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Briar Chapman is going to be the death of me, and I don’t care. I’ll take every day until that death comes, and I’ll welcome it when it does.


On the outside, Lucas Holt is what nightmares are made of. A man cloaked in darkness, with sin-filled eyes and an enticing grin. A devil so devastatingly beautiful and cruel that his very presence instils fear.


But beneath his terrifying, ever-calm exterior is an affectionate man haunted by a past that refuses to stay buried. And Lucas looks at me as though he’s finally found the only person who can make it all go away.


We’re in a battle of the brightest day and the darkest night – and I want to lie in the wake of our war.




For Rachel.
Because I absolutely adore you.
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Prologue


Briar


“Trust me.” His voice was low, his tone barely hinting at his plea as he placed the material over my eyes, wrapping it around my head and tying it in a knot. Making it so the darkness and his voice and the terrifying memories were all I was aware of.


His mouth passed across my cheek then my lips . . . lingering there as he spoke. The ache in his whispered words nearly bringing me to my knees. “I’m sorry I have to force you to relive those days, but I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you safe.”


I wanted to reach out for him when I felt him move away from me; I wanted to cling to him and his voice and his words . . . but memories began to grip and suffocate me. I could no longer move. No longer breathe.


A shuddering breath finally burst from my chest and my body began trembling. My lips automatically began moving out of fear as a song begged to be freed.


My entire being thrashed and rebelled against the memories that flashed through my mind as I stood in the enforced darkness. Memories that felt so real as if they were happening now instead of all those months ago.


My body shook harder, and I nearly screamed, “How can this be happening to me?”


But it wasn’t real. Not anymore.


I’d lived a life made up of rules and appearances. I was told what to wear, how to act, and when to speak—or sing.


Even when I’d found the man I thought I wanted to spend my future with, nothing felt like it was my own. But I’d been happy with our life and excited for the days to come.


Until they didn’t.


Until I was forced into a world I’d been blind to and came face to face with the devil.


A man cloaked in darkness—a man who would set me free.


A man hidden in a world I vowed to destroy with him by my side.


“Briar.”


I whipped my head to the left when his voice sounded from across the room, barely loud enough to hear. My shaking grew stronger, and when I felt his dark, dark presence slip behind me, the song I’d been trying so desperately to hold back bled out as a whisper.


“I know him. I know the man behind me,” my mind screamed. But those screams couldn’t be heard while I was consumed with memories he wanted me to surrender to.


His breath stirred the loose hair on my neck, and just before his arms wrapped around me, he spoke in a low, sinister tone that sent chills up my spine. “Fight me.”




Chapter 1


The Dark Room


Briar


I didn’t know day from night, or how many hours or days had passed while I was unconscious. I only knew the nausea and headache when I awoke, and then the awful stench soon after.


It smelled like human waste and bile, and soon I added to it as my stomach forced up any trace of food it held. Hard sobs wracked my body as I tried to free my hands from where they were zip-tied behind me, but it didn’t give.


Oh God. Where am I? I need to get out of here.


“Help,” I croaked then gagged again. “Help.” I repeated it louder and louder until I was screaming it.


“Stop.”


I froze at the hushed word and strained to hear anything in the dark.


“Hello?” I asked hesitantly.


“Stop,” the feminine voice pled again.


“Who are—?”


“Hush.”


I heard the rustling of a body—bodies. I couldn’t tell how many, but it sounded like a lot.


“If you don’t stop, they’ll come in here.”


I wanted that. I needed to get out of wherever I was. “Someone help,” I screamed. “Help me!”


More women were hushing me, some in languages I didn’t know, but I didn’t stop.


A metal door slid open and slammed shut, and I paused as unease crawled through the room and made its way to me, fear sliding over me like oil. I didn’t know what had just entered the room, but I bit my lip to keep from making another sound.


The room was dark enough that I couldn’t see the floor, and I hoped the darkness would hide me from whoever was here with us . . .


The sound of heavy boots grew closer and closer, every now and then hitting what sounded like a puddle or squishing something. My stomach rolled.


Just when I thought the boots would pass by me, a hand pressed my head roughly against the floor.


“No, no, n—” I thrashed against the strong hold, screaming when something pinched my neck.


My loud sobs tore through the room, echoing back to me as the heavy boots moved back in the direction they’d come. When the metal door screeched open, I pled for someone to help me. But my words were soft and slurred.


No one hushed me again, and no one came to save me as darkness engulfed me.


“Beautiful,” a familiar voice whispered into my ear. A pair of warm arms curled around my waist, pulling me back against his chest.


I bit down on my bottom lip, abruptly cutting off the song that had been flowing from my mouth. Despite my sudden unease, I couldn’t stop my smile as my fiancé’s lips ghosted along my neck.


“Don’t stop,” he pled just as gently.


My smile slipped even as a hum of appreciation slid up my throat from the feel of Kyle’s teasing lips on me, but I didn’t continue singing. He knew I wouldn’t.


When seconds ticked by with nothing, he laughed against my shoulder. “You’re so confusing, Briar Rose.”


My body stilled, already knowing what he would say next.


