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        This one goes to the women who will never surrender their rights to a self-proclaimed king.

      

        

      
        Fuck the patriarchy!

        Literacy and human rights for all!

      

      

      

      
        
        And on that note…

        Being entertained by fictitious monsters does not condone monstrous behavior in real life.

        Push us too far, and watch Beauty become the beast.
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            Prologue

          

          BOYS AND MONSTERS

        

      

    

    
      James disguised his fear as the police car drove them further away from the only place they had ever called home. Rail thin and hungry, he watched the uniformed officer with a mixture of skepticism and frail trust. He’d seen too much evil in his thirteen years to hold any space for hope. Now that their mother was out of the picture, he presumed they were among the hopeless.

      The dilapidated city warehouses that lined the fringe of London’s lowest districts gave way to wide-open highways and foreign bridges he’d never crossed. Sitting beside James, Peter fidgeted, his slight body unable to see past the window as their grey, familiar world faded away.

      James reached for his little brother’s small hand, offering silent support as they waited to see where they were taken next—two aimless ships left to float without a rudder or a sail in a rather dark night.

      The fresh bruises on Peter’s arms tinged his fair skin a yellowish green. Fresh anger stabbed through James’ gut like a steel blade. He should have done something sooner. He should have protected Peter better. He had a duty to protect his brother that went beyond protecting himself.

      James had welts, too, but, at the moment, he felt nothing beyond his fury toward the men who hurt Peter. That, and his worry over what would become of them now.

      Turning away from the proof of abuse they survived, James glared out the window. His dark eyes reflected in the glass like two fathomless holes leading them into the unknown future. They could only move forward now because they were never going back there again. Their mother was going away for something called neglect, and the men that hurt Peter, well, James could only hope they eventually got what they deserved.

      The radio of the squad car chirped as a static voice squawked from the speakers. According to the faceless voice on the other end, they were heading to Saint Mercy’s Home for Orphaned Boys.

      The officer driving the car had not been the one to rescue them. It was a female who found them. She smelled like roses, and her hair was soft like cotton. She told them they were safe. Then the house was swarming with men in uniforms, each wearing a copper badge and carrying a gun.

      James had already forgotten the female agent’s face, but he held onto her promise that they would be safe. She said there would be food and clothing and plenty of warm beds for him and Peter. There was a gentleness about her, something the male cops lacked, something James and Peter knew little about but both innately craved.

      Peter was too young to understand what was happening but not too old to sense the finality of the day’s events. Even at four, he knew enough to fear the unknown. He’d been hysterical when they pulled Mother away and put her in cuffs. Too young to fully understand, he assumed the men in blue uniforms and copper badges were a threat, so he kicked and screamed when they loaded them into the back of the squad car.

      James shut his eyes as the vision replayed. He’d wanted to kick and scream, too, but at thirteen, he was old enough to know that sort of behavior would change nothing. At least now, they would have regular meals, baths, and maybe even stories to help them sleep.

      A soft sniffle caught his ear, and he glanced at Peter. His pale blond hair hadn’t been washed in weeks, and there was still blood crusted around his nose.

      “Hey.” James reached across the sprawling bench seat and grabbed his little hand. “We’re gonna be okay.”

      Peter wiped his nose on his threadbare sleeve. “Will Mother be able to find us?”

      A cold fist tightened around James’ heart. Their mother was the forgetful sort. So forgetful, that she often needed reminding that she had two sons. “Mother’s going somewhere else.”

      “Will we see her again?”

      Peter couldn’t grasp that their mother had invited those men into the house, that she knew what was happening and did nothing to stop it. James didn’t know if that information mattered now. “I don’t know.”

      Peter stretched his dirty neck to peek out the window at the trees rushing by. “Where are they taking us?”

      “An orphanage.”

      He looked up at him, dark circles rimming his big green eyes. “What’s an orphanage?”

      “It’s a place where lost boys live.”

      That was what they were—lost boys. Lost. James wished he had a compass for their future, but he only had his instincts.

      “When we get there, try not to say too much. Just hold my hand and follow my lead.”

      Peter nodded, but fear was plain to see on his elfin face. “What if they separate us?”

      “I won’t let them.”

      “But…”

      “Peter,” he squeezed his hand. “They won’t separate us. I promise. It’s me and you—brothers forever. Understand?” When Peter nodded, James avowed, “Just keep hold of my hand.”

