
  
    [image: Wicked Villains Boxset]
  



  	
	    
	      Also by Katee Robert

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Touch of Taboo

          
        
          
	          Your Dad Will Do

          
        
          
	          Gifting Me To His Best Friend

          
        
          
	          My Dad's Best Friend

          
        
          
	          Seducing My Guardian

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Bad Boy Homecoming

          
        
          
	          Prom Queen

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Come Undone

          
        
          
	          Wrong Bed, Right Guy

          
        
          
	          Chasing Mrs. Right

          
        
          
	          Two Wrongs, One Right

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Gone Wild

          
        
          
	          Kissing Kendall

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Hot in Hollywood

          
        
          
	          Ties That Bind

          
        
          
	          Animal Attraction

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Sabine Valley

          
        
          
	          Abel

          
        
          
	          Broderick

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Wicked Villains

          
        
          
	          Desperate Measures

          
        
          
	          Learn My Lesson

          
        
          
	          A Worthy Opponent

          
        
          
	          The Beast

          
        
          
	          The Sea Witch

          
        
          
	          Queen Takes Rose

          
        
          
	          Wicked Villain Shorts

          
        
          
	          A Wicked Villains Boxset

          
        
          
	          The Complete Wicked Villain Series Boxset

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Stone Heart

          
        
      

      
    
    


  
    
      Wicked Villains Boxset

      Books 1-3

    

    
      
        Katee Robert

      

    

    
      Trinkets and Tales LLC

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Katee Robert

      All rights reserved.

      Cover art by Katee Robert

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

      The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact katee@kateerobert.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Desperate Measures

          

          A Wicked Villains Novel

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Content Warning

          

        

      

    

    
      This book contains depictions of consensual non-consent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Jasmine

        

      

    

    
      Even if I’d been sleeping, the creak of my bedroom door would have startled me into awareness. No one comes into my room at night. Not my father. Certainly none of the men he insists on keeping in our house. Not even the ghost of my poor dead mother dares wander theses halls after hours.

      It simply isn’t done.

      And yet.

      My feet ache from hours’ worth of pacing, my chest aches worse from the heart pain my father delivered earlier. Another betrayal after a lifetime of them shouldn’t be enough to keep sleep from me, but this most recent hurt weighs heavier than most.

      He sold me.

      Oh, he didn’t call it as such. He called it a merger secured by marriage. A meeting of two wealthy families with ties to the criminal underbelly everyone in this mausoleum of a house pretends doesn’t exist. I touch my face, the most persistent of my pains, the only one anchored in the physical instead of emotional. When I’d asked him what price his daughter brought, he’d struck me.

      My mouth always had gotten me into trouble.

      I slip into the deep shadows near my vanity as a man steps through the doorway and into my room. I can’t make out his features in the low light, but it doesn’t matter. He shouldn’t be here. Perhaps my father thinks to send my betrothed to ensure I won’t protest the marriage.

      He’ll get what he deserves.

      I barely dare to breathe and reach for the letter opener I’d left on my vanity. It is sharp and pretty, and it will serve my purpose as well as anything else.

      The man moves on soundless feet toward my bed. If I need further evidence of his intention, I have it. He is no innocent, wandering into the wrong room—though nothing like that had ever happened before. He is here for me.

      I will not go quietly.

      I wait until he is several steps past me before I lunge. He’s too tall for me to reliably reach his neck from behind, so I go with the next best option. His sharp inhale and perfect stillness are his only response to the sharp blade pressing against the groin of his slacks. “Good evening, Jasmine.”

      I freeze. I know that cultured voice, have heard it in both dreams and nightmares for the last five years. This man isn’t my betrothed, the sword that’s hung over my neck since my father’s proclamation. No, he is far worse.

      Jafar, my father’s second-in-command.

      I catch myself before I relent. If Jafar hadn’t signed the contract himself, he was at least party to it, the trading of my body and soul as they trade in so many other unmentionable commodities. Why had I thought I was special? A princess locked in a tower is only kept away from the world for one reason: it has nothing to do with her safety and everything to do with her perceived value.

      “I will not go quietly.” I don’t know why I say the words aloud, why I make this particular claim when so many others crowd my lips. Don’t make me do this. I don’t choose this. Help me. Save me. I am a daughter and not a son, so my father will never acknowledge me as heir, and neither will his men. Jafar owes no loyalty to me.

      A new word bubbles up, the one I’ve only ever used in his presence once before. Our secret little game that we’ve played for five long years, to what end I haven’t let myself consider. “Rajah. Jafar, just … please.”

      My only warning is a slight tension in his body and then he moves. He catches my wrist in a punishing grip and spins to face me, forcing my hand up and out, the letter opener falling from nerveless fingers. He captures my chin roughly, tilting my head back, though I can’t read his expression in the darkness. “You want me to save you.”

      I should have known better.

      Humiliation rolls over me, a toxic mix when combined with the fear and anger already bubbling up inside my skin, the emotions too big for this fragile shell of mine. I wish I was larger, more deadly, able to fight back in any real way instead of standing here, shaking in his grasp. “Fuck you.”

      “Ah, there she is.” I don’t have to see his mouth clearly to hear the smile in his voice. If the devil exists, he sounds like a satisfied Jafar, all slow grins and carefully curated words that seemed to have meanings within meanings. His thumb brushes my lip, a glancing touch I only notice because I’m so hyper-focused on him.

      On how close we stand.

      All he has to do is lean down a little …

      Or perhaps if I arch my back a little more …

      My breasts will brush his chest. And our hips—No, best not to think about that. Not now.

      Not ever.

      “Let me go,” I bite out.

      “I don’t think so.” Instead, he closes the last bit of distance between us, shifting his grip from my chin to the base of my neck, his arm around my back pressing me firmly against him.

      Oh my god.

      He’s so much bigger than he seems from a distance. Not massive like so many of the meatheads my father employs for security. Jafar possesses a lean strength that his expensive suits have hidden up to this point.

      And his cock …

      He wants me.

      A hysterical laugh flies free. “Not so cold and proper now, are you?” I roll my hips against him. I can’t help it. It’s like some fiery demon has taken possession of my body. Or maybe it’s my inevitable fate bearing down on me that makes me fearless in this moment.

      Will my buyer want me if I’m tarnished goods?

      The thought spurs me on. I roll my body again, an invitation I can’t quite put into words. I may be dancing on the edge of daring, but that’s too bold, even for me.

      He stills me with his hand on my hip, holding me a breath of distance away, his fingers digging roughly into my flesh. “Your father is gone.”

      I blink. “What?”

      “The territory is mine.” His grip doesn’t tighten, exactly, but it becomes almost possessive. “You’re mine, Jasmine.”

      That isn’t an answer, but I am helpless to focus on anything but his last sentence. “Over my dead body.” I am not some trophy to be passed to the victor in whatever power plays they insist on acting out.

      Except …

      That’s exactly what I am.

      “Earlier you said Rajah. You know what that word means to us.”

      Us. There never was an us, not in any way that could be quantified. Barbed words exchanged time and time again, each of us seeking to dig deeper, to incite a response, to push past the icy surface layer and bring forth irritation, anger, frustration. Something.

      Words. It was only ever words.

      Tonight is the first time Jafar has ever touched me.

      I shiver at the thought. “It means you stop.” I’m not even sure where that truth originates. I’ve only had cause to use it once, the only time Jafar’s cutting remarks strayed too close to causing me harm. A single word and he immediately retreated; his dark eyes grave. We never spoke of it again.

      “It means I stop,” he agrees.

      There it is again, the softest touch of his thumb sliding down the side of my neck. So faint I might have imagined it. I lick my lips, and I swear I can actually feel his attention sharpening on my mouth.

      He shakes his head. “Everything that was your father’s is now mine. Everything, Jasmine.”

      “Including me,” I say the words, hating them. Hating him in this moment for reminding me of my role in all this. Not an active participant. Never that.

      “Including you,” he says softly. Again, I hear more than see his smile. “However, I’m feeling remarkably charitable tonight. This is your chance at that freedom you claim to want so badly. Say the word and walk out the door. None of my men will touch you. No one will chase you down. You’ll never hear from me or mine again.”

      My breath stalls in my lungs. Freedom. It’s a trap. It must be a trap. I am Jasmine Sarraf, and I am as close to royalty as there comes in this city. I have an inheritance waiting for my thirtieth birthday—or my marriage—that would make kings weep with envy.

      My inheritance.

      The door of the trap springs shut behind me with a click I can almost hear. “If I leave, you’ll take my money.”

      “On the contrary. It’s my money now.”

      “Thief.”

      “I can hardly steal what I won by might. Your father made his choices. They were the wrong ones, and he’s lost everything as a result.” He leans closer, bringing with him the scent of his spicy aftershave. “Choose, Jasmine.”

      As if there is a real choice. I am a twenty-five-year-old woman who’s never left my father’s extensive grounds. My only real-world experience centers around throwing parties and playing to expectations, allowing people to see my pretty face without concerning themselves with my mind, my ambitions, me. I’ve never had a job. I have a diploma, but I let my father put off my arguments for attending college. Just like I let him shout down my ambitions and plans to carve out a space for my plans to make our organization stronger. Every single connection I have will turn their back on me if I can no longer wield the money and power the Sarraf name means.

      Or used to mean.

      Jafar’s coup will ensure my father’s allies turn their backs on me even if I have access to my trust fund.

      It takes every bit of courage I have to lift my chin, to banish any quiver from my tone. “Give me my money, Jafar. I won’t challenge you. I’ll leave and you’ll never see me again.”

      He laughs. The bastard laughs at me, the sound filling the room and taking up far too much space. “You want to have it all without consequences. That’s not how this works, and you know it.” Another of those laughs that has me fighting not to curl my toes against the thick carpet beneath my feet. Jafar releases me so quickly, I almost fall without his touch to fight against. “I’ll make you a deal, Jasmine.”

      Another trap.

      That’s why my heartbeat kicks into high gear, a stampede of one in my chest. Fear. Understandable and justifiable, considering my circumstances. It’s certainly not something akin to delight at the opportunity to pick up whatever gauntlet he’s about to throw at my feet.

      Jafar moves away, his features still hidden from me in the darkness. As if I don’t have them memorized, from his close-cropped black curling hair, to his medium brown skin that darkens over the summer months, to his perfectly groomed beard. And those eyes. Those dark eyes haunt me.

      He stops near my bed, and I would give a fortune to know his thoughts as he looks down at the tangled sheets where I spend every night. Finally, he turns to face me. “Run, Jasmine. If you make it to the front door, I’ll release you, trust fund intact.”

      Run.

      I plant my feet. “And if I don’t?”

      Another of those sinful chuckles. “Then you’re mine, body and soul.”

      A thrill cascades through me, intense enough to steal my breath. His.

      No. I give myself a shake. No, no, no.

      I’ve fought a losing battle from the time I first realized my place in my father’s business, fought to be considered an actual person instead of an asset. Since I realized that my body and looks are more important than anything my brain can accomplish. If my father truly is gone, that means I have a chance to set a new course.

      But only if I make the right move tonight.

      I part my lips, the word that would set me free tingling against my tongue. Rajah. That’s what I should want, isn’t it? To be gone from this place and this man and all the strings attached to what he’s offering me. Just another kind of ownership.

      You’re mine, body and soul.

      No misunderstanding his meaning.

      If he catches me …

      I shouldn’t want him to catch me.

      With a shaking breath, I put away my desires. They betray me the same way this man betrayed my father. Deserving or not, it is a betrayal. I pull my robe more firmly around me, a laughably worthless action considering how short and silky it is. The slick fabric reveals more than it conceals, and if I wonder if the shadows blind Jafar the same way they do to me, his nearly soundless inhale at my movement tells me—he can see me enough to want me.

      But then, he’s always watched me with a hot gaze beneath those hooded eyes.

      And me? I enjoyed the attention. The thrill of it, of how forbidden it was to be desired by this man.

      More the fool I was. He’s just as bad as my father. Worse, in some ways, because while my father had many faults, breaking his word was never one of them. For better or worse, when he said he’d do a thing, he followed through on it.

      Jafar promised my father his loyalty.

      Look where that’s left us.

      I take a step back, and then another. A third brings me flush with the door. “I will walk out that door with my money and my freedom.”

      “Then run, Jasmine. I’m feeling generous, so I’ll even give you to the count of ten.”