“Never heard a voice like yours, but you won’t let anyone hear it.”


“That’s not true.” I turned in his arms when another breath of a laugh left him and worried my bottom lip as he studied me with a challenging expression. “I just . . .” I lifted one shoulder when I couldn’t find the words to explain it.


“Won’t let anyone hear you,” he provided, echoing his previous statement.


“You’ve heard me . . .” I blinked quickly as I tried to think back, then sputtered out, “countless times.”


“And you stop singing every time you realize I’m listening. Is there anyone you don’t stop for when you realize they’re close enough to hear you?”


Not anymore I thought as stabs of pain and betrayal sliced through my anxiousness.


My nanny’s face flashed through my mind, and I heard her words as clearly as if she were whispering them to me. “Every fear and every worry fades to nothing when you sing, Briar Rose. Your voice is your comfort and your security . . . don’t let anyone take it from you.”


My parents had attempted to do exactly that years later. It was the first time I could remember them paying attention to me, pretending to be the loving parents they always should’ve been.


It took a few years too long to realize their love was conditional.


Ever since, I’d been leery of anyone who pushed me to further my future with my voice, and eventually anyone who wanted me to sing for them.


I tried to ignore conversations with Kyle when he asked instead of pushed, and kept telling myself one day he would understand. But that day had still yet to come.


“What could you be afraid of with a voice like yours?” he asked when I didn’t respond. “People would crawl over each other to be able to listen to you. Others would fight to represent you if that’s what you wanted.”


My lips curved at the corners in the faintest of smiles, and I reached up to wrap my arms around his neck. “I’m not scared,” I said, soft enough so he wouldn’t detect the tremble in my voice. “I grew up in a world where nothing was my own. I want my voice to remain mine. Not something on display . . . not something my parents try to control.”


“This? Where we are? It’s no one’s world but ours, Briar.” Kyle’s head dipped low so his mouth could brush across mine. “Confuse me. Just don’t stop singing around me.”


After four years, he still couldn’t understand, and I was beginning to doubt he ever would.


I forced a smile when I pulled away from the kiss and tried to change the direction of his thoughts and the conversation. “Technically this house is only yours for two more weeks.”


“My ring is on your finger, your clothes are in the closet, and I came out to find you making coffee, wearing nothing but my shirt. Ours.”


“And what would the governor say if she found out about that?” I asked with a wry smile and raised brow. He lifted me onto the granite island countertop—his hands slipping under the shirt I was wearing.


“I’d like to see her try to say anything.”


I inhaled sharply when Kyle’s fingers moved over my breasts as he pushed the shirt up, up, up—


And exhaled just as fast when his phone began ringing.


His light eyes flashed with annoyance, but he and I both knew who was calling at this time on a Sunday, just as we knew he had to answer her call.


“Speak of the devil,” he muttered under his breath as he released the shirt and grabbed the phone from his jeans pocket. Irritation leaked through his tone when he answered. “We’ve never forgotten a brunch before, Mom, we’re not going to forget today— Because you aren’t calling at the best time.” Kyle’s grin was slow and mischievous. “Yeah, she’s here— Yes— I’m sure you’re extremely surprised.” His free hand traced up one of my thighs and forced them apart when I tried to squeeze them shut.


“You are on the phone with your mother,” I hissed, low enough that my voice wouldn’t carry through the phone.


“Mom, I need to go. We’ll see you at brunch.”


I bit back a whimper when he ran his fingers over where I was bare and ready for him, and slapped at his chest when I noticed the hungry, yet amused, look on his face.


“You can tell me this at brunch. I really need to go— Mom— Mo— Never mind. Bye.” He hung up and tossed his phone on the island countertop next to me, and grinned wolfishly when I smacked his chest again.


“That was not—” He cut off my reprimand with his mouth on mine, and swallowed my moan when he pressed two fingers inside me.


“She knows now,” he said through the kiss. “And you know she won’t be able to say anything at brunch because we’ll be in public.”


My eyes fluttered shut, and I leaned away from him, keeping my hands secured to the back of his neck for support as his fingers brought me closer and closer to the edge. “You’re terrible,” I said halfheartedly, my focus mostly on what Kyle was doing to me.


“What was that?”


I sucked in a quick breath when his thumb pressed against my clit and murmured something unintelligible.


“That’s what I thought,” he said quietly, his tone laced with humor.


I woke up in the dark place sometime later, gasping and screaming in a pool of my own vomit. Almost immediately, I was forced back into unconsciousness the same way as before.


“Who’s that?” Kyle asked an hour and a half later when we were stepping out of the house to meet his parents for brunch.


I glanced up, my chest tightening when I saw her.


Jenna, a girl I worked with, was standing next to an idling car at the end of the driveway.


Even from where I was, I could see that her arms were wrapped around her waist tightly, and she was shaking.


“Jenna,” I whispered, and gave Kyle a knowing look before hurrying over to her. “Hey, wh—oh my God, Jenna. What happened?”


Her mess of blonde hair fell like a protective curtain around her face, but it didn’t stop me from seeing it. Her bottom lip was split open and her right eye was red and purple, and so swollen I doubted she could see through it.


