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Trigger Warning





Please be aware that Chains & Reckoning contains dark and possibly triggering themes including graphic violence, language, depictions of child abuse, depictions of human trafficking, implied cannibalism, intimate partner violence, cigarette play, mild erotic asphyxiation, depictions of torture, depictions of castration, and implied sexual abuse of a minor.





Remember that your mental health matters. 











  
  This one is for our readers. Thank you for allowing us to tell you this story and becoming part of our crew. 
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Chapter one

Savannah





Darkness has never been a friend of mine, but for him, I’d march into the depths of hell.

An opaque fog rolled over the banks of the Mississippi River, blanketing the city of New Orleans in an oppressive silence. Little more than the flicker of oil lamps and the clop of hooves sounded through the confining air, except for the occasional slam of doors and windows.

That, and my thundering heart as William Ellis led his stallion through the barren streets. Though more than an hour had passed since our tryst in the cemetery, my skin buzzed, nerves unsettled.

Will’s body heat surrounded me, staving off the early autumn chill. 

The few wandering souls brave enough to venture through the late night caught a glimpse of us and slunk into the shadows, fearing that the Beast had come to reap their souls, no doubt. I caught sight of Will’s eyes as we passed beneath an oil lamp. The orange glow gave his skin a dark pallor, bringing forth the legend that haunted the city’s streets. 

His arms tightened around me, and his lips pursed into a thin line, all hints of the man I’d slept with left behind in the cemetery. 

The momentary disgust that’d flashed in his eyes when I’d revealed he was my first burned into my brain. Whether his disgust was at himself or me, I didn’t know, and I wouldn’t ask. Confirmation either way wouldn’t make me feel better. 

Spanish moss on the low-hanging branches of the oak trees in Lee Square swayed on the breeze. Dread coiled like a pit viper in my stomach. No one had seen me leave Lee Manor earlier, save a stable hand. Audrey and Lucas’s engagement party had captured everyone’s attention at the time. 

If there were guards on duty, however, I had no doubt rumors would continue to swirl through the household staff, heavy as the fog that masked our approach. 

Will guided his mount around to the side alley, his fingers flexing against the reins. 

Was he thinking of my admission about Sebastian’s cruelty? Or was the memory of what happened between us in the graveyard heavy in his mind? His eyes were unreadable as he swung off of his stallion at the entrance to the stable and reached up to me. His broad hands grasped my waist as I slipped from the saddle. I took in a sharp breath as I slid along the length of him. 

Our eyes met as my feet hit the cobblestones. His arms tightened around me, his lips parting as he seemed to duck his head toward mine, but then he stopped as though thinking better of it. 

“Come, mi sol, I’ll see you to your room.” With one hand, he led his stallion into its stall, and the other gripped mine tight. 

Silence as heavy as the New Orleans fog fell between us. Up the back staircase, past the back house, and into the front. He held me tight the entire time, until we arrived at my door. I tugged my hand from his, twisting the knob to my room and shoving the door open. 

“Savvy—” Will’s brows were pinched together, pain written in his eyes. His fingers twitched at his sides. Something seemed to steel him, and he settled back on his feet and ran a hand through his long hair. “Goodnight.” 

I let out a dark laugh. “Oh no, William Ellis,” I said. “You just tried to blow your brains out. You’re staying with me.” His mouth opened as if to protest, but I fixed him with a hard stare. “I’m keeping an eye on you. Come on.” I didn’t wait for him. I knew he would follow me. He always did. 

The door snicked shut behind him as I kicked my shoes off. I crossed to the far corner and kicked up the rug, then used my fingernails to pry up the loose floorboard. When I rose to my full height, I fixed him with a heavy look.

“Weapons,” I said, pointing to the hole in the floor. “All of them.” He opened his mouth in protest but instead released a weary sigh as he started rifling through his pockets. 

The gun he nearly killed himself with was the first to go. He removed a couple of knives from one pocket, and another gun. Then a smaller knife. He motioned to his jacket in my hands. I passed it over, silently balking as he removed even more weapons.

How had I not felt any of those when we were in the cemetery?

“Is that all?” I asked as he tossed his jacket to my vanity bench. 

A sheepish look crossed his face. “There’s a blade in my boot.”

I glared, extending a hand and snapping my fingers at him. He removed a small switchblade and tossed it in with the rest of the weapons. I leaned down, replacing the floorboard and rug. 

“I’ll give them back when I’m sure you aren’t going to hurt yourself,” I said simply. 

I’d been horrified when I caught up to him in that graveyard, listening to him talking to a dead man about why he wasn’t meant for this world. When he’d danced with me at the party, I knew something was wrong, but I could never have imagined his wounds ran this deep. I’d known Will for three years. In all of that time, I didn’t think he was that bad off. I did what I could to help him, but it wasn’t enough. 

I wasn’t enough. 

I loosed a breath as I reached for the ties of my dress. I couldn’t very well call for the maids who’d helped me into it earlier. There were already enough rumors flying around. The last thing I needed was for the staff to confirm I’d slept with Will. Not because I was ashamed of it. In fact, in the moment before Will’s repulsion was laid bare before me, I’d been . . . euphoric. I’d never felt so close to someone before, so vulnerable, but, also, so seen. I thought he understood me . . . that he cared. And maybe he did. 

Still, it left me cold, empty, whereas before I’d been so full of hope, of light.

Warm fingertips trailed along my back, working the laces of my gown. I dropped my hands to my sides as Will brushed my hair over my shoulder. I took in a sharp breath at the unexpected contact. 

“You know what?” he said, stopping just short of loosening the laces enough for me to breathe. He gripped my hand and tugged me toward the bathroom, swinging the door open and pulling me inside. My eyes widened as he turned on the faucet to the tub. 

“What are you doing?” 

Will glanced over his shoulder, a glint in his eye. “Aftercare.” 

As he rifled through the copious bottles of oils and salts, pouring one in after another, I said, “You don’t want to mix all of that. You’ll smell like a brothel.” He set down the colored bottle in his hand. I turned to head back to my room to give him some privacy. 

“This isn’t for me,” he said. I froze. If it wasn’t for him, then— 

Will took my hand gently, brushing a calloused thumb across my skin. Goosebumps erupted along my arm. “I promised you that I would give you so much more than that graveyard.

“Starting with”—he moved toward the linen cabinet and tugged a large, puffy white towel from within—“taking care of you.” 

I couldn’t stop my mouth from dropping open at his suggestion. He wanted me to—to let him give me a bath? 

Will stared at my horrified expression with a look of confusion. “What?” 

“I—I’m fine. You don’t have to do this.” My cheeks heated and I averted my gaze, unable to watch as amusement filled his eyes. 

“I know. I want to,” he said with such sincerity that my chest ached. “Savvy, we’ve already slept together.” 

“So?” 

“So you’ll fuck me fully clothed but you won’t let me see you naked?” he asked, a teasing edge to his voice. 

It was familiar, his playfulness. Some of the tension eased from my shoulders, but I still couldn’t look at him. “We—you—” I blew out a breath, eyes heating beneath my discomfort. 

When I finally lifted my gaze to his, Will’s features softened. The teasing grin had slipped from his face. “You’ve never let anyone see you naked, have you?” 

My jaw clenched and I crossed my arms over my chest. 

Will said, “Which means you’ve never seen a naked man.” 

“What? Of course I have—” 

“Who?” 

“What?” I asked, back straightening beneath his sudden question. 

“Who have you seen naked?” 

“Name any of Audrey’s bedmates,” I said, rolling my eyes and waving a hand. 

Will made a sound that clearly said he didn’t believe me. “How about this…” He lifted his hands, deft fingers unbuttoning the front of his shirt. “I’ll get naked with you.” 

“No.” 

A spark lit his eyes once more, and I could sense the taunt before he spoke. My stomach plummeted and skin heated as I remembered how our bodies came together in the cemetery. How it’d felt to be joined to him in a way I’d never experienced before. 

I wanted to do it again. Jesus Christ, this was a bad idea. 

“C’mon, you’ve got dirt everywhere.” He slid the fabric from his shoulders, baring his chest to me. I mapped the broad lines of his shoulders, catching on an oblong scar just beneath his collarbone. “It’s just a bath.” 

Will closed the distance between us and placed gentle hands on my shoulders, brushing his calluses across my bare skin. I forced the tension from them, eyes fluttering shut at his touch. 

“Let me take care of you.” He cupped my cheek, and my eyes opened to find stark sincerity reflected back in his. 

I knew this man. Trusted him in a way I’d never trusted another. 

A sigh heaved from between my lips. “Fine,” I said, turning my back to him. “But you’re not getting in with me.” I flattened my palms against my breasts. “Undo me.” 

I felt Will’s answering grin when he pressed his lips to my cheek. My heart felt like it would pound right out of my chest as his fingers worked quickly over the laces. I held the fabric upright as he loosened them. Without a word, I walked past him, holding the dress as best I could, and grabbed the towel he’d retrieved. 

“Turn around.” I didn’t miss the smirk that lit up his features as he complied. I turned my back to him then, focusing far too intently on wrapping the towel around my chest. The white fabric of my dress whooshed as it fell to the floor.

What the hell was I doing? This was insane. 

I stepped out from the pile of fabric, knuckles blanched as I gripped the towel. Keeping my eyes low, I moved toward the tub. Blessedly, the bath oils had bubbled up. I turned off the faucet, keenly aware of Will’s gaze on my skin as I stepped into the hot water. After taking a steely breath, I slid the towel from my body and sank into the heated depths. I tucked my knees up to my chest, wrapping my arms tightly around them. 

Without a word, Will retrieved a clip and secured my hair out of the way. Then, he grabbed a bar of soap and lathered my skin. I rested my chin on my knees, keeping my eyes shut tight as he washed away the dirt from my back and shoulders.

“You’re so tense, Savvy.” He kept his touches feather light. I scowled, opening my eyes and shifting to see him from my periphery. A grin crossed his face. “I can help with that.” 

“I’m not having sex with you,” I said, rolling my eyes. 

He let out a breathy chuckle and deposited the soap in its dish. Then he worked his fingers into my shoulders, rubbing them and forcing the tension from my muscles. Sweet relief spread along my body. I relaxed into his hands, my head tilting to one side as he worked his fingers against my neck, and I let out a moan. 

Jesus Christ. I was tense. 

