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        to daniel

      

        

      
        the man who pulls bones out of me

        to sew golden threads of light and heart

        so I can find my eyes
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        * * *

      

      
        
        thank you.

        xx
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        I stand amid the roar

        Of a surf-tormented shore,

        And I hold within my hand

        Grains of the golden sand —

        

        How few! yet how they creep

        Through my fingers to the deep,

        While I weep — while I weep!

        

        O God! Can I not grasp

        Them with a tighter clasp?

        O God! can I not save

      
        One from the pitiless wave?

        EXCERPT FROM A DREAM WITHIN A DREAM BY EDGAR ALLEN POE
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      Smoke filled the air like bony fingers wrapping around my lungs. A prickling sensation crawled up my spine, and I stilled, pointedly avoiding the man with the crooked and yellowed teeth. He’d flashed a smile at me when he’d sat down, eyes lingering on my chest. And now, I could feel his gaze on me once more.

      I sucked in a breath and held it, my polite smile frozen in place.

      If I pretended I didn’t notice them gawking, they would usually lose interest.

      In an effort to distract myself, I repeated the words of Edgar Allan Poe that I’d memorized, “I stand amid the roar, of a surf-tormented shore…”

      “Major, minor, let’s go!” A voice echoed through the space. “Save the day, right here!” The constant sound of electronic beeps from the five-dollar slot machines permeated the casino behind me. Red and black spirals in the carpet blended with tables layered in green, women in skimpy outfits carrying trays of drinks, and the flashing lights of someone lucky enough to win.

      The muscles of my cheeks ached, and the pressure in my lungs grew. “And I hold within my hand, grains of the golden sand…” My ‘grains of sand’, as I called them, were the moments in my life that were good. And I made it a point to count each and every one of them.

      Like right now, one of the waitresses had smiled and winked at me. It was sweet. Another sand in the hourglass of my life.

      As my eyes followed her, they accidentally landed on the man, whose stare had not moved from me. Pretending I hadn’t noticed him, I quickly squeezed my eyes shut, trying not to let my fear balloon outward as too-loud words drifted towards my ears.

      “What’re they doing there? They aren’t allowed past the spectator line.”

      “She looks like she’s only fourteen.”

      I was eleven, but the dark, smoky eyeshadow, charcoal black eyeliner, and ruby red lipstick made me look older. Tanya had put it on me earlier, her fingers rough as she rubbed foundation across my cheeks. "Your father wants you to look good tonight.”

      I’d counted that as a grain of sand, pretending she was my mom. She was smiling at me, teaching me how to fix my makeup for when I was older.

      In reality, she’d complained about the five pounds I’d gained in the past few months, then pinched my cheek harshly when she was done, saying, “Well, we can’t all be models now, can we?”

      The whispered conversation at my back continued, “She looks like a whore.”

      “You think it’s because she’s sucking that man’s dick?”

      My cheeks flushed with embarrassment. They were discussing James, the man who took me in and never let me forget that I was a burden on his life and finances.

      “Stop that," Tanya pinched my arm and the breath I’d been holding whooshed out of me in a rush. “You’re distracting your father.”

      At the sudden jolt of pain, my eyes shot open, immediately landing on the man across from me, the smoke surrounding him making him look ominous.

      Once again, his cold, beady eyes met mine, the green in them matching the green felt of the table between us. I narrowed my gaze, my eyes sliding to the cigar in his hands, wishing he would take the hint and snuff it out.

      “Rose,” Tanya hissed at me and I forced my attention back to the rest of the group at the table, shifting uncomfortably.

      “How old’s your girl now?” A man dressed in a light gray Henley shirt gave James a smirk as he set his chips on the table, joining the other chips that were already scattered across it. “Raise.”

      I quickly totaled the new amount in my mind. Forty thousand more.

      “Old enough,” James grunted, calling the bet.

      “She doesn’t look old enough,” the woman with the French accent joined in the conversation, pushing her chips over the line to match the others.

      “She’s pretty,” the cigar-smoking man threw his cards on the table, folding. “You should keep her locked up, instead of dragging her here.” He leaned back in his chair, leering at me, his cheeks stretched gauntly across his cheek-bones as he pulled on his cigar. “You never know who would steal her.”

      James gave the man a shit-eating grin. “You think?”

      Tanya huffed in indignation, straightening her back, the movement forcing her boobs to spill halfway from her dress. Her hand came down on my arm again, nails digging into my skin, making pain shoot upwards. I forced myself not to wince—I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction.