In the year she’d been working with me at Glow, I’d noticed a couple suspicious bruises along her arms, but she’d always had an excuse for them. That is . . . when she’d spoken to me.


No one knew anything about her or her home life since she was incredibly shy and never said much to anyone. And she hadn’t said a word to me for nearly a month after I’d brought the bruises up.


I’d always mentioned my worries to Kyle, but it was obvious Jenna hadn’t wanted our help back then. Now . . .


“I have to go, Briar,” she said through her trembling. “I have—I have to get out of here.”


I stared at her in shock for a few seconds with my head shaking before I nodded quickly. “Of course, what do you need us to do? We can take you where—”


“No,” she said quickly, harshly. “I have a car, but m-m-my dad . . . he thinks I’m on my way to work right now, and he has my phone. If I don’t show up, they’ll call.”


I wasn’t understanding what she needed. All I could focus on were the bruises and the cuts on her face. The violent shaking of her body and the raw fear in her voice.


“Your dad?” I asked lamely, and wondered for a second how old she was. She had to be at least twenty-one to work in the restaurant. “What do you need, Jenna? Tell me what I can do. Do you need money?”


“N-no. No, can you cover for me at work? P-please, I n-need time to get away, Briar. I need time, and if he realizes I’m not there, he’ll come looking for me right away.”


“Of course,” I said without hesitation. “Of course I will. What time is your shift?”


“It starts in ten minutes.”


I nodded again, and tried to get my mind straight. “Okay. Okay, I’ll call and tell them I’m running late. That I forgot we switched. Are you sure we can’t help you in any other way? My fiancé can—”


“No, just—I just need to leave.”


“Jenna, my fiancé’s mom is the governor, so she can do something about your dad if he’s the one who’s been doing this—”


“No! Please don’t get anyone else involved. If you do he’ll come after me, I know he will. Just let me leave,” she begged, and the desperation in her voice tore through me until I was shaking too.


How could a father do this to his own child?


I could feel her fear start to consume me until a song was just a breath from leaving my lips—but I forced the impulse back, knowing distantly that the fear wasn’t my own. I needed to hold it together for Jenna now.


“Okay, go,” I whispered, as if her dad might be near. Before she could turn to leave, I pulled her into my arms, and tried to keep my hug light in the chance there were more bruises I couldn’t see. “Be safe, Jenna. Get far, far away. You deserve so much better than this.”


A sob tore from her throat when she pulled away. I watched her turn and run toward her car. My shock mixed with confusion, rooting me to the ground.


The next time I woke, it was from the harsh spray of a hose. The other females in the room were screaming, and I wondered if this was the end. If this had been some unknown torture, only to drown us.


I was so focused on keeping my mouth shut so things I didn’t want to think of wouldn’t fly into my mouth, that I hadn’t noticed that the screams of the girls had started dying out. I hadn’t noticed that the spray of the water was focused more on my part of the room, or that I was surrounded by people who hadn’t been there just before. It wasn’t until that familiar pinch was at my neck that all of that came back to me. I welcomed the darkness like an old friend, hoping recent memories of Kyle would be there.


“Briar . . .”


I looked up when I heard Kyle’s voice, my face tensed with worry and fear as I hurried to tell him what had just happened.


Though he seemed worried for a girl he didn’t know, and just as furious and disgusted as I was with the kind of man who would hurt his own daughter, I could see his frustration when he realized what this meant.


I wasn’t just backing out on brunch, I was doing it last minute after he’d more or less let his mom know that we’d been living together. Something she’d specifically told us was forbidden in case the media caught wind of it. Anything that could make her family look anything less than perfect wasn’t allowed . . . ever.


A lifestyle I knew all too well being raised under my parents’ roof. Not that Kyle or I had cared about either of our parents or the consequences when he’d given me a key to his place and asked me not to leave.


As soon as I was done explaining what I knew about Jenna, I called the restaurant, hurrying through the house as I did to change into the satiny uniform dress and stilettos, and then Kyle was rushing me to work.


Working had been a constant argument with both my parents and Kyle’s. They didn’t like that I was a waitress, even if it was at a place that only catered to those with pockets as deep as the Atlantic Ocean. Kyle’s mom thought it was an embarrassment to her family, and my parents thought I was embarrassing them by embarrassing the governor. Kyle hoped I would stop once we got married, but he knew I had plans to return after our honeymoon.


He didn’t understand, but it wasn’t for lack of trying on my part.


I’d grown up being handed everything and had watched as my parents threw money away as if it were nothing. I’d thought it normal. After all, that was how my friends’ families were as well.


It wasn’t until my parents had tried to use me as a pawn for their own personal gain that I’d realized how disgusting their money was—how disgusting the world I’d grown up in was.


From that moment on, I’d wanted to earn everything I had.


And, with the exception of Kyle and his need to spoil me, that was exactly what I’d done.


“I’m sorry,” I said to Kyle for the fifth time as we pulled up to Glow. “Please ask your mom to forgive me, and let her know I won’t miss next Sunday.”