      He nodded and sniffled. “What if the bad men come?”

      “There are no bad men there, Peter. Just boys.”

      The squad car slowed, and gravel crunched under the tires as they turned onto a long drive barricaded by tall, privet hedges and a towering iron gate.

      The officer rolled down the window and pressed a button on a small box. “Sergeant Barrie here to drop off the Hook boys.”

      A buzz sounded, and the gate slowly creaked open. A giant stone fortress loomed like an impenetrable castle in the distance. Lifeless stone and cold metal bars created baricades of colorless grey behind leafless trees over the bleak and dreary sky. James tried to imagine how lovely it might look in the summers when the gardens were in bloom, but on this cold winter day, such an image was hard to conceive.

      The car slowed, and Sergeant Barrie shut off the engine. “Here we are, boys.”

      Once escorted inside the mammoth stone building, they were instructed to wait on two cold wooden chairs lined up against the wall of a long, silent corridor.

      James’ heart beat like a slow, ticking clock keeping time, each steady thump echoing like a drop falling into whatever shallow water lined his empty stomach.  Peter’s feet dangled as he anxiously craned his neck to see into the room where the officer had disappeared.

      “Tragic, just tragic,” an aged female voice said. “Such innocent… Tarnished. It’s a shame how some suffer—and the one at such a young age.”

      The voices grew nearer, and James sat up straight, ignoring the soreness of his spine and the way his skin pulled at the burns that had yet to fully heal. Placing a warning hand on Peter’s leg, he silently urged him to stop fidgeting.

      “We should have no problem placing the younger brother. The older ones are a bit more challenging.”

      James’s hand tightened around his brother’s as he focused on the whispered discussion about their future. He would not let them separate him from Peter.

      “Parents often fear the older children have seen too many monstrosities. They worry how such past negative experiences might impact their future, especially if other children are already living in the home.”

      “They’ve suffered a lot, Sister,” came the deep, caring voice of Sergeant Barrie. “It would be nice if they could stay together. Brothers need each other.”

      “Of course.” Her tall, thick figure glided from the shadows of the doorway. Cloaked in layers of black, her robes hung like shingles of armor, absorbing any sound of movement as she neared. The only audible tell of her approach came from the heavy rosary beads hanging from her hip, clinking softly like clacking bones.

      James sucked in a breath when she glanced over her shoulder and grinned at him. Instead of a smile, he glimpsed a slow, deliberate baring of teeth, yellowed and sharp enough to tear through flesh. She glided like a predator, patient and calm as if biding her time before breaking the illusion of safety.

      “We will have them cleaned up and situated in no time. Prayer and a good night’s sleep is just what the angels ordered.”

      Sergeant Barrie glanced back at the boys, his brow creasing with concern. “Perhaps dinner first.”

      “Of course,” the nun nodded.

      Her hair was hidden beneath a habit, making her dry, scaley skin all the more noticeable. It looked rigid and rough, like the hide of something that had lived in the dark far too long.

      Her beady black eyes were chips of onyx and cold like stone. She took his and Peter’s measure quickly, contrasting his value against his younger brother’s as if they were a form of currency, and she was a swindler preparing to make a trade.

      Didn’t Sergeant Barrie see the monster before him? James got the same sick feeling he often felt when his mother brought home dangerous friends.

      The reptilian way she appraised him and Peter twisted his stomach in knots. Beneath the black folds of her thick, draped clothing, she could have hidden a hundred weapons. He was certain those gnarled hands that folded as if in prayer hid razor-sharp claws.

      She wore no labels or epaulets, only the crucifixion of a dying man. To him, the pendant did not symbolize sacrifice or devotion, only a sign of torment and suffering.

      Sergeant Barrie couldn’t leave them there. Her authority was apparent, but that did not make her just. James could sense her evil as if the air carried it heavily along the draft, this unrefined lust she concealed for power. She would command impeccable discipline and settle for nothing less.

      James swallowed, wondering if he should stand or say something. Perhaps he should take Peter’s hand and run. How far would they get? Where would they go? How would they survive?

      “We thank you for your time, Officer.”

      “Sergeant,” Sergeant Barrie corrected.