      Another piece of sand: she's angry because he can't stop staring at me, and she feels like she needs to protect me, I pretended.

      “You should send her to Thailand.” After matching the bet, a burly man with intricate tattoos on his hands and an immaculately tailored suit leaned in. “You could get a lot of money for her there.”

      “Or you could sell her here, without all the trouble of shipping her to a whole other country.” Cigar man said. “How much do you want for her?”

      My heart lurched in my throat, the noises in the casino suddenly growing louder, swallowing out the pounding sound in my ears. Was this really happening?

      “Are we playing or fucking around?” the French woman asked, her eyes on the cards on the table, pointedly not looking at me.

      No one responded; they were all staring at James. He swiveled the amber drink in his hand, reveling in the attention, his lips pinched together.

      “Really,” the tattooed man persisted, “I have contacts, if you need them.”

      Fingernails dug even harsher into my skin and I clenched my teeth, holding back the tears burning my eyes as I tried to distract myself again. My eyes stayed locked on the green table, though I could see that James’ eyes had shifted to the cigar-smoking man, then back to the tattooed man.

      Finally, he answered, “Maybe.”

      I tore my eyes from the table to look at the dealer, silently begging him to call their attention back to the game. He glanced in my direction, then his gaze slid away, refocusing his attention on the man in the white hoodie. “Sir. Your call.”

      “I could give you five thousand, right now.” Cigar man grunted, placing a stack of cash on the table.

      “Five thousand,” Tattooed man huffed, shaking his head. “That’s nothing.”

      “All I want is a taste.” Cigar man’s eyes went to my chest again, his tongue flicking out like a dart. “Nothing more.”

      The tears prickling behind my eyes threatened to spill over, but I held my breath again, forcing them back, angry that Tanya had laughed when I’d asked for a bra. “You’re just a little girl. You’ve got nothing but little buds.” She’d pinched them to reinforce her point.

      “Call.” The man in the white hoodie finally pushed his chips forward, and the dealer burned a card, then placed the turn card on the table.

      They refocused on the game once again, but the tension seemed to build as their eyes continually drifted towards me. Finally, Cigar man stood, his fists pressed to the table as he glared down at James. “Well, are ya going to fucking answer me or not?”

      “You could get continual payments,” the tattooed man also stood, his gaze intent on my father. “At least for a few years, if not more. That’s a revenue stream.”

      “I’m only asking for just for a few hours.” Cigar man said, “I’ll give you seven thousand.”

      Oh god, oh god, oh god. I couldn’t breathe, or even feel the pain in my arm anymore, my stomach was churning so harshly.

      “She’d be worth a lot more money than that, but she’d have to have her virginity intact.”

      “I don’t need her virginity!”

      “And she can’t be fucked up. At least, not in the beginning. If she’s going to sell as a virgin, she would need to be sweet and innocent.”

      “Would you guys shut up and play?” French lady scowled at the table, still not looking at me. And yet, I locked my gaze on her. Silently begging her to save me. To do something, anything. She could save me, I knew it. Please.

      The dealer had placed the last card, and they were waiting on the tattooed man, but he was too busy arguing over me.

      My heart was pounding so loudly I couldn’t hear anything else in the room but their bickering. My palms were sweaty but I didn’t move to wipe them off. I was frozen in fear, my gaze locked on the French lady. Please help me. Please, please.

      “Drink?” The waitress from earlier suddenly appeared by my side. Giving Tanya a flirty smile, she gestured a fruity-looking drink at her, directing it towards the hand on my arm. “On the house.”

      “Sure,” Tanya finally pulled her nails from my arm, taking the glass.

      Then the waitress passed one to me. “Here, darlin’,” winking again and lowering her voice, she whispered, “it’s a virgin mojito.”

      I took it, meeting her smile with a pleading look. Maybe she could help me. “Hang in there,” she whispered again, squeezing my shoulder softly, and disappointment filled me. She wouldn’t help me, either. She couldn’t. Not with James scowling at her like that. If she intervened, he would kill her.

      She was just a waitress, not a rich French woman.

      “Would you guys shut the hell up?” The man in the white hoodie tried to get the two arguing men to focus. When they didn’t respond, he turned his attention to the dealer. “If you don’t get control over the game, I’m taking my money and leaving.”

      It was a bold move, and I was almost certain it would get the pit boss here in an instant.

