
  
    [image: Devil’s Pawn]
  


  
    
      DEVIL’S PAWN

      
        THE DEVIL’S PAWN DUET

        BOOK 1

      

    

    
      
        NATASHA KNIGHT

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Natasha Knight

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      
        
        Click here to sign up for my newsletter to receive new release news and updates!

      

        

      
        Like my FB Author Page to keep updated on news and giveaways!

      

        

      
        Join my Facebook Group, The Knight Spot, by clicking here!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Isabelle

      

        

      
        Jericho St. James hates my family.

      

        

      
        Powerful, wealthy beyond belief, he’s the most dangerous man I know.

      

        

      
        And I belong to him.

      

        

      
        He’s taken me from my home.

        He’ll make me his wife.

        And he’s made it very clear I’ll be sleeping in his bed.

      

        

      
        But my beast has a secret.

      

        

      
        His one weakness. One that makes hating him impossible.

      

        

      
        He has a daughter.

      

        

      
        And he’ll do anything to keep her safe.

      

        

      
        Jericho

      

        

      
        The Bishops stole what money cannot replace.

      

        

      
        A life for a life. Now I’ll take one of theirs.

      

        

      
        Isabelle is my pawn.

      

        

      
        I will make her my wife.

        I will bed her.

        She will be mine in every way.

      

        

      
        And once I take what I need from her, I will erase the Bishop family as if they never existed at all.
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        * * *

      

      Imperium Valens Invictum, or IVI for short, is Latin for Strong Unconquered Power. The organization is frequently referred to by its members as The Society.  

      We are a well-established organization rooted in powerful dynasties around the world. Some call us thieves in the night. A criminal syndicate. Mafia. The truth is much more intricate than of those simplistic terms.  

      Our ancestors learned long ago there was power in secrecy. The legacy handed down to us was much more evolved than that of the criminals waging war on each other in the streets. We have money. We have power. And we are much more sophisticated than your average knee-breaking Italian mob boss.  

      IVI holds its members in the highest regard. With that power comes expectation. Education. Professionalism. And above all, discretion. By day, we appear as any other well-bred member of society. They don’t and never will know the way our organization operates.  

      Thirteen families founded the ancient society. These families are held in the highest regard and referred to as the Upper Echelon. These are the Sovereign Sons and Daughters of The Society.  

      The Society has its own judicial branch, The Tribunal, that operates outside the norms of what is acceptable in the world today. Its laws are the final law for Society members.

      The Society will go to great lengths to protect its members from the outside world but their expectations are often higher and sentences handed down from The Tribunal often harsher if even, at times, Medieval.  

      
        
        Welcome to The Society…
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            ISABELLE

          

        

      

    

    
      A masquerade ball. What can be more beautiful? More perfect? Especially one put on by The Society.

      Bouquets of flowers spill over tables set with the best china. Waiters serve champagne in crystal flutes and an eight-piece orchestra plays a waltz beneath the dazzling glow of a dozen chandeliers.

      It’s every girl’s fantasy.

      Every girl but me.

      I stand in the shadows and watch the dancers. Men and women move together as if they’ve practiced this all their lives. I wonder if they are guests or professional dancers hired by The Society to add to the ambiance. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was the latter because I’m pretty sure I didn’t look like they do when I danced with the stream of men my brother, Carlton, arranged for me.

      I shudder at the thought of my last dance partner. A man old enough to be my grandfather.

      A breeze blows into the grand Baroque ballroom as someone opens a window a few feet from me. The rain has slowed to a drizzle and the room is muggy even with the air conditioning running on high.

      After a quick glance to confirm Carlton isn’t watching, I drink the last of my champagne and set the empty flute on a nearby table. I slip quietly toward the exit and out the double French doors that stand open, in spite of the damp night.

      In the courtyard, small tents have been erected to protect guests from the rain. They’re decorated with warmly glowing lanterns and too many flowers to count. Men and women collect beneath the tents drinking, smoking their cigarettes and laughing too loudly.

      Everyone turns to look at me as I pass. It’s the dress. It’s ridiculous with its feather skirt that barely reaches mid-thigh and the cinched waist of the corset top which is seriously limiting my oxygen supply. Carlton’s choice. It showed all my best attributes apparently. At least the mask, which I liken to chainmail, leaves only my eyes on display.

      The mask is pretty with it’s delicate gold chains and coins brushing my shoulders with each step. And it offers some protection from curious eyes. The too-revealing dress I could do without.

      Deciding to risk the drizzle that will likely make the feathers of my dress wilt, I hurry to the small chapel on the other side of the courtyard. No one will be there. I know that for sure. Society members may profess to be religious but from what I’ve seen, they’re going through the motions. Showing up in their Sunday best, each outdoing the other, at least where fashion is concerned.

      The wooden door is heavy. It creaks open just far enough to let me slip inside. I close it behind me and breathe a sigh of relief at the familiar sight, familiar scent. I miss incense when I’m away too long and Carlton isn’t the church-going type.

      I like this particular chapel especially. I have since I was little and my mom brought me with her when she cleaned the compound. I still remember sitting in the front pew, my legs too short for my feet to touch the floor. I remember how at home I felt when she sat me here to wait for her while she did her work.

