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      If there’s one thing that stinks worse than a casino floor, it’s the smell of debt and broken dreams. And tonight, I could swear that the stench seems to hang heavier than most nights.

      We’re screwed, I just know it. Why does he not know when to stop damnit!

      I sat watching my dear old man flush away what was left of our dignity, as little as it was. I should have known better than to let him do this. But there’s never been a time where I could stop my father from doing whatever he wants.

      At this point, I'd either get molested or locked up with no food or water, so under these circumstances, you learn to keep shut and just go with the flow. Unfortunately, the flow tonight did not look promising, and I definitely didn’t want to be anywhere near the flow. Well, the only thing I could do was hope for a miracle which, spoiler alert: they seem to be in short supply in places like this.

      With each flip of the card, I can feel my stomach twist into a pretzel of anxiety. It was kind of like watching a slow-motion train wreck yet instead of a locomotive, it's mine and my dad’s life careening off the rails.

      “C’mon, c’mon, ” Dad keeps on muttering, eyes laser-focused on the cards as if he could conjure up a win, which seemed more and more unlikely with each passing minute.

      And just like I had thought, as the cards fall, it becomes painfully clear that lady luck has taken a permanent vacation. She was leaving us high and dry with nothing but an enormous debt to pay. I couldn’t see how my father was going to bail us out this time, which meant we were going to be homeless.

      “I’m so sorry, Ava,” my father whispers.

      I jerk in surprise.

      What is he apologizing for? He’s never apologized to me before, why now?

      My thoughts keep swirling with questions until my father speaks up again, this time to his opponent.

      “I lost fair and square, she’s yours now,” my dad mutters quietly towards his opponent before turning to me with a look that speaks volumes. He’s sorry. Sorry for converting me into a bargaining chip. Sorry for using me in his gamble and fucking losing. Sorry for… what comes next.

      In that moment, I know. I know that my dear old man has just signed away my freedom to the highest bidder, like I’m some kind of prize he won in a rigged carnival game, like I wasn’t his flesh and blood. Trust me, I’m no stranger to tough breaks, but this? This takes the cake. Or should I say the jackpot.

      So many thoughts swirl in my head as this betrayal was too much to take in. After everything I did and endured for this wretched fool, this is how he repays me. Anger and humiliation build in me as I clench my fists to control these emotions before they burst out in all their glory.

      I’m almost glad to be rid of my father, who needs one like him. What the hell am I going to have to do for this asshole who actually accepted a bid of a woman?

      The man who just became my new owner rises and saunters over, all smug smiles and tailored suits. I can’t help but wonder what fresh hell awaits me in the new world I was about to enter.

      I study the man who just bought me for the price of a bad hand of poker and he wasn’t really that bad looking. He had long blonde hair that framed a face with an easy-going smile and a pair of intense gray eyes.

      He’s cute, maybe he won’t be so bad.

      I try hard to conjure up some happy thoughts to at least make this whole situation become a bit more bearable.

      My dad at this point had disappeared and left me to my fate. As Mr. Cute Moneybags approaches, I plaster on my best fake smile, ready to play the part of the obedient prize. It takes a lot out of me because trust me, I wasn’t feeling very obedient at this moment. I was feeling anger, a simmering rage, a poisonous lividness, and I wanted to desperately vent it on the cute specimen approaching me.

      Who the fuck bids on a woman as a bet in a fucking card game?

      He stands and appraises me like a prized racehorse at an auction. “So, this is the infamous Ava,” he says, his voice drooling with condescension as he continues to observe his brand new toy, which was me.

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes, barely. “And you must be the lucky winner,” I quip, injecting just the right amount of sarcasm into my words.

      He chuckles, a sound that manages to simultaneously soothe and grate my last nerve. “Indeed I am, Ember,” he replies, his smirk widening as he extends a hand. “Call me Frederick.”

      More like FreDICK, and my name isn’t Ember.

      I reluctantly take his hand while sending silent curses his way, harboring the vague hope that one of the hexes would work and he would just die right there and then.

