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      Just think of it as my birthday gift to you. One more kiss.

              Zach…

              My name is Chase. It’s really fucking important.

              One more kiss…

              My birthday gift…

              Kiss…

              I feel as if I’m underwater, struggling to get to the surface, to breathe. And every time I start to find my way up again, I feel Zach’s lips on mine, his hands on my waist, his body pressing against mine. Hot, hard, muscular. Strong arms, stronger than I remembered them. Not a boy anymore, a man. A man that I want every bit as much, with a clarity that I didn’t have when I was younger. Then, I was lost in a fairytale, overcome with hormones and teenage puppy love. I thought I was a lost princess, locked up in a house with an evil father, needing to be saved by a white knight.

              Now it’s different. Now I know what cruelty really is. What it means to be a prisoner in a gilded cage.

              I was such a fool.

              I try to surface again, but Zach’s hands are on me, pulling me down, and now it’s not just the kiss. Now we’re in my childhood bedroom again, but it’s this Zach leaning over me this time, not the teenage Zach with his boyish features and floppy hair. Now there are muscled arms on either side of me, a hard body stretched over mine, naked with the fine dusting of blond hair on his chest that I scratch my nails through as he pushes my thighs apart. I feel him inside of me, hard, thrusting, his full lips rough on mine, the scratch of stubble against my cheek. As I feel my body tightening on the verge of climax, I call out his name breathlessly, begging for more, begging him not to stop.

              Zach, Zach, Zach…

              My name is Chase. It’s really fucking important. I hear it echoing, but I don’t want to call him that, not here, not now.

              “Come for me, Poppy.”

              My eyes fly open, and it’s not Zach anymore atop me in my pink and white bed. It’s Vincent, his dark hair thick and messy, his eyes hard and cruel on mine as he thrusts roughly into me, his cock painful, scraping, and his hands are hard on my wrists, pinning me to the bed. I try to push him away, to slip out from under him. Suddenly I’m smooth and slippery as an eel, squirming out from under his body and thrashing towards the surface again, trying to breathe, trying not to drown, to escape before I’m trapped here forever, underwater and floundering, unable to escape like every princess I ever read about as a child. I always thought their lives were so desirable, but now I know the truth.

              They were all prisoners.

              I feel his hand on my ankle, his voice calling my name, Poppy, Poppy, stay here Poppy, don’t you know what I’ve done for you, Poppy? Your father will die if you don’t stay, Poppy, Poppy. I see Zach’s face above me, wavering over the surface of the water, watching me as I flounder an inch beneath it, Vincent’s hand pulling me back down, down into the darkness, back underneath his body, back into my cage.

              “Help me, Zach!”

              My name is Chase. It’s really fucking important.

              “Poppy!”

              I sit up with a gasp as if pulled upright by a string, sucking air into my hollow lungs as if I haven’t been breathing all this time. Who knows, maybe I wasn’t. The room swims around me, still blurred, and I rapidly blink as something shakes me back and forth, my head lolling like a bobblehead figure as I struggle to regain consciousness.

              “Mr. Jamison, maybe you shouldn’t—” April’s voice floats through the room, disembodied and fuzzy.

              “Shut up.” Vincent’s voice now, cold and harsh. “She’s been out long enough. Wake the fuck up, Poppy.”

              I don’t want to wake up. I think about how much easier it would be if I didn’t. No more confusion, no more pain, being out of his control. Then I remember the reason I’m with him, for my family, to save my dad’s life, to make sure Erin doesn’t have to do the things I did. I try to wake, but I can’t seem to quite get the room to come into focus. I try to say something, but my tongue feels thick and dry in my mouth, like a wad of cotton shoved between my lips, and I can’t manage that either.

              “Poppy!” He shakes me so hard that my head falls back harshly, straining my neck.

              “Vincent, maybe she’s right—” Sonya’s voice now, and everything in me rebels at that, at Sonya trying to help me. I don’t want her fucking help. I hate her. I do. I tried to pretend like I didn’t, but I fucking hate her, not only because she’s snide and rude but because she’s taken Zach from me. I know it’s not true; no one can take anyone else from another person. Zach walked away willingly...

                      All of these thoughts are muddled, jumbled, and I know I’m not really dying; I just fainted after all. I didn’t get fucking shot or have a heart attack like Vincent’s dad—

              Oh god, is he still alive?

              I want to ask, but my mouth still won’t work. I hear Vincent’s aggravated sigh above me. Then I’m falling backward, the hand that yanked me upright abruptly gone, and I feel the back of my head knock against the arm of the couch uncomfortably, falling to one side.

              “Mr. Jamison—”

              “Get her upstairs. I don’t want to fucking see her until she’s awake. There’s not even anything wrong with her.”

              “I think she’s shocked—”

              “Oh give me a fucking break. Just get her upstairs. I have more important things to handle.”

                      I’d be glad to never have to hear either of them ever again. My heart and brain ache at what the hell Vincent or his family is involved in for something like this to happen.

      
        
        ---

      

      

              When I wake up again, it’s alone, in mine and Vincent’s bed upstairs. I wake to the feeling of cool sheets under me and a down pillow beneath my head, the thick embroidery of the duvet slick under my hands. The room smells like roses and lemons, and when I open my eyes this time, it’s slowly, the breath and awareness coming back to my body of its own volition.

              My body and head both ache. I don’t know if it’s from when I fell or Vincent shaking me. 

              I sit up slowly, touching the back of my head and wincing. I can feel the lump there, solid underneath my fingertips, and I fight back a wave of nausea. Hell, I might have had a concussion, but I’m sure Vincent didn’t care.

              I lick my dry lips, considering whether I should go downstairs for a glass of water, wondering what the state of the mansion is. I don’t know how much time has passed, but it’s light out now, the afternoon sun streaming through the heavy parted curtains. I wonder how long it will take for everything to be cleaned up. I can’t imagine Gianna letting her home stay the way it was last night, the floors streaked with blood, spilled food and champagne, but then again, she might not even care. She’s probably with Ezio right now, if he’s even still alive.

              My stomach clenches at that thought. Of everyone here, Ezio has been the kindest. I know he’s not perfect, that there are probably things about him that would make my stomach turn too if I knew about them. Still, he’s the only member of this family who has never been cruel to me. The thought of him being dead makes me feel sad and forlorn, and I lean back against the pillows, blinking back hot tears.

              I feel so completely alone.

      
        
        ---

      

      

              No one comes until the evening. I did go downstairs at one point to find something to eat and some water, walking slowly, my body protesting every step, but I felt suffocated in the room.

             I didn’t go into the ballroom, not wanting to see it if the carnage of last night hadn’t been cleaned up yet, but I did pass through the living room. The couches were rearranged, the rugs already freshly cleaned, so that the whole room smelled of detergent and the scent of Italian summer coming through the windows. One of them was taped, the broken glass not yet repaired, but all other signs of last night’s disaster—the blood, the shattered glass, the lingering smoke—all of it was gone. If I ignored the broken windows, it would have seemed like it never happened. I wondered if the guests I’d seen laid out were really dead, where they’d gone. If their bodies were lying cold somewhere, waiting to be buried.

              The thought had almost made me throw up.

              I’d stayed in the kitchen just long enough to get a glass of water and find some leftovers in the fridge, not bothering to look too hard at what I grabbed. When I got back upstairs, I found it was just a container of olives and cheese left over from an appetizer tray, but that was good enough. I ate the entire container, enjoying the chance to eat without worrying about getting yelled at for the sodium and fat content of what was going in my mouth, and then set it aside, chugging the glass of water and laying back down to sleep again. The house seemed empty, and I wanted to take advantage of it, of the blissful quiet that I’d missed. No Vincent, no Sonya, no Gianna, not even Zach or Erin. I didn’t know where any of them were, and at that particular moment, I couldn’t quite bring myself to care.

              I just wanted to be alone.

              When I wake up again, it’s twilight out, the sky rapidly darkening. I push myself upright again, shoving back the duvet and switching on the bedside light. I’m in just my underwear, the silky panties and strapless bra that I’d had on underneath my dress. For the first time, I notice the dress discarded by the bed, a pile of sparkling fabric on the dark hardwood. I stare at it, feeling already as if the party happened a million years ago, and not last night.

              The door opens then, and I flinch back, wondering who’s going to walk through it. I want it to be Zach, need it to be him, but I know it’s not because the same uneasiness that I’ve gotten since Vincent revealed himself creeps over me before he crosses the threshold. There are flowers in his hand, a grin on his face, perhaps glad I’m alive, that his trophy wife isn’t a drooling vegetable upstairs.

              “Poppy.” His voice is flat as he drops the flowers into an empty vase on the dresser. There’s no water in it, but that’s just like Vincent, to arrange something to his pleasure and then leave it starved of care or affection. Just seeing the bouquet makes me nauseous—it’s beautiful, a spray of roses and lilies and daisies, but the sight of flowers in his hand makes me sick. It just makes me think of his “garden,” of all the girls he nicknames after flowers because he can’t be bothered to remember their actual names, or maybe just because it gives him power over them, makes them into nothing but objects. Flowers to be plucked and then tossed away when they wither under his touch.

              Except he’s not going to toss me away. He’s going to keep me, pruned and carefully planted where he chooses to keep me, with just enough sustenance to keep me faintly blooming. 

              He’s wearing her watch. I see it on his wrist when he comes to sit on the edge of the bed, the one inscribed to my Gatsby, from your Daisy. I wonder when she’ll wake up from being so foolish. When or if her dream will turn into a nightmare. We’re all such fools. 

      But then again, it’s oddly poignant because isn’t that what Gatsby’s Daisy said?

              The best thing a woman can be in this world is a beautiful little fool.

              Maybe if I could be that, I’d be happier.

              Vincent’s hand shoots out, grabs me by the chin, and I see then that there’s not going to be any pretending this time. No playing at the kind fiancé, checking on his wife-to-be. No mercurial temper, just anger.

              I’m pretty sure I can figure out why, too. Vincent looks a lot the worse for wear, his nose bandaged and his jaw purpled with bruises where Matteo hit him, his lip bruised too, and split. His entire cruelly handsome face is littered with the evidence of a terrible fight that he isn’t invincible. I saw the whole thing happen.

              Vincent isn’t a man to take others, seeing his weaknesses lightly. 

              “I see you’re finally awake.” His hand grips my chin tightly, turning my face this way and that. “No actual injuries. Just passed out.” He spits the last words out as if my weakness disgusts him. “All of this to worry about, and you still need all the attention, don’t you?”

              I can’t speak. My throat feels closed over, choked up, and his fingers slide up, squeezing my cheeks as he shakes my face.

              “Don’t you!” His voice is loud, snapping, and I jerk back, wincing with pain as he pulls me back towards him.

              My chest contracts, my heart is hurting all over again. No wonder I took so long to come back to consciousness. My mind must have known that this was waiting for me. That everything I do, no matter how inadvertent, will always be wrong.

              “Yes,” I whisper, tears leaking from my eyes.

              “Selfish bitch.” He sneers at me, his handsome face twisting. It’s not the cuts and bruises that make him suddenly look ugly to me; it’s what I can see in his expression, his clear disgust for me. “Maybe my mother was right. Maybe I should have married a girl from one of the other families. A girl who knows her place, how to be useful. Not a weak little brat who faints at the sight of blood.”

              I swallow hard, unsure of what to say. It wasn’t just the blood, I want to retort. It was seeing my sister up against a tree with a man who wants you dead. It was seeing the blood on the floor, yes, but also the mansion trashed, dead bodies on the couches. It was seeing your father falling down, knowing he might be dying in front of me.

              It was Zach kissing me again for the first time in years. It was him walking away from me. It was blood and death and abandonment and fear.

              This isn’t something I’m used to. It’s not a life I want.

              I just want to feel safe.

              I want to say all of that, but the words stay trapped behind my trembling lips because I know better than to speak any of it aloud. Vincent doesn’t care. He never has, and I know now that he never will.

              “Do you know why I want to marry you, Poppy?” He smiles coldly at me, ignoring the split in his lip that turns a little red as they curve up. “You think it’s love, don’t you?”

              “Yes,” I say, my voice trembling. It’s not what I believe. It’s the only thing I can think of that he might want to hear.  

              “Stupid.” He’s still smiling, but there’s no humor in it. He stands up, and to my horror, when my eyes flick down to look at him, I see that he’s hard, his dick straining against the front of his pants. “I wanted to marry you because you’re easy, Poppy. Because you were so desperate to be saved. So in need of someone to whisk you away from your sad little life that you would have believed anything. You were pliable, happy to suck my cock when I wanted it, happy to lay down and spread your legs for me, happy to do anything if I’d wrap you in designer dresses and put a diamond on your finger. It really was lucky,” he continues, sliding his zipper down, “that your father got sick. That really tied you to me. I thought that would make you even easier. Just a pretty little wife who I could keep on my arm, who would turn a blind eye to everything else. I didn’t want a girl who’d been raised here, in the kind of life my family lives, because she’d expect to know things. Expect to be a part of things, like my mother. Not someone who would just sit down and shut up, like I expected you to be. But you’ve actually turned out to be a real pain in the ass, Poppy.”

              His dick is out now, in his hand, and my stomach turns over at the sight of it. I don’t want him; I don’t want anything to do with him, especially not when he’s saying such cruel things. I try to remember a time when seeing him half-naked, hard for me, would have turned me on, but I can’t anymore. Because this isn’t about desire or even sex. Vincent is hard not because he wants to fuck me, but because I saw him in a moment of weakness, and now he’s going to take his power back. He’s going to show me who is in charge.

              “I’ve got a lot of things to handle, Poppy,” he says conversationally. “And I know you’re going to try to argue with me about this, too, because you haven’t learned what that pretty little mouth is for yet. But I’m done playing games. If we were back in New York, I’d just go elsewhere. But we’re not. We’re here.”

              He gets on the bed then, straddling me, his cock way too close for my comfort. “I’m horny,” he says conversationally, as if we were talking about the weather, “and I need to get off. I don’t feel like doing it myself, so open your mouth like a good girl and show me why I’m bothering to keep you around.”

              Tears spring to my eyes, and I stare up at him. “Vincent, I—”

              He moves forward, pinning my arms down with his knees, and I cry out. “Vincent!”

              “Shut up,” he hisses. “Or do you want me to go downstairs and see if your sister wants a taste? She’s developed an appreciation for the finer things. Maybe my associates are right, and the younger ones are easier to handle.”

              For a brief, terrifying moment, I think I’m going to puke all over him. Terror washes over me—for me, for Erin, and I feel myself sinking further, despair flooding me.

              He grips himself, slapping the tip against my cheek. “Open up. I’m not going to ask again. Be a good wife, Poppy, suck my cock and swallow my cum.”

              I’m not his wife yet. But the distinction doesn’t matter. He still owns me.

              It’s never been more clear.

              I look up at him with tear-filled eyes, this man I used to love that I don’t recognize anymore, and I open my mouth.
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      I fucking hate hospitals.

              This one is even worse, with nurses running around speaking Italian. I don’t understand a damn thing anyone is saying. All I know is I have to be here because Sonya wants me here, and I have to stay at her side like a good little puppy.

              Vincent is gone, at least, and normally that would make me feel relieved. But it doesn’t because I’m almost certain he’s gone back to the estate.

      Where Rain is.

      My Rain, except she isn’t.

       The thought of him speaking to her, touching her, causes a feeling I haven’t felt since my father and mother?

      Rage?

       I was in the room when he tried to wake her up yesterday when he tried to fucking shake her awake while she was still unconscious. He wouldn’t even have a doctor look at her. All of his focus was on his father, and Rain was just pissing him off.

              We’d listened to him rant about it the entire way to the hospital, about how weak she was, how selfish, demanding attention at a time like this, trying to make it all about her. As if she’d fainted on purpose.

              Erin is back at the mansion, too, confined to her room until Vincent figures out what to do about the fact that she let Matteo into the back garden. That worries me, too—Vincent isn’t the sort of guy to take something like that on the nose.

              All of that means that I’m worried about three things—Rain, her sister, and keeping my “girlfriend” from realizing that anything is off with me, all the while still needing to focus on my actual fucking job. My job isn’t supposed to be worrying about the women around me. It’s supposed to be figuring out what the fuck Vincent Jamison is doing in Italy and how Sonya factors into it and bringing this whole goddamn operation down. But of course, I can’t get Rain out of my head.

              I haven’t been able to since I kissed her last night.

              God, it felt good. She was sweeter than I remembered, softer, her whole body arching into mine like a flower opening up for the sun, as much as I hate that comparison after finding out what Vincent calls her. Poppy. He can’t even call his future wife by her own fucking name. I don’t know why he calls her that. I thought it was a term of endearment at first, but she clearly hates it. And I want to know why.

              Another distraction. Another thing that has nothing to do with what I’m supposed to be focusing on.

              I walk back into the hospital room, feeling the tension winding through every part of my body. My shoulders and neck ache and my eyes feel gritty from no sleep. Sonya is sitting next to Ezio’s hospital bed. Her face is more tired than I’ve ever seen it, makeup-free but still beautiful, her lips pale. Her hands are knotted together in her lap, her hair pulled back in a bun, and it’s the least put-together I’ve ever seen her.

              I’m pretty sure that I’m seeing the secret Sonya here, unfiltered and raw, just a niece terrified for her uncle. And she should be—no one is sure if Ezio is going to make it. He had a massive heart attack, and from what’s been translated to me, the doctors are very concerned. He might never wake up.

              On the other side of the bed is Gianna, more elegant and self-possessed than Sonya right now, but I’m sure for her that’s something that goes bone-deep by this point. Wives of crime bosses like Ezio of her generation never let a hair out of place, never let a single piece of their emotions show unless in private, and if necessary. They were solid cornerstones, every single one of them. I’ve heard the older guys in the agency talk about how they were impossible to break. How they’d never roll over on their husbands, never breathe a word of anything. But they were always polite to the end. Never cursing, never yelling, never breaking their icy elegance. Powerful and tight-lipped to the very end, monoliths of women. Gianna is one of the last of those women, wives who will protect their husbands and families with poise and grace, all while remaining in their appointed place.

              Sonya, on the other hand, would go down shouting and cursing, threatening everyone around her. It doesn’t make her any less powerful, though. Her power is in the fact that she’s willing to be every bit as brutal as the men, every bit as cruel, every bit as vulgar. Gianna would never want to be one of them. Sonya wants nothing else.

              It’s interesting to see these two women flanking Ezio’s unconscious body—two powerful women from the same family, with very different goals and very different ways of accomplishing them. Two generations, united in their singular desire to see the man they love, a husband, father, and uncle, open his eyes again and take up his rightful place as the patriarch of the family.

              If he dies, it will be a shit show. With Ezio gone, Vincent is poised to take over, but I know Sonya isn’t about to let that happen without a fight. She believes that she should inherit it, and speaking from a purely neutral standpoint and not as an FBI agent, I can’t say she’s wrong.

              If I were in this business, I’d want that woman running everything. She actually scares me sometimes, to be completely honest.

              On the other hand, Vincent seems to be teetering on the edge of madness, so power-hungry that he might just take everything down with him if he’s not careful. And I need to be focused on that, ready to exploit it.

              Not thinking about Rain and how good her lips felt under mine.

              Not thinking about how Vincent is still in her bed, still engaged to her, still planning to marry her.

              To take her away from me forever.

              I need to remember that she’s not meant to be mine. Not ever again. I lost her, and there’s no getting her back.

              There’s only bringing down the man who wants to hurt her. And then I need to walk away—from Rain, from Sonya, from all of it.

              I’ll ask the FBI to transfer me, after this, I think, watching Sonya reach up to push a lock of her uncle’s hair out of his face. Somewhere warm, maybe. Florida. Somewhere that I can chase drug-runners and sit out on the beach afterward with a daiquiri, watching girls in bikinis walk by. Somewhere that maybe, I can finally fucking forget about Rain.

              I loved her what feels like a million years ago, I remind myself, for what feels like the millionth time. There’s no reason to still be hung up on it now.

              Except for the fact that she seems to be in my blood, in my bones, sunk into me in a way that I’d thought only ever came with matrimony, and not even then. We’re knitted together, it seems, in a way that I didn’t know was possible. A way that hurts to lose, like ripping out a part of myself alive and breathing.

              Still, it’s a necessary surgery, and I know it.

              Sonya stands up, walks over to me. “Do you think he’s going to make it?” she whispers, her arms going around my chest as she leans against me, more vulnerable than I’ve ever seen her. She rests her head against me, and I breathe in the scent of her without perfume, unwashed, the smell of slightly stale skin and too-worn clothes. She’s more human now than she’s ever been, and it tugs at something in me. I guess some men can fuck a girl without giving a single shit about her, but maybe I’m not made like that. Because I can’t help but feel for her, just a little, even knowing what kind of person she is.

              “I hope so,” I say quietly, smoothing a hand over her hair. And I actually mean it. Because if Ezio dies, pitting Vincent and Sonya against each other for the inheritance, I have a feeling that the dominoes are going to begin to fall in a way that I won’t be able to control.

              And in a way that will put Rain and Erin in even more danger than they already are.
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      I feel numb after Vincent leaves me. I lay there for several long minutes after the door shuts behind him. Then slowly, I force myself up to a sitting position and then make myself swing my legs out of bed, taking one step at a time across the floor towards the bathroom.

      My jaw aches, and I can feel bruises starting to form on my chin where he grabbed me and on my upper arms where he knelt, pinning me down. My skin feels itchy from his touch, and I turn on the taps for the shower the moment I walk into the bathroom, eager to wash him off of me. I let it get as hot as I possibly can and then get underneath the water, opening my mouth to let the scalding spray hit my tongue and wash the taste of him out of my mouth.

      I can’t wait to go back to New York, and that makes me feel bad too because I don’t want to wish this kind of treatment on any other woman. I think he would have come to me tonight no matter what—it wasn’t about pleasure, but about reminding me who is in control here. But the rest of the time—if there were someone else, he probably wouldn’t choose to fuck me.

      There was a time when that would have stung, but now I’m grateful for any reprieve. I hope he’s gentler with the other women. His treatment of me is specifically because he can, because he wants me submissive to him, a passive wife-to-be. Because of all the ways he thinks I’ve failed him.

      It’s the only way I can live with all of it, anyway—believing that he’s nicer to them. 

      I stay under the water for as long as I can, scrubbing myself two and then three times, until my fingers start to wrinkle and I start to feel a little light-headed from the heat. When I can’t stand it any longer, I turn off the water and wrap myself in one of the thick towels, focusing on the small things that I need to do to be presentable enough to leave my room and go talk to my sister. God forbid Vincent sees me wandering around the house in sweatpants or some shit like that. He’d probably have an aneurysm. 

      Although in the end, that would probably be the best outcome for me. Just not the rest of my family.

      I do my makeup, not for Vincent but to hide the blooming bruises on my chin, though. I carefully layer on foundation and concealer until it would take a close look to pick up on the discoloration, and then quickly braid back my wet hair, picking out a silk peplum shirt with elbow-length, fluttery sleeves that will hide the marks on my upper arms, along with a pair of dark jeans and designer sandals. I take one look in the mirror and stifle a humorless laugh.

      I can’t help but wonder if there’s a catalog somewhere for women like me—kept women about to be or already married to men who can’t stop hurting them or sticking their dicks in everything else that moves. 

      My huge engagement ring glitters in the lamplight, and I glance down at it, feeling a shudder of disgust. I’d thought it was so beautiful once, but now I can barely remember when I was happy to wear it. When Vincent proposed to me in front of a crowd of all of his friends, I had no idea that I wasn’t the only one or what was in store for me in the months to come. It’s the last time I can even vaguely remember feeling truly happy. 

      So much has changed. I’ve changed. And I have nothing to anchor myself to anymore. Nothing to get me back to the person I once was. 

      I walk down the hall to Erin’s room, glancing around to make sure that Vincent won’t catch me before I tap on the door. I’m not sure entirely what’s going on, but I’m almost certain that Erin is on his shit list for her part in the whole disaster. 

      “Go away,” Erin mutters from the other side of the door. “I don’t want to talk to anyone.”

      I turn the knob anyway, but it’s locked. “Erin, it’s Rain. I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

      “I’m fine.” Her voice sounds flat and sullen, and I wonder if Vincent has already talked to her—or eviscerated her, more like. “Just leave me alone.”

      “Erin, we need to talk.” I try to make my voice sound as serious and no-nonsense as possible, which is tough when my sister doesn’t fucking listen to me anymore. “Come on, just open the door.”

      “Why, so you can tell me how stupid I was?” I can hear the resentment coloring her tone, and it hurts. After all, I’ve been stupid about men, too. That’s how we ended up in this situation. “I don’t want to hear it. I don’t care.”

      “I’m not going to lecture you, Erin. I just need to talk to you.”

      There’s a long silence on the other side, and finally, I hear the sound of the door unlatching. Erin opens it slowly, and I slip inside, smoothing my sweaty palms on my jeans.

      She looks at me suspiciously. Her hair is loose, long, and silky around her face, and I think for the millionth time how much she looks like a younger version of me. It makes Vincent’s comment earlier about going to Erin instead of me for his pleasure that much worse. I shudder just thinking about it because I’m not sure I’d put it past him anymore. Not all that long ago, I would have thought never, he’d never do anything like that, but now I’m not certain. I’m not certain of anything.

      I know I have to tread carefully with Erin, or she’s going to shut down. She’s already withdrawn away from me so much, lured in by the glamor and sparkle of Vincent’s life. “I just want to understand,” I say hesitantly, sitting down on the edge of the pretty blue-and-white bed. “What happened tonight?”

      “You wouldn’t understand,” Erin says sulkily, sitting as far away on the opposite edge as she can. 

      “I understand a lot more than you think?” I sigh, trying to be as patient as I can. 

      “You have Vincent. You’re marrying him. You have everything you want. You don’t remember anymore what it’s like to be lonely or want someone to love you.”

      If only she knew. It makes my heart ache to realize all over again how wrong Erin is about my life. How perfect she thinks it is when it’s actually anything but. “I love you, Erin. Mom loves you. You know that.”

      “Not that kind of love.” Erin looks at me as if she thinks I’m stupid. Maybe she does. “I want a guy to love me.”

      “And you think that guy loves you?” I ask, trying my best not to come off as condescending. 

      Erin hesitates. “I don’t know,” she says with a huff, crossing her arms. “But he wants me. And that’s close enough.”

      Oh god. No, no it’s not. I don’t know if I want to hug my little sister or shake her at this point, but I do know one thing. I wish Vincent had beaten the shit out of Matteo last night or killed him. Whatever it took to make sure he never showed his face around here or to my little sister again.

      “Erin, lust and love aren’t the same things.” I hesitate. “Have you talked to mom about all of this? Before Italy, I mean. About boys.”

      Erin sighs dramatically. “I thought you said you weren’t going to lecture me.”

      “I’m not,” I assure her quickly. “I’m just trying to talk to you. To understand.”

      “Of course I don’t talk to mom about boys.” Erin shakes her head with disgust. “She has so much going on with dad,” she sighs, then her eyes cut at me. “Besides, did you talk to mom about boys?” She asks accusingly.

      I try to think back. Erin’s right about that. I didn’t. But, for me, there weren’t boys. There was only one boy, a boy with floppy blond hair and gorgeous blue eyes, an old car, and a promise. 

      A promise to protect me, no matter what.

      A promise that, in the end, he couldn’t keep.

      A man now, not a boy. A man with hard muscles and stubble on his chin sometimes, a man who could keep that promise, who could sweep you away from here if you found a way to convince him, who really could protect you now—

      Erin looks at me curiously. “I don’t remember you bringing a load of guys.  Other than Marcus and —” her eyes go round suddenly, and I can see the wheels in her head turning, putting two and two together.

      “Oh my god,” she whispers, scooting onto the bed towards me, Matteo and all of her animosity forgotten in this new revelation. I know exactly what she’s about to say, and it makes my stomach turn with absolute, blood-freezing fear. Because Erin could be the end of all of us if I can’t get her to keep her mouth shut.

      “Zach.” She stares at me; I can practically hear the wheels turning in her head. I hadn’t even thought about the fact that she would remember him. I sort of thought that she was too young, all those years, too distracted with her own middle school and then freshman dramas, to remember him well enough to recognize him now. Especially when he looks so different. Our only saving grace was when she did see him, we weren’t together, nothing romantic at all, but from what Zach has told me isn’t a saving grace. No one can know that he’s not who he’s is, which isn’t Zach.

      “He’s Sonya’s boyfriend now?!” Erin’s eyes are wide and shining with the excitement of figuring it out. And then her forehead furrows, and she frowns. 

      “He said his name was Chase. Why? Is that his middle name or something? Why does he act like he doesn’t know us? At least you? It’s weird.”

      “ I-It’s—complicated.” 

      “Right. Is that the go-to that adults tell teenagers instead of the truth?” Erin glares at me. “Fine. I’ll just go ask him myself.” She starts to scoot off of the bed, and I grab her arm harder than I meant to.

      “Ow!” she yells. “What the fuck, Rain?”

      “You can’t.” The words come out harsher than I meant, but my heart is hammering in my chest, fear turning my veins to ice. “You can’t, Erin. I mean it.”

      “Why?” She jerks her arm away, staring at me. “What the fuck is going on?”

      “Don’t talk like that!”

      “Oh shut up.” She glares at me. “You’re not my mom. I’m old enough to say fuck if I want to and if I want to go and talk to Zach. I will?”

      I take a deep, shaky breath, willing my hands to stop trembling, for my rattled brain to find a way to explain this to her that doesn’t give away what a monster Vincent is. It’s not even just to protect her anymore—I’m not sure if she would believe me. He’s charmed her so thoroughly that she might think I’m making it all up, playing the victim, until she finds out for herself too late.

      “I don’t know why Zach is calling himself Chase,” I say slowly, trying to keep my voice steady. “I asked him, and he won’t tell me. We’re not as close as we used to be.”

      Erin slowly sits down on the edge of the bed again, looking at me suspiciously. “Because of Sonya?”

      Just hearing her name makes me want to punch things. “Yeah, that’s part of it, maybe. And we’re just older now. Different. We haven’t talked to each other in a long time. We’re not the same people we used to be.”

      Erin frowns. “You’re right. He’s different. He doesn’t even use the same name...but I guess you don’t really go by the name he knows you buy, right Poppy?”

      For a second, the glint in her eye and suppressed grin reminds me of another person, not my little sister, but someone older, wiser and condescending. A more passive version of the people I can’t stand up to, but a second later, she’s back to the Erin I’ve grown to know.

      “All he’s said is that it’s really important that I don’t call him Zach. That he has to go by Chase. I don’t understand it, but—Erin, Zach has never lied to me. He’s never said or done anything without reason, as long as I knew him. So there’s got to be a reason for this. And I—I trust him.” Even as I say it, I’m not entirely sure how true it is anymore. Once, I trusted Zach more than anything. With my life, even. But now—I don’t know this new Zach. I don’t know Chase. And I’m not sure what’s going on with him.

      But I still don’t think he’d ever do anything to hurt me. Or Erin.

      “Listen,” I say urgently, moving closer to Erin. “You need to listen because this is really important. Vincent can’t ever know that Zach—Chase—and I have a past. He can’t know about high school, or that I had a crush on him, or that we were friends. He can’t know that I know him at all. I’m serious, Erin. This isn’t a joke or a game. It’s really fucking serious.”

      “Don’t curse,” Erin says condescendingly, her lips twitching in a smile. “Right?”

      “Alright, fine.” I let out a sharp breath. “Erin, please. Just tell me you understand.”

      “Sure.” She narrows her eyes at me again. “But, why is it so important? Why would Vincent care about your old high school friend being? Zach is with Sonya anyway.” Her tone plainly implies that she thinks Sonya is a catch, and why on earth would Zach want anything to do with me if he’s got Sonya? 

      God, that fucking burns.

      I choose my next words very carefully. 

      “Vincent can be really jealous,” I say slowly. “Some men are, especially men like Vincent, who has a lot of money and influence, have to be careful about who they trust to keep it. So if he knew that an ex of mine was here, even if Zach was just my friend, even if he was just a friend, he’d be suspicious of him. It would cause a lot of tension and problems, between Vincent and I, between Zach and Vincent, between Vincent and Sonya, Zach and Sonya even. Vincent would be upset that I didn’t tell him in the first place. And especially now, when everyone is under so much stress—”

      “Alright, alright,” Erin interrupts. “Jeez, I get it. Everyone is super pissy. I thought this was supposed to be a fun vacation.”

      Her voice is back to being petulant, and I stare at her. “Erin, Vincent’s dad might die.”

      “Yeah, I figured.” She fiddles with a bit of embroidery on the duvet. “And I guess they all think it’s my fault. For letting Matteo in.”

      That makes me forget everything for an instant. “No, Erin, it’s not your fault about Ezio. You couldn’t have known anything like that was going to happen.” And I know that’s true. Even if what Erin did was monumentally stupid—and it was—she’d never meant for anyone to get hurt. She’d just thought that Vincent and Sonya were trying to ruin her fun by warning her away from Matteo.

      She’d been a dumb teenager, but she hadn’t known what was going to happen. I just hope that Vincent believes that.

      “Still, if I hadn’t let him in—”

      “You don’t know that,” I tell her firmly. “Matteo was using you as a distraction, but if that hadn’t worked, he would have found some other way. People like that—they always have backup plans..” 

      Erin looks torn, between accepting that she didn’t really matter that much to Matteo’s plans, but by virtue of that isn’t responsible for the fallout, and insisting that the entire thing could have been foiled by her refusal—which makes her important to him, but also means she has fault for the results.

      “I just wanted to have fun,” she says sullenly. “I just wanted to have my own hot fling. Last summer, Miranda went to Greece with one of her rich aunt’s, and she lost her virginity to—”

      “Okay.” I cut Erin off, not needing to hear any more about Miranda’s sexual escapades. “That’s Miranda’s parents’ problem to deal with. But that wasn’t smart. She could have gotten an STD, or gotten pregnant, or murdered—Erin, you can’t just go running around with strange men in foreign countries just because they’re hot. That’s something that happens in movies, not real life.”

      “You said you weren’t going to lecture!” Erin stands up, glaring at me. “You’re no fun anymore, Rain. You ran off and got your perfect life, and now everyone is just supposed to listen to you—”

      “I’m trying to protect you!” I’m standing up now too, both of us facing off across the bed. I don’t want to hear this again, Erin’s complaints about my life, how perfect she thinks it is, and how I abandoned everyone else. I can’t stand it anymore, especially not after what Vincent did to me earlier, not when I just laid there on the bed with my fiancé’s cock choking me against my will, just so that Erin and my family can be safe and taken care of. “You don’t understand anything, Erin. And you’re judging something you know nothing about!”

      “Well, why don’t you tell me?”

      “You’re too—” I stop before I can say too young, but Erin already knows what I was going to say.

      “I’m not too young,” she hisses. “I’m old enough to know what’s going on, old enough to fuck a guy if I want to. All the guys at your party last night were looking at me, not you. They wanted me. And I’m tired of letting you get all the attention and then whine about it.” She turns away from me. “Go away. I don’t want to talk to you anymore.”

      “Erin—”

      “Go away!”

      “Promise you won’t say anything about Zach.” I can hear the pleading in my voice, and I hate it, but I’m terrified all over again. I don’t want to think about what will happen to Zach if Vincent finds out that he’s lying about his name, that he’s here for some reason no one knows about, and that we both kept it a secret that we knew each other. And if he finds out anything else—

      If Vincent knew that Zach was the one who took my virginity, that I loved him, or that I still do, the thought of what he might do to us both makes me want to throw up. It wouldn’t be good, I know that for sure. 

      “I don’t care about your stupid little love triangle.” Erin still won’t look at me.

      “It’s not—”

      “Just go away!” she shrieks, and I flinch back. 

      I don’t know what to do other than leave. If she causes a scene, it’ll be worse for everyone. And of course, just as I walk out into the hall, I see Vincent walking up the stairs, his jaw set in a grim line.

      “Poppy.” The way he says my name is flat and emotionless, but I’ll take that over the way he said it earlier. I tense, wondering if he heard Erin’s outburst, but instead, he jerks his head in the direction of downstairs. “We’re all meeting downstairs. I was just coming to get you.”

      “Do you want me to grab Erin? I can—” I lick my lips nervously, wondering if he knows I was just in there, and if so, if he’ll be mad.

      “No,” he says curtly. “Erin can stay in her room. Now, Poppy.”

      I hate how he says that, like I’m a dog he can whistle to heel, but I let it go. What other choice do I have? I just follow him downstairs, and when we walk into the living room, I see that everyone is already seated—Gianna, Zach, and Sonya. 

      “Your father is still in the hospital?” I ask quietly, and Vincent cuts me a withering look.

      “If he weren’t, then he’d be sitting here, wouldn’t he?”

      I clamp my mouth shut after that, sinking onto an empty spot on the sofa.

      “We all just came back from the hospital,” Vincent says, and I realize that this little gathering is largely to catch me up, as much as anything else. “The doctors thankfully believe that my father will live. He’s still in and out of consciousness, but they expect him to regain it soon. Once he does, I’ve made a decision about where we will go from there.”

      Gianna looks at her son, frowning, and I realize that this part, at least, is news to everyone. Sonya looks irritated, and Zach’s face is carefully blank.

      “I have men looking into Matteo, his connection to what happened last night, and how it came about,” Vincent says evenly. “I also am looking into what, exactly, Erin’s connection to the whole operation was.”

      “Vincent!” I gasp before I can stop myself. “She didn’t plan anything! She’s just a girl with a crush—”

      He fixes me with a look so withering that I feel the words die on my tongue before I can say anything else. 

      “Until we know more, though, the estate is not safe,” Vincent says, his words clipped and full of finality, as if he’s made all the decisions already, and he’s just informing us. I’m pretty sure that’s exactly what this is. “Another attack could come at any time, and I won’t have my father brought back here in fragile health or my family and wife-to-be in danger.”

      “So we’re going back to New York,” he continues. “All of us.”

      Gianna opens her mouth to respond, but Vincent waves a hand at her. “Don’t argue with me, mother. You know I’m right. You could have died last night—any of us could have. The attack was violent and unexpected. The building that I live in is unoccupied except for me, Poppy, and the apartments that security stays in. I’ll fly all of us back on my jet and have apartments set up for each of you.”

      “My apartment is fine,” Sonya starts to say, but Vincent shakes his head sharply.

      “Until my father is well enough again, I am in charge,” he says, his voice harsh and cutting. “And I say that I want everyone close by until this threat is resolved. Mama, you and my father will have one, and I’ll have it outfitted for his care with the best nurses round the clock to help. Sonya, you’ll have your own as well, and Chase can stay there with you if you choose. There will be extensive security, so you can all be assured you’ll be safe until we can get to the bottom of this.”

      What he’s not saying is just as clear—there will be eyes everywhere if anyone here is responsible in any way. He’ll see everything. The thought makes me shudder.

      “You can’t be serious about thinking Erin was really involved somehow?” I know I should keep my mouth shut, but I can’t stop myself. My throat feels tight with fear, and I almost feel woozy, like I can’t breathe. I can’t believe how quickly everything has spun out of control. 

      Vincent ignores me, as if I didn’t even speak. “I’ll let you all know when we’re leaving and if I find out anything else.”

      The second he starts to leave the room, I get up to follow him, my heart in my throat. “Vincent, she made a mistake—”

      He rounds on me at the foot of the stairs, his eyes dark and flinty with anger. “I don’t give a shit! Her mistake could have gotten us all killed,” he hisses. I swallow hard. “She could go back to Indiana,” I venture. I know I should shut up, but I can’t stop. I don’t want her around any of this. She’s way better off at home, even if it’s by herself. 

      His hand shoots out, grabbing the front of my shirt, the silk balling up in his fist. “I said, she’s coming to New York,” he growls out through gritted teeth. “Stop fucking arguing with me, Poppy. Or do you need another lesson in what your mouth is for?”

      I feel tears burning in my eyes, my heart beating so hard that it hurts. Please, no. Not again. “No,” I whisper, hating myself for being so weak. “I’m sorry. I’ll—I’ll be good.” The last words taste awful on my tongue, but I get them out anyway.

      He lets go of my shirt, shoving me back so that I stumble and fall hard onto the bottom of the stairs. “I certainly hope so.” Vincent narrows his eyes at me as if he’s looking at something small and irritating. “Just stay out of the way until it’s time to leave. Get your and Erin’s things packed. Just be fucking useful for a change.”

      I grip the edge of the stair, gasping as I try to hold back the tears until he leaves. All I want to do is crumple into a ball here and sob. 

      He’s not pretending to love me anymore. And I didn’t know just how scary that could be.
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      Three days later, we’re on the private jet, heading back to New York. It’s more crowded than usual, with everyone on board. Ezio is near the back, room made to accommodate him in his current state—which is conscious and cleared to fly, but feeble and extremely tired. I’m pretty sure that if Vincent didn’t have so much influence, he’d still be in the hospital. He looks a decade older, his skin papery and grey, and I know he shouldn’t have been released. 

      I just hope he makes it to New York. My heart hurts just looking at him—he’s always been kind to me. No matter what else is going on, I can’t find it in myself to hate him the way I do Vincent and Sonya, and even Gianna sometimes.

      Gianna sits across from him, pale and quiet, her crucifix necklace in plain sight and a rosary in her hands. Ordinarily, I’d think she was being dramatic, especially after the way she faked her own illness to get Vincent and Sonya to come home. Still, she seems genuinely afraid for her husband. So much of Vincent’s family is built on lies and deception, but I believe that she loves Ezio. They’ve been married for so long and built so much together; I can only imagine the history there. It makes me sad in a way because even if I really want no part of whatever this family is involved in, there’s a partnership between her and Ezio that I know I’ll never have with Vincent. And even if that’s not truly what I want, it would be better than what I have.

      Zach and Sonya sit next to each other on the other side of the aisle from Vincent and me, talking quietly, so low that I can’t hear either of them. That makes me feel even worse because no matter what they’re saying, I hate the sight of Zach whispering to her, inclining his head so she can murmur in his ear. The intimacy of it makes me sick.

      Erin is across from me, sullen and pouting and quiet, and she keeps casting small glances in Zach’s direction that make my stomach twist anxiously, hoping that Vincent doesn’t notice. 

      Part of me is relieved that we’re heading back to a place that’s familiar at least. Even if New York doesn’t feel like home, it’s better than the palatial estate here, where I felt out of place every second of every day. What had seemed like a possible chance for Vincent and me to reconnect in the romance of Italy, the place where he was raised, had turned into even more of a nightmare. I can’t wait to put the estate and all of this in my rear view. But I don’t know if New York will be any better. Vincent’s family will still be surrounding me. There’s still a wedding hanging over my head. Erin is in trouble, and I don’t know how to help her—especially when she doesn’t even seem to want my help. 

      And then, of course—there’s Zach. 

      I settle in next to Vincent on the plane, wrapping my cashmere cardigan around myself a little more tightly and staying quiet. I know that will please him more than anything, and I get some form of peace. He’s equally silent until the plane is in the air; when it is, he turns to me, his face grim.

      My heart starts to pound at the expression on his face, and I want to cry. I’m so exhausted, so tired of this.

      “When we get back to New York,” Vincent begins, his voice cold and very quiet so that no one else will hear, “I expect your obedience and your discretion and for you not to question me. You’re not to contact your old friends—Marcus or Mallory is still not appropriate for you to associate with. They never will be. They’re bad influences. In fact, I don’t want you speaking to anyone from your old life except maybe Dena.” He pauses, considering. “At least she understands what’s necessary to get ahead in this world.” 

      I don’t say anything. I’d expected this, after all. I try not to think about them too often, Mallory especially, who I miss more than anything, and how my life would be different if I had listened to her. But I’ve accepted that it’s something that won’t change.

      “Do not tell your mother about what happened with Erin in Italy,” he continues. “I’ll deal with it. Your sister needs discipline and to understand how the world works. Your parents couldn’t even teach you that. You can learn together.”