      I walk to that pew now, taking in the usual shadows of the place. The only light comes from candles lit along alcoves in the walls and those on the altar. When I get to the center of the aisle, I bow my head, make the sign of the cross, then take a seat. I slip off my shoes. The heels are too high and the fit too narrow. I touch the familiar carving in the pew. Two initials. CY.

      It’s the same seat I always take when I can get here. Right in the front row as if God could see me better for it. It’s not that I ask for anything. I know better than that. It’s not even that I pray. I just  close my eyes and feel the silence here. The absolute absence of sound.

      It’s better than any masquerade ball. Better than dances with a hundred men as Carlton brokers a union that will benefit the family. I don’t think it’s crossed his mind what I want. Don’t think he’s considered the fact that while it may benefit his—our—family, it has already taken me off the course I’d set for myself years ago.

      But I can’t dwell. Not now. I need a reprieve and this chapel, these stolen moments, are it.

      And so, I open my eyes and lift my gaze to the altar. One of the candles that is usually lit has blown out. I wonder if I did that when I walked in. I get up to relight it.

      A creak along the back of the chapel startles me. I gasp, spin around. It’s darkest there, just before the baptismal font. Almost pitch black. I peer into the shadows but see no movement, hear no other sound.

      “Is someone there?” I ask, feeling silly when no one answers.

      It’s old wood creaking. That’s all.

      I turn back around, trying to ward off the chill that’s clung to me all  night. But I remind myself it’s always cooler in the chapel and resume my walk to the altar. There, I find the book of matches and strike one. The flame glows bright and I have to stand on tiptoe to reach the wick of the tall candle.

      Soon it’s lit and I’m blowing out the match when the sound of laughter from just beyond the door disrupts the peace of this place. Before I know it, the chapel door slams against the wall.

      I jump.

      Two men stumble in, laughing as they do, and one rushes to shove the door closed behind him. With them they bring the stench of alcohol and weed. The moment I see their faces, I’m sure they’re both high. I can see it in their red eyes, in the flush of their skin, hear it in their strange, giddy laughter.

      I’d guess them to be twenty, twenty-one maybe. Just a year or two older than me. And I recognize one of them. I danced with him not one hour ago. Although I can’t recall his name. Only that I didn’t like him. Didn’t like the way his fingers caressed the exposed skin of my back as he spun me around the dance floor.

      “There she is,” he says, as if recognizing me, too. His mask is pushed to the top of his head and he licks his lips, allowing his gaze to linger at the swell of my breasts above the bodice of the dress. “That’s the girl,” he tells his companion with a nudge of his elbow.

      The other ones eyes are locked on me, mouth hard, set in an ugly line.

      “The Bishop girl,” he says. Both come closer, one stopping behind me. “Half-Bishop,” he clarifies.

      “The right half,” the other one says, and they both laugh although I don’t get the joke. “Let’s get that thing off your head so we can get a proper look at you,” he says, reaching for the clip holding my mask in place.

      “I don’t think so,” I tell him, stepping out of his reach but in doing so cornering myself against the altar.

      “Why not? I wouldn’t make a deal with your brother sight unseen. You never know, am I right?”

      “I think Manson is the one making the deal, bro,” his friend says and makes a face.

      He reaches again and this time when he gets his fingers in my hair I shove at him with both hands, managing to push him backward. He’s off balance because he’s both high and drunk. I realize how much more dangerous that makes him when his eyes narrow to angry slits as his friend laughs.

      “Excuse me, I need to get back,” I say, turning to slip away, managing to take a step before he catches my arm.

      I stop, look at his hand then up at him. I paste a smile on my face and step closer. My heart thuds against my chest. I’m not sure if I’m more angry or afraid but I know two things.

      First, I need to get away from these two or it’s not going to bode well for me. And second, I cannot show my fear no matter what. Some men get a high from that alone.

      “My brother is on his way. He won’t like you putting your hands on me,” I say.

      “I wouldn’t call this putting my hands on you,” he says, then turns to his friend. “Would you?”

      His friend shakes his head. “Nope.”

      “Now this I’d call putting my hands on you,” the one who has hold of me says, turning me slightly and slapping my ass so hard that I stumble forward. It makes both men erupt in laughter as his grip around my arm tightens.

      But that’s when I hear that same sound I heard before. Coming from the same shadowy corner. Except this time, it’s not creaking wood.

      Something moves when I look to the spot.

      Dust motes dance in candlelight, but the two who barged into the chapel don’t notice the shift in the air until we hear the footfalls. They turn and we all watch as the darkness takes form and begins to move toward us.

      My heart pounds against my chest and for a moment, I’m not sure if it’s man or beast for the shadow it casts. But then I recognize the long black cloak of the Sovereign Sons. It billows around the man making that darkness following him even bigger, more frightening.

      He’s too tall. Too broad-shouldered. Everything about him too dark, from the black-on-black beneath the traditional cloak, to the horned mask hiding his face, to the fury directed at the men who’ve cornered me.

      He doesn’t bother with words. He simply steps toward us, the two looking like boys as he looms closer, towering over them in build and height and sheer presence. He glances only momentarily at me before his eyes hone in on the one grasping my arm. It seems to take no effort at all for him to pry the man’s hand off me. My tormentor’s face contorts in pain as the masked stranger twists his arm behind his back. His friend backs away one step, two before running for the door.