Before I could hop out of his truck, he grabbed my hand in his and pulled me close. “Stop apologizing, Briar. My mom can get mad if she wants to; it won’t be long before she’ll find something or someone else to be mad at. Do you know if it had been my mom or one of my sisters, they would have sent Jenna away without helping her?” He brushed my hair away from my face with his free hand, and said in a soft voice, “I’m thankful for the woman you are, and I’m proud of you and proud to call you mine. I can’t wait until I can call you my wife.”


My lips stretched into the widest smile as he spoke. By the time the last word left his mouth, I was pressing my lips to his.


In a move made effortless from years of kissing each other, Kyle pulled me closer. One arm was wrapped around my waist, hugging my body against his, while his other hand was cupped around the back of my neck to deepen the kiss.


The second his tongue met mine, heat flooded low in my belly. The feeling was intoxicating, and I knew I could easily get lost in that feeling and that kiss for hours. But even through the haze of Kyle’s kisses, we were in the parking lot outside work, and I was already running late for the shift. A shift I needed to work for Jenna’s sake.


“So I guess you kinda love me, or something, huh?” I whispered against his lips, and pulled against his hold.


A gorgeous smile tugged at Kyle’s mouth as he let me back away. Grabbing my hand in his, he ran his thumb over my engagement ring, and vowed, “Until we’re old and gray, and then long after.”


My eyes slowly cracked open to pitch black again, but this seemed different. The movement of my eyelids seemed sluggish when I blinked. It took me a few seconds to realize there was a blindfold around my eyes, and I immediately tried to remove it, but my hands were still tightly bound. I rubbed my face against the cold floor, trying to get the blindfold to move, but had no luck.


Something wasn’t right—something had changed. I lay still, listening for long moments until I realized I was hearing something. A loud whirring I couldn’t place. It sounded like obscenely loud white noise, but it was familiar. And there was no smell. For the first time since waking up in the dark room, there was no smell of vomit or other waste.


I took a deeper breath, but wished I hadn’t when my stomach rolled. Whatever was in that syringe made my stomach uneasy.


I wondered if the other women were with me. Fear slowly crawled through me when I realized I couldn’t hear them above the loud whirring.


If they’re gone, what happened to them? What’s going to happen to me? Where am I?


Tears burned my eyes and my throat tightened.


How long has it been since I was taken? Hours . . . days? Does Kyle know? What is he thinking? What is he doing to find—I choked back a sob and curled in on myself against the cool floor.


That movement also felt odd and caught me off guard. I straightened then curled into a ball again once . . . twice before I realized why it felt wrong.


I wasn’t wearing any clothes.


No dress. No underwear. Nothing but the blindfold and zip ties.


My jaw trembled violently and a jumbled prayer flew from my lips.


I repeated that prayer over and over, and eventually began mouthing the words to songs until I was singing to myself.


Relief flooded me when the first “Hush!” came.


“You’re still here?” I asked quickly.


“Hush!”


But again, I didn’t. I couldn’t. I was terrified. The loud whirring was probably drowning me out for the most part anyway. It didn’t matter that there were others around me or that they could hear me. I sang when I was afraid, always had, and it was nearly impossible to stop.


“Stop. They’re going to come again.”


I didn’t stop, and the men with the needles never came.


“I’m waiting on one last check, then I’m taking my lunch,” I called out to the manager halfway through the shift.


I eyed the two full bags of trash sitting near the kitchen door that led outside and hurried over to them. It wasn’t part of my job, but I had nothing else to do while I waited, and Jenna usually threw them out on her smoke breaks.


In the hours I’d been at work, I’d worried Jenna’s dad would show—not that I would know who he was even if he had—but no one had come in asking for her. No one had given a vibe that he’d been beating his daughter for who knew how long, and had chased her out of town. But I hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that at any second, I would turn around and Jenna’s dad would be standing there, demanding to know where she had gone. I’d felt anxious and uncomfortable in my skin throughout the shift, and was actually contemplating calling Kyle to see if he would come sit in my section for the next handful of hours.


I had finished throwing the bags into the dumpster and was walking back toward the building when I noticed the odd, almost ominous quiet around me. I was telling my feet to move faster, but fear was slowing them down.


No birds were singing, no bugs could be heard, and the air around me felt suffocating.


A song kissed my lips as my body began trembling, my soft voice sounding too loud in the quiet outdoors, and I focused on nothing but the words flowing from me and the door to the kitchen just twelve feet away.


Eleven.


Ten.


A cloth-covered hand clamped over my mouth and an arm wrapped around my waist. I screamed against it, panic and raw terror flooding me. The large person behind me lifted me off the ground and hurried backward.


I kicked at the air and clawed at the arm near my face, but my movements were already subdued, my screams dying out.


The person holding me fell back, landed with a thud, then began yelling in a deep voice, “Go, go, go!”