      “Sergeant.” As she reached out to shake his hand, James glimpsed something else hanging from her belt, tucked deep within the ripples of her black gown. It was thick and leathery, no wider than a ruler.

      A chill raced down James' spine as the officer shook her gnarled hand. It was as if he’d just sealed a deal with the devil. “I didn’t catch your name.”

      “Sister Nagina.” The name slithered through her slanted teeth.

      Peter looked up at him with worry in his emerald eyes. “James, must we live here?”

      James frantically tried to think of a way out of their situation. His gut twisted when no alternative solution came.

      This was not a happy place. Saint Mercy’s Home for Orphaned Boys carried an air of cruelty that bit into the bones like a freezing wind, invisible but life-threatening. Their souls would see no nourishment here.

      Sister Nagina looked the type to devour small creatures slowly over time. She’d silently stalk their every move like a crocodile wading at the water’s edge, creating a false sense of safety that brought their guard down. Then, at the first sign of weakness, she’d snap.

      James had seen her type before, calculating and patient, hungry and vicious. Torment was a game to them.

      Sergeant Barrie approached the wall where they were seated and crouched low. “You boys are going to be okay.”

      James wondered if the lie sounded as unconvincing to the officer as it did to him.

      “What about Mommy?” Peter asked, wiping away another tear.

      “I’m sure she’ll call when she can,” Sergeant Barrie promised. Another lie. “I’ll make sure she knows how to contact you.”

      Peter sniffled and leaned into James’ shoulder, hugging his arm.

      “You’re doing God’s work, Sergeant Barrie,” Sister Nagina said as she glided in like an ominous fog. “Now, you must let us do the same.”

      The sergeant reluctantly stood and nodded goodbye. “You have my number if anything changes.”

      “Yes, Sergeant.”

      They watched silently as the sound of his booted footsteps faded down the dim corridor. Hinges creaked as a cold draft swept through the hall when the officer pulled open the heavy door. The wood moaned, and James flinched when it slammed shut as if the snapping jaws of this place were already dragging them under, far into the depths of the unknown.

      “Stand up.” Sister Nagina shattered the silence with a hissed command. “Stop that crying,” she snapped at Peter.

      James scowled and rose to his full height beside his brother, placing a protective hand on his shoulder. Peter wiped his eyes and clung to James, using his body as a shield from the scary nun.

      “I want my mommy,” Peter whimpered.

      Like a shadow stretching over the dark waters of a swamp, still and quiet, she crossed the distance and—SNAP—her hand lashed out with the brutal swiftness slapping Peter’s face.

      “Are you crazy⁠—”

      Her hand whipped across James’ cheek with equally brutal force, leaving his gaze on the floor and his question clipped. He tasted blood.

      “You will not question me. Ever. Is that clear?”

      He glared at her through a slow, boiling rage. It was a wonder how anything so ancient could move so quickly. Everything in him wanted to sever that hand from the bone so she could never strike another person again.

      “Things will be different here. Eyes on the floor. Now.”

      They stared at the gloomy linoleum tile, the ripples of her gown fanning his periphery like the black banks of a swamp.

      “Follow me.” She glided down the hall, flowing black fabric waving in her wake as she educated them about the rules of their new home, which felt more like a prison with every passing minute. “You will not speak unless spoken to. Silence is enforced at all times, except for the whispering hour each day at two when you walk the yard—rain or shine. Dawdling will be punished, as will disrespect or possession of contraband. You are expected to be washed up with your beds made each morning before dawn. Breakfast is served at seven, lunch at noon, and supper at six. Food is never to leave the servery.”

      The scent of stew tinged the air, and James’ hollow stomach growled, but the old crocodile kept slithering along, snarling orders.

      “You will bathe in the evenings, promptly after supper. Once in your nightshirts, you will wash your day clothes and hang them to dry. Wring them out well. During the winter months, the fabric takes longer to dry, and lazy little boys with wet clothes often catch colds. Illness is not pampered here, as we believe brisk, laborious exercise is the best opponent to sickness. One boy’s poor judgment mustn’t infect the whole.”

      She led them up a silent stairwell where the air chilled several degrees cooler. Peter climbed the stairs two steps at a time, earning a cold stare from Sister Nagina as she waited. Peter whimpered at her glare and doubled his speed, accidentally tripping on the last step and falling at her feet.