      “What the fuck, man?” cries the one who can’t run. “Let go!”

      The stranger twists a little more.

      “She’s not yours to break,” he whispers, voice low and hard.

      I process the words, shudder at the strange sense of foreshadowing.

      I realize I’ve backed up against the altar. I’m staring, mouth gaping, heart racing. And I see what the mask he’s wearing portrays. Some sort of horned beast. A devil.

      But it’s when he pins me with his gaze that something drops to my stomach, possibly my heart, because I stop thinking. Stop breathing.

      I stare back into the darkest eyes I’ve ever seen.

      Danger.

      It’s the only thought I have. The single word my mind can muster.

      One of his eyes is midnight blue, the other a steely gray. And his gaze is full of something so malevolent, I feel it like fire burning my flesh.

      It’s an eternity before he releases me from his gaze and simultaneously shoves the drunk man toward the door. A moment later I’m alone with the masked stranger.

      He’d been here all along. Sitting in the shadows silently watching me.

      All night I’d felt it. Eyes on me. All night I’d felt that chill. I shudder now because it was him. This masked man. I recognize the sensation, the unease. That sense of being exposed. Alone in a room full of people.

      My mouth goes dry. I press my back to the altar, hands clutching the edge of it.

      His gaze roams over me leaving goose bumps in its wake. I shudder. He must see it. Must realize I’m terrified. And only when he takes a step back are my lungs able to work again. Am I able to draw breath again.

      “You shouldn’t be in here alone,” he says. “It’s not safe for a woman alone when there’s alcohol and idiots about.”

      I stare up at him, stupefied.

      “Your shoes,” he says.

      “What?” I ask, my voice a whisper.

      He gestures down and I look at my bare feet, then up at him. I point to where I’d left them. He gets my shoes and carries them back to me. He stands just a little too close, too much in my space like it’s his, like it belongs to him and I’m the invader.

      I still can’t seem to move.

      “I won’t eat you,” he says in that low, rumbling voice.

      My chest shudders with a deep breath. I tell myself to relax. It’s nothing. He just saved me. What I felt, that chill, it’s just my imagination.

      “Not yet anyway,” he says, and I know he’s grinning beneath his mask.

      I swallow. I’m shaking.

      He bends to set my shoes on the floor. I take in the sheer size of him. He’s easily twice as big as me. He straightens and holds out his hand, palm up. Along his wrist I see the creeping of a tattoo. A serpent’s tail.

      I’m staring. It takes all I have to drag my gaze up to his.

      “Put your shoes on,” he says.

      My throat is too dry to speak, to form words or make sound, so I slip my hand into his and gasp at the sudden shock.

      He closes his fingers around mine and I feel the sheer power in the palm of his hand as he holds me steady. He studies me for a long, long moment before I blink, lowering my gaze and slipping on my shoes.

      “Good,” he says, and I just keep standing there, my hand trapped inside his.

      The gong announcing dinner rings.  I look up at him.

      He lets his gaze drop to my lips, then lower, to the swell of my breasts. Sweat slides down the back of my neck. He releases my hand and cups the gold chains hanging from my mask as if weighing them, his eyebrows furrowing.

      “Isabelle Bishop,” he says, looking at me again.

      He knows my name. How does he know my name?

      The gong sounds a second time. And, after long moments of silence,  a third.

      He steps backward.

      “Go back to the party, Isabelle Bishop, and remember to keep out of dark rooms. You never know who’s lying in wait.”
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      I turn my back on the girl and walk out of the chapel. I should have known not to come here. Known I wouldn’t find solace even in the chapel. Not while any Bishop lives and breathes.

      Half-Bishop, my brain clarifies.

      Bishop all the same, I tell it.

      I adjust my mask as I step into the courtyard. The drizzle has turned to rain. Her ridiculous feather dress will be ruined. Carlton Bishop will be pissed. I turn in the direction of the darker building. Set apart from the main part of the compound, it’s unlit except for one window. But before I’ve taken half a dozen steps, the phone in my pocket vibrates with a message.

      I dig it out, glance at the screen. Open the message because it’s my mother.

      Come home.

      Something twists inside me at the words, and I pause. She knows not to message me unless it’s important. And I know it is when her next text comes through.

      She needs you.

      I don’t hesitate. I change direction, heading back toward the courtyard as I type out my reply.

      On my way.

      Then, to Councilor Hildebrand, the man sitting inside that single lit room in the Tribunal building, I type another.

      Change of plans. Meeting is at my house.

      I hit send then do something I hadn’t planned. I type out a second message to Hildebrand.

      Bring the girl. I will take possession tonight.

      I switch off the phone before Hildebrand can reply, not quite sure why I sent that last part. It will upend the plans set in place. Plans I have been working on for too long.

      Voices quiet as I pass through the courtyard, my cloak billowing in my wake. I don’t care. I stand tall, walk through the center, the sea of people parting at my approach. They’re afraid of me. Intrigued too, but more afraid.

      They should be. Because the rumors are true. Jericho St. James is back. Returned home from self-imposed exile.

      Let them know.