      Generous? Never. More like he wants to draw this out, to give me a moment where I can actually taste victory before he snatches it away. This is all a game to him. Everything seems to be a game to Jafar.

      I don’t hesitate this time. I throw open the door and flee down the hall, my bare feet slapping the cold tile in time with my racing heart. The front door never felt so far away. Three staircases, half a dozen halls, more rooms than I care to count. All of it stands between me and my freedom.

      If you really wanted freedom, you should have used your safe word.

      I ignore the sensible voice whispering through me. Freedom without resources is no freedom at all. This is the only way.

      I reach the stairs as my bedroom door opens behind me. Even though I know better, I look over my shoulder as Jafar steps into the hall and adjusts the cuffs of his suit jacket. God, he’s magnificent. Evil and manipulative, and far too attractive for my peace of mind. Our gazes collide over the distance and the slow curve of his lips into a satisfied grin nearly sends me falling down the stairs.

      He starts toward me.

      I flee for my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Jasmine

        

      

    

    
      I sprint faster than I’ve ever run before. Down staircase after staircase, flying around the corners with enough momentum that my long hair kisses the wall at every turn. I know before I hit the ground level that I won’t be fast enough. That I’ve made it this far is only because Jafar enjoys the chase. I know that, but I can’t stop myself from trying to win against the odds stacked against me.

      Freedom, true freedom, waits.

      Entrapment bites at my heels.

      I know he expects me to take the main route to the front door, a wide hallway that cuts nearly the length of my father’s house. It’s meant to showcase his wealth, the walls lined with priceless works of art and each open doorway giving glimpses of rooms filled with more of the same. This is where my father brings people when he wants to impress them, intimidate them, influence them.

      Or at least he used to.

      I can’t think about that now.

      I swing around the corner and race through the second door down the hall. If I can lose Jafar in the maze of rooms populating the floor plan, I might have an actual chance.

      The thought barely forms in my mind when a weight hits my back hard enough to take me to the floor. I shriek and throw my hands out, but Jafar is already rolling us, taking the brunt of the impact. The temptation to go limp, to give in, to not make this a fight, rises.

      Fuck that.

      I elbow him with everything I’ve got, and his quiet oomph is music to my ears. His grip goes slack for half a second, and that’s all I need to slither out of the cage he’s made his body. I almost make it. He catches me around my hips and flips me onto my back.

      And then he’s there, where I’ve dreaded and desired him, between my thighs, pinning my hips to the ground with his weight, his hands bracketing my wrists in a bruising grip. Overpowering me so easily, he’s not even breathing hard. I loathe him so much in that moment, I arch up and try to headbutt him. All that does is draw a low rumble of a laugh from his throat. “Brat.”

      “I hate you.”

      “Do you?”

      How can he lie here and talk to me as if we’re having any other conversation in any other circumstance? I can’t catch my breath, can’t think past the hard length of his cock pressed against me, past his heavy weight holding me down. “Let me go.”

      “No.” He transfers both my wrists to one of his hands and forces my arms over my head. I fight him. Of course I fight him. But the thrashing only loosens my robe, the silk sliding across my bare breasts and exposing me. Jafar glances down and his mouth goes hard. He uses his free hand to clasp my chin, stilling me. “Last chance, Jasmine.”

      I know what he wants to hear.

      If I had any self-preservation, I’d give him the word that would stop everything. For reasons I refuse to examine, I won’t. I have lost so much in the last few months. I can’t lose any more. I won’t.

      I wrench my chin out of his grip and bite his thumb. Hard. He doesn’t wince. To show even that much reaction would be too much for Jafar. He just leans away enough to flip me back onto my stomach before his weight pins me in place again. I fight, but I might as well rail against a hurricane. I’m helpless as he maneuvers my legs farther apart and grips my throat, arching me back until I’m looking down the hallway we lay in the middle of. His beard scrapes against my neck and then I feel his teeth against the sensitive skin there. “Scream if it makes you feel better. We both know why you won’t make me stop. You want this.”

      “I don’t want this.” I might want this.

      One of his hands snakes between my stomach and the floor, working ever southward. “Shall we see about that?”

      I thrash, but he’s got me too effectively pinned. Humiliation heats my face. I know what he’ll find even before his fingers slip beneath the band of my silk panties and lower yet. The truth of me. Hot and wet and aching to be filled by him.

      No.

      No, damn it, I shouldn’t want this.

      But a whimper still escapes my lips when he pushes a single finger into me. How many times have I imagined being touched like this? A thousand? A hundred thousand? More. It’s not the same when it’s my fingers driving me to new heights. I’m too soft, too tentative, too me.

      Jafar is none of those things. He touches me like he’s known my body before. Like maybe he’s imagined this, too.

      He doesn’t give me the chance to get over the shock of him doing this here. In the middle of the hallway where I can hear low male voices not too far away. Does he think to defile me in my father’s house? Right on the floor like a pair of animals?

      He withdraws his hand and holds his finger in front of my face, wet with my traitorous desire. “Tell me again how you don’t want this.”

      Time and time again, stretching back through my entire life, I have bent instead of standing my ground. Every. Single. Time. If I was smart, I’d do it this time, too. He tenses against my back, his body filled with the promise of violence and more. Would he be gentle with me if I conceded, if I admitted just how much I want this?

      I’ll never know. “I don’t want this.” Even as my mouth forms the words, my hips lift against his, the slightest undulation to betray me.

      Jafar curses. “Stubborn until the bitter end.” He shoves up my robe and shifts his grip to the back of my neck, pushing my face against the cool tile of the floor. A rip and then my panties are gone, tossed against the wall in my line of sight. Discarded and forgotten.

      I’ll be damned before I join them.

      I struggle, fighting to turn over. When he keeps me pinned, words fly free. “You do this, you better look me in the fucking eyes while you do it.”

      Jafar, the bastard, laughs. “Did you think you had a say? You don’t.” He uses his thighs to spread my legs obscenely and then he palms me again, spearing me with one finger and then two. “What a treacherous daughter you are, wet and panting on the floor of your father’s house, riding the fingers of the man who took everything from him.”

      He’s right, but I can’t quite gain control of my hips. His fingers feel so incredible inside me, but he doesn’t drive them deep like I crave. He’s cruel in his gentleness, in the slow touch while he holds me in this vulgar position so effortlessly.

      “I hate you,” I gasp. “I don’t want this.” Pleasure coils through me, tighter and tighter, centering on my clit and the slow circling of his thumb there. I press my fingers hard against the tile, desperate for more leverage to force him to finish this. So close.

      His hand drops away and then his voice is in my ear, low and rougher than I’ve ever heard it. “Repeat it enough, and it might even be true.” He lost his cultured facade somewhere along the way, and I’d give anything to be able to see the look on his face right now. The sound of his zipper dragging down seems to echo unnaturally loud against our harsh breathing. And then his cock is there, pressing at my entrance.

      I tense, waiting, hoping, that he’ll drive it deep.

      Nothing. Nothing but the threat of him.

      The promise of him.

      He’s giving me one last chance, I realize. One last chance to change my mind, to be anything other than what I am. Easier to pretend I fought this, to say over and over again that I didn’t want it. My body knows the truth. My mind does, too.

      I was never that good at lying to myself.

      I can’t move my hips in my current position, my legs spread and ass lifted. I don’t have to. I have the best weapon in the world. “What are you waiting for, Jafar? Lost your nerve?” I swallow hard, but my voice still comes out just as ragged as his. “We both know I can’t make you stop. I won’t make you stop.”

      He goes still for one eternal moment. I have the hysterical thought that he’s going to make me beg, to put my betrayal into words the same way I’ve put it into action.

      And then he grips my hip and shoves deep. I scream. I can’t help it. I might be a virgin only in the most technical sense—that I’ve never had a man inside me—but any physical evidence of it is long gone thanks to the illicit sex toys I secreted into my room years ago.

      It doesn’t seem to matter. He’s big, bigger than anything I’ve played with to date, and he’s not giving me time to adjust. Jafar pulls out and shoves back in, hard enough to move me several inches up the hallway despite his hold on my neck. The tile bites my knees and my hands slap the floor, sounds slipping from my lips that are more animal than woman. It hurts. Everything hurts. But I can’t stop arching back against him as much as I’m able, the pain twining with pleasure that I have no way to describe.

      The earlier denied orgasm rolls over me, and my breathless cries morph into a single word. His name. A benediction and a curse. Over and over and over again. “Jafar, Jafar, Jafar.”

      He keeps thrusting, his low sounds just as animal-like as mine. At last moment, he pulls out of me and something hot and thick lands across my ass and upper thighs.

      My body morphs into something less solid than muscle and bone. I drop to the ground. I can do nothing but lay there and relearn how to breathe with my lower half exposed, his come cooling on my bare skin.

      He just …

      That bastard just …

      “Say it, Jasmine.”

      I blink rapidly, mind gone hazy and indistinct with the shocking combination of pleasure and pain he’d delivered, the dose of humiliation and possession that he cultivated like fine wine. I lick my lips, and it takes me two tries to form the words. “Say what?”

      “Say ‘Thank you, Jafar.’”

      Over my dead body. “The hell I will.”

      “Disobedient to the very end.” His chuckle has my body clenching despite my rage. “We’ll work on it.” He moves off me, and a few moments later he catches me under my arms and pulls me to my feet and turns me to face him. My knees buckle, the traitors. I’m forced to grab his shoulders to stay upright.

      It’s right around then that we get our first good look at each other.

      There’s no evidence of what we just did on his face. It might be there in the extra growl in his voice, but he appears as composed and distant as ever. It makes me want to strike him. My world just came crashing down around me, and even without access to a mirror, I know that I look a mess.

      Jafar skims off my robe, ignoring my weak attempt to cover my breasts. He uses the wadded-up fabric to clean the evidence of himself from my ass and thighs, and somehow that’s the most humiliating part of this whole experience. “I can do it.”

      “No.” Just that. Nothing more. He tosses the ruined fabric to join my panties on the floor and only then does he look at my face. At the bruise darkening my skin, courtesy of my father’s hand. Storm clouds gather in his dark eyes. He touches my chin, tilting my face to the side. “Did he do this?”

      “You’re going to have to be more specific.” When he just waits, I relent. I’m too tired for this ridiculous argument. Too confused and exhilarated and depressed, all at once. “My father doesn’t like it when I talk back.”

      “You always talk back. He’s never hit you before.”

      “Hasn’t he?”

      His mouth goes tight and I have the presence of mind to wonder if my father is still among the living. He may not stay that way for long with the fury emanating from Jafar.

      Funny that he wasn’t angry until this point.

      He unbuttons his shirt in neat, precise movements and shrugs out of it. I skitter back a step. “My room is upstairs. I’ll get my own clothes.”

      “You know better.”

      Damn it, but I do.

      This is as much about a power play as it is about anything as mundane as lust. Jafar might want me, but it’s not simply because he’s a man who wants a woman. I am a symbol, an indicator that his victory over my father is complete on every level. Power, money, home, daughter.

      Likely in that order.

      Jafar pulls his shirt on me and buttons it up as if he dresses me in his clothing regularly. I’m tall enough that it barely covers my ass, but apparently that isn’t the point.

      The conqueror must parade his stolen goods in front of his men.

      “Why not just throw a collar on my neck and lead me around naked to really seal my degradation?”

      His lips curve. “Maybe another time.” He brushes my hair back and then his finger is there, tracing the shape of the bruises coloring my cheekbone. Marking it. Memorizing it.

      Yes, if my father is alive, he’ll come to regret that strike. I have no doubts about that.

      “You’re in my world now, Jasmine.”

      Was that supposed to comfort me? He’s a snake in the garden, tempting me into delicious sin and then abandoning me in every way that counted once the deed is done. Jafar doesn’t seem to need a response. He simply tosses me over his shoulder like some old-world war prize. I want to scream and curse and flail, but it’s only his upper arm across the bottom of my ass that holds his shirt in place. If I fight him, I won’t get free, and everyone will see every part of me.

      Just more humiliation.

      “You’ll pay for this.”

      “Unlikely.” He starts down the hallway with an easy stride, as if my weight on his shoulder is completely inconsequential. As if I’m nothing more than another token of his superiority.

      I’m thankful that my long hair hides my face as we leave the hallway and enter the main foyer. It’s a ridiculously overdrawn room with two curving staircases leading up to the second floor and more than enough space for fifty people to stand comfortably.

      It sounds as if it’s filled to capacity.