Will’s hands slid down my spine. I leaned into the movement. I’d never let anyone touch me like this. Why the hell not? My limbs loosened as he worked. Eventually, I leaned back against the cool porcelain of the tub. He turned his attention to the muscles of my arms. 

“See, this is what a good lover does.” He leaned close to reach my other arm, his breath sending goosebumps across my skin. 

I scoffed. “Someone thinks mighty high of themselves.” 

“I distinctly remember someone calling me God.” 

“I was drunk.”

“No, you weren’t,” he said. He was right, of course. I’d only ever been drunk once: the night with him in the stable. 

A hint of regret made me wish I’d let Will into the bathtub with me. I imagined folding against his chest. Even so, as he rinsed away the soap and pressed his lips to my forehead, there was something so tender in the moment, something I couldn’t describe. Something unexpected. 

“You don’t have to be embarrassed,” Will whispered, brushing his lips across my cheek. “Not with me.” 

A smile found its way to my mouth. Logically, I knew that. I knew that no matter what I did or said, I was safe with Will. I always had been. I feathered a kiss across his mouth. He cupped my cheek and tipped my head up, parting my lips with his. I turned toward him, water sloshing over the side of the tub as my slickened hands slid along his bare shoulders. I tugged him hard toward me.

A door slammed nearby. I tensed, sitting up suddenly, skin heated and chilled at the same time. The last thing I needed was anyone seeing this. The doorknob jiggled.

“Wait!” I shouted, recoiling from Will and the heated kiss. “Who is it?”

“Savannah?”

My shoulders relaxed slightly. “Jesse?” 

“Could you hurry up?” His muffled voice held an edge of panic. I glanced over my shoulder at Will, who shrugged. I climbed from the bathtub, yanking my forgotten towel from the floor and wrapping it around myself. 

“Just a minute!” 

My heart pounded as I ushered Will toward the door. A breath, then he disappeared into my room. 

“Savannah?” Jesse asked again. 

“Jesus Christ, if you need to pee so bad, you should have gone to your own room,” I said, scowling as I entered my room and slammed the bathroom door behind me, heart pounding wildly.

Will stood before me, his black slacks slung low across his hips. I rested my shoulders back against the bathroom door, my eyes fluttering shut as I let out a long breath. Why did he have to look so damn tempting? When I dared peek at him, a familiar grin shone back at me. My heart stuttered and skin heated. 

“Something wrong, Savvy?” 

Through the door, Jesse’s movements were muffled. I crossed to my wardrobe, gripping the front of my towel tight as I tossed it open and rifled through the neatly folded stack of nightgowns on the bottom. I shoved one over my head, relinquishing my towel to the floor. When I turned, Will still stood there, tempting as ever. 

My tongue darted out to wet my lips as my eyes grazed the dips of his lean muscles, the definition directing my eyes to the outline of his cock straining against his pants. 

“My eyes are up here.” 

The teasing lilt in his voice made my cheeks heat once more. I groaned beneath my breath, shaking my head as I unclipped my hair and let it fall in soft curls around my shoulders. I brushed past him, turning the lamp on my bedside table low and tossing back the covers of the bed. 

“What are you doing?” he asked. 

“I’m exhausted.” I slid beneath the covers and to the far side of the bed. Will glanced toward the door. “Don’t even think about it.” 

As I settled beneath the plush covers, I rolled onto my side to put an end to any arguments he could have given me. A breath passed before the mattress dipped beneath his weight. His heat crept across the sheets toward me. I fought against the temptation to melt into him. I needed to keep my distance. 

The room plunged into darkness as Will extinguished the lamp. He tossed an arm over his head. Silence settled heavily over us. So much had happened in a matter of a few hours, but I couldn’t go to sleep without making one thing clear. 

“You don’t get to die on me, William Ellis,” I said into the silence.

I thought I heard a sharp intake of breath, but I couldn’t be sure.
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Chapter two

Bonnie





Iwas drowning. 

Or at least, that was how it felt in my head. Memories pressed down, suffocating me until I couldn’t breathe anymore. My thoughts were sluggish and heavy, unable to put the memories in the right order or compartmentalize them. They floated around me in a haze until I couldn’t make sense of them anymore. 

Who was I? 

Audrey, the rich daughter of a powerful criminal hiding in her gilded cage of privilege. 

Bonnie, former slave turned rebel outlaw, ready to watch the world burn. 

Or was I some strange amalgamation of them both? 

I kept reaching for a way out, but as if there were water closing over my head, I just sank deeper until nothing remained but blackness. 

When my eyes cracked open what felt like a million years later, the room spun and wobbled away from me, and I shut them again. The smell of smoke lingered in my nostrils, my skin tight and a little chapped from the heat of the blaze. That was right. A fire. I set a fire last night. 

“Good morning, gorgeous.” Jesse’s deep whisper in my ear made my muscles relax instantly. He was here. Safe and alive and with me. Hard hands clenched against the small of my back, and I groaned as the early morning light pierced my slitted eyes. 

“Mornin’, sunshine,” I breathed out, nuzzling my face closer to the heat of his skin. Blinking into wakefulness was painful and disorienting. 

“What happened last night?” he asked, pressing his lips to the top of my head. 

Last night. 

Snippets of memories come back to me bit by bit. Clear images crawling through the sticky molasses of my mind. My father, a man who was supposed to love me, turned out to be a liar and worse . . . so much worse. I didn’t know the details, but not only was he using me the way almost every other man had done, but he was responsible for the end of the world. The Culling. Millions dead. Society crumbling. The rise of gang life, outlaw crews, and slavery. 

All of it. 

I sat up quickly, my head sloshing inside my skull. Although I lacked the specifics, one thing was certain: Jesse’s parents and my father were somehow connected. Somehow linked in a dark secret that’d changed the fabric of the world and caused untold suffering. As their children, could we escape the lines they’d drawn between our families?  

“After I told you to leave me in the study, guards came in, then my father and Lucas. I started smashing things and pretending I was looking for glowroot—”

“Another brilliant con,” he said, with a small, tense chuckle. I finally looked at him; worry hid in the stern set of his brows, and his smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. He’d never looked at me like that before. I tried to shake off the discomfort of his scrutiny. Of course he was worried. 

Once an addict, always an addict. 

“They sedated me,” I explained, climbing from the bed to see he’d changed my clothes sometime in the night. Gone was the silk gown from my engagement party. Instead, I was wrapped in soft pajamas, a short white cotton nightgown. His moment of hesitation shouldn’t bother me. Of course Jesse would worry about my sobriety. He loved me. I wobbled on my feet, and he reached a hand out to steady me. 

I didn’t know why I did it. Instinct. Reflex. But, I flinched. 

Our eyes met and held, his hand falling away as his worry intensified. What was going on with me this morning? Why did everything seem the wrong side up? Jesse was—is—the love of my life. I trusted him more than anyone . . . didn’t I? 

Taking a few steadying breaths, I tried to calm the chaos inside my mind. Unease settled in the pit of my stomach, and I swallowed down the fear that all those walls I’d broken down to allow him into my heart were building themselves up again. I couldn’t allow that. 

I wouldn’t.   

“Bon—”

“It’s fine. I’m fine. Just hungover from the drugs. Once I have some food, it should soak right up.” I lied so easily to myself, but I was resolved to push through this strangeness between us until we found solid ground once more. 

He rose from the mattress, the movement as slick and graceful as a mountain lion, his chest bared to my hungry attention. Jesse’s body, now covered in ink, always made me weak. His arm snaked around my waist, and he crushed me against his hard frame. He was so tall, so overwhelming. His broad shoulders and trim hips dwarfed me, making me small against him. I’d always thought he looked as if some otherworldly force had chiseled him from stone, but I’d never thought that he was cold. No. Jesse was the embodiment of warm, sun-bleached, desert stone. Burning me up with every touch. 

Today was no different. 

I melted against him, pliant and relieved by the feel of his strong arms encircling my waist. This was what I needed to focus on, to remember. How safe and precious he made me feel. Or that being in his arms was the only place I’d ever felt fully myself. Whatever was happening in my muddled thoughts this morning would surely pass.    

“Bon, we should talk—”

Talk. Honestly, nothing sounded worse. I was struggling to make sense of the memories in my head and my reaction to them. There was no way I’d be able to have a coherent conversation. At least, not yet. Not until I’d had time to process. I tried twisting out of his arms, resisting the pull my body had to him, but it was useless. 

His head dipped, lips seeking mine. At the last second, I turned my mouth away, letting his fall on my neck instead. There was no escaping him, there had never been any escaping him. He folded against me, as naturally as breathing. His lips ran down the column of my throat, tracing my pulse and forcing my heart into a gallop. 

This was never our problem. Sex was one of the things we always did right. The strap of my nightgown slipped off my shoulder, and a moan fell unbidden from my mouth, breathless and eager. Always so fucking weak for him.  

“There’s my girl,” he whispered into the shell of my ear before tugging the lobe between his teeth. My eyes rolled back and fluttered shut, muscles warming and turning to liquid beneath his wandering hands.  

“Jesse—” I swallowed hard, attempting to dampen my rising passion. “We have so much to do this morning.” 

Even to my ears the argument sounded weak. I couldn’t see his lascivious smile of victory, but I felt it curl against my collarbone. His hard hands slipped down the curve of my spine, artist’s hands, warrior’s hands, hands that could create beauty or destroy it at his whim. Grasping both of my ass cheeks roughly, he yanked my hips forward until I was forced onto the tips of my toes with a gasp, his hard erection nestled between my thighs.

“Fuck, Bon,” he groaned into the crook of my neck, the sound rumbling like thunder from deep inside his chest and rattling my bones. “I missed you.” 

Tears stung my eyes at the admission. I’d missed me too. I’d missed us. Even when I didn’t remember, I’d ached for this. A part of me still did. Maybe it was the part that was still so hesitant and confused this morning. Or maybe it was because this man wasn’t the noble farm boy I had fallen in love with all those years ago. He’d fallen in love with me all over again, a man obsessed, endlessly searching for me until finally, finally he’d found me. 

Now, I had to fall in love with this new, ruthless version of him. 

“Please,” I begged, my fingers tangling in his hair and tugging hard. His eyes clashed with mine, the blue a dark, tumultuous sea of longing. Then his hard lips were on mine and he stole my breath. Drowning me in him. Devouring me. His teeth were merciless against my lips, nibbling and biting, his tongue claiming me as his control snapped. 