      “It’s Ava,” I reply curtly, making it clear that I’m not about to be chummy with the hot dude in front of me.

      But Frederick seems unfazed by my icy demeanor, his gaze lingering on mine with a curious intensity that sends a shiver down my spine. I felt naked with the way his eyes were staring at me; it’s as if he’s trying to see beneath the surface, to unravel the mystery of the girl his money just bought.

      “Well, Ember,” he says, his tone relaxed as ever, “it’s time we retire for the night. Come, your new home is with me.”

      I bristle at the reminder of my predicament, but before I can protest, Frederick is already leading me away, his hand resting possessively on the small of my back.

      We navigate our way through the maze of the casino and we finally step outside. Frederick continues leading me forward and we arrive at a chauffeur-driven Lamborghini.

      Holy shit!

      My thoughts were in chaos as I stared dumbfounded at the exotic masterpiece on four wheels before me.

      Frederick chuckles beside me as the chauffeur approaches Frederick and bows before the dude.

      “How was your game, sir?” the chauffeur politely inquires as he stands straight waiting for further instruction from Frederick.

      “It was splendid, Charles. I’ve hit the biggest of jackpots tonight,” Frederick replies as he winks at me.

      The chauffeur glances at me and I suppress a shiver at being subjected to his gaze. It took everything in me to not blaze into fury and punch the psycho, but somehow I couldn’t. Blame my past; it was so horrible, it locked away a part of me, the rebellious me and made me subservient.

      “Come, Ember, let’s go home,” Frederick says.

      As he guides me into the car, I can’t help but wonder what awaits me on the other side of this twisted bargain. Whatever it is, I make a promise to myself to not go down without a fight. And if Frederick thinks he came tame this wild card, he’s got another thing coming.
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        * * *

      

      The ride is like a journey through the twilight zone, with silence as our only companion. It's as if the air itself is holding its breath, waiting for something to break the tension that hangs heavy between Frederick and me.

      I steal glances at him from the corner of my eye, trying to decipher the enigma wrapped in a riddle that is Frederick Santos.

      What on earth possessed him to accept me as payment? Was it my beauty? Sure, I've been told I'm attractive, but a man of his caliber must have seen more beautiful women than me, so what was it ?

      As the silence stretches on, my stomach chooses the worst possible moment to growl loudly. I blush furiously, feeling the heat rise in my cheeks as I sink lower into my seat.

      Frederick's voice cuts through the awkwardness like a lifeline, offering a suggestion that I readily accept. “Perhaps we should stop for a bite to eat,” he suggests.

      I nod eagerly, grateful for the chance to break the tension, and settle my stomach.

      We pull up to a nearby restaurant, and as we sit down to eat, the atmosphere feels lighter, more relaxed almost. He orders for me, which I allow so I can get food as quick as possible.

      When it arrives, I dig into my food with gusto, hunger driving me to devour every bite with enthusiasm.

      “So,” Frederick begins, studying me with an intensity that makes me squirm in my seat, “tell me about yourself, Ember. What's your story?”

      I hesitate, unsure of how much to reveal to this man who holds my fate in his hands. But something in his gaze, a hint of genuine curiosity, prompts me to open up, if only slightly.

      “Well, there's not much to tell,” I reply cautiously, choosing my words carefully. “I've had my fair share of ups and downs, like everyone else.”

      Frederick raises an eyebrow, his eyes glinting with amusement. “We've all had our highs and lows, Ember,” he says with a smirk. “There's something about you, something... intriguing. I want to know what makes you tick.”

      I bristle at the use of the nickname he's given me. “Why are you calling me Ember, that's not my name.”

      “Well, we can't have you knowing everything in one night now, can we?”  Fredrick replies as he flashes me a smug smile.

      I instantly become infuriated but I force myself to maintain my composure. “Well, I'm afraid you'll have to work a little harder to unravel that mystery,” I reply, injecting a hint of sarcasm into my words. “I'm not one to give away my secrets so easily.”