      A murmur goes through the people gathered. It’s speculative and filled with no small amount of gleeful malice. They think Jafar raped me, that he took by force something they followed with covetous eyes since the time I hit puberty and developed breasts.

      They could never comprehend the level of my betrayal, that I wanted him to defile me the way he did, that I welcomed his touch even as I mouthed all the protests I could muster. Every word but the one that would make a difference.

      Jafar knows.

      He owns me, and I have no one to blame but myself.

      “Well done.” His voice booms out, silencing everyone. “Tonight is for celebrating.” He lets them cheer, lets the ugliness of their glee wash over me. “Tomorrow, we get to work.”

      “Where you taking the girl, boss?” A voice from the crowd. I know that voice. It’s Richard, a man who served on my personal protective detail despite my begging my father to remove him. Another fight I lost. He laughed, the sound buoyed by others around him. “Share the spoils of war!”

      Share me.

      I tense. I can’t help it.

      Surely he wouldn’t …

      Jafar goes still. I sense the danger before the rest of the room. But then, I’ve spent an inordinate amount of time studying him over the years. He always goes still before he cuts someone off at the knees. “Richard, would you come into my home and steal from me?”

      Stammering. Richard realizes his mistake. I could tell him it’s too late, but instead I squeeze my eyes shut, wanting this whole spectacle to be over.

      “This woman is mine, by right and by might. Touch her, and I will crush you.”

      “She’s just a pair of tits, boss.” This from farther away, deeper in the crowd as if that will save them.

      “Touch her, and I will crush you,” he repeats.

      Jafar turns and pushes through the doors. I can’t maintain the tension in my body any longer, and I slump down against him. “I hate you.” Maybe if I say it enough times, it will even morph into the truth.

      Anything is possible.

      He moves down the steps, and even in my fury and fear, I notice that he takes pains to keep his stride even and not jar me more than necessary. I can’t bring myself to feel grateful. Not after the events of the last hour. Not after his men were so painfully clear of what they would have done to me—what they wanted to do to me.

      I shudder. “I’m going to be sick.”

      Instantly, he has my feet on the ground and guides me to a bench situated near the driveway. “Head down between your knees.” His big palm on my upper back doesn’t give me a choice in the placement. It helps. I hate that it helps. “They wanted to—”

      “No one will touch you.”

      “You did.”

      It’s only when his hand stops rubbing on my back that I realize it was in motion to begin with. I expect him to argue that I wanted everything he did to me and more. To point out that we have one foolproof brake when it comes to our rules of engagement and I didn’t enact it.

      I should know better by now.

      “I did more than touch you. I held you down and shoved my cock into that tight little cunt of yours, and even while you cursed me, you came harder than you’ve ever come before. ” His breath ghosts against the shell of my ear. “I’m going to do it again. And again. And again. You made your choice, Jasmine. Now you have to live with it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Jafar

        

      

    

    
      Five years of maintaining perfect control and I’ve thrown it away in a single night.  Anyone else would call the events of the last few hours a complete and utter victory. I look at the woman curled up on the seat next to me, her long legs tucked under the shirt that I put on her. Jasmine will wear my bruises in the morning, marks on her hips from my fingers and marks on her knees from the marble floor. That doesn’t concern me. She made her choice with eyes wide open, and I’m a bastard because I look forward to every single power struggle in the future spinning out between us.

      Connected.

      Forever.

      She’s mine now the same way her father’s fortune and business and allies are now mine.

      My gaze tracks the curve of the bruise darkening her cheekbone. It’s not particularly brutal as bruises go, but what it represents has an inferno of fury spiraling up through me. That fucker kept her in a cage, playing the doting father when it served his purposes, and sold her to that little shit of an upstart. Then he had the audacity to strike her when she protested?

      I’m no better than he is in so many ways, but when I strike a woman, it’s because she damn well wants it. Because she gets off on it. Balthazar Sarraf hit his daughter the same way a man kicks a dog because it didn’t immediately follow his orders.

      It’s a shame he’s already dead, because I would happily kill him for this sin alone.

      “Stop staring at me.”

      I ask the thing I should have thought about before shoving my cock into her. “Are you on birth control?”

      She shoots me a surprised look. “Of course. I have an IUD.”

      Of course. As if it’s a given. “How did you manage that?”

      “Our family doctor likes bribes and hates my father. It only took one of my mother’s heirloom pieces to convince him to give me one.” She runs her fingers through her hair almost absently. “I don’t have control of so many things—of anything—but I ensured I’d at least have control of whether or not I have children.”

      Jasmine always was more savvy than her father gave her credit for. She’s managed to work around him at least a dozen times since I joined the organization, and those are just the ones I noticed.

      “I’m tested regularly,” I finally say. “You have nothing to worry about from me on that front.”

      “That’s good. I have to worry about you on every other front.” She turns and stares out the window. She doesn’t look away as we drive into town and the city creeps up around us.

      It strikes me that she’s never seen any of this before. Sarraf kept expansive and immaculate grounds surrounded by a truly impressive wall and security system. He may have traveled extensively, but his daughter had been confined to the property. For her safety, of course.

      To keep her under his thumb, more like.

      I have no high horse to stand on when it comes to that. I want Jasmine confined, too. My collar on her neck, its chain never far from my hand. I want her on her knees in subservience. I want to fucking ruin her.

      If there’s a good guy in this scenario, it’s not my part to play.

      I let the silence drag out as we pass through the streets. This time of night Carver City is far from empty, but the traffic that plagues the streets during rush hour is long gone. It barely takes us an hour before my driver pulls into The Underworld parking garage that is our destination. He parks and waits, as he’s trained to do. I own the building. The security here is above reproach, but I prefer it to be understated. Cameras and tech instead of burly guards reminding a person that they constantly had to watch their words, their actions, their tells.

      Better for my purposes that they forget themselves.

      I climb out of the car and take a step back, waiting for her to follow me.

      I should know better by now.

      Jasmine crosses her arms over her chest and glares. “Oh, I’m sorry. Was I supposed to heel?”

      “A good pet would.”

      Her dark eyes flash in anger, and fuck if I don’t enjoy it. She’s beautiful in a fierce way that demands the attention of any room she enters—long wavy black hair, light brown skin, and a mouth made to wrap around my cock. Those lips form words that have my blood heating in response. “Fuck. You.”

      “I. Did.” I bend down and snag her ankle, towing her across the seat. She tries to kick me in the face, her first show of spirit since I put my shirt on her. It soothes something in me that I refuse to examine too closely. She’s no good to me damaged. No matter what narrative she uses to attempt to write what happened, we both know the truth.

      I pull her out of the car, spin her around, and bend her over the trunk. “Jasmine,” I say mildly. “Tell me your safe word.”

      The slightest of hesitations, as if she wants to refuse me this. Finally, she spits it out. “Rajah.”

      I lean over her, letting the weight of my body pin her in place. “You wanted me to save you from the deal your father made. I did. This is my price.” I could take her here, like this, and she’ll curse me to hell and back, but she’ll thrust back on my cock and scream my name as she comes.

      It’s not the time for that. I’m dancing on the edge of reason with her already, and any more tonight is a mistake. It takes several precious moments to reclaim control of myself. “We can stay here all night and fight if you want, but there’s a meal, a bath, and a bed upstairs. The only person your resistance hurts is yourself.”

      “You’re crazy if you think I’ll sleep in your bed.”

      I chuckle, knowing it will make her see red. “A place in my bed isn’t punishment, Jasmine. It’s a reward. A reward you haven’t earned. Not by half.”

      Her indignant huff makes me smile, though I smooth out my expression before I take a step back and allow her to turn around. She shoves her hair out of her eyes just so she can shoot me a glare. “You’re a dick.”

      “And you’re a brat.” I motion to the elevators. “Want to continue to trade insults or do you want to go up?”

      I can actually see her weighing her options before she turns and marches toward the door, every inch of her as regal as a queen. It’s only then that I realize she’s walking in this fucking place with bare feet.

      I scoop her up, ignoring her curses, and move quickly to the elevator. Once we’re inside, I set her on her feet.

      She tries to punch me in the throat.

      I laugh as I catch her fist. I can’t help it. The woman never ceases to fight when she should flee, or to mouth off when she should shut up. True to form, she gives a snarl worthy of any predator. “Touch me again and I’ll rip your fucking throat out.”

      So it’ll be like that, will it?

      I use my hold on her hand to yank her against my chest and then I band an arm across her lower back. She fights me, but there’s no winning. Not with our size difference. Not when I’m so much stronger.

      I wait for that realization to wash over her, for her to go still. It takes her longer to stop fighting than most, and even then she glares up at me as if I’m a bug she’d like to squash.

      “You have the ability to stop this. One little word, Jasmine, and the game ends. That’s all it’s ever taken with us.”

      She clamps her mouth shut, though her anger doesn’t appear to abate.

      “Now that we have that settled …” The elevator doors open and I walk her backwards into my penthouse. I wait for the doors to shut behind me, closing off the exit unless one has the key, and then I release her.

      She takes several large steps back. Though I can tell she wants to rip another strip off me, her curiosity gets the better of her. Jasmine turns in a slow circle. I follow her gaze, seeing the place through her filter. Wide open space with luxurious furniture, the color scheme minimalist in its extreme. Black furniture. White walls and pale wooden floors. The windows stretch the entire length of the penthouse, going from room to room, offering a view of Carver City.

      That’s where she heads.

      I follow, keeping a few steps back, not bothering to turn on the lights other than the lamp next to the elevator. She reaches up, but stops before she touches the glass. “It’s so big.”

      It’s really not. Carver City isn’t even in the top twenty of the largest cities in the country, but Jasmine doesn’t care about that shit. This is the widest world she’s ever experienced.

      I can use that.

      I’m just bastard enough to do it.

      “Let’s discuss terms.”

      She turns to face me slowly, as if it’s a challenge to drag herself away from the view. “I was under the impression that terms were set when you growled that I was yours and then threw me over your shoulder like a piece of meat.”

      Fair point, but not one I’ll admit. “Come now, Jasmine. You know it’s not as simple as that. Didn’t your father teach you anything?” A low blow, but it’s imperative that this plays out the way I need it to.

      She doesn’t flinch. Of course she doesn’t. There’s very little I can say to her that her hated father hasn’t already driven into her head. I’ve seen the way he talks to his daughter, as if she’s shit on the bottom of his shoe. Good only for bargaining away her womb and legacy to the highest bidder.

      Well, not the highest bidder. If he had, we wouldn’t be in this situation to begin with.

      She props her hands on her generous hips. “You have terms? Fine. I’m listening.”

      “You will not leave this building without permission. The penthouse and the floor below it are yours, but nowhere else.”

      Her eyes flashed. “So I’ve traded one cage for another. Wonderful. Just what I always wanted.”

      I ignore that. “Tomorrow, we’ll see about you earning some clothes.”

      “Earn some clothes.” Her jaw drops, but she recovers quickly. Jasmine shakes her head. “No. I’m not playing these games with you.” She presses her lips together and then goes in for the kill. “You’re even worse than he is.”

      No need to clarify which he she means. There was only ever one in her life. “He sold you to a monster.”

      “I don’t think you should be throwing stones about monsters. And you were only too happy to jump in and use that to your advantage. Two sides of the exact same coin.” She glares. “I’m not interested in playing.”

      I should have better control, should be able to stem the rising tide of anger within me. I didn’t expect her to be grateful—I’m not delusional—but this is bullshit. “If one monster is just as good as other, would you rather I deliver you to Ali? I doubt he’ll care that you’re damaged goods as long as his end goal is achieved. He may even thank me for breaking you in, considering the shit he’s into. ”

      I see the slap coming and do nothing to stop the blow. She puts enough force in it to turn my head. “Shut. Up.”

      She goes for another strike, but I catch her wrist. “No safe words with him, Jasmine. No way out.”

      “You’re putting me in a cage. Don’t act like I’m better off here.”

      It stings, even as I tell myself there’s no reason for it to. I’m hardly an altruistic man. I may have changed my plan when news of the merger came through, but I always intended to take everything from Balthazar. The man is as much a monster as Ali is and, more unforgivably, he’s bad at business. There’s no reason he shouldn’t own double the territory in Carver City that he does currently, but he’s been too focused with petty bullshit to realize his potential.

      That’s fine.

      His loss is my gain.

      I study her. She’s fucking exhausted. We could stand here and yell at each other all night, but it won’t accomplish a damn thing. Taking Jasmine in the hallway of her father’s home was an impulse I should have been able to deny, but she’s always played fast and loose with my control. I handled it up to this point because the end game was more important than wanting to sink my cock into that tight little pussy while she went for my throat.