He always did love it when I begged. 

“Lay on the bed,” he demanded, relenting his crushing embrace. I backed up a step, then another, never breaking eye contact. Not making any sudden movements. As if I were facing down a dangerous animal, poised and ready to attack at the slightest provocation. His chest heaved, lips parted, as he luxuriated in my obedience. The backs of my knees hit the mattress, and with careful slowness I sat down, taking a second too long and watching the muscle in Jesse’s jaw twitch. Then I laid back, shivering as his oppressive heat assaulted me as he came near. 

“Spread your legs.” 

I didn’t hesitate. Didn’t question. Didn’t argue. 

I spread them wide, the soft fabric of my nightgown bunching up my thighs with the motion. I wasn’t wearing underwear. Not since he’d ripped them off of me the night before. Fucking me senseless in a linen closet during my engagement party, all while my fiancé socialized, oblivious outside. It was ridiculous that I’d ever thought marriage to someone else would release me from the hold Jesse always had on my heart. I would have to break myself into pieces and dig out the shards of him that pulsed through my blood, nestled into my bones, filled my every thought. 

His jaw was tight as his hard hands wrapped around my thighs, and he stared at me, slick for him. 

“Please, Jesse,” I whispered, desperate to feel close to him. Desperate to bridge that distance. That insidious disconnect I couldn’t quite explain. “I need you.” 

He yanked me toward him on the bed, throwing my legs over his shoulders as he dropped heavily onto his knees, all semblance of control evaporating in an instant. “You beg so fucking pretty for me.” 

Then he was feasting on me like a man possessed. With every buck and roll of my hips, he yanked me harder against his face or took that sensitive little bundle of nerves between his teeth. I raked my nails against his scalp as wave after wave of pleasure crashed into me. As orgasm after orgasm was wrenched from my body, leaving me limp and sobbing with the exquisiteness of it. I trembled involuntarily by the time he finally released me from the onslaught of his mouth. And the dark hunger in his blue eyes had only grown sharper. 

He towered over me, engulfed me, his hands making quick work of pulling my rumpled nightgown off my body to rake his eyes over every inch of pale skin. Every raised scar. Like a map he loved to memorize. As he pushed his boxers down and settled between my thighs, I reached up to him, chin tilted in lusty defiance, my nails digging into his hips. 

“Tell me what you want, Bonnie,” he said softly into my mouth. He wanted me to beg again. I knew it with every fiber in my being. Only now the time for games had come to an end. Reaching between our bodies, I stroked him as his shuddered breath fell into my open mouth. His hand, each individual finger, gripped my jaw so carefully. Sliding down until it wrapped around my throat. The pads of his fingers covered my pulse points, feeling the rapid beat of my heart. He didn’t squeeze, didn’t threaten to take away my air. Trust, the kind of trust that spanned the edges of life and death, shimmered between us with this new kind of touch. 

He anchored me to the mattress, and I arched my neck, pressing it into his palm and giving him the power to pin me down. His nostrils flared and his teeth ground together, a rumble of pleasure vibrating between our bodies, soaking into my skin. 

“Everything.” 

It wasn’t a plea, but a command, falling confident from my lips. I knew what I wanted. What I needed. And though Jesse was a changed man after our years apart, he would never leave me unsatisfied. Never balk in the face of a challenge. With a hard thrust he joined us together, filling me, destroying me, making me his. 

He wasn’t careful with me; he set a pounding rhythm, murmured praises falling from his mouth hot on my skin. My eyes rolled back in my head, eyelids fluttering shut as the clench of his fingers on my throat made me dizzy with a pleasure I’d never known before. The clap of our bodies filled the room with nothing but the sounds of us. Until the world faded away into nothing. Until the distance between us was ripped away. 

“Open. Your. Fucking. Eyes,” Jesse ground between clenched teeth, each word punctuated with a hard thrust of his hips into mine. His hand tightened on my throat, and like lightning, pleasure spiked through my veins, gasping at the sensation, my eyes flew open at his demand. Until I was tumbling into the brightest blue of his. Seeing down into every part of him. His soul on clear display as I shattered, tears streaming down my cheeks as I came apart again and again and again. Breaking into pieces that he had put together. Cursing, he spilled himself deep inside me, his body trembling and his hands desperately cradling my face as if worried he’d broken me. 

He wiped the tears from my skin, chest heaving as he struggled to regain his breath. I wrapped my exhausted arms around him, pulling him down onto my chest, his cheek nestled between my breasts as we both recovered from the exertion. We stayed that way until our hearts slowed and the sweat cooled on our skin, breathing even. 

“Are you okay?” he asked, nuzzling into me until his lips found my skin and kissed me softly wherever he could reach. 

“Yeah,” I said, but something rang false in my head. 

“Was it too much? Did I hurt you?” A note of concern laced his voice, and I absentmindedly ran my fingers through his hair. 

That was when it came together in my mind. I realized why I’d felt so strange all morning since waking up in his arms. I should have felt whole. Complete. Happy. All those gaps in my memories filled, the pieces of my personality returned. Even the trauma that’d shaped much of my life now had new context for me to gain more perspective. 

But Jesse had hurt me. 

Getting my memories back should have brought us closer together. Instead, I remembered everything over the last few months. I could see so clearly every single lie he told to manipulate his way into my heart. Every insecurity he designed. Every time he broke my heart, it’d all been part of his plan. Each opportunity to be honest with me, to tell me the truth, to confide in me, he ignored. I was an outlaw. My word was my bond. When I made a promise, I kept it. I knew Jesse was a good liar. Had always known he had a natural talent for deception. In fact, that hint of outlaw had been one of the many things that’d attracted me to him all those years ago. 

I never imagined he would use that talent against me. 

I shook my head, giving him a shaky smile. “No.” 

I could be a good liar too.   

Even though Jesse tried to tug me back into bed several times, I managed to escape him to clean up in the bathroom, my nightgown thrown back on haphazardly. Splashing cold water over my face, I pushed my haunted thoughts to the back of my mind. This was Jesse. He loved me. He loved me obsessively. Desperately. I just needed to push through these intrusive thoughts. After all, we’d been through worse.

Instead, I needed to focus on something I could control. 

By the time I returned to the bedroom, Jesse had thrown on his jeans. Thank God, because I didn’t know that I’d be able to keep my resolve if he was still naked in my bed.

“There’s only two weeks until Lee and Lucas plan to marry me off, and that’s not a lot of time for me to devise and execute a plan.” Jesse stepped away, letting out a weary sigh at the resignation in my voice. 

“Why does it have to be you?” 

My mind went blank at his question. 

“What?” I asked, confused. 

“Why does it always have to be you?” he asked, hands falling helplessly to his sides. 

Before, Jesse wouldn’t have questioned me like this, and I wasn’t really sure how to respond. I opened my mouth to make my case, but the words didn’t come. Why did it always have to be me? Was it possible for me to just walk away? To pretend I knew nothing as my father seized the control he’d always wanted? 

I could, I realized, do just that. We could leave, find somewhere to make a life and finally just . . . live it. This fight wasn’t like the others. I’d been dragged into those. Hunted. Deceived. Manipulated. 

This fight only had to be mine if I chose it. 

“It doesn’t have to be me. But if not me, then who?”

He sighed, running frustrated hands through his hair. “Anyone.” 

“If I’m right, then my father is responsible for the Culling. Which is bad enough, but I know, for sure, that he sold me into slavery as a child. Is the reason my mother was raped and murdered. That he sent Sixgun to your hometown and burned it down. Killed your parents. Orphaned The Kid—” 

Jesse grabbed my hands, anchoring me as my voice rose. Thinking about The Kid, after being apart from him for so long, missing the feel of him next to me on our bedrolls or sharing the saddle of my horse . . . it broke something inside me. Helpless tears welled in my eyes, but I refused to let them fall. 

“We can’t change what’s happened, Bon,” he said softly, squeezing my hands tight. I shook my head. 

“No, we can’t. But we can stop it from happening again.” My voice was firm and determined as I sucked in a steadying breath. “There’s something I didn’t tell you last night. Something I remembered. When Sixgun was talking to my father about Montana, my dad was pissed at him for killing your mom. He wasn’t supposed to. ‘You had clear orders to keep Anna alive so she could tell us where she hid them.’” 

I searched his eyes for any hint of what he might be thinking, but he’d gotten too good at perfecting his poker face. I hated it. Not being able to tell what was going through his mind. Feeling this destructive chasm growing between us. 

“Hid them, Jesse. Your parents hid something from him. Something he’s been looking for our entire lives. I can’t stand by and do nothing. Maybe the girl you met in Vegas could, and maybe you wish I was her again right now—”

“Hey, that’s not—”

“I know we need to talk, but I’m not ready for those conversations yet. Getting my memories back has been complicated and confusing. What I do know is that this fight is mine. I’m done being a pawn, and I’m done making decisions from a place of fear. I’m ready to take my life back.”     

I squeezed his hands before letting them fall. Padding on bare feet, I crossed to my desk and began clearing it off, keeping a few large pieces of paper on top. I sat, one leg crossed beneath me as I pulled the map of the manor into focus and picked up a pencil to take notes on it. I’d made this when I was tracking the guards keeping us apart, noting every rotation and shift change. I’d been furious then, locked up like I was in some gilded cage. Now, I was grateful I’d gathered the intel. 

All I heard, even over the cacophony of my own thoughts, was the rustling of Jesse’s shirt as he pulled it on and buttoned it. All I felt was the unsettling heat of him as he approached, looming behind my left shoulder. It was maddening. 

Damn me to hell, but part of me wanted to just disappear with him. Beyond a border somewhere where my father, Jones, no one would ever find us. It ached within me, warring with the fuckin’ moral compass that Jesse was, in part, responsible for installing near my heart. 

“Alright then, where do we start?” 

His words were deep, full of conviction, and they washed over me like a purifying rain. Reminding me that I wasn’t alone anymore. I glanced at him over my shoulder, offering him a smile that softened the creases at the edges of his eyes. 

“We?” 

He buried his nose in my hair and kissed the crown of my head before pulling back and staring straight down into my soul. 

“Together. Always.” 

And just like that, Jesse James made me fall in love with him all over again. He dragged a velvet-lined chair over to see the crude maps I’d drawn and the markings of the guard rotations. One of his eyebrows rose as he noted the attention to detail. I smirked. He was always so easily impressed. 

