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      This book is a romance based entirely on fictional places. It is set in the present where there are monarchies in a world that doesn’t operate quite like ours. There are no dragons or fairies, but there is lust, greed, pride, and wrath…something that exists in any world and has since the beginning of time.

      Any mistakes I make in properly conveying royal practices and whatnot, I hope you will excuse and consider that in the kingdoms of Farrow, Niaps, Alidonia, and beyond, perhaps it’s just the way it is.

      

      List of Characters:

      

      Safrin Family of Farrow:

      Neil* & Kathryn, father and mother

      Jadon, son of Neil and stepson of Kathryn

      Eden Safrin Catano, daughter, married to Luka Catano

      Ava, daughter

      

      Catano Family of Niaps:

      Titus & Cecilia (Cece), father and mother

      Basile, brother to Cecilia

      Luka, son, married to Eden Safrin Catano

      Mara, daughter

      

      Also in Niaps:

      Brienne Jarvis, bodyguard to Eden

      Elias Lancaster, advisor to Luka

      

      Forbrush Family of Yuman:

      Victros & Anais, father and mother

      Alex, son

      Nadia, daughter

      

      Farthing Family of Alidonia:

      Vance & Jonquil*, father and mother

      Omar, son

      Delilah, daughter

      Caulder, nephew, advisor to Vance

      

      *deceased
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      Prologue: Mara, age seven

      

      I sit on top of my mother’s suitcase and watch her finish applying her makeup. My body itches to run up to her and beg her to take me with her, but the last time I tried that, I ended up alone with Nanny for six months. This time, at least, I have my baby brother. Everyone likes him so much better than me, but he’s so cute, I don’t mind that he gets the attention.

      I just don’t like the house when my parents are gone. It’s too big, too dark, and sometimes Nanny drinks a lot and raps my knuckles and arms and backside with the long stick when she gets mad at me. Last time, I left one of my dolls in the dining room at breakfast time and I was sent to bed without lunch or supper, my hands bleeding from the stick.

      I tried to tell Mother about it when she returned, but she said Nanny does as she sees fit and little girls are supposed to keep their place. So far I think our place is in the dark, saying nothing at all, which is sad because I have something to say! I like talking and laughing and playing with my dolls outside of my room. And the water, I love the water. I love being outside. Nanny has started letting me go outside more and it’s the only time I feel free.

      “Up you go, I need to put this last bag in,” Mother says.

      I stand up and the urge overtakes me. I latch onto her waist and don’t let go. “Please take me with you. Please. I’ll be good. I won’t make a peep. You’ll barely even know I’m there.”

      Mother pries my fingers off of her and pushes me back so hard that I fall onto the floor. Father comes in to see me lying there and passes me to pick up the suitcase.

      “I’ll set this outside the door. The car is being loaded now. You need to hurry, Cecilia.”

      I jump up and run to him. “Father, wait. I can help on this trip. I’ll be your assistant. Yes? And I will only speak when spoken to, as you always say.”

      Father pats my head and pushes me away when I try to hug him. “Yet here you are again, Mara, speaking to me when I have not spoken to you. Cecilia, what ideas are you putting into her head, making her think the words of a little girl matter at all?” He chuckles and shakes his head, dodging from me one more time.

      I try to make sense of what he means exactly and lean against the door, my spirit drooping. All of my efforts to not be left with Nanny aren’t working. It looks like it will be six more months of bruises because I just can’t seem to be who anyone wants me to be.

      “My words do matter,” I mutter, kicking the door.

      The slap rings in my ears and my eyes blur. I put my hand to my cheek and stare up at my father. He leans down and I feel the warmth of his breath with his next words.

      “Help Nanny with your brother while we’re gone. Teach him a few words while you’re at it. His words do, in fact, matter. He will one day be king, after all.”

      He bops my nose, which does nothing to take away the sting of his slap.