      

      “In fact,” he continues, “your mother really shouldn’t know anything about the trip to Italy other than the fact that my mother is fine, but my father took ill, and I brought him back to New York. I’m sure she’ll understand.”

      Oh, she’ll understand. She’ll love that, how much of a doting son you are. She’s all yours, hook line and sinker, and there’s nothing I can do about it now. I feel sick and helpless.

      “You’re to resume your diet and exercise as well. We’ll set a date for our wedding soon, and I expect you to be the most beautiful bride in Manhattan. I deserve nothing less.” He smiles coldly at me. “I’ve been indulgent with you in the past, Poppy, and you took advantage of me. But I’ve realized that you need a firm hand, someone to give you rules, a routine, and direction. I’m going to do exactly that. If you obey and be my good girl, then you’ll enjoy the life I plan to give you.” His expression hardens, and my stomach churns. “But if you’re not or cause trouble, you’ll be punished. That’s how it will be from here on out, Poppy. I expect you’ll learn quickly. And if not?” He smiles. “I’ll enjoy teaching you.”

      For a minute, I think I actually might be sick. “Vincent, I—”

      “Shh.” He shakes his head. “There’s nothing you need to say to me. I want you to think about all of this and what you’ll do when we get back in order to be better, a good wife for me. You’ve been lazy in the past, but we’re going to change all of that. Your diet and fitness routine was the first step, but once we’re all settled in, you’re going to help my mother in any way that she needs. And when you’re not doing that, you’re going to take regular lessons in a foreign language with a tutor. I’d meant for my mother to teach you how to run a household, about dinner parties and entertaining and all of those things a wife is meant to do. With my father sick, someone else will have to do that. There’s an excellent finishing school in Manhattan, where all the wealthiest families send their daughters, and I’ll find someone there to come and give you lessons.”

      Vincent pauses then, looking at the stunned expression on my face, and laughs shortly. “What? I thought you wanted to go to school.”

      “I wanted to be an author,” I whisper. “I wanted to write novels. Not throw dinner parties.”

      Vincent’s mouth twists. “Many of my important clients are from other countries all over the world. If my wife can converse fluently in their native language, it will impress them. And if you ever join me on business trips, I expect you not to embarrass me.”

      I don’t know if I want to cry or scream. “I don’t want to go to finishing school,” I hiss, keeping my voice low, too, so no one else can hear us fight. “I don’t want to hang off of your arm and charm your associates. I’m not a child. I’m not a rebellious teenager to keep in line. I’m not my sister.” I’m choking on my anger now, and I know it’s stupid. I can see from the look on his face that I’ve fucked up, that I should know better than to argue, to talk back. I’ll pay for this. I know it. But I can’t stop. It might be my last chance to tell him how I feel, here where he can’t lash out at me with others to see, and I’ll worry about the rest later. I feel like I’m coming out of my skin, my seams ripping open with fear and grief and desperation, and I’m so close to snapping at him like a cornered, wounded animal.

      I’m trapped, and I have no way out. And I’m terrified.

      “Why don’t you have one of your other flowers do it?” I can see that I’ve gone too far, so I just keep going. “I’m sure any of them would be so grateful for tutors and physical trainers and to be flown all over the world and paraded out like jewelry, just so long as they’re not aware of what kind of strings come along with it!” 

      The muscles in Vincent’s clenched jaw jerk, and I swallow back my fear.“You’re not acting like my little flower,” Vincent says calmly. “You’re not acting like it at all. I don’t appreciate this, Poppy, this ungratefulness.”

      “I don’t want to be your flower,” I whisper. There it is, the truth. “I want to go home.”

      “Oh, but Poppy,” he says, that cruel smile on his face again. “You are home.”

      Something about that breaks me, the finality of his words. He owns me, and he knows it, and I know it. He has too much over my head now; I owe him too much. I start to cry, not the big gulping sobs he hates so much, but I know the tears streaking down my face are ugly all the same, and Vincent hates when I’m ugly. He hates when I’m anything other than perfect for him.

      “Stop whining, Poppy,” he says, even as he reaches out to gently wipe a tear away from my face. I can feel the restraint in his touch, how badly he wants to grab me right now.“Stop crying right this second. I won’t have the others see you like this, you ungrateful little brat.” His voice is low, soothing, at odds with his words. I know what he’s doing—to anyone looking, they’ll just see him calming me down, reassuring me. They won’t know what he’s really saying.

      “You’re a spoiled little princess, crying in designer clothes on a private jet, with a garage full of luxury cars waiting back in Manhattan and a penthouse full of everything you could ever want.” He strokes my cheek, his thumb pressing against my cheekbone. “Other girls cry in their shitty little hatchbacks and go home to their lazy husbands after their shift at the grocery store, saving up enough to take an economy flight to Florida for a holiday. Any girl would kill to be where you are right now, Poppy, no matter what it cost them.”

      I swallow hard, looking up at him with tear-filled eyes, and wishing more than anything that I could go back to that day we met and never go to that store, never steal, find some other way to pay the rent. My whole life spiraled out of control that day. And now I can’t even be sure that I’m right. Maybe he is. Perhaps any of his other flowers would take my spot in a hot second, even if they knew how cruel he could be, what he does to his girls when they step out of line. Would they think I’m selfish and ungrateful for not wanting to let go of my dreams, to not want to be Vincent’s toy, his trophy to parade around and give orders to and fuck when he pleases or cheat on when he doesn’t?

      I don’t know anymore. I don’t understand the world I live in.

      Vincent sees the confusion on my face, and he reaches for me then, pulling me into his arms as he smooths my hair back, leaning down to kiss me gently. I freeze, my stomach churning as his firm lips press against mine, and I want to burst into tears all over again. I don’t want to kiss him, I don’t want Zach to see me kissing him, I don’t want any of this. But Vincent’s hand is on the back of my head, his lips warm against mine, the salt of my tears gathering between them, and I feel so sad and confused and utterly broken.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he murmurs, looking down at me and cupping my face in his hands. In the space of a second, everything about him has shifted, warm and caring now where before he was angry and cruel. “Everything will work out for the best, my love, my flower. We’ll be home soon, and everything will go back to normal. You’ll be my Poppy, my beautiful queen of the garden, and everything will be just like it’s meant to. You’ll see.”

      I nod because what the hell else am I supposed to do? Across from me, Erin is bobbing her head up and down to some song while she scrolls through her phone, oblivious to everything that is happening across from her. I have to worry about her safety, too, about Vincent using her against me. On the other side, Zach hasn’t noticed anything either, or he’s very carefully pretending not to. I have to worry about him and whether or not Erin will spill what she knows, or if I’ll look at him the wrong way or let on somehow by accident that we know each other. Every step I take has to be so careful, especially once we’re back home—or rather, in New York. It’ll never be my home. 

      I’ve lost everything, and now I have to decide what to do. Do I embrace my place as Vincent’s wife, obey him, learn how to behave correctly, and submit myself to a life of misery in exchange for safety and stability and my family being taken care of, as I’d planned?

      Or do I try to fight him and put myself, and Erin, and them in danger? I’m starting to believe that I’ve only seen the tip of the iceberg when it comes to how violent and dangerous Vincent can be. I’m terrified to push that boundary, to find out how much worse it could get.

      But anything else feels like dying. I’m twenty-one years old. I sit back after Vincent releases me and goes back to his emails, shivering despite how tightly my cardigan is wrapped around me, and think about how many years I could have ahead of me. Fifty, sixty, seventy, or more even. As Vincent’s wife, I’ll be a wealthy woman with the best doctors and medical care I could ask for. I could live a long life. That should be encouraging, but instead, the thought makes me feel worse.

      Decades living like this, as Vincent’s wife, in this world, feels like a prison sentence. Like I’d rather die.

      But it’s not just me. And that’s what I keep circling back to.

      I steal a glance over at Zach, and I let myself imagine, for just a second, a world where he never left me. Or a world where I followed him because I was strong enough to not allow him to let me go, to leave me. Where I proved to him how much I loved him, how strong I could be.

      That world is full of yellowing linoleum floors, old cabinets and creaking beds, cheap housing somewhere in Indiana, me working at a restaurant or in some retail store. Coming home to Zach late at night, tired and worn out—but now I know that even though he was trying to save me from that life, from more poverty and the endless cycle of thankless work for very little money, that would be better. I would have been happy. I know I would have been. Because we would have had each other.

      The grass is always greener, the small voice in my head whispers. But I don’t believe that. I don’t believe that’s why I still love Zach, why my body drifted towards his like a magnet in the garden, why his lips on mine felt like the one thing in the whole damn universe that was right. 

      It’s because now I know better. I know how wrong my dreams of escape were. I know the ugly side of it, and I wish more than anything that I could go back.

      But wishing doesn’t do any good.
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      The flight back to New York is hell.

              I know that sounds dramatic since it was on a private jet, with top-shelf whiskey to drink and Sonya leaning against me, her soft floral perfume filling the air. After all, what guy doesn’t want to sip Johnny Walker Blue while one of the most gorgeous women in the world touches his arm, whispering to him while he sits on the finest leather money can buy?

              Well…me. At least, when it means that I have to watch the only girl I ever loved being bullied by her jackass fiancé.

              Vincent does a good job of hiding it. To most people, the conversation he was having with Rain would have looked like nothing, or at the very least, maybe a mild argument between lovers. But one of the things they teach us at the agency, right off the bat, is how to read people. And I can see in Vincent’s body language how angry he is.

              Even if I wasn’t trained, I don’t need anyone to have taught me anything to figure out how Rain is feeling. No one knows her like I do—or did—and even if she’s not the same girl she once was, her body language is the same. I can tell that she’s upset, frightened, cornered. I don’t know what he’s doing or saying to make her feel like that. Yet, I can feel every muscle winding tight in my body as I watch them out of the corner of my eye, and I feel anger like I haven’t felt in some time, starting to heat my blood.

              Keeping a cool head is essential for this job. I know that as well as anyone. But Vincent making Rain cower is enough to make me lose that cool.

              “What’s wrong?” Sonya asks softly, touching my arm. “You seem tense.”

              “I just don’t like flying,” I say offhandedly. It’s a good enough excuse. Plenty of people are scared to fly. But Sonya is sharper than that, and she doesn’t just let it go.

              “You seemed fine on the trip over to Italy.” She narrows her eyes. “Don’t lie to me, Chase.”

              I glance over at her, giving her a tense smile. “I didn’t want to spoil our upcoming vacation with my nerves. But we’re not exactly headed to a vacation now, are we?”

              “No, we’re definitely not.” Sonya purses her lips. “I hate it as much as you do. I want to go back to my home, take a good long shower—” she winks at me, a seductive smile curling her bare lips. Despite myself, I feel a twinge of arousal. She notices the beginnings of my hard-on and snakes her hand over my thigh. Sonya is an expert at body language, even if it is self-taught, and I have to remember that. “Or we could join the mile-high club,” she says suggestively, running the tip of her tongue over her bottom lip.

              “Maybe some other time,” I say with a laugh. “I think I might puke if I move around too much on this plane.”

              Sonya pouts. “I don’t know how you ever flew commercial if a private jet makes you feel airsick.”

              “I tried to avoid it.” That’s true enough, with the exception of the few times I’d had to fly for agency cases, I’d mostly stayed off of planes. I’m not as scared of them as I’m pretending to be, but I’m not a huge fan either. Humans weren’t really meant to fly.

              “Rain looks like she’s annoying the shit out of Vincent,” Sonya says, glancing over at them. “God, when will men learn that young pussy isn’t all it’s cracked up to be?”

              “When the world comes to an end,” I quip, following her glance. It’s hard not to defend Rain, but I manage to keep my head about that, at least. “Although I like them more experienced,” I added, patting her thigh. “Give me a woman who knows what to do.”

              “You’re a rare find,” Sonya says, leaning back, seemingly mollified by my answer. “I might just have to keep you around.”

              “Really?” I do my best to sound playful, but all of the alarms in my head go off at once at that. It’s easy enough to do this job while pretending to be Sonya’s boy toy—all I have to do is fuck a gorgeous woman that I don’t love while plotting to fuck her over. Men do it all the time. But if she’s starting to fall for me, that’s another thing altogether. I could fake desire if I had to, though, in Sonya’s case, I don’t. But I can’t fake love. That’s never been something I’ve been good at. I’m better at having no emotions at all than false ones.

              “You could be good for me.” Sonya smiles, her hand still caressing my leg. “You’re handsome, brave, smart. You could do more than just bartending or bodyguarding. There’s a whole world out there, Chase, and with me at your side, you could do great things.”

              “Like what?” I cast a sideways glance at her. “Wait in bed naked for you to come home?”

              “I wouldn’t complain about that.” Her hand creeps up a little higher. “But I was thinking in terms of business. If I took over instead of Vincent, there could be a place for you at the table. A place that could make you very wealthy, and the two of us very powerful.”

              It makes me wonder, for the first time, how ambitious Sonya really is. I wouldn’t be surprised if she wants more than just Ezio’s position. I can see her reaching higher than that, and I have to admire her for it, even as I know that it will eventually trip her up and land her in jail.

              And if I do my job right, I’ll be the one who puts her there.

              “The only place I care about is with you,” I say softly, although the words stick in my throat. “I’m happy with what we have, Sonya. I don’t need more.”

              “So you aren’t interested in commitment.” She almost hisses. “I should have known. Men always want it to be casual. I can’t believe I thought you might be different.”

              “I am.” I backpedal quickly, trying to figure out where she’s going with this, what she wants. It doesn’t matter how you really feel, I remind myself. It doesn’t matter that you wouldn’t get serious with her even if you weren’t an FBI agent and you weren’t in love with someone else. You just have to figure out what she wants to hear and tell her that. Easy, right? Except I’ve never been the manipulative type.

              “I’m just saying that I don’t care about money,” I tell her, reaching for her hand. It’s far away from my dick now. “A place at the table doesn’t interest me, Sonya, just what we have together. Whatever that is.”

              “And if I said I wanted to make it serious?”

              “Like what? Boyfriend and girlfriend? Aren’t we a little old for playground titles?” I tease her gently, pushing my luck, I know, but the last thing I want is to call Sonya my girlfriend. I haven’t had a girlfriend in—well, since Rain was almost that for me. Since I left her behind. I haven’t felt like calling another woman that since. It’s always felt like it belonged to Rain.

              It still does, even though I don’t know if that Rain exists anymore. She’s Poppy now, as much as I hate it.

              “Exclusive,” she says evenly. “Committed.”

              “Sonya, I haven’t been fucking anyone else since the day I did you on that desk, and that’s the truth.” That, at least, is honest. “I mean, you’ve kept me so drained there’s not a chance I’d have a boner left for any other girl if I wanted one. And I don’t,” I add quickly. “Not at all. But I don’t know about you.”

              “And what if I said I’d been fucking other guys?” Sonya asks evenly, a glint in her dark eyes. “How would that make you feel?”

              I know what she wants to hear. In all truth, I don’t give a shit, so long as she’s been using a condom. But I know that’s not the right answer.

              So instead, I lean forward, tipping her chin up with my finger as I look deeply into her eyes. With all the possessive, primal emotion I can muster, I growl out the words that I know will make her wet.

              “I’d fucking kill them.”

              Sonya grins up at me. 

                      I manage to catch a glimpse of Rain and Vincent again in the midst of the banter, and my blood boils when I see him kissing her. Just the thought of his lips on her, or anything else, makes me want to grab him by the front of his too-expensive shirt and punch the shit out of him. But I know that I can’t. Doesn’t stop me from having the urge, though. I think it would feel almost as good as sex just to punch that smug, rich asshole expression off of his face.

              The rest of the flight is uneventful. Vincent seems to be ignoring Rain, whose eyes are glued on an iPad, probably lost in a book, and Erin’s glued to her phone, Sonya takes a nap, and that gives me a little time to sit in silence with my second glass of whiskey, thinking about the days ahead.

              I’ll be well-positioned to keep an eye on things and listen for information. Still, it’ll also be difficult to slip out and make it to meetings with my handler. I’ll have to find a way to let them know that I might not be able to meet up for a while. We’ve all been there—better sometimes to go dark for a bit instead of risking the whole operation.

              The hardest part, though, is knowing how close I’ll be to Rain—living in the same house as her, for fuck’s sake. That kind of proximity is going to eat at me, and I know it. But there’s nothing I can do about it except try not to let it get to me.

              This is a test, and I know it. Not an official one, not one that anyone but me actually knows about, but a test nonetheless—a test of my ability to work under pressure, of my ability to keep my head and focus on the job, even when there’s distractions and Rain’s a boss level distraction.

       I can’t fail. Even now, I can feel April’s eyes on me from her spot on the plane, probably wondering why I keep glancing over at Vincent’s fiancée. Or hell, maybe she already knows. I have a hard time believing that the FBI hasn’t made the connection between their prize’s bride-to-be and the agent they’ve got on the case. But maybe someone fucked up somewhere, neglected to put that in the file. Maybe they really have no idea what we used to be to each other.

              In which case, I need to keep it that way.  

              That’s a tall order, but I’m used to things not being fucking easy. It’s not any different from the rest of my life. So I’ll manage.

              I force myself not to look at Rain for the rest of the flight. My discipline needs to start now if I’m going to get through this and do my job.

              What I want has never mattered before. It’s definitely not going to start now.
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      I’m completely exhausted by the time the plane lands, sometime in the early evening. Cars are waiting for us on the tarmac, and I don’t even bother trying to catch a glimpse of Zach as we disembark and walk towards them, Vincent’s hand wrapped tightly, almost painfully around mine. He slides into one car with Sonya and April, and Erin, Vincent, and I go to another. There’s a van waiting for Gianna and Ezio, specially equipped to handle his bed and equipment, and I can’t help but notice how capable Vincent is of being caring and doting when he wants to be. His father is getting the very best treatment, but of course, that’s in his interest.

              Just as it’s in his interest to keep me cowed and submissive.

              I don’t say a word on the ride back to our brownstone. There’s no point. I know better than to antagonize Vincent here, and what’s to come will only be worse if I make him mad. Now that we’re back on our home turf, I have to be the sweet, pliable fiancée that he wants, even if it makes me sick. There’s too much on the line to do anything else.

              Erin is quiet on the ride home as well, almost sullen, but I’m glad. The less she talks, the less of a chance there is for her to make Vincent angrier. Hopefully, once he’s had a chance to cool off, he’ll see that she hadn’t meant for all that to happen when she let Matteo in.

              “We’re home!” Vincent says cheerfully as the cars pull up to the gate of the brownstone, and we all get out. Sonya looks pissed, her full mouth pinched as she glares at her cousin, and Zach’s face is carefully blank. I can only imagine what he’s thinking right now—but I don’t really want to. “Welcome to my humble Manhattan abode,” Vincent adds with a satisfied smirk as he pushes the gate open, leading the way down the path and up the steps.

              Andrea is waiting just inside in her usual uniform of pressed black trousers and a black shirt, her white-grey hair pulled back into a severe bun. “Welcome home, Mr. Jamison,” she says, inclining her head slightly. “And Erin! So happy to have you back, sweet girl.” She beams at Erin, who manages a small smile in return. “And who are the rest of our guests?” She glances around at the others and then back at Vincent expectantly. There’s not a glance or a word in my direction; to her, I’m as invisible as April. Possibly more so.

              “This is my mother, Gianna,” Vincent says, reaching for her elbow and drawing her gently forward to meet Andrea. “My father Ezio is ill. They’ll be bringing him inside in a moment.”

              “Ah, yes. You asked me to make sure the largest guest room was ready for them and specially equipped for his needs.” She smiles broadly at Gianna. “It’s been my pleasure to serve your son all these years.”

              I catch a brief glimpse of Sonya’s unimpressed expression; for once, we’re on the same page. Andrea is really laying it on thick.

              “This is my cousin Sonya,” Vincent continues, gesturing. “And her partner Chase. They’ll be sharing a room.”

              “‘Friend,’ is it?” Andrea looks mildly confused. 

              I catch the barest glimpse of a wince on Zach’s face, and just that is enough to boost my spirits a tiny bit.

              But then he wraps an arm around Sonya’s face, pulling her closer, and I feel my mood plummet all over again. “In every way,” he says with his most charming grin, and I see Andrea soften even through her disapproval.

                      “I’ll show them up,” she says quickly. “I’m sure you want to freshen up as well. Come along, Erin, dear, and all of you. I’ll show you to your rooms.”

              I want to stay right where I am, to feel Zach slip past me as he walks towards the stairs, maybe catch a whiff of his cologne. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about him kissing me in the garden on the night of my birthday, as much as I’ve tried. But instead, Vincent grips my elbow, steering me towards the stairs before Andrea can show everyone else up. “Come along, Poppy,” he says, his fingers digging in. “We should freshen up, as Andrea said.”

      
        
        ---

      

      

              “I’ll be leaving for business tomorrow,” Vincent announces over dinner that night. Andrea has had the cook go all out, and it’s quite the spread—tomato gazpacho, salmon with microgreens and lemon, sides of roasted vegetables, and garlic mashed potatoes. I’m very conscious of what goes onto my plate, knowing that Vincent is watching me, and whatever I might have gotten away with in Italy are over now. I stick to a small bowl of the soup, a slender piece of salmon and veggies, and I try not to look longingly at the mashed potatoes as they’re passed around.

              “Is that all you’re going to eat?” Sonya asks disapprovingly, glancing at my plate as she scoops potatoes onto hers and hands the bowl to Zach. “I’m starving after that flight.”

              I lick my lips nervously, clenching my hands in my lap as I try to think of how to answer, but in the end, I don’t need to. Vincent does it for me.

              “Poppy is watching her weight for our wedding,” he says with a smile, reaching for my hand. “She keeps saying how she wants to be the most beautiful bride in Manhattan. Of course, I think she already is, but it never hurts to have goals.” He smiles at me, and I feel like I want to throw up. None of this is my choice, and it makes me sick to hear the lies slipping so easily off of Vincent’s tongue.

              “It’s good for a girl to watch her figure,” Gianna says, nodding approvingly. “So many don’t nowadays, and then you get to be in your forties or fifties, and the weight just appears out of nowhere, and it’s impossible to lose. And then your husband’s eye starts to wander, and where are you then? Nowhere, that’s what.”

              I’m afraid it’s a little too late to keep his eye from wandering, I think bitterly. That was over long ago.

              “What is this business trip you’re taking?” Sonya asks, lifting a forkful of salmon to her lips. “We all just got here, and you’re leaving again? And why wasn’t I told about this?”

              “With my father recovering, I’m in charge for now,” Vincent says tightly. I can feel the tension stretching across the table like a rubber band, ready to snap. “He had a trip lined up to Tokyo starting tomorrow. He can’t fulfill his obligation, obviously, so it’s my duty to step in and go in his stead.”

              “I could have gone.” Sonya’s voice is terse.

              “As you said, we only just got here.” Vincent’s smile is pleasant, but I know all too well how quickly that can change. I’m just relieved that I’ll have a week without him. “I’m sure you’ll want time with Chase and to get used to your new surroundings. Perhaps the next trip will be the one that you go on. Besides, I need you here, handling things. I wouldn’t leave it in anyone else’s hands.”

              It’s so smooth, the way he talks, brushing over any objections until it’s impossible to remember why there ever were any at all. Even Sonya looks slightly pacified, turning her attention back to her plate, or maybe she just doesn’t want to fight with Vincent at the dinner table; appearances and manners are everything to people like this.

              “It’s good of you to take over your father’s duties,” Gianna says, looking at her son gratefully. “He’ll be so pleased with you, Vincent, I know it. He raised you well.”

              “I’d like to think so, Mama.” Vincent smiles at her, without the edge that his smile directed at Sonya had. “I’ll be leaving early in the morning. It’s a long flight. So I likely won’t see any of you for about a week. But Andrea runs everything smoothly here, and Poppy can show you anything else you need. Right, my love?”

              The last two words are laced with a warning that I know only I can hear. I can’t help wonder how it makes Zach feel to hear Vincent call me that, if it rubs him the wrong way, or if he just doesn’t care. But that’s the last thing I should be worried about right now.

              I smile at Vincent. “Of course. I’ll make sure everyone is taken care of while you’re gone.”

              “Erin is not to leave the house.” Vincent’s voice is firm, and everyone pauses for a moment. “She’s not to have any visitors. Am I understood?”

              I see my sister’s cheeks flame red at that, and she looks down at her plate, her hand starting to tremble. I want to reach out and comfort her—what she did is stupid, but it doesn’t deserve this ongoing embarrassment. She hadn’t known and besides she doesn’t even know anyone here. His declaration is unnecessary, but I can’t say any of this, of course.

              “Understood,” I say quietly.

              “Everyone else, make sure security is with you at all times if you leave. Andrea handles the shopping and deliveries for the house, so anything you need, she can get for you. So there shouldn’t be much need to leave, but if you decide to have an outing, do not go without at least two security members. Am I understood?”

              I can see a rebellious flicker in Sonya’s eyes, but she doesn’t speak on it.

              “Fine,” she grinds out.

              “Of course.” Zach shrugs. “Happy to do whatever is necessary to keep us all safe.”

              There’s something about his manner that throws me off. Something that makes me feel like there’s more to the way he is with Sonya, around Vincent and the family, just like I know there’s more to why he insists on being called Chase.

              After dinner, everyone heads up to their respective rooms, too tired to do anything else after the long flight. I feel a knot in my stomach, going back to the master suite with Vincent, but I have no choice but to get over it. This isn’t going to change, and the less time I spend tearing myself up about it, the better.

              I don’t bother asking if he wants me to go on the trip with him. I know the answer already, and I know he’ll be taking one or more of the flowers with him, probably Daisy. One of the ones who he isn’t tired of, who hasn’t been ungrateful, who is thrilled to have any part in his “garden.” Someone who makes him feel adored and worshipped.

              My life would probably be a lot easier if I could learn to do that. If I could fake it constantly, make him think that there’s no one else in the world for me but him. He’d be happier then,  probably nicer to me. But I can’t anymore. I’m so sickened, not just by him and his treatment of me, but by myself too, for not seeing it sooner. For not realizing what was happening. For being so blind and taken in by the glitter and glamour of his life, until I was trapped.

              “Aren’t you glad to be home, Poppy?” he asks, taking my hand and pulling me into his arms. “It’s good to be back in our room, in our bed.”

              My stomach knots, but I go with him anyway without a word. Seeing Zach has made this so much harder, and then his kiss in the garden made it even more so. Now he’s in the same house as me, just down the hall, maybe doing exactly this with Sonya. It makes me want to throw up. I’ve lost so much, and I don’t know how to get any of it back. It makes me want to cry just thinking about it.

              I try to remember, as Vincent strips my clothes off of me, the days when we would wrap ourselves together like vines on the same plant, breathless and sweating, when he would pleasure me with his tongue until I thought I’d lose my mind with pleasure, when he’d make slow sweet love to me until the world shrank down to the two of us and what our bodies could do together.

              Now I feel like we aren’t even part of the same universe. I’m floating out somewhere alone, lost, and there’s no one to save me anymore.

              I can’t even save myself.

              He kisses me hard, firmly, and it’s not a kiss of love. It’s ownership. A brand. When I’m fully naked, he jerks his head towards the bed, and I go to lay down, watching as he strips out of his clothes, his eyes appraising my body like a piece of jewelry he might want to buy or an investment. He’s hard, his thick cock jutting out towards me like a threat.

              This is about possession. He’s turned on because I belong to him, because I’m an object that he can order to lay down and spread my legs and let him come in me, and there’s nothing I can do about it, and that gets him off. I think it’s about the chase with the other flowers, I’m sure, about trapping them with the glitter just like I was and then using them up. With me, it’s the fact that he has me caged.

              “Open your legs.” Vincent looks down at me, his gaze hard and lustful. When I do, I wince inwardly, hoping he won’t notice that I’m not wet. I can’t fake that. But he leans forward, and for one wild moment, I think that he’s going to go down on me, that he might actually want to give me some pleasure tonight. I don’t know how I feel about that—if I even want it. I feel wrong taking pleasure from him, enjoying sex with him in any way anymore, as if I’m somehow traitorous for enjoying anything about my relationship after all he’s done to me.

              But at the same time, it would feel so good to feel desired again. Not just thrown away. Even Zach walked away from me. Whatever he’s doing here is more important than me, just like him running away was more important all those years ago.

              I’ve never been the most important thing in anyone’s life. Never important enough to cling to, to love forever, to hold close and cherish. Never important enough not to leave or abandon.

              So maybe it’s not so bad for me to cling to whatever pleasure I can get.

              But Vincent doesn’t lick me. Instead, he looks up at me, a cruel smile on his face, and he spits.

              Right on my pussy.

              Something inside of me clenches, and I look away. I feel dirty and ashamed, especially as he reaches down, rubbing his thumb over my clit and down between my folds, smearing the wetness around until it lubricates me for him. “Mine,” he growls. “You belong to me, Poppy. My fucking pussy.”

              Those words should have turned me on. For a wild second, I can imagine Zach saying that, growling down at me that my pussy belongs to him, and I know it would drive me crazy with lust. But hearing Vincent saying it just makes me feel sick. I feel tears spring to my eyes, and I keep my head turned to one side as he rubs the head of his cock over my slit, smearing it with the saliva from his mouth as he shoves himself into me in one hard thrust.

              “Fuck yes,” he groans. “You’re so fucking tight, Poppy. Hard to believe, considering what a slut you were before me.” I fight back the tears. Slut? I haven’t even been with three men. But it doesn’t matter. I’m his slut. I have to be whatever he wants me to be.

       “Good thing my cock is fucking huge. Fills you right up, doesn’t it?”

              “Yes,” I whisper, still not looking at him.

      “Tell me how much you love it, Poppy,” he groans, his breathing speeding up. “Tell me how fucking good my cock is.”

      “It’s so good.” I force myself to moan out the words. It’s not good. It doesn’t feel good at all. I wish tonight had been one of the nights when he just fucked me in silence, preferring to pretend that I’m not really there, treating me like a blow-up doll that can’t talk back instead of a human. That’s better than having to participate in his dirty talk.

      He grabs my chin hard, turning my head so that I’m forced to look up at him, his fingers digging into my cheeks. “Say it like you mean it, Poppy. Say ‘cock.’ Tell me how good it feels in your used-up little pussy.”

      I try to breathe, try to think of how to make it sound convincing. “Oh god, it feels so good,” I manage. “Your cock feels so good, Vincent, it’s so good—”

      For a moment, I’m afraid he’s going to push to make me say more, but that seems to have done it for him. He lets go of my face, grabbing onto the headboard instead as he slams all of himself into me in one hard, punishing thrust. I hear his ragged groan as he comes inside of me, his hips bucking hard against me.

      I’m going to be bruised tomorrow in more than one place. I know it.

      Afterward, he rolls over immediately, turning off the light without a word. He doesn’t kiss me goodnight, tell me he loves me, or even say how much he enjoyed the sex. Part of me is glad that he isn’t bothering to pretend much anymore; at least I don’t feel so confused about my own emotions. But it also makes me feel lonelier and more hollow than ever before.

      It’s not even that I want vanilla sex. I think I’d probably be turned on by something a little kinky with the right person. Maybe I’d like being tied up, or being blindfolded, or spanked a little. Who knows? I’ve never had anyone be rough with me other than Vincent, and he’s not doing it for our mutual pleasure. He’s doing it because his kink is hurting something he knows he owns.

      It takes a long time for me to fall asleep, and when I do, my dreams are all of me running from Vincent, as far and fast as I can.
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      I have to admit, Vincent’s home in New York is different than I expected. For one thing, I’m surprised he lives in a brownstone and not some modern penthouse loft, like the residence I know he owns in Chicago. But maybe he likes to mix it up. Or maybe this house was in his family, designed by someone older, with better taste.

              It’s really fucking classy. We passed through the living room with wood and leather and soft cushioned furniture, with expensive tapestried rugs and antiques in glass cases and art that probably are all originals, not copies. The entire house is like that—the dining room with the long mahogany table and carved chairs and wrought-iron chandelier, the thick rugs everywhere, the curving mahogany staircase that leads to the upper floors, and more of the gorgeous art.

       The master suite is on the second floor with the library, and then the guest rooms are on the third floor. I force myself not to glance at Rain as she stops on the second floor with Vincent and turns off towards their room—I’ll go crazy if I think about what they’re probably doing in there tonight. Vincent’s leaving, and he’ll probably want to sleep with his fiancee before he goes. Or maybe not. Who the fuck knows, but I sure as hell don’t want to think about it.

      “This is actually more than acceptable,” Sonya says grudgingly as Andrea shows us to our room. She’s not wrong—the fucking guest room is almost as big as my whole studio apartment, with a four-poster bed covered in an expensive-looking duvet, a gleaming hardwood floor covered in another of those rugs, and then a fireplace against the wall with two leather wingback chairs. I can’t even imagine what the bathroom probably looks like.

      I can see why someone would get sucked into a life like this. Lavish homes, delicious food, expensive alcohol, beautiful women. I have everything a man could want right now, and if I were a different kind of man, I’d probably be tempted by the offer that Sonya made to me on the plane. Very tempted.

      Would I be more tempted if I hadn’t, and didn’t still, love Rain? That’s a good question, one that I don’t want to think about too hard. I’d like to think that I’m the kind of tough nut that the agency likes to hire, that they saw in me that I wouldn’t crack no matter who threw themselves at me or what I was offered.

      “Would you rather have a place like this than your apartment in Chicago?” I ask curiously as I start to unbutton my shirt. “It is nice.”

      Sonya laughs. “Why not both? A glamorous apartment in Chicago and an elegant brownstone in New York. What about a summer house in the Hamptons, a ski home in Colorado, a getaway in the French Alps.” She pulls off her shirt, throwing it carelessly onto a nearby chair. “I want everything Vincent has and more.”

      I hang my shirt up in the closet, reaching for my belt. I can see her undressing out of the corner of my eye, stripping down to a blue bra and panties that look phenomenal against her bronzed skin.

      But they look even better off, as I can see when I turn around and she’s standing there completely naked, the nipples of her slightly upturned breasts hard despite the warmth of the room.

      “You think you should be going with Vincent.” It’s not a question. I already know the answer.

      “I should be running this entire fucking business,” Sonya growls, sitting on the edge of the bed. “Vincent is an idiot. He cares more about power than about seeing Ezio’s legacy thriving. He’d burn it to the ground if someone offered him more influence and threw some barely legal pussy at him.”

      I think about the way the men at the party looked at Erin. Tomorrow, you need to start thinking about how you will get information, I tell myself. But for now, you need to make Sonya happy. Make her talk.

              “You’re right.” I walk towards her, pushing my boxers off and leaving them on the floor, letting her see that I’m already half-hard from the sight of her naked body. “You’re ten times the businessperson that Vincent is. You should be leading this family, not him. Didn’t you say that’s what Ezio originally intended?”

              Sonya licks her lips, watching me like a cat as I kneel down in front of her, grasping her firm thighs and pushing them apart. I slide my hands up her legs, smoothing my fingers over her soft, shaved pussy as she moans softly, her head tilting back. She’s immediately wet for me, her tanned skin glistening, and I part her with my fingers, leaning forward to slide my tongue over her clit.

              “Yessss,” she hisses. “On your knees for me, Chase, just like these other men should be. Make me come. Worship my fucking pussy.”

              I have a lot of respect for her, but her words make me want to laugh instead of turning me on. All of these people are so easy to read. They think they’re mysterious and special. I knew immediately what Sonya wanted, that she wanted her man on his knees, making her feel like a goddess, licking her to orgasm without any thought for his own pleasure. Just like Vincent could be easily manipulated if Sonya would get over her need to not play Vincent’s game.

              But their feud is, hopefully, going to make it all that much easier for me to get them both to slip up.

              “Fuck, that’s good,” Sonya moans. “Your tongue feels so good, Chase, fuck.” She moans again, her legs spreading wider, giving herself over to it completely. “I’m going to make them wish they’d never underestimated me,” she gasps, her hips bucking up against my mouth. “I’m going to fucking rule every single one of them. I’ll bring Vincent down if it’s the last thing I do. I’ll make it all mine. Every…last…thing…will…oh my fucking god, Chase!”

              She screams my name as she comes, her hand grabbing the back of my head and pressing my mouth hard against her pussy, grinding against me as she comes hard on my tongue, her moans filling the room until I’m sure anyone on this floor can hear her. But it’s clear that she doesn’t care, caught up in the pleasure of my mouth on her, the orgasm rippling through her body.

              “Get on the bed,” she orders, her clit still pulsing under my tongue, and I obey, climbing onto the soft mattress and letting her look at me in all my naked glory, my cock thick and rigid and waiting for her.

              She wastes no time straddling me, sinking down onto it, and I can’t help myself. She always feels good, hot and wet and tight, and my body takes over without my meaning for it to. Her hands are on my chest, and I force myself not to think of Rain, to look up into Sonya’s face, at her dark eyes and bronzed skin and jet-black hair, to feel her grinding down onto me, and not bring Rain into this.

              This is my life now. Until the job is over, this is my girl. I have to stop wanting what I can’t have. I’m going to go insane if I don’t.

              “I need a condom,” I gasp, realizing for the first time that it feels so fucking good because I’m in her naked, her hot, wet pussy squeezing my cock in a death grip. “Fuck, Sonya, we need to wrap it up.”

              “I can’t stop,” she breathes, riding me faster. “I’m so fucking close, Chase. Just let me come, and you can shoot all over my tits. Or my face, if you want. You want that?”

              Oh god. The thought of my cum shooting all over Sonya’s face is almost enough to make me bust then and there. “I wouldn’t disrespect you like that,” I say instead, letting her lean forward, pinning my wrists above my head the way she likes, taking charge. “You’re the one in control, babe. I’m just your toy, remember? Your fling to fuck how you want.”

              She moans, and I feel a flood of her arousal over my cock. I know I’m headed in the right direction then. “Yes, oh god. Just let me come, Chase. Let me come on your cock, and I’ll get a condom then, I promise—”

              Sonya trails off, a helpless moan spilling from her lips. I feel her tightening around me, clenching as she orgasms again, her head thrown back and her back arched so hard that I can feel her soft black hair trailing over my legs.

              In the next second, she whips her head forward, that same hair cascading around my face as she grabs my chin and leans down to kiss me, grinding down on me hard as her pussy keeps fluttering around my cock, squeezing and releasing, squeezing and releasing as her tongue plunges into my mouth, and I realize with a sort of detached horror as my balls tighten and throb that I’m not going to be able to stop. I’m going to come, and come hard, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

              She’s like a goddamn succubus, and I can’t fucking stop.

              “Sonya!” I snarl her name into her mouth, and I don’t know if it’s a sound of pleasure or frustration with her, myself, the huge fucking mistake that this is, but there’s no fucking way I can quit now. She’s riding me hard, gripping my wrists. I feel my cock go rock-solid inside of her as I spill my cum, so deep that it’s probably halfway to her fucking womb already. I’m helpless in the onslaught of pure ecstasy that’s coming inside of a woman bare.

              “Chase!” She screams my name again, and I don’t know if she’s really coming for a third time or not, but as the last of my cum spills out. Some of my sanity returns; I wriggle out from under her, glaring at her as she rolls over onto her back, still gorgeously nude.

              “What the fuck were you thinking?” I demand, and Sonya rolls her eyes. She climbs out of bed, walking to her purse still nude, and I catch a glimpse of my cum glistening on her thigh. She doesn’t bother going to the bathroom, just slips her panties back on and reaches into her purse for a pack of cigarettes and a lighter.

              “What were you thinking?” I ask again, my voice harsh. I’m too upset with us both to do my usual charmer act—I’m pissed at her for being so fucking stupid in the first place and with myself for not being strong enough to just shove her off of me and go get a fucking condom. They say men always think with their dicks, I thought I was better than that, but apparently, I’m not.

              “I was thinking that I wanted to fucking get off,” Sonya says coolly, taking a drag on her cigarette and blowing the smoke out of the window.

              “Please tell me you’re on the pill,” I groan. “Sonya, I know you said you wanted to get serious, but this is going too far—”

              “Of course I’m not on the pill.” She laughs. “You think I’d fuck up this body with hormones? Please.”

              “Sonya—”

              “Calm down.” She takes another drag on the cigarette. “I’ll go get plan B or something in the morning. It’s not even the right time in my cycle, and it was once. It takes more than that to knock a woman up, Chase.”

              “It’s not worth the risk.” I’m still pissed, whatever her reassurances. “You think you’re going to be able to take over Ezio’s empire with a kid in you? Do you think a bunch of men are going to listen to you when you’re obviously pregnant? No, it’ll give them another excuse to relegate you to the kitchen where they already think you belong.”

              “I didn’t know you were that much of a feminist, Chase.” Sonya finishes her cigarette and stubs it out on the windowsill, flicking it outside. She walks back towards the bed with a sultry smile, her hips swaying in the pale blue panties, the rest of her still perfectly nude. I can see the spot on her panties where my cum has leaked out of her, and despite myself, my cock starts to stiffen at the thought of her full of it.

              “There you go.” She climbs onto the bed, sliding between my legs. “How would you like to come again, but somewhere less dangerous?”

              Fuck. I can’t say a word as her mouth slides over my stiff cock, and my brain shuts down yet again. There’s a reason men lose wars over women, I think, just before she deep throats me, and I lose the ability to think at all.
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      I feel adrift back in New York. The next morning when I wake up, Vincent is already gone. I have no idea what to do with myself beyond getting up and eating the breakfast that’s left for me in the fridge, plain Greek yogurt with berries and cold overnight oats. From there, April accompanies me to my session with my personal trainer. Then once I return sore and sweaty to get into the shower, I’m completely at a loss as to what else to do.

              Erin doesn’t want to come out of her room, and Gianna is hovering over Ezio in their room, watching him like a hawk as the nurses on their shifts come in and out. I catch a glimpse of Sonya and Zach headed out to the pool. Although I’d thought about going up there, the last thing I want to do is see Sonya’s perfect bronzed body in a tiny bikini while Zach fawns over her. The thought makes me feel slightly nauseous.

              All I want to do is forget what’s going on. I glance at the minibar every time I pass it, and by lunchtime, I tell myself that a gin and diet tonic with lunch won’t break any of my fitness rules. I have one with my chicken and kale wrap, and since I hardly ever drink, that’s enough to give me a soft buzz and blur the edges of my emotions just a little. As soon as it starts to wear off, though, the ache in my chest comes back, and I can’t stop thinking about last night, about how Vincent treated me, the things he made me say, and how this is my life from now on. I pass Gianna in the hall, and when she mentions to me that tomorrow she’d like to talk to me about starting to plan the wedding, I make a beeline back to the bar.

              By dinnertime, I’m well and truly drunk. I don’t know how I even get through it. Without Gianna, who opts to eat in the room with Ezio, there’s no one to force everyone to dine together. Erin still refuses to answer any knock at her door, so I tell Andrea to send up a tray for her, and Zach and Sonya eat in the smaller dining room. Which leaves me. I’m not even really hungry, so I go out back to the pool and make myself another drink, sitting on the edge with my feet dangling in the water.

              I swirl the liquid in the glass, watching the last rays of the sun glitter through the cut glass of the tumbler. It’s just like Vincent to have actual glassware out here on the deck, instead of something more practical for cookouts and hanging out by the pool. I stare at it, thinking back to the days when I’d drink five-dollar bottles of wine on the floor of my tiny apartment that I’d shared with Dena and Mallory. Back when I wasn’t drinking alone—well, mostly alone if I account for April’s presence hovering somewhere around the French doors—but with my friends. Watching reruns of The Bachelorette and making fun of the contestants, eating Lunchables and cheap cheese and bowls of popcorn and Milk Duds, not bothering to count calories or wondering how to burn it off later, laughing until we had awful headaches that the cheap wine was at least partially responsible for.

              Now I’m sitting outside of a brownstone that cost millions of dollars in New York, wearing designer clothes, holding a glass that probably could have bought me groceries for a week back in Chicago. I’m drinking top-shelf gin, and I’ve never been more lonely or more depressed.