      Let word get to Carlton Bishop if it hasn’t already. I want him trembling.

      For five years he’s lived his life while I’ve been in hiding. Not for myself. No. If it was only me, I’d have returned. Taken my revenge. Killed him. Even if I died doing it.

      No, my disappearance from life was to keep something—someone—much more precious safe. My daughter.

      But it’s not her I’m thinking about now. It’s the woman I left behind in that chapel. Her small hand in mine. The strange feel of it.

      What would she have done if I’d not been there? What would those men have done?

      Men. No, not men. Boys. Entitled idiots. The future of The Society, for fuck’s sake. But what would she have done? How would she have defended herself? She’s small. Half my size. How will she defend herself against me?

      As soon as I set foot out of the gates of the compound, the valet rounds the corner with my Lamborghini. He comes to a stop inches from me. I rip off my mask and toss it to the ground as the kid steps out of the vehicle looking awestruck as if I’m some god. Although it’s love for my car, not me.

      “You took good care of it?” I ask as I reach into my pocket for my wallet.

      He nods enthusiastically. “Didn’t let it out of my sight, sir.”

      I slip him a hundred-dollar-bill. “Good job,” I say, patting his shoulder before sliding into the driver’s seat.

      The kid closes the door and I drive onto the rainy street. I’m weaving through traffic to return to the house, to what should be my home.  The place I love. The place I’ve stayed away from for too long.

      All because of them.

      Isabelle Bishop’s electric blue eyes dance before me. I wonder if it was fear that lit them up or if that’s their color. Like broken glass. Shards and shards of it.

      My dick twitches in anticipation of those eyes staring up at me when I push her to her knees. When I take her. Own her. I smile at the images. Look forward to them. And I have to force myself to come back to the why of this. To the fact that she’s a Bishop. I remind myself why I was in that chapel in the first place. To remember. To pay my respects. To tell the dead that they are not forgotten. That the time for vengeance has come. Finally.

      This is what I need to keep at the forefront of my mind. Not the Bishop girl’s pretty eyes.

      I turn onto the drive of the house and the gates slide open. It’s the only house on several acres of land a few miles outside of the city. The only drawback is the property it backs into. Bishop land.

      The car whines as I slow. It’s built for speed. Wants it. I drive along the circular drive where the front door opens and Dex, my right-hand-man, steps out to greet me.

      I climb out of the car and toss him the keys. He’s been with me for five years. He’s closer to me than my brother.

      “All good?” he asks.

      I nod. “What happened here?”

      “She wants you. Your mother’s been up there with her for a while but she’s struggling.”

      I nod, go inside. Although we’ve lived well these last five years, she’s not used to this scale of things. Or the age of the ancient mansion. The St. James estate is several centuries old and although modernized, there are plenty of dark corners and ghosts. I will teach her they don’t mean her harm. But five is a tender age.

      The house is lit in soft golden light. My shoes sound as I make my way across the marble floor to the grand staircase standing as the centerpiece of the round foyer. I hurry up to her room, remembering the feel of the banister beneath my hand, the dips in the marble where it’s worn over centuries. Carpet softens my footfalls as I make my way down the curving hallway to Angelique’s room. I set my hand on the doorknob and take a breath in, banishing thoughts of The Society, of the Bishops. Of the girl with eyes like blue glass. I put on a smile and open the bedroom door.

      “Daddy!” Angelique calls from the bed.

      I force my smile to widen even as I take in her pale face, the shadows in her eyes. They don’t belong in a child her age and I mean to banish them. The only thing she has done wrong is being born to me for a father.

      My heart constricts as I make my way across the large, primarily yellow room. My brother outdid himself.

      “What are you still doing awake, sweetheart?” I ask as softly as I can while my mother quietly stands from the bed, comforting my daughter. “It’s very late.”

      Angelique glances at her grandmother, then back at me. I study her eyes. Familiar. A carbon copy of my own. But that’s all she inherited from me. Her beauty comes from her mother. As does her gentle nature.

      “I was scared,” she confesses. “It’s too dark here.”

      I brush her wild curls over her shoulders and hug her. She feels so small. So vulnerable. “You’re safe here, Angelique. I’m here. Uncle Zeke is here. Your grandmother is here.”

      I wonder sometimes if she inherited her instinctual fear the moment she was born. The day she was ripped from the safety of her mother’s womb into a violent, cruel world.

      I draw in a deep, tight breath. My arms stiffen and it takes all I have to relax. To hide this part of myself from her. Because I don’t want to be on the list of things she fears.

      “I’ll leave this light on for you,” my mother says, switching on a lamp across the room. “Will that make you feel better?”

      “And open the curtain?” Angelique asks.

      “No moon or stars tonight,” I tell her. “Only rain.”

      She shrugs a shoulder. “I like rain.”

      “Then we’ll leave the curtains open.”

      She smiles and lays down. I bend to kiss her forehead and tuck her in.

      “How long will we stay this time?” she asks. She has moved from house to house, hotel to hotel, for all her life. A girl in hiding. A girl who didn’t exist until just a few days ago.

      “This is home,” I say, standing. It’s time for her to come out of hiding. Time for her to live. “We’re here to stay, Angelique.”

      “You too?”