      That day is the first time I imagine myself as one of the sea turtles that sometimes come to shore, with a hard shell on the outside. When things get too painful, I can duck my head inside my armor and be safe.

      

      Dear Elias,

      Best day ever. And worst day too.

      I met you today and you became my friend even though I’m only seven! Most other nine-year-olds I’ve met aren’t as nice as you. I can’t believe you live next door…can we call it next door even though it’s a mile away? Yes, let’s call it next door.

      Thank you for lunch.

      I love your smile more than lemon puffs and they’re my favorite thing in the world.

      When I snuck back into my house, I ran into Nanny. She got mad at me for getting my dress dirty and made me cry because she said the only thing I have going for me is my looks and I can’t even do that right. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but the look in her eyes made me hurt and almost made me forget what a great day this was. Then she said my only job is to look nice since Luka has the hard job of being the future king.

      Sometimes I wonder if everyone is sad I was born. Everyone likes Luka a lot more, even my parents.

      It made me want to go back to your house and get my dress even dirtier.

      I’ll go back tomorrow.

      And one day, I’ll marry you.

      Love,

      Mara

      

      P.S. I’m waiting to give this to you until I see if you remember me tomorrow. I think you will and if not, maybe when I kiss you, you’ll remember today when you kissed ME.
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      Mara

      

      Today is the worst day of my life.

      Even worse than the day my father went to prison for murder, which was right up there. Today is the day my brother Luka becomes king and that whiny, pansy wife of his will be crowned right alongside him. This was never supposed to happen, not like this.

      My father might be a lot of things, but he is not a murderer.

      I love my brother, I really do, but ever since Eden, Princess of the North and all that is cold and pale, got under his skin, he has become a different person. He’s betrayed our family, and all for his gain. It’s crazy too, because I’ve always done everything I could to earn my parents’ approval, while Luka has always had it without even trying. If anyone should be bound by honor, it seems it would be him.

      I watch the crown being placed on his head and choke back the tears that threaten to fall. It’s like I don’t even know him anymore. He used to be fun, always up for trouble, and he got a kick out of my presumed bad behavior.

      At least I thought he did.

      He would’ve never, ever turned his back on our family like this.

      It’s all her fault.

      Now he feels like a stranger. Maybe neither of us ever really knew one another at all.

      He’s never known what I’m truly capable of.

      I think my father knew. My mother might know too. It’s why they’ve always had Luka look out for me, cover me, keep me in line. He’s younger than me, but you’d never know it. Technically, I should be mad that he was ever born. It got in the way of me becoming queen, with the firstborn son always taking over the monarch, and the daughter only inheriting the throne should a son not be born. I should hate him, but he was the best thing that ever happened to me.

      The day Luka was born, I finally had the freedom to be me.

      It might have been used against me at times—this freedom—but I’ve been grateful for it nonetheless.

      And now, with the way my brother has turned against us and embraced his foreign wife, I fear that liberation is over. Forever.

      I feel eyes on me and my skin prickles in awareness. I look up and sure enough, Elias Lancaster is watching me. Sometimes I think he might see the real me too. It’s part of what intrigues me about him and part of what makes me keep my guard up.

      I’ve loved Elias Lancaster for as long as I can remember. He will be mine one day soon, but a couple of things have to change first:

      He needs to be convinced he belongs with me.

      He needs to realize he’s good enough for me.

      Two things that I’m not worried about, not with the way his eyes skate down my skin like they wish they could unwrap me and lay me bare. It’s only a matter of time, dear Elias.

      I don’t care what he does for a living—he’s doing exactly what he’s always wanted, being an advisor to the king—but for some reason, he thinks I need more.

      It’s been a while since Elias has made a move besides being an attentive flirt whenever we’re together. I’m getting tired of waiting.

      He has no reason to work for the attention of whatever woman he wants. He walks into a room and is instantly swarmed. It’s disgusting. He stands taller than the other men in the room, except for Luka. His brown hair and blue-grey eyes and constant smile draw the attention of everyone in the room. The dimple makes sure the attention stays. It’s the only time I wish he wasn’t so beautiful: when everyone else notices it and he’s not by my side. I try my best to stand apart by ignoring him until he finds me. And he always comes to find me.