              The gin tastes bitter on my tongue, despite the tonic cutting it. Still, I chug it and fix myself another one.

              “How are you doing?”

              I spin around, almost spilling my fresh drink, as April’s voice cuts through the fog of my misery and catches me off guard. Not just because I didn’t realize she was behind me, but because she’s never once spoken to me like a human being—like you’d talk to another person instead of a job. She’s always addressed me formally, spoken to me only when necessary, and carefully hidden any emotions she’s ever had about me or my situation or anything else. It’s jarring to hear her speak to me like that now, to ask me an actual question, and I’m immediately on my guard.

              “What?” I blink at her, taking another gulp of my gin and tonic. “I’m fine. Vincent wants an update on my emotional status?” I tried my best to keep the sarcasm out of my tone, but I’m too drunk to not let it slip through, just a little.

              But as I look at her, I realize there’s genuine compassion on her face. If this is a trick, it’s a good one, because she looks…sorry for me. And that both hurts and makes me angry because I don’t want pity, especially not hers.

              “You’ve been drinking all day,” she says gently. “I can’t help but see. You’ve looked pale lately too, and tired. Are you not sleeping well? I’m just concerned—it’s my job to look out for you, Rain.”

              God, it’s good to hear my actual name on someone else’s lips, to remember that it’s still my name, after hearing Poppy from Vincent all the fucking time. But I still don’t trust her not to have an ulterior motive here. Of course I’m not sleeping well, but I’m not going to admit it to the babysitter that Vincent hired for me, who I know reports back to him.

              “Did Vincent add insulting me to your job description?” I ask, as haughtily as I can, the way I’d think a rich snobby wife would talk to the help. I hate hearing the tone in my voice, but I’m scared. Scared that she’s trying to trap me and equally scared that she might actually care because I don’t know how to trust that anymore. “Is he too busy to do it himself these days?” I take another long swallow of my drink, draining it, and go to fix a third. My words are slurring now, but I’m past caring. I want to sleep so hard that I don’t dream at all.

              To my surprise, when I turn back around, April’s expression is hurt. But I force myself to ignore it. The last thing I can afford to do right now is add my handler’s feelings to my list of things to worry about.

              But that last thought hovers as I swirl the drink, and I feel awful for talking to her that way. I can’t even pretend to be this person. It’s not who I was ever meant to be. I’m afraid that if I start pretending as a defense mechanism, I’ll really become the kind of woman who snaps at the help and demands things constantly, the kind of woman who fits into this world, but who I never wanted to be.

              I stop, setting the glass down and biting my lower lip. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, fighting back the tears. The old Rain, the girl that I was before Vincent, before my life started on this downward spiral, would never have even considered talking to anyone that way. Especially not someone just trying to help.

              But I don’t feel as if I really have anyone who truly wants to help anymore. Not with Marcus and Mallory out of my life. Dena hasn’t talked to me in weeks, and my mother is so thoroughly under Vincent’s spell. Erin is so oblivious and self-centered. It’s hard for me to trust that and Zach...I can’t even factor him into this. He isn’t my Zach anymore. He’s Chase...

              I expect her to go away then, to stop talking to me, but instead, she just places one hand on the bar and looks at me—really looks at me. “I understand,” she says gently, and that’s all it takes for the floodgates to break open. I’ve been keeping everything locked away for so long, all of my fears and worries and unhappiness, afraid of letting Erin see it, afraid of letting my mother see it, or Zach, or god forbid Vincent, and that little bit of gentleness is too much, like petting an abused puppy. I can feel tears welling up in my eyes.  

      “It’s okay,” April continues, and I shake my head.

      “It’s not okay.” I push the glass away, running my hands through my hair. “I shouldn’t talk to you like that.” I turn to face her, and in that second, I make a decision to confide in her. I have to talk to someone; if I don’t, I’ll go insane.

      “You’re under a lot of pressure, with Mr. Jamison’s family staying here. It’s understandable. And with a wedding coming up, you must feel very stressed.” April’s voice is soft and soothing, like a therapist coaxing me into talking. I should know better. But I’m desperate to have someone listen to me.

      “I don’t feel like myself anymore,” I whisper. “I’m not myself, I haven’t been for a long time, and I don’t really know exactly when it happened. I don’t know how it all got away from me. It was so much fun at first, an adventure, with things I’d never experienced before. There were designer clothes and jewelry and trips and eating out at restaurants I could never afford, and it all seemed like a fairytale. I was so stupid to believe it, but I thought I was Cinderella, that Vincent was my prince, that he was going to scoop me up and save me because he was so in love with me.” I know I should stop talking, but I can’t, all of the words tumbling out one after another. 

      “I was convinced he loved me, that I’d just been so lucky to run into him, to have him take an interest in me.” I’m starting to cry in earnest now, tears welling up and spilling over my cheeks, and I hate that I’m crying in front of April, but I can’t seem to stop. “I used to have ambitions,” I whimper, looking at her with tear-filled eyes. “I used to have my own dreams, things I wanted to do with my life, but I was so in love with Vincent that I just told myself  I’d do it later, and…and…”

              I’m choking on the tears now, gasping, and April looks more than a little alarmed. “Rain…Ms. Carlisle…” she starts to say, but I’m too far gone now. “I just want to feel like myself again,” I whisper, trying to speak through the tears. “I miss my friends and my freedom, and things aren’t anything like what I thought they would be. I know that Vincent doesn’t really love me. I’m just another possession…” I stop in my tracks, realizing all of a sudden that I’ve said too much. My heart starts to pound, my throat closing up, and I feel on the verge of a panic attack. I never used to have those, not before Vincent, not before him grabbing my wrist and throwing me across the bed, not before the “flowers” and the knowledge that if I leave him, my family will suffer. Before the sex that I didn’t want, before him hurting me, before him being angry with Erin. Before Matteo and the disaster at the mansion. “Please don’t tell Vincent,” I choke out. “Please, please don’t…” I’m suddenly terrified, thinking of how he’ll react if he knows everything I just said.

              “Ms. Carlisle!” April looks as if she’s going to grab my hands for a moment, but she stops herself, straightening and looking me in the eye. “Rain, calm down, please. I’m not going to say anything to Mr. Jamison. You’re having a bad night, that’s all. I’m not going to say anything, okay? Please stop crying.”

              I do my best, hiccupping slightly as I try to catch my breath. My heart is racing, and suddenly all I want is to lay down. I drank too much, too fast, and I can feel it. My head is swimming.

              “You’ll be alright,” April says soothingly. “It’s nerves about the wedding, I’m sure. Being married can be a big step, especially to as strong of a personality as Mr. Jamison. But things will work out. You have to believe that.”

                 And just like that, I’m alone again. Maybe she really does care about how things are, about whether or not I’m okay, but she isn’t going to jump in and sweep me away. No one is going to do that. Not her, or Zach, or my parents. I’m on my own. And that’s the most terrifying thing I’ve ever had to come to terms with.

              But still, just having someone speak to me in that way, with some caring, calms me down just a little. I smile weakly, the painful thud of my heartbeat slowing a bit even though I still feel panicked deep down. “How do you like babysitting me?” I ask, laughing a little, a rueful expression on my face. “Is it everything you thought it would be? Watching over a rich man’s drunk, sad fiancé?”

              “Vincent pays me very well,” April says carefully, taking a step back. Her face is neutral, her voice calm, and I think suddenly that she’d make a good cop or a hostage negotiator. Something where she has to talk people down, get them off the ledge.

              “I need a friend,” I whisper, thinking of how lonely I am. “I don’t have anyone here. Even Dena is back in Chicago. But at least I’ve got you?” I look up at her hopefully, wanting her to say yes, of course she’s my friend. That she’s not on Vincent’s side.

              It still makes my heart ache to think of Vincent and me that way, on opposite sides now. Even after everything, I can’t help but long for what used to be.  

              “Ms. Carsile,” April says gently, and I know from her tone that she’s about to let me down. Just like everyone else these days. “I’m your fiancé’s employee. I can’t be your friend. That’s not professional. A real friend shouldn’t have conflicts of interest. But anything I can give you, anything that I have permission to give you, I will. And that includes a shoulder to cry on and an ear to listen if you need it.”

              “Right, it’ll just get back to Vincent,” I say bitterly.

              “No, not unless it’s harmful to you or Vincent.” April looks at me steadily. “I know things are hard for you right now, but they won’t always be this way.”

              I don’t really believe her. How can I? How could she possibly have any reason to think that they won’t always be this way? But I nod, appreciative of even the little bit that she can do. “I understand,” I say softly. “Thank you.” And I mean it. It helps to have someone listen, even for a moment.

              The rest of the night is a blur. I drink the third drink, maybe a fourth. I stumble down the hallway, April at my elbow, and fall into my empty bed, the one I should be sharing with Vincent, that I’m grateful he’s not in. I’m glad he’s in Tokyo, far away from me. I don’t care what flower he’s with, or if he’s fucking her, or what he’s doing. I’m just glad it’s not with me.
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      It’s late when I wander into the library, probably after midnight. Sonya is in the bath, and I take that as an opportunity to get a better feel for the layout of Vincent’s home and how I might use it to my advantage.

              When I walk in, though, April is standing by the unlit fireplace. She turns around the second I walk in as if she were waiting for me.

              “Ms. Bellona.” I don’t use Detective in case someone is listening, most likely whatever security system Vincent has installed.

              “Chase.” She smiles tightly, using my fake name, and I know then that she’s being as careful as I am. “How are you?”

              “Fine. Not as tired as I should be.” I give her an equally terse smile, crossing the room to stand next to the fireplace with her.

              “There are no visual cameras in this room,” April says, her voice very low. “Alright.” I lean against the mantle. “You got something for me?”

              “I’ve made sure to let the handlers know that we won’t easily be able to meet with them for a while, that this house is under strict surveillance and that Vincent is on alert. But we need to make progress while we’re here. This is an opportunity, Chase, while we’ve got so many of them under one roof.” She pauses. “I talked to his fiancée today. Ms. Carlisle.”

              “Yeah?” I make sure not to look too interested, even as my heart rate speeds up. April talking to Rain can’t be a good thing, especially since she’s in the position of being her bodyguard and isn’t supposed to get too chummy with her.

              “I think we might be able to use her. She’s on the verge of cracking. All I had to do was act a little interested, give her a kind word, and she spilled her guts all over the place. She’s sad, and it’s clear she’s unhappy. He’s probably abusing her, to be honest.”

              I stare at her. She said it so casually, like she was informing me of the weather. Meanwhile, I want to jump on the first flight to Tokyo, hunt Vincent down, and beat him to a pulp at the very idea that he might have laid his hands on Rain. “Why do you say that?” I ask, struggling to keep my voice even.

              April looks at me carefully, and I remind myself to stay calm. All I need is for April to figure out that I have a connection to Rain, that she’s fucking with my emotions and my head being so close to her, and April will have me pulled off of this job. And then I won’t be able to do anything for Rain. I’ll be disciplined for not divulging it myself and reprimanded. I won’t get a promotion; instead, I’ll get desk duty for an undetermined amount of time. Maybe forever, if they forget about me.

              “She doesn’t have bruises, but I can see the signs. Battered women are pretty obvious. Jumpy, teary-eyed at the slightest thing, desperate for a kind word or touch. Like abused puppies. Rain is so mousy she’ll never do anything about it. Besides, he’s got her between a rock and a hard place. Her sister here, her dad’s medical care funded out of his pocket. We ran all the financials—she doesn’t have a bank account of her own anymore. It’s all him. He controls every aspect of her life, it looks like, even more so than we thought. Down to her friends and family and where she goes. It’s almost impressive, if it didn’t mean he was an absolute piece of shit.”

              There’s real anger in April’s tone, even if it’s only a thread of it, and that at least calms me down a little. But I know she’s not going to do anything to help Rain. She’s going to try to exploit the situation to help us, to get Rain to turn on Vincent. And that’s just confirmed with the next thing that she says.

              “Ordinarily, I’d say that we should tell her what’s going on, get her on our side and get her to worm some evidence out of Vincent with a promise not to prosecute her for anything, and then have her give her testimony.”

              “She hasn’t done anything wrong,” I blurt out before I can stop myself. “There’d be no reason to prosecute her.”

              April narrows her eyes. “So far, as we can tell,” she says, her voice dangerously cool. “But why would you think that, Chase?”

              I collect myself quickly, trying to salvage the situation before she gets suspicious. “Because she’s too timid,” I say, shrugging as if it’s obvious. “She’s not Vincent’s equal. She’s his plaything. She’s not finding out anything from him.”

              “That’s what I think, too. But I think if someone were to make her see a life past Vincent, as if she’s not so trapped, then when we finally have the evidence ourselves to bring Vincent down, she’ll be a good witness to testify against his character.”

              “Why not just subpoena her?”

              April rolls her eyes. “You’re a better agent than this. Do you really think that we’re going to get Vincent with enough to put him and all of his associates in prison before he marries that girl? And once she’s his wife, she can’t be forced to testify. She’ll have to do it willingly. Which means she’ll need to stop being so afraid of him and have something to fight for besides just her own freedom.”

              “You don’t think that will be enough?”

              April snorts. “Chase, there are battered women all over the world who never get up the nerve to leave because they don’t feel like their own lives are worth saving. They need something else to fight for. Sometimes it’s their kids. Sometimes that doesn’t even do it.”

              “What, are you suggesting someone convince her to get knocked up by the asshole?” Just the thought makes me want to put my fist through the wall. It’s hard enough being in this house, knowing he’s fucking her, that he’s inside of her, taking what should have been mine, and now it’s even worse knowing he’s hurting the woman I love. Even though I’d suspected it before, now I know for sure.

              I couldn’t handle seeing her with his child, pregnant, getting bigger in front of my eyes, getting ready to have his baby. I’d kill him. 

              “No.” April shakes her head. “If anything, I think that would tie her to him more. She’d be even more afraid to leave. I’m suggesting that she needs someone to love, someone to make her believe that there’s a life beyond all this that’s worth fighting for. Something worth trying to leave him and later testifying against him for. Someone who she could be with, if only he weren’t a part of the equation, if he were put in prison for so long that he could never go after them, never touch them.”

              An alarm goes off somewhere deep in my brain, saying that there’s a reason why she’s telling me all this. That I’m being set up for something. But I haven’t quite pieced it together yet. “What are you suggesting?”

              April smirks. “You really think that we don’t know about your past with her? That we didn’t dig up every little detail? That we don’t know you two have been practically joined at the hip since she was thirteen, that she lost her virginity to you, that you left her and broke her heart? We’re the fucking FBI, Chase. We can find out anything. And we did our due diligence on her and you as well as everyone else in this.”

              I stare at her, dumbfounded. I feel like a fucking idiot for ever believing I’d pulled one over on them. 

      “Why’d you allow me on the job, then?” I ask bluntly. “If you knew, how come you put me on the case? Didn’t you think I’d have a conflict of interest? Hell, you almost took me off because you thought my father’s death would affect me too much for me to keep a clear head. But you think my head is clear with this?”

              April chuckles. “We were counting on the fact that it probably wouldn’t be. We suspected we might need someone to turn Rain, just like we needed an in with Sonya. You were picked precisely because you fit Sonya’s type and because you had a history with Rain. We thought you would be useful in both instances.”

              Are you fucking kidding me? I go from stunned to angry in a matter of seconds. “So what, I’m just the FBI’s fucking gigolo? Your swinging dick? What the fuck, Bellona? I’m just being whored out to whatever woman you need to get information from or turn state’s evidence?”

              April snorts. “You’re telling me you thought an agent that was basically a rookie was picked for a job this high level because of…what? Your vast experience? Your skills? Chase, you’re a dead shot, and you’ve got a good head on your shoulders, but you’re right, that’s not the head we were most interested in.” She shrugs. “There are a hell of a lot worse assignments. I don’t see the problem.”

              “I honestly don’t think you have a heart.” I shake my head. “What’s in your veins, ice water?”

              “Yes,” April says agreeably. “And that’s what should be in yours if you want to be a good agent.” She reaches out, patting me on the arm. “ You might not need to fuck her or even romance her. Just find some way to get close to her. Something that won’t make Vincent or Sonya suspicious.”

              “And how the fuck am I supposed to do that, exactly?” I demand, glaring at her. “Sonya isn’t stupid. And Vincent…he’s not going to want anyone getting close to his Poppy.” Even saying the awful nickname makes me want to wash my mouth out.

              April smiles, leaning back against the mantle. “You’re a good agent, Chase. I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

              I grit my teeth. “Fine,” I hiss. “Doesn’t seem like I have much of a fucking choice, anyway.”

              There’s no way I can go to bed after that conversation. I’m too agitated, and Sonya would pick up on it. I need to calm down, and so I head downstairs and out to the back, away from April and everyone else in this fucking house.

              I’m so sick of being manipulated. Sonya is trying to do it, and I didn’t care so much, since after all, I’m trying to put her in prison. Fair’s fair. But now April, and the rest of the fucking FBI, are manipulating me. Whoring me out to Sonya was bad enough, but now they’re doing it with Rain. That makes me pissed.

              But what choice do I have? They’re not entirely wrong. I could tell that night in the garden when I kissed her that she still has feelings for me. If I seduced her, made her think I still love her, made her believe that we could have a life still, I have a feeling she’d fall for it. She’d come back into my arms, and she’d leave Vincent, turn on him, do anything I asked her to. Sacrifice her whole goddamn family if need be.

              Which is exactly why I’ve got to find a way to make April think I’m following orders without actually doing it. I can’t do that to Rain. I can’t lie to her or trick her. And even if I tried, I’d just end up falling for her all over again too. I’d get caught in my own trap.

              It’s hard enough to avoid it as it is.

              I sink into one of the chairs in front of the unlit firepit, looking at the pool's still surface, faintly lit by the rear lights of the house. It would be so easy. If I followed April’s orders, I could hold Rain again, kiss her, be inside of her. Everything I’ve been doing with Sonya I could do with Rain, but I’d actually want it. And that’s exactly why I can’t.

              I hurt her once, and badly. I hurt myself once, and badly. I can’t put either of us through that again.

              I have to find a way to follow orders but genuinely help Rain. I can’t lie to her or play her for this assignment, that’d be like selling my soul, and it’d crush hers. One thing for sure, though, I have to get her out.
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      I’m awoken by ice-cold water splashing over my face. Stealing all the air from my lungs, I shoot upright with shock. I squeal, gasping for air as my eyes fly open, momentarily completely disoriented. It’s doused my hair and dripping down my neck onto my chest, and so icy that I can’t breathe. Before I can catch my breath, a fresh wave of it strikes me in the face, stealing the rest of the air from my lungs as I blink rapidly, trying to force them open through the water dripping from my eyelashes.

              As soon as I get them open, I see Vincent standing there, his face flushed and angry, and an empty glass in one hand.

              “Vincent?” I squeak with horror, my stomach instantly knotting with shock and anxiety. “What are you doing home?”

              He sneers at me. “Clearly, you weren’t expecting me home so soon.”

              Shit! He was supposed to be gone all week!

              “And what do you do the second I leave?” He grabs my elbow, hauling me out of bed, and slams me against him. He bends down as if to kiss me, but instead, he grabs my jaw, prying my mouth open and sniffing my breath.

              “Just as I thought,” he says, disgust clear in his tone as he shoves me back onto the bed. I’m too startled to catch myself, so I flop onto the mattress, scrambling back and away from him. “I’ve had enough of this,” he grinds out, his voice low to keep it from carrying, but I know he’s furious. A  sick wave of fear washes over me.

              “What, Vincent? What did I do?” I’m not sure why he’s angry, and it’s better to find out before I start apologizing. Did April tell on me? The thought of that makes me feel even sicker, that she might have tricked me into admitting all of that and then lied to my face about whether she’d say anything to Vincent or not.

              “You got drunk last night,” he says through gritted teeth. “Don’t think I can’t tell, and even if I couldn’t, the maid hasn’t had a chance to clean up from your little bender last night, and I saw footage from the security feed outside. I see you turning into a little drunk, an alcoholic, just like your sad sack of a father, and I’m not going to stand by and watch it happen.”

              I stare at him open-mouthed at the cruelty of his words, but the truth in them stings worse than anything. How the hell is he back so soon though.  “You were in Tokyo, I—”

              He laughs cruelly. “No, I wasn’t. I was at another apartment. You really get to know people best when they aren’t watching. And now I know. You get wasted like the little trailer park whore that you are. What a fucking embarrassment! I  should throw you out on the street, let your father waste away like the piece of shit that he is, and throw your whore sister out with you. You’re a waste of my time and resources.”

              “So why don’t you?” I whisper, tears filling my eyes. I almost wish he would, as terrifying as the thought is and as damning as it would be for my family. At least then it would be over. I could stop being afraid and stop trying to figure out how to make him happy when all that seems to give him satisfaction is tormenting me. This will only get worse after he marries me.  He looks at me as if he’s confused by my question. 

      “Because I love you, Poppy.” He says, gently stroking my cheek, his tone so genuine it makes my insides freeze because from the look on his face and the genuineness of his tone, he believes them. 

      He thinks how he treats me is with love. Humiliating me, controlling me, criticizing me, fucking other women, throwing freezing ice water on me is fucking love?!!

      He’s a psychopath, and I’ve never been more afraid of him before this second.

             “I can never let you go. You know that, right?” He says softly, his eyes locked on mine, squeezing me tighter as a tear falls down my cheek.

      “You need to be under my control,” he says, gently stroking my back.

      “Everything with your father was a sign. I knew I had you before that, but it sealed the deal. I own you, and I’ve never owned a human so completely before.” He’s squeezing me tighter now.

      “It’s really empowering, arousing even…” I try to hide my disgust feeling him go hard against me. “ You couldn’t leave me if you wanted to because then your precious father would die. It’s fate, you and I together. Forever.”

              His words are horrifying. I want to hit him. To scream. To run. But he’s right. I can’t do any of those things. I feel helpless and small and worthless.

       At this moment, I can only choose to obey.

      “Tell me that you’re mine forever,” he says huskily into my ear. It takes everything in me to push out the words.

              “I’m yours,” I say in a small voice.        

              “Tell me you won’t ever get drunk and embarrass me like that again,” he demands tightly.

      “I won’t do it again,” I say softly, trying not to cry. But I can’t help it. Tears start to trickle down my face, and Vincent just smiles.

              “Good,” he says. “I accept your apology. Now it’s time to make up for it.”

              With horror, I watch as he undoes his belt.

      
        
        ---

      

      

              Fifteen minutes later, I’m sobbing in the shower, washing him off of my face and trying to forget everything he just made me do. I didn’t say anything after he finished on my face, telling me coldly to keep my eyes open even as his cum ran down my forehead. I couldn’t stop crying long enough to say anything, even if I’d been brave enough to, but that had just turned him on more.

              At least now the shower hides how loud I’m sobbing. I can’t stop it or hold it back. The tears come in hot, thick, heavy sobs as I step into the spray of the water. It beats down on me, soaking my hair and spilling over my skin. I can’t help but think of the first night that Vincent and I spent together, how we showered together, his hands spreading soap over my body as he kissed me and held me and made me feel like the most beautiful woman in the world. Like I was his world. How could I have been so stupid, to think a man like him would cherish a woman like me? To think that he could be a good man, a kind one? If the world taught me anything before Vincent, it’s that fairy tales aren’t real, and even the ones you trust to save you won’t in the end. 

              “You’re so fucking stupid,” I whisper, bracing my hands against the shower wall. And then I slap myself, hard, across the cheek again and again. “So…fucking…stupid!” I bang my head against the wall, wanting it to hurt, wanting anything to stop the pain that I feel lancing through me. He owns me. I’m nothing to him except a possession. And he’s going to treat me like a pet that won’t behave until I learn to do exactly as he wishes, no more and no less.

              I have to pull myself together; I know that. Vincent won’t tolerate me embarrassing him in front of his family. He will expect grace, elegance, and poise. It hits me then, with a force that’s almost physically painful, everything he’s shown me in the past months, made clear by how blunt he was with me just now—Vincent never wanted me the way I was. He never loved me. He loved my potential, the ability to mold me into what he wanted in a wife. And unlike the other flowers that can leave him, he found a way to make me so indebted to him that I can never get away.

              I lean against the wall, letting myself cry until I can’t cry anymore. Everything I ever believed about us was a lie.

              And now I have to live with it, in my expensive clothes and in this beautiful house that’s even more lavish than the penthouse in Chicago, sure. But it doesn’t matter. It’s a very beautiful, gilded prison.

              When I walk out of the bathroom, one towel wrapped around me and another keeping my hair atop my head, Vincent is still sitting on the edge of the bed. My stomach knots and I swallow hard, coming to a dead stop. What else could he want? “Vincent?” I ask in a small voice, trying not to sound as afraid as I am. “What’s going on?”

              He smiles, his hands shoved in his pockets. “Well, I had a surprise for you, Poppy. I considered not letting you have it. After all, you didn’t fucking deserve it. But you were a good girl just now, and you looked so beautiful with my cum dripping down your face. So I suppose I forgive you.”  I lick my lips nervously. “Yes,” I whisper, feeling jittery and unsure. I have no idea what Vincent’s surprise might be, but his moods are giving me even more whiplash than they used to. I know that’s on purpose, to keep me off-kilter and unable to plot an escape or a way out. But knowing why doesn’t make it any easier to deal with.

              “Alright then.” Vincent gives me a condescending smile. “Come in!” he calls out, and the door to the bedroom opens.
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      My jaw almost drops as Dena walks in wearing skin-tight, low-rise jeans that show her thong straps just above the edges—I guess the early 2000s are back in—and a crop top that shows off her flat stomach. Her long wavy black hair is tumbling down her back. She’s perfectly made up as always—as glamorous and beautiful as I feel frumpy and ugly right now, with my tear-swollen face and towels wrapped around me.  As much as I want a friend right now, the fact that she’s here after what just happened and him dangling her in front of me like she’s a gift, a doll he’s approved of that I’m allowed to play with makes me feel worse than ever.

                      “Hey, hun, she says with a smile. “ Heard you were in Italy, you lucky bitch.”

              “Yeah,” I say faintly, unsure of what to say exactly. “We had to visit Vincent’s family.”

              “We were happy to visit them,” Vincent corrects, his hands shoved in his pockets as he looks between the two of us.

              “I lick my lips nervously. “It was good to finally meet them.”

              “I thought Dena could help you unpack,” Vincent says brightly. “I see your suitcases still lying around, Poppy. You shouldn’t expect Andrea to do it all for you. You need to take care of some things yourself.”

              My cheeks burn at his admonishment, at the way he’s talking to me like a kid in front of Dena, and how she won’t see anything wrong with it makes me annoyed.

              “Well, I’ll leave you girls to it.” Vincent stands up, striding towards me and bending down to kiss me on the cheek. It takes everything in me not to flinch when he touches me and when he pulls away.  Dena is practically making heart eyes at the two of us, as if we’re the most adorable thing she’s ever seen.

              Thirty minutes later, we’re sitting on the floor of my room while we unbox my jewelry, and picking at some sushi that she asked Andrea to order in, just as smoothly as if she lives here while drinking a vodka soda that she made despite the early hour. I’m not allowed anything other than seaweed and fish rolls and some edamame, and I watch enviously as Dena dips some shrimp tempura into a sweet sauce. There was a time when I would have ignored Vincent’s orders and eaten what I wanted, but after the roller coaster of this morning, I’m afraid to trust her entirely. For all I know, Vincent has her here to watch me and report back to him, just like April.  

              “How’s Mallory?” I ask casually as I pull out a small jewelry box of earrings and start to poke through it, as if making sure everything is there. I don’t actually know—my jewelry collection, like everything else, has gotten so extensive that I couldn’t have told you if a pair of studs or a ring or some heels went missing. I’m sure the maids know that, too, but I don’t care. Good for them if they steal something and sell it. I don’t care about any of it anymore, and after all, that’s how I got here, right?

       Stealing.

              I’ve never regretted anything more.

              Dena shrugs. “I’ve moved out. We haven’t talked in a while.”

              My heart sinks. Dena was my only connection to Mallory, and they’re so different I can’t see them staying in touch.

              Dena opens the suitcase that has my bags in it, along with more clothes. “We never really gelled anyway,” she says casually as she pulls out a burgundy Chanel. “God, this is beautiful. Real calfskin, oh my God.” She strokes the purse and then tosses it aside, pulling out another in light blue suede. “This is last year, but I mean, who cares! Dolce is forever, right?”

              “You can have it if you want.” I feel numb. There are two more suitcases to unpack, and I don’t care about any of this. I almost wish Dena wasn’t here. She reminds me of my old life, and her excitement over things I could care less about makes all of this worse. I realize I’m not being fair to her. She did come all the way from Chicago to see me. Even if Vincent most likely paid for her ticket and hotel if he asked her to come.

              “Really?” Dena squeals as she shoulders it, looking in the mirror and kneeling down in front of the suitcase again, pulling out one of my dresses. “Do any of these not fit you anymore? I mean, you’ve gotten so thin…”

              As soon as she says that, I can’t stop myself. I burst into tears. They’re not delicate, pretty ones either—they’re harsh sobs, shaking my shoulders. I steal a glance at her vodka soda sitting on the nightstand; I want a drink desperately right now, anything to feel better. But April’s standing in the corner like a vaguely androgynous statue, and while she probably wouldn’t snitch on me for sneaking a sushi roll that had cream cheese in it, I know Vincent has probably told her that he doesn’t want me drinking anymore, and she’s going to enforce it. 

              “Rain!” Dena turns towards me, looking alarmed. “Rain, what’s wrong?” To her credit, she drops the purse and abandons the suitcase of dresses, hurrying over to my side. “What is going on?”

              I try to stop, swallowing hard several times and sniffling, blowing my nose into a tissue she hands me. “Everything,” I whisper.  “Everything has gone all wrong. Things were bad before we went to New York, but it’s just gotten worse. I was going to leave Vincent, but then he started paying for my dad's treatment, and…”

              “You were going to leave him?” Dena stares at me, uncomprehending. “Why on earth would you do that?”

              Her tone is enough to warn me that she’s not going to be as sympathetic as I’d hoped, but I keep going anyway. It’s too late to pretend that I don’t want to talk about it. She’s going to keep pressing. All I can do is hope she’ll understand if I explain more and that April won’t say anything to Vincent about what I’m spilling to Dena.

              “I found out that he’s cheating on me.” A fresh wave of tears follows that, but I manage to stifle them after a few moments. “He told me I can’t be friends with Mallory anymore because she stood up to him. He won’t let me go to school. He wants to control everything that I do. And it’s just gotten worse the longer I’m with him. I’m miserable.” I stop myself before I can say more, before I can tell her just how bad it’s gotten, the humiliating things he does to me.

              But instead, it has the opposite effect.

              Dena sits back, and when I look at her, I can see that the expression on her face is entirely void of sympathy. “That’s all?” She rolls her eyes. “Come on, Rain.”

              I sniffle. “What do you mean, ‘that’s all’?” I stare at her.

              “Most men cheat, especially the kind that looks like yours and has the money he has, but he chose you! You have to get a grip. So he’s a little rough around the edges? Look at this fucking house you live in! Who cares that you didn’t get to go to school? You don’t need it! Vincent is going to take care of everything you could ever need or want.” She emphasizes every word in the last sentence. She turns to face me, crossing her arms.

       “You need to start sucking it up and enjoying your life, Rain. Girls would kill to have what you have.”

                      And I know she’s right. Hell, some of his other flowers would probably take my spot in an instant, even knowing what it really means to have it.

              I sink onto the bed, trying to get my sobs under control. Dena’s face is hard and unsympathetic, and that breaks my heart even more.

              Everyone has completely abandoned me.

              There’s a sudden knock at the door, and I nearly jump out of my skin. Dena glances at me and goes to answer it, and I see out of the corner of my eye that it’s Andrea standing there. I look away immediately, not wanting her to see how red and swollen and tear-stained my face is. 

              “Lunch?” “ Sure, thank you so much.” Dena’s voice is sweet, almost simpering, and I feel a flicker of hate towards her for it. She should be on my side, but she’s not.

              No one is anymore.

              Vincent, Zach, and Sonya are all seated at the table when we come in. Erin is there as well, looking morosely at her plate and not saying a word. “My mother elected to take lunch in her room again,” Vincent says as Dena and I sit down. “My father isn’t feeling well. But you’ll meet them soon,” he says, looking in Dena’s direction. 

      “I’m sure they’ll love you as much as Poppy and I do.”

              “I can’t wait to meet them,” Dena gushes, and I do my best not to grimace. I can see both Zach and Sonya watching her curiously. I can’t help but wonder what Zach thinks of her, if he’s as blown away by her beauty as everyone else is or if he thinks it’s overdone. I can’t help but hope it’s the latter, even though it shouldn’t matter to me anymore.

              “I’m so glad you’re here, Dena,” Vincent continues. “Poppy needs someone to keep her company, with everyone else so busy.”

              I see Erin’s head come up a little. “I’m here,” she ventures, but Vincent ignores her entirely. I look over at her, biting my lower lip, and I reach for her hand under the table. She grasps it, and it’s the first flicker of hope I've had all day.

              “Andrea will be more than happy to help you settle in,” Vincent continues. “ I know Poppy will be glad to have one of her friends living with us, isn’t that right, Poppy?”

              I blink, staring at him. “Living with us? What?”

              “Is there a problem, Poppy? I thought you’d be ecstatic.” 

              I see a flicker of surprise on Zach’s face at Vincent’s statement, and Sonya just smirks. I hate them all right now, even Zach. If he’d never left me, I wouldn’t be here. None of this would be happening to me.

              And your father would be dead.

              Isn’t that his own fault?

              It’s the first time I’ve had that thought, and I recoil from it like I’ve been slapped. But it lingers, even as I push it to the back of my mind, refusing to entertain it. Alcoholism is a disease, I tell myself. It’s not his fault. But I can’t quite get the thought to go away entirely, that I’m suffering over something he chose to ruin his—and our—life with.

              “Dena will be staying with us for a while,” Vincent announces, smiling. “That was the rest of the surprise, Poppy. She’s going to be working at one of my new clubs here, and until she finds a place, I know you’d be happy to have her with us.”

              It might have, once upon a time. But I know now that every gift comes with strings. And Dena is barely even a friend any longer.

              A friend would have been horrified at what I told her earlier. Her response wasn’t one of a good friend. It was the response of someone who needs this to work with Vincent for her benefit.

      “Surprise, Bestie,” she says with a million-dollar smile.

              “I would have said something, but Vincent wanted to be the one to surprise you.” She says with a girlish giggle. Vincent’s smile is wide and satisfied.

      I watch them both, dumbfounded. Erin is staring too, and Zach looks confused. Sonya is still smirking as if she’s enjoying watching this all play out.

              Dena, on the other hand, is positively glowing.“I know it’s going to be amazing being here with Rain and working at your club..” She smiles flirtatiously at him. “I’m so grateful for the opportunity.”

              “You're more than welcome. It’s not a party every night. It will be hard work,” Vincent warns her. “But I think you have exactly what the position needs.” He’s smiling that charming smile that I know so well, and his gaze slides over her, up and down lasciviously, as if no one else is watching. I’m horrified because it’s so obvious to anyone looking that my fiancé is openly ogling another woman, and one who is supposed to be my friend. But no one seems to care. Sonya sure as hell doesn’t, and Erin and Zach are both staying carefully neutral.

              I won’t let Vincent see a single flicker of emotion.

              “I know it’s your first night in, but if it wouldn’t be too much, it’d be great if you could start tonight —there were two girls who were supposed to be new hires, but they weren’t, well…they weren’t appropriate..”

              “Of course it wouldn’t be!” she answers quickly. “I appreciate everything so much, whatever you need!” She glances over at me as if just now remembering that I’m there. “Thank you, Rain!”

              As if I had anything to do with it. “That’s so exciting,” I stumble, trying to look happy for her. But in reality, I’m stunned. She will be staying for an indeterminate amount of time—basically living with us and working for Vincent. That makes me think she’ll be around for a long, long time, and I feel suspicious. Not jealous, exactly—I don’t have the right feelings for Vincent anymore for jealousy. It’s something else, a feeling in the pit of my stomach that this is part of some elaborate trap. Some game that he’s playing with me. He wants access to Dena for some reason—here at the house, at one of his clubs, and I don’t think it’s just to fuck her. He can do that with anyone. He chose her for a reason, brought her here for a reason.

      Nothing he does for me is really for me anymore. If it ever was.  He’s taken away my only friend; I can’t trust her now. If I ever could.

              “April,” Vincent says smoothly, “I’ll need you to take Dena to the club. I’d like some time alone with my lovely Poppy while you get Dena squared away.”

              It’s meant to sound sweet, but the way he says it sends shivers down my spine. It makes me wish that the lunch could last forever, as awkward as it is, but of course, it can’t. We eat our way through the grilled shrimp and rice and vegetables that Andrea had the cook prepare. Afterward, Zach and Sonya quickly make their excuses, and Erin scampers back up to her room.

              When April and Dena are gone, Vincent turns to face me, a self-satisfied smile on his face. “Well, Poppy, aren’t you pleased? Your friend has a better job now, thanks to me. And a better place to live, in New York, here with us. Isn’t that good?”

              I force a smile onto my face and slide a hand up his arm, looking at him with all the sweetness I can muster. “Of course, baby.” The words stick in my throat; I want to choke on them. “That was a really sweet thing for you to do. I’m sure Dena will be so much happier here. I know she’ll do a good job.”

              “Of course she will. She is appreciative.” Vincent laughs, and there’s an edge to it that I don’t like. “I’m hoping some of her will rub off on you.”

              I take a deep breath as I slide my chair a little closer to him. I’m desperate to see my family, desperate to remember why I’m doing this—and even more than that, desperate to get Erin home and out of this awful house before something worse can happen to her.

      “I know we just got back,” I begin slowly, thinking about my words before I say them. “But I was wondering—is there any chance that I might be able to make plans to go and visit my family soon?  My dad just went through another round of treatment, and he’s doing really well, but I know my mom is stressed, and I could take Erin home, then she wouldn’t be a bother to you anymore. She really doesn’t need to be here, especially now that I have Dena, and I know she’s upset you…” I trail off, seeing the expression on his face, and my heart sinks. I already know what the answer is before he speaks, from the minute he starts patting the hand that’s resting on his arm.

              “Poppy, I know you’re eager to see your family,” he says gently, almost patronizingly, as if I’m a small child. “But don’t you remember the conversation we had before we went to Italy? You need to focus on yourself right now, especially after last night. You’ve been a terrible fiance, and I know you were sorry, but I need to see that you’re not drinking. I need to see real improvements in how you look now that you’re on a better diet and have your trainer. And you can’t be gone next week, the club opening is next Saturday night. I want you to look your best on my arm. I need to impress my investors.” His mouth hardens into a firm line as he looks down on me. “You start classes with your finishing tutor soon, too. I expect you to work every bit as hard on that as you would have at that silly writing degree you had your heart set on; after all, this matters, for my future and yours.”

              He takes a deep breath. “As far as Erin, I already said that she needs to be here, where I can keep an eye on her. Who knows if someone is after her now, too, after that little stunt she pulled? Maybe Matteo told her something. Maybe he has plans to follow her and take her away. I’m protecting your sister, Poppy, and I’ll keep protecting her, no matter how ungrateful you are or how much you keep testing my patience.” The warning in his tone is clear now. “Erin is not going anywhere, and neither are you. You’re both going to be good girls and appreciate all that I’m doing to keep you safe and comfortable.”

              I know better than to cry. Vincent hates my tears, almost as much as he hates being told no. I keep them from falling, but I can feel them glimmering in my eyes, and Vincent sees them, too. I sniff, and he looks down at me disapprovingly and sighs.

              “Fucking hell, Poppy.” He runs a hand through his hair. “You’re so goddamn focused on your family when you should be focused on your life here, with me, and the family that we will have. Remember what I said in Italy? After the wedding, no more birth control. I want an heir, and I want you to learn your place. You will obey me, and you will have my children, and you will stop fighting me on every…fucking…thing.” His teeth are clenched now. “And as long as you do that, your family and your friends will be safe. If you put as much fucking energy into worrying about me and your lessons and your fitness, you’ll be a perfect, fit, intelligent wife in no time.”

              He stands up then, walking across the room to get a glass of scotch from the bar on the other side. There’s a bar in every goddamn room in this house, it seems like. “When you can prove that you’re being a good fiance, we’ll talk again.”

              I can feel the nausea rising up in my stomach as I watch him. It’s useless, all of it, and I don’t know why I keep trying. All I can do is watch my life play out now, like a movie that’s out of my control. It used to be fun to be Vincent’s doll, to let him dress me and take me out, but now I’m literally nothing but. Just something for him to pose and teach phrases to and give orders, not even a doll, but a pet to have sit and stay and do tricks for the important people who work with him. Then he can bundle me back into my cage.

              He’s taken every defense I have, given me every reason to have to stay. He holds everything over me now—my family’s future, everything I owe him. I’m in a prison, partially of my own making, and I want to vomit when I remember how I once thought I was special, that I thought I was different.

              I thought I had captured the heart of the most powerful man in Chicago, that I had made him into a different man, someone soft and capable of loving. That I knew him better than anyone else.

              But he captured me instead, and now there’s nowhere for me to go. No one left to help me.

      So I stay seated until he tells me I can go up to my room.

              Like a good pet.
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      I’m sitting by the pool when Rain walks out. Sonya is with Vincent, going over some business bullshit, and as much as I wish I could be a fly on that wall, I know I’m not welcome in that room just yet. I also know that April would want me to use the time away from Sonya to figure out how to get back into Rain’s good graces. So here I am, waiting to see if I can casually run into her and trying to think about how to make it seem as if I’m going along with April’s plans while not actually making things worse for myself and for Rain.

              It’s all I can do to not do a double-take when she walks out. She looks fucking stunning. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her in a bikini before. I’ve seen her naked, obviously, but that was years ago. She’s filled out, and the red bathing suit she’s wearing doesn’t leave a whole hell of a lot to the imagination. It lets me see exactly where she has curves now, the hourglass shape of her waist and the slope of her hips, her firm thighs, and the swell of her breasts that would fill my hands perfectly now. Just seeing her walking through those French doors gives me a hard-on that makes certain I can’t get up. She’s still thin, but there are curves where years ago there were only straight lines.

              “Hey,” she says, clearly startled by my presence. “I’m sorry, I can go back inside—”

              “No,” I say quickly. “It’s your house. If you want privacy, I’ll go in.”

              “It’s Vincent’s house,” she says with a small laugh. “Not mine.”

              “When you’re married, it’ll be yours.” I shrug, hating those words in my mouth. “Half, at least.”

              “If you say so.” She keeps walking towards the pool, and I’m treated to the glorious view of her ass in the small red bikini bottoms, walking away from me. My dick gets that much harder.

              Fuck. It’s going to be harder than I thought to keep myself in check. I have literal orders to seduce this girl, and I’m trying to fight them with everything in me. The last thing I need is more complications—handling my own feelings, breaking Rain’s heart, trying to keep Vincent from knowing that I’m moving in on his girl, trying to keep Sonya from realizing that I’m moving in on Vincent’s girl. It’s a hell of a tangle and a lot of drama, and I’m not about it. I’m pissed as hell at the FBI all over again for doing this to me, for giving me these stupid orders. I wanted to work a case, not a soap opera. But clearly, I wasn’t given a fucking choice.

              “Not planning on swimming?” Rain walks down into the pool, and I catch a glimpse of the water wavering around her waist. Her skin is glistening under the sun, and as a breeze wafts across the backyard, I catch a whiff of sunscreen, the scent of fake bananas filling my nostrils. There’s no nostalgia to it for me. We never went on vacations to any body of water as a kid. We never went on vacations at all. I didn’t go over to friends’ houses and see their sisters tanning out on the lawn. Rain for sure never did. But it smells good, and I have a sudden vision of myself in the water, leaning down to run my tongue in the valley between her breasts, breathing in the scent of her warm, sweaty skin and the sunscreen coating it.