      Her shadow stretched like a looming storm. Violence lurked in the stillness, so James rushed forward to help his brother. Stretching out his hand, he met her beady stare with challenge. She grinned, feeding on their fear the way the predator feeds on prey.

      She waved a hand toward a dark room. “Inside.”

      James hesitated until she poked him forward. The room was frigid with exposed stone walls. Several copper tubs lined up like soldiers.

      “Remove your clothes and place them in the rubbish bin. They’ll be incinerated in the morning.” She handed them a folded nightshirt, the material stiff and itchy. A bar of homemade soap rested on top. “Fill the tubs and wash your bodies, head to toe. Cleanliness is next to godliness.”

      A pump protruded from the wall, and wooden buckets were available to transfer water. Peter followed him to the wall. They used the pails to fill the tubs, but there was no hot water, and when they removed their clothes, their teeth chattered.

      Peter shivered. His bony shoulders shook as his spine protruded, making the bruises on his back all the more prominent. James hushed him before the old nun overheard his whimpering.

      “Wash quickly. Then wait on the bench.”

      James feared what the sleeping quarters might look like if this was the washroom.

      She placed an ornate wooden box with gold corners on the table and lifted the lid, blocking the contents from view. From the guts of the box, she pulled a straightedge blade and the sharpest pair of scissors James had ever seen.

      “Long hair attracts mites and other unwelcome guests,” she said, rounding the bench to stand behind them.

      Shivering from their cold baths, they sat on the bench as Sister Nagina cut their hair. Dark hanks of James’ brown hair fell to the floor, mixing with the soft, flaxen ringlets of Peter’s. His neck and shoulders itched after the haircut, but they were not given anything to brush the pokey hairs away.

      Once they were dressed and the tubs were emptied, Sister Nagina led them to the top floor, where the air was coldest. A steady draft seeped through what was likely a broken window, but James could not find the source of the steady current of cold.

      She led them to an open dormitory filled with simple beds. The boys all wore the same vacant stare when they looked at James. They kneeled at the side of each bed. Heads shaved just like theirs bent over folded hands. There must have been forty of them, each boy’s thin body dressed in the same grey rags James and Peter now wore.

      Below the howling moan of the London winds, words murmured like incantations from their lips, fading to silence as danger encroached. Their whispered prayers trembled from their lips in a soft babble too low to translate.

      Sister Nagina dutifully inspected each boy’s cot with an observant glance as James and Peter followed her to the end of the long room. The other boys observed them, some with curiosity, others with motive.

      She pointed to two stripped cots at the end of the long row and faced them. “Make your beds and say your prayers.”

      James knew no prayers. But he didn’t dare admit such a shortcoming. He would learn from watching the others, and he would not stay here long.

      She slithered back down the aisle like a cold-blooded reptile into the murk.

      Peter’s chin trembled as he stared up at James. His mouth opened, and James hooked a finger across his lips, warning him to stay silent.

      He showed Peter how to make his bed with the stiff sheet and coarse blanket. He was so exhausted he struggled to think of anything encouraging to say, failing even to remember happier times.

      For tonight, James only wanted to dream of places where boys could fly away like mythical creatures on wings, away from the shouting, fighting, and life’s painful things. He didn’t know any prayers, so he made wishes in his head. He wished to be far from rigid rules and free of this prison for boys. He did not want to stay in a place where children were forbidden to laugh, sing, or play.

      By the time the lights went out, James had Peter tucked into his bed. “Just try to think happy thoughts,” he told him as he placed a kiss on his head.

      “This place is scary, James. I wanna go home.”

      James didn’t know how to explain that this was their home now. “It’s only for a little while. I swear, you won’t have to stay here long.”

      “Promise?” Peter held out his little hand, and James grinned. From the moment he taught his brother that a man’s handshake was equal to a vow, he clung to that security and used it whenever he wanted guarantees.

      James placed his hand in his and squeezed. “I promise.”

      That night, James dreamed of a place where they could escape.  A place where they were never hit, and lost boys were free. He dreamed of wild adventures and long journeys at sea. He dreamed himself powerful, tall, strong, and honorable. He saw a man who could never be bested by monsters again.

      It was a magical place he wasn’t sure existed. It called to him, stirring a sort of wanderlust in his soul, and when he closed his eyes, he could almost taste the salty sea air on his lips and the freedom promised by such a mammoth ship underfoot.