The light of day disappeared with the sound of a door sliding shut. I kicked uselessly at it when the vehicle took off, tried to breathe as little as possible, and thrashed my head back and forth to get away from the cloth. I attempted one more scream and felt a sharp pinch in my neck. Seconds passed before I realized my legs were no longer moving and I was no longer scratching the man holding me. The ceiling of the van blurred and the edges of my vision darkened as multiple men spoke quickly over each other, their words jumbled together and slowly faded to nothing.


Time dragged on as I sang, and eventually the other girls stopped telling me to be quiet. Occasionally some of them joined in. Others sang and murmured in different languages, the sounds all mixing together. My voice became hoarse, but I continued on when muffled cries could be heard throughout the room—knowing at least some of them needed this as much as I did—until our room suddenly dipped.


Gasps filled the room as we tried to figure out what was happening. Frantic screams and demands filled the space.


The jolt when we landed seemed to send an unspoken message through the room as we all fell silent and waited.


Oh God, oh God . . .


Where have they taken us?


The whirring eventually died down, but none of us moved or spoke as seconds turned into minutes. And minutes turned into hours.




Chapter 2


Room of Mirrors


Briar


Hours passed before a charge suddenly filled the room—or airplane—and fear flooded me. Unable to stop myself, a near-silent song left my lips.


“No, don’t,” someone hissed.


I wished I was smart enough to know how to listen to her. Fear suffocated me, pulling each breath and each word from my lungs, and I was helpless to stop it.


I was suddenly yanked off the ground by my elbows and hauled away.


A scream tore from my lungs, and I thrashed uselessly against whoever was holding me. “Help! Help—someone, help!”


“Quiet, bitch,” the man holding me commanded; the words were muffled, as if something was covering his mouth.


I was dragged for a little while longer before I heard a door slide shut behind us, then I was forced to stand.


“Please, let me go. My fiancé has to be looking for me. His parents—please.”


Someone in front of me scoffed, and the person gripping my elbows released me when another person grasped my shoulders roughly. I felt a cool, thin material slide over my body from behind, and recoiled from it until I remembered I was naked.


“Fiancé,” the man in front of me said with a sneer, and the man behind me laughed.


“Help me,” I screamed, and stumbled back into the man when a hand slammed down over my mouth.


“Listen, bitch. You don’t get chosen now, you come again with us, we take you to a house to please many men.”


My shocked cry was muffled by the hand against my mouth. Whoever had been keeping me in place was now holding me up as my knees gave out. Though I couldn’t see, it felt like everything was tilting to the side. I was going to be sick.


I screamed again and tried with every ounce of strength inside of me to break free from the zip ties.


“If you don’t shut your mouth, no one will want you. One man or many. Your choice.”


I couldn’t figure out which man was talking. They sounded different, but the same, and it seemed like they were coming from the same place now instead of in front of and behind me. My head spun as their words replayed over and over, and I wondered how this had happened to me.


This can’t be happening. This is a nightmare. Please, God, let this be a nightmare.


“Up. Up,” one of them commanded, and eventually I was lifted to my feet. “Walk. I said walk, bitch.”


“Please. Please, don’t do this,” I begged hoarsely. “Let me go home. Kyle—” I choked out a sob and stumbled, but the men didn’t let me fall.


They spoke in a rush, in voices too low for me to hear, and I wondered if these were the same men who had taken me from work. I stumbled awkwardly down a ramp and across a flat surface. It never got brighter behind the blindfold, but I had a feeling we were outside from the sudden warmth.


I sucked in a deep breath, but a hand smashed down onto my mouth before I could scream again.


My empty stomach churned at the taste of his sweaty, dirt-covered hand. I jerked, trying to get away, but his hold didn’t loosen.


“No one can see you. No one knows you are here,” the man in front informed me. “Keep walking.”


Within another minute I was hit with a blast of air conditioning, and I planted my bare feet onto what felt like a hardwood floor. “N-no. No! Let me go.” I needed to get back outside. I needed to run.


“Walk,” the one behind me barked then mumbled a curse.


The man in front made a confirming grunt. “To the whore house for you then if you don’t shut up.”


My knees shook violently and hard sobs burst from my chest.


“Ah,” the one in front continued, “yes. Do that instead. Some might like it.”


Both men laughed, the sounds grating and taunting.


We slowed to a stop, and my head bowed as grief ate at me.


“Look at me. Look at me,” one of them demanded, and a hand grasped at my cheeks, forcing my face up. “One last time. You listen, bitch, okay? Cry if you want. Some like that, they will pay for that,” he said quickly, his voice still muffled. “You talk, you beg for help, they won’t want you. They don’t want a talking bitch. Got it?”


When my head shook, his free hand roughly cupped my sex, and I cried out, “Don’t touch me.”


“You talk . . . this will be used day and night, day and night, by anyone. You will be forced into a room to wait for the next man who pays for you. Got it? Got it?” he barked when I didn’t respond.


“Y-yes,” I said, trembling. A man who wasn’t Kyle was touching me, and it was crushing something inside me.


“Let’s go.” He released me quickly only to take my arm in his grasp.


I heard a door open, and I bit back a cry as we stepped through it. Wherever we were now made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. The silence here was heavy, wrong.