      He’s wealthy enough to be dangerous but not so wealthy that he isn’t still a bit hungry for more. It keeps him on his toes and he likes playing hard to get.

      I, for one, am up for the challenge, but I intend on playing hard to get right back.

      He motions for me to step forward and I put my hand through my mother’s arm, separating to stand on either side of Uncle Basile as we follow the processional. The people who surround us on each side look at my mother and me skeptically, something that never happened until my father was accused. I shiver with some of the expressions that stare back at me.

      The walk down the cliff is hot and I wish I’d worn thinner material, especially when we continue the celebration outside. I stand along the sidelines, turning down everyone who asks me to dance. Finally, I turn away and walk toward the food. I just can’t shake the mood I’m in, but when Elias comes into my line of sight, I smile in spite of everything. My smile drops when he doesn’t return it. But then I realize he’s looking past me and doesn’t even seem to notice that I’m standing right in front of him. I turn to see what has his attention and I frown.

      Brienne Jarvis, my sister-in-law’s shadow, is standing against the stone wall, tapping her right foot to the music.

      I turn back to Elias, thinking he’s surely spotted me by now, but he’s moved past me and is moving toward Brienne.

      My ears burn and I put my hand on the table to steady myself. What the hell?

      I watch as he stops near her and says something, which causes her to laugh and flush a delicate shade of pale pink.

      That slutty ox!

      Besides us both having blond hair, we’re about as opposite from one another as you can get. She’s nearly six feet tall and although I guess I can see how some might consider her attractive, she doesn’t have an ounce of personality. I’m only five foot three, but I have more personality in my big toe than she does in her entire stretched out body. She does look strong and extremely fit, but what man wants a woman who can carry him to bed? I shudder at the thought of her carrying Elias. What could he possibly see in her?

      In the past when I’ve seen him at parties, flirting with whoever was hanging on his arm at the time, I simply encouraged whoever was paying attention to me at that moment and Elias was there before I had to do much at all. But seeing as how I’ve sent everyone away tonight with my crabby disposition, I’m all alone.

      It’s because of the day. That’s what I tell myself. I wouldn’t normally put myself out there like this, knowing it could backfire with Elias, but the turmoil of the past few months has taken its toll on me. I don’t stop to overthink it, I storm over to Elias and Brienne and slide my arm through his, pulling him away.

      I glare at Brienne and my heart thuds when he turns back to look at her.

      “Was it really necessary to be so rude to her?” he asks, patting my hand despite his words.

      The way Brienne seemed to dare me with her eyes, I think yes, it was necessary.

      “After all I’ve been through today, the least you can do is dance with me.”

      “Fair enough.” He smiles and I know all is forgiven.

      I give him a smug smile in return and he laughs.

      “You are too beautiful for your own good, Mara Catano. And I seem to fall for it every time.”

      I sigh as I step into his arms, already feeling so much better as we begin to slowly sway. But I can’t leave well enough alone. “When you say you fall for it, do you mean you fall for me?” I feel his body stiffen slightly and I pull back to look in his eyes. “We’ve played this game for so long, Elias. Don’t you ever get tired?”

      He stops swaying and studies me. “If you only knew.” His finger traces my jaw and moves to my lips. I go completely still, willing him closer, but he breaks the moment with his next words. “You don’t know what you want.”

      “Oh, I absolutely do know what I want.” I lean in closer to him and he backs away.

      “It’s impossible to know what you want when you don’t even know who you are.” He drops his hands and takes another step back, bowing slightly. “Thank you for this dance. I should go make sure your brother is enjoying his party.”

      I stand, mouth open and fuming as he leaves me standing in the middle of the dance floor, feeling like a fool. It’s like déjà vu all over again.
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      Elias

      

      I need a distraction. Any distraction.