      The clouds would never gather, and the wind would never blow cold. There would be no evil that could beat him because he would be the most powerful man of all.

      He did not know if such a Never Land could exist, but he wanted to believe. He wanted to dream himself an untethered force, as free as the wild sea. But as his imagination drifted into a deep slumber, he sensed a siren’s kiss pulling him further under. And as his dreams took shame in his mind, a sharp ache formed within his wrist. Instinct tickled up his spine and warned there would be a price for such bliss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            The Lost Hopes of Little Girls

          

        

      

    

    
      Slamming the door, Wendy threw herself onto the bed and wept at the injustice. Tonight was supposed to be her night. She waited eighteen long years to garner an invitation to the exclusive gala, and this was her year, but her father had spoiled her plans once again.

      She reached for her phone, prepared to text her friends a boiling rant of profanity about how smothering her parents could be, but her screen opened to her social media, and she was bombarded with pictures of her peers dressed for tonight’s event.

      “Fuck my life.” She tossed the phone aside, unable to stomach her friends’ joy without being eaten alive by her own jealousy.

      The soft wrap of her mother’s knuckles preceded the creek of the door. “Wendy, darling, he didn’t do it on purpose.”

      Of course, her mother would defend her father. “He knew how much this night meant to me,” Wendy argued, her makeup smearing on the chenille pillowcase.

      “Obviously, he didn’t, or he would have secured the ticket.”

      “I told him, Mother! It’s all I’ve talked about for months. He never listens to anything I say!”

      Her mother pressed a comforting hand on her back. “Your father’s a busy man. He has a lot on his plate.”

      Wendy sat up, the chiffon sleeve of her ivory gown drooping off her shoulder as a curl spiraled free of her French twist. “He knew what tonight meant to me, and he purposely forgot so I couldn’t go. He hates that I’m eighteen now.”

      Her father was a numbers man, invested in finance and deeply rooted in classical education. He never forgot a date. Nor did he ever overlook an opportunity. This ball would have muddled his control of her future, and he couldn’t bear the thought, so he intentionally spoiled her plans by not procuring the correct number of tickets. A calculated lie if she’d ever seen one!

      “Father lies when it suits him. If you weren’t so enchanted by his charm, you’d see that he’s as cunning as a pirate when he wants to be.”

      Mother scoffed. “Lies? Pirates? Really, Wendy. If you want to be treated like an adult, you must start acting like one. Your father is not out to ruin your life.”

      “He wants to control everything.”

      “Enough.” Her mother stood, her shimmering sage gown a beautiful taunt that pierced Wendy’s heart with envy. “Your father’s doing everything he can to secure you a decent engagement.”

      “You mean he’s trying to control my future just like he controls my life now!” How had modern times turned so incredibly old-fashioned where women were concerned? “Did either of you ever think I might want more than a secure marriage and to start a family? What about my dreams? What about love?”

      “You should be grateful for his guidance. Your father is a wise man who knows a great deal about how the world works.”

      “If he thinks guiding me toward a man like Peter Pangbourne is wise, then I question his judgment. Not all fortunate men are wealthy in morals, Mother. Peter is far more duplicitous than Father sees.”

      “The Pangbournes are a good family with strong values, darling. You should be grateful such a prosperous match is even on the table.”

      She was never escaping this prison. Years after her brothers John and Michael left the nursery, she remained confined by the whimsical, childish trappings—caged in a place designed to keep her innocent.

      At eighteen, she was as unchanged as the fixtures in the starlit sky where the constellations never shifted and the masculine planets orbited freely. Girls deserved more than to exist as a backdrop to stars, but decades of advancements in equal rights were somehow being washed away. Scrubbed out by the men who needed to feel superior and rinsed clean by the women who blindly stood by such men. There was a quiet resistance, but it was fading, and every day, Wendy felt less and less in control of her future.

      A tear rolled from the corner of her eye as a sense of hopelessness consumed her. Numerous books on the shelves boasted of adventures she’d never know. She was a confined bird, clipped at the wings, with an unsatisfied hunger to explore.