      Now I get to have my cake and eat it, and I’m not even a little bit sorry about how things have played out.

      “We’ll fight about it tomorrow.”

      “I don’t want anything of yours. I sure as hell don’t want your charity.” Jasmine unbuttons my shirt with shaking hands. A shrug of her shoulders and it’s on the floor, leaving her gloriously, defiantly naked. She lifts her chin and stares me down. “You want a kept pet. Let’s not pretty it up with whatever you had planned to keep me docile.”

      “Docile?” I shake my head and move toward her slowly, enjoying the exact moment she realized she miscalculated. A flash of something that isn’t quite fear. Another woman would take that moment to backtrack, to try another angle. Not Jasmine. She all but shoots fire out of her eyes, as if she believes if she put enough anger and will behind it, she’ll burn me to a crisp.

      I sift my fingers through her hair and twisted it around my hand until I force her head back. I lean down, careful not to touch her anywhere but her hair. “You’re about as docile as a rabid tiger.”

      “Then you’re the fool who trapped that tiger in your home.”

      I don’t bother to argue. She’s right. Every little piece of my life is carefully calculated. It always has been. A man does not rise as far or as fast as I have by letting his baser instincts rise to the fore.

      And yet, I want her.

      I wanted her the moment I laid eyes on her five years ago, when I was first brought into Balthazar’s operation. Twenty years old and as bold and beautiful as the flower she’s named after. I knew better than to touch her then, no matter how much I enjoyed our verbal sparring sessions, no matter how often I read the invitation in her eyes.

      She’s shaking, and I’m not fool enough to think it’s from desire. She’s exhausted and beneath that mountain of anger is fear.

      I force myself to move back, to release her. She’s here, and that’s enough for now. Jasmine’s shaky exhale just confirms it was the right choice to make. I head toward the hallway. “This way.”

      “I really, really hate you right now.”

      I ignore that and walk deeper into the penthouse. Several seconds later, the sound of her footsteps padding after me make me smile. Even when she’s fighting me tooth and nail, there’s a core of submissiveness there that draws me, a moth to flame. Being burned to death isn’t on the agenda. I’m in control, and the sooner she learns that, the smoother this will go.

      The spare bedroom is rarely used. I’m not in the habit of allowing people into my home, let alone inviting them to stay for any length of time. When I fuck, I do it at the club. It saves me the trouble of anyone getting the wrong idea.

      It’s as neutral as the rest of my home. Clean lines, stark colors. The order of it soothes me. I hold open the door and stand aside, watching her expression as she takes the space in.

      A small line appears between her strong brows. “What do you have against color, Jafar?”

      “It’s messy.”

      She arches an eyebrow, apparently forgetting that she’s naked in my home. “Messy,” Jasmine repeats. “You think color is messy.” She shakes her hand and moves forward to investigate.

      From tigress to curious kitten. All she needed was something to explore. I file away that information for later and content myself with watching her move through the room. She runs her hand over the comforter, testing its softness, and walks to poke her head into the walk-in closet.

      The bathroom is what gets her. I knew it would. Balthazar might have been an asshole of a father, but he indulged his daughter’s material desires without limit. Whenever she wasn’t in her usual haunts, she could be found down by the fountain in the middle of his hedge maze. The whole thing is rather overdone for my tastes, over a square mile of curving paths and little courtyards, but it fit Jasmine’s fancy. Or maybe she simply needed to pretend she wasn’t walled in and the maze was her way of doing it.

      I’ll ask her eventually.

      Not today, though.

      I wait for her to walk back into the room to speak. “I have business to take care of.”

      She waves that away as if it’s not worth knowing. “You always do.”

      Now’s the time to establish what this relationship will be. “When I get back, I want you naked and kneeling at the front door.”

      She stops short. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. Naked and kneeling. That’s an order.”

      “When are you going to be back?”

      I almost smile, but muscle the response down deep. “I’ll be back before dawn.”

      “Before dawn,” she echoes, understanding washing over her expression. “You want me to wait for you. For an unknown amount of time. Naked and kneeling.”

      I permit myself a tight smile. “Yes, Jasmine. That’s exactly what I expect.” I turn around and head for the elevators. The thrill of the push and pull with her, the fighting and resisting—It makes me so fucking hard, I can barely see straight. If I had my way, I wouldn’t leave her alone to stew over everything that’s happened tonight, but business has to come before pleasure.

      Even if pleasure with Jasmine is business.

      I step into the elevator and ride it down to the parking garage. Jeremiah, my second in command, meets me there. He looks a little worse for wear, his suit rumpled and his normally perfect dark hair askew. I note the blood spatter on his shirt. “It’s done?”

      Jeremiah nods. “We ran into a few complications, but nothing the boys and I couldn’t handle.”

      “Good.”

      He glances behind me at the elevator. “You got your princess?”

      “Among other things.” I head for the car and he falls into step next to me. “We’re ready for the next part of the process.”

      He makes a face. “Ali slipped the net we cast for him.”

      I pause. “Find him.” I wasn’t exaggerating when I called Ali a monster. He and I might have started in similar places—fighting our way up from nothing—but the few lines I refuse to cross are ones he tramples over with glee. He’s a sadist and a sociopath, his penchant for violence is only surpassed by his pride.

      Taking Jasmine and dismantling his power grab will piss him off, and Ali is most dangerous when he’s furious. The man is a loose cannon and he’ll try to take Jasmine back. To take her from me. She’s a toy ripped away from him before he got it out of the packaging, and it will only add to his rage.

      And if Ali can’t reclaim her?

      He’ll kill her.

      “Find him, Jeremiah. Find him right fucking now.”
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          Jasmine

        

      

    

    
      After twenty-five years in the same few square miles of land, Jafar’s penthouse is a revelation. I barely wait for the elevators doors to whisk shut before I give into my impulse to snoop. Easier to focus on that tiny pleasure than to think too hard about all the ways my life has gone up in flames.

      My home is mine no more. If I could forgive my father for selling me in marriage—and I can’t—I still can’t forgive all the years of neglect and threats whenever I stepped too far out of line. Threats to carve away at the tiny list of my freedoms.

      Now here I am, my leg in a different kind of trap.

      I bypass the main living space and wander down the hall on the opposite side of the penthouse from my room. On the second door, I hit pay dirt.

      I stand in the doorway for a long time, studying Jafar’s bedroom. I don’t know what I expected, but it’s just as stark and beautiful as the rest of the house. I would bet good money that he had someone else decorate it. To his specifications, of course, but some of the little details feel off.

      Not the paintings, though.

      They’re gorgeous.

      I move on silent feet to stand before them. A trio, each in a deep red that sets something racing in my chest. Or maybe it’s the content of the paintings. Each is a close-up of a woman’s body. The first, the curve of her back. The second, a hip. The third, her breasts. The artist’s name is a tiny scrawl near the bottom of each. Death.

      Interesting.

      I force myself to abandon the paintings in favor of finding juicier information. His nightstand is a bust. It’s basically a small bookshelf. I peruse the titles but give it up for a lost cause. Jafar has a thing for nonfiction war stories. Of course he does. He probably reads them and takes notes before he goes into battle with his current-day enemies.

      The bathroom is twin to mine, though his tile is black, rather than white. I snort. “Playing to type as always.” The walk-in closet is filled with expensive suits, all arranged in a grayscale line from black to pale gray. It’s the same with the shirts.

      I briefly consider going back to the kitchen and taking a knife to every single one of them, but doing that now may be overplaying my hand. Best to save the true rebellion for later, when he’ll undoubtedly do something to deserve it.

      “Trust Jafar not to have anything remotely interesting in his room.” I shake my head and walk back into the hall. Two more doors, and absolutely no reason not to explore them. The first leads to a powder room, also missing anything worth snooping in. The second is his home office.

      “Pay dirt,” I whisper. This is the room I need, not his bedroom. I should have realized that from the first. I glance down the hall toward the front door. He wants me naked and kneeling, a good little pet who obeys his every whim.

      Worst of all, part of me wants to give him exactly that.

      My body still aches from what he did to me, what we did together. I can play pretend that I didn’t want everything he gave and more, but it’s not the truth. I could have said no. Truly said no. I didn’t.

      I didn’t want to.

      I still don’t want to.

      I smile slowly. What will he do when I flout his order? Throw me to the ground and fuck me breathless again? Spank me? Maybe he’ll force me to my knees, unzip his pants, and pound into my mouth until tears spring from my eyes and I can only submit or choke. I shiver, my skin feeling too tight, too sensitive.

      Wanting the man who overthrew my father is a mistake. I know that even as I drop into his chair, the leather cool against my naked skin. A tap against the keyboard has the screen flaring to life. I’m not even a little surprised to discover Jafar has his computer password locked, even though it sits in a penthouse that is presumably inaccessible to anyone except for him.

      Him, and now me.

      I idly tap in a password, the most often used one according to things I’ve read. I don’t actually expect it to work, but I’ve been surprised before. Password1234. The computer thinks for half a second before spitting out an Incorrect Password notification.

      A little light appears at the top of the screen. Green, and then red. “Naughty Jafar,” I murmur. Computers are something I enjoy, one of the few freedoms I was able to sneak past my father. I’m skilled enough to bypass my father’s firewalls to order the books and things I want without his knowledge, but I’m mostly self-taught when it comes to anything resembling hacking. As such, I recognize what this is. An extra layer of protection. When the incorrect password is inputted, it either snaps a picture of the person at the computer or perhaps a video.

      The fact that the light hasn’t gone away suggests a video.

      I stare directly into the camera. Caught. “If you didn’t want me to snoop, you should have locked the door.” I lean forward. “Or perhaps you shouldn’t have brought me here in the first place.” Talking to a camera that may or may not be recording feels foolish, but I’m still angry and hot and all tangled up from the events of this night.

      The thought of Jafar seeing this video and rushing home to punish me … I lean back in the chair and spread my legs. “It’s going to be a real shame if you can’t actually see this.” I could scoot the chair back to give the camera a better view, but I’m not in the mood to be even that good. He dumped me here as if I’m a sure thing.

      I am a sure thing, and that only makes me angrier.

      The phone at the desk rings and I jump. A quick glance at the computer tells me it’s still recording. I use my free hand to pick up. “Yes?”

      “That’s not the proper way to answer a phone, Jasmine.”

      Oh yes, he knows I tried to get into his computer. “Mmm. Sorry, I’m a little distracted.” I put some sugary sweet contriteness into my tone. “I’ll be sure to take that criticism into account the next time I’m playing secretary.”

      Silent for a beat, as if I’ve surprised him. Surely he must know by now that even furious and scraping rock bottom, I can’t help but come back swinging. No matter how unlikely my chances of victory.

      “You’re not following instructions.”

      I let the warning in his tone roll over me. Had I thought I was turned on before? It’s nothing compared to now, to having him on the phone and knowing he can’t touch me. I idly slide my finger through my wetness and up to circle my clit. “You’re not back yet, Jafar.”

      A pause. There are men’s voices in the background, but I can’t quite make out the words. The noise dims as if he’s moved into another room. “Tell me what I’ll see when I review the recording.”

      So he can’t see me right now.

      Oh, this is just too delicious.

      I use my foot against the desk to scoot the chair back farther. This should give him quite the show. “I’m sitting in your chair.”

      “Mmhmm.”

      “Naked.” I barely sound like myself. What am I doing, playing this game with him? I should be fighting him every step of the way, should be demanding answers about what he’s done with my father, and what he intends for the future.

      Instead, I’m sitting here at his desk, fingering myself like the dirty little slut I can’t help but be.

      I slip two more fingers into my pussy, and I exhale harshly. “I’m fucking myself with my fingers.”

      Now it’s his turn to exhale. “Naughty girl, aren’t you? You’re going to ruin my leather chair when you come all over it.”

      “Most likely.” I bite my bottom lip to keep a moan inside.

      “You know what happens to naughty girls?” He barely waits a beat. “They get punished.”

      My orgasm spirals closer. How many times have I laid in bed and touched myself just like this, imagining it’s his blunt fingers shoving into me, spreading my pussy in preparation for his cock? Too many to count.

      Having him on the phone, his voice growling in my ear?

      It makes everything ten thousand times hotter. I let my head fall back against the seat, barely able to keep the phone to my ear. “I’m going to finger myself in here every time you leave me with idiotic orders like that last one.” I slide my fingers up to pinch my clit and can’t keep a gasp inside. “Maybe I’ll do it on your bed next.”