              If I don’t stop, I’m never going to be able to stand up again.

              “I hadn’t planned on it.” I lean back in the deck chair, trying to shift so that my throbbing erection won’t be noticeable. “I can’t remember the last time I was in a pool.”

              “Well, there’s no one stopping you.” Her voice is cool, and I can’t quite read her. I can’t tell if she wants me to get in or not.

              I just know that I shouldn’t. I shouldn’t be that close to her, looking at her wet hair and gleaming skin and that bikini clinging to every curve. God knows Vincent has security cameras out here. I’ll fuck everything up. I can’t possibly trust myself in this situation.

              “I’m fine. Just getting some sun while the adults do their business talk.”

              Rain shrugs. “Your loss.”

              She dives under the water then, a blur of pale skin and red bikini, and I have to look away for a moment.

                  She looks like something from a fairytale, a mermaid, sleek and shimmering beneath the water. I swallow hard as I look back in her direction and see her come up from the water on the other side, her hair darker and plastered against her head now. She smiles, just a little, as she sees me looking in her direction. For a moment, I’m transported all the way back to Indiana, and I’m seventeen, and Rain is fifteen, and she’s sitting on her front porch, and she smiles at me just like that.

              This is dangerous. So fucking dangerous. I can feel all the years of putting Rain out of my head, of coming to terms with the fact that I’d lost her, that we were done, unraveling. I’d told myself that what I’d done was the best thing for her, that I’d made sure she wouldn’t get stuck in Indiana, in some shitty apartment, married to some guy that was either fresh out of jail for shooting his father or on the run or just a plain and simple fuck-up.

              Would I have done it differently if I’d known I was going to go into the FBI? Maybe. Maybe not. I want to think that I would have, that I’d have had Rain come to visit me at my aunt and uncles on the weekends I was free from the academy, that I’d have seen a future with a job that had a steady paycheck and good benefits as good enough for the girl that had always been my princess, the one I’d promised to save and protect no matter what.

              But looking at her, trying to be as honest-to-God real with myself as I can, before I fuck our lives up even more, I have to say I’m not sure. I think I might have made more excuses, told myself the job was too dangerous, that I might leave her a young widow, that it wasn’t fair to her to always have to worry about where I was and what was happening to me, if I’d come home or not at the end of the day.

              Because the hard truth is that it wasn’t my life that I thought wasn’t good enough for Rain. It was me.

              And I still don’t feel good enough for her. I’d told myself all these years that I left her so as not to drag her down with my shit, but look what happened. Now she’s trapped with a man that April thinks is abusing her, who, at the very least, I can see with my own two goddamn eyes doesn’t love her. I’m in the position of fucking his cousin to try and get information for the FBI while trying to bring him to justice—and Rain is caught up in all of it.

              It’s not my fault she wound up with Vincent, but it sure as hell feels like my fault that all the rest of this is happening now. If only I’d let them take me off of the case when my father died, then—

              Then what, Zach? Some other agent would be sitting in this chair right now, and he sure as hell wouldn’t be going back and forth about the best way to handle all this so that Rain doesn’t get hurt. He’d just be thrilled he gets to fuck not one beautiful woman but two. He’d be in that pool right now buttering her up and working her into bed so she’d flip on Vincent, and he could get this case wrapped up ASAP and collect his shiny new promotion.

              If I weren’t here, there wouldn’t be anyone to protect Rain. No one with her best interests in mind, just the best interest of the mission. I know that’s true.

              So what the fuck do I do?

              “Chase?” Rain is looking at me curiously from her end of the pool, probably wondering why I’m sitting there staring off like some kind of idiot.

              “Yeah.” I stand up then, grateful that all that thinking at least made my hard-on calm down for a second. “I’m just gonna go grab some trunks.”

              As I walk through the house, I can hear raised voices from Vincent’s study. I feel another momentary flare of resentment that my task is to try to work Rain over, to manipulate her or even seduce her, and not find a place in that room gathering actual intel. It feels cheap that my job is to flatter and fuck the women, not do real detective work.

              “Chase.” April’s voice floats towards me as I reach the bottom of the stairs, and I stop in my tracks. Well, it doesn’t so much float as smack me in the side of the face, even talking low enough not to be heard; April still sounds like a fucking drill sergeant.

              My “name” on her lips sure sounds a hell of a lot less attractive than when Rain says it.

              But the truth is, I don’t want to hear Rain say that stupid fucking name at all. I hated having to drill it into her that night at her party, act as if it were the most important thing in the world to me when in fact, I’d love nothing more than to hear my real name on Rain’s lips again, to hear her whisper it the way she did that last afternoon, breathless and aching and completely, utterly in love with me.

              “I’ve got another task for you,” April says, her voice flat. I can tell she doesn’t think much of the job I’m doing so far, but at the moment, I’m having a hard time caring. To be frank, I don’t think much of the job I’ve been given.

              “Let me guess, I’m supposed to seduce…Gianna? I’m afraid she’s a little old for my taste.”

              April’s expression isn’t amused in the slightest. “We don’t have time for the chip on your shoulder, Chase,” she says flatly.

              I hate how she always puts that emphasis on my name, like she’s reminding me of my purpose here. It feels kind of like she’s mocking me, even if she doesn’t mean to. I fucking hate feeling like I’m being used and manipulated, especially by the people who are supposed to have my back.

              I thought April would, at one point. Now I’m not so sure.

              “Fine,” I say sharply. “What do you need me to do?”

              “I’ve got a few small cameras that I need you to install, as well hidden as possible, in key places. Your room, Erin’s room, the master suite where Rain and Vincent sleep. And the study, of course, if you can manage to get in there at any point. I know he keeps it locked and the key on him at all times.

              “Why those other rooms specifically?”

              She sighs as if she hadn’t expected to have to explain herself. “Your room, because we need something to corroborate anything you give us from conversations with Sonya. Rain and Vincent’s room because we need to know if he happens to let anything slip with her, as unlikely as that would be. And Erin’s room because we suspect that Vincent will go after her next in some way. Try to pull her in.

              I have plenty of thoughts about that, but I keep them to myself. I don’t think April is particularly interested in hearing my input about a lot of this. “Alright.” I shrug. “I’ll do it now while they’re in the meeting. I should have a little time before they come out.”

              “Where were you headed, anyway?” She looks at me curiously. “Off to take a nap?”

              I roll my eyes. “Rain is out in the pool, and she asked me to join her. I was just going to go grab a pair of swim trunks.”

              “Oh.” April purses her lips.

              “Just doing my job.” I sketch a quick salute in her direction. “I’ll go set these up now.”

              “Good. And Chase?” April calls after me as I start to go up the stairs.

              “Yeah?” I don’t turn back to look at her.

              “Grab those swim trunks, too.”

              “Aye, aye.” I keep going up the stairs, my teeth gritted the whole way.
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              It wasn’t hard to set up the cameras. The most difficult one was Erin’s room since she was actually in there. But I just made up some shit about how Rain wanted me to check on her, and while she rolled her eyes and said she didn’t care and that she was tired of being cooped up in this fucking house, that this was supposed to be fun. Now she’s just being treated like a kid; I managed to get the camera near her wardrobe, from where it would have a good view of the entire room. She didn’t even notice—she was too busy being pissed.

              From my perspective, Erin did a really stupid thing. Rain was right to be upset about Matteo—the guy obviously was just using her. Erin isn’t as smart as Rain was at her age, that’s for sure. But I also feel for her. Neither she nor Rain got enough attention from their parents, but at least Rain had me. Erin doesn’t have anyone, really. Her parents are always preoccupied with her father’s drinking or her mother working herself to death, and now Erin feels abandoned by her sister, too. Whether or not that’s justified is up for debate, but the important part is that she feels that way. And that might make her do any number of desperate or stupid things.

              Of all the places I think April is probably right to have surveillance on, it’s definitely this room.

              “I’m sorry,” I tell Erin. “There’s not really anything I can do. But I’d say maybe talk to your sister. Tell her how you feel.”

              “I’ve tried. It doesn’t do any fucking good. She’s too busy with her perfect life and her perfect future husband.” Erin pouts. “She’s too good for the life we used to live.”

              Is that true? I really don’t think it is. Especially not after what April has told me about Vincent and how he treats her. I’m not sure exactly what he has on her or what’s keeping her here, but there’s got to be a reason. It’s the only thing that makes sense because my Rain never cared about any of this.   My Rain wore ripped jeans and dirty sneakers. She spent what little money she had on notebooks to write stories in between classes and movie tickets for us to go see together. My Rain liked sneaking a bottle of vodka out of her dad’s stash and sitting in the park with me at night, mixing it with lemonade from the gas station and getting buzzed together. At the same time, we made up plans for the future that we knew would never actually come to pass. Plans that, for a long time, hadn’t included us together, as much as I knew Rain wanted them to.

              Or at least, I had known they would never come to pass, for me at least. I had always known I wasn’t good enough for her, that I’d have to leave to keep from dragging her down with me. I managed to claw my way back out of the shithole that I’d been destined for, but no matter how many times a day I try to think of a way that things could have been different, I just can’t fucking see it.

              “I think you might be giving your sister too hard of a time,” I say before I can stop myself. “She might not be as happy as you think she is.”

              “You think?” Erin asks, arching an eyebrow. “Is that because you know her so well?”

              I can feel us stepping into dangerous territory here. I’ve worried that Erin would recognize me for a while—I hadn’t changed that much from when I was a teenager and that she’d blow my cover.

              “Just call it a hunch,” I say firmly, and then I slip out of the room before Erin can say anything else.

              The last thing I want to do now is to go back down to the pool. Still, I’m sure April will have something to say if I don’t, so I go back to my room and snag a pair of swim trunks, changing into them quickly and leaving my clothes on the bed.

              I look good. I can’t deny that. Despite the fact that I couldn’t exactly hit the gym while in Italy and had to rely on bodyweight workouts, I’ve kept up my overall muscle. My chest and abdomen are as cut as ever despite the pasta I did indulge in while we were there. I know I look a hell of a lot different from what Rain remembers—I worked out back then, but I didn’t have the gains that I have now.

              A part of me is excited for Rain to see me like this, anticipating the look on her face, the lust in her eyes when she saw how much I’ve changed. But a bigger part of me is sick with anxiety in the pit of my stomach. I want Rain too much, still. And if she wants me too, then it’s just going to hurtle us closer to what April wants and what ultimately will lead to real problems for both of us.

              But I head down anyway, with that sinking feeling following me all the way to the pool.

              Rain is laying out on a lounge chair when I step back out onto the deck, her skin shimmering with some kind of oil, and I feel that all too familiar lurch as my dick twitches in my swim shorts.

              “You were gone for a long time,” she says, without looking over at me. “I thought you weren’t coming back.”

              “Had a hard time finding my shorts,” I say gruffly. It’s a dumb excuse, but it’s the best one I can come up with at the moment.

              Rain sets the book aside that she’s reading—something with a fantasy-like cover and intricate font spelling out the title—and stands up from the lounge chair. She’s way too close to me when she does, and I can smell the scent of her sunscreen and tanning oil again and the heat coming off of her skin. I’m instantly hard, and all I can do is hope that she doesn’t notice. My cock is pushing against my shorts, throbbing, screaming at me that I’m only a few inches away from her. It would be so easy to grab her, lay her back down on that lounge chair and push her tiny bikini out of the way, and sink all of myself into her hot, tight little pussy.

              I bet she’d still feel every bit as good as she did all those years ago when I took her virginity. Maybe even better, because as much as I hate to think of her having slept with other guys while we were apart, she’s more experienced now. She’s a woman, not an innocent teenager.

              We could fuck the way I’d always dreamed of fucking. Sweet and slow at first, and then hard and dirty, until every fantasy I ever had about her was wrung out. And then I could come up with some more.

              “Chase?” Rain’s voice is slightly faint, and she looks up at me, her soft blue eyes meeting mine. “What’s going on with you today?”

              “Nothing.” I clear my throat. “After you,” I say, gesturing to the pool. I figure the cold water will do wonders for calming down my angrily throbbing erection.

              Rain slips back into the water, sighing with a sound that makes me ache for her all over again, a small moan falling from her lips as she sinks down to her waist and then up to her neck before standing up again. “It feels so good,” she says softly. My body goes rigid all over with a pulsing, aching need that makes me want to crush things with my bare hands for how insanely, frustratingly, infuriatingly difficult this all is.

              I want her. I want to fuck her, claim her, possess her, take her back. She was always supposed to be mine, and I feel like I’m going crazy because, at the end of the day, she’ll never be mine. I’ll do my job, and I’ll have to leave, and who knows where Rain will go when this is all over. But it won’t be home with me.

              The FBI would never allow it.

              The cold water feels like a shock to my system, stealing the air out of my lungs. To be honest, it’s exactly what I need. I dive underneath, letting the shimmering crystal blue water encapsulate me for a moment, wrap itself around me like a bubble, hiding me from everything above that wants to tear at me and force me to make choices I’d never make on my own.

              When I surface again, Rain is still standing there, hip-deep in the water, the red bikini clinging to her like a wet second skin.

              Fuck, I want her so goddamn bad.

              “You remember when we snuck over to Mrs. Castro’s pool?” She grins, her voice low enough that no one will hear her if they walk out onto the deck, but clear enough that I can hear what she’s saying just fine. She’s keeping some distance between us too. Although it’s probably just so she doesn’t have to answer any questions if anyone were to see us, all I can think is that she must feel the same maddening lust that I do right now. The same aching need would cause us both to lose control if we were within touching distance.

              “Yeah.” My throat feels tight. “I do, actually.” Fuck. The last thing I need is to go down memory lane with Rain right now. But that’s a good memory, a fun one. It had been a stupidly hot summer day, particularly for Indiana. Rain and I had been out walking while her dad was sleeping off another one of his benders, and her mom was cooking, heating up the house to the point that it was unbearable. I even remember what she was wearing that day, cutoff shorts from the thrift store that showed her faintly tan thighs and just barely covered her ass and a thin tank top that had clung to her skin with sweat. Her breasts had been small back then at seventeen—they still are, but there’s a fuller curve to them now—and she’d been sans bra. I’d been dating some girl that I can’t even remember now, but fuck if I hadn’t been able to keep my eyes off of Rain’s nipples poking against the ribbed cotton of that grey tank top.

              That’s the kind of shit that cements itself in a teenage boy’s mind forever. I probably jerked off that night thinking about Rain’s tits in that tank top and everything that happened after.

              We’d wound up walking further than we thought, all the way to the end of the neighborhood where the one wealthy widow lived in a three-story brick house that seemed like a mansion to us, and a pool in the backyard. Hot and sweaty and reckless, we’d snuck into the backyard in hopes that she wasn’t home and splashed around in the pool until Mrs. Castro had woken up from her afternoon nap from all the noise and come out in her floral old-lady nightgown and curlers, screaming at us to get out and go back home before she called our parents.

              I never forgot the sight of Rain climbing out of the pool, her soaking wet shorts dripping water and turned dark from being in the pool. The grey tank top molded tight to her body, her nipples hard as diamonds from the cold water, and her hair plastered away from her face.

              I’d had dreams about that for years.

              “I always said if I was rich one day, I’d want a pool,” Rain says softly. “That was a big dream of mine. To just be able to go into my backyard and get into the water.”

              My stomach clenches. “Well, now you have it.” It comes out colder than I meant it to. “Vincent really has given you everything, hasn’t he?”

              “Chase—”

              My body feels tight with frustration and anger and the overwhelming feeling that I’m sick of all of this. Sick of being so close to her, sick of being pushed around by the agency, sick of wondering if Rain really wants this lifestyle or if she’s just trapped in it.

              “I’m going back inside.” I push past her, the water swirling around me. I can’t fucking do this. I just can’t. I’ve never been so fucking miserable in my life, even as a kid, as I feel right now. I feel like the one thing I want more than anything else in the world is being dangled in front of me, and I could take it, but in the end, it would go against everything I’ve tried to do my whole life. And I’d lose her anyway when it’s all over.

              “Chase!” She tries to call after me, but I don’t answer. I don’t want to hear that stupid fake name on her lips. I want to hear Zach, Zach, please, oh my god Zach, Zach, you feel so good. I want to hear her moaning Zach, breathing Zach, gasping it. At the same time, I fuck her harder than she’s ever been fucked in her life, until she forgets any dick other than mine, anything anyone else could give her. She belongs to me like she was always fucking supposed to.

              I walk straight upstairs into the shower, turning on the hottest water I can stand, and brace myself against the wall as I grab my rock-hard cock, jerking it so hard and fast that I just about rub the skin off. It feels like I’m punishing myself at the same time as the pleasure of literally anything gripping my cock and stroking it, even if it’s my hand, curls my toes.

              I shouldn’t want her. I shouldn’t care. It beats in my head over and over like a drum as I beat my cock, jerking harder and harder until my balls tighten up. My back arches, and I spurt cum across the shower like a bullet fired from a gun, spraying the wall with it as I clench my teeth to keep from groaning aloud in case Sonya is in the next room. 

              Images of Rain fly through my head as I come, and I can’t stop it. Her in that soaking wet tank top, her naked in her bed when I took her virginity, her lips on mine, her kissing me in the garden, her just now in that tiny red bikini, gleaming under the sun. It’s all I can do not to groan out her name, squeezing my cock with a death grip as I come for what feels like forever, until I’m panting with my forehead pressed up against the wall, my cum washing away down the drain instead of buried inside Rain like I want it to be.

              God, I’m so fucked.
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      For the next week, things calm down a little. I don’t have to see much of Dena; she’s either sleeping or at work helping prepare the club for the opening night or out. I mostly just see her at meals, when she casually flirts with Vincent as if no one will notice, and sometimes at the gym. All of our conversations are surface-level, her always squealing over all of the nice things I have now and how much she loves her job and how she’s the hottest server there by a mile. I always knew Dena was self-obsessed, but it just seems to have gotten worse. And I don’t understand what either her or Vincent’s long game is.

              Gianna stays out of my way, for the most part, tending to Ezio and tormenting the nurses who steadily come and go, helping to care for him. No one really wants to tell me much, but from what I gather, his condition is improving, even if he still can’t get out of bed. Sonya and Vincent spend a lot of time in the study, talking about business, and Zach avoids me as much as possible. When Sonya and Vincent aren’t having meetings, they’re at one club or another, handling business there.

              So, for the most part, I’m alone again. Erin still doesn’t want to talk to me. She passes the afternoons in her room, watching tv and listening to music and scrolling through social media and doing her schoolwork—I hope. Every time I try to check on her or ask how it’s going, she refuses to talk to me. And Vincent has told me not to push her, that he’d rather her stay in her room than get up to trouble, so I don’t dare try too hard. When my mother calls every weekend, I just tell her that everything is fine, that Erin wants to stay as long as she can, and that her teachers have approved her to do remote schoolwork for as long as she needs to. The latter is true—Vincent made sure to get clearance for that, which means that Erin could be here all the way through her senior year if need be. The thought makes my stomach clench with anxiety, not because I don’t want my sister here, but because I’m worried about Vincent’s mood regarding her and what he plans to do.

              I wish my mother would demand that Erin come home—even Vincent wouldn’t be able to come up with a good enough excuse to keep her here if my mother put her foot down—but she doesn’t, and I’m pretty sure it’s because it’s a relief for her to have Erin here and not have to worry about her—so she thinks, anyway—while she tends to our dad. I can understand it, but it still frustrates me. 

              With all of us crammed in the house like this, it’s easy to fantasize about Zach, to think about how things could have been different. I try not to. But every time I see him, I feel my heart leap in my chest. I didn’t realize how much I missed him until I saw him in Italy, and every passing day reminds me more and more. I want to know if he still feels the same way, if he’s still the boy I once loved in any capacity, but he keeps himself closed off from me. I don’t know if it’s because he’s falling for Sonya or simply because he doesn’t care about me anymore. Still, it’s as confusing as anything else.

              Because I can’t forget how he kissed me in the garden on the night of my birthday. And I also can’t forget that I still don’t know the mystery surrounding why he’s using a fake name.

      The morning of the club’s opening night, Vincent is in rare form, his mood brighter than I’ve seen it in a long time. When I come back into the bedroom from the shower, he meets me halfway across the room, reaching for the tie of the thin black silk robe I’m wearing. He’s dressed in only black sweatpants, his muscular chest bare, and I think of a time when I would have pressed myself against him, running my hands over his bare skin, hungry for his touch. Now I freeze as he slides the robe off of me, turning me towards the floor-length mirror as he stands behind me.

              “Much better,” he croons, running his finger along my jawline. I look in the mirror, trying to see what he sees. A couple of weeks of strictly following my diet again, going to every session with my trainer, not drinking, and rigorously using the hundreds-of-dollars work of skin care I own has definitely transformed me—in some ways, for the better. My skin is clearer and smooth and radiant, without any of the zits that plague me sometimes. And I have some curves from the weight-lifting, some lift my ass, and some tone in my thighs and arms, but I’m thinner than I’ve ever been. My jawline is sharper and more angular than it’s ever been before, and my eyes look huge in my thinner face.

      Vincent seems pleased with it though. “You look much better,” he repeats, running his hand over my breasts. “A push-up bra might be in order with the dress I want you to wear tonight, but you should fit nicely into it.”

              I try not to react, but I can’t help the embarrassment flush on my skin. I hate when he talks about me like this, as if I’m just something for him to mold into the shape he likes best, to dress and puppet.

              Vincent interprets the flush as desire, laughing as he turns me to face him. “I know what you want,” he murmurs, flicking a finger over my nipple. “But I have something else for you, so that will have to wait, my greedy little Poppy. Maybe after the party tonight, I’ll be in the mood.”

              Nothing about my reaction had anything to do with desire, but I let him think that. He slaps me on the ass, pointing me towards the closet. “Get dressed, and meet me out in the living room.”

              I obediently do as he “asks,” slipping into a pair of skinny jeans and a dark red sleeveless silk blouse. Vincent loves red on me, and I figure the more I can do to keep this bright mood going, the better things will be. I add rose-gold jewelry, slipping on the bangle and earrings he gave me, leaving my blonde hair down. It’s humid today, even in the house, so it’s curling softly, and I have to admit that it’s a good look on me.

              When I walk out into the living room, Erin and Dena are both waiting for me, along with Vincent. He is smiling proudly as if he’s really done something. Erin is in a pair of the low-rise skinny jeans we bought on our pre-Italy trip, with more rips than denim, a black crop top with a smiley face on it, her hair pulled up in a high Ariana Grande-style ponytail. She’s wearing the giant diamond hoop earrings and platform wedges, and she looks stylish as hell. I suddenly feel frumpy and plain in my jeans and silk top, especially if I include Dena. She is wearing a black denim miniskirt and a white, stretchy ribbed top that stops just below her pushed-up breasts, complete with a pair of Louboutin strappy sandals I gave her and chunky gold chain jewelry. Her black hair is cascading everywhere, her lips plump, and her makeup natural, and I can tell she’s gotten lash extensions and filler lately. She looks like a fucking supermodel.

              I wish I’d done more now.

              “I organized a surprise for you all today,” Vincent says with a broad smile. “The club opening is tonight, and I expect you and Erin both there, Poppy.”

              Erin is underage, so there’s absolutely no reason she should be going to Vincent’s club’s opening night. But I can’t protest. Erin’s eyes have gone round, as if she’s about to forgive him everything on account of that, and I already know that any argument I have against it will fall on deaf ears. It’ll just make Erin upset with me and Vincent angry.

              Just thinking about it makes me feel depressed and exhausted.

       “And Dena will be working tonight,” Vincent continues, “but I know you haven’t gotten to see your friend all that much lately. So I wanted to include her in on the treat. For today, Poppy, spend as much as you want on the credit card. You’re all going to go downtown—with April, of course, and shop to your heart’s content. Poppy, I expect you to find appropriate outfits for you and Erin for tonight—it’s a burlesque club, so black or red or metallic, and sexy. Dena knows what I want after being there for the last week. I also made appointments at the spa for you, and you can have lunch wherever you like.” He smiles at me as if he’s giving me the world. “You’ve been great, Poppy. I thought you deserved a treat. And Erin, you’ve been good too, keeping to yourself and not breaking any of the rules. So I thought it would be nice for you to go out today as well, with Poppy and her best friend. Don’t you think so?”

              “Yes,” Erin says quietly, and I can see that she’s learning the lessons that took me so long to learn. It makes my chest ache because I don’t want Vincent to break my sister the way he broke me. I can’t bear it. “

              “Thank you,” I tell Vincent, forcing a bright smile onto my face. I just can’t take actual joy in the things that Vincent gives me anymore, whether it’s jewelry or my “best” friend coming to stay with us—especially when Dena is hardly my best friend, I don’t even have a best friend anymore—or license to spend as much money as I want for a day. There are always strings. Always an ulterior motive. And I just can’t enjoy it anymore.

              “Well, go on girls,” Vincent says, an indulgent expression on his face. “Enjoy your day. The driver is already waiting outside.”

              Erin and Dena are beaming with excitement—apparently, the promise of a day of shopping is enough to perk my sister right up out of the black mood she’s been in since my birthday—and I force a smile onto my face as we walk outside and down the steps towards the waiting car with April following closely behind. As usual, she says nothing, going to sit in the front with the driver as Erin, Dena and I pile into the back.

              It reminds me all too much of the last shopping trip I went on with Erin and Sonya. Dena is a slight improvement over Sonya, but not nearly as much as she used to be. The moment we’re in the car, she gets champagne out of the minibar, pouring glasses for all three of us.

              This time, I don’t protest Erin having a glass. I know by now it does no good.

              “To a day out on the town in Manhattan with an unlimited credit card!” Dena squeals, clinking our glasses together. I keep that same smile on my face, but it’s pasted on, the champagne bitter on my tongue as we drink. Erin looks almost gleeful, and Dena is glowing. All I feel is resentment, which is the last thing I ever wanted to feel towards my sister. She doesn’t have to endure the things I do. Neither does Dena. I’m the one who has to put up with it all so that they can enjoy the lavish lifestyle when Vincent decides to bestow it on us.

              But as we move through traffic into downtown, even I feel the knot in my stomach loosens up a little. Maybe part of it is the two glasses of champagne. Still, it also feels good to be away from the brownstone and out from under Vincent’s thumb, away from Sonya and Gianna and Zach and the constant reminder of the life that’s pulling me down like a whirlpool day by day. It feels good to not be cooped up, to be out in the city.

              I still feel the need to be careful about what we spend—just because Vincent said there was no limit doesn’t mean that there’s not some arbitrary one floating around his head or that he won’t see the credit card statements a month from now when he’s pissed at me and forget that he agreed to this at all.

              But Erin and Dena have no such worries. “Dresses first,” Dena says firmly. “Then jewelry, and then shoes. And then we can go to lunch before our spa appointment.”

              “I’m not sure if Vincent meant for us to buy that much—”

              “It’s fine,” Dena insists. “He said so himself.”

              It won’t be you that gets punished if he changes his mind, I think bitterly, but there’s nothing else I can say. I have no voice with anyone anymore. That’s been made very clear.

              We wander through Chanel, Dior, Dolce & Gabbana, trying on dress after dress. Erin settles on a black sequined dress that barely comes to the tops of her thighs and is skin-tight on her, with a deep scoop neck that’s slightly tomboyish. It suits her and doesn’t show as much cleavage as I’d been afraid it would, especially since she’s even more flat-chested than I was at her age. I don’t argue because it could have been a lot worse.

              For instance, she could have picked what Dena picks out—a black satin dress with thin black straps and a neckline of loose draping fabric that makes a ‘U’ shape, dipping low enough that I can see most of her large breasts and all the way down almost to her bellybutton. It’s short, too, and it shows off more of Dena’s body than it covers. I’m sure Vincent will love it, I think miserably. It’s not even that I care if he fucks anyone else. It’s just that, of course, I know something is brewing between him and my “friend.” And it feels shitty to be so certain that if he went after Dena, she wouldn’t even hesitate. She’d fuck him in an instant, even though he’s my fiancé, and she’s supposed to be my friend.

              As for me, I don’t know what to buy. I’m still uncomfortable in things that show off my body so much. I never know what Vincent will want from me, if he wants me to cover up because I’m going to be his wife, or if he wants me to show off because I belong to him. He wants everyone to see what is his. I want to feel beautiful, especially knowing that Zach will probably be there—as foolish as that is—but I try on dress after dress without ever really feeling good about any of them.

              And then, when we’re in Dior, I find one that I actually like.

              It’s spaghetti-strap, like Dena’s, and made out of black satin, but it’s fitted like a fifties wiggle dress, which I feel is appropriate for the venue—it’s a burlesque club, after all. And on the left side, from the hip to the hem, there’s an architectural ruffle lined with red satin, like a flame trailing down the side of the fitted skirt.

              It has a sweetheart neckline, so it shows off the cleavage I have without being too risqué, and it fits me like a glove. I actually feel beautiful in it, much like the dress I wore to my birthday party, and despite the four-figure price tag, I buy it without much guilt.

              The next effort is shoes, and we go back through the designers, looking for ones to match. Erin picks out a pair of towering sequin and velvet heels, Dena chooses black patent pumps, and I opt not to get anything. My Louboutins at home will do just fine, and I’m already anxious as hell thinking about how much we’re going to spend at the jewelers.

              Because there’s no way we’re going to leave without a potentially high five-figure or more bill. Dena tells the driver to take us to Harry Winston’s, where the woman who greets us practically falls all over herself when I tell her that Vincent Jamison has sent us to pick out jewelry for his club opening. Pretty soon, the counter is glittering with jewels as she shows us a variety of their newest designs.

              Erin chooses something more youthful, which I’m glad for at least—no necklace and a pair of long, dangling earrings that have diamond strands and black onyx hanging from them. She picks out a cocktail ring too—a white-gold band with six black pearls embedded in it and a thick cross-shaped black onyx ring surrounded by diamonds that the woman tells us is the height of fashion right now; Lady Gaga was just photographed wearing the same thing.

              “I never thought Vincent would be buying me jewels,” Dena sighs. “But he said all three of us should get whatever we want since after the opening, I’ll be able to come and have fun at the afterparty.” She picks up a long strand of diamonds, a lariat-style necklace that will drape all the way down between her breasts. “This comes in a set.” She points at the matching earrings, which are cascading diamonds. The cocktail ring is a large emerald-cut black diamond surrounded by white diamond baguettes.

              “It’s beautiful,” I manage. I wish I could convey to her somehow that these kinds of gifts from Vincent come with a price higher than what I’m about to charge on the credit card, that Vincent will want something in return. It makes me sick to think of what that might be.

              “Pick yours out, Rain!” Erin says enthusiastically as the woman starts to box up her and Dena’s choices.

              I already see the set I want, flame-red rubies set in rose gold. The rings are a set of bands studded with them, meant to be stacked on various fingers, with a matching cuff bracelet, ear crawlers, and a necklace that looks like a collar. It’s such a tight choker, rose gold studded with round rubies.

              It’s a perfect fit, I think. A collar for Vincent’s pet.

              Dena insists on us going back to the designer stores to choose clutches to go with our outfits, and by now, I’m completely over it. It’s obvious to me that she just wants to make the most of this shopping excursion, to make sure that she gets as much for herself as she can while Vincent has his wallet open. Erin is enjoying it too, but I can’t resent her as much for it. She’s like I was back when I first met Vincent, and it terrifies me as much as it ever has. At least she’s not blatantly using Vincent and me, pretending to be my friend in order to rake in as much free shit as she can.

              I don’t know why I ever thought Dena was my friend. I wish I could kick her out, take everything she’s bought today and return it, or just give it to Erin. But I know better. If Vincent has made her a part of today’s outing, which he clearly did, then there’s a reason for it.

              One that I’m sure I’ll find out sooner or later what it is.
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      Once we’ve finished shopping, we go to a popular sushi restaurant for lunch, where we’re taken back to a private booth and told that we’ll be treated to the chef’s tasting menu. Sake is brought to the table, and once again, I don’t bother protesting that Erin is too young. I just watch as Dena pours it into the small rounded cups and pushes one towards her, and hope that she won’t like it.

              Sure enough, Erin coughs as she swallows her first sip, her eyes watering. “Oh my god, that tastes like hot rubbing alcohol that sort of also tastes like pears,” she complains, and Dena laughs.

              “If you’re ever going to make it in this world,” she says firmly, “you have to learn to eat and drink things you don’t like, just as you have to learn to put up with people you don’t like. Look at your sister. She likes it, don’t you?”

              “Sure,” I say weakly, taking a sip. I don’t, not really, but I can see that Dena is making a point here. I’m so paranoid now that I can’t help but wonder if Vincent asked her to make the point, if she’s supposed to be watching me and making sure I don’t complain or give Erin the wrong ideas. “It’s great.”

              Erin eyes me, clearly not sold, but Dena tips the cup back, sipping hers without so much as a wince. “If you want to be invited to these kinds of places, to expensive lunches and dinners and parties and club openings and galas, you have to learn to hang with these kinds of people. You have to be classy and elegant and stylish out in public.”

              She pauses then, and I’m glad that she’s at least not about to give Erin a lesson on how she ought to behave in “private,” which to Dena, I’m sure, just means the bedroom.

              “Look at your sister,” Dena continues. “She has everything. A rich fiancé, a huge diamond on her finger, multiple beautiful homes, her own private bodyguard. Don’t you want all of those things, Erin?”

              “Of course,” Erin says eagerly, and I can feel another little piece of myself dying inside.

              “Why do you need a bodyguard, anyway?” Erin asks, looking over at April, who is seated at a separate booth.

              “Security, of course, silly,” Dena answers, without letting me speak. “Vincent works in high places in business with important people, and he has enemies. You saw that at Rain’s birthday.”

              I don’t bother asking how she knows about that. I’m pretty sure I won’t like the answer, whatever it is.

              “He worries about Rain because she’s precious to him,” Dena continues, and I have to stifle a bitter laugh. I’ve never heard anything so ridiculous, but I can’t say differently—not here, not now. “Manhattan isn’t all that dangerous compared to some places, but he wants Rain protected, like a treasure. And if you learn well, Erin, one day you could have a husband who will value you like that.”

               Just listening to it makes me sick. I want to blurt out that April isn’t so much a bodyguard as a handler, that she’s watching my every move, that I can’t trust her any more than I can trust Dena now, that I have luxuries and money and bags of thousands of dollars’ worth of dresses and shoes and jewels in the car waiting for us but that none of it matters. That all of my dreams are dead, that I was fooled, that I was stupid enough to believe that I was special, and now Erin is stupidly falling into that trap too. That I’m anything but happy. Anything but valued.

              I feel a world away from the awestruck and innocent girl I once was, and I know that Erin is headed in the same direction. That one day, she’ll be where I am, trapped in a loveless marriage to a man who cheats on her and maybe even abuses her and has people watching her, so she never steps out of line. I’m sure Vincent’s associates, the kind of men who will woo Erin eventually if I don’t get her out of this, will be the same as he is.  

              But all I can do is keep it together, sitting here as the server brings the first of the tasting dishes, tiny crispy tempura shrimp with dots of sriracha and spicy sauce on top. I only take one, careful not to eat more than that even though I’m starving. It’s that way for everything—the thin slices of fish in vinegar, the delicate rolls, the crispy squid in ponzu sauce. I take small, tentative bites of all of it as Dena and Erin dig in, neither of them trapped by a restrictive diet.

              “We don’t have anything like this in Indiana,” Erin says, her mouth full of a tuna roll. “I always thought raw fish would be gross, but this is fucking delicious.”

              “It is,” Dena agrees. “Even Chicago sushi isn’t as good as what you can get in New York. The best of everything is here. If you can manage to stay here, Erin, you absolutely should.”

              It’s like she’s teaching Erin, grooming her for someone like Vincent. It makes me want to throw up the little bit that I’ve eaten, even as I watch Erin pick up a salmon roll drizzled with spicy mayonnaise, and my stomach growls a little. She doesn’t have the slightest difficulty with the chopsticks; despite never having eaten it before, she’s picking up piece after piece as if she does it every day.

              “Slow down,” Dena instructs. “And don’t curse at the table. Manners, Erin.”

              I guess Vincent doesn’t want to pay for a finishing tutor for both of us. This reminds me of the online sessions I’ve already attended twice, learning about table manners and settings and how to make a fucking flower arrangement. The most boring shit in the world, in my opinion.

              “Eat as much as you want,” I say rebelliously, even as I poke at a piece of yellowfin tuna. “We can spend as much as we please today, remember?”

              Dena orders another expensive bottle of sake after that. The small plates keep coming until Dena and Erin are stuffed. I want to cry from all the delicious food that I’ve barely been able to taste in fear of Dena reporting back to Vincent that I was a pig at lunch. Instead, I just pay the bill, which is a figure that even Erin’s eyes go round at but doesn’t make Dena so much as blink, and then we’re off to the spa for our treatments.

              We’re booked for facials, hot stone massages, manicures and pedicures, and we’re swept back to a private room the moment we step inside.

              “I feel like a princess,” Erin whispers as we go back. “It feels so nice to be treated like this. Like I’m important.”

              “You are,” Dena says firmly. “You’re Vincent Jamison’s soon-to-be sister-in-law.”

              We’re given plush robes and more champagne. After a week of not drinking, it’s nice to feel the buzz of the champagne and sake blurring my thoughts and making it easier to tolerate Dena’s gushing over everything and Erin’s wide-eyed, innocent delight in it all. We’re all instructed to pick a scent for our massages—I pick lavender in a desperate attempt to get some kind of calm out of all of this, Dena picks a tropical orange and coconut, and Erin picks sweet vanilla sugar.

              Despite everything, the hot stones do melt away a good deal of my stress, and I groan with appreciation as the masseuse exfoliates me and then rubs the lavender-scented, buttery lotion into my skin. Vincent will like this, at least—he loves when I smell like lavender.

              All of us are glowing after our facials, and then we get our nails and toes done, each of us getting different colors. I choose neutral for my hands and red for my toes, knowing that Vincent thinks colored polish is tacky on fingers, but Dena goes for red on both, and Erin chooses black for both with a trendy white half-moon at the base of each of her nails. By the time it’s all over and it’s late afternoon and time to head back, I feel soft and pliable as melted wax and more relaxed than I have in a long time despite everything going on. It’s hard to fight against the calming effects of facials and massages. I should convince Vincent that I need spa treatments more often, I think wryly to myself. After all, he does want me to look my best.

      
        
        ---

      

      

              When we get back, it’s time to get ready. Dena is off to work, and she takes her clothes and jewelry with her, saying she’ll lock them up in Vincent’s office until it’s time for her to get ready for the afterparty. She does her makeup in my bathroom while I shower, and Erin shaves her legs in the tub, and I catch a glimpse of it as I step out. Dena has done her eyes in gorgeous smokey blacks and greys with a thick cat-eye and rich red lips, her black hair curled and cascading around her head. She’s more beautiful than ever, and even Erin sighs with jealousy as she dries off and wraps a towel around herself.

              “You’re gorgeous,” she says, and Dena smiles.

              “You’re just as beautiful,” she promises. “And you’re going to have everything you want. See you later, girls,” she adds, wiggling her fingers in farewell as she heads out of the bathroom and off to work.

              Erin and I get ready together. As she blow-dries her hair, I can’t help but glance over at her, marveling all over again at how grown up she looks compared to the last time I saw her in Indiana. It makes my stomach sink a little, too.

              I slip into a black g-string and black satin push-up bra as Vincent requested. I feel that shiver of anxiety again as I see what Erin has on as she curls her hair—a black lace bralette and matching panties. It’s way too sexy for her, and it makes me wonder what she’s hoping to accomplish—and also where she got it at all.

              But I can’t ask. I can’t risk ruining the night or angering Vincent. So I just walk into the bathroom next to her, putting thickening mousse in my hair and pinning the curlers to my head while I do my makeup.

              I do a smokey eye, less bold than Dena’s but still strong, blending it out so that my eyes look even bigger than usual and bright underneath the smokey greys. I add a thin cat eye and several coats of mascara to my already thick lashes, which are supplemented monthly with extensions. My lipstick is neutral, putting all of the focus on my eyes. Erin has done the opposite, leaving her eyelids bare except for a swipe of iridescent shimmer and a thick liner, and then a bold red lip. She’s also put her hair into a high trendy ponytail again. She looks more like a pop star, especially with the diamond and onyx earrings and her rings and heels, than my little sister.

              With my stomach in knots, I step into my Louboutins and take the curlers out of my hair, letting it bounce around my face in waves. I add my jewelry, feeling nauseous as I clasp the choker around my neck. It’s so fitting that it makes me sick. Collared like a pet in jewels.

              I slip my rings and bracelet on and look in the mirror, knowing Vincent will be satisfied. I look rich and sexy, everything he could desire from his wife at a burlesque club opening, and I wish I could take pleasure in it. Together Erin and I make an incredible pair, and I wish that didn’t make me feel sick with anxiety either like something terrible is going to happen before too long. I look gorgeous, slender and shapely in the tight-fitting dress, my skin glowing, but inside I feel like a black hole, like sinking quicksand.

               April meets us in the living room. “Vincent is at the club already,” she says. “So I’ll be escorting you to the gala along with Sonya and Zach.”

              A moment later, they come down, and I have to force myself not to look at Zach for too long. He looks so incredibly handsome in his suit, which is charcoal grey and perfectly fitted, the shirt open enough to show a hint of his hard, muscled chest. Sonya is the picture of elegance next to him, in a tight gold dress similar to the style that Dena picked out. It shimmers in the light, and with the diamonds at her ears and throat and wrist and on her fingers, it’s clear that she’s the queen in this room.

              And she has Zach. All to herself.

              I have to fight back the tears at the thought.

              Erin and I sit on one side of the car in the back, Sonya and Vincent on the other, April in the front next to the driver as usual. I’m quick to take the champagne this time, sipping it as I look out the window, doing my best not to look at Sonya’s smug expression or Zach. Every day that I see him is like a fresh dagger in my heart, but somehow, this feels worse than usual. The little bit of nostalgia that we shared the other day was like salt in the wound, and seeing his hand on Sonya’s thigh feels like twisting the knife.

              I sip the champagne, and watch the city slip by, and try not to cry. This is your life, I tell myself. There’s no escaping it. So maybe you should listen to Dena and learn to enjoy it.

              When we get to the club, the line to get in is wrapped around the building, and paparazzi are swarming everywhere. Those on the list are beginning to trickle in, all dressed in designer clothes, men in suits, and elegant women on their arms. I see two of Vincent’s business partners and their girlfriends, and I feel a sick sensation in my stomach. All of these men know about Vincent and his “flowers,” about his infidelities and his secrets. They’re laughing at me behind their hands, the silly fiancée who trusted him, who didn’t know, who thought a man like him could be satisfied with someone like her.

              The driver holds open the door for me, and we all slide out. Flashbulbs go off everywhere, and I force myself to smile, not to wince at the bright lights, and to walk right to Vincent’s side as he stands in front of the ribbon. Sonya is at his other side, smiling brightly, and Zach stands next to her, looking as if he belongs here. Erin is at my side, and I know this all looks right, but it’s all so wrong. It’s all I can do to not look as miserable as I feel as Vincent waves for everyone to quiet down.

      “Thank you all for coming!” he calls out, his arm sliding around my waist. “I’m so pleased to have you all here to celebrate my newest endeavor. As I’m sure many of you know, opium comes from the poppy flower, a drug that was once considered the choice of artists and those who wished to lose themselves in their most decadent desires. I hope that here, at Midnight Opium, Manhattan’s newest cabaret and burlesque revue, you too can allow yourselves to indulge in your sin of choice.”

      He leans forward, cutting the ribbon with a flourish, and a cheer goes up. But all I can feel is a cold, spreading numbness,

      Poppy.

      Is this some kind of cruel joke? In Vincent’s head, I know this is probably a romantic gesture, naming his club after the tincture that comes from the flower he’s nicknamed me after. But to me, it just feels like another awful reminder that that’s all I am to him, another flower, not even his favorite one, just the one that’s easiest to cultivate. And he’s like a drug to me, not the kind that makes you feel good, but the type that controls you, possesses you, that you can’t escape or quit no matter how badly you want to, how much it tears you apart, how much it hurts every time it creeps inside of you and takes over.