      Frederick chuckles, the sound sending a shiver down my spine. “I like a challenge,” he says, his gaze lingering on mine with a curious intensity. “And you, my dear Ember, are shaping up to be the biggest challenge of them all.”

      He sees me as a challenge? Yeah, I have to leave this place.

      The thought of escape suddenly hit me, and I start to entertain the possibility of escaping this FreDICK and this life of servitude.

      As I excuse myself from the table, a surge of determination courses through me. I refuse to be another pawn in someone else's game, especially after a lifetime of being at my father's beck and call. This is my chance for freedom, and by all the stars in the sky, I'm not going to let it slip through my fingers.

      The bathroom door swings shut behind me, and I'm greeted by the dimly lit space. My eyes immediately lock onto the window, a glimmering beacon of hope amidst the mundane decor of the restroom. Moonlight filters through, casting shadows that dance tantalizingly across the tiled floor.

      I approach the window with cautious excitement, my mind buzzing with plans for escape. But as I assess the situation, a thought crosses my mind.

      Of course, it can't be that easy, can it?

      With a sigh, I begin to climb, my fingers gripping the ledge with determined tenacity. Inch by inch, I make my way upward, each movement a testament to my newfound resolve.

      But as I reach the window, reality hits me like a ton of bricks. Turns out, squeezing through a narrow opening is not exactly a walk in the park, especially when you're not exactly petite. My slightly generous derriere proves to be quite the obstacle, resisting my attempts to wriggle through.

      I grunt and curse under my breath, my determination warring with the stubborn window frame. “Come on, Ava,” I mutter to myself, “you've faced worse than this. You can do it.”

      With one final, Herculean effort, I manage to squeeze through the window, my heart pounding with exhilaration. As I drop to the ground outside, a triumphant grin spreads across my face.

      “Who needs doors when you've got windows?” I quip out loud, feeling a surge of pride at my impromptu escape. With my newfound freedom at my fingertips, I take a moment to savor the sweet taste of victory before disappearing into the night.
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      As the minutes tick by, each second feeling like an eternity, I can't shake the nagging feeling that something is amiss. Ava's prolonged absence sets off alarm bells in my mind, a silent countdown to the inevitable realization that she's slipped through my fingers.

      Thirty minutes later, my patience wears thin, replaced by a gnawing sense of curiosity tinged with amusement.

      “Well, well, well,” I mutter quietly, a smirk playing at the corners of my lips. “Seems like our little wild card isn't content with playing by the rules.”

      I make my way through the restaurant. It doesn't take long for me to reach the women’s bathroom, and as I push open the door, my eyes immediately lock onto the damaged window.

      A chuckle escapes my lips as I survey the scene before me. Ava may have slipped through my grasp, but there's something undeniably exhilarating about her audacity.

      “Well played, Ember,” I murmured to myself, a grin spreading across my face.

      Instead of anger or frustration, I find myself filled with a sense of admiration for her cunning. After all, it's not every day you come across someone with the guts to outsmart Frederick Santos.

      With a shake of my head and a lingering smile, I make my way back to the table, already plotting my next move.

      I reach for my phone, dialing Charles’ number with a sense of urgency.

      After a few rings, he answers, his voice calm and collected as always. “Sir, how may I assist you?” he asks, ever the epitome of professionalism.

      “Charles, it seems our little Ember has flown the coop,” I reply, unable to keep the amusement out of my voice. “I need you to bring K-9 over. It's time to put his skills to the test.”

      There's a pause on the other end of the line before Charles responds, his tone betraying a hint of surprise. “Of course, sir,” he says, his voice betraying nothing but unwavering loyalty. “I'll bring him over right away.”

      I asked the waiter to speak to the manager, quickly explaining what had happened and what was going to happen.

      True to his word, Charles arrives at the restaurant with K-9 in tow, the German shepherd’s keen senses already on high alert. I waste no time in briefing Charles on the situation, outlining our plan of action with a sense of excitement building in my chest.