“I’d like to start with figuring out what your parents hid from my father that he wants so badly, but that’s not realistic. I don’t know where to even begin trying to figure that out.” My mind whirled as I thought about all the players on the board, their possible motivations, and tested each in my mind to seek out a weak link. “Lucas. This whole marriage plot feels off. That seems like a thread we could pull on.”

“Another reason for me to hate the fucker,” Jesse said, his arm slung across the back of my chair possessively. 

“The ledger,” I said, as memories clicked together like puzzle pieces. My father closing the front of the large red leather book as soon as I passed the door or called a greeting from the hallway. Late nights I’d seen him scribbling into it. “Not his official ones. There’s another he keeps that he records everything in. All the underhanded businesses and the unofficial debts. It’s like a map of his entire empire. But he keeps it locked up somewhere. I’ve never seen where he hides it.” 

“How are we supposed to get it then?” Jesse asked. I turned to him, a wicked smile curling over my mouth and a wild glint in my eyes. One he recognized immediately. He groaned, leaning his head back against his chair. 

“Don’t say it,” he pleaded with me. 

“C’mon, farm boy. You know how much I love a good con.” 
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Chapter three

Will





Icould watch Savannah sleep for hours. I had, in fact, done just that. After sleeping off most of the alcohol from the night before, I’d woken before the sun, surrounded by her wild hair and the scent of her soap. She’d tangled herself around me in the night, and I’d trapped her in my long limbs. 

You don’t get to die on me, William Ellis. 

A month ago, she’d scowl when I darkened her doorstep. She hadn’t known about my obsession with her, how I got drunk on her goodness. Used it to stave off the monster inside me. 

Last night, that monster almost won. 

I still tasted the cold steel and bitter grief on my tongue, left behind by the barrel of my gun. The one she’d yanked from my hand, battering away all the demons in my head like she was swatting away mosquitos on a hot summer night. The demons were still there today, biding their time and waiting for me to be alone with my thoughts. So I clutched her tighter, silently praying that whatever worthiness she saw inside me would help me feel less hopeless. Less numb. 

I knew when she stirred, the pattern of her breathing shifting as her body stretched long in my arms. Burying my head in the crook of her neck and holding on for dear life, I pretended to sleep. Her fingers buried in my hair a moment later. 

“Oh, William,” she sighed, wriggling gently to extricate herself from the cocoon of my body. 

“Don’t.” 

She stilled, and my heart pounded in my chest. The word fell hot on her neck, over her racing pulse. My lips came down on it, feather-light, until she released a small, sultry sound from the back of her throat. 

I shouldn’t fucking do this. 

“Not yet,” I whispered against her skin. Falling into her again like this would only hurt her. I wasn’t a good man. But the self-control I’d clung to all these years snapped last night as I had her in the soft graveyard dirt I’d been prepared to die on. There was no control now. Only the pieces of me that yearned for her even more starkly than before. Writhing beneath me as all her rules faded away beneath the pleasure of us. 

Shifting on top of her, I lifted my head and drank in the sight of her golden eyes. I was drunk on them, glazed by sleep and passion. Her lips parted. To do what, I didn’t know. Talk us out of it, curse me for my callousness last night, moan my name in ecstasy. It wasn’t a chance I wanted to take. 

So I parted them with my tongue, swallowing her reluctant eagerness like it was medicine that could save me. Her hands in my hair moved lower, down the back of my neck, clutching at my sides and shoulders between haggard breaths. 

“It wasn’t a dream,” I confirmed against her mouth, cupping her jaw and tilting her eyes back up to mine. “It wasn’t a dream.” 

Then I kissed her deeper, more desperately. Her hips wriggled beneath me, our bodies begging for just another taste of before. Pushing back, she stared up at me like she was signing away her soul to the devil. Enticed but wary. 

A wicked smile curled on my lips as I parted her knees and settled myself between her hot thighs. Her nightgown rose up her hips, and she licked her lips as her eyes traveled down the middle of my bare chest. 

I shouldn’t fucking do this. 

But I would enjoy every second of her shattering beneath me. I’d keep her trapped here, in this room, corrupt every inch of naivete from her, until I could make her come with just a look. Until all that goodness I craved so much tangled with the darkness inside me. It wasn’t right and I didn’t fucking care. Not as long as she was here with me. 

My hands slid along the soft skin of her thigh, pulled her hips into mine until she felt how hard my cock was; it strained against the fabric of my pants, desperate for her. Then I pulled open the tie at the neck of her nightgown, which kept so much of her skin from me, pushing the shoulder of the fabric aside until I’d worked her breasts free. 

“Santa mierda!” I swore as I drank her in. 

“What does that mean?” she breathed out, her voice holding a note of insecurity. I tore my eyes away from her naked chest to fix on hers once more. 

“It means you’ll be the fuckin’ death of me, mi sol. You’re so goddamned beautiful.” 

She chuckled, until my mouth came down against her ample chest, kissing, licking, sucking until I’d made a mark on her warm brown skin. 

“Oh!” she moaned, a hint of surprise leaking through the pleasure. Her soft breasts were perfectly round, large enough to fit beautifully in my hands and mouth. Like every part of this woman was made for me. 

Her lithe body wasn’t still, even in her lack of experience; she rolled and bucked against me instinctually, following every thread of pleasure, luxuriating in it, and I knew I’d never be able to stop. She was even more beautiful like this. Taking what she needed, giving in to it, clinging to me as her pleasure built. 

“Tell me what you want, mi sol,” I panted against her skin. She shook her head, eyes shutting as her hips ground against me once more. I smiled. The little brat. When I pulled away a few inches, she whimpered and grabbed for me, but I caught her hand in my own. I flattened her palm against the hard ridge of my cock and gripped her chin in my other hand so she couldn’t turn those whiskey eyes away from me again. 

“Then show me.” 

“Wh . . . what?” she squeaked, eyes widening slightly. 

“Show me what you want, Savvy. I need to know you want this just as much as I do.” 

Steely resolve settled into the depths of her whiskey gaze, and she sat further up, answering my challenge with one of her own. Mierda! I clenched my jaw to keep myself from cursing aloud. This was the Savannah Beauregard I’d watched obsessively the last few years. Fierce. Steady. Unwavering. 

She never dropped her eyes from mine as she worked the button of my waistband open, the zipper swiftly following suit. She tugged and pulled on the damn fabric until my cock sprang free and her hand wrapped hard around me. 

“That answer your question?” she asked, stroking me as I grunted confirmation into her mouth. 

“I might need more clarification, maybe we should—” 

“You talk too much,” she said, arching her lips up to mine and dragging her teeth over them. Was I dead? Was this heaven? Gripping her wrist, I dragged it away from me and pinned it over her head, my whole body throbbing with feral need so strong it overwhelmed me. 

The door slammed open, banging against the wall. Savvy stilled, tensing beneath me, the fire in her eyes quenched beneath sudden fear. Fear of discovery. My head fell, defeated, against the crook of her neck as I pulled the blanket up to cover us for her modesty’s sake. I didn’t give a shit if they saw me naked. Or making her scream my name. But Savvy cared.

“I didn’t realize interruptions were fucking contagious,” I grumbled hatefully, shimmying my pants up as Savvy righted her clothes, her cheeks blooming a fierce red. She averted her eyes from mine, but I saw a gleam in them before she did. One that intrigued me. 

“About as viral as that Ellis charm, apparently.” Bonnie’s sharp voice pierced through the room, setting my teeth on edge. As soon as Savannah was covered, we both sat upright, turning to see Bonnie standing imperiously in the doorway. 

“Did you actually need something?” Savannah asked, her tone just as irritated as my own. Bonnie held her hands up in a gesture of peace, offering Savvy a smile only friends could share. A little irreverent and teasing, but mostly happy. 

“I didn’t realize I’d be interrupting, but it is important,” she said, walking farther into the room, Jesse tailing her with a weary expression. He ran his hands over the stubble on his jaw, releasing the air in his lungs in a huff. 

“Last night we found out a lot of shit. Like, life-or-death, end-of-the-world shit—” 

“The world already ended,” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose before locking eyes with Jesse briefly. He tilted his head slightly, as if to say it’s about time in Savvy’s direction. “Jess, my cigarettes are in the pocket of my jacket over there.” I waved my hand at the vanity bench, and he dutifully went to rifle through it on my behalf. 

“I know it already ended, but we figured out how.” 

Silence fell. I couldn’t even hear breathing as all eyes turned to Bonnie. 

“Alright, well . . . not how. But we found this map in my father’s office and—” 

Jesse handed me my smokes, and in a second I dragged sweet nicotine into my lungs. I wasn’t prepared for whatever the fuck this new crusade was, but it didn’t seem Bonnie cared. 

“—he and Lucas are planning to move up the wedding. Long story short, I need both of your help stealing a ledger from him before we escape New Orleans for good. Oh, and we don’t really have much time to do it.” 

With my cigarette dangling from my lips, I leaned over and started to put on my boots. Savannah’s eyes were on me as I stood, taking my offered jacket and throwing it on haphazardly. 

“Maybe we should give them a minute—” Jesse said. 

“Which floorboards?” I asked Savvy, picking up the corner of her rug as she’d done before when she hid my weapons from me. 

“Oh, no you don’t.” She pointed at me, brows low and stern on her forehead.

“I’ve done some thinking—” 

“More like plotting,” Jesse interjected. 

“If we all help with certain things, we can get this done and get out of town quickly. Will, you’re the closest to Lee. You can help us figure out where he’s keeping the ledger and then—” 

“No,” Savannah protested, but nothing could stop the hurricane of Bonnie when she felt justice needed to be served. I knew that all too well. She was well and truly back. Ready to jump into action, impulsive and commanding. 

“Aye aye, captain,” I said, saluting Bonnie mockingly with my half-burned cigarette between my fingers. She scrunched her nose at my tone but didn’t comment as I thunked the heel of my boot on the boards until I heard one that was hollow. 

“With the wedding so close, I can keep Lee distracted. Jesse is going to help us coordinate assistance with Mickey’s men and help with the escape plan. Savannah can—” 

Prying the floorboard up, I pulled my gun from the depths of Savvy’s floor. Still in its holster on my belt, which I wrapped around my hips and fastened. Savvy threw a pillow in frustration, hitting my side with a soft thunk before it fell to the floor. Her eyes were dark and murderous. I just shrugged at her. What did she want me to do? This was what I was good for. A soldier. An executioner. A player in Bonnie’s cons. 