      I want to throw up. But I can’t. I stand there prettily, smiling alongside Vincent as he pulls me close to him, slim and gorgeous in my new dress, heels, and jewelry. Erin is glowing, practically bursting with excitement, and that hurts even more because I see so much of myself in her. I remember the first time Vincent took me to one of these club openings. The first time flashbulbs went off in my face, the first time paparazzi wanted pictures of me because I was on Vincent’s arm. It felt like the best thing in the world then, like I was finally someone, just by being in proximity to him. It had felt like all of the bad things in my life had fallen away, like I’d slipped into a dream.

      It had turned out to be a nightmare. But Erin can’t see that. All she’s seeing is exactly what I did at first, the glitz and the glamour and the glow of it all, and I can’t pull her out of it because I’m the last person on earth she wants to hear that warning from.

      As the ribbon comes down, we all turn to go in, leading the crowd of guests. There’s a red carpet that leads into the club, and once we’re inside, even I can’t help but be a little awestruck. I’m sure Vincent didn’t design this himself, that he just picked out options that designers offered him while other people put together this gorgeous vision—but it is a vision. Out of any of the clubs that Vincent has taken me to—and there’s been a lot—I haven’t seen one quite like this before.

      I haven’t seen any of it—not concepts or photos or anything else, and Vincent really did go all out with this one. The décor is all black and red and pewter, with a deep Victorian goth effect. There’s a raised stage at one end and then smaller round stages scattered throughout the main room, sort of like a strip club, but this is elevated far beyond any strip club. The seating is all long leather couches and plush chaise lounges in red and black velvet, with embossed pillows and black wood carved in deep swirls.

      The cocktail waitresses are already circulating, and there’s a mixture of old and modern-styled outfits. Some are in 1940s burlesque getup—thigh-high stockings, black or red corsets, victory rolled hair and pinup curls with pumps and little Playboy bunny style neckties, and others are in black latex corsets with the same hairstyles, but with fishnet thigh-highs and stacked stilettos. It ought to clash, but somehow it works. They’re carrying antiqued gold trays with crystal glasses. I realize as we walk in that there are already girls on the smaller stages, all of them in classic Dita Von Teese-style burlesque costumes, swaying to the beat of the jazz music floating through the club.

      Erin is looking around with wide eyes, and I take her elbow, steering her towards one of the couches a little further away from the stages, with a glossy black lacquered table in front of it. April sinks onto the couch next to us. Vincent smiles at me indulgently as Sonya hovers at his elbow, Zach looking completely disinterested in it all.

      “I’m going to take Sonya and make the rounds,” Vincent says. “You stay here with your sister and Chase, Poppy. If anyone comes by and asks you about the club, direct them to me. Order some food or something. Just don’t get in the way.”

      Zach’s face is still carefully blank, but I see a muscle in his jaw twitch, as if he’s as annoyed by Vincent’s dismissal of me as I am.

      I’m just arm candy, and this drives home that point more than ever—Vincent wants me silent and pretty, not accidentally saying something amiss, not screwing anything up for him, just quiet and obedient. Eating, drinking, and smiling—although I know better than to eat very much.

      “Isn’t this place fucking incredible?”

      I hear Dena’s voice from behind me, and I turn around to see her dressed in one of the vintage waitress outfits, her thick black hair pinned up in the huge curls. She looks stunning, her pale skin perfectly framed by all the black and red, her full lips painted a matching deep red.

      “Yeah,” I say weakly, and technically it’s true, it is incredible, over the top in the best way, but it doesn’t change my feelings about it—most of all, Erin’s reaction and the name that Vincent chose for it. But I can’t tell Dena any of those things because I can’t trust her anymore—just underscoring the hardest truth that I’ve come to realize…I have no one left. No friends, no family to lean on. Vincent has isolated me completely, and he’s done a great fucking job.

      “Do you want to order some food?” Dena grins. “The menu is wild. It’s all this crazy gourmet shit. Nothing like the wings and fries we used to serve at Funbags. We’ve really come a long way, haven’t we, Rain?”

      “Yeah,” I manage again, and I know I sound like an idiot. I can feel Erin and Zach’s eyes on me, but I don’t know what else to say. I could say that those days of serving up greasy wings while walking across sticky floors, getting my ass squeezed by frat bros and old men for meager tips sound great in hindsight, that I might have come home tired, sore and smelling like grease every day, but at least I came back to my own apartment, where I could make my own choices, dress how I wanted, eat how I wanted. I took so much of that for granted, and now here I am, trapped in a gilded prison that, in the end, I can’t deny that I chose for myself.

      But now I can’t unchoose it.

      Dena flips open her velvet-backed book, pen in hand. “What can I get you all to eat and drink?” she purrs and then winks at me. “I’m practicing,” she whispers conspiratorially. “I want Vincent to be happy. This is the best gig I’ve ever had. If he’s happy, then I can stay here with you guys, at least until I get my own place, and get out of Chicago for good.”

      The irony of it makes me want to cry. All I want to do is get back to Chicago, or better yet, my shitty little hometown in Indiana, where the grass looks super fucking green to me right now compared to how it seemed before I “escaped,” and found out what it really means to have something to escape from. And Dena is frothing at the mouth to stay here, to make Vincent happy, to put down roots in Manhattan.

      “I’ll have an old-fashioned,” Zach says, leaning back on the couch. His voice sounds deep, almost raspy, and it sends a thrill through me even though I know it shouldn’t.

      I never stopped feeling things for him, never stopped dreaming about the time we spent together. Now he’s here all grown up, and I wish that I could slide down the couch, lean into him, smell the scent of his spicy cologne and kiss him later, taste the whiskey and cherries and orange on his tongue.

      Having him so close but so far away, hurts more than any torture Vincent could have devised for me, any punishment. This hurts more than anything, and Vincent doesn’t even know it. The irony is awful.

      “I’ll have a gin and tonic,” I say quietly. “Get Erin something virgin. A Shirley Temple, maybe.”

      “I want champagne,” Erin says tersely. “Vincent said I can have whatever I want,” she adds, interrupting before I can argue. “It’s his club, and he doesn’t care if I drink. So whatever the best champagne is, bring me a glass of that.”

      I can see Dena’s mouth twitching with amusement, but I don’t think it’s funny at all. Erin is becoming exactly what I believe Vincent wanted to mold me into, and that scares me. She’s loving every second of this, and even if she knew the price she’ll eventually have to pay if she wanted to stay in this life, I’m not sure anymore that she’d care. Sometimes I think she’d be happy to lay down for a man like Vincent, follow his orders and take his shit, accept his infidelities, in exchange for luxury and security. I’m not sure that she’d chafe against it like I do, and that worries me.

      “Maybe just bring us a selection from the tasting menu?” I suggest as we all glance confusedly at the food. Vincent might have done his level best to turn me into a trophy wife. However, all three of us on this couch are still just small-town kids from Indiana deep down, and none of us really know what the fuck is on this menu.

      “Sure thing.” Dena flashes us all a brilliant, red-lipped, white-toothed smile. “Coming right up.”

      I watch the crowd outside trickle in a few at a time as we sip our drinks and wait on the food, trying not to look at Zach. I can see Vincent and Sonya by the bar, chatting up some men in suits with young-looking girls on their arms. It makes me shudder a little because I remember seeing girls like that back at the party back in Italy, girls who looked even younger than Erin.

      Zach catches my eye. “These stuffed shirts with their child mistresses are fucking disgusting,” he murmurs. “The longer I’m around people like this, the more I wish the ground would just open up and swallow them whole.”

      I look at him, and with a burst of uncharacteristic bravery, I ask him the question that’s been on the tip of my tongue for as long as Zach has been back in my life—or adjacent to it, anyway. “Then why are you here? Why are you with Sonya? Why don’t you just leave her and, I don’t know, go date someone normal in Chicago.”

      Zach looks at me, and I see something in his eyes, that unreadable expression that I wish like hell I could puzzle out. “I can’t,” he says simply.

      “Why?” I swallow hard, knowing I shouldn’t be asking this many questions. Across from us, Erin is sitting delicately, sipping at her champagne as she watches us. I feel so fucking paranoid.

      “I have obligations.” Zach bites the last word off, taking another sip of his drink.

      “To Sonya?” Stop, I think to myself, but I can’t. I can’t stop pushing him. I can’t stop pressing for answers.

      “Sure.” He shrugs. “It’s not really any of your business.”

      He doesn’t say it unkindly, exactly, but it cuts to the quick anyway. “Of course not,” I mumble, taking another sip of my drink, mindful that I can’t get even tipsy tonight, or Vincent will be pissed at me. April will be able to tell if I get drunk, and even if she doesn’t say anything, Vincent will find out one way or another. I’ve learned that the hard way.

      Dena comes back with our food, a myriad of small plates scattered across the table. She points out each dish, each one carefully selected by the chef for us—and I’m sure he knew that we’re part of Vincent’s party tonight. There’s caviar on toast points, thinly sliced beef tartare with a tiny poached quail’s egg in the middle, fresh glistening sashimi with a drizzle of ponzu, grilled lamb lollipops with a droplet of mint jelly on each, and barbecued octopus with a glaze on it and blackberries. Only the lamb and the sashimi is anything I’ve ever eaten before, and I go for the lamb first, eyeing the beef tartare suspiciously.

        “It’s pretty fucking good,” Zach says, swallowing a piece of it dipped in the raw egg. “You should try it.”

      When did you become so adventurous with food? I want to ask, remembering Zach as the kind of guy who lived off of burgers and pizza in the high school cafeteria, who always had a bag of chips on him, who loved Twizzlers. Not someone who ate raw beef and immediately followed it with a grilled octopus tentacle. But I don’t ask the question, because that would be saying out loud that I knew him before, and that’s dangerous here. I don’t know who might be listening.

      As we nibble at the food and Dena brings us fresh drinks, still fresh-faced and smiling as if she’s having the time of her life, the lights go down and come up on the main stage. The curtains draw back, revealing a huge champagne coupe filled with bubbles. As a gorgeous busty blonde in a sparkling silver corset, thigh-highs, and feather boa with curls and red lipstick sways on stage, the main show begins.

      I’ve never seen a burlesque show, but there’s something incredibly erotic about it, about the sway of her hips and the shimmy of her shoulders, the way she undresses a little at a time, teasing in small glimpses of skin, moving across the stage with a serene elegance that dares anyone to treat her performance as anything but art. I wonder what Zach thinks of it, if he finds it arousing, if he’s looking at the blonde onstage.

      I can’t stop myself from glancing sideways, wanting to see his reaction. But when I do, my heart stops.

      Because for just that moment, at least, he’s looking right at me.

      I feel something tightening inside of me, an ache that squeezes my heart and spreads through me, pain and regret and desire all mixed up together until I couldn’t begin to untangle it all if I tried. I wish desperately that this was something different, Zach and I out on a date maybe, taking in a show, eating some odd food, and having fun together. But the truth is that Zach and I could never have afforded something like this together. We’re only here because we’re with other people, the kind of people who go on those kinds of dates, who own these kinds of places.

      Zach and I, together, would never have been that.

      We would have been something so much better.

      And for just a second, as I look sideways at his handsome, chiseled face, at the tensed line of his jaw and the swoop of his blond hair, I let myself imagine what it would be like to slide into his arms, to curl against him, to lift my lips to his cheek as I slide my hand up his thigh, teasing him the way the woman onstage is teasing everyone here, except later I’d make good on that promise, I’d unzip his slacks and slide them down his thighs, running my fingers over the light blond hair there, I’d unbutton his shirt so that I could see his muscled chest. I’d go down to my knees, not because I’m forced to but because I’d want to, because I never got to do that to Zach, never got to taste him, feel him filling up my mouth, hard and thick, never got to swallow him down as I made him groan with pleasure.

      I never got to do so many things with him that I’d give anything to do now.

      When Erin glances away, enraptured with the woman onstage, Zach looks sideways at me again, and even in the dim light, I can see his jaw working.

      “Stop looking at me like that,” he says, his voice low and deep and dark, and it sends a shiver of something through me, making my stomach clench hard with desire in a way that I’d forgotten I could.

      I don’t know what possesses me to respond the way I do. Maybe it’s the dim lighting, making it seemingly impossible for anyone to see me. Maybe it’s the throbbing, pulsing rhythm of the jazz, drowning out my words for anyone else and seeping into my blood, making me wish for dark corners and sultry kisses, stolen glances, and embraces, making me want to desire and love in a way that I’d given up on.

      Just that small taste of fantasy, and suddenly I want Zach, want him in a visceral way that makes it hard for me to resist. It’s as if there’s a drug sliding through my veins, like what Vincent mentioned earlier, making me possessed, making me crazy.

      “What if I don’t want to?” I whisper.

      Zach grimaces, but I see that muscle leap in his jaw again, a signal that he’s holding something back. “Stop it, Rain,” he hisses, and the sound of him saying my name sends a thrill through me.

      I feel dangerously on edge, ready to make a leap that wouldn’t be good for either of us. “I don’t want to stop,” I whisper, careful to keep my voice pitched low enough that neither Erin nor April will be able to hear us. They’ll just think we’re talking about the show.

      I think.

      I hope.

      Do I care?

      I should. Right now, it’s the furthest thing from my mind.

      “I want you to tell me the truth,” I whisper. “About Sonya. About your fake name. About why you won’t look me in the eye. Is it because of Vincent? Because if it is—”

      “Stop it!” Zach hisses sharply, his jaw clenched, and he still doesn’t look at me, but I see his hand fisting at his side, as if he’s trying to stop himself from doing something. Maybe reaching out for me. I have to believe that he wants me as badly as I want him, that this is tormenting him, too. “Don’t make me do this, Rain. I swear to god, you’re better off not knowing. Just stop. Stop poking before you find out something that’s going to hurt you.”

      I can’t hurt more than I already do, I start to say, but I don’t get a chance to, because there’s suddenly a sound that I don’t register at first, a sharp, flat crack that deafens the space around us, and I don’t realize fully what it is until another one comes, and I hear people start to scream.

      It all happens so fast that I don’t realize anything until I’m already on the floor, Zach’s body shielding mine as April throws herself at Erin, dragging my sister down to the floor as well as the champagne glass falls numbly from her fingers, shattering on the hardwood. Dazedly, I see the liquid trail over the dark surface, and I can hear my blood rushing in my ears, my heartbeat racing.

      But through it all, somehow, I’m terribly, viscerally aware of Zach’s body on mine.

      And part of me doesn’t ever want to get back up, if I can just feel him on top of me, holding me.

      Protecting me.
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      Zach

              My training kicks in so fast that I don’t even have time to think about it. One second I was trying desperately to get her to stop asking questions, to stop looking at me like that, to stop making it so goddamn hard for me to keep from doing exactly what April wants me to do and seduce her over to our side, and then the next I heard the crack of a gunshot. I knew the sound immediately. I’ve heard enough of those dull cracks to last a lifetime. I heard those shots and the screams, and my muscles snapped into action, my body moving without me telling it what to do.

              The only thought in my head was Rain.

              Now, as I shield her with my body, looking around for the direction of the shots, I breathe in the clean sweet scent of her perfume, and I feel momentarily dizzy. My senses are swimming, but despite that, years of training can’t be overcome. I glance over at April, and an unspoken thought passes between us as she grabs one of the holstered guns beneath her jacket and shoves it across the floor towards me, like a bartender sliding a drink down the bar, except this is way more deadly. It flies straight into my hand, and I see her pull the other, shielding Erin as we both slowly rise to look around.

              “Erin—” I hear Rain whisper, and I glance down at her. Her dress is up around her thighs, and I’m momentarily distracted by that, by the creamy slim length of them. I can still remember how they felt in my hands, how I slid them apart, how good it felt when they wrapped around my hips as I slid into her virgin pussy for the first time. Just the thought is enough to make me half-hard, even now, adrenaline pumping and danger present.

              “She’s safe,” I say sharply. “April won’t let anything happen to her. Stay put, both of you, and we’ll make sure you’re fine. Nothing will happen as long as you listen to me.”

              Amazingly, Rain goes still at that, her eyes wide and round as she looks up at me—but trusting. “Zach,” she whispers, not even a sound really, just her mouth making the shape of my name, and it sends an answering pulse through my blood.

              “I’m here.” The words are so quiet that I’m not even sure if she hears them, but I want to believe that she does, even as I hold back the flood of things that I want to say following it. And I always will be, just like I promised. See, I’m protecting you. I’m here when it matters, even if I’ve been gone all of this time.

              But I can’t say those things to her. One wrong word, one person overhearing, maybe even Erin figuring out why I look so goddamn familiar to her, and Vincent will figure out everything, and my cover will be blown.

              It doesn’t change the fact that I want to kiss her, here and now, that I want to push her dress up higher on her thighs, lean over her, spread her legs apart and have everything that I ever wanted all over again. I know she wants it too—I can feel it coming off of her in waves, just like I did a few moments ago, that connection that we’ve always had.  

              April is the fucking snake in the garden, I think grimly as I tear my eyes away from Rain, searching for the shooter, looking for Vincent and Sonya. I know they’re probably in a back room somewhere by now, shielded by the rest of the security team, and that makes me twice as angry, knowing undoubtedly that Vincent is hiding rather than coming to make sure his fiancée is safe, to protect her. I’m doing his fucking job for him.

              And April wants me to do more than that. She wants me to take all of those things that I wanted, to seduce Rain, to promise her things that I can’t follow through on. To make her love me again, even if I know I’ll have to walk away in the end. And right now, it’s so fucking hard to tell myself that I have to keep fighting it, not when my pulse is throbbing in my temples, my blood rushing with adrenaline, my cock hard, and my balls tight with the desire to fight and fuck all at once, to protect the woman I love, to take out whoever is threatening her.

              Everything that I lost, I could have again if I went with April’s plan.

              Just for a little while, anyway.

              There’s another gunshot then, and I hear a scream, the thud of a body. I lunge forward atop the couch, just in time to see a man all in black making his way around one of the stages, headed straight for our couch.

              Almost certainly headed straight for Rain.

              I don’t even flinch. I don’t hesitate, I don’t think. I let him get just a little closer, close enough to believe that he might be scot-free, and then I bring my gun up over the arm of the couch, and I fire.

              The man falls, just as the doors to the club burst open, and I hear the sounds of a SWAT team coming in. April and I both drop our guns, hands up, since we can’t identify ourselves as FBI right now—not in Rain and Erin’s hearing, and definitely not where someone who knows Vincent and Sonya or who works with them might hear. We’ll have to clear it all up later, in police custody.

              The NYPD is fast and efficient, that’s for sure. There’s a rattle of gunfire, and a moment later, the club goes silent, the air thick with the acrid smell of smoke and hot metal. There’s the rattle of boots, and a second later, cops are surrounding us, eyes narrowed as they look down at the four of us.

              “Ma’am?” One of them addresses Rain. “Are you alright?”

              “Yes,” Rain says quickly, scrambling to her feet and smoothing her skirt down. She’s pale, her voice shaking slightly. Still, I’m impressed at how composed she is under the circumstances—especially considering the gunfight at the Italian villa only a few weeks ago. “April is part of our security team, and Chase—well, he’s not, but he protected me.”

              “I see.” The officer frowns. “Are you injured at all?”

              “Thanks to Chase, no.” Rain bites her lower lip. “What happened?”

              “Three shooters,” the officer says, his voice tight. “They’re all down. But we’ll have to take this man in for questioning.” He nods towards me. “You say he’s not part of security, but he shot a man. So I’ll need to take him down to the station.”

              “No, I—” Rain starts to protest, but I touch her arm, and she jerks, going very still and quiet all at once.

              It takes everything in me to remove my hand when I want to touch her so much more.

              “It’s fine,” I say quickly. “I’ll get this cleared up and be back in no time. Just let Sonya know where I’ve gone if you see her.” It’s the truth, of course. As soon as I inform the officer of my FBI status and what I’m doing here, the most he’ll be is annoying that they’re having to deal with the Feds.

              “I’ll take Rain and Erin back to the house,” April says firmly, glancing at me. “As long as there’s nothing else you need, officer?”

              “Just to see your security badge, ma’am.” The officer frowns. “You’ll have to excuse me if I can’t take anyone’s word under the circumstances.”

              April nods, reaching into her pocket as she walks towards the officer. She carefully turns herself so that one of the columns is shielding her from view, raising her hand so that no one else can see the agency ID that she’s holding.

              The officer’s expression changes immediately. “Very good, ma’am. I’ll let you get back to your job then. Come along, sir.”

              Rain’s face is carefully neutral, but I can see the curiosity in it—she’s too smart not to have picked up on how cagey April was about her identification. On the other hand, Erin is sitting as still as a stone on the couch, pale-faced and slightly green, and I see a puddle of vomit on the hardwood floor.

              “Let’s go,” April says, reaching for Erin and guiding both her and Rain away from the table with its abandoned drinks and food, steering them towards the door.

              Rain looks back at me once, and that’s enough to make my heart feel like it’s tearing its way out of my chest.

              I don’t know how I’m going to keep fucking doing this.

              All I know is that I have to if I’m going to save her in the end.

      All of the nonsense with the cops is easy enough to clear up. Once I’m at the station, I show them my FBI identification, explain that I’m undercover and that I couldn’t identify myself at the scene. A quick call to my supervisor, and my story is confirmed, meaning I’m in and out of the police station in under an hour and headed back to Vincent’s house.

              April intercepts me the minute I walk through the door, grabbing my elbow and pulling me into the empty living room. There’s a pleased, almost victorious look on her face that unsettles me a little—anytime April looks that happy with me in her vicinity probably means that I’m not going to like whatever’s happening. On the plus side, our bosses probably aren’t pissed about how things were handled. But I have a feeling whatever April’s about to tell me, I’m going to be pissed about it.

              “Vincent’s going to want to talk to you here shortly,” April says, her voice low and harsh. “And I want to make sure that we’re on the same page about how things are going to go from here on out.”

              “Okay,” I say slowly, crossing my arms as I watch her. “I have a feeling I’m going to be told how things will be, whether I like it or not.”

              “You’ve got that right.” April purses her lips. “Because I outrank you, Rostov, and I call the shots. How I feel that you’ve performed on this job makes the difference between whether you get a promotion after we take Vincent down or get desk duty. So you need to shape the fuck up and pull your head out of your ass. You’ve been given a real cushy job, chasing pussy to keep it busy while the rest of us do the real police work. So quit complaining, and when Vincent tells you what he wants, act like it’s your dream come true.”

              I feel, personally, that the look of annoyance on April’s face is unfounded. I don’t think she’d appreciate being used to seduce men. Apparently, I’m just supposed to think it’s a grand time when I want to be doing real detective work, actually doing the goddamn job I signed up to do. But I don’t say any of that. “What is he going to say?” I calmly ask instead.

              “Vincent is pissed about the shooting,” April says. “He feels threatened, so he’s lashing out at everyone around him. He heard that you protected Rain and I went for Erin, so he’s pissed at me. Says my job was to watch Rain, not her little sister. But apparently, I’m being moved to Erin’s security detail while still partially keeping an eye on Rain, and he’s putting you on Rain’s primary security. I guess he asked Sonya, and she vouched for you, told the story about your little shootout at the bar again and how well you’ve protected her.”

              “And you’re happy about this?” I already know the answer, but I want to hear her say it out loud.

              “Yes,” April says flatly. “Whatever hang-ups you have about getting close to Rain again, get over them now, Zach. This is your opportunity to make sure that when it comes time to put Vincent away, Rain will help us. She has to feel like she can trust you, like she can rely on you.”

              She can, I want to say, but even I’m not sure how true that is. If the day comes when I have to choose between protecting Rain, being there for her, and my job, which one will I choose? I don’t know the answer to that. And that’s one of a hundred reasons why I’ve been staying as far away from her as I fucking can.

              No matter how often I tell myself that I can be indifferent, I know how impossible that is. Just the thought of Rain makes my heart race, and I remember how I felt seeing her that afternoon in Italy, when I’d never thought I’d see her again. Seeing her brings back memories that I’ve tried for years to bury. It’s been hard just to be near her. Now I’m being pushed into closer and closer proximity with her, forced into a situation that I’m trying desperately to fight when I know if this keeps going, I’ll eventually lose the battle. I could avoid her before, as much as possible, now I’ll need to be near her every day, while still trying not to give in to what April’s ordered, not to seduce her, not to take back everything I want for just a moment.

      I’ll need to be distant, cold, and impartial while making April believe that I’m doing what she wants me to, and I’m honestly so fucking sick of the entire game. This will be the hardest test yet of the person I’ve become, but—

      I promised Rain a long time ago that I would protect her. Not that I would love her, not that I would do anything to be with her, not that I would be her lover or her partner or even her friend. I have always, always wanted to be all of those things to her, even when I was with other girls, even when I told her otherwise, even when I fought against it with all my might, desperately afraid of becoming my father, desperately scared of hurting her.

      But above all, I promised that I would protect her. And I can still do that.

      Even if it means hurting her, in the end.

      “Of course,” I tell April, with a confidence that I don’t actually feel. “It won’t be a problem. I understand that this is what the agency wants from me, and I’ll do it.”

      April narrows her eyes as if she doesn’t quite believe me, but she just nods. “Good,” she says. “Because Vincent is waiting for you in his study.”

      
        
        ---

      

      

              I’m honestly not sure if there’s ever a time when Vincent doesn’t look like a complete arrogant asshole. I walk into his office, shadowed by April. She nods to him before closing the door behind me and leaving me standing in front of Vincent’s huge mahogany desk, breathing in the thick scent of tobacco and cedarwood and leather. The room is masculine, elegant but still overbearing, just like the man himself.

       I honestly can’t figure out what Rain ever saw in him.

              I want to be anywhere other than here, talking to this asshole who’s been inside of my girl for the last couple of years. I want a hot shower, a glass of whiskey, and my own bed in my own apartment without Sonya in it, but I know I’m only going to get one, maybe two of those things, and it won’t be my own bed.

              But this is the job, after all. Keeping a good face on even when you feel as if it’s the last thing you can do.

              “Just the man I was looking for.” Vincent looks almost as exhausted as I feel, but he’s still sitting up straight in his chair, a glass of what looks like whiskey at his elbow, and it’s hard to contain my jealousy. His face is hard, his jaw set, and I remind myself to be careful. Vincent might be an overblown asshole focused on power and greed, but he’s got to be vicious if he’s gotten this far.

              “Sonya spoke very highly of your ability to protect her,” Vincent says casually, not bothering to tell me if I can sit or not. “She was more enthusiastic about you defending that bar than I’ve heard her about anything in a long time. And I heard what you did for my Poppy tonight, throwing yourself in front of her and shooting that man. You’re quick with a trigger and a good shot. You don’t flinch or second-guess.” Vincent frowns. “Those are rare qualities in a bartending ex-con, I have to say. Surprising that a man like you got caught at all.”

              I hear the suspicion in his voice. “I got ratted on,” I say simply. “I can be as careful and quick as can be, but if one of the guys spills their guts, not much I can do about that.”

              “No, that’s true.” Vincent drums his fingers on his desk. “What were your aspirations, getting out of prison? Find a gorgeous, rich woman to shack up with?”

              What a prick.

              “No sir. Just wanted to do my job. My relationship with Sonya surprised the hell out of me. I can promise you that.”

              “You and me both,” Vincent smirks. “You’re loyal to my cousin?”

              “I’m loyal to anyone who deserves it, and I’d say Sonya fits that bill.”

              “Do you love her?”

              “We haven’t been together for that long. I’d say love is a strong word and not one that I throw around easily.”

              “So you aspire to be a bartender? That’s it?” He grins with condescension lacing his tone.

              “I had a lot of time to think, in prison.” I shrug. “I wanted an ordinary life, one that keeps me out of trouble. I took the job Sonya offered me because I figured working in a high-class establishment like that could open some doors for me.” I look at Vincent evenly, not flinching, just as I didn’t flinch when the shooter came towards Rain. “I want a job that pays enough that I don’t have to worry about being on the streets, hungry or having my lights turned off because I can’t pay. And I don’t want to get by on the wrong side of the law anymore. One stint in prison was enough for me. So yeah, as long as bartending does that for me, I’m fine with it. And I expect I’ll go back to that once this danger is past and Sonya and I can go home.”

              “Any hobbies?” Vincent eyes me and then grins, as if sensing my discomfort. “Just wanting to get to know the guy who my little cousin is shacking up with, that’s all.”

              I shrug again. “Motorcycles. Old cars.” That much is actually true. I think back to the old Mustang GT I’d had in high school, and immediately Rain flashes into my head, leaning back against the car as I kissed her, her lips warm and sweet against my mouth. That had been the car where…

              Fuck. That’s the absolute last thing I need to think about.

              “Well.” Vincent leans back in his chair. “As noble of aspiration as bartending is, I have something else for you. You showed real gumption tonight, protecting my fiancée the way you did. You’re going to have some extra time on your hands, as I’m going to need Sonya by my side while we get to the bottom of these attacks and what’s threatening our family and our businesses. So during that time, I’d like you to be part of Poppy’s security team. April will still be working for me, but I want her to focus more on watching Erin. The two of you can work together in tandem, making sure that both girls are safe so that I don’t have to worry while I’m gone. I wouldn’t have pegged you for the job immediately, but Sonya assures me that there’s no one she’ll be safer with. So I’d be very pleased if you’d accept.”

              I try to look surprised, even though April’s already warned me about this. “Do I get a raise?” I joke, trying to cover up my lack of shock with humor. “After all, seems like it’s a riskier job than usual these days. And if you want me to take a bullet for this girl—”

              “That girl is my fiancée,” Vincent says, sounding mildly annoyed. “And there are things she needs to do besides sit around the house all day, including getting ready for our wedding. With you keeping an eye out along with April, I’ll feel much more comfortable.”

              “I’m happy to do it,” I say finally.

              “Being so close to our family comes with certain—perks, Chase. Access to the finer things in life, to indulgences that others don’t have,” Vincent says slowly. “But you need to understand that in exchange for that, I expect discretion and absolute loyalty. I hope that I don’t ever have cause to regret Sonya bringing you here.”

              I can hear the warning in his tone, and I meet his gaze, my own as even and cool as his. “ “I understand completely,” I say calmly.

              “Just call me Vincent,” he says impatiently. “You’re still my cousin’s boyfriend, even if you are working security for me. I’ll have April give you the rest of the information you need. I expect you to be at Poppy’s side whenever possible and appropriate. April will inform you of everything in detail, but I expect her, and now you, to make a note of everywhere that Poppy goes, what she eats, what she does, and who she does it with. What she spends money on, and for whom. Her daily routine is set for her, and she is expected to abide by it. If you notice anything out of the ordinary, or anything suspicious, I expect you to report it to me immediately. This is what I mean by saying that you work for me. I expect your loyalty to be to me and not to my fiancée.” Vincent takes a deep breath. “Poppy has been through a lot recently. I know that all may sound ‘controlling,’ but it’s for her own good. She needs someone to watch over her physical and mental health because she’s not always in the right mindset to do it herself. But I can’t always be around to do that, and it’s April’s job and yours to ensure that she’s kept on her routine and that I’m kept informed while I’m not around.”

              He does a great fucking job of making it sound less fucking creepy than it actually is. He’s sending every red flag I can possibly think of flying. Still, all framed in a way that sounds just logical enough that he can probably convince himself that he’s not a fucking controlling, obsessive asshole. It makes me want to punch him right in his self-satisfied face, but of course, I can’t do that. All I can do is nod.

              “Of course. I’m happy to help. Whatever you need.”

              Vincent pauses, looking at me curiously. “I’m usually good at reading people,” he says slowly. “You’re difficult, though. I’m going to trust you with my fiancée’s safety, and I hope that I’ve made the right call. I like to be right, Chase. You should know that. Making me look like a fool comes with consequences far worse than just being unemployed. You understand what I’m saying?”

              “Absolutely, sir. Vincent.” The misstep is on purpose, but he wouldn’t know that. I keep my gaze even and, I hope, deferential. Privately I think he already looks like an idiot, with his arrogant posturing. But that isn’t part of my job, to think about how Vincent looks.

              My job, apparently, is making all of the women around him so distracted with lust that they give up whatever secrets they have while April does the real digging.

              And, most importantly, protecting Rain.

              Whatever that means.
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              On the drive back to the house, all I could think about was Zach. I almost wished we were still in the club, still on the floor, just so I could feel the weight of his body against mine. Just so I could breathe in the scent of his cologne and skin and pretend for an instant that I was with him instead, that I could just stay underneath him, that instead of him protecting me from a shooter, he was on top of me for a different reason altogether.

              Once, Zach was my best friend. Once, he was everything to me.

              I used to never let myself go back to that time. Even before Vincent, it hurt too much. It was too painful to think about how I gave him everything, only to lose him. Zach was always the boy that I wanted for all of my firsts, and I got that much—my first kiss, my first caress, my first time in bed with a boy. It was him in the end, and I memorized every touch and kiss back then, every slow hot slide of his body inside of mine. I memorized it—and tucked it away because remembering was too hard.  

              Anyone between Zach and Vincent doesn’t matter. I forgot them all easily. They were all clumsy and careless, not boys but not quite men, only interested in their own pleasure. They didn’t care about me like Zach did, and Vincent would later pretend to. Zach might not have been experienced, but what we had was something unlike anything else. This connection could defy the whole world if we both wanted it to.

              On the other hand, Vincent knows his way around a woman’s body like an explorer with a well-worn map. At the beginning of our relationship, I’d loved that, thought that Vincent was opening up experiences for me that I’d never known was possible, making me want him, giving me unimaginable pleasure with his skill.

              But he demanded my unwavering obedience for it, and I realized that way too late.

              I’d pushed Zach out of my head for so long because I couldn’t bear to miss what I’d never have again. But now he’s so close, unbearably so. For weeks I’ve forced myself not to think about pulling him into the library, into a spare bedroom, sneaking a kiss, a touch, or even more. But tonight, something broke inside of me. I don’t know if it was the music or the burlesque dancer or just the overall mood of the club, or if it was him saving me again, protecting me again after so many years. Still, the floodgates of all those emotions burst open, and now I can’t seem to stop it.

              I can’t stop thinking about how Zach’s arms felt around me when he covered me with his body, the strength in them, the way he protected me without a second thought, just as he’d always sworn he would. He kept his promise all over again, and it made all those feelings rush back, hot and painful in the best kind of way, making me feel alive again for the first time in what feels like forever.

              I’d never actually imagined, before Italy, that I’d ever see Zach again. He’d been a bittersweet memory. Something beautiful tinged with the bitter regret of what might have been. If we’d made different choices, been different people, lived different lives. If, if if.

              I’d been terrified when those shots went off. I’m still getting over the fear and shock of what happened in Italy. Those gunshots had activated that trauma all over again. But despite my terror, it had all seemed to fade in the background with Zach so close, his body pressed against mine, all that hard muscle so familiar and so new all at once, the scent of him strange and nostalgic at the same time.

              I’d wanted so desperately to press myself against him, to kiss him, to wind around his body and remember what it had all felt like.  What would he have done if I’d done that?

              I want to believe that he would have kissed me back, pulled me into his arms, thrown caution to the wind, but I know that’s not true. That’s never been Zach, not before and not now. He’s always believed that he could love me better, protect me better, from a distance. And nothing about that has changed.

              It’s just for a different reason now, one that I don’t know and can’t figure out and that he won’t tell me.

              It wouldn’t have changed anything, anyway. In fact, it would have only made things harder.

              It was easier to be with Vincent when I thought I’d never see Zach again, when I could remind myself that as awful as Vincent is, other men out there aren’t much better—that in general, they’re flaky and afraid of commitment, neglectful and selfish, drunk, rude and unfaithful. Vincent at least comes with perks, as Dena so often reminds me. Some other guy might expect me to cook him dinner after a long day of work and then blow him on top of that. Vincent expects obedience, a certain level of beauty and fitness, and sex. I don’t have to cook and clean when I’m exhausted. I don’t have to kill myself day after day at a thankless job, bringing home far less than I’m worth. I don’t have to worry about anything, really, except staying pretty and turning a blind eye to his discretions.

      That’s how I should feel, but I don’t. I hate my life, even with the so-called perks. I’d trade them in a second if given a chance for my old life back.

              But I have no choice. I can’t leave, no matter what I believe or don’t believe. Even if I no longer care if other men are better or worse than Vincent, even if I no longer want anything other than to be single and alone for the rest of my fucking life after this.

              The problem is there is one person that I still want, one that I’d risk it all for, and he’s close, dangerously close.

              It’s only ever been him, I think hopelessly as the car pulls up to the curb. Even when I thought I was in love with Vincent, this was still simmering deep down, locked away,  contained. If Zach hadn’t shown up again, would it have stayed locked up forever? Or would it have all broken free five, ten, fifteen years from now, until I drowned in regret and lost love and memories that are only ever going to be that?

              I want to be loved. I want to be cherished again, adored, protected, desired. And I want to feel that way for someone else. I’d let myself believe that I could just harden my heart, curl up into a tight little ball and endure for the sake of my family, but tonight made me feel alive again. Zach made me feel alive again, and I don’t know how I’m going to shove that all away, lock it up once more and forget how he makes me feel, how much I still love him, how much I’d die to be with him.

              I might actually die if Vincent gets even an inkling that I felt like this. And Zach too. And my father, which would kill my mother, and then what would happen to Erin? They’re who I’m doing all of this for.

              I follow April numbly to the door, Erin in tow, my emotions a web of fear and misery and desire and love and grief and guilt. All I want is for things to be simple again, to be sixteen and in love, with no knowledge of what was in store for me in the future.

              But it’ll never be like that again. I’ll never be innocent again. Even if I were somehow free of Vincent, I can’t wipe away everything he’s done to me. I can’t change it. I can’t go back.

              I just wish there were some way to salve the hurt, just for a little while.

              “Go upstairs,” April says gently. “Both of you. It’s been a long night. You need rest.”

              I don’t bother arguing. I suddenly feel swamped with exhaustion, and I hear Erin following me up the stairs. When I turn to say something to her before she goes into her room, she just looks away from me, disappearing inside and slamming the door.

              The sound makes me flinch and tears well up in my eyes.

              I want my sister back.

      I want Zach.

       I want everything that I used to have and lost.

              I wish I’d known back then how precious it was.

      
        
        ---

      

      

              When I wake up the next morning, I decide to at least try to get some of Erin’s affections back. The bed next to me is cool and smooth—I’m not sure if Vincent even came to bed with me last night. You’d think the night after his fiance was almost killed, he’d want to be near her. When I check the time, I can see that he’d be gone for work for the day by now anyway, so I just throw on leggings and a loose white t-shirt and a long cashmere sweater, pushing the sleeves up above my elbows as I head down the stairs towards the kitchen.

              To my dismay, I see that April and Zach are already there, seated at the table with Erin. She looks more tired than usual, her face colorless and drawn, which I suppose makes sense after what happened last night.

              “Are you okay?” I ask gently, stopping by her chair, carefully not looking at Zach. “You didn’t say anything before you went to bed last night. Are you holding up alright?”

              “I’m fine,” Erin mumbles. “Don’t worry about me.”

              “You’re my little sister—”

              “I said I’m fine!” she snaps. “I don’t need to be babied.”

              “Well, I thought I’d make you breakfast. We had a long hard day yesterday. So maybe we just take it easy today.”

              “You can’t eat pancakes,” Erin snipes. “You have to watch your weight, right!” The way she says this is like an insult, and it almost tips me over, but I take a deep breath, forcing myself not to react, not to snap back at her. “You’re right,” I say slowly. “But you don’t have to. So pancakes it is. And eggs, and bacon, just like you like it.” I glance around the table. “Anyone else want anything?”

              “I already ate,” April says. “But thank you.”

              “I’ll take some breakfast,” Zach says with a grin, and his eyes meet mine for the first time since last night. I feel my heart flutter in response, even though I know with everything in me that I shouldn’t. I shouldn’t feel this way. I shouldn’t want him. Not when it threatens so much.

              But the pulse in my veins, the butterflies in my stomach, tell a different story. I feel like a teenager with her first crush all over again. I know the feeling so well because I’ve been through all of this before with the same man.

              I couldn’t stop it then, and I’m terrified that I won’t be able to stop it now.

              I can’t dwell on it. Instead, I just turn and go to the refrigerator, pulling out the things I need to make pancakes with fruit, scrambled eggs, bacon, and orange juice. I’ve always liked cooking, and one of the things I’ve hated the most about the pre-prepped boxes of meals that Vincent has delivered to me is the fact that I don’t just get to cook for myself anymore. It’s not that I don’t know how to make healthy food, but Vincent wants to control everything these days—down to making sure every bite of food that goes into my mouth is planned, measured, and ready to go.

              I do look better; I can’t deny that, exactly. I’m a little too thin, but my skin is brighter. I can feel that a few weeks of eating balanced meals and vegetables instead of picking at food and drinking too much has done wonders for my overall health. I can even see a faint hint of muscle tone, although I’m not exactly going to grow muscles on the diet that Vincent has me on—which I’m sure is the point. He wants me rich-girl skinny, not fit and Wonder Woman-strong.

      I hate that I can’t even fucking eat breakfast with April watching me, but I can at least cook for others, and that makes me happy. I even catch myself humming under my breath as I crack eggs into a bowl and whisk them, getting out a separate bowl for waffle mix and heating the iron. It takes me back to a time before all of this. A part of me pretends we’re somewhere else, in Indiana, and April is Zach’s friend, and Erin doesn’t hate me.

      It’s not real, of course, but I’m just going to be as happy as I can be, which is hard enough, between Erin’s attitude and Zach sitting behind me, reminding me of everything I want and can’t have.

              I add bacon to the frying pan, trying not to think about any of that. And I’m doing an okay job of it, for a few minutes, until suddenly Zach is at my elbow, pouring coffee into a mug from the machine percolating on the counter. I hadn’t even noticed it. He or April must have gotten the coffee started when they came down.

              “Hey,” I say weakly, focusing hard on the bacon in the pan as if my life depends on cooking it evenly.

              “I’m part of your security team now,” Zach says quietly. “Did Vincent tell you?”

              I freeze, still carefully not looking at him, fork hovering over the piece of bacon. “No,” I say finally when I can speak again. “I haven’t seen him since last night.”

              “He didn’t come to see you after all of that?” I can hear the disgust in Zach’s voice, faintly disguised as if he’s trying to hide it and doing a very bad job.

              “I don’t—I don’t think so. I don’t know. I fell asleep pretty much as soon as I got home.”

              “Well, he’s decided you need more than just April watching you and Erin, and Sonya—referred me. So now I’m part of your security detail. For now, anyway. Just thought you should know.”

              Zach takes his coffee and heads back to the table, leaving me reeling. It was one thing to have Zach in the house, always around, at the table at meals, showing up at inopportune times like when I’m out by the pool, but this is something else altogether. This is him around me all the time, watching me, following me, protecting me, I’m sure he’s thinking, but is he going to be reporting on me to Vincent the way I know April does?

              Can I not even put a fraction of trust in him anymore?

              The thought makes my heart feel as if it’s shattering all over again. I want to scream, want to cry, want to throw something in protest of this new development. Instead, I just numbly put food onto a plate, drizzling syrup over the pancakes and taking it to the table.

              I slide the plate in front of Erin, floored all over again how much she looks like a younger version of me in her fluffy pink robe over her pajama pants and tank top, her blonde hair piled atop her head in a messy bun. I miss my sister so much, the sister I had before Vincent poisoned her like he poisons everything, before cancer, before realizing I had no choice but to stay with Vincent.

              If only I’d gone back to them before all of this happened. Things might be so different.

              But I can’t keep dwelling on what might have been. Because I can see now, after what’s happened with Erin, what’s happening with Zach right now, how fucking pointless that is. How it just tears me apart, over and over again, every time I dare to want anything for myself, every time I let myself remember anything that once gave me happiness.

