturing for me to take his hand.

      I look at it. I see the scar in his palm, the one that matches mine. It reminds me of the first night I met him. I shift my gaze up to his. “Why? Do you have a knife on you somewhere?” I ask to turn things around. Because he and I cannot be, will not be. I may have no choice in a marriage, but I can choose my emotions. I can choose if I give him more than he takes.

      And I’ve already decided that I won’t.

      He lets out a short exhale. “I didn’t want to do that to you, but it had to be done.”

      I raise my eyebrows at that. “Did it?”

      “Come, Madelena. You need to sleep. That is all.”

      My heart skips a beat then goes into double time to make up for it. “I’m not sleeping with you,” I blurt out before I can stop myself.

      He chuckles. Literally, he chuckles. I’m not sure if I’m offended or embarrassed. Okay, the latter. He steps toward me. “Is that something you think about?” He brushes the hair back from my face, running a knuckle over my cheekbone, my jaw, while his gaze moves to my mouth.

      I bite my lower lip so it won’t tremble beneath his gaze and I swear his eyes grow darker when I do. My heart thuds so hard against my ribs he must hear it.

      His grin is wide when he returns his gaze to mine. “Is it, Little Kitty?”

      “No.”

      “Do you wonder what it will be like?” he asks, walking a slow circle around me. He’s so close I feel his breath with every word. It makes the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. “How long have you been imagining it?”

      I make a move to pull away, to tell him to fuck off, but he catches me and, with a finger against my chest, traps me at the door.

      “Since I told you I’d take you over my knee?” he asks.

      I try to ignore the heat that burns my neck and cheeks. I press my thighs together as his finger glides toward my collar bone, traces it. God. This is not happening.

      “Because I admit, I felt it too. Wanted it,” he continues. He’s playing with me. I know he is.

      “Stop.”

      “I’m right, aren’t I?”

      I shake my head.

      He laughs outright, and my shoulders curl in defensively when I should be shoving the arrogant asshole away because of all things, I feel hurt. Fucking hurt.

      “I can read you like a book, Little Kitty.”

      “You’re a fucking jerk.”

      “Maybe. But I never said anything about sleeping together. I just said that you need to sleep. You have a dirty mind.” He taps the tip of my nose and makes a clicking sound with his tongue. He draws away from me, looking satisfied. I think he’s telling the truth about reading me like a book, and that’s terrifying—that, and the fact that he is so much more experienced than me.

      “I don’t think I’m your type anyway. Don’t you like them tall and blond?” I retort.

      The grin shortens, and one eyebrow rises—the one with the split in it, an old scar.

      “You haven’t been googling me, have you?” He’s amused. So fucking amused.

      It was a stupid thing to ask, because I have been doing just that. I’ve seen the women he is usually with, and they look nothing like me.

      He leans in close again, brushing the hair from my ear, and I can feel his lips along the shell of it. I can’t help my ragged breath because what he’s doing is sending raw electricity through my veins. “You shouldn’t believe what you see on the internet, sweetheart,” he says seriously, the word sweetheart catching me off guard. “Truthfully, I prefer brunettes.” He draws back. I turn my head to look up at him. “And I find myself more and more interested in a certain little kitty with a rebellious streak.”

      Is he making fun of me again? I can’t tell because unlike me, he’s unreadable.

      He sets two fingers on the raging pulse on my neck and I know it’s to show me that he can read me. He knows just how hard my heart is beating, knows what his being so close is doing to me. Most importantly, he knows he holds all the power.

      I steel myself, force myself to look him straight in the eye. To try to separate my body from my mind. Seeing him this close is different than looking at photos in the society columns. He’s sort of beautiful in this dark, cruel way. I already knew that part. But beneath that cruelty, there’s a sadness inside his eyes. That’s the part the camera doesn’t catch.

      I blink, and before I can think, I’m touching the scar that divides his right eyebrow.

      Santos grins and takes my hand, and he’s gentle as his finger traces the scar he put on my palm. It’s strange because there is nothing gentle about this man. I know this. He is dangerous.

      “Come, Little Kitty. Time to put you to bed.”

      Without a word and without me expecting it, he lifts me up and carries me down the hall. I hook an arm over his shoulder. It’s all I can do as my mind processes what is happening, what I should be doing, and what my reaction should be. But it’s a mistake because I find my grip tightening on the hard muscle of his shoulders, his bicep, feeling his strength beneath the barrier of clothes.

      Santos Augustine is all man… and I like it.

      He doesn’t say anything. I’m sure he’s humoring drunk me. He opens a bedroom door, sets me on the bed, and crouches to slip my shoes off. I watch his dark head and feel his big hands cup each foot. He remains where he is, crouched down, and looks up at me as he slides his hands along one calf, knee, thigh. I fist the bedsheets, and it takes all I have not to whimper as I hold his gaze.

      His grin is back, darker this time, dirtier. My throat goes dry as his fingers hook around the elastic of the thigh high stockings, anticipating. His gaze never drops mine, never releases me. I can’t look away as he drags my stocking down over my leg and cups my heel as he slips it off.
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