“Three steps right . . . now,” the man at my arm said softly, but it still crashed through the weighted silence of the room and made me jump and trip over the first step.


No one laughed as the man brought me to an abrupt stop, and I wondered briefly where the second man was. Then I thought about the other girls still on the plane, and realized I didn’t want to know.


My heart raced and stomach swirled with disgust, fear, and horror as I wondered again how I had ended up here. But as I waited for something—anything—I stood completely still with my jaw clenched tight, determined not to let my emotions show.


The man holding me squeezed my arm and hissed a low reminder to stay quiet, but just as quickly his grasp loosened and he breathed, “Yes. Yes.”


I didn’t want to know what had made him excited. His words were making me lose my hold on my fragile composure.


His hold disappeared altogether, and suddenly his voice came from in front of me. “You do not move; you do not speak.”


I can barely breathe.


“Do not react,” he commanded urgently, but soft enough that I barely heard him.


My jaw shook and my breath came out in a hard rush at his words. I didn’t want to know what I wasn’t supposed to react to—his threat alone was more than enough to make me want to.


The thin material covering me was pushed from my body, and I fought against my zip ties to cover myself.


“Don’t,” he hissed. “They like you; do not mess it up now, bitch.”


“Ple—”


“Don’t!” He waited for a few beats before his fingers went to the back of my head, and I wanted to beg him to leave the blindfold alone.


I didn’t want to know.


I didn’t want to see.


The material fell away, and I blinked against the dim light in the room. It felt as harsh as the sun after being in pure darkness for so long. Once my eyes adjusted, I saw what my captor had been seeing, and a cry fell from my lips.


I was surrounded by dozens of one-way mirrors—each one taller than me, and just as wide. Every handful of seconds, a small, round light would turn on above one of them, only to turn off when another lit up. Then another. Then another. Faster and faster, like the lights were at war with each other.


Without realizing what I was doing until the grip on my arm tightened, I began quietly singing. All the lights stopped blinking, and another hiss came from the man beside me.


“Bitch,” he said on a breath, “stop.”


Just before I dropped my head and squeezed my eyes shut, a light to my left came on and didn’t turn off.




Chapter 3


Day 1 The Auction


Lucas


Adrenaline coursed through my veins as I waited for the auction to begin, but despite the fact that I couldn’t see any of the other bidders and they couldn’t see me, I kept a calm front of indifference.


I glanced around the box of a room I would stay in throughout the process and took note of everything. It was small, but clearly no expense had been spared. The chair was more comfortable than some beds I’d slept on, and I considered sleeping through the first few girls as I rubbed at my eyes.


No, I couldn’t. I knew if I fell asleep now I probably wouldn’t wake up until this entire thing was over, and then I wouldn’t have anything to show for a second round. My mentor told me it would be unacceptable if I came home empty-handed again, and frustrating him wasn’t something I could afford.


I changed the music channel in my room until I found one to settle on, then continued looking around the room. There was a mini-coffee station, a fridge filled with water and energy drinks, and a phone with a menu next to it, but I didn’t feel like I could eat now. On the other side of the room, closest to the window, were a basket of lotions and a jeweled box of Kleenex.


I rolled my eyes and drummed my fingers against the desk.


My phone chimed, and I glanced at a text from my mentor reminding me not to choose the first girl.


I nodded to myself and dropped my phone on the desk before resuming my anxious drumming. My fingers paused briefly when the door to the viewing room opened but continued as I reminded myself to be patient.


“The first girls are never worth it,” my mentor always told me. “They’re the ones the sellers know will bring in the most money, so they put them up first.”


I would wait.


I dropped my head into my other hand and rubbed at a headache forming from lack of sleep. I was starting to think about that coffee maker again when the lights on my built-in desk screen went wild.


I straightened in the chair and watched in surprise for a few seconds as the bids poured in. Not once had they come in that fast during my visit six months before.


My head jerked up when the bid for her rose faster than expected, and my mouth slowly fell open.


Despite her small build, she stood tall and fearless, although I had no doubt she was anything but. I moved around my desk toward the window and let my eyes roam over her.


Her blonde hair was long, falling to her waist. Her legs were slender, and now that I was staring at them, I could see they were shaking. My gaze snapped up, and I noticed her jaw was too.


The man holding on to the girl released her to step in front of her, and although I had been turning to go back to my chair, I couldn’t move. I needed to see this girl.


The man pushed the robe from her body, and immediately the girl thrashed against whatever was binding her hands. Gone was the bravado; in its place was trembling and fear.


She looked to be in her mid-twenties—just a few years younger than me, as most of the girls here today would be—and so completely pure I had no doubts that every man here was drooling at the thought of having her.


I glanced away from her long enough to see rooms light up with bids. When I looked back, I wished I hadn’t. The blindfold was gone from her eyes, and now all I could do was stare at her face.


Her body bent and it looked like she cried out—and for some irrational reason, I wanted to go to her. I wanted to protect her from what she was seeing. And that was something I couldn’t allow to happen. Not there, not ever.


I forced myself to turn away from her and clenched my hands into fists over and over again as I went back to my chair.