      She dreamed of soaring over distant oceans and breathing in the petrichor of foreign soil as rain and mist rolled onto the remote shores. She longed to stand clad in buffalo leather amidst the wildest jungles, to know the exact color of the sunset over the Mojave Desert, and to feel the heat of the Egyptian wind racing through her hair as the sandy heat roughly kissed her skin.

      Eighteen years old, and she knew nothing of independent adventures or kisses of any kind. She only knew the constricting confinement of being a girl and all the expectations that suppressed her desires for something wild.

      It happened so subtly, the shift from unbound innocence to confinement. With the budding of her breasts came polite correction and refinement her brothers’ had never experienced. They knew little of decorum and etiquette, yet their female counterparts suffered such outdated catechisms as if meekness were a rite of passage to the next stage.

      But why would any woman seek the approval of a self-proclaimed superior man? Wouldn’t that only undermine her independence further?

      Every time Wendy was told to cross her legs or sit up straight, a rage burned inside of her. When she was ordered to stop climbing trees and taught to speak in a softer voice, the confinement took her breath away—no oxygen to feed the flame of injustice, and she’d ignorantly conformed until she turned into someone unrecognizable to herself.

      Propriety and traditional grooming shaped her in ways that hinted her authentic self was wrong, and that created shame and pressure to conform. Proper society stripped away individuality, stating tenacity was suddenly too forward. They praised familiarity and condemned the alternative, using stigmatized terms like Prima donna, extra, bratty, or diva when all of those things used to mean a woman knew her value and had the courage to expect more.

      Regardless of her personal dreams, Wendy slowly started to look like every other young woman in her parents’ social circles. Uniform and conventional. They praised her uniqueness as a child, then stifled it as a teen. She never strived for conformity, but she achieved it all the same. Now, as an adult, she wore the constant constriction of values that were not hers.

      Why? Because she allowed it to come to this. She stood silently as their traditional ideals cinched tighter and tighter around her life. Little by little, she adapted to the suffocation, making herself smaller, quieter, and less disruptive as she eventually learned how not to breathe. They squeezed out anything unrefined until she didn’t know how to exist any other way.

      “What is it that men are so afraid of?”

      Her mother met her stare in the long mirror. “Pardon?”

      “Why are boys permitted to run free and praised for their brave feats while girls are caged like never birds, never given the same chance to fly or stretch beyond their corset strings? Perhaps they’re afraid of being outshone? We are the smarter gender, after all.”

      “Now, you’re just being hysterical, dear.”

      “Right there! Why are women hysterical, but men are ballsy when they question the status quo?”

      “Trashy language is not going to win any arguments, Wendy. Women might be smarter in some aspects, but so are men. We’re made differently.”

      Wendy groaned and threw herself back on her bed. If she had to listen to one more closed-minded lesson about how boys were boys and girls were girls, she was going to scream. “Women can do anything men can do, Mother.”

      “Oh, really? Can you pilot a plane?”

      “Yes! If I were trained, I could. In school, John always had lower grades than me. I could have destroyed him in flight school, but Father said a pilot wasn’t a proper position for a girl!”

      Her mother sighed and sidestepped the familiar debate. On some level, Wendy believed she saw the misogyny, but she would never betray her Father, the head of their household, and admit to such notions. It was easier for her to simply agree and conform.

      “There are dangers in the real world, Wendy. Women must know how to protect themselves. A good marriage offers a sense of security you’ll one day come to appreciate.”

      “What about passion and love? Aren’t they a part of the equation?”

      “Conserve your energy for more productive ventures, darling.” Her mother tucked the wily curl behind her ear and smiled at her reflection, pleased. “Sink your passions into something rewarding, like charity. Leave the boys to their grandiose ways. Trust me, women are better off avoiding such extremes.”

      Her future darkened every time her mother showered her dull advice in favor of a quiet life. She might have been content with such a fate, but Wendy would never be one to settle so easily, not without first experiencing both sides.

      She craved a rush of adrenaline and could taste the untapped freedom just outside of her latched windows. She’d suffer any hardship to bring that fire inside of her back to life again. She dreamed of uncontainable passion and unpredictable adventures. Such things might cost her every security she knew, but in her heart, she would settle for nothing less.

      “I want to be challenged.”

      “Well, you are rather challenging, dear, so I imagine you’ll get your wish.”

      “You only say that because I’m stubborn, and I know what I want.”

      “I say that because I know what’s possible. Eventually, we all put the fairytale ideals aside.”