      Once K-9 has been given the scent, he wastes no time in springing into action, his powerful frame surging forward with purpose. I follow close behind, a surge of adrenaline coursing through my veins as we embark on our own little game of cat and mouse.

      As K-9 leads the way, his nose to the ground and his determination unwavering, I can't help but feel a sense of exhilaration. Ava may have outsmarted me once, but I refuse to let her slip through my fingers again.

      With K-9 on the case, there's nowhere for Ava to hide. And when we finally track her down, I'll reclaim what's mine.
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        * * *

      

      My heart races as K-9 leads us deeper into the labyrinth of alleyways.  As we round a corner and come face to face with the unfolding drama, a knot forms in the pit of my stomach, as my smile fades instantly replaced with a ferocious expression.

      There, illuminated by the dim glow of a lone streetlamp, Ava lies pinned to the ground by a stranger. My eyebrows shoot up as I watch the scene play out before me, silently wondering if this is the universe's idea of a twisted sitcom.

      Without missing a beat, I  charge forward, my instincts taking over as I close the distance between us in a blur of motion. In one swift, fluid movement, I grab hold of the assailant, wrenching him away from Ava with a strength fueled by righteous anger.

      He snarls and struggles against my grip, but I'm unyielding, my resolve as unbreakable as iron. With a primal roar, I hurl him across the alley, his body colliding with the unforgiving surface of a nearby wall with bone-jarring force. The impact echoes through the night, a testament to the violence of my retribution. But I'm not finished yet. No, not by a long shot. But first I had to check up on Ava.

      “Are you okay?” I breathe the words out, my voice barely above a whisper as I kneel beside her. My hand reaches towards her.

      Ava's gaze meets mine, a mixture of fear and relief dancing in those expressive eyes.

      “I... I think so,” she murmurs, her voice trembling with a vulnerability that tugs at my heartstrings.

      I nod, my jaw clenched with a determination to protect her at all costs.

      “We need to get you out of here,” I declare, my tone firm and resolute as I turn to Charles, who's been watching the scene unfold with concern.

      “Charles, get the car ready,” I commanded, my voice brooking no argument. “We're leaving.”

      Charles nods, his expression grave as he moves to obey my orders. In moments like these, I'm reminded of why I trust him implicitly—he's a man of action, capable of handling any situation with grace and efficiency.

      Turning back to Ava, I offer her a reassuring smile, my hand gently guiding her to stand.

      “Let's get you back to safety,” I say, my voice soft but firm as I lead her towards the waiting car.

      But as we move to leave, the sound of footsteps behind us brings me to a sudden halt. My senses go on high alert.

      I turn, my eyes narrowing as I come face to face with Ava's would-be assailant. His face contorts with rage, his fists clenched in defiance as he advances towards us.

      “You think you can just waltz in here and ruin my fun?” he snarls, his voice dripping with malice. “You're gonna regret sticking your nose where it doesn't belong, buddy.”

      I feel Ava tense beside me, her grip on my arm tightening as she braces herself for whatever comes next.

      “Charles, take her back to the car. Let me keep this perverted animal in check.”

      I hand over Ava to Charles and with a steely gaze, I step forward, my boots echoing against the damp pavement like a war drum heralding the impending clash. The air crackles with tension as I close the distance between us, my muscles coiled like springs ready to unleash their fury.

      Without a word, I launch myself at him, a primal roar tearing from my lips as I unleash a barrage of blows upon him. My fists move with precision, each strike finding its mark with bone-crushing force. The sound of flesh meeting flesh fills the air, punctuated by the sickening crunch of breaking bones.

      He staggers back, blood gushing from his broken nose, but I show no mercy. With a primal instinct driving me forward, I grab him by the collar, my grip like a vice as I pull him close, my eyes burning with a fierce intensity.

      “Let me tell you what's about to happen to you,” I growl, my voice dripping with venom. “That dick that you can't keep under control is going to be crushed, destroyed, eviscerated. Let this be a warning and a lesson.”