      The dealer looked at the two arguing men, his throat bobbing, but he didn’t stop them. He was too afraid of James, because he knew who really ran this city.

      Terror constricted my breath and I tried to remember the rest of the poem, my mind stuttering, in desperate need to distract myself. Oh- O God! Can I no-not grasp them with a tighter clasp? O God! Can I not sa-ve one from the pitiless wave?

      A sobbing, desperate choke threatened to break free. Can’t I just have one good thing happen to me? My eyes moved, skimming from the dealer, over the two men arguing over me to the French lady, then between the other two men at the table.

      Would anyone out there care enough to save me?

      White hoodie sighed, then stood and my eyes darted back to him.

      He didn’t move, staring at his chips, and hope ballooned in my chest. I tried to catch his eye, to give him an encouraging smile but, after a moment, he shook his head. Mucking his cards, he grabbed his stack of chips, and walked away without a backward glance. All hope died, replaced with despair. I quickly wiped the tears that now spilled over, watching forlornly as the man in the grey Henley shirt followed suit.

      Now, there were only the four of them left. The French lady only stared at the table, and she was panting, seemingly unaware how her quickly her chest was moving, too focused on her own problems to care about me.

      James held up his hand and the two arguing men suddenly grew silent, staring at him, waiting for his answer.

      Both Tanya and I were staring at him too, and I swore Tanya was now the one holding her breath. My stomach was lurching. It was as if the whole world was still. There was no ringing from the slot machines, no people milling around, no flashing lights or noises. Just the bated breath of two men, waiting for the decision of the man who owned my future.

      I was so nervous I was going to throw up.

      James tipped his glass, the amber liquid disappearing down his throat with a swallow. His eyes were glazed over, relishing in his luck. Until, finally, his lips parted with his answer.

      “Relax,” he waved them to sit down, “there’ll be no selling the girl tonight.” The air expelled from my lungs in relief. His lips twisted again in a smirk at the disappointment in their expressions. They began to protest but the dealer finally demanded their attention back to the game. After a few disgruntled complaints, they called it.

      James quickly raked in the chips, happy with his night.

      Using the distraction of his greedy take and two new people joining the game, I managed to slip a black chip from the table without him noticing. I would give it to the waitress, even if he punished me for it later. She’d given me the hope that some good people still existed, even if she hadn’t been able to do much.

      As the dealer started a new game, James turned in his chair, looking up at me.

      My heart pounded. Had he seen me take the chip? I stared at him with wide eyes, waiting for the hit I knew was sure to come.

      Tanya was stiff at my side, staring at him, but his eyes were only for me. He ran a finger up my arm and I jumped at the surprisingly gentle contact.

      He stroked my skin lightly, murmuring, as if talking to himself. “But they’re right, you know. She is something special.” His eyes were soft in a way I’d never seen before. “And I’ve got big plans for her.”

      The air left my lungs. It felt like someone had punched me.

      In that instant, my future suddenly became clear. Once again, tears filled my eyes, but I clenched my teeth, refusing to show how his words affected me.

      Staring out across the casino floor, the last words of the poem came to my mind. Is all that we see but a dream within a dream?

      The hourglass broke, golden sand pouring from cracked glass and shredded fantasies. The curtain was swept away and I saw my life for what it really was. A dream of a dream.

      All hope disappeared, like sand slipping through my fingers, washed away into the deep, dark underbelly of my world.

      James had big plans for me?

      He thought he could sell me off? Make my life a living hell—more than it already was?

      All for dollars in his pocket?

      Anger filled me, making my fingers dig into the skin of my palms. I clenched them tighter, relishing in the pain, making a choice right then and there.

      I may be a small fish in an ocean of sharks, but, one day, I would get out of this world.

      Would do whatever it took to make that happen.

      And then, I would destroy James.
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      This man was going to be the death of me.

      "Time to go,” I pounded on the door.

      "One sec, man,” he hissed, then I heard him swear under his breath, “Tight prick.”

      “Maybe I should offer a two-for-one? Might loosen him up.” There was a responding giggle and I rolled my eyes. Coulter was with his whore.

      Suddenly deciding that I was done babysitting my younger brother, I strode through the hallway and down the stairs. Honestly, I was only warning him because Nero, otherwise known as dearest father, expected us to be waiting for him when he arrived.

      Wasn't my concern. Not any longer. Coulter had been spoiled for way too long.