      Wendy planned to do no such thing. She would settle for nothing less than the love of a man who would risk everything to reach her. Her parents knew nothing of such love. They lived in a world of rules and numbers and pragmatic civility.

      “You should trust your father’s judgment, Wendy. Peter Pangbourne is a handsome young man. Many girls your age would be thrilled to have his attention.”

      “And many girls do.”

      Her mother’s glare sliced into her from where it reflected in the mirror. “Don’t be smart.”

      Wendy pursed her lips so as not to earn more disapproving looks like that.

      What kind of statement was that anyway? Don’t be smart…

      Wendy was smart. Smart enough to know Peter was not the kind of man to honor his promises or settle down with one woman.

      She wouldn’t deny Peter was attractive with his athletic build, sun-kissed tan, and unruly golden curls, but he knew he was handsome, and his arrogance left something to be desired. He’d been texting her on and off since they’d been introduced, but Wendy wasn’t gullible enough to believe she was the only one in his call log.

      Peter made the impression of a well-mannered, high-society gentleman, but Wendy saw through his façade when he started asking her personal questions. The real Peter Pangbourne had no issue crossing the line of propriety, and it was quite duplicitous of him to have his elders so seamlessly convinced he was a well-mannered man.

      His texts not only made Wendy blush but often left her fidgety to the point that her body clenched in strange places. He teased her in a way that made her squirm like bait on a hook. He spoke of mysterious things that left her painfully intrigued, but giving in felt too much like surrendering her choice. She didn’t want her parents to decide her future. She wanted the right to be selective and experience a magnitude of things before making her final choice.

      “Father only favors Peter because his family is one of the wealthiest in London.”

      “Wealth is a deserving quality of favor, Wendy.” Her mother brushed the wrinkles from her gown. “A wise woman must be financially literate. It’s a role we all must play. Without a decent fortune, there would be no property, security, or help within the home. Passion can leave you destitute if you're not careful. Money buys you freedom, so I suggest you marry for wealth. After all, how else would you afford the books you so love? Can’t you be content with the adventures in your library?”

      Wendy scoffed in her wasted gown. “I’ve never even waltzed with anyone besides Father. Some experiences need more than paper and ink to be felt, Mother.”

      “You’ll feel all of those things in due time—when you meet the right man and get to know each other.”

      Would that happen before or after the vows? Wendy rolled her eyes. “That’s easy for you to say. You married someone you love.”

      “True, I love your father very much, but that’s not why I married him.”

      “Then why?”

      She dabbed away the gloss at the corner of her mouth as she once more stared in the mirror. “He seemed…sensible.”

      “Sensible?” Wendy curled her lip. “Was he at least handsome?”

      Her mother chuckled in that dulcet bell-like way she so often did. “Your father is still handsome.”

      A soft knock rapped on the door, and John, her eldest brother, stepped in. “Father’s ready to leave.”

      Wendy’s vision blurred as she rushed to her brother. “Oh, John, you must give me your ticket. Please! I’ll trade you anything!”

      “Sorry, sis. I can’t. Jenna’s already expecting me.”

      She pursed her lips. Jenna was only seventeen. Why should she attend the gala if Wendy couldn’t? She turned back to her mother. “Are you sure Father didn’t get Michael a ticket?”

      “I’m sure. You know Michael. He’s not interested in such things.”

      “What’s taking everyone so long?” Her father appeared behind John. “The limousine is waiting.”

      Wendy looked away, infuriated by his stubbornness and her tears.

      “In a moment, darling.” Her mother moved to the dresser. “Wendy, where’s your diamond tennis bracelet? I want to borrow it.”

      Her request was salt in the wound. “Seriously, Mother?”

      “Don’t be a sourpuss,” John said, righting his tie in the mirror as he winked at her.

      “All of you, get out of my room!” Wendy snapped.

      How dare they mock her feelings?

      Outside, Nana barked wildly.

      “What in God’s name is that dog barking at now?” her father griped, marching to the window to stare through the marbled glass.

      “It’s too late for deliveries. Something must be out there, George. It’s likely just a squirrel or a raccoon.”

      “It’s the driver. He’s waiting for us by the gate.”