      But before he can utter another word, I deliver a devastating blow to his groin, a guttural scream of agony tearing from his lips as he crumples to the ground in a writhing heap. The sound of his pain is like music to my ears, a symphony of suffering that fills me with a savage satisfaction.

      As he lies there, gasping for breath and clutching at his shattered manhood, I turn and walk back towards him and proceed to kick his face, stomach and anywhere my legs could connect with.

      “Pleaseee...pl…please, I'm sorry. I didn't know, I'm so…” His cries of plea falls on deaf ears and I continued my savage retribution on him.

      Blood splatters on my clothes and on the ground and it's not until he's not moving that I calm down. I check his pulse and he's still alive thankfully, and then I walk towards the car, bloodied but satisfied.
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        * * *

      

      Breaking the heavy silence in the car feels like trying to crack a vault, but hey, someone's gotta do it. And I definitely wasn't going to be that person after the stunt this girl pulled tonight.

      “Fredrick,” she calls out my name, trying to sound apologetic yet charming, “if I had known my evening would end with you being covered in blood, I would've brought popcorn.”

      After experiencing a traumatizing event, she still has time to crack jokes.

      My eyes flicker briefly to hers, a hint of amusement dancing in their depths before my gaze returns to the road ahead. “Well, Ember,” I reply, my voice carrying a touch of dry humor, “consider this your lucky night. Popcorn might not have been enough to save you from the drama.”

      She chuckles nervously, the tension in the air easing slightly as we share this brief moment of levity. But beneath the humor, there's a seriousness that lingers, a reminder of the precarious situation she narrowly escaped.

      “I'm really sorry about tonight,” she says, her tone more earnest now as she meets my gaze. “I didn't mean to cause any trouble. If you'll consider running away from someone who technically bought you and has control of your life, not trouble.”

      My expression softens, my eyes reflecting a mixture of understanding and something else I can't quite decipher.

      “I know, Ember,” I  reply, my voice gentler now. “But you have to understand, you can't go off on your own like that. You belong to me now, and I need to know you're safe.”

      She nods, swallowing the lump that forms in her throat, as she seems to grapple with the reality of the situation but eventually heaves a sigh of exhaustion. “I get it,” she says quietly. “I won't do anything to put myself in danger again, I promise.”

      I nod and I turn my gaze to the passing scenery outside, the city lights flickering like distant stars in the night sky. The world rushes past us in a blur.

      As the car hurtles towards an uncertain  future, I can't help but wonder what lies ahead for me with Ember in my life now.

      Only time will tell. But one thing's for certain—no matter what happens, I'll never forget the sight of Ava being pinned to the ground and almost molested. The feeling I was almost too late, the sadistic rage that bubbled inside me and threatened to consume me in that moment. Even now I wonder why I felt such rage because of a girl I barely know but the answer doesn't seem forthcoming.
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        * * *

      

      As we pull up to the towering gates of my mansion, Ava can't help but let out an involuntary gasp.

      "Wow, this place is huge!" she exclaims, her eyes wide with astonishment as she takes in the grandeur of the sprawling estate.

      I chuckle beside her, a knowing smirk playing at the corners of my lips. "Impressed, Ember?" I ask, my tone teasing as I glance over at her.

      She nods eagerly, unable to contain her excitement. "Impressed doesn't even begin to cover it," she replies, her voice tinged with awe. "I feel like I've stumbled into the set of a period drama or something."

      I begin to laugh loudly. "Well, welcome to my humble abode," I say, my tone dripping with sarcasm. "I hope you're prepared for a life of luxury and extravagance."

      She grins, obviously unable to resist the urge to tease me back. "Oh, I don't know," she quips, her tone playful. "I might have to rough it a bit, but I think I'll manage."

      I raise an eyebrow, amused. "Rough it, huh?" I say, a smirk playing on my lips. "Well, I suppose we'll just have to see about that."