I had seen dozens of faces from a room like the one I was in. Not one of them had pulled any kind of reaction from me. They weren’t supposed to.


“And she didn’t either,” I mumbled as I loosened my tie, trying to play it off as some side effect from my lack of sleep.


My eyes stayed focused on the screen as bids continued to come in, so I saw the second they halted. I stared at the screen, confused. There hadn’t been two or three bidders going back and forth over her, and it hadn’t slowed to a stop. There had been at least ten or more men bidding . . . and then nothing.


Although I tried to keep myself from it, I glanced at the girl, then leaned over the desk to look more closely at her. Her full lips were moving slowly, methodically, and I felt my own tug up in response.


It took a few seconds before I understood, and then a low laugh built in my chest. “Are you singing during a bidding war?” I whispered to myself. “You are brave.”


As if being compelled by some force I refused to acknowledge, my fingers flew over the desk screen, and my blood pounded through my veins when I pressed the submit button. No one attempted to outbid me; I hadn’t thought they would. I’d offered double the last bid to shut the other bidders down before they could decide to start up again.


Looking at the brave girl in the viewing room, my face slid back into that practiced mask of indifference as I thought of how she would soon be broken.




Chapter 4


Day 1 with Girl


Lucas


I pulled on the cufflink at my left wrist as my mentor droned on over the phone ten minutes later. “Because there wasn’t a point in staying, like I told you before.” I let out a slow breath through my nose to calm myself when he scoffed, as if I was a kid who didn’t know any better. Before he could inform me of all the reasons to stay, I reminded him, “After everything I had to fix for you last night, I’m exhausted and ready to go home. I got what I came for; I’m leaving with a girl. There isn’t a reason to buy another.”


“You will grow bored with one.”


My jaw tensed in frustration. I doubted that. “There will be another group in six months. If you’re right, and that’s the case, then I’ll buy my second at that auction.”


Another scoff. “I wonder about you, Lucas, I do. I wonder about your ability to do what you’re supposed to. I think I put too much faith in you . . . I’m not sure you can do this.”


I narrowed my eyes at the fogged privacy glass in front of me. “Only an idiot would question the man he’s trained to pass as his shadow. Only a man with a death wish would question me.”


There were a few beats of silence before he said, “I will need to come inspect her.”


“Like hell you will,” I said with a surprised laugh. “That is not how any of us do this, don’t even attempt to deny that.”


“How dare you tell me what I will and will not—”


“Did your mentor ever once come to inspect any of your women?” I asked quietly. Dangerously. There was warning in my tone of what would happen if he went against the rules.


“This is different, things are expected of you. You are my protégé,” he yelled, and I laughed bitterly.


“Don’t deceive your old mind into believing that you’re someone greater than you are, with more power and holding than you have,” I sneered. “No. This is no different, and you are no different than the rest. You are a mentor—nothing more—and mentors do not visit or inspect. I will visit you with her when she is ready.”


“Lucas—”


“Trust that you trained me well, William, and remember that it was you who trained me. Mentor or not, do not cross me. You already know the consequences, since they came from your own mind.” I ended the call before he could say anything else and dropped my phone onto the seat next to me.


I’d just rested my head on the back of the seat when there was a light tap on the back window of the car.


My eyes shot open, and I raised my arm to glance at my watch before leaning over to roll down the window. It hadn’t been fifteen minutes since I’d finished buying the girl; she shouldn’t have been ready yet.


“Sir?”


“What?” I growled, and narrowed my eyes at the seller trying to get a glimpse into the car.


His eyes darted back to me, and he scrambled to grab something out of his pocket. “You purchased 48-1, yes?”


I only continued to glare at him. Considering we had talked just minutes after the purchase had been finalized, he and I both knew I had.


“Yes. Here. As requested.” He shoved an old, crumpled piece of paper into the car and jerked his arm away as soon as it was in my grasp.


I didn’t offer my thanks. I looked away in dismissal and waited until the window was back up before I allowed myself to read the scrawled notes about the girl.






Atlanta, Georgia.


Loner.


Only goes between work (restaurant – Glow) and home.


Dad only. Abusive.


Dad deals out of home.


Girl does not use.


Perfect!








There wasn’t anything to help me know more about the girl I’d just bought, but I had figured it was too much to hope for. The sellers’ jobs were to study girls, finding ones who fit a certain profile and would be easily forgotten from their old lives. Nothing more.


Once I’d read the few descriptions they’d given me on her enough times to memorize them, I balled the crinkled paper into my hand and let it fall to the floor of the car.


My mouth twitched into a grimace when I thought about the girl again, trembling and crying out. The initial reaction she’d forced from me—the one to go to her and protect her—rushed to the surface and was quickly met with old memories.


Not the same, I told myself harshly as I rested my head on the back of the seat again. Not the same.


“Mr. Holt?”


I slowly cracked open my eyes and immediately noticed that the privacy window was down.


“Mr. Holt?”


I tensed when I realized the voice was coming from next to me and the back door was open. When I tilted my head enough to notice the driver standing there, I relaxed. I straightened in the seat as I cleared my throat and fixed my tie, though it was fine. “What?”