      Mara Catano is my weakness and I cannot let her consume me again. She’s burned me once; hell, she’s burned me more than that, and I seem to go panting after her every time I see her hot as fuck body coming my way.

      She’s my poison.

      I check on Luka, making sure everyone is in place guarding our king, and also that he’s having a good time at his coronation party. His happiness is my happiness. When you’re an advisor to the king, you have to be willing to cause discomfort if it’s to protect the country, but when things are going well, as they are now, it’s my job to make sure he’s content so everything continues to fly sky-high. Advising his father was a different story. He created a constant state of turmoil and was a tyrant. It was a life that caused me misery and one I don’t want to ever go back to.

      Ensuring Titus Catano went to prison almost cost me everything and would have if it weren’t for Luka, his son. I owe him everything. And part of that also means I stay away from his older sister, Mara.

      She just so happens to be the only woman who has ever gotten under my skin, but what does that matter when there are so many other women out there to distract me?

      I look around and see the perfect deterrent. The tall, legs-to-the-sky blond who is glancing shyly my way. Brienne, the queen’s protector, looks at me like I have fallen from heaven and I admit, she intrigues me. I step closer to her and watch her face flush. I like having that effect on women—who wouldn’t?

      Mara dragged me away from her earlier in the evening, but I wasn’t quite done.

      She’s standing in the shadows, trying not to be noticed, which makes her all the more fascinating.

      “You cast a beautiful picture standing against that stone. You look like a regal knightess, ready to take on anything.”

      She jumps with my words and I laugh, holding up my hands in surrender.

      “A knightess? Is there such a thing?”

      “I think in your case, there should be.” I smile and she looks like she might faint.

      It reminds me of the first night I met her. She’d come to a party at my house and when I welcomed her, she looked like she might run. Before we could talk too much more, Mara had come by and shown her fangs, claiming me and making Brienne shrink into the wall. I’d been both impressed and annoyed that Mara had conquered Brienne so easily.

      I’ve barely thought about Mara’s fangs and I already feel her fingers on my arm. Like clockwork. I ignore the heat on my skin from her touch and look down as she loops her hand through my arm and pulls me away from Brienne. It would be comical if it weren’t such a turn-on. I look back at Brienne with an apologetic glance, but she’s turned away.

      I look down at the woman who owns me and sigh. “Mara, seriously? Twice in one evening? I’m beginning to think you enjoy being the villain.”

      “What’s villainous about taking what’s mine?”

      My dick twitches at the thought of being hers, but I look at her like she’s lost her mind. “Yours? In what reality are you living in?”

      Her eyes look wounded, but she bites her lip and leans in closer. I’ve always been able to count on her coming back for more. If I were honest with myself, I might say it’s what I live for, but I haven’t been honest with myself in years, so I push her hand off and glare at her.

      “I remember everything,” she whispers, on her tiptoes so she can reach my ear.

      It takes everything in me not to pull her tight against me and worship her body against the nearest tree.

      “Oh, then you remember when I told you to get the idea of us out of your head?”

      “I remember you saying that and then not even two weeks later sticking your tongue down my throat down by the farsynthia fields. You’re so convincing.” Her lips brush against my ear and my eyes close, my hand making its way to her hip. “You kissed me until my lips hurt and I had beard burn for days. My mom thought I was getting acne at twenty.”

      I chuckle against her hair and feel her lips lift on my neck as she steps back down, slowly, making sure to slide against my body as she does so.

      Mara Catano is so fucking good at this game she plays. When I look at her, I see every girl she’s ever been. From the moment we met and all the times in between. She’s never had an awkward phase, and I should know. I’ve been watching her for as long as I can remember.

      I hear my mother’s voice and her father’s voice, both in agreement over one thing and one thing only: that I do not belong with Mara.

      I step back and put my arms on hers, setting her back even further.