      As Ava steps through the grand entrance of Santos Manor, her eyes widen in amazement at the sight before her. The foyer stretches out before us, adorned with marble floors gleaming under the soft glow of crystal chandeliers. Intricately carved columns line the room, their graceful curves reaching up to support the ornate ceiling high above.

      But before I subject Ava to my blood-soaked presence, I decide a quick bath is in order to rid myself of the remnants of tonight's drama. "Excuse me for a moment, Ember," I say, disappearing into the depths of the mansion to cleanse myself of the night's events.

      Emerging from the bathroom in a plush robe, I find Ava waiting patiently, her eyes filled with curiosity.

      "Ready to see the sights?" I ask with a wink, gesturing for her to follow as I lead the way through the grand hallways of the mansion.

      Each room we pass is more extravagant than the last, with Ava's eyes widening with each new discovery.

      "Impressive, isn't it?" I remark with a grin, reveling in her amazement.

      As we step into the grand ballroom, Ava's jaw practically hits the floor. "It's like something out of a fairytale," she breathes, her eyes wide with wonder.

      I chuckle, feeling a sense of satisfaction at her reaction. "Just wait until you see the rest," I reply, leading her further into the mansion to explore its many treasures.

      As we continue our tour, Ava's excitement only grows, her laughter echoing through the halls as she discovers each new wonder hidden within the mansion's walls. And as I watch her marvel at the beauty that surrounds her, I can't help but feel a sense of joy.
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      As I traipse through the lavish corridors of Santos Manor, soaking in the excess like a sponge at a champagne fountain, Fredrick's voice cuts through the air like a well-timed punchline.

      “Ember,” he intones, his voice as stern as a principal on detention duty, “we need to talk rules.”

      I spin around, expecting his usual devil-may-care grin, but instead, I'm met with a face as serious as a heart attack.

      Rules? Oh, joy.

      Because nothing says welcome to the good life like a laundry list of do's and don'ts handed down by the mansion's resident big shot.

      But before I can launch into my signature snark-fest, Fredrick lays down the law with all the gusto of a seasoned drill sergeant. No wandering off without permission, no unauthorized visitors, and for the love of all things holy, no snooping in places I shouldn't be.

      I'm about to unleash a torrent of sarcastic quips when Fredrick raises a hand, effectively putting a lid on my impending verbal storm.

      "Hold your horses, Ember," he says, his tone surprisingly reasonable, "these rules are for your own good. I can't have you stirring up trouble on my watch."

      I begrudgingly nod in acknowledgment, accepting my fate as a resident of the most luxurious lockdown in town… for now.

      "Fine," I grumble, arms folded in a dramatic display of defiance. "But don't think for a second that I'm thrilled about this."

      Fredrick lets out a chuckle, his eyes twinkling with amusement. "Oh, trust me, Ember," he retorts with a smirk, "you will be in time."

      And just like that, we strike a deal,  agreeing to coexist in this opulent prison of our own making.

      As I follow Fredrick deeper into the maze of marble and mahogany, I can't help but wonder what other curveballs this mansion has in store for us. Ah, the joys of high society living.
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        * * *

      

      As Charles escorts me to my room, I can't help but feel like I've stumbled into a scene from a fancy period drama. The place is decked out with all the bells and whistles of luxury living – high ceilings, fancy furnishings, and windows so big they could double as doors to another dimension.

      I take a moment to play the role of the wide-eyed innocent poor young woman, oohing and aahing at every little detail like I'm auditioning for a part in Rich People: The Musical. The bed alone is bigger than my entire apartment back home, and I'm pretty sure I could get lost in the bathroom if I'm not careful.

      As I sink into the luxurious embrace of the mattress, it's like being hugged by a cloud made of marshmallows and dreams. Seriously, if heaven had a bed, this would be it. I half-expect angels to start serenading me with lullabies, but alas, it's just me and my overactive imagination.