      “I’ll be ready in a minute.” Her mother clipped the diamond bracelet around her ivory-gloved wrist and moved to the window seat. “Where did these leaves come from, Wendy? Did you have the windows open?”

      “Why would I have the windows open, Mother?”

      Her mother checked the latch, and jealousy twisted in Wendy’s stomach as they approached the door. She refused to wish any of them a good night, so she turned her back to the lot of them.

      “I just need my stole, George darling, and then I’m ready.”

      Her father sighed. “John, tell the driver we’ll be right there.”

      They left the nursery without another glance back, and Wendy blinked through the pain of abandonment. Once more, she was forgotten and overlooked.

      Deep down, she believed her father did not secure her ticket because he feared she’d embarrass him. He knew she had an unruly side, and he urged her to be more like the refined daughters of his friends. But the longer he held her back, the further she desired to run from his expectations. She wanted to shatter them so he would see, once and for all, that she was her own person.

      The click of the front door punctuated their descending footsteps and fading chatter. The house fell into empty silence.

      Wendy growled and fell back on her bed. “Ouch.” Plucking a hairpin from her hair, she scowled and then threw it to the nightstand.

      Nana continued to bark even after the limo drove away. She went to the window to see what was out there, but the surrounding mansions were dark, the inhabitants most likely on their way to the ball.

      With a sigh, she stepped into the shadows and unzipped her gown, letting it fall into a puddle of wilted chiffon. Slipping out of her undergarments, she pulled on a plain white nightgown and unpinned her hair.

      Her eyes narrowed on her reflection as childlike ringlets coiled about her cheeks. Her mind and body were not that of a little girl anymore, yet here she was, dressed the same and ready for bed by eight.

      Grinding her molars, she shook out her curls until dark waves fell wildly down her shoulders and back. The dark coal around her eyes had smudged from tears, leaving her blue eyes more prominent than usual. She looked dangerous and slightly unhinged. She liked seeing herself that way and wished others could see this side of her, too.

      Her mind once again drifted to Peter Pangbourne. “Let’s see what you think of me now, Peter.” She reached for her phone, angling the lens upward as she formed a pout with her lips. She snapped a picture and sent it to him.

      Her father misjudged him and she should show him just how much. There was something different about Peter. He might dress in designer clothes like the other men of society, but something untamable lingered beneath his surface.

      When she first met him, he smelled of grass and wilderness, not the typical scent of a refined gentleman. And once he started texting her in that forward, flirty way, he confirmed that he had a darker side. That was the only side that interested her.

      A loud crash broke the silence, and she jolted upright, bolting to her feet. Nana went berserk on the back lawn, barking wildly as Wendy rushed to the door. Cool air teased her ankles, the draft rushing up the stairs from the foyer.

      She snatched her robe from the bedpost and rushed downstairs. A chill raced up her spine as she crept along the banister.

      “Liza?”

      The maid didn’t answer.

      Perhaps she forgot to latch the door. That would explain such a draft, but what was that crash? Wendy tightened the belt of her robe as another chill raced over her skin.

      “Michael?” Perhaps her brother had come by. “Is someone there?”

      The fine hairs at the nape of her neck tickled as she crossed the foyer and found the front door gaping open. A sense of unease passed through her as her nightgown fluttered at her ankles with the creeping fog.

      “Hello?” She shut the door and jumped when the grandfather clock gonged. The droning clang marked the late hour with a repetitive toll. “Stupid clock.”

      Nana’s bark grew louder. The foolish dog was likely barking at branches rustling in the wind.

      “Liza, you left the door unlocked.” Silly maid. Or perhaps it was her father who forgot to lock the door. “Liza?”

      “Gotcha!”

      “Ah—Mmph!” A masculine hand clamped over her mouth as the urn in the foyer wobbled and shattered into pieces.

      She swung her arms and tried to scream, but the intruder immobilized her. Her eyes widened in utter panic as a thickly muscled arm banded about her waist, lifting her back to his chest.

      “I’ve got you now, Wendy Darling,” the masculine voice growled in her ear, and she shrieked, biting into the hand hard enough to provoke a curse from her assailant.

      He swept her off her feet before she could break free. Kicking her legs, she clawed at whoever held her. “Let go of me!”

      His grip only tightened as his dark chuckle tickled her ear, and the scent of wild grass teased her nose. “Hush, little darling, it will all be over soon.”
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