      “Jasmine.” His voice snaps like a whip. “Stop.”

      My hand lifts without my having any intention of obeying. I grit my teeth. “No.” I force myself to ignore the command, to stroke my clit once, twice, a third time, until I’m coming with a moan I can’t keep inside. It feels even better because he told me not to and I did it anyway.

      I never have been good at following orders.

      “Oops,” I whisper.

      Silence for several beats. When he speaks again, his voice is downright icy. “Remember, brat—naked and kneeling.”

      “Fuck off.” I hang up, fear and need all twisted up in my head and heart and pussy. The light on the computer screen blips off, which is just as well, and exhaustion rolls over me. Too many things happened in the last few hours, too many changes. It saps my strength and leaves me confused.

      I shouldn’t want Jafar.

      I know that. Of course I know that.

      He’s the snake tempting me out of Eden, except he barely has to crook his finger and I trip over my own feet in my eagerness to prove what a treacherous daughter I am. My father doesn’t deserve my loyalty, but other people won’t see it that way. Not after I’ve spent twenty-five years playing the dutiful daughter. And for what? So he can bargain me away to that bastard Ali?

      Oh, Ali looks good, as long as no one examines beneath the surface. Handsome and possessing a smile that has charmed countless women out of their panties. He’s also a liar and a thief and, most unforgivable of all, self-righteous enough to think he’s better than the rest of us who move through the shadows.

      To him, I’m a possession, a mark of his meteoric rise in this world. Balthazar’s daughter, a jewel meant for a position in a crown. He doesn’t see me as a person, and likely never will.

      It’s all over now. Jafar made sure of that.

      Didn’t he?

      Surely Ali will bow out now, knowing this is a fight he can’t win. He missed his chance with me, and moving on to easier pickings is the only thing that makes sense.

      I wish I believe that.

      I leave Jafar’s office. There’s nothing for me to find here, not until I know him well enough to figure out his password. Even then, I have no plan. Find information and blackmail him into releasing my trust fund? I have nowhere to go. No desperately needed knowledge of simply day-to-day things. I’m not even one hundred percent sure how to access the money even if the trust is still mine. How to get a job. How to use public transportation. I’ve never even been to a grocery store to shop for my own food. So many life experiences, and all beyond reach.

      All still beyond reach.

      The front door looms in front of me. It would be the easiest thing in the world to obey. It will feel good. I know that down to my very soul. It’s different than my obedience to my father. That was given under duress, and I had no choice in the matter. This … Jafar gave me a choice. It was a shitty choice, but a choice nonetheless.

      I gambled.

      I’m still not sure if I lost or won.

      I close my eyes and imagine it. The cold marble against my already-bruised knees. The air conditioning drawing goosebumps along my skin as adrenaline fades and takes its heat with it. Of the door opening and Jafar walking through. Of …

      I’m not sure what comes next.

      Will he fuck me right there on the floor again?

      I shiver, and I can’t pretend it’s from anything but undiluted lust. Good girls aren’t supposed to want down and dirty fucking like that. They aren’t supposed to want to play on the dark side of desire, to push back until their partner forces submission, to love every second of the struggle.

      I suppose I never was that good when it comes down to it.

      Maybe that’s why I turn on my heel and walk down the hall to my new room. Jafar wants obedience? He’ll have to earn it. A single bargain does not a lifetime of servitude make.

      It’s all excuses. I smile and shut my door, taking the time to flip the lock. Jafar won’t let this defiance stand, and he will more assuredly punish me, just like he threatened over the phone.

      I can’t wait.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The sound of the door being slammed open jerks me into awareness. I never meant to fall asleep. Waiting for Jafar with a quip and a mocking smile is much preferable to this. I shove my hair out of my face and start to sit up, but he’s already there, bracketing my throat and forcing me back down.

      “I gave you an order, Jasmine.”

      He’s not hurting me. Not yet.

      I push against his hold, my heartbeat picking up at the pressure of his rough palm against my neck, of knowing how easily he could crush me. “I didn’t feel like kneeling.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” He doesn’t sound angry or out of control. No, he sounds just as coolly mocking as ever. It’s disconcerting when compared to the rough way he rips the covers from my body. Even pinned down as I am, I can feel his gaze rake over my nakedness. How can a man make me so hot from a single look? It defies explanation.

      He trails a single finger down my chest between my breasts and stops just short of my belly button. “You aren’t in control, Jasmine. You want me to come here in a rage and take it out on that tight little pussy of yours while you scream that you hate me and yet pull me closer all the while.”

      Yes, that’s exactly what I want.

      I press harder against his hand, needing the roughness, needing him to touch me. “It’s not like I can stop you.”

      “No.” For a moment I think he’s agreeing with me, but he releases me instead. “That’s not how this works.”

      I scramble up against the headboard, lust giving way to shame and embarrassment. He  doesn’t want me? The wild seesaw of emotions hasn’t slowed down once since he walked into my room earlier this evening—or is it technically last night now?—and it doesn’t show any evidence of doing so anytime soon. “What game are you playing?”

      “One that requires clear rules.” He gives me a contemplative look. “You’re just a baby, Jasmine. You think you can throw a fit and flout the rules and still get what you want, to pretend I’m forcing you.” Jafar shakes his head slowly. “Fuck that.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “That play may have worked with your father, but it won’t work now.”

      Frustration overrides my caution. “What is it you want from me, Jafar? Is it to have Balthazar’s daughter waiting on you hand and foot? Is it to fuck me whenever you please and know each time I come for you that you’ve beat him?”

      His slow smile does nothing to comfort me, but I doubt it’s meant to. Jafar is hardly the comforting type. “What do I want from you?” He leans down until we’re eye level. “Everything.”

      Everything.

      “No,” I whisper. I have so little that’s mine and mine alone. I won’t share it. I refuse to. How dare he ask me to crack myself open for his pleasure? Sex is one thing, even unconventional sex. This is something more and I want no part of it.

      He glances at his watch as if he has somewhere to be. “Sleep for now. This afternoon, I’ll have clothes brought in. Tonight, we’re going out.”

      Under different circumstances, the possibility of going out might leave me breathless. Not now. Not like this. “I don’t feel like going out.”

      “It wasn’t a request.” He turns and walks toward my door, which is when I notice it hangs at an angle from its hinges. It won’t shut now, even if I try to force it. How he could display such violence and then switch gears to be calm and collected?

      But then, Jafar has always had better self-control than I have.

      He kicked down my door to prove a point. The same point he made by refusing to fuck me in punishment. Disobedience will not be tolerated or rewarded.

      He pauses in the doorway. “Fight me if you need to, but I require nothing less than honesty.”

      “I honestly don’t want you.”

      “Liar.” He says it without heat. “We can keep playing the non-consent game if you like—after you earn it.”

      I climb off the bed. I can’t have this conversation while I cower and he stands tall. Even across the room he towers over me, and I hate the thrill it sends through me. I point a shaking finger at him. “I’m not a dog you can reward with treats when I do a trick you like.”

      “No.” He doesn’t move, doesn’t look away as I stalk toward him. If it wasn’t for the heat in those dark eyes, I’d think him completely unaffected. “Not a dog. A spoiled brat of a baby girl. Someone needs to bring you to heel, and I’ll take great pleasure in doing exactly that.”

      Bring me to heel.

      Red washes over my vision and I clench my hands into fists. Hitting him right now might feel very, very good, but one glance tells me that he’ll never allow the blow to fall. I drag my hands through my hair and curse. “I hate you.”

      “No, you don’t. You hate being trapped. It’s hardly the same thing.”

      He has a point, but I’m not about to admit it. I prop my hands on my hips. “I have an easy solution. Give me my trust fund and release me, and we’ll happily go our separate ways.”

      He shakes his head. “You agreed to the terms when you played our game. You lost, and now you’re mine.”

      “You can’t own a person!” No matter how hot the idea of being owned by Jafar makes me, I can’t submit. I can’t. He’s upended my entire life. It may not have been the best life to begin with, but it was mine. Eventually I would have found a chance to fight my way out and leave all of it behind me.

      To be free.

      Something must show on my face because he slips his hand along the nape of my neck and tows me forward until we’re nearly chest to chest. “Poor Jasmine,” he murmurs. “Your dueling desires will tear you apart if you don’t find a balance.”

      “Let me go.”

      He studies my expression. “Is that really what you want?”

      Of course it is. Freedom is the only god I worship. “Yes.”

      “Prove it.”

      Understanding washes over me. He’s reminding me of my safe word, of the full stop that comes when he pushes too hard and I need an exit hatch. I stare up at him, at war with myself. I want him. How could I not want Jafar? He’s gorgeous and dangerous and forbidden in a way that tempts me all the more.

      He’s also put me in a cage the exact same way my father did. The only difference is the size and the rules that go with it.

      In that moment, I truly do hate him. Just a little. “Rajah.” The word is barely more than a whisper, but he instantly drops his hand and steps away, putting space between us that I’m still not sure I want.

      It’s too late, though. I’ve made my choice.

      “Goodnight, Jasmine.” He walks through the door without looking back.

      Power and disappointment are strange bedfellows, but they are the twin emotions coursing through me. I knew he would stop, of course. But I can’t figure out the tangle of emotions twisting through me, and suddenly I’m too tired to even try.

      I stumble back to the bed and burrow under the covers. Tomorrow, everything will be clearer.

      Tomorrow, I won’t regret the choice I just made.

      Most likely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Jasmine

        

      

    

    
      Jafar’s gone when I wake. This time, there’s no denying the disappointment. I’m a fool and a half for wanting him, for wanting to spend time with him, but I can’t control my emotions. If that was possible, I’d be tempted to banish them completely.

      I wander into the kitchen in search of coffee and find a pot waiting for me. The fridge contains my favorite creamer, newly purchased by the expiration date. I hadn’t realized he noticed such small details. I don’t think I’ve ever even seen Jafar in the morning before.

      Not that it’s morning now. I’ve slept past noon.

      Next to the coffee maker is a sticky note with a schedule written on it in short, bold strokes.

      2 P.M. - Stylist

      8 P.M. - Be ready

      Just that. Nothing more. Then again, I suppose I don’t need to know more. As much as I want to bar the door against the stylist out of spite, the truth is that I need clothing. It’s the only armor I’ve ever owned, and being without has me on edge.

      I check the clock. I have enough time to shower and get ready to meet this stylist. Putting even that much effort exhausts me, but I can’t afford to waver now. Not when I don’t know what tonight—what the future—will bring. I need every weapon at my disposal.

      An hour and a half later, I’m wrapped in a short robe nearly identical to the one Jafar ruined the night before, my hair done and my makeup impeccable. It doesn’t escape my notice that Jafar had the bathroom stocked with my brands, all shiny and new.

      He planned this.

      I knew, of course. Jafar isn’t one to leave anything to chance. But knowing that he ordered this room outfitted for me … I can’t tell if I like it or loathe it. It seems to be an overarching theme when it comes to me and Jafar.

      The stylist shows up early.

      She’s a short, curvy woman with a pixie cut of blond hair and an attitude that conveys an instant chip in her shoulder. Her high-waisted trousers and fitted white blouse look classy and sexy at the same time, and she raises a single pierced eyebrow when she sees me. “Dear god, we have so much work to do.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “No need to excuse anything, princess.” She turns back to the elevator and snaps her fingers. Two hulking men wheel out rack after rack of clothing in a rainbow of colors. Another snap of her fingers and they disappear back into the elevator.

      I can’t tell if they’re her men or Jafar’s, but they obeyed her without blinking. I envy her that power. My father’s men only ever obeyed me out of fear of him. I imagine Jafar’s men will do the same. Never because of the threat I pose or the power I wield.

      She arranges the racks in the living room and then points to a spot in the center. “Stand here. Robe off.”

      I don’t move. I may bend to Jafar because I have no choice, but this woman is under the mistaken impression than I’m a cowering flower just waiting to be trampled. “Some courtesy would do you good.”

      The blonde rolls her green eyes. “Yeah, that isn’t how this works. I’m the best at what I do, and being the best means you listen to me, not the other way around.” She pointed to the spot again and injected enough sugar into her tone to give me a cavity. “Unless you’d rather walk around naked?”

      She has me cornered and she knows it. I grit my teeth. I know better than to bargain from a weak position where I have nothing to gain and everything to lose. This is just a job to her. “If you don’t dress me, you don’t get paid.”