      With a contented sigh, I let my thoughts wander, retracing the absurdity of the day's events. From being sold off in a high-stakes poker game to nearly being raped by a perverted lunatic, and now crashing on a king sized bed in a luxurious room all to myself, it's safe to say my life has taken a turn for the surreal.

      But amidst the chaos and uncertainty, there's a strange sense of calm settling over me. Maybe it's the soothing ambiance of the room or the fact that I know I don’t have to struggle for money or food, but for the first time in what feels like forever, I feel... at peace.

      Of course, that peace is rudely interrupted by a loud knock on the door.

      Seriously, can't a girl get some shut-eye around here?

      But before I can even protest, Charles waltzes in with a feast fit for a king, and suddenly, sleep is the last thing on my mind.

      I practically inhale the gourmet spread, savoring every mouthful like it's my last meal on earth. And let me tell you, if food coma was a thing, I'm teetering dangerously close to the edge.

      Eventually, my stomach satisfied and my eyelids growing heavy, I retreat to the opulent bathroom for a much-needed soak. As I slip into the warm embrace of the bath, I can't help but marvel at the sheer extravagance of it all. It's like stepping into a scene from a movie, only with fewer explosions and more bubbles.

      But the real surprise awaits me in the closet, where an array of designer dresses hangs like a rainbow of possibilities. It's as if Frederick anticipated my every need, which is both impressive and slightly creepy, if I'm being honest. Especially since this all just happened tonight.

      How did he do all of this so quickly?

      After much deliberation, I settle on a silky nightgown that's softer than a kitten's purr. As I finally crawl into bed, the softness of the mattress lulls me into a state of blissful oblivion, my thoughts drifting away on a sea of dreams.

      And as sleep claims me at last, I can't help but wonder what tomorrow will bring. But for now, all that matters is the sweet surrender of slumber, and I embrace it with open arms.
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        * * *

      

      Dragging myself out of the depths of sleep feels like trying to swim through molasses. The sun is barely peeking through the curtains, and all I want to do is bury myself deeper under the covers and stay there until the world stops knocking.

      But alas, the world has other plans, and those plans involve a persistent knocking on my door that refuses to be ignored.

      Groaning, I stumble out of bed and make my way to the source of the noise, hoping it's not some overeager salesman trying to sell me a vacuum cleaner at the crack of dawn.

      To my surprise, it's Charles, looking as composed and unflappable as ever. His expression is as inscrutable as always, but there's a hint of urgency in his eyes that makes me sit up and take notice.

      Oh that’s right. I forgot all about what happened.

      "Miss Ava," he says, his voice as smooth as silk. "Mr. Santos requests your presence downstairs. He mentioned something about breakfast and a meeting."

      I blink blearily, trying to process this information through the fog of sleep still clouding my brain. Breakfast sounds like a dream come true, but the prospect of facing Fredrick this early in the morning is enough to make me reconsider my life choices.

      Nevertheless, duty calls, and I muster up all the energy I can muster to face the day.

      "Alright," I mumble, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. "Tell him I'll be down in a minute."

      Charles nods and disappears down the hallway, leaving me alone with my thoughts and a sudden sense of dread. Whatever Fredrick has planned for me, it can't be good.

      I quickly splash some water on my face, hoping to shake off the last remnants of sleep. But as I stare at my reflection in the mirror, I can't help but wonder what Fredrick has in store for me this time.

      With a resigned sigh, I throw on a pair of jeans and a baggy shirt and make my way downstairs, my stomach grumbling in anticipation of the promised breakfast. As I step into the grand dining hall, I'm immediately struck by the surroundings. The table is set with gleaming silverware and crystal glasses, and the scent of freshly cooked food fills the air.

      Fredrick's family is already seated at the table, and I can't help but feel a twinge of nervousness as I approach.

      His mother, a regal figure with impeccable poise, greets me with a warm smile, her eyes twinkling with genuine kindness.

      "Welcome, my dear," she says, gesturing for me to take a seat beside her. "We're so pleased to finally meet you."