It was what I’d always done. 

“I know this sounds like a lot, but if I’m right, Lee is responsible for the Culling. And I think he sent Sixgun to Montana looking for something Jesse’s parents hid from him. Something dangerous.” 

At the mention of my father and what he’d done in Montana, I shut down again. Numbing myself. Succumbing to the Beast inside me that needed to get the job done. My jaw clenched, and I started strapping my knives into place. 

“Audrey, stop!” Savannah shouted, her chest heaving. 

Guilt slammed into me. We’d been so caught up in each other and everything that happened last night, I’d forgotten to tell Savannah that Bonnie got her memories back. Bonnie stared at Savannah, neither of them turning away. The air in the room grew thick with all the things we weren’t saying right now. 

“Actually,” I said, clearing my throat nervously. “I didn’t get a chance to tell you last night but . . . meet Bonnie.” I bit my bottom lip. “Her memories came back.” 

Savannah turned her head sharply, glaring at me hard enough that fear pulsed down my legs. 

“While that is great news, we have more important things to talk about—”

“Savvy, don’t—” I said, shaking my head at her. Jesse, who’d sat on the vanity bench looking bored, picked his head up at Savannah’s serious tone. “It’s not important.”

“Not important? I’m sorry, but I think the people who care about you deserve to know you had a gun in your mouth last night—” Her eyes widened at the harshness of her words, the realization of what she’d just revealed. 

Suddenly, all their attention was on me, and I didn’t like the scrutiny. Stubbing the butt of my cigarette out on the nightstand, I closed my eyes tight for a moment. No one spoke. Looking to me for answers, an explanation. Concern and pity weighed down their expressions, wriggling beneath my skin and making me feel sick. I didn’t want that. Not from them. 

“Goddamnit, Savvy,” I said quietly, shifting my eyes to her. 

“Will—” Jesse started, but I cut him off by chuckling. 

“You should see your face, pendejo,” I said, slipping into my mask of frivolity with ease. “It’s not a big deal. I was drunk and a little dramatic last night, but I’m sober now. Savvy just . . . ” 

But no matter how loose I made my shoulders, or how easy my smile was, the tension in the room didn’t ease. I couldn’t make myself lie. Not with Savvy’s name in my mouth. The words just faded into nothing. 

“Will,” Bonnie said, her voice breaking on my name. I couldn’t look at her. 

“They deserve to know, so they can help.”

“I don’t need any fucking help,” I said, my words hard. Savvy flinched. Hurt flashed in those whiskey eyes I’d been drunk on a few minutes ago. I really was a piece of shit. 

“We all need help sometimes,” Jesse said, rising from his seat. He shared a loaded glance with Bonnie, who nodded in return. That was fucking annoying. Bonnie sat on the mattress next to Savvy and cleared her throat. 

“Savannah, we both need some tea. How about you two hang out in my room while she gets dressed, and we’ll see you in a little while?” she suggested carefully, sounding like socialite Audrey even though Bonnie’s machinations drove the suggestion. That was pretty fucking annoying, too. 

“Whatever you say, Miss Audrey,” I said, my tone black. I stalked out of the room, picking up my shirt from the bathroom floor as I left, Jesse hot on my heels. 

As soon as we were alone, it crept back in. More insidious than before. All the parts of me I thought I’d recovered were gone again. Sinking into the darkness within my mind. Shredding my self-worth to pieces. They all knew now. They knew that I was losing the battle for my soul. Knew I wanted to give up altogether. 

Sinking onto the chaise, I buried my head in my hands and tried to forget the look on Savannah’s face as she recoiled from me. I’d hurt her. Again. Because the truth was, I’d never been worthy of her. I’d only disappoint her. 

Or worse, drag her down with me. 
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Chapter four

Jesse





The last thing I expected this morning was having to face the ugly truth that my best friend wasn’t okay. I kept my gaze steady on Will as he settled on Bonnie’s chaise, head in his hands. I’d been worried about him for weeks, ever since he killed Sebastian to save Bonnie. I knew he wasn’t fine like he said, but I didn’t push. I wanted to give him space. I wanted to give him a chance to figure it out for himself. 

That’s what I get for thinking Will would come around. 

I leaned against the footboard of Bonnie’s bed, staring at him. Thick, oppressive silence filled the air, even as movement sounded in the hallway just beyond the door. 

Ever since that fateful day in Fort Hood, when Sixgun took Bonnie, I never felt like I was enough. I wasn’t strong enough, fast enough, smart enough. My demons threatened to drown me on a daily basis, even after I arrived in New Orleans and entered the Lee household with the hope of getting the woman I loved back. 

I only survived it because of Will. 

When he finally lifted his head, our eyes met, and pain dulled his. He shifted uncomfortably, averting his gaze and reaching into his pocket for his cigarette case. As smoke curled in the air, his dark eyes darted toward the door, as if he were preparing to bolt. 

“Talk to me,” I finally said, breaking the silence. 

“There’s nothing to talk about, Jess,” Will said, staring at his cigarette as he lifted it to his lips. “I’m fine.” 

“You’re not.” 

“I am.” Will ran a hand through his hair, once again avoiding my gaze. His hands shook. When he noticed my attention on them, he sat straighter and balled them into fists. 

“You need to talk about this,” I said. “I knew you weren’t doing good, but fuck, Will, you tried to kill yourself.” 

He blew out a long, smoke-filled breath. “Like I said, I got a little drunk . . . There’s nothing to worry about, pendejo. Now”—he rose from his seat—“can I go? I need to change out of this fucking suit.”

“No.” 

“No?” Will stood straighter, towering over me by a few inches as he rose to his full height. 

He was going to bolt, I could tell by the lines of tension in his muscles. I shoved away from the bed, positioning myself between him and the door. 

“No, I’m not letting you walk out of here.” I crossed my arms over my chest and widened my stance. He may have been taller than me, but I had a good fifty pounds of muscle on him. “I didn’t push hard enough about Sebastian. I thought if you wanted to talk about it, you would come to me.” 

A muscle feathered across Will’s jaw as he clenched his teeth. 

“But you didn’t,” I said. 

“What do you want me to say, Jess?” Will said blackly as he stubbed his cigarette out on Bonnie’s desk. Loathing filled his eyes as he glared at me. 

“I want you to open up to me. You’ve seen me at my worst. You helped me keep hope through all of this. I never would have made it without you,” I said honestly. “Let me do the same for you.”

In response, Will tipped his chin defiantly. 

“Needing help doesn’t make you weak.” 

“I don’t want to talk about it, because talking about it won’t fucking change anything. Okay?” 

“How do you know that?” 

“Because it doesn’t change anything that I’ve done!” He took a broad step toward me, but I remained firm. “Or anything that’s happened.” I wasn’t going to budge. Not until he talked to me. He blew out a hard breath, then paced across the room. “Whether it’s Bonnie losing her fucking memory and me becoming an executioner to protect her. Or my father’s constant presence even though he’s hundreds of miles away. Or murdering people. Daily. Because they messed with Lee. Or owed him money.

“Killing someone I care about to protect Bonnie.” Will flung a hand toward the closed bathroom door. “Or hurting Savannah because God fucking knows I will never be good enough for her. Or seeing you and Bonnie last night, reunited and happy together and whole. All of the things I’ll never be. Talking about that shit doesn’t change it.” 

His chest heaved as silence once more filled the room. 

“You can,” I said. “Have that, you know?” 

“No, I can’t.” 

“Yes, Will, you can.” 

“You don’t get it. You can live without blood staining your hands. Because you do the right thing, no matter how hard it is. Things get better for you. I don’t. I do all the things no one else will. Because they’re necessary. And no one mentions how fucked up they are because . . . they have to be done. At the end of the day, you all excuse the horrible shit I’ve done because you’re just grateful you didn’t have to do it yourselves.” 

My hard stance wavered. “I may not have the same blood staining my hands, but I’ve done plenty that I’m not proud of,” I said. “That doesn’t mean I give up when the demons come to collect. I fight. Every single day. I lean on the people around me. I let them in.” 

Will lowered his head, a move I’d noticed when he wore his hat as it hid his eyes. 

“Otherwise,” I said, “the darkness wins.” 

“The things you aren’t proud of don’t haunt you the same way, Jess.” I opened my mouth to argue, but he barreled forward. “You can’t see their faces when you sleep. You don’t get ambushed by grieving family members in the street. You don’t hear children begging for their parents’ lives. I’ve been hanging on for a long time before you got here. Seb wasn’t the worst thing I’ve ever done. He was a fuckin’ wake-up call.” 

A chill ran down my spine. 

“I cared about him. He made me breakfast. We laughed together about stupid shit, like how picky he was about his food not touching. Or how long it took him to get ready in the mornings.” The ghost of a smile curled along his mouth, then faded into a grimace. “Our relationship was fucking complicated. But, even when we weren’t together, he talked to me like a person. Treated me like a person.” He sat again, heavily, like he’d lost the strength to stand upright. “And I killed him. I know I had to. I know he lied. That he was a threat. But, Jess, it was so easy. 

“Do you get it? I don’t know where the line is anymore. I thought I was getting better, but I’m not. The truth is, the only thing I’m really good at is killing. Just like my father. And I’d rather be dead than become him.” 

The terse silence that settled between us rattled me. Will seemed so hopeless, so lost, and there was nothing I could do to help him. But I had to try. 

“You don’t want to be like your father,” I said, stepping tentatively toward him. “What do you want, Will?” 

“It doesn’t matter what I want.” 

“Yes, it does,” I said. “You can either lose yourself in this hopelessness, or you can admit what you really want and fucking fight for it.”

Will clenched his fists together, his jaw tense as he glared at me. I lifted my brows in response. A moment passed. Then another. Eventually, the breath went out of him and the tension broke.

“I want to stop.” 

“Then, stop.” It was easy for me to say that. Trepidation filled my friend’s features, but I wanted him to believe that he could.  

“If I do, Lee will kill me.” He chuckled darkly, a note of resignation in his voice. “And if I’m going to die either way, I’d rather go out on my own terms instead of giving that motherfucker the satisfaction.” 