      Fuck. She hasn’t forgotten how often I disappeared. Left her with her grandmother and a slew of soldiers to guard her while I tracked down her mother’s killers.

      “Me too,” I tell her. And I mean it. I’m home too. It’s time for me to live, too.

      She nods and I watch her eyelids flutter closed.

      “Goodnight, sweet girl,” her grandmother says and, after giving her a kiss on the cheek, we walk out into the hallway, and I pull the bedroom door closed.

      “You’re tired,” I say to my mother. It’s obvious. “You should be in bed.” Her hair’s growing in. Soft white wisps of it. And she’s got some color back since the treatments stopped. Finally.

      She smiles. “I’m glad to be home and I’ll be fine.”

      “Zeke?” I ask.

      “Downstairs.”

      I nod. “Goodnight,” I tell her, and hug her. She still feels frail even for the weight she’s put back on.

      “It’s good you brought her home.” She draws back. “I hope you meant what you said to her.”

      “I did. We’re here for good.” My voice comes out hard and she hears it. I see it in the crease between her eyebrows.

      “Past is past, Jericho.”

      “The dead will be avenged.” I turn and walk toward the stairs. This isn’t the first time we’re having this conversation and I’m tired of it.

      “She wouldn’t have wanted that,” she calls out when I get to the stairs.

      I stop, grit my teeth, jaw clenching. “Go to bed,” I say, although I want to say a hundred other things.

      “Son,” she starts.

      I shift my gaze to her. “It’s the only way to keep her safe,” I tell her, although it’s not my only reason. But it ends the conversation.

      I walk down the stairs and toward my brother’s study to wait for Councilor Hildebrand and the rest of our guests.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            ISABELLE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Where have you been?” Carlton asks. He’s standing just outside the entrance of the ballroom. He’s a half-brother, actually. That’s where the half comment came from earlier. I’m only half-Bishop. People can’t seem to let that go but for the wrong reasons if you ask me. I’m not sad to not be a full-blooded Bishop. The opposite. I’m sad I have any Bishop blood in me at all.

      He forces a smile at a passerby, nods as if we’re having a normal conversation. I wonder if that smile hurts him. But appearances matter to Carlton.

      “Freshening up after all the dancing,” I lie.

      He looks me over, nods. “Good. You look a little wilted.”

      “I’m tired. Can we go home?”

      He glances over my shoulder, scans the crowd.

      “You’ll go home after dinner.”

      “I can’t dance anymore. My feet hurt.”

      “It’s important we find you a suitable match.”

      “Does it matter that I don’t want a suitable match? Or any match?”

      “You know we need to do this. It’s for everyone’s benefit.”

      “You mean for your benefit. How will it benefit me?”

      He tugs me away from a couple who passes too close on their way to their seats. “You’re a Bishop, Isabelle.”

      “Half.”

      “That doesn’t matter. You have a duty, just like I do. Just like every Bishop.”

      “To enrich the family coffers.”

      His light-blue gaze goes flat, eyes dull. He’s no longer wearing his mask so I can see his face fully and he’s not pleased.

      “I didn’t hear you complain when I took you in and paid your school fees, not to mention your clothes, the car you drive, your beautiful room, the food you eat. Should I go on?”

      “No,” I say tightly. I never asked for those things. Extenuating circumstances put us both in a position neither of us wanted to be in. And now it’s too late to pull out. The money is spent. And I have no means of paying it back.

      “Good.” His phone dings and he reaches into his pocket. I can see what he reads pisses him off, although he’s been on edge lately. More so than usual. “Fucking Hildebrand,” he mutters, looking over my shoulder into the crowd. His posture tenses and I watch the effort it takes for him to smile.

      I follow his gaze and turn to find an older, unpleasant looking man heading toward us with two guards in tow. You can always tell The Society guards from the way they move. And I know instantly whatever is coming is no good.

      “Councilor Hildebrand,” Carlton says, extending his hand.

      Councilor? As in The Tribunal?

      I don’t miss the hush that falls over those standing within earshot and people passing by who slow down and strain to hear.

      “Carlton,” the older man says. He glances at me but doesn’t actually acknowledge me. “There’s been a change of location. I hoped you’d be ready.”

      “I only just received your message, or I would be.”

      “Well, shall we, then?” he gestures to the exit.

      “If you’ll let me know the location, I’ll have my driver⁠—”

      “I have a car for you,” Hildebrand says and although I don’t know him, I know his word is final.

      The Tribunal is the judicial arm of The Society. IVI seems to stand apart from the law, having their own rules, their own courts. Their own system of punishments.

      I shudder at the thought. At the things I’ve heard from my cousin, Julia, who studies The Society’s history like it’s her bible.

      Carlton watches the older man closely and it takes him a moment to acquiesce. He’s not used to taking orders. “Of course. I’ll just arrange for the driver to take my dear sister home.”

      “She’ll accompany us.”

      Carlton’s eyes narrow. “What the hell is this? All this cloak and dagger⁠—”

      “You’ll do well to watch your mouth, Bishop,” Hildebrand says and turns to walk away, gesturing to the two men who I know would, without question, drag my brother and me if we don’t move.

      Carlton takes a step, but I grab his arm and tug. He turns to me.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Come,” Hildebrand calls over his shoulder.