              I serve everyone else their breakfast in a kind of daze, taking my own premade overnight oats out of the fridge and putting a few strawberries on top. I pour myself a cup of coffee, too—Vincent will only allow me black coffee and says too much caffeine is bad for me, but this morning I need something. Some kind of jolt because I feel like I’m floating in a haze.

              And I still have my workout to get through.

              Erin decides to come with me to the gym today—Vincent decided that she can take advantage of my trainer too, if she wants to, so both April and Zach tag along, much to my dismay. I don’t like working out, at least not the punishing routines that Vincent has set up for me, but what I hate even more than working out is Zach seeing me on a treadmill with my hair plastered to the sides of my forehead, doing my middle-of-the-workout cardio, not to be confused with the cardio I do at the beginning, before weights, or the cardio I do at the very end.

              I really, especially hate cardio.

              But I do this, every day, six days a week, because I know the consequences if I don’t, just like I know Vincent will be angry, and now his anger comes with consequences.

              And on top of all that, the guy who was once and might still be the love of my life gets to see me in sweaty workout clothes, my hair sticking to my face, and my skin as red as a tomato. It doesn’t matter that I’m wearing skintight yoga pants or a cropped tank top over my sports bra, all ridiculously expensive workout gear that I picked out because god forbid Vincent’s fiancée be seen at the gym in anything other than Lululemon. It shouldn’t matter how I look, especially what Zach thinks of it, but it’s all I can think about, as I pant and puff on the treadmill. How disgusting I must look.

              But then, he’s never been disgusted by me. Zach has always been my best friend through it all, the one who gave me his jacket and took me to the nurse when I got my period for the first time in the school cafeteria, who’s seen me sick and brought me soup, who held my hair back as a teenager when I got too drunk at house parties, who’s seen me happy and crying and angry and stressed and everything in between.

      Besides, I’m supposed to be sweaty. Guys like fit girls. What the hell am I even thinking about. None of this matters. I shouldn’t even want him to be attracted to me.

              Before last night, I was doing a good job of pretending that I didn’t. But now I can’t seem to stop. I think of his face close to mine on the floor, the scent of his cologne, the warmth of his body. I feel my heart rate going up as I remember how solid he felt against me, how safe, those broad arms holding me against his chest again for the first time in years, more muscular than they used to be, stronger. Arms that could protect me against anything, even Vincent.

              For a moment, it had felt as if no time had passed at all, as if I were a teenager again, as if we both were, and as if the world hadn’t conspired to tear us apart.

              I still love him.

       It’s the desperate, horrible, all-consuming, terrifying truth. I can feel it inside of me, threatening to take over, to slide through my veins like that opium Vincent named me after, pushing me to make bad decisions, to take risks that I shouldn’t. If I were going to defy Vincent, it should be for myself, for my own freedom, not for another man, not for another relationship. I shouldn’t be willing to risk Zach, too, because I can only imagine what Vincent would do if he even knew that we used to be friends, used to love each other, used to sleep together, all in the past tense—God help us both if he even thought it was in the present. I’d already be endangering my father and possibly Erin by defying him, by trying to leave—am I really so selfish, so desperate for love that I’d risk Zach, too?

              I don’t need anyone to tell me that even these thoughts are dangerous. Vincent has a way of figuring things out when I don’t think he possibly can, and this might be no exception. If he even thought of me doing, saying, or thinking anything inappropriate about Chase, Sonya’s boyfriend, a man new to the family who Vincent would have no issue with wiping him out in an instant. Vincent is not a man to be crossed. He’s proven that to me time and time again. Any spark between Zach and I could easily turn into an explosion that could hurt everyone I love.

              I don’t know why Zach would agree to this. Does he think he can handle himself around me? I don’t know how that makes me feel. I’d felt the undeniable pull between when he’d brought me down to the floor, felt that old connection flare, but now I have to wonder. Maybe Vincent didn’t give him much of a choice. Is he struggling with this too? Does he still care about me, love me, want me the way he once did?

              Even the thought that he might not makes my heart ache and my eyes burn, and that tells me all I need to know about my own feelings. I shouldn’t, but  I want him to have missed me all of these years, to have fallen asleep dreaming about me at night, to have seen my face on every woman he’s ever been with—and that last sends a rush of jealousy through me.

              I wrestle my emotions down, stepping down off of the treadmill to start my next set of weights. I shake my hair out of my ponytail, pulling it back up atop my head as I cross the gym to where my trainer is waiting, in an effort to get the messy pieces tamed and try to look slightly more put-together.

              When I glance over at Zach, I feel those butterflies take flight in my stomach again, my chest and face flush hot, and I’m suddenly glad for the workout. I have to figure out how to hide these feelings just like I was doing before, except now they feel as if they’re bubbling up, frothing out of me, and I don’t know what to do with them. I feel that same heart-pounding, pulse-racing excitement that I felt as a teenager, palms tingling and stomach knotting. It would feel so fucking good if so much didn’t hinge on it, if I weren’t putting so much at risk just by allowing myself to entertain it for even a second.

              I hate this, I think desperately, fighting back the tears as I pick up the weights. I hate that I have to pretend to be someone that I’m not, that I have to play the role of the doting wife-to-be, that I have to submit to the ridiculous rules and routines that Vincent has set out for me. But I also know I have no choice if I want my family to have the things they need. If I want Erin to be safe, Zach to be safe. I can’t put anything past Vincent anymore.

              I think of everything Vincent has given them. I think of my father in a hospital bed, with the best care in the entire country at his disposal. I think of my mother, her financial worries eased, able to stay at his side and dote on him, knowing that he’s sober and in remission, that she doesn’t have to worry that the electricity will be turned off or that the car will be gone. I think of Erin, with everything she wants, even if I’m afraid of how that’s influencing her, for the first time able to just be a teenager and be spoiled and rebellious and happy.

              What is my happiness, compared to that? What’s dieting and working out and smiling at Vincent’s business associates? What’s enduring sex with him now and then when he decides he wants to flex his power over me? Even if it was possible, how could I ever lay next to Zach at night and know what my selfishness had cost my family.

              That guilt churns in my stomach all the way home. I can’t bring myself to look at Zach or Erin or even April, and I just stare out of the window until the car pulls up to the curb and I can escape inside, running up the stairs to my bathroom and shucking my clothes at record speed so I can get into the shower.

              But even there, I can’t escape it. Alone, my thoughts collide, my feelings bubble up, hurt and guilt, need and desire and longing all wrapped together until I’m turned on and on the verge of tears all at once. I lean my head against the shower wall, thinking about Zach, about our time together all those years ago, about his hands on my body in my room back in Indiana, when he taught me all the things I’d always wondered about.

              I hadn’t been his first, but that hadn’t mattered to me. Well, it had—I’d hated every other girl he’d ever been with, wanted them all to disappear with the petty jealousy of a teenage girl. Still, I’d told myself that bright, sunny afternoon that it didn’t matter if I was his first, as long as I got to be his last. That’s what I’d believed, as he’d slid into me panting, as he’d kissed my mouth and neck and breasts, as he’d promised that he loved me, that we’d have a life together, that he’d been wrong to keep us apart for so long. I’d believed him, and that still tears me apart even as my body craves him, craves knowing what it would be like now, with so much between us, so much unspoken hurt and anger and need and love all wrapped together.

              It boils up inside of me, fierce and overwhelming. My hand slides between my legs, where I’m slick and hot with desire, the feelings inside of me such a tangle that I both hate and love Zach all at once, but mixed up with all of that is a breathless need that leaves me gasping, aching, rubbing at my clit under the hot spray of the shower as I remember his solid body pressed against mine last night, the hard muscle of him against me. I picture the entire club emptying out, so it’s only the two of us, him leaning over me on the hardwood floor, the jazz still pounding through our blood as he pushes up my skirt and tells me that I’m safe, that I’m protected, that I’m loved, that he wants me more than he’s ever wanted anyone, more than Sonya, more than any woman he’s ever been with. In my fantasies, he’s looking down at me with those bright blue eyes and pleading for me to forgive him, to love him, to take him back, he’s telling me that he’s never loved anyone but me, and as he slides into me I whisper yes, yes, yes Zach, I forgive you, I love you, I want you, please please please don’t leave me again.

              I realize I’m whispering all those things aloud, the sound of my breathy moans swallowed up by the shower spray, my hips arching into my hand as I rub faster, picturing Zach’s muscled chest, his broad hands, his full lips, his gorgeous eyes, and that thick cock sliding between my legs, piercing me, filling me, healing all the places where Vincent has ever hurt me, making me whole again.

              It was only ever him. It could only ever be him.

              I can never love anyone else.

              “Zach!” I cry out his name as I come, crying and climaxing at the same time, my fingers rubbing frantically over my clit as I brace myself against the shower wall to keep from falling as my knees go weak. I can feel myself clenching, hollow, and aching for him, even the orgasm not enough to really satisfy the desire that I can feel flooding me, the same desire I felt all those years ago but acuter now, grown up and aware of what’s at stake and how much I’ve already lost and still have to lose.

              I crumple to the shower floor anyway, breathing in great, gulping gasps as I try not to scream, not to fall apart completely.

              I’d forgotten how much love can fucking hurt. How much it can tear you apart from the inside and make you wish you’d never felt it at the same time that you never want to stop feeling it. I’d forgotten how it could hollow you out until you feel nothing but a vast, aching emptiness and a desperation so great that you’d sacrifice everything and everyone just to make it stop for even a second, just to feel the relief of touching that person you love, kissing them, holding them, no matter who it hurts.

              I’m so close to that, hovering on the edge of it, balancing on a narrow beam.

              And I’m terrified that I won’t be able to stop myself from falling.
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      When we get back to the house, it’s empty except for me, Rain, Erin, and April, so I take the opportunity to do the thing that I’ve been looking forward to the least.

      Reviewing the camera footage from Erin’s room.

      I don’t know what sort of information she thinks is going to be found there. I doubt Vincent is holding secret business meetings in his fiancée’s sister's room. I let out a frustrated huff before I open up the file on my phone.

      I keep one earbud in and one out, so I can hear anyone before seeing them if they come into the room and close out the footage on my laptop. I’m sitting facing the door, just in case, but I can’t be too careful.

      There’s nothing strange like I expected. Erin goes into her room, slams the door, flops down on her bed. There’s a lot of the usual stuff I’d expect a teenage girl to be doing—browsing her phone, watching tv, listening to something with headphones on for about twenty minutes. Then the door opens, and I see Vincent walk in.

      “Hey,” he says, sitting down on the side of the bed. “How are you holding up after what happened tonight?”

      Erin eyes him cautiously. “Why do you care?” she asks sullenly. “You’re still mad at me about what happened in Italy.”

      “Well, yes, I am angry about that. You put a lot of people at risk with your foolish behavior with Matteo. You’re the reason my father’s in the hospital.”

      Erin presses her lips tightly together. “I’m sorry,” she says in a small voice. “I really didn’t know. I thought—”

      “You thought that Sonya and your sister were just warning you away from him to be contrary, to keep you from having your fun, right? All rebellious little girls think like that. I thought you were a good girl, Erin.” Vincent’s voice is almost sad, remonstrative.

      “I am. I didn’t know—I’m sorry about your dad. I like Ezio. I wouldn’t have ever done anything on purpose to hurt him…or anyone.” Erin’s voice is wavering now, as if she’s on the verge of tears.

      “I do all of this for you and for your sister. She wants more than even what I’ve given her. And now you, disobeying and bringing someone onto my family’s property who wanted to—and did do—us so much harm.”

      “I said I was sorry!” Erin sits up straight; her voice is suddenly sharper. “I’ve done everything I can to make it up. I’ve stayed in my room when you told me to. I tell Rain how great her life is here and that she should be way more grateful! I thought when you let me go out shopping and to the club opening that you weren’t mad at me anymore. But clearly, you are.”

      “Why wouldn’t I be mad at you?” Vincent narrows his eyes. “You caused a great deal of commotion. You wouldn’t listen to those who were trying to care for you, and as a result, two guests lost their lives, and others were hurt. Everything is in disarray now.”

      “I really am sorry,” Erin insists. She pauses then, and her face changes, going from rebellious and immature to something older in the space of a second. I don’t want to call it seductive because Erin is too young for it to really be that. It’s more the expression of a teenager trying to be seductive, and most men would find it laughable rather than hot. But Vincent isn’t most men.

      “What can I do to make it up to you?” Erin purrs, sliding closer to him on the bed. “I know you’ve done so much for our family, Vincent. And I know you’re marrying my sister—but it’s just…hard for me to think of you as a brother-in-law.”

      Vincent raises an eyebrow. “Why is that?”

      “You’re so handsome.” Erin’s eyes flick over his face, her mouth curling in a pretty smile, and my stomach twists watching this because I’m pretty sure I know where this is headed. I wish I could reach through the computer screen and stop it, but whatever happens here has already happened. It’s already over. I don’t want to watch it, either, but I have to because if Vincent lets something slip that might be useful, I need to know about it. And I need to know what he’s up to because that could be useful too—especially if it involves sex with an underage girl.

      “And you’re so powerful,” Erin continues, reaching out to run her hand over Vincent’s forearm. He should pull back, tell her not to touch him like that, but he doesn’t. Instead, he smiles. He fucking smiles as if he’s enjoying her flattery, her praise.

      “I see the way everyone treats you. My sister doesn’t appreciate what she has. You’ve worked so hard for everything, and you’re so nice to share it with us, to help our family the way you have. Rain doesn’t deserve you.”

      “Sometimes I think that’s true,” Vincent says thoughtfully. “But you’re young. You don’t know what it’s like to be a fiancée or wife..”

      “Maybe.” Erin shrugs. “But I’m not too young for some things.” She smiles up at him, tossing her long blonde hair over her shoulder, so much like Rain’s, and it makes me feel sick as I watch her tense under his touch, as if she knows where this is going too, but feels equally powerless to stop it.

      Vincent purses his lips, and he reaches out to run his hand over her hair. “It’s true that I don’t think of you as a future sister either, Erin. I can’t help but think of you as a beautiful young woman in your own right.” He pauses, his mouth twisting down regretfully. “It’s a shame, Erin, that I didn’t meet you in a few years, I think, while still single. Maybe you would have made a better wife for me.”

      Erin’s eyes widen. “But—” she pauses, her hand sliding from his forearm to his thigh. “I’ve picked up a little bit about men like you since I’ve been here, I think. And I don’t think that men like you are faithful to their wives.”

      “What kind of men are those, Erin?” Vincent’s voice has dropped a register to something darker and more dangerous. Still, Erin keeps pushing forward, completely heedless of what she’s heading into.

      “Powerful men,” Erin whispers. “You’re not like any other man I’ve ever met, Vincent.” She shrugs, looking up at him from under her long eyelashes. “I always thought my first time would be with a guy my age, but after being here, I don’t know if I can go back to the kind of boys I knew back home.” She pouts a little, prettily, her lower lip pushing out as she looks up at Vincent. “They’re…Not like you.” Her hand slides up his thigh a little bit, her slender body leaning towards him. “I want someone to show me what it should really be like. I want it to feel good. You would know how to make it feel good, I bet.”

      “And what would your sister say about that?” Vincent asks sternly, but he doesn’t push her hand away, which tells me all I need to know. He’s not opposed to Erin propositioning him. But he’s going to make her ask for it, make sure she’s the aggressor, so that if it ever comes out, he can claim that she came on to him, that she wanted it, that she was the one who pushed the relationship. Never mind that Erin is a teen, and in no position of power here. I hate Vincent more than ever, watching this play out, knowing where it’s going.

      “She doesn’t need to know,” Erin almost whispers.

      “We couldn’t hide it forever.” Vincent frowns, but then his hand goes to hers, not pushing it away, but rubbing his thumb over the back as Erin shivers, looking up at him with those wide eyes.

      “Your sister has been pulling away from me,” Vincent says quietly. “And I love her so much, but—I’m a man. I have needs.”

      Erin smiles up at him, shifting even closer. “I’m inexperienced—but…I’m a quick learner.” Her hand climbs higher until she’s almost touching his groin. “I want you.” She whispers that last, so low that the microphone on the camera almost doesn’t pick it up. “Vincent, please—”

      He smiles then, and it makes me sick to see it because I know this is what he wants, what he likes, beautiful women begging him.

      “You’ve done so much for my family and me,” Erin whispers, and now her hand does slide up to his dick, massaging him through his slacks as his hand comes up to cup her jaw, his thumb rubbing over her skin.

      Vincent smiles down at her, groaning as she slides his zipper down, her hand slipping inside and wrapping around him. “You’re so beautiful,” he says thoughtfully, his voice deeper now. “Like a beautiful flower. Would you be my flower?”

      “Yes,” Erin breathes, her hand moving faster now as she leans up, her lips close to his. “I want that, Vincent. I want you to be my first. I want to be yours, just like my sister, I want to know how good it could be with you—” She licks her lips, her eyes wide and pleading. It makes me feel sick, but to a man like Vincent, it’s probably more seductive than anything else could be.

      “My little Violet.” Vincent strokes her cheek, his hand moving up to slide along her thigh. She’s wearing pajama shorts and a tank top, and I can see her shiver as he touches her, pulling her in, drawing her close. “I’ll make it special for you. The more you please me, Violet, the more I’ll give you in return.” He runs his hand through her hair. “You’re a naughty girl, aren’t you, little Violet? Thinking about me naked, your sister’s fiancé. Wanting my cock inside of you.”

      His other hand slips inside of her pajama shorts, and Erin whimpers, biting her bottom lip. “Yes,” she breathes. “I’m such a bad girl. I’ve been so bad, Vincent. Let me make it up to you.” She slides off of the bed, then suddenly, going down onto her knees in front of him. “Let me do this for you.” She reaches up, undoing his belt. Vincent stands up then, his hand smoothing over her hair, unbuttoning his shirt slowly with the other as Erin reaches for him. Luckily he’s turned slightly away from the camera, so at least I don’t have to see Vincent’s dick.

      “Have you done this before?” Vincent asks, and Erin shakes her head.

      “Never,” Erin whispers.

      “Good.” Vincent sounds satisfied, and I wince as I hear the sounds of Erin taking him in her mouth.

      “If you want to be my flower, Erin,” he says, his voice hoarse with pleasure, “you can never lie to me. If you’re good to me, if you’ll be my sweet flower, I’ll be good to you. You’ll have everything you’ve ever wanted—pleasure, jewelry, nice things, beautiful clothes. A home. You can stay here forever with us if you want. Would you like that? Living with your sister, in Manhattan, away from Indiana?” His voice thickens, and Erin stops for a moment, looking up at him.

      “Yes,” she breathes happily. “I don’t want to go back. I want to stay here with you.”

      “Good.” Vincent’s head tips back. “Yes, just like that, ahh—you suck my cock so well already, little Violet. Too well.” He steps back, reaching for her to help her back up onto the bed. “I’ll come too soon if I let you keep doing that.”

      I can’t look. I can’t watch, but I have to fucking listen to it, and it goes on for fucking forever. I feel sick as I hear him groan when she touches him, her small whimper when he kisses her for the first time. The creak of the bed as he lays her back, the rustle of sheets, the sound of her small cry as he slides into her for the first time. Erin moans. She’s as into this as he is, the seductress, really, but she’s also fucking seventeen.

      I feel the heat at the back of my eyes, and I realize that I’m on the verge of fucking tears. I’ve rarely ever cried in my life, I think maybe only three times ever—out of frustration the first time I was old enough to realize my dad was hitting my mom, out of fear and grief when I realized I’d shot him, and on the day I knew I’d have to leave Rain.

      I need the proof, and something deep down tells me that someone should witness this awful shit because even if Erin is willing—and it’s clear that she is, she’s not in any position to consent. Vincent is older than her, more powerful, and he holds her family’s safety in the palm of his hand. I’m hearing the man who’s supposed to marry the love of my life rape her seventeen-year-old sister. For a moment, as I blink away the stinging tears of helpless rage, I think I might actually vomit.

      I’ll do anything I have to in order to take Vincent down, I think, clenching my fists until my nails bite into my palms. I’ll fucking burn this whole place down, I’ll kill him, I’ll do anything.

      I think of Rain. This would kill her if she knew. This is so low, so vile that I wouldn’t have thought even Vincent would go this low, and the fact that Erin initiated this, will destroy Rain. I pull my hair with my fists. From the sounds coming through my earbud, Erin is fucking enjoying herself, but that doesn’t make it any better. I don’t look back until the sounds have finished, and when I glance back at the screen, they’re both under the covers, and Vincent pulls Erin to his chest.

      “I knew you were special,” he murmurs. “My beautiful Violet. I’ll take care of you, you’ll see. You and Poppy. And when the time is right, we’ll tell her about this, and she’ll be happy that you’re safe. That you’re cared for, just like she is.”

      “You’re going to tell her?” Erin sounds alarmed. “But I thought no one would have to know.”

      “Poppy knows about my flowers,” Vincent says calmly. “She’ll be my wife, but she knows that she’s not enough for me. That I need more than what she can give me. So eventually, we’ll share with her that you’re a part of my garden. She knows that making me happy means a better, happier life for her, for you. Your entire family. So she’ll come around, even if she’s upset at first. This is my house, Violet,” he says sternly. “No one tells me what I can and cannot have. You don’t need to worry about a thing.”

      He pushes back the blankets, but Erin reaches for him, rolling towards him as her hand slides down his abdomen. “Don’t go yet,” she whispers, her voice husky. “I want to do it again.”

      Vincent’s eyebrows go up. “Well, aren’t you a little vixen? Again, already?”

      “You feel so good.” Erin’s hand slides lower, below the sheets, playing with him. “I didn’t come the first time. I want to come. Show me what that feels like, Vincent.”

      “Oh, there are better ways for me to show you that.” He grins, leaning forward to kiss her, and then he starts to make his way down her body, slow and steady.

      I look away again, wanting to vomit, having to listen to the sounds of Vincent eating Erin out, making her moan.

      This sick prick!

      Vincent actually thinks he can keep his fiancée’s fucking sister around as a mistress like he’s goddamn Henry the Eighth or something. It would be laughable if it weren’t real and in front of me on the laptop screen.

      When it’s clear that Erin is going to sleep and there’s nothing left to happen, I save the file, stashing it away in an encrypted folder. This is good stuff, objectively, proof of Vincent committing statutory rape. It’ll just add to the list of things we can hopefully charge him with, eventually.

      But for now, I need to go up to bed, which makes my stomach twist with anxiety. I just have to hope that Sonya isn’t in any mood to fuck, because I’m pretty sure I can’t get it up after what I just witnessed.

      When I walk into our room, though, the expression on Sonya’s face tells me that she’s not in the mood either.

      She’s sitting on the bed, in black silk pajama pants and a matching tank, her hair loose around her face, which is set in angry lines. “Glad to see you finally made it.” Her voice is tight, almost spitting out the words, and I know that whatever she has to say, it’s not going to be good.

      “I had to go to the police station after the shooting at the club,” I say carefully. “And then Vincent needed to speak with me.”

      I sit next to her on the bed, drawing on all my patience to make sure I can help put out whatever fire my sort-of-faux-girlfriend is dealing with. “What’s going on? Is it what happened tonight? I’m sorry I wasn’t able to check on you sooner—”

      “It’s not that,” she snaps, waving her hand. “I’m not a child. I can handle myself. It’s that I’ve gotten some especially shitty news, and now I have to make arrangements to deal with it.”

      “What is it?” I reach for her hand, but she snatches it away.

      “I’m fucking pregnant,” Sonya says flatly. “I found out this morning. I took a test.”

      My entire world spins around and comes to a screeching halt. “What?” I ask dumbly, feeling my stomach twist into knots. That’s the last thing I’d expected Sonya to say. However, I remember very clearly the night that she convinced me to come inside of her, practically forced it, saying she’d take Plan B afterward.

      Well, if she did, evidently, it didn’t fucking work!

      Everything in me revolts at the idea of Sonya carrying my kid. She’s part of a fucking criminal organization, a notorious mob family, I’m trying to take down, but besides that, she’d be a terrible mother, as far as I can tell from what I’ve seen. Nothing is nurturing or tender about Sonya, except in brief glimpses with Gianna and Ezio. There’s always a chance that I’m wrong, that there’s some deep maternal instinct in her that I’m missing, but I doubt it. And I can’t imagine Sonya wanting a baby.

      “What do you want to do?” I ask, trying to keep my tone even and sympathetic.

      Sonya gives me a withering glare. “Are you fucking stupid, Chase?” she snaps. “I knew I liked you for your looks over your brains, but goddamn.”

      “Wow, Sonya,” I glare at her. “I was trying not to assume. It’s a valid question. Of course, it’s your choice, whatever you want to—”

      “I’m getting a fucking abortion,” Sonya hisses. “I’m not risking everything I’ve tried so hard to build just to have a fucking baby right now. Maybe I’d want one, eventually, when things are more secure. But right now? It’d be the perfect excuse for Vincent to make sure that I don’t inherit anything. That I’m just shoved into irrelevance with my pregnant belly, to nest and keep house like any other little woman in this fucking family.” She’s spitting with rage, her face flushed.

      “Alright.” I hold up my hands. “I’m fine with it if you were waiting to ask my opinion.”

      And I am fine with it, I’m happy, but I can’t help but feel a sliver of sadness.

      “I wasn’t.” She snaps.

      “Okay fine.” I pause, taking a breath. “So what? Are we just done? You don’t want to fuck me anymore because I knocked you up?” I don’t remind her that she was the one who insisted on no condom, who made sure I came in her raw.

      “I don’t know.” Sonya huffs. “I sure as hell don’t right now.”

      Well, that’s just fantastic, because I’m not either. “Do you want me to sleep somewhere else?”

      “Yes, I would.” Sonya lets out a breath. “You’re being remarkably calm about this.” She cocks her head. “Would you want a baby? If I wanted to keep it?”

      I’m pretty sure this is a trick question. Still, I go for honesty, mostly because I truly don’t know what answer she wants to hear. “No,” I say simply. “My life isn’t cut out for a baby right now, either. Maybe I’d want to be a father eventually. But not right now.” Which is why I tried to put on a fucking condom, or at least pull-out. “I’ll help pay for it if need be—”

      Sonya waves her hand, her expression a little calmer now. “It’s fine. My insurance will cover it, it’s not a problem. I just—” she lets out another huff, looking away from me. “It’s bad timing. Vincent needs me all the time. Constantly. I’ll have to make an appointment soon, but it’ll be tough fitting it in, and I don’t want anyone to know. I’ll never hear the end of it, even though I plan to terminate. They’ll see me as more of a woman than ever and less than an equal.” She looks at me then, and I catch a hint of sadness in her eyes. There’s a time that I might have had some sympathy for her, but tonight I can’t feel sympathy for anyone in this family, not after what I just saw Vincent do.

      “I won’t tell anyone.” I force a reassuring smile. I really won’t—after all, I don’t really feel that it’s my business. It doesn’t feel real, this idea of a baby, and I know that regardless I never had a choice in what Sonya wants to do.

      “I know you won’t. I’d have to kill you if you did.” Sonya pushes back the duvet, giving me a pointed look. “And I appreciate the space, for tonight at least. We’ll talk about it later.”

      “That’s fine.” I know I should seem more upset about getting kicked out of her bed, maybe even the end of our relationship, but I can’t quite find it in myself to fake it. “I’ll go down the hall. I know there’s another bedroom made up. I’ll see you in the morning.” I squeeze her hand, and Sonya gives me a faint smile.

      “Goodnight,” she says as I walk out of the door, and I turn, catching a last glimpse of her beneath the duvet. She looks smaller than normal, somehow, and I realize that I don’t often see her so vulnerable, tired, and beaten down from the news of her pregnancy and the events of the day. I can’t help but wonder how she felt when the shooters came into the club, if she was afraid for the baby as well as herself, but I don’t bother asking. It’s not an important question to know for either of us. And I’m not sure I want to know the answer, either way.

      “Night.” I shut the door behind me and head down to an empty guest room.

      I hadn’t wanted to sleep next to Sonya, but the quiet room is almost as bad, if only because I can’t get that footage of Vincent in Erin’s room out of my head. The sights and sounds play on a loop until I rub the heels of my hands into my eyes, forcing myself to stop thinking about it.

      I want to help them—both of them, Erin and Rain. Rain because I love her, even if it’s hopeless now, and Erin because Rain loves her, because she’s Rain’s sister, and because she was like a little sister to me years ago. Because no one deserves to go through what these two girls are going through, no matter what. But especially because I care for them both—and Rain most of all.

      If April thinks that I need to get close to Rain to get her to flip on Vincent, then that’s what I’ll do, I decide, then and there. I don’t necessarily think I need to have sex with Rain to do it. She just needs a friend, someone who cares, a shoulder to cry on, and an ear to listen, and I can be those things. She’ll trust me again, and when the time is right, I’ll tell her the truth about everything. I’ll let her know what we need from her—and hopefully, I can do all of that without ever having to tell her about Erin.

      Maybe, just maybe, we can take Vincent down before he decides to tell Rain that he’s fucking her little sister, and Rain will never have to know. I’m willing to bet that’s a secret Erin would take to her grave. And it would break Rain to know that. Not because I think she cares so much about who Vincent screws, but because her sister wanted it. That betrayal would crush her.

      I’ve spent my whole life protecting Rain, it feels like. And I’m glad to do it. This secret is just another thing to protect her from. And if I need to love her again and have her love me in order to keep her safe?

      Well, that’s just part of my job.
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      Chapter Eighteen—Rain

      The next few days drag on endlessly. Zach being part of my security makes me constantly feel on edge and always aware of how boring my life is, how endlessly pampered and privileged and grossly uninteresting. It’s blisteringly hot in the city now, so Erin and I spend our afternoon poolside, Erin in the water and me on the deck listening to the foreign-language lessons that Vincent has me taking before my tutor arrives next week. They’re fun sometimes, I have to admit, but some of the lessons are monotonously repetitive, and it’s hard not to let my thoughts keep wandering back to Zach. It’s so hard to have him so close to me all the time.

      Then  Erin’s been really distant the last couple of days. It hurts because I thought we were making progress. She’s barely spoken to me—I tried to make her breakfast again yesterday, only for her to wave off the pancakes and bacon in favor of yogurt and fruit, telling me that she’d asked Vincent to get her the same pre-prepped meals that I eat every day.

      Even more insane is the fact that he apparently agreed because this morning, a separate set of meals for Erin appeared in the fridge. It made me furious—this seems like a one-way track to an eating disorder for my teenage sister, and for once, I don’t think I can keep my mouth shut. I’m determined to say something to Vincent tonight about it. If she wants to workout, that’s fine, physical activity is good for anyone. Still, there’s no reason for a seventeen-year-old girl in Erin’s shape to be counting her calories. Not to mention the fact that I’m very, very concerned that she’s doing it for a boy—some other guy that she’s met here in Manhattan, maybe. I can keep an eye on what she’s doing in person, but there’s no way to monitor what she’s doing online.

      Not for the first time, I wish she’d just stayed in Indiana. Not because I don’t want her around, but because she’d be so much safer there.

      The French doors open, startling me out of my thoughts, and Dena swoops out onto the deck in a minuscule black two-piece that’s barely even enough to be considered a bathing suit. To Zach’s credit, he barely even glances at her. It’s hard not to be jealous of her perfectly curvy figure, with boobs that are at least a cup size bigger than mine and full hips that make her waist look even narrower and her stomach even flatter. The diet Vincent has me on has just made me skinny, so I’m losing even what curves I had before.

      She flops onto the lounge chair next to me immediately, scraping her thick black hair up into a bun on top of her head. She looks as if she doesn’t have a care in the world.

      “Is the club still closed after what happened the other night?”

      “Still closed,” Dena huffs. “Best gig I’ve ever had, and someone had to go and fuck it up. Who knows when the cops will let Vincent open up again? And besides, a bunch of repairs already have to be made. He said he’d try to find me a spot at one of his other places in the meantime, but—” she shrugs. “I don’t know. Anyway, he told me I could stay here as long as I want, regardless. So looks like we’re roommates again for a while.” She winks at me. “If I have my way, I’ll never fucking leave.”

      My stomach turns. Dena is my friend or something like that. I should want her here, but she’s not an ally. She thinks I’m a spoiled princess. That Vincent’s a generous king, and he’s given her too much for me to trust her. Dena thinks about Dena first.

      “Are you okay after what happened?” I ask, concerned, narrowing my eyes at her. “That was really terrifying. I’d be too afraid to work there.”

      Dena shrugs. “I’m fine. It was scary, but it’s over now. And that guy that Vincent’s cousin is dating shot one of them? That was wild, I didn’t see it happen, but I heard about it afterward.”

      “Yeah, Chase.” I nod towards Zach, my stomach twisting at the memory. “He’s on my security detail now.” I pause. “I’m glad you’re safe,” I add, and I really do mean it. Dena and I have had our differences, and she’s by no means the supportive friend that I really need, but I wouldn’t want anything to happen to her. I’ve woken up in a cold sweat the last two nights from nightmares about the shooting. Even if she’s putting on a brave face, I’d be surprised if she isn’t having trouble deep down, though I know she’d never admit it no matter how hard I dig. If I tried, she’d just get pissed.

      Dena glances over towards Zach, ignoring my last statement. “Fuck, you’re lucky,” she says wistfully. “I could barely keep from staring at him at the dinner table the other night. Sonya is a lucky fucking bitch. He looks like a fucking Hemsworth brother. Jesus, what I wouldn’t give for a piece of that. And now you get to look at him every day. I’d be in soo much trouble if my husband had a guy like that around me.”

      I feel my skin heat all over with jealousy, even though I know I shouldn’t feel that way. For one, I know Zach would never go for Dena, she’s not his type, and even if she were, he wouldn’t cheat on Sonya.

      But you would never have thought he’d go for a girl like Sonya, either, the little voice in my head whispers, and my stomach twists with anxiety.

      The thought of Zach with someone like Sonya, or Dena, burns me up inside. To be reminded that he’s not mine to be jealous of anymore, that it was a very short time that he was.

      Still, I don’t want anyone else to have him.

      I want him, and the fact that that’s not possible anymore, that our lives have diverged too far apart, is tearing me up inside.

      It feels like the worst kind of torture.

      Dena eyes him, licking her full lower lip. “God, he’s delicious. Look at those arm muscles—I bet the rest of him is just as ripped.” She giggles. “I wonder how big his dick is?”

      “Dena!” I exclaim, but my entire body flushes at the thought because although I could never tell her, I know exactly how big Zach is. I remember it, vividly, not just because he is actually fucking huge, but because I was a virgin when I saw it. I’ve never forgotten the exquisite, painful pleasure of feeling him push inside of me for the first time, claiming my body as his in a way that no one else will ever get to. He has a part of me that Vincent can never have, that no one else can ever have. Something about that makes me feel a tiny bit better, despite the actual garbage fire that my life has turned into.

      “How did he end up on your security, anyway?”

      “Vincent doesn’t trust a lot of people, and I guess since Chase protected me at the club, and Sonya backed him up as capable, Vincent decided he’d be a good pick for now. Vincent’s been really on edge anyway, since Italy, and now after the shooting at the club—” I shrug. “He’s being really overprotective. Erin is basically never away from the house or me anyway, so we just have a double security detail, I guess.”

      “I can’t believe Vincent would let you have a bodyguard who looks like that,” Dena cackles. “Oh my fucking god. He really trusts you.” She smirks. “You’re too scared to ever do anything about that, though, anyway. I still don’t know how you ever hooked Vincent in the first place, except I think he has a rescue complex. If he’s with Sonya, you’re probably not his type.”

      Something hot and bitter burns in the pit of my stomach, and it takes every bit of self-preservation instinct that I have not to go off on Dena, to tell her that not only could I have Zach, but that I did. Once upon a time, he was my everything, and I was his, we were best friends, soulmates, that he was my first, that once upon a time I looked up into those gorgeous blue eyes and moaned his name and came for him, and that nothing has ever felt like that since. That I loved him and he loved me and that I’m not sure it’s really gone for either of us.

      I wish I could say all of that and wipe the smug look off of her face, but I can’t, not ever. It’s too dangerous for everyone—for me, for Erin, for Zach, for my family—and besides, it doesn’t matter, because she might be right. I had Zach back then, but there’s no reason for me to believe I could have him now.

      No reason to believe I could have him anymore.

      No matter how much I’m starting to want to.

      “He’s with Sonya.” I shrug. “Have you looked at her? She’s gorgeous, and she’s dangerous. I’m pretty sure anyone seduces her man at their peril.”

      “For that?” Dena grins. “I’d risk it all.”

      “Your problem is that you think about dick too much.” I glare at her. “Imagine what you could have accomplished by now if you weren’t always chasing a guy.”

      “Look what you have accomplished by chasing a guy,” Dena retorts. “Quite a bit, I’d say. Just look around you! You really landed a fucking whale.”

      “She sure did.” Erin chirps as she joins us. “We should all be so lucky.”

      I bite my tongue because I know better than to argue. I don’t want to start a fight with my sister in front of Dena and Zach anyway—Zach might be good at acting like the bodyguard furniture he’s supposed to be. Still, I know he’s hearing at least part of this conversation. Erin isn’t exactly good at keeping her voice down, either.

      My phone chimes and I glance down to see a text from Vincent, one that makes my stomach twist. “We should shower and get dressed before too long,” I say, swallowing hard. “Vincent just told me that he wants to take all three of us out to dinner tonight.”

      “Yeah!” Dena exclaims, clapping her hands. “I’m sure he’ll take us out somewhere awesome. He has such good taste.”

      “Right?” Erin grins, reaching for a bottle of water. “Rain, I don’t know why you always look so sad. This is like a fucking dream. Swimming in the pool, no work, just lounging around, and then getting dressed up to go out to a club, dinner, play, or anything you want. You’re like the queen of this place.”

      “If she’s the queen, does that make us the princesses?” Dena asks, laughing, and I notice a look creep across Erin’s face. It was weird and almost annoyed. I wonder if she dislikes Dena.

      “I think it does,” Erin says, smirking, as she takes another drink of her water.

      Vincent is waiting for us by the time we finish getting ready, downstairs at seven o’clock on the dot. I’m the first one down, and I don’t say anything as I walk into the room—just in time to catch a glimpse of and hear him talking to Zach.

      My heart pounds in my chest, and I scurry backward, slipping behind the doorjamb so I can hear what they’re saying. Neither of them has noticed me yet, and Vincent isn’t talking all that loudly, but it’s loud enough for me to hear.

      “What were they doing?”

      “Pretty much hung out by the pool.” Zach’s voice is casual, almost careless, and it sends a shiver of nervousness through me to hear him talk to Vincent that way, as if what he says doesn’t matter. It does. I want to scream at him; he’s dangerous, be careful.

      “By herself?”

      “No, with Erin and then that other girl who’s staying here, I can’t remember her name—”

      “Dena,” Vincent supplies, and I want to laugh. Dena would be horrified if she knew that not only had Zach not noticed her in any real way, he doesn’t even remember her name.

      “Yeah, Dena. She hung out with them for a while, and then they said they had to get ready to meet you. I assumed you didn’t want me watching them in the shower, so I stayed down here after that.”

      Zach’s voice is amused, but Vincent’s isn’t. I want to shout at him to take this more seriously, but maybe that’s his defense mechanism against Vincent—humor. I remember it being that when we were younger, when he’d hide out in the garage from his father, working on his car or lifting weights.

      “You were smart not to,” Vincent says stiffly. “But more to the point, did Poppy have lunch today?”

      My stomach twists, my face flaming with a sudden wash of humiliation. Hearing my fiancé ask my ex-boyfriend, the man who was once and still might be the love of my life, about whether or not I ate is so fucking embarrassing. And I have a feeling that it’s only going to get worse.

      “Um—yeah,” Zach says, and I can hear from his tone that the question is making him uncomfortable, too. “She did, with Erin.”

      “And what did she have?”

      Oh my god. I feel sick. It was one thing to have April reporting on me to Vincent, but Zach is so much worse.

      “I—I’m not actually sure,” Zach says slowly. “I didn’t notice. I assumed whatever she was eating, she was supposed to have.”

      Vincent makes a displeased noise in the back of his throat.  “I thought I was clear that I wanted you to pay attention to every detail and report it back to me. Poppy hasn’t been well. I need to make sure she is sticking to her plan. It’s for her own good, and you and April are here to make sure that she does what’s needed, as well as ensure her safety for her peace of mind and my own. Do you understand?”

      I close my eyes, leaning my head back against the doorjamb. I want to break down in tears and laugh hysterically all at once because Vincent has unwittingly made this all so much worse by making the man that I love one of my jailers, someone who is supposed to watch me and report on me to Vincent.

      “I’ll keep a better eye out,” Zach says neutrally.

      “You understand the importance of this?”

      There’s a pause, and I can almost hear Zach trying to figure out a diplomatic answer. “I understand that you’re just looking out for her.”

      “Good.” Vincent pauses. “Where is she, anyway?”

      “The three of them were upstairs getting ready.”

      I give myself a moment to breathe, to make sure my face doesn’t give away any of my feelings about what I’ve just heard, and so that they don’t think I’ve been lingering outside the door. But I don’t want Dena or Erin to catch me here either, so after a few seconds pass, I straighten, walking into the room with a smile plastered onto my face.

      I glide straight towards Vincent, and his eyes sweep over me appraisingly, an approving smile on his face. That expression doesn’t make me feel good so much as relieved because it means he likes the cobalt blue dress I’ve picked out for tonight, one with spaghetti straps and a lacy bodice and fluttery skirt along with my rose gold jewelry and nude heels, because it means he approves of my hair down and straightened and smooth, my light makeup, everything that I’ve done in hopes that it suits his mood for tonight when I had no idea what it would actually be.

      I don’t look at Zach, even though I want to. I want to know what he thinks of how I look tonight, if he thinks I’m too skinny or if he just notices the cleavage I have left in the sweetheart neckline of the dress, the way the skirt flows over my hips, the softness of my hair and the way the high heels make my legs look. He never once saw me in heels when we knew each other before. I didn’t even own a pair—he never saw me dressed up like this, either. I wore thrift store jeans and graphic tees and sneakers back then, and he loved me just the same. I wonder if he loves me like this too, or if he’d rather see me the way I was before, the old Rain, the one that belonged to him and no one else.

      I know if I look at him, his face will be carefully blank. I couldn’t expect anything else—that’s his armor, protecting him from Vincent and everything that Vincent would do if he knew what Zach and I once had. I’m almost glad that I can’t look at him because it would hurt more to see that, I think, than anything else. To be reminded of how well Zach can control himself around me, when all I want is for him to go crazy with desire, to knock Vincent out, to sweep me away from here because he can’t stand to see me in another man’s arms any longer.

      But that’s never been Zach. He’s always been careful and sensible, mindful of the best way to protect me, with a tight grip on his emotions. He wouldn’t put me in danger no matter what he felt.

      His entire life, he’s always protected me, and right now, he’s still doing it by hiding what he feels.

      Unless he just doesn’t feel anything for me anymore.

      “There you are!” Dena crows, sweeping into the room with Erin behind her and distracting me from my thoughts. Dena is wearing the dress she’d bought for the club afterparty and never gotten to wear, her hair loose and tumbling in thick black curls around her shoulders, her usual slash of red lipstick bold and bright on her full lips. Her eyes lock onto Zach immediately, a hungry look in them, and I feel that now-familiar flare of jealousy mixed with dry amusement when I remember that he didn’t even know her name.

      It’s Erin that makes me feel even worse, though. She’s wearing a very short, nude-colored bandage dress that fits her so tightly that it leaves nothing to the imagination, with straps so thin that it’s clear she can’t possibly be wearing a bra under it. It’s not really low-cut at least, the neckline cuts straight across her petite chest, but the skintight fit of the dress combined with the color and everything else she’s wearing with it—six-inch nude Louboutins, diamond chandelier earrings, and a full face of makeup complete with faux eyelashes—makes it way too sexy for her. She doesn’t look seventeen. She looks nineteen or twenty and absolutely drop-dead gorgeous. But that’s not the point. She’s too young to look like that.