      I fired up my fully restored 1968 Ferrari and, engine purring like a goddamn tiger, raced out of the garage and down the driveway.

      Coulter was still shrugging on his tie and jacket as he ran out the front door, waving me down. Lucy, his regular escort, stumbled out after him on her stiletto heels and a barely-there, Dsquared2 dress.

      I flipped him the bird as I tore down the long driveway, leaving him in the dust, then grinned at his scowling face in the rearview mirror. It wasn't until I was through the front gate that my phone blared through my speakers.

      “You asshole,” Coulter's angry voice ricocheted through the car.

      "What do you want?”

      “Where’re we meeting?” I heard his own 1964 Shelby Cobra start up. What could I say? The Kings were suckers for the classics.

      Then there was Lucy’s annoying whiny voice, who thought it was cute to be pouty. “Hey, wait for me.”

      "Get out." Coulter demanded, growling at her, and I sighed, hanging up.

      Fifteen minutes later, he called again. "Just tell me where the meet is, Bourbon."

      “Check your texts.”

      “I'm not pulling over to scroll through Benny’s rambling messages.”

      “He is annoyingly tedious.” I sighed. “But, too bad you were too busy fucking that girl to catch a ride." If he’d actually been trying, for once…

      "You are such a prick--”

      “I know,” I interrupted him. “And your dick is too needy.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “No thank you,” I said, “And don’t be late. You know dad’ll kill us if we fuck this meeting up.” I hung up on him but as I pulled into the parking lot, I felt a twinge of guilt for my harsh tone.

      I pushed the thought away—Coulter had to learn; I wouldn’t always be around to protect him.

      Nero was just getting out of his car, shoving his keys into the valet’s stomach so harshly, the man doubled over.

      I came to a short stop next to him and jumped out, passing my keys to the man who'd run so fast to meet me, he was heaving loudly. He swallowed it down when I met his gaze, his throat bobbing as he gave me a respectful nod.

      "I'll keep it out front, sir."

      I nodded briefly, “Thanks.” I peeled off a fifty. Then, after a glance towards the other valet, took off another one. “Here,” I gave them to the pimpled teenager, “and one for your friend.”

      His eyes widened in surprise but he nodded, stuttering out a ‘thank you,’ but I was already rushing to match Nero’s stride towards the front door.

      "Where's your brother?” Nero’s demanding voice cut through the thick Nevada heat like a sharp knife. His face was a mask of cold, but his eyes blazed with anger. Our father hated it when we were late, and he even hated it even more when he had to wait.

      It was essential we walked in together. Despite our private arguments, the Kings always presented a united front to others.

      This meeting with the Bratva—our former enemies—was crucial; I'd worked on it for months. They produced ozone, the hottest new party drug, and we needed this deal to stop losing business.

      In return, they would add millions to their profits because we had the largest real estate of strip clubs and bars in Vegas.

      Everyone wanted this deal, but working with the Russians was a pain in the ass. Damn, those guys were known for being cruel, but they acted like spoiled brats to me.

      “If he’s not here soon,” Nero spat, “I’ll⁠—”

      “He’ll be here,” I interjected, not wanting him to finish that sentence. Because once he did, he would have to follow up on anything he’d threatened. And, as annoyed as I was by Coulter's constant disregard for his responsibilities, I couldn't bring myself to feed him to Nero. "He got caught up in the Mueller meeting, but he'll be here in a minute."

      My father frowned. "Did he at least bend the bastards over?"

      I nodded, lying my ass off.. "He closed the deal."

      I’d closed the deal with the Muellers, then went home to change and pick up Coulter's lazy ass, the ungrateful prick.

      After waiting for two minutes, Coulter finally pulled up into the parking lot, his car screeching to a stop next to us. He jumped out, flinging his keys to the valet and racing to meet us at the door.

      He'd managed to get himself together in the car, his shirt tucked in tight, and his tie perfectly knotted at his throat. He looked so slick and put together, you wouldn’t know he had just been fucking his whore only minutes before.

      You're late!" my father barked out. Coulter's angry gaze burned into me for a brief second before he turned to my father.

      “I’m sorry, sir." He steeled himself, preparing to be berated in front of the hotel staff, knowing he would also receive a punishment in the privacy of our home.

      "Don't do it again.” Nero’s deep scowl smoothed out, and I caught the surprise in Coulter's eyes. His shoulders relaxed before he gave Nero a curt nod.