      “Our lips might like each other, but that’s all it is. Attraction. I’ll try to be clearer this time. I’ve tried to be diplomatic about it and to keep your friendship, but the truth is, you and I will never be more than friends, Mara. Ever. I feel nothing more than friendship for you.”

      The sharp intake of her breath guts me and she puts a hand to her mouth, taking yet another step away from me. I want to reach out, pull her back, and kiss my words away, but that would be old habits repeating themselves. I can’t keep doing this to her.

      So I do what I do best.

      Lie once again.

      To her, to myself.

      And I’ll be lying to whoever I bury myself inside tonight, trying to forget.
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        * * *

      

      Instead, I find myself at the table, my other toxin.

      The shame I feel just by sitting down is a heavy weight that I can’t seem to shake off, but I take the gin the server offers and let it burn all the way down my throat.

      Shame slowly fades to want.

      I want Mara.

      I want to be worthy of her.

      Want fades to the stark truth.

      Unless I win, I will never be worthy of her.

      Who am I kidding? Even if I win, I won’t be worthy of her.

      I push the chips out and hope for the best. I need a break. Just one turn of luck and I will be okay. It’s happened before. I won more shartrovs than I knew what to do with when I first started. And then my downward spiral began.

      I’ve become someone I hate.

      But the drive to crawl out of the hole I’m in by sitting here and risking everything rules me. I can admit that. I’m under the spell of the game.

      I mentally shake myself. I can stop at any time. It does not control me.

      I lift my hand for another tumbler and it’s placed in my hand seconds later. I drain it dry and feel the sweat forming on my forehead as the dealer turns over the card.

      No.

      My heart trips over itself, but I don’t allow myself to even wince when it’s bad. The dealer takes all my money and I stand up and try to get my bearings before stepping away.

      There’s no time to waste, no time to think about how far back this sets me, losing this money.

      I move to another table. This one will be different; I should’ve started here.
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      I lost big last night.

      I crawled into bed around two and tossed and turned all night. First thing on my mind this morning is wondering how I’m going to get myself out of this mess.

      My phone rings and I pick it up. My college roommate’s name flashes across the screen.

      “Gentry? How the hell are ya?”

      “Hey man. Pretty well. How are you?”

      “Oh, you know…could be better.” I chuckle to make it sound a little less dire and it works—he chuckles too. “It’s been a while. I miss you, you bastard.”

      He laughs louder. “Yeah, I miss you too, you filthy wanker. Wanted to let you know I’m moving to Niaps. Taking a position at the high school.”

      “Seriously? You’ll have to clean up that mouth before they let you in there.”

      “You know that’s gonna be fucking hard for me, but I’m up for the challenge.”

      “I think you’ll love living in Niaps. When do you get here?”

      “Month or so. Set some time for me on your calendar. Now that you’re running the king’s life, you probably don’t get out much, yeah?”

      I think of the night before and wish I didn’t get out as much as I do. My bank account would be a lot happier with me right now.

      “Always time for you. It’ll be good having you around.”

      We hang up and I feel a little lighter having talked to him. I need more friends in my life since I don’t have Mara anymore. Luka and Gentry are all I have left.
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      Mara

      

      I go to bed fuming and toss and turn all night. The few hours of sleep I get are filled with crazy dreams of Elias, mostly him looking at me with disappointment and rejection. I wake up disoriented and sad. I don’t bother going to the dining room to eat, instead ringing Chelsea to bring something to my room.

      When she enters the room tentatively twenty minutes later, I wave her inside and she sets a large tray on my bed.

      “Did you bring coffee?”

      “Of course.” She turns over the cup and pours coffee into it, the smell filling the room with its rich aroma.

      I sigh in relief. “Thank you, Chelsea. Have you seen any of the others this morning?”

      “All is quiet today.”

      “Are we expecting anyone?”

      I ask this of Chelsea most days because she is the only one who will give me an answer; she’s also the most likely to know the answer since her menu changes accordingly.