      I open my mouth to say something—I can’t stop it; I’m so tired of everyone around me acting as if Erin morphing into a completely different person in a matter of weeks is okay—when Dena speaks first, interrupting me.

      “I helped Erin get ready. Doesn’t she look beautiful?” She’s speaking to Vincent, not to me, which makes me feel even worse—as if I’m invisible. As if no one even cares that I’m in the room.

      Until I glance over at Zach and see him looking at Erin, his mouth pressed together in a thin line as if he’s holding back what he wants to say as well, his eyes still carefully blank, but his jaw tense. And then he looks over at me, and our eyes meet.

      Just that, just seeing his blue gaze locked with mine, is enough to send a shiver down my spine, my entire body yearning towards his. It’s all I can do to stay in place, not to go to him, to remember that there are other people in the room, the precariousness of my situation.

      I love you, I want to scream, I want to grab him and shake him and ask him how the past years got away from us, how we could ever have thought we could stay apart, how the hell he can stand there and know that I’m going to marry someone else and not fucking do something about it?

      “She looks gorgeous,” Vincent says with a smile, and my attention snaps back to the conversation. “I think Manhattan has been good for you, Erin. You’ve really blossomed since you left Indiana.”

      Erin blushes, and I wrestle with my expression, trying not to frown, not to look upset. I feel the exact opposite. Of course, I don’t want Erin to “blossom” in the way she has. I want her to stay my little sister, sweet and innocent and hopeful.

      I don’t want her to become hard and conniving and greedy, like so many of the other women I’ve met since I’ve been with Vincent, the wives and mistresses of the men he works with.

      “Let’s go, ladies,” Vincent says with a charming smile, as if it’s making his whole night that he’s going out to dinner with three beautiful women. To be honest, it probably is, and at one time I would have been hurt by the fact that I’m not enough for him, but now it just makes me sick. He’s entitled and arrogant and believes he’s owed everything. That’s why I could never be enough. There was never a chance of that.

      I just wish I’d seen it sooner.

      We end up at Vincent’s favorite Italian restaurant—unsurprisingly, he chose where we would go without asking anyone else’s opinion, least of all mine—but both Dena and Erin are thrilled. Dena is better at looking as if she’s used to being taken around to five-star restaurants regularly, but even her eyes widen as we walk in. Erin looks around wide-eyed at the décor, which is admittedly beautiful. It’s all done in elegant mahogany and black wrought iron, everything gleaming, the chairs and booths upholstered in velvet.

      The hostess leads us to our table, and Vincent orders a bottle of wine. “What would you like, Erin?” he asks, smiling indulgently at her.

      “A peach bellini,” Erin says, and the waitress nods, not bothering to ask for Erin’s ID. Once again, I want to protest, but all I can think about is how many times I drank while out with Vincent before I’d turned twenty-one. I’d loved it, just like Erin does, feeling important and special that the man I was with could ensure I could do anything I wanted—but at least I hadn’t been a minor! I’d been nineteen when we started dating, too young to be drinking and doing all of the things we had, but not a high-schooler still.

      We all open our menus; I look nervously down at mine. Even though I don’t think Vincent would go as far as to tell me what to eat out in public—he doesn’t like to appear controlling to others—I know I’ll hear about it when we got home. As the waitress comes back with our drinks, Vincent orders a charcuterie board, mussels in red sauce, and calamari as appetizers, and my stomach rumbles, because all of that sounds fucking delicious. It makes me want to cry that I know I can only pick at it. It’s even worse once it arrives because I carefully take only a tiny bit of each. However, the prosciutto is the best I’ve ever had, paired with a tangy cheese, and the calamari is crisp and perfect. I want to devour it—I’m starving after my workout this morning and the “meal” of salad and thinly sliced chicken with almonds that came after it—but I restrain myself.

      On the other hand, Erin takes only a small slice of cheese as well and a sliver of salami. “Don’t you want to try the calamari?” Vincent asks, nudging the plate towards her. “They have the best here, very tender.”

      I seethe at that, at him encouraging Erin to eat when I’m starving, but it’s even worse when Erin just shakes her head.

      “No, I’m trying to be more conscious about what I’m eating,” she says primly, taking a small nibble of the cheese, like a fucking mouse. “I see how hard it’s been for Rain, with her diet and exercise, and I don’t want to have to worry about slimming down. I’d rather just get on top of it now, you know?”

      She looks at me as she says that last, smiling sweetly, and it’s all I can do not to visibly recoil. The hurt pierces my chest, flowing through me like a shock, and I bite my lower lip hard to keep the tears from welling up. It’s not the most hurtful thing she’s said to me, that was back in Italy, but it still feels like a slap in the face. I want my sister back, and I don’t know what happened to her, where she’s gone, why Erin has changed so much so quickly. Can it really just be that she resents me for leaving, for having all of this?

      “That’s smart,” Vincent says with a proud smile. “Good for you.”

      Dena is picking at her food too, the majority of it either still on the plates simmering in the middle of the table or on Vincent’s, and I want to scream, to shove it all off of the table onto the floor, to yell that this is ridiculous, the three of us sitting here daintily nibbling on cheeses as if we’re not hungry while Vincent presides over all of it like a king with his obedient harem.

      My eyes well up with tears, and I look away quickly, taking another sip of my wine to try to hide it.

      “You know, I have some contacts at Columbia,” Vincent is saying to Erin. “I know you’re supposed to start college soon, I could see about bypassing the admissions process for you. That, or NYU, if you’re interested. Have you thought about what you want to study?”

      “I really love photography,” Erin says, all of her attention on him. I hold my breath, waiting for Vincent to turn it around, to tell her how college isn’t important, how she should focus on finding a good husband and being a good wife, all of the things he’s spouted to me to kill my dream of going into a writing program and becoming an author, of having my own career.

      “I take photos pretty much everywhere I go—ordinary things, unusual things—anything that I think would make a good picture, really,” Erin continues. “And I’m really interested in how design in social media advertising affects sales and products…”

      Vincent looks at her for a moment. “Well, I think that’s fantastic,” he says finally. “College is important, especially for a smart young woman like yourself. You should follow your dreams and do what you love—there’s nothing more fulfilling in life, really. You can accomplish whatever you want.”

      And just like that, my appetite is completely gone. I press my lips together, trying to fix my expression before Vincent can see. But he isn’t paying attention to me. I was worried that he might influence Erin away from school, tell her that finding wealth and security was more important. But instead, he’s saying the exact opposite of what he said to me, that I didn’t need it, that he’d provide everything for me, that I should be practical and accept that the likelihood of my succeeding was slim. And yet, here he is, telling Erin that she can succeed at whatever she sets her mind to.

      It’s not fair, I want to scream. A few months ago, I might have thought that his views had changed, that he was telling the truth when he said he just wanted me to take one thing at a time, to wait until my father was better and my life was more settled, but I don’t believe any of that now. He’s trapped me, and now he’s turned his attentions to Erin, lavishing her with attention—why? As a way to punish me, by giving her what he’s withholding from me?

      No. It’s not that at all. He’s doing it out of some sick, twisted idea of love, just like he said that my father getting sick was fate, that it bound us together, made sure we would be in love forever. Him spoiling my sister, giving her everything he’s denying me, getting her into college, encouraging her, just another way of him showing his love for me. See, he’d probably say if I complained, you don’t appreciate anything I do for your family, Poppy. I’m just trying to help them, the way you wanted. To show you how much I care.

      I pass the rest of the dinner mostly in silence. I order a seafood risotto and nibble at it as I listen to Erin and Vincent talk about the pros and cons of different colleges. Dena chimes in, too, mentioning her own degree that she’s never used because she wants exactly what I have, to be the pampered, spoiled trophy wife of some rich man, regardless of how he treats her.

      She’s sitting across the table from Vincent, and I see his eyes flicking to her throughout the meal. Every time he looks at her, she beams, tossing her hair over one shoulder, seductively brushing the edge of her wine glass over her lips, pursing them around her fork with every delicate bite. “You’re so kind, Vincent,” she says finally when Vincent and Erin have a break in their conversation. “Everything you’ve given Rain and her family and me, and everything you continue to do—you really are so different from any other man I’ve met.”

      I want to throw up, but Vincent is glowing. “That’s so nice of you to say, Dena.” He grins. “But how could I not want to lavish affection and beautiful things on three such gorgeous women? I’m the lucky one, having all of you out with me tonight.”

      I don’t say anything, and I catch the narrowed look that Vincent throws my way, but he doesn’t say anything then or on the ride home. I know he’s going to bring it up as soon as we’re upstairs, though, and sure enough, the moment we walk through the door of our bedroom, he grabs my elbow and spins me around to face him.

      “You were sullen tonight, Poppy,” he says sharply. “How many times do we have to have this discussion about your attitude? What are you, jealous that I did something nice for your sister and friend?”

      “No.” I try to pull free of his grasp, but he’s holding my elbow so tightly that it hurts. There’s no chance of me getting free. “But I do want to talk to you about Erin.”

      “Christ.” Vincent glares at me. “What is it now, Poppy? You’re ruining the evening, first with your behavior at dinner, and now this.” His face darkens, his eyes narrowing as he glares at me.

      “I just—the prepped meals being sent here for Erin too, I think it’s a bad idea. She’s only seventeen; she doesn’t need to be dieting. I’m worried it will give her an eating disorder—she should be encouraged to listen to her body and eat what she wants, not stick to a really low-calorie diet—”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Vincent’s upper lip curls. “Just because you’d eat like a little cow without supervision doesn’t mean everyone wants to, Poppy. I’m very impressed that your sister understands the importance of maintaining a good figure now. Men like a woman who doesn’t overindulge. It’s been hard to break you of that habit.”

      “I don’t—I’m not—Erin’s only seventeen, Vincent, and she’s acting so much older and thinking about things that she doesn’t need to yet—”

      “And yet she understands this world better than you do already,” Vincent sneers. “What will it take for you to learn, Poppy?” He pulls me forward suddenly, up close to him so that our bodies are almost touching, and his hand slides into my hair, his palm against my cheek.

      “I’ve tried so hard with you, Poppy. I think it’s time you understand better what your place is here, what it takes to keep me happy and satisfied. That it’s your job as my fiancée to please me, not the other way around.”

      My heart is pounding in my chest, and I bite my lip hard to keep from crying because I know it will only make things worse. “I’m sorry, Vincent, I just didn’t think—”

      Vincent’s thumb moving over my cheekbone is almost tender, his voice gentle in a way that’s completely at odds with everything he’s saying. “Of course you didn’t think, Poppy,” he says gently. “That’s why you have me, to do that thinking for you. And right now, it’s time for a lesson in pleasing your future husband.” He gestures towards the dresser. “Go pick out some lingerie. Nothing black.”

      I hesitate, feeling my stomach churn with nervousness and uncertainty as to what’s about to happen. “What—”

      “Now!” He thunders, his voice raised, and I shrink back as he pushes me away from him, making a beeline for the dresser with my hands shaking.

      I grab the first thing I see, a light pink babydoll chemise that ties in front of my breasts and is open the rest of the way down, with a matching sheer thong folded in with it. “Is this okay?” I ask, holding it up and willing my voice not to tremble, and Vincent smiles coldly, striding towards the bed and sitting on the edge.

      “It’ll do,” he says, shrugging. “Strip and put it on.”

      I can see the growing desire in his face already, and it makes me sick, knowing that he probably doesn’t really want me. He just likes controlling me, being able to force me into whatever he has planned for tonight. I can see him getting hard as I strip out of my dress and jewelry quickly, slipping into the lingerie. By the time I’m in it, Vincent has undone his belt and the front of his slacks, his hand moving slowly inside as he plays with himself lazily.

      “Leave the heels on,” he says. “Come here.”

      I nod shakily, walking towards him on unsteady legs, hoping I don’t do something to make him even angrier, like trip or fall. As I walk towards him, he unbuttons his shirt with one hand, letting it fall open to reveal his muscular chest. “Get on your knees, Poppy,” he says. “I don’t want your mouth yet, just your hand.”

      I nod mutely, sinking to my knees and reaching for him. His cock throbs against my palm, outrageously hard, hot and already slick at the tip, and I know by now how much this turns him on, knowing that I’m completely in his power, thinking that this is some sick kind of lovemaking, where he tells me what to do, and I have no choice but to comply.

      “Slowly, Poppy. Yes, that feels good,” he groans as I start to run my hand up and down. “It’s about to get so much better—”

      I blink up at him, confused. What’s about to get better? I start to ask him what he means, but then I hear the sound of the door opening. I jump, jerking my hand away automatically as my heart leaps into my throat, and I turn to see who’s coming into our room this late at night. It makes no sense. No one would come in here without knocking—

      And then I see who’s standing in the doorway. My heart drops, and I can’t get rid of the horrified look that has to be on my face.

      Dena is standing there, wearing black lace lingerie, a see-through lace bra that pushes her full breasts up, and a tiny pair of scalloped lace panties, all of it perfectly matching her thick black hair and setting off her pale curvy figure to perfection, and it hits me then why he’d told me not to wear black.

      A wave of nausea washes over me because even as naïve as I am, I know what’s coming next. I’m not stupid, and I know the kinds of things men fantasize about. I’ve heard way too many guys talk about how much they want a threesome, how badly they want to watch two girls together, how it’s their favorite type of porn. But for them, it’s just a fantasy. They’re barely enough to keep one girl happy, let alone two.

      Yet, Vincent has the power to make anything he wants happen. A fantasy for another man is his reality. He can snap his fingers and make us do anything he wants.

      But from the look on Dena’s face, I’m not sure that he’s making her do anything. Her expression is sultry, her makeup darkened from when we were out at dinner, so she looks every bit the seductress that I know she fancies herself to be. She walks into the room, and I can see the heat in Vincent’s face, the satisfaction at what he knows is going to happen.

      I’m so stunned at seeing Dena walk into the room that it takes a second for me to react as Vincent grabs a fistful of my hair, holding my head in place as he wraps his hand around his cock, pulling me closer between his legs. “Do you know why Dena is in here?” he asks me, and for a second, I’m too shocked to answer.

      “Answer me, Poppy,” he snaps, slapping the tip of his cock against my cheek. “Why is your friend in here?”

      “Because you want to watch us have sex?” I venture, the words sticking in my throat. I’m not attracted to women at all. Even if I’d wanted to experiment, it wouldn’t be like this, with my fiancé forcing a threesome between me and a girl that I’m not sure is even really my friend but who pretends to be.

      “Yes, Poppy,” Vincent says dryly, his voice thick with sarcasm. “I want to watch the two of you fuck. I want her to suck my cock while you lick her pussy and make her moan while I’m deep in her throat. I want her to eat you out while I fuck her. But you know what else I want?”

      I swallow hard, my heart in my throat, my pulse pounding so fast that I think I might pass out. His hand is wrapped so tightly in my hair that it pulls at my scalp, and I’m terrified of saying the wrong thing, of making it clear to him how much I don’t want this to happen. But maybe that wouldn’t even matter anymore. He would just get off on it more.

      “What?” I whisper. “What do you want?”

      “I’m not satisfied with keeping my flowers in other apartments anymore. I’m tired of having to leave my home when I want something other than your complaining and your sour face.”

      I look up at him, momentarily confused. “You want Daisy to come live with us? Or one of the others?” I don’t know any of the others by name, but I’m sure Daisy isn’t the only one. Just the one I found out about.

      “No, Poppy.” He smiles, letting go of my hair suddenly and stroking it, turning from rough to gentle in the space of a moment. “I want Rose here to live with us.”

      “Rose?” I ask dumbly, and then I realize that he means Dena. “Wait—Dena is one of your flowers?” My stomach clenches again, my heart sinking down to my toes.

      Of course, I think numbly. Dena always defended Vincent, always worshipped him and his money. She always thought I was being ungrateful, just like Vincent berates me for time and time again. So if he wanted her, why wouldn’t she jump at it? For all I know, she’s thrilled about this.

      But I know one thing for sure, she’s not my friend now, if she ever was at all.

      Vincent lets out an irritated huff. “Yes. Rose. I thought that was an apt name, with her penchant for red lipstick. And tonight, I want to see those red lips kissing you, eating you out, wrapped around my cock. I want to watch the two of you play, and then we’ll all play together. And since she’s going to live here now, you’re going to see how a grateful girl gets treated.” His hand smooths over my hair, slides around to grip my chin, lifting it so that I’m looking directly up at him. “I’m going to spoil her while I punish you, until you learn to be grateful. Until you learn that not everyone thinks that pleasing me is a chore, that some women appreciate all I have to offer them.”

      My throat feels tight, every part of me screaming at me to run, but I know I can’t. There’s nowhere for me to go, and besides, Erin is here. There are so many reasons why I’m trapped, and I don’t know when I let them pile up, but it’s all I can do to hold it together. “Please, Vincent, I’m sorry—” I know begging won’t help, but I have to try. When I glance at Dena, I can see a vaguely uncomfortable expression pass over her face. It’s gone in a second, but I know I saw it, and I have a moment’s hope that she doesn’t really want this either.

      But it doesn’t matter. Vincent grabs my hair again, yanking me up to my feet as I cry out in pain and shoving me onto the bed. “Stop whining!” he snaps. “You’re lucky I’m even including you in this. I could have fucked Rose on her own, but I thought you’d like it better if I didn’t always leave you out, if I made this something we did together instead of just me sleeping with my other flowers. But you can’t be happy with anything, can you, Poppy?” He reaches for Dena then as I climb onto the bed, trying not to cry as he pulls her into his arms, his hand sliding gently into her hair.

      When he kisses her, it’s all I can do not to burst into tears. Not because I’m jealous or because I don’t like seeing him with another girl—I’m way past loving him or being jealous of anyone else who’s with him. But the tenderness in that kiss, the way he caresses her, kissing her mouth gently and sweetly, even passionately, reminds me of how we used to be. It reminds me of the first weeks we spent together before I started to realize how controlling he was, the months before I knew how bad it could really get.

      And it reminds me of what I used to have with Zach, too. It makes me think of how much I long to be kissed like that again, not by Vincent but by a man I loved—and still love—so much more than I ever loved Vincent. I want it so much it hurts, and every moment of this awful night just underscores all over again how much I’ve lost and how different things are now.

      Dena moans softly as he kisses her, her hand moving between them to undress him the rest of the way, stroking him as I watch, unable to tear my eyes away. I feel like I’m in some kind of nightmare, some alternate universe, and that doesn’t change as Vincent leads her over to the bed, helping her onto it in a very different way than he shoved me a few moments ago and then joining the two of us.

      “You’re going to watch me make your friend come, Poppy,” he says, pushing Dena’s thighs apart. “And you’re going to touch yourself while I do it, and think about how it could be you, how I could be licking you right now, bringing you so much pleasure the way I used to. But bad little flowers don’t get their pussies eaten. Good flowers do. And Rose is a good flower, aren’t you, baby?” He runs his hands over Dena’s waist, and she nods.

      “Yes baby,” she breathes, not looking at me. “I’ll be good for you, Vincent, so fucking good—oh!” She cries out as his fingers slide between her legs, and I watch in frozen horror as Vincent kisses her inner thigh, his lips sliding upwards as he looks over at me.

      “I told you to touch yourself, Poppy! Can’t you fucking do anything right?”

      Hastily, I slide my hand underneath my sheer pink thong. I’ve never been less turned on in my life, but I know better than to keep defying Vincent. I move my hand just enough to make him think that I’m playing with myself. At the same time, he starts to go down on Dena. I fight back the tears of frustration and embarrassment as she starts to moan, her hands digging into the sheets as he brings her closer and closer to the brink of an orgasm.

      I squeeze my eyes tightly shut, only for Vincent to lift his head long enough to snap at me to open them, to watch, before he dives between Dena’s thighs again. The sounds fill the room—her moans of pleasure, the wet sounds of him licking her, fingering her, sounds that should be erotic but just make me feel worse and worse until finally, Dena’s moans reach a loud crescendo. I finally know what my former friend sounds like when she orgasms.

      I should have known she’d be a screamer.

      He looks at me over Dena’s thigh before thrusting his fingers into her again and continuing. I know he’s doing this on purpose, giving her more pleasure than I could ever imagine while he forces me to watch.

      He makes her come twice more as I pretend to touch myself and watch, faking a moan occasionally for his benefit. Maybe he’ll be too horny and just fuck one of us and get it over with, I think desperately, but I should have known better.

      Vincent comes up for air, rolling onto his back in the space between us and licking his lips. “Your friend is delicious, Poppy,” he growls, his muscular body sinking back into the pillows as he reaches for his cock. “Now it’s my turn. I want both of your mouths on me.”

      Hesitantly I move towards him, grateful that he’s not making me do anything with Dena yet. Maybe I can even get away without sex. Two girls going down on him at once has got to be hot enough to make him come quickly, right?

      Dena meets my eyes, and I can see that vaguely troubled expression there, hidden by the glazed look of a woman who just had three orgasms.

      Why is she doing this?

      For fucking money and connections. Our friendship wasn’t worth anything compared to that.

      “Fuck yes,” Vincent growls, his hands smoothing over our hair as Dena takes him in her mouth, my tongue running along his shaft. “Perfect. One blonde, one brunette. One thin, one curvy. No matter what I have a taste for, I have it here waiting for me. Fuck that’s good,” he moans again as Dena sucks him.

      I try to zone out and go through the motions of giving him a blowjob, just with some added help. But Vincent has always had a lot of staying power in bed, something that I loved once upon a time. I felt like it meant he was passionate, caring, a tender lover who didn’t just want to shove his dick inside of me unceremoniously and then come. But now I wish he’d just get it over with.

      “Fuck,” Vincent groans, reaching out to push both of our mouths away. “That’s too fucking good.” He sits up, his hand wrapping around his shaft and squeezing hard. “Kiss,” he orders, nodding at the two of us. “I want to watch the two of you make out.”

      Dena and I eye each other, and I can see the hesitation in her face. I don’t know if she’s into girls at all or not, but there’s never been the slightest sexual vibe between us, so if she is, then I don’t think I’m her type. She doesn’t want me—she wants Vincent, and she’s going along with this to make him happy. As she moves towards me, I close my eyes, trying to be anywhere else.

      I can’t ignore how her mouth feels on mine, though. It’s not terrible—soft and warm and gentler than any man I’ve ever kissed, and as I gingerly reach up to touch her face, I don’t hate the feeling of her smooth skin under my fingertips—but I’m not aroused by it.

      At all.

      Nothing about this does anything for me sexually. I don’t know if it’s turning Dena on—she’s doing a good job of faking it if not, moaning softly and running her hands over my body, but Vincent is fucking loving it. I can hear him stroking himself faster, groaning.

      “Fuck yes. God, that’s so fucking hot, the two of you—good girl Poppy, see how good it can be when you do what I ask. Doesn’t her mouth feel so fucking good?” He doesn’t wait for an answer before continuing.

      “Lay back, Poppy, let Rose show you what else that mouth can do. I want to watch her eat you out, and then I’m going to fuck her while she makes you come.”

      Dena starts to push me back towards the pillows, her hands sliding down to my hips, but at that moment, something inside of me snaps.

      I’ve been able to shut myself off so many times now while Vincent fucked me, pretending to be somewhere else until it was over, but something about him trying to force Dena to go down on me brings everything inside of me to a grinding halt. I push myself up and push Dena away from me, bile rising up in the back of my throat.

      I scramble off of the bed, shaking my head fiercely. “No,” I whisper, and then louder, “no!”

      Vincent’s hand goes still, and Dena stays where she is, kneeling in the middle of the bed with her face suddenly uncertain.

      “What did you say, Poppy?” Vincent asks, his voice suddenly dark, but I ignore it. I know nothing good is going to come from this, but I can’t.

      I just can’t go on. I can’t keep doing this.

      I don’t care what he does next, I think miserably. I’m not going to let him push me into this. I won’t do it.

      “I’m not going to do it,” I say, lifting my chin. “You can make me do all kinds of things, Vincent, you can make me stay, give up college, marry you, fuck you whenever you want, be your good little flower and wife because of everything you do for my family, but you can’t make me fuck my friend just because you want to watch it. Get her to fuck one of your other flowers because I’m not doing it.” I’m crying now, tears streaming down my face, but I refuse to give in, and I keep my chin up defiantly, glaring at him through my tears. “I don’t like women, and if I did, she’s my friend. I don’t want to do this. I’m not doing it.”

      I expect rage. I expect him to fly off the handle and scream at me, to punish me, hit me, hurt me or in some way, force me. But instead, he just laughs, leaning back against the pillows with an amused look on his face.

      “Fine,” he says, shrugging, and I stare at him, not quite able to believe what I’m hearing. A sliver of pride goes through me. Is this all it took? For me to stand my ground and say no. Could this be the first sign of me changing things with us?

      “But if you won’t fuck each other,” he says coolly, nodding at Dena, “then fuck each other up.”

      I stare at him, trying to make sense of what he’s saying. “What—do you mean—”

      “Fight. That should be amusing. Go for it. But do something before I decide to be angry about your little refusal.”

      “What?” I’m horrified. He can’t be serious.

      “Vincent, you can’t be—”

      Before I can even move, Dena’s off the bed in a flash, and she tackles me, taking me down to the floor as she straddles me in her black lingerie, her hair in a messy cloud around her face.

      “There you go, Rose, that’s my girl!” Vincent crows, clearly entertained by this. “Show little Poppy what happens when flowers don’t behave.”

      I’m stunned. All of the air knocked out of me.

      Where the hell am I?

      This is a nightmare!

      But Dena’s hands gripping my hair and pulling wakes me up and reminds me that this is real. I gasp for breath; something else fills me, something I’ve felt glimmers of before but never really given into.

      Pure, hot rage.

      I lunge upwards, grabbing a fistful of Dena’s hair. She recoils in shock, reacting by slapping me hard, her nails digging in towards the bottom of my cheek. And then suddenly, we’re fighting in a way that isn’t cutesy or reluctant, in a way that I never knew I could fight.

      We slap and claw at each other, hands grabbing at arms, hair, lingerie, until my babydoll nightie is torn and she has nail marks running down one arm. She rears back, slapping me hard across the face again as I try to grab her hair. As the slap brings tears to my eyes and splits my lip open, I react without thinking, angrier than I think I’ve ever been in my life.

      It’s not so much Dena I’m furious at. I’m furious with Vincent for everything he’s done to me, everything he’s blackmailing me with, for trying to make me fuck Dena, for making me do this. I’m angry at Zach for being with another woman and for hanging back and watching all of this happen. I’m angry at Erin for falling into Vincent’s trap and treating me like shit when I’ve gone through so much hell for her. Yes, I’m pissed at Dena, too, for not telling Vincent no, for letting her social-climbing, money-grubbing desires take precedence over whatever friendship we had.

      All of that channels into me as I throw her over onto her back; my fist is connecting squarely with her jaw as I punch her in the face, dragging her head back with a hand wrapped in her hair so that I make a solid hit.

      Dena cries out, her yell of pain filling the room, and I realize in a daze that she’s bleeding from her lip too, a bruise already darkening on her chin.

      “Stop!” Vincent scrambles off of the bed, pushing between us and grabbing Dena. “What the fuck is wrong with you, Poppy?” he hisses, shoving me backward so that I fall on my ass onto the floor, and gathering Dena into his arms.

      “Shh,” he whispers to her, stroking her hair as she buries her face in his chest, crying so hard that her shoulders are shaking. “What the fuck, Poppy? This is your friend. Why the hell would you behave like a fucking animal?” He stares at me, shock and disappointment written so clearly across his face that you’d think I attacked Dena out of nowhere, instead of him making us fight.

      He’s a fucking sociopath, I think with horror, staring at him from my place on the floor. He’s fucking insane. I’m trapped in this house with an insane man, forced to marry him soon, and this is what it’s escalated to.

      “I’ll take care of you, Rose. It’s over now, shh. I’ll clean you up in just a minute.” He strokes Dena’s hair, cuddling her and soothing her as he glares at me. “Go to Dena’s room,” he orders me, his eyes dark with fury.

      “Now, Poppy! And make sure you sleep on the floor, like the fucking animal that you are. I’m going to come and check, so don’t even think about disobeying me. Curl up at the foot of her bed, on the floor like a dog, since you want to act like a goddamn bitch.”

      Dena is sobbing in his arms, and I can’t remember the last time I was so angry; angry and humiliated, my entire body flushed and hot, and my face and scalp burning from the slaps and pulled hair and nails in my cheek, my arms bruised from all the grabbing and fighting. I feel completely broken, embarrassed beyond belief. I wrap my arms around myself, pushing myself to my feet as I bite back the offensive words I want to spit out at him; if you don’t want me, if I’m so horrible, why don’t you just let me go? Just fucking marry Dena since she wants this, since she wants you. Coddle her and spoil her, and she’ll love it, just fucking let me leave.

      But he won’t do that, and it does no good to say anything about it. I know that now.

      “Oh, Poppy?” Vincent’s voice calls out as I turn to walk out of the room, and I look back at him, struggling not to let my anger and humiliation show on my face.

      He holds up the case that contains my birth control pills, the last month I have since I need to go and pick up a refill.

      It’s empty.

      “I had Andrea flush these this morning,” he says casually. “The wedding is being moved up. You’re going to spend the day with Dena and Erin and my mother tomorrow, looking for your dress and preparing for it. After all, my father’s health is still poor, and I’m worried he might not live to see me get married. What a shame that would be.”

      I stare at him in mute horror. “What—what does that have to do with my birth control?” But I already know the answer.

      “I told you that you’d be getting pregnant as soon as possible, after the wedding. You need something to keep you busy, Poppy, something to remind you of your place in this house as my wife and the mother of my children.” He smiles coldly at me. “You’re going to take my cock every night after our wedding, if that’s what it takes, until you’re pregnant. And then I’ll have Rose here to keep me happy in the meantime.” He shudders, still holding her. “There’s nothing attractive about a fat pregnant woman. But Rose will be happy to take your place, and—” he trails off. “Well, we’ll talk about that another time.”

      Cold horror sweeps over me at the thought of not only being trapped in a marriage with Vincent, but pregnant with his baby. I try desperately to think of a way to avoid this new hell, to get out of it. Still, he’s already holding the empty case, my pills are long gone, and I know better than to think I’ll be able to get new ones without his knowing about it. My only hope for sneaking it, Dena or Erin, is long since gone.

      I’m completely alone. There’s no one who can help me.

      “I’m ready for a child,” Vincent says firmly. “We’ll be married within the next two weeks, and I need an heir. So you’ll provide me with a son, and if you don’t get it right the first time, I’ll keep you pregnant until you do.”

      I try to think of an excuse, anything. I’m still not feeling well. I just got back into shape. Do you really want me to gain weight? I’m too young. I want to go back to school. I’m not ready. I pick through each of them, trying to think what might hold weight with him.

      But I know there’s nothing. I had never really thought about having children before he told me that he wanted them in Italy, but that doesn’t matter. There had always been a vague idea in the back of my mind that I might, one day, but there had always been so many things in front of it that I’d never really examined whether I truly wanted them or not. There had been finding a place to live and a job and then thinking about school, a career, financial stability. And then, of course, falling in love, getting married…so many steps before the idea of a child even could come into existence. Vincent and I had never talked about it until Italy, either, and even with the financial stability that had come with him, and even though our marriage was looming on the horizon, I had figured that I had years to decide if I wanted them or not before he’d said that. Vincent wasn’t the paternal type, and with his womanizing and business deals, I’d thought I had time. Even after he’d said in Italy that he planned for us to start trying after the wedding, I’d pushed it to the back of my mind, hoping I could talk him out of it.

      But of course, he’s going to force the issue. Of course, he’s going to insist on a child, not because he wants to be a father, but because he wants someone to hand over his accomplishments to, eventually, someone to be in awe of him. He wants to carbon copy himself because there’s nothing he loves more. And of course, he expects me to carry and have this child, mother it, and do the work of raising it while he fucks any hot young thing he can convince to get into bed with him in the meantime.

      While he fucks my former friend right under my nose, maybe even right next to me.

      He’s going to trap me more completely than ever, because once I have his child, I know for a fact that I will never, ever get away from him.

      The bitterness washes over me all over again, mixed with fear. I’m not ready for this. I don’t know if I ever would have been, even with someone I loved. And I don’t love Vincent anymore.

      That’s the one thing I’m absolutely certain of.

      I walk out of the room in a daze, heading down the hall towards Dena’s room. It’s right next to Sonya and Zach’s, I realize, and a sick feeling washes over me because I don’t want to hear them together. I don’t want him to see me like this, in my torn lingerie, my lip bleeding, my arms bruised, all of me a complete disaster.

      But, to my fucking horror, he’s coming down the hall in the opposite direction, and the moment he sees me, he speeds up, rushing towards me with widened eyes.

      I have a moment, somewhere in between all the pain and fear and anger and embarrassment, of pure happiness, because Zach is running towards me again, his expression worried for me, his entire being focused on me, and for a brief second, I can forget about everything that just happened and lose myself in that.

      And then he skids to a stop, far enough away to not be inappropriate. My heart drops again as I remember where I am, and who I am to him now, and who he can never be to me again.

      “What the fuck, Rain?” Zach says, his voice low as he looks around the hallway. “You look like you got into a fight.”

      “I did,” I say, my voice clipped.

      “Was it Vincent?” Zach’s voice drops another octave, and I see his shoulders tense, that muscle in his jaw leap.

      What if it was? I want to cry out. What if I told you Vincent hurt me? What if I told you that it wasn’t him tonight, but it’s been him on other nights, hurting me, grabbing me, forcing me to have sex with him that I didn’t want? What if I told you about the lying and the cheating and what he just tried to make me do and what he did make me do? What would you do about it Zach, would you help me? Would you do any fucking thing at all?

      I don’t say any of that. “It wasn’t him. It was Dena,” I mumble instead. “It’s fine. I’m going to shower.” I’m not, but it’s as good an excuse as any.

      “In her room?” Zach looks confused. He looks back down the hall towards the open door of our suite and then back at me. I can see him trying to piece it all together.

      

      I look at Zach, and I know he can see the tear tracks outlined down my face, black mascara all down my cheeks, and when his eyes meet mine, for just a moment, the careful blankness that he always wears like armor slips away. I see the sadness in his gaze too.

      Strangely, that gives me hope. Because if he’s not happy—maybe he’ll do something. Maybe something could change.

      Don’t be an idiot.

      “I’m in hell,” I tell him flatly, my voice wavering as I reach out to open the door to Dena’s room. “And there’s no way out.”

      Before I can step forward, his hand shoots out, covering mine on the door handle, and he looks down at me, his bright blue eyes awash with the same misery that’s in mine.

      “Rain.” He says my name softly, but it feels like it pierces right through me, my whole chest aching and hollow at the sound of him saying it like that, after all these years, after so long.

      “Zach.” I can’t bring myself to use his fake name. I look up into his eyes, and I want to tumble into them, fall and keep falling, to go up on my tiptoes and kiss him with my bruised and bleeding mouth, and let him heal my bruised and bleeding heart.

      I want to go back, and I know we can’t. Still, just the warm pressure of his hand over mine makes me want to pretend just for a minute, to lose myself in something that would feel so good, when everything else around me feels so bad.

      “No Rain,” he whispers. “We can’t, it’s—” But his hand doesn’t leave mine. It lingers, warm and heavy, and I wonder if he’s worried about getting caught because right now I’m not. What else can happen to me? What can Vincent do besides throw me out? I can’t quite bring myself to care anymore, even with everything that would come crashing down if he did.

      “Zach.” I look up at him, sniffing back tears. “Zach, I miss you—”

      His hand jerks back, and I can see the ripple that goes through his body, the struggle as he forces himself to back off, to stop touching me, to halt all of this in its tracks before it can go any further.

      “My name is Chase,” he says, but there’s no sharpness to it this time, no cutting edge. He just backs away, shaking his head sadly. “I’m sorry, Rain.”

      And then he disappears into the room next door, leaving me there in the hall.

      I can’t risk disobeying Vincent again, so I curl up into a ball on the floor at the foot of Dena’s bed, dragging an extra pillow and a throw blanket off of it to cover myself with. I huddle as tightly as I can, crying, feeling my heart crack and shatter even though I’d thought there was nothing left to break.

      “I want you,” I whisper it to the empty room, to Zach, really, but he’s not here to hear it. “I miss you, I want you, I love you—” the words are hardly even words, broken up by my sobs, until I’ve cried myself half to sleep on the thick carpet of the floor.

      I’m awoken at some point, I don’t know how long after I fall into a miserable half-sleep, by the sound of Vincent’s heavy footfalls. “Rose is asleep, finally, after what you did to her,” he growls. “You owe me a fucking nut!”

      He rolls me onto his back, and I realize he’s in pajama pants and nothing else, pants that he yanks down to his hips as he tears the pink thong off of me, the strings that hold it on biting into my hips as he rips it away. I cry out, pushing at his chest, but he covers my mouth with his hand, forcing my thighs apart and his rock-hard erection into me as he shoves deep and fast, plunging into me so hard that it hurts.

      My cries are muffled by his hand, and I hope that if Zach hears me that he knows they’re cries of pain and not pleasure, and then at the same time, I hope he can’t hear them at all, because after seeing that look in his eyes I don’t know if I want him to know anymore how much pain I’m in, how much Vincent has hurt me, how much he’s still hurting me.

      I don’t want Zach to be hurt by all of this, too.

      It goes on for what feels like forever. I go limp under the onslaught until Vincent finally comes inside of me in a hot rush, and I feel it trickling down my thighs, hot and sticky as he pulls out.

      “Don’t you fucking get up until the morning,” he hisses. “I don’t care if you have to pee, I don’t care if you need to throw up, I don’t care what happens. You keep my cum inside of you, Poppy, and be grateful that I came and fucked you tonight instead of one of my other flowers. You start trying to get pregnant tonight.”

      And then he leaves me there, my lip bleeding all over again from his hand smashed roughly against the split, his cum wet on my thighs, and my whole body aching with pain.

      When the door slams, I start to cry all over again, and this time, I don’t fall asleep.

      
        
        ---

      

      

      I look like hell the next morning. I must have slept at some point because I’m awoken by Andrea’s toe digging into my shoulder, nudging me awake none too gently as she looks down at me with plain disgust.

      “Mr. Jamison has already left for the day. He said to tell you that you can go back to your room to shower. But get out of this one. The maids need to start cleaning for the day.”

      I get to my feet slowly, feeling every muscle stiff and sore from the fight and then sleeping on the floor. My lip is swollen and throbbing, my cheek hurts from the slap and Dena’s nails, and my arms throb from the bruises. I haven’t been in this much physical pain in a long time, but it feels like nothing compared to the pain in my chest, my shattered heart making me feel as if I’m bleeding out all over.

      I wrap the throw blanket around myself, not wanting to walk down the hall and run into anyone in my torn lingerie and missing panties, and stumble down to the master suite. I’m terrified that Dena will still be in my bed when I walk in, but it’s empty, neatly made already.

      As I walk into the bathroom, dropping the throw blanket and yanking off the remainder of the lingerie as quickly as I can, and shoving it into the trash can, everything hits me all over again. The awful dinner, the forced near-threesome, the fight, Vincent’s demands for a baby, and him revealing the empty birth control case. Him telling me that Andrea flushed my pills, making her waking me up this morning on the floor in Dena’s room even more humiliating than before. I sink onto the edge of the tub,  my mind racing.

      I could get more pills, I have a prescription, but he would know if I went to the doctor. I have no doubt that he checks everything, even insurance records for visits and prescription refills.

      The full weight of my situation hits me all over again. I can’t refuse him sex. I can’t get my pills refilled. I can’t go to school or make choices about when I want to get pregnant, or even if I do at all.

      I want to escape more than ever, but it’s even more hopeless than before. I can’t leave Erin. I have no money, and even if I could get out of the house with some of my jewelry and pawn it, the guilt of leaving my sister behind in Vincent’s hands would eat me alive. He hasn’t kidnapped her. There’s nothing the cops could do to help me. And even if I tried to press charges on him for abuse and rape, I know better than that. He’s too wealthy, too powerful. No one is going to take me seriously, and no one is going to do anything to Vincent.

      Thinking about bringing a child into this makes me want to vomit.  No child deserves to be born into this screwed-up situation. I think of the kind of daughter I would raise under these circumstances, seeing our marriage—or worse, the kind of son. Vincent would raise a son to be exactly like him; the idea of that is horrifying.

      But I have no way out. Even if Erin would somehow leave with me, Vincent has made it all but impossible. The money I once had saved up is entirely under his control now, locked down in accounts that I can’t access. I get an allowance in a joint account monthly, but it’s not much, not enough to get me far enough away and set up in a new place until I can find a job. And what if he came after me? Vincent’s pride would never let me leave without a fight.

      Leaving Vincent is a fantasy and an impossible one at that.

      I think of Zach last night, his hand over mine, the look in his gorgeous blue eyes. He has some idea of what’s happening to me. If not before last night, then definitely now. He used to run with some rough people, I remember them clearly, and I don’t know what he’s been doing since then, but he might still know people who could help me. But even as the thought springs into my head, I know that’s not my way out either.

      Zach is with Sonya, working for Vincent, and there’s no real way for me to know how much I can trust him. I don’t think he likes Vincent or even really wants to report to him. Still, he’s here for some reason that I haven’t been able to figure out yet, something that requires him to use a fake name and a false identity. Whatever that is, it’s more important than me, or he wouldn’t keep pushing me to use that fake name. He wouldn’t withdraw the moment there’s the tiniest hint of closeness between us. It’s not just Vincent’s retaliation if we were caught that scares him off from getting even a little close to me or the fact that he’s screwing Sonya. There’s something else going on.

      He always said he would protect me no matter what, but I can’t rely on that anymore. And Zach’s way of “protecting” me wasn’t always what I wanted, even when we were teenagers. Suppose I opened up to him, told him everything and begged him for help. In that case, he might say that I’m the most “protected” here, where I have a home, money, and a man who might not love me, but who at least keeps me sheltered and fed and generally safe, and my family cared for. He might think I’m better off here than out on my own, running away from Vincent. He might tell, and just the thought of what Vincent would do then makes my stomach cramp painfully with a terrified nausea that makes me almost rush to the toilet to throw up.

      Once, I would have believed wholeheartedly that he would help me no matter what. But I don’t know him anymore, not the way I once did. I don’t know how much of him is still the boy that I loved, that I gave myself wholly to, body and heart and soul. And this is too dangerous to risk. Even if he would help me, even if his promise to protect me is as pure and genuine as it once was—this is dangerous. Vincent is dangerous. And I couldn’t bear it if Zach was hurt because of me.

      I need to stop trying to think of how to escape, and start figuring out how to survive.

      Because there is no way out. Not one that I can see.
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      When I wake up, Sonya is already gone. She let me back into her bed after that one night, or ordered me back, more like. I would have been fine staying in the guest room, but I’d underestimated how hot she is for me, pissed off and pregnant or not. She told me that she’d made the appointment for the abortion, just before yanking my boxers down and sucking me to a full erection and then riding me bare. When I’d protested, she’d laughed and said that she couldn’t get pregnant twice, so we might as well enjoy it while we didn’t need a condom.

      Ordinarily, it’d be really fucking hard to argue with that. But pretending to want to fuck Sonya is getting more and more difficult. My body responds just fine, my cock is traitorous like that, but my mind and heart and soul are less in it than they ever were. At one point, I wasn’t hating this part of my job, but being so close to Rain again has changed all of that.

      Seeing her last night was so fucking painful that it took my breath away. I’d never seen her like that, in torn lingerie, scraped and bleeding, looking as if she’d just been through hell. And straight from her mouth, she’d told me that she was living in it, and I believe her. I’ve only seen her cry like that a few times, and every time I wanted to hold her close, wipe away her tears and pick all her broken pieces up, and put them back together.

      Last night was no different.

      I’d known I shouldn’t have even touched her hand, but I couldn’t help it. We could have been caught—by Sonya, by Vincent, by anyone, but I couldn’t stop myself. And it felt so fucking good to touch her, felt like years of missing her and pretending I didn’t fell away, until I could have tumbled into her eyes and stayed there for the rest of my fucking life.