I nodded, running my thumb along my jaw in contemplation. “So you find ways around it. He wants someone dead, right? Help them get out of town.” 

“Jess, he expects to see bodies hanging from the bridge.”

An odd smile crossed my face. “People die every day, Will. I doubt Lee will go out to the bridge to verify who is hanging. He trusts you, Bonnie is right about that.” I gripped his shoulder, squeezing until he met my gaze. “You are more than Lee’s monster, more than Sixgun’s son. I believe that. Bonnie believes that. I bet Savannah does, too.” 

Some of the tension released from Will’s shoulders. “Yeah, until I fuck that up.” 

I shook my head at him, a smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. “You really don’t get it, do you?” 

“Get what?” 

“If Savannah didn’t want you, she wouldn’t be trying so hard,” I said simply, opening my palms toward him. “She isn’t the type to do anything she doesn’t want to.” 

A half grin formed on his face, chasing the shadows away. “No, she doesn’t.” 

“Just . . . remember that we care about you, that you aren’t in this alone. Not anymore.” 

Will only nodded in response. I shuffled around the room for my boots. While I wanted to hide away and forget the things happening around us, I couldn’t. Bonnie was right; we had things to do. 

“How did that happen?” I asked as I tied my laces. 

“What?” Will asked as he lifted a match to the cigarette hanging between his lips. 

“You ending up in Savannah’s bed.” 

Mirth filled his eyes as he inhaled deeply. A moment later, he blew out smoke, his grin lighting up his features. “I don’t kiss and tell, Jess.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Since when?” 

“Since I ended up in Savannah’s bed,” he said, narrowing his eyes at me. “She’s a fucking lady.”

I shrugged. “Well, good for you. I figured all you and Savannah needed was a good fuck.”

Will’s features lit up at my words, reminiscent of the morning after Bonnie and I spent the night in the truck just outside of Fort Hood. 

“Come on,” I said, rising from the chair. “We need to meet back up with Bonnie. We’ve got a lot to do. Starting with Mickey and The Kid.” I slung an arm around his shoulders and guided him toward the door. “Do you have any idea how we can smuggle an army into the city without Lee noticing?” 

While darkness lingered in my friend, I had hope that he would claw his way out of it. That we all would.
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Chapter five

Savannah





“He is absolutely”—I reached behind me to secure my dress’s zipper—“infuriating!” 

Bonnie chuckled from her spot on the edge of my mattress. I wheeled around to face her. While the bright blue of her eyes and her loose posture would have brought me great relief an hour ago, now it just annoyed me. The smile only slightly slipped from her mouth as I glared at her.

“Come on, Savannah, you have to admit, it’s about time,” Bonnie said. 

I rolled my eyes and slipped on my shoes. “That’s not even what we’re talking about.” I crossed to the vanity, snatching my hairbrush to fix my hair. 

“Oh no?” 

“No,” I snapped.

After settling heavily at my vanity, I focused on fixing my hair and putting myself back together after the whirlwind of last night and this morning. It took far longer than I would have liked with my shaking hands, but I pinned my hair neatly back into place. I smoothed the flyaways down, creating the careful visage of control to which I so desperately needed to cling.

The walls I’d broken down built themselves back. I didn’t want to be seen anymore. 

I was a fool to think that this attraction between us was something real, something lasting. This was William Ellis. Notorious for breaking hearts. 

As much as I’d enjoyed myself, it couldn’t happen again. 

“Care to elaborate?” 

I rose primly from my seat. “No,” I said, then headed for the door. We needed tea after all.

Bonnie scrambled from the bed and fell into step with me in the corridor. 

“Look, Will didn’t mean to snap at you. He just gets like that sometimes, when he feels cornered. And he’s like infamous for trying to weasel his way out of tough conversations. I don’t think he meant anything by it, if that helps.”

I shook my head as Bonnie nudged me with her elbow. Though her stare burned against my cheek, I couldn’t look at her. “It’s not just that—” 

The words faded to ash on my tongue. Yes, Will snapping like that hurt my feelings, but more than that, it reminded me of how different we were. How this thing that had blossomed between us wouldn’t end well. Someone would get hurt. 

That someone would be me. 

“I care about him,” I said finally, voice quiet as the maids sauntered by with fresh linen. They eyed me with the usual contempt, though their expressions softened when they looked at Audrey. 

No. Bonnie. 

Sensing my trepidation, she pulled me into the dining room and slid the pocket doors shut. 

“What’s wrong with that?” she asked, words soft. She was the only person who could get through to me in times like this. Even still, speaking my feelings brought them to life, gave someone power over me. Gave them the chance to destroy me. 

“Everything,” I said, brows pinched together. “I thought . . . ” I heaved a sigh. “I thought that caring about him, showing him I cared about him, would help him. But clearly it doesn’t matter.”

“It matters. I know for a fact that, to Will, it matters.”

I wanted to believe that. I wanted to believe that I was the exception. That Will cared about me, even though I knew his patterns. For God’s sake, he was dating Sebastian and kissing me! My stomach roiled. There was just so much happening, and I didn’t know how to process it. I didn’t even know how to talk about it. 

“If you say so.” I turned to the door, intent on finishing the mission. Tea. 

Instead, Bonnie gripped my forearm. I froze. “You can talk to me, you know that?” 

“Of course, I know that, Audrey—” I stopped, eyes fluttering shut. “Bonnie.” 

That bothered me, too. Through the whirlwind of trying to get Will to listen, I’d learned that my best friend had gotten her memories back, and that brought an entirely new set of emotions.

Now that she knew everything, what did it mean for us? 

My bottom lip wobbled as my anxiety swirled out of control. She wasn’t Audrey, anymore. At least, not just Audrey. She was Bonnie, too, an entire person who had existed long before that fateful night three years ago when Will carried her death-like form into this very room. 

“It’s weird, right?” Bonnie said, her eyes unsteady on mine. “Suddenly remembering a whole life you didn’t have before is pretty . . . confusing. I’m actually really nervous right now.”

“Why in the world would you be nervous?” 

She cracked a smile, albeit a small one. “Believe it or not, Bonnie was even worse socially than Audrey. And . . . I don’t know . . . maybe you won’t like me anymore?” 

“You’re kidding, right?” I asked, fighting against the smile threatening on my own lips. “I figured you wouldn’t like me.”

“Are you insane? Now that I have my memories back, I think you’re even more amazing than I did before. Remember, for a moment, that Will Ellis was my best friend growing up. I’d say I definitely upgraded.” 

“I know—” I started, but the pocket door slid open suddenly. 

“Audrey, there you are.” Lucas Rutherford may have appeared as he usually did—freshly pressed shirt buttoned nearly all of the way up, shined shoes, and perfectly styled hair—but something in the deep lines of his face unsettled me. “I know last night was a lot—”

“Lucas,” Bonnie said, easily adopting a carefree smile as she brushed past me toward him. “Savannah and I were just heading to the kitchen.” 

Rutherford didn’t spare a single glance in my direction. “We have a lot to get done,” he said, his voice harsher than I remembered it ever being before. 

“Right.” Though her tone seemed very Audrey-like, from the tension in her back and shoulders, the last thing she wanted to do was engage with her fiancé. “I had a really late start. I need breakfast first. And coffee.” She expertly guided him into the corridor. “How about I come find you after and we can get started on all of those things?” 

It was so easy for her to mold into the part she had to play. 

“Well, I don’t think—” 

“Perfect!” Bonnie pressed a quick kiss to his cheek, then grabbed my hand and dragged me away from him. Even though he protested, Lucas didn’t follow as she led the way through the courtyard. 

“This is such a mess,” I murmured. 

“Tell me about it.” Bonnie shoved open the door to the kitchen, which already bustled with activity. 

Etty had a large pot of gumbo cooking as she ordered her helpers about. She caught one sight of us and a brilliant smile crossed her features. 

“Morning, baby.” She touched my cheek with her fingertips as I brushed past her. “I thought for sure you two would sleep until noon.” 

Not likely. 

I shuffled out of the way of a man carrying a large wooden crate who settled it on the opposite side of the kitchen island. 

“We need tea, Etty,” I said. 

The woman’s gaze went to Bonnie, who seemed unbothered as she settled on a stool and snatched a biscuit from the platter on the island. Etty retrieved the kettle and filled it with water. As she crossed to the stove and lit the burner, I cleared my throat. 

“Enough for two, please.” 

Slowly, Etty turned toward me, narrowing her eyes. “Two?” 

I nodded, unable to form words around my leaden tongue. Etty was protective of me; she always had been. She’d been a mother to me, given me all of the talks a mother normally would. The suspicion in her gaze made my stomach dip. 

“It was that Ellis boy, wasn’t it?” Her fingers wrapped around the rolling pin on the counter. 

“Etty—” I started. 

“Where is he?” She glanced through the kitchen window overlooking the courtyard. 

“Please don’t.” 

Etty moved toward the door, but I cut her off. The kitchen went still. The woman was a force, one that nobody got in the way of. 

“Everyone out!” I ordered.

The other staff members eyed me with their usual scowls. When Etty didn’t say anything, they shuffled out. 

Bonnie sat at the island, picking apart the fluffy insides of her biscuit, pretending as if she weren’t there. I reached for the rolling pin, tugging until Etty relinquished her grip. 

“We talked about this,” I said plainly. 

“We didn’t talk about this.” Her gaze shot to the door, dark with murderous intent. 

“Etty,” I tried again, placing a tentative hand on her forearm. “We talked about there being a time this might happen. And what did you always tell me?” 

Tension leached out of the woman. Her shoulders relaxed as she looked at me. “That it didn’t matter, as long as it was your choice and you were careful.” 

I gave a terse smile, forcing myself to relax beneath her scrutiny. “This is me being careful,” I said. “And it was my choice.” 

Etty let out an annoyed harrumph. Then, the normal sparkle returned to her eyes, and she turned away from me and stirred the giant pot on the stove. “You and Lucas sure aren’t wasting any time, Miss Audrey.” 

Relief coursed through me. At least she wouldn’t kill Will. Yet. 

I settled beside Bonnie, who sat deathly still, biscuit still in hand. She set it down on a napkin and let out an uneasy chuckle as she wiped her fingers to rid them of the crumbs. 

“Right, because he’s my fiancé,” she said. 

Instead of responding, Etty hummed beneath her breath as she pulled two teacups from the cabinets. I shared a glance with Bonnie, lifting an eyebrow and shrugging. She tapped her fingers on the island. 