      "Yes, sir."

      "Bourbon told me you met with the Muellers. You got them to agree to the lower price?"

      Coulter froze for one second before nodding. His hand went to his pocket, where I was sure he was playing with his lighter, something he always did when he was nervous. One day, he was going to set his pants on fire.

      "Good.” It was high praise from Nero, especially when it came to Coulter. “Now,” he continued, his voice growing sharp, his finger jabbing aggressively towards our faces, "if you dare to fail me today, I won't hesitate to slit your throats. Is that perfectly clear?"

      My heart pounded in my chest, but I met his intense gaze, grinding my jaw. I believed him. “Yes, sir.”

      “Of course, sir,” Coulter agreed, the same hardened look on his face.

      Without another word, Nero turned, striding through the front doors and leaving us behind.

      My hand snapped out, grabbing Coulter's arm before he could follow. “Hey, you okay?” I’d caught the fear in his eyes when Nero threatened to slit our throats, even if he’d tried not to show it.

      He waited until Nero was far enough away before grinding out. “Why do you always have to be such a dick? You could've just told me it was at the Palms."

      “And you need to learn to pay attention to the damn texts. Nero’s not going to let you slide for much longer. If you don’t change--” I swallowed down the last part: you’ll be dead before your next birthday.

      “You could've just stopped the damn car. I was right there."

      "You're welcome for saving your ass with Dad,” I snarled, frustrated that he wasn’t getting it. Did he not realize how dangerously close he was to losing favor with our father? That was something you never wanted to happen—son or not.

      “I don't need you to save me anymore,” he snapped. “Alright?”

      “Obviously,” I bit out sarcastically.

      “Fuck you, Bourbon.”

      I think you’ve already

      “Honestly, do you have any vocabulary outside of the word, fuck? I think Lucy sucked your brain out with that last blow job.”

      “Oh fu—” His lips pressed into a tight line, a faint flush creeping up his neck, betraying the embarrassment that he vehemently tried to conceal. “I have plenty of vocabulary, just not for assholes like you."

      “Get the hell in here, you two,” Nero’s voice barked and Coulter’s face darkened.

      “Goddamnit,” Coulter snarled, his face twisted in anger. Then, without a word, he stormed off.

      I stared after him, biting down on my retort. Clearly, Coulter wasn’t going to change.

      It was going to be up to me to figure out how to protect him from his own stupidity.

      Being his older brother meant it was my duty, whether he wanted it or not.
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      Why was I always such a dick? Bourbon had saved my ass with Nero, but I couldn't resist the urge to challenge him.

      Deep down, I knew he was right; I should have paid attention to the time. Should’ve known where we were going.

      Should’ve kicked Lucy out as soon as she’d barged into the house. And, even though her mouth had just been all over my dick, draining me like the ghost of Christmas-happy-to-make-you-cum, I was seething with anger.

      The woman was becoming too attached.

      She didn't seem to understand that I paid for her services at my convenience, not hers.

      Despite the way her mouth pulled on my dick like a goddamn vacuum, the only reason I kept her around was because, in those brief moments, I could pretend she was someone else...

      Someone who actually meant something to me—Lily, the maid’s daughter and the third in the unbreakable bond between her, Bourbon, and me.

      She was my childhood best friend, turned woman of my dreams, and it haunted me every day that I hadn’t been able to protect her.

      Now, she was dead.

      And in my grief, I’d fucked my way through all of Las Vegas, trying to banish her from my mind, proving the harsh truth: true love only comes once a lifetime.

      But that didn’t mean I had to lower my standards for everyone else. Even though Lucy didn’t deserve my contempt, the woman needed to learn her place.

      Thanks to her interruption, Bourbon probably thought I didn't care about this meeting.

      As I followed behind Nero, I tried to calm myself down.

      This meeting was critical for our empire and for Bourbon's attempts at a truce. And all I had to do was smile and keep my mouth shut.

      Suddenly, Nero’s hand was on my arm, jerking me back to stop me from entering the elevator. “Me first,” Ushering his guards inside, he shut the doors in my face.

      “Asshole.” Bourbon hissed under his breath, coming to stand next to me. His eyes stayed locked ahead, refusing to meet my gaze until the next elevator opened.

      The way he firmly pressed the button let me know he’d already forgotten our argument outside. His eyes were staring without seeing; he was completely focused on the next few hours. I wanted to say something to him, tell him that things would work out. That we were the Kings, and the Bratva would kneel to our demands. That all his hard work would pay off.