      My brother follows the older man without a word to me and I’m left with the guards, one of whom clears his throat and gestures for me to walk ahead of him. I do, trying not to look at the curious gazes, grateful for the mask that covers my face because my cheeks are burning underneath, my heart hammering.

      But I follow obediently because that’s what I do. It’s what most women in The Society do. We’re not quite second-class citizens but this is a patriarchy. And I’m not only a woman but I only half-belong. Carlton’s father had an affair with his maid who happened to be my mother. At least it was described as an affair. I’m not so sure when I recall their relationship in the years I was old enough to pay attention.

      Anyway, she got pregnant. And for the first sixteen years of my life, I didn’t know I was a Bishop. I was simply a York. But then my parents died, and, within a year of their deaths, Christian, my brother who had guardianship of me, was killed, and Carlton took me in. I was an orphan and then not, all within 48 hours of my brother’s death.

      When we reach the gates of the courtyard something distracts me from my thoughts. I’m grateful for it because those thoughts never lead to a good place. And as Councilor Hildebrand climbs into the first of two Rolls Royce’s awaiting us, I see the mask with its devil’s horns on the ground. I take a step toward it and gasp. Because it’s the mask. The horned devil from the chapel. He must have left the compound. Taken it off here. Would I recognize him if I saw him again? Heard his voice? I’m sure I would. Hell, I’ll know if I’m ever in the same room as him because even looking at the discarded mask I feel it, that shivering sensation along my spine raising the hairs on the back of my neck.

      “Sister,” Carlton snaps, startling me.

      He’s waiting at the open door of the second Rolls Royce, the two guards behind me.

      Glancing once more at the mask, I turn and walk into the waiting vehicle somehow knowing wherever we’re going, whatever it is, tonight, everything will change for me.
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      “I told you that you shouldn’t have gone,” Ezekiel, my brother, says. “You’re not yourself.” He hands me a tumbler of whiskey.

      I take it from him and drink a sip. “I’m fine. Everything looks good?” I ask, moving around the desk to look at the papers spread across it. They must have arrived while I was at the compound.

      “Exactly as discussed. Just needs a couple of signatures,” he says. “Hildebrand was good with the change in location? Just readily agreed?”

      I hear his tone and glance up, meet his grin with my own. “I have no idea. I switched off my phone.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be in fine form.” He swallows the last of his whiskey and pours another.

      I study my brother in profile. I haven’t seen him in five years, but he hasn’t changed much. Most would say not at all, but I’m not most. He’s built like me. I’m roughly two years older than him and we’ve always been close. Well, except for those months we weren’t but that’s water under the bridge.

      “Zeke,” I say. He turns to face me. “Her room looks nice. If a bit yellow.”

      He smiles. “Just a bit? I was going for over-the-top.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “Thank you for doing it.”

      All joking is gone. “She’s my niece. I’m happy to have her home where she belongs. Along with my brother.”

      I do smile this time, a real smile.

      He nods and reaches into his pocket to retrieve his cell phone. He reads a text. “Two Rolls Royce’s pulling up to the house.”

      “Get Hildebrand in first. Bishops can wait outside,” I say, taking off my suit jacket and hanging it over the back of the desk chair, then rolling up my sleeves.

      He types out a reply and pockets his phone. “Jericho,” he says, drawing my attention from the sheets on the desk. He takes in the ink on both forearms. It’s actually one tattoo. Two dragons coiled on my back, tails extended over my arms. Chaos and kinship. Destruction. Power. He has the same so I’m not sure why he’s staring. “You sure you’re ready for this?”

      I square my gaze on him. “I’ve been ready for five years. I just needed the evidence.”

      He nods. He’s heard the recording. Knows Carlton Bishop’s role in Kimberly’s death. Her accidental murder. I was the target. She just got in the way. She was twenty-four years old. Twenty-fucking-four. Pregnant with our first baby. We were engaged to be married. Fantasizing about living on a fucking beach in Mexico and leaving everything behind.

      Fuck.

      Fuck me.

      And fuck Carlton Bishop. I’m going to bury him.

      “Brother.” I startle at Zeke’s touch on my shoulder. I don’t know when he moved. I’m too caught up in the past.

      “I’m fine,” I say, not looking at him.

      “Are you?”

      I meet his eyes. His are steel gray like our mother’s. Hers are softer though. Kinder than his.

      “I said I’m fine,” I say, voice thick, my throat coated with the memory of that day.

      “Don’t let them see it.”

      “See what?”

      “Your pain. It shows weakness.”

      I clench my jaw, take a deep breath in. He’s right. I need to master this. Can’t let my mind take me there. Not in front of them.

      I close my eyes, take a deep breath in and nod just as a knock comes at the door.

      “Showtime,” Zeke says, a wide smile on his face. He’s better at this part than I am. He swaps out his masks more easily. “Come in,” he calls out as he walks back around the desk and picks up his whiskey.

      We both watch as Dex opens the door and Councilor Hildebrand enters. He looks at me, at my brother, around the study. He’s irritated but I think that may just be his resting face. He’s a self-important man and as far as I’ve known from when our father was alive, he’s never had much affection for our family. Probably thinks we’re imposters. Not a founding family but one with money and ultimately, all bow to money. Everyone and everything can be bought no matter how much The Society may want to deny it. Even status within IVI.