      “Cute.” She smirks. “Contract says I get half up front. You throw a hissy fit, that money’s still mine and I have a free afternoon. You don’t have the leverage, so you might as well give it up now.”

      I hate that she’s right.

      I stalk to the spot she indicated and shrug out of the robe. The woman whistles. “No wonder Jafar lost his godforsaken mind over you.” She circles me, his gaze calculating. “Jewel tones, yes. Look at that shade of brown skin. Perfect. Just perfect.” As if I’m a piece of art, rather than a person.

      I’ve botched this. I need allies, not enemies. I take a deep breath and do my best to banish my anger. It’s not even directed at her, not really. She’s just a convenient target that turned out to be not that convenient. “I’m Jasmine.”

      “I know.” She rifles through the first rack. “I’m Tink. No, we can’t be friends. No, I don’t have any useful information for you to mine. No, I won’t do anything to compromise my contract.”

      Well, so much for that offer of an olive branch. Strangely enough, her abruptness has already started to grow on me. She’s like being slapped in the face with an Arctic wind—cold and bitter and somehow refreshing all the same. “You have a contract with Jafar?”

      She shoots me an exasperated look. “No, of course not. Who the hell has contracts with Jafar?” At my look of confusion, she frowns harder. “Holy crap, you really have no idea how this works, do you?”

      “It might help if you explain,” I say mildly.

      Tink lifts up a red dress that seems more holes than fabric. She holds it up, nods to herself and sets it aside. “Not my job, princess.”

      “I’m not a princess.”

      “You’re Jasmine Sarraf, daughter of Balthazar Sarraf. That’s as close to royalty as it gets in Carver City. At least in Sarraf’s piece of it.”

      It’s not a point I’m willing to argue, because she’s right. “How do you know Jafar?”

      “Other than by reputation, I don’t.” She considers a green dress and puts it back onto the rack. Tink looks at me and sighs. “I’m not a comforter. We’re not going to bond over our mutually shitty circumstances and become besties in the course of a few hours while I do the job I was hired to do. That’s not how this works.”

      Silly to feel a sting over that realization. Sillier still to be so desperate for companionship that I reach out to anyone unconnected with my father who crosses my path. I sigh. “I won’t put you in the difficult position of making small talk, then.”

      A ghost of a smile pulls at Tink’s full lips. She really is a cute little thing, and full of the attitude of someone ten times her size. “You can small talk all you want. I just want to make it clear that I want no part of some harebrained escape scheme you’re no doubt coming up with as we speak.”

      Curiosity sparks in me, a welcome relief to the confusion and anger. “Do your clients often come up with harebrained escape schemes?”

      “My clients? No. Their women—and men, in some cases? Almost always.” She shrugs. “The world is a strange place sometimes.”

      “Apparently.” Oh yes, I’m curious now. I accept the red dress she hands me and pull it on. As Tink moves around me again, this time with pins and a concentrated expression, I can’t help but ask my next question. “Have you ever been tempted to help?”

      “Once,” she answers around the pins in her mouth and then uses one to nip in the waist of the dress. “It didn’t end well. Not for me, and not for them.” She pins the other side and stands back. “Oh yeah, I’m good.”

      I look down my body. The red dress clings to me like a second skin, dipping down low between my breasts and even lower in the back. It’s slit up both sides nearly to the hip. “It’s indecent.”

      “Exactly.” She frowns and adjusts the front of it, business-like despite the fact she has her hands all over my breasts. “You’ll need tape for this.” She frowns hard. “Then again, if you’re going to The Underworld, tape is a shitty ass idea. Someone will end up ripping it off and then you’ll have sore nips.”

      I blink. “I think you’ll need to run that past me again.”

      Tink starts to laugh, but the sound dies almost immediately. Her green eyes go wide. “The Underworld. Carver City’s worst kept secret, the sex dungeon to end all sex dungeons? The place where most of the business in this godsforsaken city goes down?”

      I’ve never heard of such a thing. I know what sex dungeons are—I do read—but only in the most fictional sense. I had no idea that one existed in my city. Though, can it really be considered my city if I’ve never set foot in it? Jafar’s penthouse might stand in what appears to be downtown, but it hardly counts as visiting. My father’s home definitely doesn’t count.

      “Off with the dress.” She gives an impatient motion with her fingers. Everything about Tink radiates impatience, but I suspect it’s nothing personal. I should have recognized that from the beginning.

      I carefully extract myself from the dress and pull on the next one she shoves into my hands. It’s black and feels wicked against my skin. The V on this one isn’t quite as deep, but it’s short enough that I can’t stop myself from tugging at the hem.

      “Stop that.” She smacks my hands. “You look uncomfortable and uncomfortable is not sexy. Confidence is sexy.”

      “I’m aware of that,” I bite out. “Flashing my pussy at everyone I come into contact isn’t my idea of a good time.”

      “You’re missing out.” She tugs the dress a little and nods to herself. “This one won’t need adjusting. Good. You’ve got a rocking bod, princess.”

      That almost sounded like a compliment. “Thanks?”

      “Nothing wrong with some of the stick-thin models I style. But nice to have a woman with actual flesh on her body for a change of pace.”

      I’m still not sure if she’s complimenting me. I’m not sure it matters. I’ll never be model thin. It’s not something I ever aspired to. I’ve kept myself fit enough that my father wasn’t making constant dark comments about my weight, but I like my curves. They aren’t as generous as Tink’s, but they exist.

      Why do I care what this woman thinks of me and my body?

      I push the thought away, already knowing I won’t find the answer appealing. “Tell me about the Underworld.”

      “Not much to tell. It’s your typical classy joint, except people go there to fuck in kinky ways. Some of them are employed by the dungeon. Some of them are patrons.”

      “Is Jafar a patron?” I shake my head. “What am I saying? He must be if we’re going there.”

      “Mmm.”

      Not an answer, but it turns out I don’t need one.

      At her motion, I exchange the black dress for a deep jade green one. And on it goes. Tink dodges most of my questions, but halfway through our time together, she actually stops insulting me. Progress, but I have the sinking feeling that I won’t be seeing much of her in the future. How often does one need a stylist?

      More accurately—how often does an owned woman need a stylist?

      We finally settle on six dresses. They’re all beautiful in their own way, and every single one of them would give my father a stroke if he saw them. The thought brings me a spiteful kind of pleasure, and I can’t bring myself to feel guilty for it.

      It’s only as she’s packing up that I realize what I’m missing. “We forgot underwear. And night clothes. And jeans.” Something to wear in public.

      “I didn’t forget shit.” For the first time since she walked through the door, she won’t quite meet my gaze. “I brought what was ordered.”

      A kept pet has no need of underclothes or nightgowns or, apparently, street clothes. I pull my robe more firmly around my body and sink onto the couch. “I really am a caged bird, aren’t I?” At least in my father’s house, I could walk the grounds, could feel the open sky overhead, could pretend that the walls weren’t really holding me captive.

      I have no such option in Jafar’s penthouse.

      Tink hesitates and then moves closer. She looks up at me. “Look, you seem like you’re not completely the worst.”

      “Thank you?”

      “You’re welcome,” she says it without the least bit of sarcasm. “If you really want out of this thing with Jafar, you can make a deal with Hades. I can’t say I recommend it, so you’d have to be hella desperate to go that route, but it’s an option.”

      I swear, half the time this woman sounds like she’s speaking nonsense. “Make a deal with Hades.”

      “He rules The Underworld. And yes, rules is the right word. He’s a wily bastard, so don’t let him catch you flat-footed.” Something there in her expression makes me think that she was caught flat-footed, that she made a deal with this Hades.

      How badly do I want to be out from Jafar’s control?

      Even if Hades was able to give me my freedom, I’ll still be in the same predicament I would have if I took Jafar’s deal. Freedom, but with no path forward. No money, no home, no skills. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me. I shouldn’t have said anything.” She shakes her head and finishing lining up her racks by the elevator. “Remember, princess. Confidence.”

      Something I had in spades in my father’s home. At least when it came to dealing with other people. Never him. A confident daughter is one who needs to be reminded of her place.

      I hate that his voice rattles around in my head despite my best efforts. He might have clothed and fed me, might have ensured I wanted for nothing, but he kept me from everything that mattered. Human companionship. Friends. Love. It might have been enough if he allowed me a real role in the business, but I was kept even from that. I’m his only child, and I should have been his heir.

      I would have been if I was a son.

      As a result of how tightly he kept me locked down, I’m as awkward as a child trying to learn to walk. I should be better than this. I can be better than this. “Tink?”

      “Mmm?”

      “Would you—” Confident, Jasmine. “I’m going to need your services again. In a couple days. We’ll have lunch and talk about the designs I’m thinking of.”

      She tilts her head to the side and studies me. “I’m expensive. You can’t afford me.”

      “Let me worry about that.”

      She shrugs. “Then it’s a deal. I’ll be back at noon on Monday or Tuesday.” She pulls a card out of her purse and passes it to me. It only has her first name and a phone number. “Call me after you’ve talked to him.”

      My face flames at the reminder that I have nothing without Jafar’s permission, but I fully intend to extract a promise from him to allow this. It’s the least he can do after everything I’ve given up.

      Everything you wanted to give up.

      I ignore the voice. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me.” Again, she hesitates. “Wear the long red one tonight. It’ll cause a riot.”

      I manage a smile. “I will.”

      The elevator doors open and the same men emerge to wheel her racks away. She doesn’t look at me as the doors close, whisking her away.

      I’m alone again.

      After my entire life spent like this, I should be used to it. I had nannies and then tutors when I was a child, but all that stopped when I hit eighteen and gained my diploma. A woman only needs to know so much in order to play the role of wife, and that’s all my father ever intended for me. He never wanted to hear about my ideas of bringing our business into the future, to utilize technology for our benefit. He never wanted to hear a single word out of my mouth except, “Yes, Father.”

      I take the dresses into my room and hang them up. They look absolutely absurd in the giant closet. A handful of bright colors against so much empty space. A quick check of the clock tells me that I have hours yet.

      I could stay here and feel sorry for myself, or I could go explore the boundaries of my cage. Jafar said I have access to the top two floors, but he also said he owns the whole building. I’m sure someone will stop me if I try to move outside my confines, but I have to try. If only to see exactly where the perimeter of my limited freedom stands.

      None of the dresses are suited for casual wear, but my only other option is the robe, which doesn’t cover nearly enough of me. Yes, Jafar and I will be exchanging words once he comes back to the penthouse tonight.

      I finally dress in the least revealing of the bunch, which really isn’t saying anything. It’s a deep purple dress that clasps around my neck like a collar and hugs every inch of me in the front, leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination. It dips low in the back and, like the red number, it has slits all the way up almost to the top of my hips. Sexy? Yes. Appropriate? Not in the least.

      I step into the elevator and press the button for the bottom floor.

      Nothing happens.

      Second floor.

      Same response.

      I narrow my eyes. That son of a bitch. I start punching numbers, but nothing happens until I get to the nineteenth floor—the one directly below the penthouse. “I’m going to kill him.”

      The nineteenth floor is a smorgasbord of things designed to entertain. I find a small theater room with comfy reclining seats and a selection of movies large enough to keep me occupied for years. There’s a small bar with a vast array of alcohols. A gym. A library. And a pool.

      What it’s noticeably lacking is people.

      “A cage, indeed.” A feeling in my chest, a fluttering like a bird that’s had its wings clipped. Trapped. I am trapped. I may have been able to ignore the truth for the last eighteen hours or so, but I can’t do it any longer.

      I am worse off with Jafar than I was with my father.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Jafar

        

      

    

    
      “Explain to me again how you lost Ali for the second time.”

      Seth winces and looks like he wants to be anywhere but standing in front of me, delivering this particular bit of bad news. “We underestimated him. After he escaped the coup, we tracked him to his apartment. But when we broke in to collect him, he slipped away.”

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      I keep my expression cold, letting none of the frustration through. Seth might have fucked this up, but he’s still one of my best men. “Find him.” The longer Ali remains free—remains alive—the greater the risk to Jasmine. If he was going to blow out of town, he would have done it by now.

      No, he’s looking to reverse the coup.

      And he needs Jasmine to do it.

      “Yes, sir.” He ducks his head. For such a big man, he manages to occupy a small space in this moment. “I already have my men searching him out. He won’t be able to evade us for long.”