      “Basile is having a small meeting with the advisors early this evening. It’ll be a quiet reception before the supper hour.”

      Uncle Basile is just loving having more control now that my father is out of the way and I daresay he’s had more meetings lately than my father had during his entire reign. I roll my eyes and nod while my mind schemes ahead to a way to get Elias’s attention this evening.

      It might not be the best plan, but after I have a little caffeine in me, I call Alex. He’s Nadia’s brother, but unlike Nadia, my former best friend who betrayed my father with Luka, Alex and I have remained close. As always, he’s happy to hear from me.

      “I’ve been missing you.” His voice is practically a purr.

      “Well, how about you come to see me? Dinner tonight? Drinks before?”

      “You’ve been missing me too, I take it.” He sounds smug and I roll my eyes for a second time this morning. A sure sign of a tiring day.

      “Don’t get too cocky, Alex. It isn’t pretty.”

      He laughs and I smile in spite of how annoying he is. He’s sexy as all hell, so he can usually get away with the obnoxious arrogance here and there, but I’m not in the mood for it today. I just need him to be here at a certain time tonight and then he can stay or go—makes no difference to me.

      “I’ll see if I can shuffle some things around, make sure flying conditions are perfect and whatnot. You know the drill.”

      It takes him an hour to get here on his jet, so I’m not too worried about the logistics—he’ll figure it out. I hang up, satisfied.

      I spend the rest of the morning and afternoon doing beauty treatments on my skin and have a massage. I deserve it after that insufferable day yesterday. Right before I know Elias is scheduled to arrive, I slip into my cream lacy slip of a dress. It fits like a second skin and is the perfect mix of demure and naughty, one of my favorite ways to dress…unless I’m going for all-out naughty. Not today. I grin at myself in the mirror and like what I see.

      I see Elias’s car pull into the driveway and I head down the stairs to be the first one he sees when he walks in. The doorbell rings and on cue, I answer it, smiling wide. I make sure to let my face fall with just the right amount of disappointment but a rallying attempt to be kind.

      “Oh…hello.” I smile but look past him enough that after his jaw has dropped with the view of me, he looks over his shoulder to see where I’m looking.

      “Were you expecting someone else?” When he turns back to look at me, his eyes sear through my skin and I suppress a shiver.

      “I was, but it’s nice to see you too, friend.” I hold out my arm and he takes it, walking inside. He’s unable to hide the smirk and I hide my own, knowing him so well.

      I didn’t believe a word he said last night.

      I look outside one more time before I close the door, knowing full well Alex will be another five minutes at least.

      Once Elias is inside, he turns to me and slides his hands up and down my bare shoulders.

      “You look good enough to eat.”

      I lower my chin and look at him with lowered eyelids. “Is that what you’ve come to do?”

      His eyes look feral and I want to capture the moment and escape with him right here, right now, while he looks at me like this.

      He reaches up and rubs his hand across his scruffy chin. “Oh, how you wish. I’m here for a meeting, unfortunately, but what are you doing so—”

      The doorbell rings and I pat his arm. “Hold that thought.”

      Uncle Basile walks into the room just as I’m almost to the door and I groan inwardly. So help me if he wrecks this. I hold the door open wide and Alex stands there, looking like sex in a suit. I sigh and stare at him. He really is pretty. He doesn’t affect me the way Elias does—at all—but he’ll do in a pinch. He takes my hand and twirls me around, whistling under his breath.

      “Hot damn. You are ready for me,” he says just loud enough for everyone to hear.

      I hear Elias curse behind me and it notches up my grin a thousand watts. I turn around and put my hand on Alex’s arm, loving the way Elias scowls at him. He’s never cared much for Alex, but he holds his hand out anyway and they shake.

      “Can’t stay away for too long, can you, Alex?” Elias asks. “What’s happening this evening? Opera? A walk on the beach?” His tone is light, but his jaw is ticking after every other word.

      “We’re having a few drinks and then dinner here tonight,” I jump in. “You should join us.”