      Instead I kept quiet, letting the silence settle between us, like always.

      From the day my mom and I had arrived, Bourbon had been my best friend. My protector, shielding me from the harshness of our world. And, despite our father's volatile nature, he kept me safe.

      Until that night, when everything changed.

      Now, we barely spoke to each other. We lived in the same house, the King Estate, but scarcely crossed paths. We were brothers in word only and there was no way to change that now.

      When the doors to the elevator opened, my father was waiting for us. “Come on,” he barked out, “get in order.”

      Bourbon walked out first, with me behind him.

      We were there to showcase the fact that Nero had not one, but two sons ready to inherit the throne. There were also two more at home: twins who came along after my mother and I moved into the estate.

      In this life, power and status were inherited through bloodline. You couldn't avoid an early death, but having four sons meant enemies would think twice before trying to take you down—they'd have four times the retaliation to fear.

      Dimitri answered the door himself, surprising me.

      If we’d intended to come in aggressively, we would’ve held a gun to his head and pulled the trigger without hesitation.

      Instead, he answered the door with motherfucking steel balls; defying us, a cigar smashed between thick, rubbery lips, and icy, cold blue eyes.

      “Welcome," he said, his voice gruff and eyes sharp as he took in the three of us. He quickly but efficiently looked us over, noting the location of each of our guns before taking in our faces.

      "Thank you for the invitation." My father held out his hand, and Dimitri shook it. Usually, my father wasn't so polite, but I guess today he was minding his Ps and Qs.

      As they shook hands, Dimitri glanced at our guards, and then his own men came out. They didn't touch us but patted down our men, not taking away their weapons, but taking note of each one they had.

      Finally, Dimitri stepped back and invited us inside.

      The room was decorated in cool, masculine colors with a large window overlooking the city. Dimitri usually stayed on his side of the world—an icy man ruling an icy continent—but he came to Vegas to specifically finalize this deal.

      Nicholi, Dimitri’s second-in-command, was waiting for us in the living room area. He ushered us to sit, offering us each a cigar. I hated them, but it wouldn’t look good if I turned it down, so we all lit up, making small talk for too long to be normal. Dimitri kept glancing towards the bedroom, and his demeanor slowly began to shift from the polite host to a man maintaining a simmering rage under the surface.

      Bourbon and I exchanged looks when he finally stood, abruptly cutting my father off to invite us to begin eating.

      Scowling, but deciding to ignore the rude behavior, my father agreed, and we all moved towards the dining room.

      Dimitri sat at the head of the large table with my father at the opposite end, both equal in their positions of power. The large table only had a few chairs. I sat next to my father, Bourbon beside me, and Nicholi on Dimitri's right.

      There was one empty chair, on the left-hand side of Dimitri, and he kept glancing at it disapprovingly.

      A couple of servants appeared out of nowhere, offering us drinks in crystal glasses and dinner from blue, monogrammed plates. After a few minutes of eating, there was a sound at the other side of the hotel suite.

      A woman emerged from the furthest room and the minute I saw her, I froze.

      My fork was midway to my mouth, my food delicately balanced on it; I was unable to move it the few inches required to either my plate or my mouth.

      Even though my body was frozen, my heart was beating a million miles a minute.

      My lungs were so strained that I thought they might rip from my chest and splatter all over my plate.

      She was a vision in white, innocent and pure. Her figure was the perfect hourglass, and a curtain of chestnut brown hair hid her face. When she tilted her head, she revealed full lips, stark cheekbones, and smart, knowing eyes.

      Bourbon noticed me staring first, his hand moving to his mouth to drink his tumbler of vodka.

      Intrigued by my reaction, his eyes moved from me to the direction I was looking. Liquid sprayed everywhere as he choked on his vodka.

      I didn’t have time to react before Dimitri stood up, annoyance in his expression. All eyes, which were staring at Bourbon as he tried to clear his throat, moved to Dimitri.

      “Ah, here she is.” Dimitri's smile was forced as he reached his hand out to her. He grabbed her a bit too roughly and pulled her towards him. "Gentlemen," he said through gritted teeth, "I'd like you to meet Rose."

      "Nice to meet you," we all stood up and nodded respectfully.

      "Please excuse her for being late," condescension dripped from him as he pulled out her chair. "You know how women are-always taking forever to get ready."