“They’re coming with her—I thought I should warn you. You aren’t going to be happy.”


I stopped trying to fix my tie. “Why?”


My driver looked nervous to deliver the news, as if he was worried about my reaction. But I was already getting frustrated with the way he hesitated and scrambled for words. “They said she was screaming . . .” He looked at me uneasily when I stilled.


“You have exactly three seconds to tell me what happened if you want to keep your life and your job.” My voice was deceptively even, but it still had the desired effect.


I wasn’t to be ignored. Ever.


I watched the man turn into a scared kid. He swallowed thickly and his face paled.


“Yes, Mr. Holt. They uh, they said she was fighting them and she was uncontrollable.”


“What happened?” I demanded harshly, each word clipped.


“They knocked her out; s-she’s still unconscious. I’m sorry, Mr. Holt, I—”


“Move,” I ordered, and barely waited until he was out of my way before I got out of the car. “How did you find out?”


“One of the men came to tell us.”


I nodded, accepting his answer. I shrugged out of my jacket and threw it into the car, then shoved my hands into my pants pockets as I stared at the building ahead. My body vibrated as I resisted the urge to pace. “Knocked her out how?”


“Some drug, he didn’t say what.”


A growl built in my chest and cut off abruptly when a few men exited the building, one of them carrying the girl. She looked lifeless.


Barely concealed rage pounded through me by the time they reached us, and I gently took the girl from the man’s arms. I studied her chest until I saw it rise and fall a few times, then I let out a slow, relieved breath.


“You bought a wild one,” the man who handed her over said.


“She was uncontrollable, huh?” I tried to make my tone light but knew I didn’t succeed.


“She’s been trouble since we took her,” another man responded. “All the others stayed silent, this bitch wouldn’t shut up.”


All three men laughed. My driver and I joined in, but my driver shot me a nervous look when I turned to put the girl in the backseat of the car.


He was worried. He was smart to be.


I paused from straightening out of the car and glanced over my shoulder when one of the men behind me said, “I had to drug this bitch constantly just to keep her quiet. Surprised anyone wanted her.”


“Surprised she’s still alive,” another said with a laugh.


“Surprised you are,” I added coolly. I wrapped my hand around the handle of one of the guns I had hidden below the seat and took aim when I turned around.


The three men began yelling and backing up, but I just spoke calmly over them. “We don’t ask in this business, right?” I didn’t wait for them to answer. “You don’t ask what I do; I won’t ask what you do. You don’t judge me; I won’t judge you. But you just harmed something that now belongs to me. I did not pay all that money for you to bring me an unconscious girl or for you to decide what happens to her when she acts out. Do we understand each other?”


The men were still slowly backing up, hands now raised, and murmuring their agreements and apologies.


“Next time I won’t be so forgiving,” I warned, dropping the arm holding the gun.


The men exhaled roughly, and one even laughed nervously.


The same man who had bragged about drugging the girl joked weakly, “My life just flashed before my eyes.”


“Why would I kill you?” I mused darkly. “She’s still breathing.”


And there are rules . . .


Before he could react, I lifted my arm and fired once, hitting him in the knee.




Chapter 5


Blackbird


Briar


I rolled over in bed, lifting my hands above my head to stretch, but paused when my body ached in protest.


Why do I hurt?


I tested out my muscles slowly, starting with my arms and working down to my legs. The entire time I tried to remember what I had done to be aching so much and when our bed had ever felt this incredible.


I absentmindedly ran my fingers over the cool sheets as I went through what had happened yesterday, but I couldn’t seem to get a grasp on it. Everything was foggy and just out of my reach. I would get glimpses before they drifted off. Something about Kyle and phone calls in the kitchen. Work and worrying about someone . . . someone . . .


No, I couldn’t have worked yesterday; I never work on Sundays. Brunch with Kyle’s parents . . . where did we go again?


I pressed my hands to my head, trying to force away the pounding and hoping in vain to clear my mind so I could sort through the confusing memories. Why can’t I remember? Why am I in so much pain? And why can’t I open my eyes?


My wrists ached. I rolled my right one a few times before grasping it with my left hand . . . and stilled. All the oxygen seemed to be sucked from the room when I felt shallow cuts that circled my wrist. Switching over to my left wrist only to feel the same, I sorted through a dizzying assault of memories as my heart raced.


“Jenna,” I gasped loudly and flew into a sitting position on the strange bed.


I forced my eyes open and had to blink a few times to get them to stay open, then looked wildly around a darkened bedroom I had never seen before. My body swayed as the room spun, and I grasped my head with the hand that wasn’t holding me up on the bed.


Everything came flooding back at once, and hard sobs tore from my chest as reality slammed into me. Being kidnapped, the darkness, being sold, being prepped for my buyer . . . “No, no, no, no. Help me. Someone help,” I screamed, and scrambled to get off the bed.


I staggered to the side and then back toward the bed before finally finding my balance. I ran to the first door I saw and fell into the next room when the door opened easily. I looked into the small bathroom for less than a second before crawling out of it and struggling to my feet again.
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