      I almost kissed her. I came so fucking close. The split in her lower lip stopped me because I couldn’t do anything to hurt her, even if she’d wanted me to kiss her, and I know she had. I could feel it, coming off of her in waves, the need and longing that I’ve been bottling up for so fucking long, coiled in her and ready to explode.

      This is dangerous, I know. We’re dangerous. And as I go to find April in the library while Vincent and Sonya are gone, and the girls are busy having breakfast, I’m ready to tell her that we need to go in now, take what we have, and bring Vincent in before I make a stupid fucking mistake and bring it all crashing down.

      “We have good news, Rostov!” April crows in a low tone as I walk in, but I just glare at her.

      She eyes me. “Why the fuck do you look like someone pissed in your Wheaties? Do you know where Vincent is today?”

      “No, and I don’t care, as long as it’s nowhere near Rain. Do you know what he did to her last night?”

      April frowns. “No, but why don’t you fill me in?”

      I give her the quick rundown of the condition Rain was in when I saw her last night and my assessment of what must have happened after she told me it was Dena who did that to her—Vincent decided he was going to start fucking Dena, maybe tried to push the two girls into a threesome, and got a catfight instead.

      I leave out touching Rain’s hand and all the fucking emotions. April doesn’t need to know about that shit, and I’m not about to admit it. She’s using me and my feelings for Rain too fucking hard already.

      April’s eyes narrow. “Hmm. And Rain confided this in you?”

      “Some of it. Some of it I figured out myself.”

      “That sounds like an opportunity to get close to her. It sounds like Vincent is pushing her to the edge, and that could be very useful to us, especially if you have her trust.” April frowns. “We might have more on him already, on top of that tape you got of him having sex with Rain’s underage sister.”

      “Is that the good news?” I ask sarcastically.

      April ignores my tone. “There was a problem at one of his clubs last night. One of his ‘flowers’ showed up and caused a huge scene.” April rolls her eyes. “I guess she figured out she wasn’t the only one. Anyway, Vincent was furious with her, from what we know, he went over to her apartment early this morning and roughed her up a little. We’d nabbed her a few months ago as one of the ones most likely to roll over on him, so we gave her a number and told her to be in touch if she needed anything. She gave that number a call a couple of hours ago.”

      “So Vincent beats up another girl, and that’s good news?”

      “ It’s a shame,” April says flatly, “but it’s also likely to make her want to talk. We have someone going over there to talk to her now, and hopefully, she’ll be willing to give us some intel on Vincent if she knows anything.”

      “How many fucking ‘flowers’ does he have?” I clench my jaw. “Christ. How many women does one man need?” I knew of Rain and now Erin, and obviously Dena after last night, but I hadn’t realized he’d been quite that prolific with planting seeds, so to speak.

      April wrinkles her nose. “Vincent has a regular harem of ladies that he keeps for himself. He calls it his ‘garden’ and refers to them all by flower nicknames. You know that from him calling Erin ‘Violet.’ Of course, they think it’s cute and sweet that he gives them nicknames, not knowing about all the other flowers, and he gets to feel like the cock in the henhouse. He’s very good at it, it’s rare that any of them figure it out, but I guess this one did. Maybe she’s smarter than the rest.”

      I remember when I just thought that him calling Rain “Poppy” was a pet name, and I feel momentarily sick. I wonder if Rain knows what her nickname means. I wonder if she knows about the other flowers, if she just looks the other way. I feel sorry for her, and I know she’d hate that. She hates pity from anyone, but she’d especially hate it from me.

      There are few things I hate more than infidelity. But of course, a man like Vincent would be unfaithful—he thinks the world owes him everything, and that includes as many beautiful women as he wants.

      April is watching me still, her gaze intent. “This is your chance, Rostov,” she says sternly. “Rain is starting to break down. You need to be poised to take advantage of that when she comes to you. Whatever that means, you need to do. Talk to her, hug her, fuck her, whatever. Get her to trust you, to want to open up, and then when we’ve got Vincent, you’ll be able to convince her to tell her story and give evidence against him.”

      “Sure. Whatever.” I shake my head. “When this is over, though, no more gigolo duty for me. Next mission, I get a real job. No girls involved.”

      April laughs. “Let’s see how well you finish this one, first.”

      
        
        ---

      

      

      I pass Rain in the living room, as she’s headed back towards the stairs. “Hey!” I hiss, stopping her in her tracks. She turns towards me, and I feel that familiar flip in my stomach. She looks fucking gorgeous, in dark, tight jeans and a red top made of some silky material with long sheer sleeves despite the heat, no doubt to hide the bruises on her arms and her wet hair braided back. It’s almost enough to make me not notice the bruised split in her lip, the swelling around it, the scratches on her chin, and the bruise on her cheekbone.

      “What?” She turns and stops to look at me, her face drawn and sad, the shadows under her eyes telling me that she didn’t sleep much last night. I heard the sounds coming from the room next door later on in the night, and I have a feeling Vincent came to pay her a visit. I just can’t think about it for very long because it makes me feel like committing a murder for the second time in my life. And this time, I’d make sure I didn’t miss.

      I hesitate. I don’t want to play into April’s scheme, but I also can’t stop myself from checking on Rain when she’s like this. It’s instinctual for me at this point, almost primal in its urgency. “Are you okay? After last night?”

      Rain laughs bitterly, a choked sound in the back of her throat. “Do I look okay?”

      I don’t know what to say to that, so I don’t say anything. I just look at her helplessly, the two of us staring across a space of inches, but it might as well be a yawning void.

      Rain licks her lips and then winces as the tip of her tongue runs over the split. “Can I ask you a question?” Her gaze holds mine, and I can feel my heart beat with every moment of silence between us, stretching out across the gap that I want to close almost more than I want to breathe.

      There hasn’t been one second since the last time I saw Rain where I didn’t want to touch her, kiss her, hold her, be inside of her, comfort her, protect her—and none of that has changed. I feel like a drowning man, like no matter how this all turns out, it’s going to fucking kill me.

      “Sure,” I manage. “Anything,” I add, even though I know that’s a terrible caveat.

      Rain takes a deep breath. “If a man loved a woman—really loved her, I mean, could anything make him stop loving her? Anything she did, anything he did, is there any point in all of the time where he wouldn’t care what happened to her if she left, if she were with someone else, where he wouldn’t still love her regardless of the consequences? No matter how much it hurt?”

      I stare at her, and I feel the air between us thicken, the room narrowing down to the two of us because I know what she means, who she’s talking about. There’s no doubt in my mind. And I know I shouldn’t answer, I can’t answer, because the truth would cross every boundary I’m supposed to have in place, break every rule I’ve set for myself, throw us over the cliff’s edge into that dangerous territory that I’ve been trying so hard to keep us out of.

      I only have so much self-control, and Rain is testing it to the last thread.

      But the way she’s looking at me now—fuck. I’ve wanted her to look at me like that again since the moment I walked away. Like I could help her, protect her, fix everything for her.

      I promised her once that I wouldn’t ever lie to her, and I’m not about to fucking start now.

      “No,” I whisper, the word floating through the air towards her, and I can see her eyes widen when it hits, the sharp intake of breath through her slightly parted lips. “No, he’d never stop loving her. No matter what either of them did. No matter what happened. No—no matter anything.”

      “Oh.” Rain looks at me, and I can see tears shimmering in her eyes. “Oh,” she whispers again, and I can feel my heart pounding in my chest.

      “What about the woman?” I ask, the muscle in my jaw tight as I grind out the words, holding myself back from going to her with every ounce of self-control I have. “Would she ever stop?”

      “No,” Rain whispers, her voice shaking. “No matter what.”

      The silence stretches out between us again, long and aching, and Rain’s hands clench into fists at her sides. “Zach—” she whispers, and this time I can’t tell her to call me Chase because my name sounds so fucking good on her lips, and I don’t want her to stop saying it. I want her to fucking moan it, scream it, whisper it, say it forever.

      “Rain—” I swallow hard, gritting my teeth. “I think the answer to this is obvious, but I’m going to ask you anyway. Are you happy?”

      There’s another silence for a second. She meets my eyes, and I see something there that I don’t quite understand, a longing for something that goes beyond loneliness, or love, or even lust. “No,” she whispers so quietly that it takes me a moment to realize she’s spoken. “No, I’m not.”

      I open my mouth to respond, but then I hear footsteps, and Gianna appears at the top of the stairs, walking down towards us. “Rain! There you are, we have a lot to do. We have decorations to go over before your dress appointment, and then the guest list and bridesmaids’ dresses—”

      Rain’s entire face shuts down, and she steps back. It’s as if a door has slammed shut, and I instinctively tense too, my expression going carefully blank. “Oh, I was just making sure that Chase is alright with coming along as part of our security,” she says, a false smile plastered onto her face. Her expression smooths, going from vulnerable to cheerful in the space of a second, and I can’t help but wonder what’s happened to her to make her such a chameleon, so good at hiding her feelings. “But let’s go sit down and go over the details first.”

      Fuck. I realize what she’s talking about then, and every part of me revolts against it. Her wedding to Vincent, which must have been moved up because of his father’s tenuous health.

      She needs my help. But I don’t know how to give it, not really. April’s plan isn’t helpful. It’s just a way of using her and then cutting her loose to deal with the fallout on her own. I doubt if the FBI will even pay for a therapist for her once she’s helped put Vincent away, if I can convince her to do that.

      But I keep hearing her whispered “no,” when she said she wasn’t happy, but more so when she said that she hadn’t stopped loving me, because I know that’s what she meant, I know she was talking about us.

      I shouldn’t be talking to her about this. I shouldn’t be doing anything other than the bare minimum that I have to in order to keep April happy. I have a mission that has nothing to do with Rain’s relationship, or even her happiness. I could compromise what we’re doing here, and where would I be then? Not able to help Rain, that’s for certain. I need to focus on what I’m here for—and that’s not to be her friend or her confidant. No matter how I feel, I need to stick to my guns. That’s what I’m trained to do, what I’m meant to do.

      But it’s not what I’m being told to do.

      And it’s not what I want to do, either.
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      It’s all I can do to keep my composure as I walk into the living room with Gianna, my heart in my throat. If she’d come down a few minutes earlier, she would have heard part of a conversation that would have gotten both Zach and me into horrifying trouble. As it is, I’m lucky that she didn’t get a glimpse of or read into the expressions on either Zach or my faces.

      I can hear Zach and April walking into the room, taking up spots discreetly far enough away from us to not be able to listen to our conversation, and Gianna pats the seat next to her. She looks nothing like an older woman who’s been caring for her ailing husband. Her face is perfectly made up as always, her yellow sheath dress fitting her immaculately, diamond jewelry and heels on, hair up in a twist. She’s always the picture of poise and elegance, and I know Vincent wants me to be more like his mother—polished, perfect, and most importantly, quiet and out of the way until she’s needed.

      Except—I have a feeling that Gianna was never like that with Ezio. I think she was more a part of their relationship than maybe even Vincent knows, or perhaps just more than he wants to admit because that’s not the kind of marriage he wants to have.

      Gianna takes a long look at my face, and then without a word, she reaches for my hand, unbuttoning the cuff of my sleeve before I can stop her and pushing it up to my shoulder.

      “That’s what I thought,” she said, dropping my hand.

      “What?” I ask defensively, pushing my sleeve down.

      “Erin and Dena will be in here in a minute to help with wedding planning, but I wanted to talk to you first, dear.” She touches my hand gently, and I look at her, startled to see the real concern in her eyes. “I had a feeling that my son was being rough with you. And now it’s quite obvious.”

      “Vincent didn’t do this,” I say softly, and Gianna gives me a sad smile, as if she thinks I’m covering for him. I’m not, but it doesn’t really matter because even though he didn’t do it with his own hands, it’s still his fault. And he’s hurt me before, in every possible way, and I have no doubt it will get worse. One day the bruises will be from him. Just not yet, not today.

      “My son is difficult,” Gianna says slowly. “I’m sorry that he did this to you. I didn’t raise him to lay his hands on women, and neither did his father. Ezio would have some stern words for him about this if he were able to right now.”

      I don’t know if I want to laugh or cry. Stern words? Those aren’t going to fucking help me now.

      “I’m trying to be a good fiancée,” I say quietly. “But I don’t think we’re very well matched.”

      Gianna snorts. “I could have told you that. In fact, I did. But it’s too late for all that now.” She waves her hand. “What my son wants, he gets, and no one tells him any differently. I think you’ve found that out the hard way. So now it’s my job, as your future mother-in-law, to teach you the things you need to know to survive.”

      I stare at her. “Like what?” I whisper, my throat suddenly closing over with fear. I realize as my blood turns to ice at the look on her face that there are layers to this I never saw, things I never picked up on before but maybe should have.

      “Vincent doesn’t want you to know all of this, but I think it’s time you know, and I’ve told him so. You can’t go into this marriage completely blind.” Gianna takes a deep breath. “You know that Vincent is a businessman and a powerful one. And you know that he is the heir to my husband’s empire. The family business.”

      “Yes, of course.” I look at her, still uncomprehending. “What does any of that have to do with me?”

      “Rain—” Gianna pauses as if thinking of how to explain. “We are Italian, yes? And our family business is—not strictly legal, but very powerful. Are you putting the pieces together yet?”

      It hits me then, like a bolt of lightning. I feel fucking stupid for not figuring it out earlier, for not putting together Vincent’s many businesses and his late nights and shady deals and secret meetings, his family home in Italy and the huge estate and important guests at my party, a family business that he and Sonya are fighting over. So many pieces I’d never seen as a whole picture, and now it all makes sense.

      I feel like an idiot.

      “Vincent is in the mafia?” I whisper, the blood draining from my face. It sounds so ridiculous saying it out loud, but Gianna doesn’t laugh or ridicule me.

      “You’d be better off not saying that out loud,” she says calmly. “But yes. Ezio is a powerful underboss in Italy. And Vincent stands to inherit that. The boy that your ignorant sister brought onto our property is the eldest son of a rival family, one whose parents were killed in a standoff between his family’s soldiers and ours. He’s had it out for us since, and he used your sister to help coordinate his attack. We’re very lucky that more weren’t killed. But with Ezio in such poor health now, he may never be able to do what he used to. Vincent will need to step up, if not fully, then in more ways than before. It’s because of that, not just because of his father’s health that we’re moving up the wedding. And so now it’s time for you to learn how a mafia wife needs to behave.”

      For a horrifying second, I’m sure that I’m going to throw up.

      I can’t be a mafia wife.

      It sounds ludicrous, like something out of a soapy movie, not my real life. Not anything that I could ever be a part of.

      “You have to be loyal to Vincent,” Gianna continues. “The picture of perfection in public, no matter what is happening behind closed doors. Vincent is not as much like his father as I would like. Ezio was mostly faithful, and if he wasn’t, I never saw or heard a hint of it. He made me a part of things, asked my opinions, appreciated my advice and input. Vincent will do none of those things with you, Rain. He expects you to be a pretty decoration, a trophy for him to parade out, and someone to stroke his ego when he needs it. It’s not a pleasant position to be in, I know.”

      You have no fucking idea, I think. But I don’t say anything. I just stay there, sitting ramrod straight, forcing myself not to react.

      “Don’t expect  your idea of love from him,” Gianna says gently. “I know that’s hard. But your love can come from your children. Raise them the way you want to when he’s not paying attention, and if I know my son, he will very often not be paying attention. Pray that you have daughters. Never, ever talk to the police. You must always be the bulwark between him and anything that might use you to threaten him, whether you want to or not.” She looks at me and gently touches my hand. “I know this comes as a shock, Rain. I think Vincent should have told you sooner. But the truth is that you have no way out now. You know too much, even just what I’ve told you today. Learning to survive, and even thrive, in this new life is your only choice now.” She smiles. “You’re lucky. If you were marrying a lower-ranked man, the chances that you would have to carry on and support a family while he did time in prison would be much more likely. But Vincent is close to the very top. You will be pampered and spoiled all your life if you just make Vincent believe that you adore and worship him and appreciate all that he does. It doesn’t have to be the truth. Men are easy to lie to. It will make your life much easier if you do that. Give in to his whims, stroke his ego, and there will be no more bruises and split lips.”

      I stare at her, horrified. I don’t know what else I would have expected from her, but to be patted on the hand and told by my future mother-in-law to soothe my husband’s ego to avoid domestic violence feels like something out of an alternate reality. How did this become my life? I don’t know what to do or say, and all I can do is clear my throat and nod, smiling at her as Dena and Erin walk into the room.

      I can barely look at either of them, just as I could barely look at them during breakfast. Erin didn’t say anything about my face, and Dena didn’t either, of course. It made me feel more alone than ever as if neither of them really gave a shit, and as the wedding planning starts in earnest, I can barely focus on it.

      Which turns out to be fine, because no one really cares about my opinion. Dena and Erin ooh and ahh over every picture Gianna pulls out of decorations, color palettes, and flower arrangements. Meanwhile, I can barely focus on a word she’s saying. I’m still reeling from being told that my future husband is heir to an important position in the Italian mafia, and that there’s a code of behavior I’m expected to abide by as his wife—a code I never knew about before today, for a position I never knew I was going to have.

      Wife to a mob underboss.

      It can’t be real. But it is.

      “What do you think of these color palettes?” Gianna pushes a handful of swatches towards me. “You need to choose one, Rain.”

      I stare at them dumbly. There’s one that’s pale pink and silver and white, another that’s black and grey and white, mint and gold and cream, and then a dusty blue and gold and cream. I try to find it in myself to care somehow, try to make myself think of which color palette I would actually want for my wedding, and I can’t. All I want out of this wedding is to escape it somehow.

      “The blue and gold and cream,” I say finally, and Gianna nods approvingly. “That’s wonderful. Now pick a bridesmaid dress silhouette.” She pushes a collage of photos towards me, and I blink.

      “I haven’t picked bridesmaids, though.”

      “Of course you have.” She beams. “Erin and Dena and Sonya will be your bridal party. Vincent’s cousin must be in it, and your sister and Dena is your only close friend, Vincent tells me. So it’s obvious.” Gianna taps the collage with one long manicured nail. “So pick.”

      I want to burst into hysterical laughter. A woman I hate who is fucking the man I love, my sister who seems to hate me now, and my traitorous former friend. Sure. One hell of a bridal party. But really, it fits this joke of a wedding, marrying a man who is blackmailing me into staying with him, holding my father’s life over my head and now my sister’s safety too, and abusing me because he can, fucking my friend and making me agree to let her stay as his live-in mistress.

      I point to a lace silhouette, strapless and knee-length, with a sweetheart neckline. “That one.”

      “Perfect.” Gianna smiles. “Now, flowers.”

      I want to vomit.

      At some point, the wedding planning hell concludes, but it just becomes a new hell—going to the bridal salon to choose my gown. It’s only made worse when I realize that our security has to come along—which means that April and Zach will be in the main room with Gianna, Dena, and Erin.

      I had dreams, as a teenager, of Zach seeing me in a wedding dress.

      I just never thought I’d be marrying some other man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Untitled

          

        

      

    

    
      Chapter Twenty-One--Rain

      The entire appointment feels like a dream, or rather, a nightmare. I’m tempted to get drunk off of champagne from the minute we arrive, but I limit myself to one glass to help with my nerves. The poor woman helping me, Jenny, doesn’t seem to know what to do with me either, since I can’t seem to answer a single question about what kind of wedding dress I’d want to wear. Since my budget is unlimited, that doesn’t help narrow the pool down either.

      “Do you want classic or trendy?” she asks finally, her expression desperate.

      “Classic,” I manage, and the look of relief on her face is palpable.

      The truth is, I don’t care what I wear to walk down the aisle to marry Vincent. If I had my way, I’d wear yoga pants and sneakers, so I could run as far and fast in the opposite direction as possible. But since I can’t do that, I can’t seem to dredge up a single fuck.

      I do know I don’t want the first dress she shows me, which is a fairytale princess dream, all tulle edged in lace with 3D flowers floating over it with seed pearl centers, the kind of magical gown that I would have died to marry Zach in. Exactly the type of fairytale gown I imagined back then.

      I sure as hell am not walking out and letting him see me in it under these circumstances.

      “Something elegant and not too sexy,” I tell her finally. “My fiancé does a lot of important business deals; he’ll have associates at the wedding. He’ll want me in something classic and sleek that doesn’t show too much skin.”

      “I can work with that,” Jenny says, and I can see her deflate like a balloon as the tension goes out of her.

      The result is that I try on five dresses, walking out in each to twirl and show them to my audience of three—five if you count April and Zach. I glance at them once—April looks as if she could care less, and Zach has that practiced stony expression on his face, but I catch a fleeting glimpse of what looks like hurt in his eyes—he doesn’t want to see this either. He doesn’t want this very visceral reminder that I’m marrying another man, that soon I’ll belong to someone else so thoroughly that we can never get back to one another.

      The overwhelming opinion is that I should go with the fourth dress, a sleek white satin without embellishment, and a boatneck a la Meghan Markle, but off-the-shoulder instead of sleeveless. The skirt is full, nipped in at the waist and flaring out stiffly around me, and it is flattering, I have to admit. With a long veil, I look elegant and beautiful, even if it’s nothing like the misty fairytale dream I once envisioned.

      Which I’m grateful for. If there’s one thing I want from this wedding, it’s for it to be nothing like what I would have dreamed of with Zach.

      I feel like I’m zoned out for the rest of the appointment, as the dress is purchased and measurements for quick alterations are taken, and a veil is chosen. Before I know it, we’ve all been whisked back to the brownstone.

      The best thing about the entire afternoon is that I’m left alone after that long enough to take a nap. I fall asleep hard in an actual bed, after the last night spent on the floor, and when I wake groggy and still tired, it’s past the time Vincent should be home.

      I lurch awake immediately, my heart pounding with fear that he’ll be angry that I’ve slept in. I quickly get up and run a brush through my hair, smoothing out my clothes and rushing downstairs. But when I get down to the living room, he’s standing there talking to Erin, who is dressed up as if she’s ready to go out in a red silk slip dress and nude Louboutins, with ruby earrings on that I’ve never seen before.

      “Are you going out?” I ask, not even able to hide my shock. “Just the two of you?” Something about the idea of Erin completely alone with Vincent, out to dinner, doesn’t sit right with me. However, I can’t exactly put my finger on why, other than the simple fact that I don’t want her falling even more under his spell.

      Vincent frowns at me, his expression darkening. “What, don’t you trust your sister and me?” He raises an eyebrow. “If you hadn’t taken a nap all afternoon and been lazy, maybe you would have been up to make plans with us for dinner.”

      Erin tosses her head. “I don’t see why you care, Rain, if Vincent wants to take me out. Clearly, you didn’t want to go if you were upstairs sleeping. It’s none of your business.”

      “He’s my fiancé.” I stare at her. “I live here. You’re my sister. Of course, it’s my business—”

      “We’re just going out to dinner, jeez, Rain. What is wrong with you?” Erin rolls her eyes. “We’ll be back later.”

      Vincent shrugs. “You slept in. It’s no one’s fault but yours that you’re missing out.”

      He doesn’t even bother giving me a kiss as they leave, not that I want one. Still, it’s the utter dismissal of it, the way he takes Erin’s arm as if he truly doesn’t give a shit about me, the way she’s fawning over him and lapping it all up. Erin is my sister, and Vincent is about to be my husband. Yet, I have absolutely no control over the situation.

      I manage to hold it together just long enough for them to walk out of the front door, and then I collapse heavily on the couch, burying my face in my hands. A wave of anxiety washes over me, knowing that my sister is alone with Vincent, out in the big city looking like that, with a man who I can’t trust anymore, and I’m not there to keep an eye on her. My mother trusted me with her, and I’m failing. I’ve failed to protect myself, and now I’m failing to protect her. What if he’s trying to set her up with one of his mafia friends.

      I’m shaking so hard that I didn’t even feel Zach sit down next to me.

      “Rain…Rain!” He reaches out then, pulling one of my hands away from my face. “Rain, you’ve got to calm down before you hyperventilate. Breathe. Come on, you can do it. Just breathe.”

      I look at him, my face red, tear-streaked, and miserable, my hair falling loosely around my face. “I can’t…”

      He looks at me, long and hard, and then he stands up and walks to the living room door, closing it firmly. For a long second, he looks at me, and I can see the struggle in his face. I know he’s fighting something, making some decision, and for a moment, I think he might leave me there.

      But instead, almost as if he knows he shouldn’t be, he walks towards me and sits down on the couch next to me again.

      “This gives us some privacy at least,” he says slowly. “Rain, you’ve got to breathe. You’re crying so hard that you’re going to hurt yourself.” Zach pauses, and I can feel that struggle in him again. “I shouldn’t do this,” he murmurs. “You’re falling apart, I can see it, and I—” he goes quiet for a moment. “I can’t fucking stand it,” he says finally. “Sonya is out, Dena is at work, Erin and Vincent are gone. So talk to me, please, while we have a chance.”

      I shake my head, tears still falling from my eyes. “There’s so much…you wouldn’t look at me the same way if you knew…” I try to imagine telling him everything that’s happened, and it feels impossible. There’s so much space between the boy I loved and the man sitting beside me, so much time passed and filled with awful, terrible things that I don’t even know where to begin. I can feel the floodgates ready to open, to spill it all out, but I can’t make myself say the first words.

      And then Zach touches me.

      He touches my face, his fingertips trailing over my cheeks, and a rush of emotion washes over me, so intense that tears start spilling down my face again because I’ve wanted this for so long. Because his gentle touch brings back so much, and the longing and yearning that rises up in me like a tidal wave feels impossible to hold back.

      Zach slides a finger under my chin, careful not to touch the bruised scratches, and tilts it up so that my tear-filled eyes meet his, blue and intense and full of the same emotion that I feel coursing through me right now. “Rain,” he whispers. “God help me, I shouldn’t say anything that I’m about to. But whatever there was between us, or still is, I was your friend. And I could still be your friend now, if you’ll tell me what’s happened. Why you’re here with a man I know you don’t love, who would let you get hurt like this, who would be unfaithful to you.” He takes a deep breath, and I’m shaking so hard that I feel like I can’t ever stop, shivering like I’m cold.

      And then he says the words I’ve been hoping to hear.

      “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me.”
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      Fuck.

      I shouldn’t be doing this, sitting so close to Rain behind a closed door, touching her, saying these things to her. But seeing her cry like that, as if everything inside of her was pouring out, tore me apart inside. Every instinct I had told me to go to her, so I did. I couldn’t help it, just like I couldn’t help the conversation we had earlier today.

      We aren’t the same people we were all those years ago. But I know she needs to talk to someone, and it’s no longer about April’s orders and whether I should or shouldn’t get close to Rain for the FBI’s purposes. It’s about the girl I loved—that I still love—and the fact that she needs someone to listen, to help her bear what Vincent has done to her, and how I used to be the person who helped her shoulder all of that, all of the hardest parts of life. I helped her through embarrassment, and fear, through the nights when she was afraid she’d lose her home because she’d heard her mom up at night crying over bills. I comforted her when her father came home drunk again and again. I assured her that her life could be different, and it sure as hell as been, and not in the way I hoped for her.

      I want to help her fix it, even though I’m terrified that I can’t.

      “I’ve ended up just like my mother,” she whispers, sniffling. “Tied to a man and unable to leave him, even after he ruins her life.”

      “Look—” I hesitate. “No one could blame you for falling for Vincent, Rain. I’ve heard how the two of you met from Sonya. He bailed you out of some bad situations. And hell, I can’t help but be a little impressed when I see the cars and the jet and the penthouses. And when the person showing all of this off is someone who wants you and claims to be falling for you—anyone could fall for that. It doesn’t make you less of a good person doesn’t make me think less of you. And you’re trying to take care of your sister—” I hesitate before I accidentally tell her what I’ve seen, what I know that would break her heart more than anything else.

      Rain shakes her head, still crying. “My mom tried to warn me,” she whispers hopelessly. “But I wouldn’t listen to anyone. I was so enamored with him. And then he had this huge blowout birthday party, and my mom just went off on him, said he was spoiling me, that he wasn’t good for me. Basically, all the things I’m trying to warn Erin about,” she adds with a bitter laugh. “But I got mad and told her to stop, and that I wasn’t going to talk to her if she was going to act that way. She flew home with Erin, and Vincent proposed to me that night. Of course, I said yes, and that’s when things started to go from bad to horrible.”

      “He got more controlling after that.” It’s not a question. I already know the answer. It’s a tale as old as time, but not a fairytale. Guy meets impressionable girl, guy sweeps girl off of her feet, guy puts a ring on it or knocks her up and locks her down, and then turns into a fucking asshole.

      “He’d encouraged me to apply to a writing program, got me a job at a fancy boutique of his, and I had money just pouring into my account. For the first time, I could help my family—I sent them money, my mom was getting out of debt—and so I just ignored it, talked myself out of the red flags I saw. And then I told him that I had gotten into the program…and everything started to change. He said he didn’t want me to go, that I didn’t need to be a writer, that it was a pipe dream, that he’d give me everything I could need or want, and he needed a wife who would help him pursue his dreams.” Rain goes very quiet. “God, saying it out loud, I sound like such a fucking idiot.”

      “You’re not an idiot,” I say quietly. “And you’re far from the only girl to get reeled in by a guy like Vincent.”

      Rain shivers. “It just spiraled from there. I ran off to a friend’s house for a couple of days—Marcus—and he talked me off of the cliff. I called Vincent, and he apologized, asked me to come home, said he just wanted me to have some time to adjust to my new life before I started school. He made me feel like it was going to be okay, that I’d really be able to go to school eventually, that he wasn’t trying to control me. So I came home. And then I found out he’d hired April to watch me.” She takes a deep breath. “My friends came over—Dena and Mallory—and Dena tried to get me to calm down, but Mallory was pretty upset. And then Vincent came home, and she told him off, and he refused to let me see her anymore. Kicked her out of the penthouse, ordered me to not speak to her.”

      “So he separated you from the only friend who would defend you.”

      Rain nods. “I was going to leave,” she whispers. “I really was. I wasn’t going to be married to someone who was going to treat me like that. But my father had liver cancer, and I had to fly home to him, and Vincent came after me. He promised me the world, promised my mother he’d take care of my father, get him the best treatment. He wrapped her around his finger. He gave me back my ring. And I was trapped. My father was going to die, and I—”

      “Fuck.” I rub a hand over my mouth. It would be almost impressive, what Vincent did, if it wasn’t so fucking horrible. If he hadn’t trapped Rain in the worst way.

      “So even once I found out about the other girls, I couldn’t leave. Because now, if I left, it meant my father lost his treatment. And it was helping. So everything that came after—Vincent bringing me here, the trip to Italy, me being further away from my family and friends, I couldn’t do anything about it. How could I leave him when his money and influence were keeping my father alive? None of what he was doing to me mattered, not the trainer or the meal plans or April reporting on my every move. Not him charming my sister until she hates me now. And everything I do is controlled now. Every bite of food, every move I make, just about every penny I spend unless he gives me permission otherwise.”

      She’s shaking again, her lower lip quivering as she bites down on it even though it’s still healing and bruised. I feel a rush of protectiveness and anger all at once, a desire to hold her close and kill Vincent all in one dizzying rush of emotion. “Shit,” I whisper, my jaw clenched. I do the one thing I know I shouldn’t do more than anything else right now, the one thing I can’t stop myself from doing, the thing that will cross yet another line, destroy yet another boundary.

      I pull her into my arms, wrapping them around her and pressing her against my chest. I feel her stiffen for a moment, and then she sinks against me, her face buried against my shirt, her fingers curling into it as she trembles, still crying, though not as hard as she was before. She smells like some expensive perfume and herbal soap and shampoo. Yet underneath it, she still smells like Rain, like the girl I remember, the girl I love, warm and soft, and I ache like I’ve never ached before.

      She nestles against me, her face against my shoulder, and I know we’re speeding into dangerous territory, veering around sharp turns we can’t possibly navigate. Still, I can’t bring myself to let go of her. I’ve craved her for years, missed her for years, and here she is again in my arms.

      I want her so badly.

      I need her. I remember all too well how good she felt, and she’s always been impossible for me to resist, but after years of missing her, it feels harder than ever.

      And then she turns her head, and her lips brush against my throat.
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      He smells so good.

      The thought is ridiculous, nonsensical after everything I just said, but this isn’t what I’d expected to happen. Somehow, I broke through Zach’s walls, brought down his barriers, and now I’m in his arms, nestled against his chest, and it feels like coming home.

      I inhale again, and I smell the piney scent of his soap, the spicy smell of his cologne, all of it surrounding me, the warmth of his skin, the heat of his body burning against me through his shirt, and I feel him tense as I turn my head, my lips brushing over his neck. I feel his quick, indrawn breath.

      I shouldn’t do this. I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that I shouldn’t. I had wondered if Zach felt the same way about me, if he missed me the way I missed him, if he still wanted me all of these years later. It’s undeniable that he does, now that I’m in his arms. I can feel it in every line of his body, his muscles rigid as he doesn’t let me go but holds himself still, as if afraid to move or breathe. I can feel it pulsing through him, years of pent-up desire, and then I pull back an inch, looking up into his face.

      I can’t possibly be desirable right now. My face is red with emotion and streaked with tears, my lashes wet and matted, my eyes swollen, my lip still bruised, and my face still damaged from the fight, but Zach is looking at me as if none of that matters. His gaze sweeps from my eyes down to my mouth, and before I can say another word, before I can breathe or think, he whispers my name, and I feel as if my heart might stop beating then and there.

      “Rain.”

      It sounds like a plea and a prayer all at once, and I tilt my chin up, the room narrowing down to the two of us as I forget that we could get caught, what would happen if we did, all the ways our worlds could come crashing down. I forget all of that in a plea of my own, the one thing I want, the one thing I need more than anything in the world.

      “Kiss me,” I whisper. “Please, Zach. Kiss me like you used to.”

      Zach looks down at me, hesitating for a moment. And then he cups the side of my face in his broad hand, those blue eyes that I love so much fixed on mine.

      “Who am I to tell my girl no?” he whispers, and then his lips come down onto mine.

      It’s both the way I remember and like no other kiss I’ve ever had. His mouth is gentle, careful of the split in my lip even though I couldn’t care less, and for a moment, it’s just that, the gentle brush of lips. And then his arms tighten around me, his mouth coaxing my mine open with a soft movement as his tongue slides against my lower lip gently, begging me to let him inside.

      I do. I can’t help it. My lips part, my tongue tangling with his as I gasp and arch against him, and his hand is firm against the side of my face, his other arm snaking around my waist as he pulls me into his lap. I can feel him, hard and pulsing beneath me, and he groans as he kisses me, his own breath coming in gasps as his fingers slide into my hair and he presses his forehead against mine.

      It’s everything.

      Everything I missed, everything I wanted, and suddenly I don’t want to cry anymore out of grief and fear, but out of sheer happiness, and that alone makes me want to cry even more because I haven’t been happy in so long, haven’t felt happy, and I thought I never would again. I never thought I’d have this, Zach’s face in my hands and his stubble against my palms, his lips on mine and his tongue in my mouth, the heat of his body all around mine, and I moan helplessly, winding myself around him as my hands tangle in his hair, my lips moving against his frantically as we kiss each other like we’ll never stop, until at last Zach pulls back a fraction, both of us panting.

      “Rain…” he murmurs, and I’m suddenly afraid that he’s going to tell me that we have to stop, that we shouldn’t do this. It’s been so long since I’ve been touched with tenderness, with passion, so long since I’ve wanted anyone, and now it’s him, the boy I loved so long ago, come back to me. The idea of him stopping now, of him leaving, is more than I can bear. I put my hands on both sides of his face, pull his mouth down to mine again. I feel him give way, feel the tension in his muscles let go as he wraps his arms around me and pulls me hard against him, his mouth devouring mine as I straddle him on the couch.

      His hands are all over me: in my hair, sliding over my breasts through my thin silky top, down to my waist as he pulls me down into his lap, his hips arching up as he grinds against me, groaning. He’s hard beneath me, throbbing through his jeans, and I feel his rough palms slide up underneath my shirt, over the smooth, flat skin of my stomach.

      “Rain,” he groans again against my mouth. I feel him shudder as he surges forward, spilling me back onto the couch, my head pillowed on one of the embroidered cushions as he grabs my thigh, hooking my leg around his hip as he grinds down against me, his cock hard and hot and throbbing against me. I gasp, arching tightly against him.

      I need this. I need him inside of me, even as the voice in the back of my head screams a warning that someone could walk in at any moment, that we could get caught, that there’s no way to explain this away.

      He pulls back, breathless, his blue eyes dark with helpless need. “Rain, we can’t,” he whispers. “. Everything you just told me—your family, your sister being here…Vincent would kill us both and then take it out on them. You know that. And  fucking Sonya…”

      I go very still at the mention of Sonya, my fists balled in his shirt, looking up at him from underneath his hard, straining body. “Do you love her?” I whisper.

      “Fuck no,” Zach says, his voice a deep growl. “I don’t even fucking want her most of the time.”

      “Then why are you with her?” I stare up at him in confusion.

      “I—” he hesitates. “I know you just spilled your guts to me, Rain, but there are things I can’t tell you right now. I will, eventually. But not now.”

      He sits back then, moving away from me, straightening his clothes as I pull my knees up underneath me, the spell between us broken. “I need you to believe this, if you believe anything. I will do anything I can to protect you. Anything. I promised you that before, and I promise you now.”

      Tears are welling in my eyes, but I bite them back. I want to beg him not to stop, to go upstairs with me, to wipe all of the hurt away with a few blissful moments of pleasure, but I know he’s right. We can’t, not now, maybe not ever.

      But it doesn’t stop the aching, the way I can still feel my lips tingling from his kiss, the phantom weight of him atop me even with him sitting on the other end of the couch.

      The truth is that even if Zach and I were together now, it could never be what it once was. I can never love him innocently again, the way it’s only possible to love when everything is new and bright. Your heart hasn’t been broken yet, and you don’t know how cruel love can be. I had known how dark and difficult the world around us was, but for a brief, shining time, I had believed that it could be Zach and I against it, whatever came. I had known he was battling something inside of himself that I couldn’t reach, that there were things pulling him away from me, but I had also believed that we could overcome them.

      But I’m not sure this can be overcome.

      And we can’t make it worse.

      I stand up quickly, putting some space between us. “I’m going to go upstairs,” I say hurriedly. “I—” I want to thank him for being there for me, for listening, but that feels strange and awkward after what just happened.

      So instead, I flee the room, leaving him sitting there because I don’t know what either of us could possibly say to make this better. I don’t trust myself not to fall back into his arms if either of us falters.

      I need to be alone. I don’t know how long it will be before Vincent and Erin are back, and that adds another layer of guilt to my already complicated feelings. While my sister is out with my fiancé, who can’t be trusted with her or any other woman, alone in the city, I’ve been making out with my high school crush turned bodyguard.

      Even the silence of the bedroom doesn’t help because I know Vincent will be home eventually. I change into a pair of soft pajama pants and a loose tank top, brush my teeth and pile my hair atop my head, hoping that I’ll look anything but sexy when Vincent comes in.

      I’m in bed with all the lights off when he finally comes in, his footsteps in the hall alerting me before he actually walks in, so I can pretend that I’m sleeping.

      “Poppy.” He says my name loudly enough that I know I have to answer. I push myself up, flicking on the bedside light and doing my best to look sleepy as he undoes his tie, tossing it on the chair as he walks towards the bed.

      “How are you feeling?” he asks, walking around towards his side and sitting on the edge of it.

      “Um, I’m alright.” I try to keep the anxiety out of my voice, pushing myself up to a sitting position. Vincent asking me how I am is rare these days, but it also means he’s in a good mood, which is far better than the alternative. “I was trying to sleep. Why do you ask?”

      Vincent narrows his eyes. “I ran into Zach when Erin and I came in. He said you weren’t feeling well. That you were sick. Something about a migraine?”

      “Um, yeah.” I scramble to think of what to say. “I had a headache…I mean, I sort of still do, but I think some sleep will help. That’s why I went to bed early.” I realize I’m starting to babble, but I can’t gather my thoughts, and it seems like Vincent is only half-listening, anyway.

      I see his eyes drop to my breasts, my nipples poking through the thin fabric of my tank top, and he starts to unbutton his shirt. He stands up, tossing the button-down onto the chair to join his tie, and reaches for the button of his slacks.

      The nausea that hits me is overwhelming. I know what he wants—we’ve been through this routine a hundred times. It used to be more subtle. But now I know the routine, the way he stops looking at my eyes and starts focusing on my lips, my breasts, the rote undressing that will end with me underneath him or on my knees. Since he’s decided to have a baby with me, it will almost certainly be sex.

      The thought of him on top of me, inside of me, after what I did with Zach just a couple of hours ago, the way Zach made me feel overwhelmingly sick. Nausea boils up inside of me, my stomach turning inside out as I clap my hand over my mouth and gag, starting to vomit while sitting there in bed. I scramble out from under the covers, rushing to the bathroom, and I hear Vincent’s footsteps as he follows me, watching me from the doorway as I kneel and retch over the toilet.

      When I look up, pushing my hair away from my teary face, his lip is curled up in a sneer. “A little early to be pregnant, isn’t it?”

      I wipe at my mouth, and the disgust on his face is evident. “I’m really not feeling good,” I manage weakly, desperately hoping that this will be enough to convince him to leave me alone.

      “Unbelievable. Get in the shower and clean yourself up,” Vincent snaps, turning away from me. “I’ll be in the bedroom.”

      I get up, feeling a little wobbly, and turn on the hot water. I linger, hoping that maybe it’ll help somehow—that he’ll fall asleep by the time I go back into the bedroom. I kill as much time as possible, washing my hair again, scrubbing myself until my skin is pink, washing my face. I brush my teeth again after I step out of the shower, braid my hair, and walk softly back into the bedroom, hoping against hope that he’s asleep already.

      To my utter, stark relief, he’s gone. Probably to Dena’s room to fuck her instead, but I don’t care. The knowledge that I won’t have to have sex with him tonight is overwhelmingly relieving, and I sink onto the bed, on the verge of crying.

      I have to figure this out, I know, and soon. Tonight was a reprieve, but I got lucky—it’s probably not one I’ll get again soon. I can’t throw up every time he wants to have sex with me, and “no” is no longer an option.

      And not long from now, I’ll be his wife.

      The date is looming in front of me.

      Just ten days from now.

      Ten days before I’m Vincent’s bride before I’m bound to him forever, in the eyes of God and man.

      I close my eyes and touch my lips, and for a moment, I feel Zach’s mouth again on mine, soft and gentle, coaxing me open for him, caressing me, making me feel loved. Cherished. Desired.

      Everything I had, and everything I lost.

      He loves me still. I know that now.

      ‘No matter what’, he said.

      No matter what.

      He didn’t tell me to call him Chase tonight. My girl, he’d said as he kissed me, and for just a few minutes tonight, he was my Zach again. The boy I used to love—and the man I love now.

      Here, within these four walls.

      I have to find some way to make him mine again.

      Some way for us to both be free.

      

      Rain’s story will conclude in the final book in the Claimed series, Freed, out in September!  Want to discuss what you just read. Join Portia’s Facebook group here with thousands of other readers.

      Do you love Dark Romance? Check out M. James solo Debut Vicious Promise. Buy now here.
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      There’s only one choice for this innocent bride. Marry me or die.

      

      I never wanted a wife.

      But when the Bratva tries to take what was promised to me, it’s time to claim what’s mine.

      I thought she would be a burden, a nuisance. A wife that I could lock away forever and forget about after our wedding night.

      

      But Sofia Ferretti turns out to be the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. Sweet, innocent—and virginal.

      Too good for a ruthless killer like me.

      I’m not here to seduce her, I’m here to keep her alive. Safe from everyone in Manhattan who wants her dead.

      

      The Bratva are coming.

      To take her.

      To kill me.

      But they don’t know how vicious I can be when it comes to keeping my promises.
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