      "It seems you have us all figured out, sir." A hint of defiance in her answer, though it was meant to be interpreted as teasing. "I do enjoy my beauty routine." Then, addressing us, "I apologize for being tardy."

      “If we expect perfection from our women, we must give them the grace to create it,” a subtle jab from Bourbon to Dimitri. Then Bourbon sat, not looking at me—still looking as stunned as I felt.

      “You are stunning. Thank you for giving us something beautiful to look at while we eat.” I complimented her, then offered her a reassuring smile. “If time equals beauty, it was worth every minute we had to wait.”

      With a flicker of surprise in her eyes, she quickly recovered, "Well then, I'll just have to make sure to take even longer next time."

      I grinned at her sass, but Dimitri’s eyes narrowed at her.

      “She is beautiful enough as she is,” Dimitri said, his fat fingers squeezing her arm tight in warning, and she winced. “She is my newest acquisition. When I saw her, I just had to have her.”

      What the ever-loving fuck; she wasn’t a damn yacht.

      Out of my periphery, I took in the outline of my father. His shoulders were relaxed, his gaze shrewd as we settled back at the table. The only time he ever looked so laid back was when he was ten steps ahead of everyone in the room.

      He knew this was going to happen and, by the smirk at the edge of his lips, knew how we would respond to her presence.

      In the light of the chandelier overhead, I could now fully take in her face. Her eyes and the tip of her nose were reddened, as if she'd been crying. She had a hollowed-out bruise under her right eye, something she'd clearly been trying to cover with make up. It was still a little puffy, as if she hadn’t had time to get the swelling down.

      I gripped my fork in anger, slowly lowering it to my plate, and ground my teeth. My eyes went to Dimitri’s newly abandoned plate and took careful note that his fork was on the left side of his plate.

      He was left handed.

      I glanced over at Bourbon and his eyes finally met mine. In that look, I knew he was thinking the exact same thing I was.

      Firstly, that with the exception of eye color, Rose was the spitting image of Lily.

      And secondly, for the first time in a long time, we were in agreement: we both wanted to kill Dimitri.
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      The second Dimitri announced that the Kings were meeting us for dinner, I'd spiraled.

      The very name sent a chill up my back and a poker of red hot rage shooting through me.

      Stunned, I’d walked to my room, digging and scraping my fingernails into the wall as I walked. Stabbing, shooting, scraping off flesh with a butter knife—all options in my need for retribution against them.

      Standing before my closet, I’d chosen the red evening gown. It showed off my every curve, pushed up my breasts, then dipped low enough to tease. I was strong and powerful when I wore it, even though I had no real control in this pitiful movie reel called The Secret Life of Rose, a shameumentary.

      As soon as I’d walked out of my room, Dimitri’s face turned red and mottled, his anger taking two point five seconds to detonate.

      He’d screamed, raged, then flung a lamp in my direction.

      Didn’t I know I was supposed to wear the white dress for the Kings? I wasn’t some hooker, but the Virgin Beauty. Meant to showcase my stunning body and silent mouth.

      My response, the 'I can't read your mind,’ had gotten me the swollen and black eye, something I should’ve anticipated would happen by now, but I couldn't seem to help myself.

      I was too wild. Too untamed.

      And now, I was tied up to the bed, trussed up like a thanksgiving turkey.

      All because I’d taken too long changing back into the white dress.

      Too long to turn my heaving breaths into reasonable, even tones, staring at myself in the mirror with an ice pack to my eye.

      Too long to apply the foundation that would cover the newly forming bruises and the cut from his ring, something I was becoming more and more adept at in such a short time.

      I shifted, trying to get comfortable even though I knew it would be impossible. I was tied to the bed and my fingers were tingling from a lack of blood. Only the beginning, Dimitri had warned me, after walking out of the room, turning out the lights and leaving me in the dark for hours. It was my warning that something much bigger was coming when he returned from a night of dancing, getting high, and fucking whores.

      Why he hadn’t taken my virginity yet was a mystery to me. Most times, he didn’t even seem interested in looking at me, something far different than the hidden glances his men gave me.

      I was so consumed by my thoughts that I didn't hear them until they were in my room.

      There was a slight bump, too soft and quiet to be Dimitri. I jerked my head to the door, my eyes widening in surprise. There was just enough light coming through the windows to see the three looming figures moving towards me, all wearing stupid ski masks over their faces. Their intent was clear. They were here for me.
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