      Now the Bishops, they’re the real deal. One of the thirteen original Founding Families. They’re not only members of The Society but are part of the groundwork. Carlton Bishop, a bona fide Sovereign Son. Me and Zeke and our father when he was alive, we bought our place. And Hildebrand has never forgotten it.

      Which makes this all the sweeter.

      I paste a smile on my face. “Councilor,” I say. “I appreciate you coming on such short notice.”

      Dex closes the door and Hildebrand meets my gaze. “In future, you should know matters of this importance will be handled at the Tribunal building.”

      “Considering the delicacy of the situation, I didn’t think you’d mind.”

      His jaw tightens. I have him by the balls. A Sovereign Son, a founding family member, making deals with mobsters. Well, it’s not so much that as getting caught at it. That would not go over well if word got out. Which is why he’s here. Which is why he’ll do exactly as I say.

      “Of course,” he says.

      “Sit, please,” I say, stacking the pages on the desk and walking around it to gesture to the leather couch in the sitting area.

      He sits. “Drink?” Zeke asks.

      He nods and my brother pours him a whiskey.

      “How is your daughter?” Hildebrand asks tightly.

      “Doing well.” Considering. The councilor’s support is necessary for this part of my plan, but I won’t tell him any more than he needs to know about my family.

      “You’ll bring her to the compound for a formal introduction, I presume.”

      “When the time is right, and I have secured her safety.” The first part is a lie. The second a little pressure on him. Let him know just how delicate this matter is for IVI.

      “She’s been baptized?”

      “Are you concerned for her soul?”

      “Of course,” he replies with a smile about as warm as mine.

      This will go nowhere good, so I change the topic. “You’ve vetted the evidence against Carlton Bishop, I presume?” I ask. He has or he wouldn’t be here. The evidence is a recording of Carlton with some very bad men initiating the attempt on my life that killed Kimberly. It also suggests he may have had a hand in my father’s fatal car crash.

      “Yes. You’ll hand it over once the papers are signed tonight, as agreed?”

      “As agreed.” I feel my brother’s presence beside me, but I need to ask. “The girl?”

      “Waiting on your command along with her brother.”

      I don’t glance at Zeke. He’s clearly surprised by this. Tonight was about confronting Carlton. Signing the papers. Showing him the game has changed. Taking Isabelle wasn’t supposed to happen yet. But my plans have evolved.

      “Good.” I collect the paperwork Councilor Hildebrand had drawn up and spread them over the coffee table in the sitting area. The oversized sheets of parchment take up the entire surface. I uncap the fountain pen and set it in front of Hildebrand.

      He puts his drink aside and scoots forward, picking up the pen, looking over the pages. I haven’t made any changes so this part should be quick, and it is. Not a moment later I hear the scratch of the pen tip scrawling his signature. He wants his part done and over with.

      He sets the pen down and reclines in his seat. “Discretion is of the utmost importance here, St. James.”

      “Oh,” I say, taking a seat and picking up the pen, my gaze falling to the name Isabelle Bishop mentioned in several places throughout the document. “I couldn’t agree more.” I sign.

      Zeke opens the door and, with one glance at Dex, instructs him to bring the Bishops in.

      “Tell me something,” Hildebrand starts as we wait. He leans closer. “Why do you want the girl? She’s not even full-blooded. Her mother was a simple maid who reached above her station.”

      I flex my hands, counting to ten, breathing. “Well, then you won’t mind so much considering my place within The Society’s upper echelon was bought.” I don’t bother to look friendly as I say this. It’s a truth he wishes he could deny.

      His face goes an angry shade of red. I’ve hit my mark.

      “Discretion,” he mutters.

      The door opens. I stand and turn to watch Carlton Bishop enter the study. When his gaze lands on me, there’s only a split second where I glimpse a reaction. If he hadn’t heard the rumors of my return until tonight, he knew the instant the car bringing him, and his pretty half-sister turned onto the long, lonely road that leads to the St. James property that the time for his reckoning has come.

      I see the effort it takes for him to shift his gaze to Hildebrand. “Councilor. It appears we’ve both been inconvenienced,” he says tightly. He doesn’t know what I have yet. Most likely doesn’t know the recording exists. Felix Pérez was good at that. Secret recordings.

      “Sit,” Hildebrand orders, not even bothering to stand himself.

      Carlton Bishop’s gaze lands on the official sheets of parchment scattered across the coffee table. The uncapped fountain pen. The still drying ink of our signatures. Does he see Isabelle’s name all over the document? Will he wonder what I want? What I’m planning?

      Either way, I’ve got Carlton Bishop by the balls.

      I smile a wide smile and turn back to the door. I don’t care about Carlton Bishop. I don’t give a fuck if he sits or stands or does fucking cartwheels around the room. It’s her I’m curious about.

      And here she is in that ridiculously inappropriate dress, considering the reason she’s here, her chainmail mask gone, those too-pretty eyes set in a too-pretty face and locked on me. And fuck me if the moment our eyes meet something doesn’t tighten in my gut. A sensation similar to what I’d felt when she’d laid her hand in mine earlier tonight.