A minute later, Etty plunked two teacups on the kitchen island at the very moment the door burst open and in walked the very men responsible for the need of tea. 

“Bottom’s up,” Bonnie said, downing the contents of the glass in one go. I stared at her, wide-eyed. 

“What is wrong with you?” 

Bonnie coughed, then wiped her mouth clean with the back of her hand. “It gets worse the cooler it gets. You should hurry.” 

As I lifted my cup, my gaze caught on Will, hovering near the door. I rolled my eyes and sipped tentatively. Then I gagged. It was awful. Like rotten broccoli and skunk. I grimaced. “What is in this?” 

“It’s better if you don’t know,” Bonnie said, guiding my cup back to my lips. I opened my mouth to protest, but she forced the rest of the tea in my mouth. 

The tea burned down my throat and made me tear up. I coughed, sputtering as I tried to force it the rest of the way down. “I hate you.”

Bonnie leaned closer to me, whispering so no one else could hear. “Is there a way to get Etty out of the kitchen for a while?” 

“No one gets me out of my kitchen, boss’s daughter or not. Now, y’all wanna tell me what’s going on, or do I need to pull it out of you? Because I have a rollin’ pin I’d like to put through Ellis’s skull.” 

“Etty!” 

Instead of acknowledging me, Etty glared at Will. He shrank beneath her ire, eyes darting toward the exits. 

“Please stop,” I said, running a hand over my face. “It’s not a big deal.” 

“I’ll let you have a swing at him if you can help me get some people across the river and into the city without any guards being tipped off,” Jesse said, slipping in front of Will. 

Etty’s features immediately softened as she took in Montana. Boyish smile, blond hair falling across his forehead. If I didn’t know him, I’d think he really was charming. 

“And why would I do that?” 

Jesse’s grin didn’t falter. He moved around the island and settled beside Bonnie. “Things are heating up in the city. I think you know that. We’ve got two weeks to get Audrey and Savannah out of New Orleans.”

Etty pursed her lips and placed a hand on her hip before fixing Bonnie with a stare. 

“I’m not married yet, Etty. Don’t look at me like that. You’ve seen Rutherford. He probably only fucks in the dark for five minutes and still thinks he’s king of the world.” 

I snorted, unable to help myself. Jesse and Etty fell into a round of raucous laughter. 

Through it all, though, Will remained stoic, near the door. He wouldn’t look at me either. 

“How many people are we talking about?” Etty asked as she wiped tears from her eyes. 

“How many can you get?” Jesse asked as he placed a hand on Bonnie’s shoulder. 

A valet barged into the kitchen and headed for the pantry. I stared at my fingernails, picking at them unnecessarily.

“We’ll circle back later,” Etty whispered to Jesse before turning back to the gumbo pot.

“Lucas cornered me earlier wanting to rope me into wedding plans,” Bonnie said, looking expectantly towards Will. “If you’re with me, I bet he’ll let me out of it. Do you think we could—” 

“Well,” he said, slapping his hand on the counter as he shoved toward the door. “I’m going to get changed. I’ll see y’all later.” 

“Where are you going?” I asked, rising. He stilled, not quite looking at me. 

I meant what I said last night. I wasn’t convinced he wasn’t a danger to himself, especially given the gun holstered at his hip. 

“My apartment.” As Will slipped out of the kitchen, I followed, unable to help myself. If I left him alone too long, I feared what he might do. He glanced over his shoulder as we neared the stables. “What are you doing?” 

“Keeping an eye on you,” I said, wringing my hands together. He lifted an eyebrow but said nothing as he continued into the alley beside the house. I fell into step with him. 

The streets bustled with activity. The world continued on around us as if nothing had changed last night. But it had. I had changed. And I didn’t know how to feel about it. I spared a quick glance in Will’s direction, unable to read the tense set of his shoulders. 

“You don’t have to follow me around,” he said as we shoved through a crowd at the edge of Lee Square. 

“Yes, I do,” I said pointedly, shuffling in front of him as we moved between two crowds. 

When we turned onto Bourbon Street, the crowd parted. More than a couple of people stared at me with wide eyes, their voices going silent as we passed. I glanced over my shoulder as people whispered behind their hands to their companions. 

Will guided me onto the sidewalk. People flinched away, clearing out in front of one particular establishment. His hand flattened on the small of my back as he opened the door. I took in a sharp breath at the sudden contact, remembering the feel of those hands on my bare skin last night, this morning. Heat rose in my cheeks. 

Low light filtered from lanterns, casting harsh shadows across the room. A bar lined the wall ahead of us, with a handful of tables scattered across the room. Patrons drank and talked loudly. The moment the door closed behind us, however, silence fell.

First, the odd looks on the street, and now this? 

I glanced back at Will, who kept his eyes low. He nodded to the barkeep before pressing his hand once more to my back and guiding me toward a staircase. 

“It’s true, then,” someone whispered. 

What was true? I turned back to the bar, but Will blocked me. Instead, he urged me up the dark staircase. The steps creaked beneath our feet. With furrowed brows, I reached the landing. Will brushed past, unlocked a door, and shoved it open. Inside was more of a single room than an apartment. 

A large, unmade bed rested against one wall, filling most of the space. Small, unmatching tables were on either side, cigarette butts stubbed out on their surfaces. A sunken couch sat beneath the dirty window. Filtered light covered the space. Dust kicked up as I entered, as though it’d been some time since anyone was here. A single door sat into the wall on the other side of the bed. I spied a bookshelf hastily shoved into one corner, loaded with thick tomes. 

Well, it certainly wasn’t Lee’s mansion. 
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Chapter six

Bonnie





Before I could process the whirlwind of Will and Savannah’s hasty exit, a maid said, “Miss Audrey, your father and Mr. Rutherford are waiting for you in his study.” 

And so it begins. 

She waited to escort me, leaving me no opportunity to even say goodbye to Jesse with so many watchful eyes around us. To anyone paying attention, they would see Montana shoving part of a biscuit into his mouth, bored, and me smoothing invisible wrinkles from my skirt as I rose from the island. They didn’t see the back of my hand slide against the side of his, a small, reassuring touch hidden from the outside world that spoke volumes between us. Reminding us of another time when a forbidden touch was the only comfort we had in the face of death. 

“Presentable?” I asked with a bright smile. The maid offered a small nod in return as we left. Jesse’s eyes, like a feather-light touch on my skin, followed me as far as they could. 

It was strange how I longed for days slinking through the shadows, strapped with weapons and concentrated survival instinct as my main personality trait. But that wasn’t who I was supposed to be right now. Right now, I was the pretty, broken girl who’d been trapped in this gilded cage. A blushing bride. 

As I stood before the study door, I schooled my face into a weary mask of contrition, one that would appeal to my father’s softer side and Lucas’s savior complex. 

Then I knocked. 

“Come in.” 

The room smelled like charred wood, reminding me of campfires in the open desert and my rage last night. It simmered in my blood and soured my stomach. Shuffling in on clumsy feet, I gripped my skirt tight enough to bleach my knuckles white. The eyes of the two men landed on me like physical blows, assessing my rounded shoulders and downcast eyes. 

“Here,” Lucas said, pulling a chair out in front of my father’s overly large desk. I sat demurely, ankles crossed and hands clasped in my lap as I finally lifted my eyes to Lee’s. They were dark as pitch, gleaming in subtle malice. He had to do nothing to command a room. The threat of him was enough to force obedience in most people. It gave me a sick sort of satisfaction knowing that I’d burned his precious little map and ruined his makeshift throne room. He sighed, as if he no longer knew what to make of me. 

“I’m sorry it took me so long,” I started, adding a carefully constructed waver in my words. “I was still groggy from the medication this morning.” 

Lucas stood at my side, his hand resting on the back of my chair, his skin too close to the back of my neck. It made me uneasy to be so close to him, knowing what I did now. 

“If you hadn’t made a spectacle of yourself last night, it wouldn’t have been necessary.” 

It hurt to swallow down my vicious words. Instead, I bit the inside of my cheek until I tasted metallic blood in my mouth. Lucas’s hand came down on my shoulder then, running it across my back in the approximation of a soothing gesture. But I knew what it was. I had suffered unwanted touches like this for so long. This was a gesture of ownership.

“Well?” Lee asked, his black eyes looking wet with rage. “What do you have to say for yourself?” 

Don’t do it. Don’t fucking do it, Bonnie. 

I ducked my head, letting my hair fall forward to cover the expression in my eyes. I’d never been as good as Jesse at hiding my emotions. 

“You nearly burned the whole fucking house down! In front of everyone!” 

He slammed his fists against the top of the desk, rattling his lamp and decanter with the tinkling clatter of glass. I jumped at the sudden vehemence, my eyes trained on the ugly red rug at my feet. 

“For fuck’s sake! Say something!” 

“Mr. Lee, maybe we should—”

“No! My daughter will explain it herself!” 

Even Lucas’s attempt at mediation wasn’t enough to calm Lee’s ire. Good, I thought hatefully. Show them who you really are.

“I didn’t mean to drop the lamp,” I said, forcing my words to sound pathetic. Small. Weak. Just like he wanted me. “It was an accident.” 

“An accident?” 

I nodded, blinking rapidly to force a watery sheen into my eyes before lifting my gaze to his once more. The false display of emotion did what I intended: softened him toward me. The flames of his anger sputtered out. 

“It’s . . . hard for me. The people here in New Orleans, they don’t like me. They say such awful things. Especially the mayor’s daughter. Being the center of attention just invites their criticism. And Alice knows how to hurt me. I was looking for glowroot . . . to numb the pain. I know it was wrong.” 

My speech was convincing enough for him to take a seat and thread his fingers together. Silence, thick like fog on the river, billowed in the room as we waited for his judgment. I held my breath. Even though his opinion shouldn’t matter, some twisted part of me still didn’t want to disappoint him. There was definitely something wrong in my head. 

We sat that way for a long time, and with each second that passed, Lucas’s rhythmic touch grew bolder. It took every bit of my strength not to act on my violent impulses. And to think, a couple of days ago I’d fooled myself into agreeing to be his wife. 

Fuck, what if I couldn’t manage it all? What if, by attempting to take down my father, I ended up married to him? A shiver of dread coursed down my spine involuntarily. 