      “Don’t fail me.” I wait for him to bob a nod. “Go.”

      “Yes, sir.” He hurries from the room, leaving only Jeremiah.

      My second shakes his head. “This isn’t ideal.”

      “I know.” I wait for him to point out that if we’d kept with the original timeline, none of this would be an issue. Five years of working my way close to Balthazar, close enough to strike, close enough to actually accomplish what I set out to when I came to Carver City, and I let my fury get the best of me when it mattered most.

      Jeremiah doesn’t say anything.

      Of course he doesn’t. He knows there’s nothing he can say that I haven’t already said to myself. I endangered my ambition because the thought of Ali getting his hands on Jasmine—of what he might do to her—made me lose my fucking mind. She’s mine. She’s been mine since I laid eyes on her.

      I wouldn’t do anything different.

      “Find him, Jeremiah. I want you on this separately from Seth. He botched the grab the first two times. If he does it a third time, I don’t want you to worry about extraction. Put a fucking bullet between his eyes.”

      “I’m on it.”

      There’s nothing more I can do for the time being. At least on Balthazar’s side of things, I have everything locked down. Most of his men were only too happy to jump sides. He made the cardinal mistake of not taking care of his own people, of looking to his wealth first and theirs not at all. It’s why I chose him when I came to Carver City. There are other players that move just out of sight of the everyday world, some of them with more territory and more power than Balthazar, but he was the only one prime for the picking.

      The fact that I laid eyes on his daughter and wanted her for mine barely came into the decision.

      I check my watch. Jasmine’s appointment with Tink should be long since wrapped up. The blonde is a pain in the ass, but she’s the best in the business and discrete enough when it comes right down to it. She might go toe to toe with every single person she comes across, but she doesn’t talk about clients with other people.

      I have no intention of keeping Jasmine a secret. What’s the point of possessing a rare desert flower if no one knows it exists? After tonight, no one worth mentioning will doubt that she’s a prize worthy of burning cities to the ground over—or that she’s already been claimed.

      It doesn’t take long to make it back to my building. I prefer to keep my operations as close as possible to the center of Balthazar’s territory to stay on top of things. My territory now. It’s important to keep one’s thumb on the pulse of a place, and the only way to do that is to be neck deep in it. If Balthazar would have done that instead of living off in his mansion, he might have given me more of a challenge.

      Possibly.

      One of my men, Luke, meets me in the parking garage. “She’s in the pool.”

      I nod my acknowledgement and head up. By now, she should be getting ready for our night, and her continued rebellion, though small, has my entire body going tight in anticipation. Jasmine is nothing if not a challenge, and that won’t change anytime soon. The problem is striking the right balance of challenge and obedience. That, we haven’t accomplished yet. That will take time.

      Time we don’t have.

      Not with Ali circling.

      The man should have been the least of my opponents. He’s new enough to be shiny, all brash smiles and bold statements he has no way of backing up. It should have been simple to remove him and clear the path forward. And yet he’s the most dangerous enemy I have currently. If Ali won’t take the defeat lying down …

      Jeremiah will deal with it.

      Should he fail—something he’s never done to date—then I’ll handle it personally.

      I head into the pool area and stop just inside the door. The pool is meant more for recreation than for exercise, but Jasmine cuts through the water with the determination of an Olympic swimmer. I lean against the wall, enjoying this quiet moment of just watching. Jasmine and I have interacted countless times over the last five years, but they were always barbed comments that felt like a particular kind of inside joke. I was never able to just … be in her presence. There was always someone watching, always some enemy skirting too close to the truth.

      In most cases, the enemy was me, but that changes nothing.

      I want this new normal. She’s going to fight me until the day we die, but tonight will shift things into my favor. Jasmine fights because that’s all she knows how to do—dig in her heels and make moving her more trouble than it’s worth. I need to demonstrate the benefits of bending to my will. I relish the fight, yes, but she has to bend.

      She finally registers that she’s no longer alone and stops, treading water. “Jafar.”

      “Jasmine.” I relish the wariness in her eyes. She’s always looked at me like that, as if she sees beneath the carefully cultivated exterior to the man beneath. As if she knows exactly how dangerous I am, but she’s not going to let that stop her from going a round or two with me. That look is what drew me to her in the first place. Beautiful women exist all over the world, but one who truly sees me? Priceless.

      I slip my hands into my pockets. “It would be a shame if we’re late.”

      She shivers, obviously registering the threat beneath the mild words. “Do you honestly expect me to walk around naked when I’m not wearing one of those dresses?”

      “I happen to prefer you naked.”

      Her dark eyes flash. “Is that so? I’m sure your men prefer the same.” She swims to the shallow end, never breaking eye contact, and walks up the steps toward me.

      Fuck, but she looks like a siren sent solely to torment me. As she rises out of the water, it cascades down her light brown skin, tracing a path I fully intend to follow with my mouth. In time. Her brown nipples are peaked and goosebumps rise over her skin as the water reaches her hips, her thighs, and finally she’s standing before me, defiant to the very end.

      “My men know better.” Despite my best efforts, my voice deepens, giving away my reaction.

      Jasmine wrings out her hair and flips it over her shoulder. “Maybe at first. But normalcy breeds complacency. Eventually, they’ll start looking. They won’t be able to help themselves.” She reaches up and tugs on my tie, straightening it. “Eventually they’ll be tempted to touch.”

      She’s baiting me.

      Even knowing that, possessive feelings rise to the fore. “It’ll be their life in payment for that touch.”

      “So dramatic.” She tsks and moves away, giving me view of her generous ass. An ass that could send a man to his knees in order to worship it properly. I shake my head, pushing away my desire. Attempting to. Jasmine scoops up a white towel and starts drying her hair. “There’s an easy solution, Jafar. Give me clothes. Then you don’t have to worry about your men staring at my pussy every time I bend over.” She gives me an innocent look, all large eyes and pouting lips. “I bend over a lot. It’s distracting them.”

      “Show me.”

      She blinks. “Excuse me?”

      “You bend over a lot, Jasmine? Seems to me that you like tormenting men simply trying to do their job.” I force myself still, force myself to wait to see what she’ll do.

      Jasmine drops the towel. “Oops.” She turns and bends at the waist to pick it up, moving slow, her legs parted just enough that, yes, I get an excellent view of her pussy.

      “Don’t move.”

      She freezes, her hand on the towel. “If I had clothes, this wouldn’t be a problem.”

      I push off the wall and move toward her slowly. “If you think that, you don’t know much about men at all.”

      “Well, I was a virgin until like twenty-four hours ago, so …”

      Something like guilt rises in the wake of her words. Virginity might be nothing but a social construct, but her inexperience combined with my fucking her on the floor like we’re animals? I press a hand to the small of her back. “Are you sore?”

      She draws in a sharp breath like she’s about to rip me a new one, and then curses softly. “I’m fine. Your cock is impressive, but not that impressive.”

      I smile, knowing she can’t see the reaction. “Spread your legs wider. If you’re going to give me a show, do it properly.”

      “You’re so freaking bossy, Jafar. I should start calling you Daddy.”

      My cock goes so hard, I have to pause to keep from freeing it and driving into her right here and now. “You should.” I palm her pussy, laughing hoarsely to find her drenched. Of course she is. Jasmine loves these games as much as I do, even if she fights me every step of the way.

      Because she fights me every step of the way.

      I scoop her up, ignoring her protests, and stride to the elevator. A few minutes later, I haul her into her bathroom. “Stay.”

      “Bossy,” she mutters.

      I turn on the water, test the temperature, and then strip. Even with the time constraints in mind, I slow down, enjoying the way Jasmine’s eyes go wide with every piece of clothing I take off. When I’m finally naked, I bracket her wrist and pull her into the shower. There’s a tiled bench along one side of it, and that’s my goal. I guide her down and crouch between her spread thighs. “Did you like Tink?”

      She blinks. “Is that a trick question?”

      I run my hands from her ankles up to her bruised knees and touch them gently. A quick kiss to each of them has her shaking in response. “It’s a question requiring an answer.”

      Jasmine licks her bottom lip and allows me to arrange her on the very edge of the bench. “Tink is like one of those tiny, vicious dogs. She’s short, but she might be the meanest person I’ve ever met.”

      “Mmm.” I squeeze her thighs, urging them wider. “And did you like her?”

      “Yes … Daddy.” She says the word as if trying it out. Jasmine makes a face. “Why is that so sexy?”

      “That’s an answer you have to figure out for yourself.” I mold my hands against her hips and up her waist to her full breasts. By now, she’s shaking with need. I’d like an entire night to acquaint myself with her body, her reactions, her.

      We don’t have a night.

      We have less than an hour.

      I run my hands over her arms, noting the bruises on her elbows. I smooth a hand down the center of her body, between her breasts, over her stomach, parting my fingers to drag along either side of her pussy. “Are you going to be good tonight?”

      She holds herself perfectly still, barely seeming to breathe. “I don’t know. I kind of enjoy being bad.”

      “I’m aware.” I part her and idly run my thumb over her clit. “Nothing wrong with enjoying the fight, but the importance of obedience cannot be overstated.” I finally meet her gaze. “You think you can control things by pushing and snapping and drawing the reaction you want. You can’t. You want something? Ask for it. When I feel like you’ve earned it, it will be my pleasure to give it to you.”

      She wets her lips again. “Okay, fine. I’ll play. Lick my pussy. Please.”

      Got you.

      I dip down and give her a long lick up the center. Fuck, but she tastes divine. I should end it there, should prove my point, but I allow myself to suck her clit, to explore her with my mouth the same way I have with my hands. Her thighs quiver on either side of my head and fuck if I don’t love how she’s trying to be good and hold still, not wanting this to end any more than I do.

      Unfortunately, we’re on a time limit.

      I give her pussy one last thorough kiss. Enough to pull her to the edge but nowhere near enough to push her over. Then I raise my head. “Be a good girl tonight and I’ll reward you.”

      “You are such a bastard,” she whispers.

      I push to my feet and pull her up to join me. It’s quick work to soap her up and then wash her hair. Another thing I’d enjoy taking more time with. Another thing I have to put to the side for tonight. For once, Jasmine doesn’t fight me. She just stands there and passively follows orders. It won’t last, but if I wanted a passive submissive, I could have found one long before now.

      I shut the shower off. “Get dressed and meet me at the front door in forty-five minutes.”

      “Yes, Daddy.” She uses the term as a weapon, sugary sweet with a venomous center.

      That’s my girl.

      I scoop up my clothes and stalk out of the room, leaving her staring after me. The temptation to turn around, to drag her to bed and play out a new kind of game, is almost too much to resist. I have to maintain control, though. Tonight is too important.

      The Underworld is a sex club, but it’s so much more complex than that. Sex is one of its main attractions, yes, but power eclipses all else. Every major player in Carver City has a membership there, and it’s where we conduct deals over drinks and occasionally a blowjob. No violence is allowed, on threat of expulsion and being eighty-sixed for all time. All stand equal before the owner, Hades, and though the only territory he rules is The Underworld itself, he’s arguably the most powerful person in the city.

      Bringing Jasmine there sends a clear message to everyone who matters. Balthazar is out. I’m the new ruler of his territory. It also should cut Ali off from anyone looking to ally themselves with him.

      It’s more than that, though. I want to use our new standing to solidify power, yes, but I also want to see what Jasmine thinks of the club. Even watching her reactions as we drove through the city was a revelation. I can’t wait to see the way her eyes go wide, to see what gets her hot, to explore with her.

      I stop in the middle of pulling on a clean pair of pants.

      Yes, I can enjoy myself tonight, but I can’t afford to take my eyes from the prize. Getting lost in Jasmine, as appealing as it sounds, is not the endgame. In fact, it may just distract from the endgame.

      I can’t afford to be distracted.

      Even by her.

      Especially by her.
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      In between leaving me in my room to get ready and meeting me at the door, something changes with Jafar. He barely looks at me in my scandalous red dress before he whisks me down to the car and we’re driving into the night.

      I put it from my mind. A chance to be free of the penthouse is too important to worry about where his head has gone. It’s not as if he’ll confide in me. I’m a pet to be taken care of. Something occasionally entertaining, but nowhere near a full partner.

      A full partner.

      The thought seems ludicrous. Nowhere in the world I move in is there a chance for people to see me as anything but a possession. I hate that. Just because I have a vagina doesn’t mean I wouldn’t be as good a ruler as my father—better than my father. Instead, I am a pawn to be moved about on someone else’s chessboard. My father ensured that before. Jafar ensures that now. He might as well slap a collar around my throat and attach a leash.