      I offer her a grateful smile, feeling slightly more at ease in her presence. But any sense of comfort is quickly shattered by the arrival of Fredrick's younger sister, a haughty girl with a sneer etched on her face.

      As I take my seat at the dining table, Fredrick's younger sister, whose name I discover to be Ivana, gives me the once-over, her expression dripping with disdain.

      Ivana? Seriously? Terrible name, I tell you.

      "Well, well, well," she drawls, her tone dripping with sarcasm. "Look who decided to grace us with their presence. It's Ava, the latest charity case in my brother's collection." Her lip curls in a contemptuous sneer.

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes at her snarky remark, instead plastering on a polite smile that feels about as genuine as a knock-off designer handbag.

      "That's right," I reply, my voice laced with faux sweetness. "In the flesh."

      She smirks, clearly enjoying her little game of verbal ping-pong.

      "So, Ava," she continues, her tone as cutting as a freshly sharpened knife. "What exactly are your qualifications for being here, besides being a professional freeloader?"

      I grit my teeth, fighting the urge to give her a piece of my mind. Instead, I summon every ounce of wit I possess and shoot back, "Well, aside from being a world-class expert in the art of sarcasm, I'm still figuring that out."

      Her laughter rings out like nails on a chalkboard, grating on my nerves like a particularly persistent mosquito.

      "Figuring it out, huh?" she scoffs. "Sounds like a euphemism for I have no idea what I'm doing. Classic Ava."

      I bite back a retort, reminding myself that sinking to her level won't do me any favors. Instead, I flash her a saccharine smile and say, "You know what they say, darling: ignorance is bliss. And you seem positively ecstatic."

      Her smirk falters for a fraction of a second, a flicker of annoyance crossing her features before she regains her composure.

      "Just remember, Ava," she says, her tone dripping with condescension. "You may be here for now, but you'll never be one of us."

      I resist the urge to snap back at her, instead taking a deep breath and reminding myself that I'm only a property of Fredrick. I didn't want to deal with his displeasure by arguing with his younger sister. Besides, I was better than this petty squabbling. But as she continues to belittle me, I can't help but wonder if this is what I've signed up for by getting involved with Fredrick Santos.

      One thing's for sure, if this is just the beginning, I'm going to need a whole lot more than just sarcasm to survive in this world.

      Fredrick, however, sensing my distress, intervenes with uncharacteristic forcefulness. His voice cuts through the air like a whip, his words laced with a cold fury that sends shivers down my spine.

      "Enough!" he bellows, his eyes flashing with anger. "I won't tolerate this kind of behavior in my home. Go back to your room, now."

      His sister recoils at his harsh tone, her eyes widening in shock. “Fredrick, you would scream at me for a lowly bitch?”

      But Fredrick shows no mercy, his jaw clenched in determination as he delivers his final command.

      "Fuck off," he says, his voice low and menacing. "And don't come back until you've learned some manners."

      With tears streaming down her cheeks, Fredrick's sister scurries from the room, leaving behind a stunned silence in her wake.

      As I sit there, reeling from the confrontation, I can't help but feel a newfound respect for the man who's chosen to stand by my side.

      Fredrick's mom, Aurora, steps in like a seasoned diplomat trying to calm down the situation. She gives Fredrick a gentle nudge, reminding him not to go overboard on his little sister, Ivana.

      "Fredrick," she says, her voice calm but firm. "Perhaps you were a bit harsh on Ivana.”

      Fredrick's jaw tightens, but he nods in acknowledgment, a flicker of remorse crossing his features.

      "I know, Mother," he replies, his tone contrite. "But she's becoming more uncontrollable by the day. I can't let her behavior go unchecked.”

      Aurora sighs, her expression tinged with concern. "I'll go talk to her," she says, her voice tinged with resignation. "She's just going through a difficult time."

      With that, she leaves the room, her departure leaving behind a palpable sense of relief.

      And as I sit there, still reeling from the confrontation, I can't help but feel a twinge of guilt for causing such a scene.
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