      Does she recognize me, I wonder? Does she know I was the masked devil she has to thank for saving her ass earlier?

      Dex closes the door behind her, and she jumps. Literally jumps.

      I keep watching. I can’t seem to look away.

      Zeke clears his throat and I turn to the seated men, find Carlton Bishop’s icy-blue gaze studying me closely. I narrow my eyes. Lock him out. But I’m already too late, I know that. He saw how I looked at her.

      But fuck it. As far as he’s concerned, I’m looking at my next fuck toy. Because that’s what she’ll be, at least in part. She’ll suck my dick when I tell her to suck my dick. She’ll spread her legs when I tell her to spread her legs. And she’ll scrub my floors when I tell her to scrub my fucking floors. Because in this house, a Bishop is nothing. Less than nothing. Less than the dirt on the bottom of my shoe.

      Although this Bishop will serve a purpose.

      Because she is the key to wiping out the Bishop name. To taking every fucking thing they have ever owned.

      “Isabelle. Why are you standing by the door like that? Greet the Councilor,” Carlton barks.

      I watch her reaction. She looks at her brother with contempt. I’m not even sure she’s trying to hide her disdain of him. She drags her gaze to Hildebrand.

      “Councilor,” she says but I notice how it takes her a minute to lower her gaze.

      Her brother turns to Hildebrand, but my eyes are locked on her. I see how she shifts her gaze and her eyes lift to mine momentarily, thick lashes working fast when she blinks away. Caught.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Carlton asks as he skims the documents on the table.

      Hildebrand glances at me. He opens his mouth to speak but I don’t let him. Because this is too important. This first step to bringing Carlton Bishop to his knees.

      And I want to be the one to say the words.

      “I initiate the Rite.”
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      I initiate the Rite.

      The words echo, like earlier tonight.

      She’s not yours to break.

      I reach for the edge of the chair closest to me because my knees threaten to buckle. My mind works frantically.

      My brother’s ruddy complexion has gone crimson. And I understand why I’m here. Why it was necessary for me to be brought here. Because Councilor Hildebrand or any of the Councilors wouldn’t ever deign to talk to me. A mere woman. A half-woman in their eyes since only one parent was a member of their precious Society.

      This man, the stranger from the chapel, has just initiated The Rite. An ancient, archaic, non-sensical law within The Society. A power bestowed on a trusted friend. A godparent relationship almost. One party taking custody of another, a minor in a normal-world sense. But within IVI’s convoluted laws, it means taking custody of a child or a woman—no matter her age. Because each household needs a male head. That’s why it was so easy for Carlton to take guardianship of me, although I was a minor then. But my family was all gone. There was no one. And once it was determined that I was a Bishop, it gave IVI rights over me.

      Or maybe I allowed it. But those were dark days. I was sixteen. My brother had just been murdered before my eyes. I’d been left for dead.

      Now though? I’m nineteen years old. An adult.

      But we don’t live in the normal world.  And these men do not play by normal rules.

      “You cannot initiate the Rite,” Carlton spits, taking up the sheets of ancient looking parchment that seem as though they may disintegrate in his hands. He scans the text.

      “I can. I just did,” my horned devil of earlier says.

      I force my knees to lock, wipe my sweaty palms on the feathers of my dress. They’re still damp from the rain.

      It’s quiet while Carlton reads whatever is on those sheets of paper. “Councilor, this is unacceptable. I don’t know what lies St. James has told you, but I can assure you they are only that!” He’s on his feet, pages clutched in his fists.

      “You tear that, and you’ll be answering to the entire Tribunal. It is an official document. It will be treated as such.” Hildebrand takes a breath. “And you’ll be grateful it’s all he has asked for. It is his right. And you are the only one to blame for giving it to him.”

      Carlton purses his lips.

      My devil looks at me, eyes unreadable, mouth unsmiling. He hates my brother. I know that without a doubt. He abhors him. I shudder as his gaze seems to settle deep under my skin. It takes all I have to remain upright as I wonder if he hates me too, if only for my name, the blood I share with Carlton.

      “Dex,” he says, eyes still on me.

      The door behind me opens. I step deeper into the room to put space between myself and Dex.

      “Sir,” Dex says, unbothered by the palpable tension in the room.

      “Take the girl downstairs.”

      Downstairs? We’re already on the ground floor.

      Dex nods and when I glance at him, he gestures for me to move.

      I don’t. I can’t. My mouth opens and closes but nothing comes out. My brother is reading through those sheets of paper for the second or third time but the rest of them are watching me. Will Carlton save me? I’m not sure he could if he wanted to. For the Tribunal to be here means this man, my devil, has their blessing to do what he’s about to do. And Carlton will bend to IVI law.

      My gaze shifts to the stranger who gives an almost imperceptible nod. Dex wraps a hand around my arm.

      “Wait!” I cry out as he tugs me toward the door.

      They all look at me. The one who hasn’t spoken, who looks so much like my devil I’d guess they were brothers, casually sips his drink, and watches the scene. I can’t read his expression. Can’t tell what he’s thinking.

      My mouth and throat are dry. I lick my lips as I force myself to look at my devil. He’s the one making the decisions here. He’s the one dictating what happens. But what do I say?
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