      The thought sends a shiver through me. I wish with all my heart I could say it’s unpleasant, but the truth is far more complicated. I crave things I don’t understand. Crave things I shouldn’t.

      Oh, I understand kink, at least in theory. I’ve read far and wide, and the books I invariable gravitate towards are hot enough to melt my e-reader. They spin fantasies that had me reaching into my drawer for a vibrator more times than I can count.

      This is different. This isn’t a story with a happily ever after waiting at the end.

      Real life has no such guarantees.

      Real life is messy and complicated and dangerous in ways that have nothing to do with my bodily health and everything to do with my soul.

      “What’s got you thinking so hard over there that you’re not watching the city around us?”

      I jump. I can’t help it.

      Jafar seems to melt out of the darkness on the other side of the town car. He’s dressed to kill tonight, his black suit expensive and expertly tailored, his dove gray shirt beneath it pressed within an inch of its life. The clothing should dampen his dangerous aura, but somehow it only brings it into sharp focus. This man is a predator. No one with half a brain who looks at him will believe anything else.

      He waits for me to answer, and I spend a useless moment waffling between truth and fiction. In the end, I know he’ll accept nothing less than the former. “What is tonight supposed to accomplish?”

      “I’m taking you to a sex club. It’s going to accomplish you orgasming half a dozen times.”

      “Liar.”

      He arches his brows. “That’s quite a tone you’ve taken.” Mild. So mild as he issues his non-threats. If I keep pushing him, keep lashing out, will he punish me? Perhaps he’ll put me over his knee right here in the back seat, shove my dress up and …

      Focus, Jasmine.

      I clear my throat, fighting for control. Fighting to appear just as calm and collected as he is despite the fact my heart wants to thunder right out of my chest. “You are perfectly capable of bringing me to orgasm half a dozen times in the penthouse. You have an agenda for tonight, and I would like to know what it is since I’m taking part in your plans.”

      He reaches out and idly twines one of my curls around his finger. “You saw Tink today. What did she tell you about The Underworld?”

      I notice that he didn’t question that she told me something. I wonder how well he knows Tink, and something hot and ugly flares to life beneath my skin. Jealousy. The realization almost makes me laugh out loud. As if I have any claim on this man.

      No, he holds all the cards, all the claim, all the power.

      Am I even allowed to protest if he fucks someone else?

      The thought leaves me cold.

      I swallow hard, trying to focus on the question he asked me. “She didn’t say much. It’s owned by someone called Hades. He makes deals?”

      “Mmm.” Jafar releases my hair and sits back, depriving me of even that minimal contact. “Hades is dangerous, Jasmine. You won’t look at him and think it, but he’s the biggest threat in The Underworld.”

      “Then why are we going?”

      “Aside from the fact that it’s the best dungeon in the state and I want to play with my mouthy little brat?” A flash of his teeth in the shifting shadows, gone almost as soon as they appeared. “Everyone who’s worth killing is in that dungeon. There are rules that no one dares fuck with, but it’s a good place to go and scope out the enemy. Tonight, it’s about cementing my position.”

      Understanding dawns, leaving a sour taste on my tongue. “You want everyone to know you staged a coup of my father’s territory.” I lean back, needing more distance between us. “You’re going to show me off, a war prize for your efforts.”

      “Yes.”

      I haven’t forgotten the reality of this arrangement. Of how it came to be. I look out the window. “Did you kill him?”

      “Why do you sound so wretched, Jasmine? He wasn’t a good man. Fuck, he makes me look like a saint with some of the shit he did.” He moves closer, touching my chin to bring my attention back to him. This close, I can almost see his expression clearly, but it gives nothing away. Nothing except the way his gaze bores into me as if trying to impart some vital information. “He hit you.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “You would forgive me if I had murdered him?”

      It’s still not an answer, but I reach deep for the truth. There’s a curious blankness when I think about my father. A veil I can’t pierce and have no interest in trying. “If you didn’t, you are leaving an enemy at your back.”

      A pause, the barest of hesitations like I’ve surprised him.

      I smile, though there’s no heart in it. Maybe there’s no heart in me, either. “My father is a terrible person. You worked for him long enough to know the truth.” He would have sold me. He did sell me, despite my protests. I can rail against Jafar until the end of time, but the truth is that I chose our deal, even if I didn’t fully realize the parameters of it. My father didn’t give me a choice. He would have handed me to Ali and never looked back as long as the contract went through.

      One less thing for him to worry about.

      I lean back in the seat. “He murdered my mother. Did you know that?”

      “Yes.”

      Of course he did. It was one of the worst kept secrets in that huge house. The official story is that my mother died from a sudden sickness. No one’s cared enough to question it. One day she was there, the next, she was gone, leaving a hole I’m not sure I’ll ever fill. “Did you kill him, Jafar? Answer the question.”

      This time, he doesn’t hesitate. “Yes. As you said, he was a threat. If he’d gone quietly, it might have played out a different way.”

      My breath leaves me in a whoosh and I can’t quite manage to reclaim it. I press my hand to my chest, my head going light. “Oh.”

      He’s there instantly, gripping the back of my neck and guiding my head down to my knees. “Slowly, Jasmine. Inhale. Yes, like that.”

      It takes several laborious inhales before I can speak again. “I should feel bad. Angry. Sad. Something.” I give a slightly hysterical giggle. “I don’t feel anything at all.” My father was a monster. At his very best, he was neglectful and absent. His best. “You’re right. I’m a horrible, traitorous daughter.”

      I barely hear Jafar’s sigh and then he pulls me onto his lap. I resist at first, but he’s stronger and the truth is I don’t want to resist. I giggle again, the inappropriate sound horrifying me almost as much as my complete lack of grief over the situation. “A traitorous daughter and her father’s murderer. Maybe we really do deserve each other.”

      “We do.” The way he says it, as if it’s fact and not words meant to comfort. But then, Jafar has proven himself to be shit at comforting.

      That’s okay. It’s hardly in my skillset either. Who would I comfort? I have no friends. No family. The only human contact I’ve had are my father’s men and Jafar.

      I shiver and he wraps his arms around me tighter. “I hate my life.”

      “Shh.” His lips at my temple, the steady beat of his heart against my back, the strength of him forcing my body into stillness. “Tell me what you need.”

      “A friend.” The silly request pops out before I can think better of it. I shake my head. “I really am pathetic.”

      “Not that, Jasmine. Never that.”

      Strangely, his attempt to comfort me only makes it worse. “I’m not free, Jafar. What am I supposed to do? Ask you to set up playdates?”

      His lips curve against my temple. “It can be arranged. Play by the rules and I’ll reward you.”

      I shift, belatedly realizing that his cock is hard against my ass. Heat rolls through me, and I welcome it with open arms. Easier to focus on sex than the reality that I can’t escape.

      That I’ll never escape.

      I roll my hips. “What are your rules?”

      “They’re simple enough. In fact, there’s only one. Obey.”

      Obey.

      His grip on me shifts, one hand falling to where the slit in my dress has bared my hip, the other cupping my breast through the silky fabric. “Tonight, you’ll be silent and obedient.” His fingers find my nipple and pinch, drawing a gasp from my lips. “Keep your head down, regardless of what you hear, and obey my commands.”

      “What do I get if I do?”

      His chuckle makes my whole body go tight. Jafar slips his hand beneath my dress and palms my pussy. He pushes two fingers inside, possessing me completely. “I’ll take care of this pretty pussy tonight.”

      I can’t breathe. “And if I don’t?”

      Just like that, his hand is gone, leaving me empty and wanting. “Then you’ll get a punishment.” His voice goes dark, any hint of amusement drifting away like smoke. “You like to be punished, but I don’t reward bad behavior. If you disobey, the punishment won’t be one you’ll enjoy.”

      Even though I know he’s serious, his words still fan the flame of desire heating my blood. “How do you know what punishment I will or won’t like?”

      “You’re going to tell me.”

      I blink. “What?”

      “Choose your reward tonight.”

      That wasn’t what I asked. My mind goes in a thousand different directions, scrambling over itself to provide the best answer. “I want …” I swallow hard and try again. “I want it like it was before. I want you to force me.”

      “Chase you.” His thumb circles my nipple. “Pin you down and shove the dress up around your hips.” He moves his other hand back to my pussy, but instead of fucking me with his fingers, he keeps his touch light. A single finger circling my clit the same way his thumb circles my nipple. Again and again, a tortuously slow circuit.

      “Yes, Daddy,” I gasp.

      “Good girl.” He sounds completely unaffected by what he’s doing to me, and somehow that only makes it hotter. I can feel how much he wants me, but his voice and his touch are both so distant and casual that this whole situation becomes a thousand times dirtier.

      As if I’m just a toy for him to play with.

      I’m panting now. I can’t seem to stop. “Please.”

      “Please?” He nips my earlobe. “Do better. You have more than enough words when you’re pissed. Tell me what you want.”

      “Your mouth.” What’s supposed to be a demand comes out like a plea. It’s as if a dam breaks and suddenly all I have are words. “Lick my pussy, Daddy. Please make me come.”

      “You want your reward before you earn it.”

      I strain my hips, but I can’t get him where I need him. I’m so close, and yet so far from what I need. “I’ll be good. I promise.”

      “Mmm. We’ll see.” He drops me on the seat and shoves me back against the door. “Lift your dress and spread your legs.”

      I scramble to obey, lust making it impossible to think about fighting him on this. He wrenches my legs wider yet and I have to reach overhead to the handle above the door to keep from sliding down the seat.

      Jafar dips down and I can feel his breath against my clit. “Ask me again, baby girl.”

      Baby girl.

      God, it feels downright wicked to play like this. Wicked and a little wrong, but so incredibly right. I gulp down a breath, trying to hold still. “Lick my pussy, Daddy. Please make me feel good.”

      He wedges his hands beneath my ass and lifts me to his mouth. The first swipe of his tongue leaves me weightless and giddy with relief. Back in the shower, Jafar was only playing with me. Teasing.

      He’s not teasing right now. He spreads me wide and tongues my clit as if he knows exactly the touch I need to get me to the edge. Pleasure rises in a wave I try to fight, try to resist. I don’t want it over yet. I want this moment to last, to draw out this wickedness, to keep feeling dirty in the best way possible. Jafar is tonguing my pussy in the backseat of a town car because I called him Daddy and asked really nicely.

      If this is his idea of a reward, maybe I should have been playing by his rules all along.

      I can’t hold out any longer. I come with a gasping cry. “Oh god.” He keeps tonguing me for several long moments, gentling his touch until it’s the lightest of kisses.

      Jafar sits back and pulls me to straddle his lap. When I go to grind down against his cock, he stops me. “You’ll make a mess.” His lips quirk. “You already have.”

      “Sorry, Daddy.” The title falls easier from my lips. Naturally.

      “No, you’re not.” He swipes a thumb across his bottom lip, where I can still see evidence of my orgasm there. He presses his thumb into my mouth, and I suck him eagerly. I’ve tasted myself in the past before. Of course I have. It was never this sexy before.

      Before I can think better of it, I dip down and lick along his bottom lip. And then his top. Jafar holds perfectly still as I clean myself from his face, the only evidence of how affected he is in the bruising grip he keeps on my hips.

      When I finally lean back, he gives a rasping chuckle that goes straight to my clit. “Fuck, baby girl, you better be good tonight, because I’m as eager for that reward as you are.”

      “I’ll be good, Daddy. I promise.” I want his cock. I want him to force me down and drive into me. I want so many things. Things I’ve barely allowed myself to fantasize about. It felt too cruel to do it before, to want something I was never going to be allowed to have.

      With Jafar, I might just earn it.

      He pulls a handkerchief out of his pocket and finishes cleaning his face, his beard. It’s only then that I realize the car has stopped, has been still for quite some time. Jafar sets me aside and arranges my dress. “Remember. Eyes down. Obey.”

      “Okay,” I whisper. An orgasm is a release, a little death. Coming hard enough to make my limbs loose and my head spin should take the edge off my desire, should draw me back to earth where I belong.

      It doesn’t.

      I want him more now than I ever have. It’s a sickness in my blood, making me woozy and almost drunk. “Jafar?”

      He pauses, his hand on the door. “Yes?”

      “How can this possibly work?”

      He doesn’t answer. Instead, he opens the door and steps out, leaving me with more questions than answers.

      Leaving me with no answers at all.
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