“Well, considering your recent relapse, Lucas and I believe it’s in your best interest to move the wedding date up.” 

Of course, that was a lie. I’d heard it all last night, or overheard it really. They’d already planned on muscling me into a shotgun wedding. My little foray into arson just gave them the perfect excuse to get me to agree without a fuss. Checkmate. 

I nodded somberly, knowing I had no substantial argument. Powerless wasn’t a feeling I tolerated well. 

“Two weeks. Here. Then Lucas and I will settle up some business and you’ll both travel to Manhattan Island together.” 

Lucas’s hand squeezed my shoulder until I begrudgingly looked at him. Same warm brown eyes. Same stupid flop of hair over his forehead that once amused and infuriated me in equal measures. Everything between us was a lie. The vulnerability and compassion, the tenuous friendship and safe haven he’d become. I’d been deceived so many times without my memories. By every single man I trusted. 

“Don’t worry about it,” he said, his dark eyes soft and kind like I remembered. “We’ll take care of everything. It’ll be perfect. Beautiful. As beautiful as you are. We’ll make that bitch Alice Devereaux eat her hateful words.” 

I didn’t want to, but I smiled. The thought of revenge always did give me warm, fuzzy feelings. 

“Let’s talk details,” my father said, breaking the tender moment. Details? All the warm, fuzzy images of Alice Devereaux’s insanely jealous face evaporated in an instant. They wanted me to plan my wedding now. Fuck me. 

The next couple hours felt like a nightmare. One filled with talks of VIP guests to invite, floral arrangements in season, how much and how quickly they could import luxuries that I didn’t even know still existed when I was Bonnie. No one asked for my opinion or input, content with a nod or tilt of my head when they glanced my way. I wouldn’t have to worry about any of it, just like Lucas said. Because this event, the spectacle and opulence, none of it was about me. None of it was about celebrating love or family the way I imagined. 

All the while, I felt like I was floating outside my body. Numb to the leather seat beneath my legs and Lucas’s hand on my skin. Like I wasn’t me anymore, this body wasn’t mine, and nothing that happened to it really mattered. 

Instead, I imagined I was with Jesse and The Kid. Heard their laughter and felt the warmth of the hot desert sun blistering my skin. I inhaled the animal scent of Eagle’s coat, warm and musky. The desert horizon blazing with a riot of colors stretched before my eyes as I remembered what freedom felt like singing through my veins. 

“Well, I think we’re at a good starting point now. Though, the next couple of weeks will be incredibly busy as we sort through the finer details. I’ve kept you both long enough; I’m sure you’re itching to spend some quality time together.” 

Being ripped from my daydream was akin to the torture I’d received at Jones’s hands. The reminder of my powerlessness, abrupt and unkind. Lucas stood first, holding his hand out to help me up. As my palm slid into his, the friction of our skin made revulsion slosh through me. 

But this was the con, and I was an artist at my craft. 

I smiled and let him lead me out of the study, tucking my hand onto his arm as we headed downstairs in a comfortable silence. 

“Let’s take a walk. You’ve been cramped inside for too long.” 

I laughed a little in agreement. The sun was high in the sky when we arrived in the courtyard. My mind spun with fractured thoughts and too many questions. I needed to get a grip, find an anchor, and soon. 

“You’ve been quiet.” 

Instead of answering him, I bit my bottom lip. All the things I wanted to say remained trapped inside of me. On the surface, I was the picture of compliance, but inside I was screaming. 

I could run with Jesse and the others. It was an option. But, if I did, my father and Lucas and Jones would come for us. We’d never stop running. Never be safe. If anything happened to Savannah, or Will, or Jesse, or—

I couldn’t even think it. Couldn’t even say it within the safety of my own head. Because if The Kid was ever hurt again because of me, I wouldn’t survive it. I’d put a gun in my mouth like Will and there would be no hesitation. 

No. I would bury them all in order to free myself and the people I loved. And if they didn’t let me go, I would die choking on my revenge. Never again would I allow myself to be their pretty, compliant little prisoner. Never fucking again. 

“I know this is overwhelming. But once we’re married, things will get better.” 

I turned to Lucas, his eyes tilted up to a bright blue sky and shadows playing over his face. 

“How?” I asked, for no other reason than he expected me to. Wanted me to.  

He looked at me, brushing a stray lock of hair behind my ear just as Jesse had done this morning. His fingers lingered, his palm cupping my jaw as he stared into my eyes. 

“I’m going to take care of you.” 

Take care of me? 

“We haven’t talked about what your life will look like after the wedding yet. I’m assuming change isn’t something you’re comfortable with after your accident?” 

I swallowed hard. Change wasn’t something I was comfortable with, period. Lucas squeezed my hand and pressed his lips to my forehead. 

“When we get to Manhattan, you’ll be living in just as much comfort as you have been here. You’ll be expected to come to social events with me, but there won’t be any Alice Devereauxs there to contend with. Just show up, looking as beautiful and charming as you always do.” His eyes dipped down to my dress for the day. The fabric was a floral pattern that was light and airy, with sleeves that came down to my elbows. He wrinkled his nose in displeasure as he took it in. “Speaking of, why are you wearing that?” 

Fucking asshole. What was wrong with what I was wearing? It was one of the many breathable, comfortable dresses I owned. 

“It’s just so . . . old-fashioned, and it doesn’t show off your better assets.” 

“I like it mostly because of the sleeves. You know I have a pretty horrible scar on my arm, right?” 

“But your scar is such an interesting talking point, don’t you think?” 

I felt like I’d been slapped. 

My Bonnie girl. 

Jones’s voice filled my mind the way it hadn’t in years. I heard the echo of my begging and screaming, the memory of Sixgun’s buck knife covered in dark crimson blood that he licked from the shining blade bright in my mind. 

“A talking point?” I questioned, surprised that I sounded so calm. 

“Well, yeah. Just like the masks. You don’t remember getting the scar, and it’s so distinctive. People will ask about it. You can tell them whatever witty, tragic story you want.” He chuckled, turning us back toward the walk around the courtyard and patting my hand softly as we moved forward. My legs felt like stone pillars, numb and too heavy. 

“The clothes, though, they have to go. You need to wear things that show off your figure, and your scar. No need to hide anymore, Audrey. Not with me.” 

He wanted to use my tragedy to gain favor among Manhattan society? What in the actual fuck? 

“My clothes are fine.” 

“They really aren’t. Besides, it’s non-negotiable. Now that we’re engaged, you are a reflection of me. So you’ll smile and tell whatever story I want you to, wear whatever I want you to, and once I fuck a few kids into you, you can stay busy with them.” 

He kissed me then. My thoughts felt sluggish, and I didn’t see it coming. But suddenly, his lips were on mine, too soft and unwanted. If this wasn’t a con, I would make him bleed. I’d make him pray for a swift death if he ever touched me without my permission. It lasted too long. Before I knew it, we walked back inside. He’d rattled on about wedding details and complained about almost everything, like the entitled brat he was. I excused myself, telling him with a false smile about needing to update Savannah with wedding plans. 

He tucked me close, his hands wrapping around my waist and wandering low on my spine. I hated this. I hated him. And it felt just like all the other cons. When I was a child. When I was powerless to stop it. The disconnect from myself grew as my memories assaulted me. 

Large, hard hands roamed over my thighs, a knee between them to force them open. Hot lips trailed down my neck as the mark groaned on top of me. 

Where were they? Where was Jones? 

This was going too far. Tears stung in the back of my eyes, and I blinked them away furiously. Those hands were in my shirt, grabbing at me too roughly, bruising my skin. 

Bang!

Blood and brains splattered hot on my front. The violence didn’t bother me. It was so normal now, to be covered in viscera. Relief nearly knocked me to my feet as the weight of the middle-aged man fell away. One of his hands had been working into my jeans. Jones stared down at me, so I steeled my expression and blinked away the tears that I’d almost let show. 

I’d be punished if I cried. 

So, I reminded myself, it was only my body. And my body wasn’t me. Straightening my shoulders, I knelt and started going through that mark’s pockets, handing over anything I found. 

“You did good, my Bonnie girl.” 

Jones’s hand rested on the crown of my head, gentle and appraising. Then, with his approval ringing in the gunpowder-tinted air, I was one with my body again. I raised my eyes to his, and he was smiling. I smiled back, thinking maybe one day I’d do good enough to be a real part of the crew. That I could prove to him just how good I could be. 

There were people in my room, maids, taking my dresses out of my wardrobe and pajamas from the small dresser. Piles of fabric lined the bed. 

“What’s going on?” I asked, walking into the middle of the fray. 

“Mr. Rutherford has a new wardrobe coming. He and your father told us to clear out your old clothes,” one of the maids answered. I looked over at her as she pulled my shorts from the dresser and stared down at them in confusion. 

No. Not those.

I walked forward and grabbed them from her hands, clutching the worn denim in my arms. When did he have time to do this? I’d only just spoken to him about this a few minutes ago. 

The realization hit me all at once. 

They were already going to do this. I’d never had a choice in the matter. I was a doll for them both to dress up how they wanted. My hands shook as I stood there, in the middle of the chaos as my life as Audrey was stripped away from me. Blouses and sweaters, dresses and linen pants all taken out one pile at a time. The silly pajamas Savannah and I had picked out together last winter on a rare trip into the shops on the square disappeared. As if none of it ever happened. The dress from the damn tea party that Alice Devereaux stained was tossed unceremoniously on the floor. It was a lie, this life as Audrey Lee, but it’d been mine. At least for a while. 

I clutched the shorts tight, and on wooden legs, I left the room and made my way to the parlor. On the back credenza were bottles and bottles of liquor, and even though I wanted nothing more than to disappear into the glowing blue euphoria of glowroot, this would probably be as close as I could get. So I grabbed a large bottle of something, anything, and shuffled into the library. 

The afternoon sun spilled into the room like it was my own personal paradise. Words of long-dead philosophers and poets surrounded me like a warm blanket. Closing the door quietly, I sat on the loveseat where I’d once watched Jesse sketching me and popped the cap open. 

I swallowed down burning courage, numbing myself to it all, the way I’d learned to cope before. This time was different. I wasn’t alone. I wasn’t being used. I was in control of this, even if it felt like I wasn’t right now. I had to be. 

But Bonnie was still there, screaming inside my head that I wasn’t safe anywhere. And control was just an illusion.  
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