      Alex looks down at me and I can tell every thought he’s thinking. This isn’t what he’d planned for tonight, but he’ll improvise as long as I reward him later. He looks back at Elias and smiles. “I’m here for whatever this lady has in mind. Always.”

      Uncle Basile clears his throat and motions for Elias to join him. “Duty calls, I’m afraid. But you are welcome for dinner…I have a feeling I’ll need backup,” he adds. He’s never been too crazy about Alex either.

      “See you in an hour then,” I tell Elias and then looking at Alex, I straighten his tie and say, “That gives us plenty of time…”

      I hear Elias’s giant inhale and almost feel an ounce of pity for the guy. Almost. But no. He only feels friendship for me? No. That’s never been the case. He could’ve had me a long time ago and for whatever wishy-washy reason thinks either he isn’t ready or I’m not ready. I’m ready, I want to scream from the rooftops. But something tells me it’ll take more than that for me to get through to Elias. That would be way too easy.

      Nothing worth fighting for comes without a price.
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        * * *

      

      I go through the motions of listening to Alex talk about all the politics in Yuman while we wait for supper. My heart isn’t in it, but my father always taught me that nothing comes for free. You ask a favor, you have to expect to give something in return. That’s just life.

      When he’s all talked out, he turns to me and says, “I’ve missed you. Kiss me like you mean it. Like old times.”

      I hold my hand up. “No, I’m good. I don’t want to get my hair messed up before we eat.” I go into the bathroom and reapply my lipstick while Alex watches me from the bed.

      He puts his hands behind his head and leans against the headboard. “You’re still hot for Lancaster, aren’t you?” He shakes his head and makes an exasperated sound with his mouth. “When are you gonna get it? You’re better than him. He’ll never be able to give you what you need.”

      “Oh, and you could?” I frown at him. “Elias is making a name for himself. He has ambition and plenty of money in the meantime.”

      “He’s no prince.” Alex stands up and walks behind me, putting his hands around my waist. “And you think ‘plenty of money’ will ever be enough for you—when you’re calling me to fly on my jet to see you with less than eight hours’ notice?” He laughs. “You’d last with him for a week, maybe two, and then you’d be calling me up. ‘Alex, I need you. Turns out I love your filthy rich cock.’” He laughs harder and I turn around and hit his arm, scowling.

      “Don’t be so gross. You and I have never been more than this,” I point between the two of us, “and that’s all we’ll ever be. I love Elias. He just needs to realize he loves me too.”

      Alex shakes his head again and walks back into the bedroom. “It’s always been a game with you, Mara. Some people don’t enjoy games as much as I do.”

      “I don’t care about some people, only Elias.”

      “God, what is it about him that turns you into this—” He stops and I wait to hear what he’s going to call me, but he doesn’t finish.

      I spritz on more perfume and stand in the doorway. “We can’t always choose who we love. My heart chose his a long time ago. I might do everything else wrong, but I don’t ignore my heart.”

      “You’re ridiculous. Come here.” He holds his arms out and I step into them. He kisses me hard, his tongue exploring my mouth and his hands pressing me closer to him. When he pulls back, he messes my hair up slightly and steps away, looking me over. “May as well make him suffer by thinking you’ve been up to no good.” He grabs his crotch and laughs. “Or I can just brag about how good your mouth is.”

      I groan and loop my arm through his, opening the door to the hallway. “That’s the last kiss and now we’re even.”
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      Mara

      

      Alex and I show up fashionably late for supper, right behind my mother. I left my hair tousled and grinned when I saw how puffy my lips were in the hallway mirror, broadcasting to everyone what we’ve been up to. My eyes briefly narrow on Brienne, who is staring at Elias, and I make sure my glance barely skates over him. I bite my lip when I see that he’s staring at me with something close to awe and fury.

      Maybe this will be easier than I thought.

      I look at him one more time and my stomach starts to ache as I see him glance at Brienne and smile at her.

      The plates are served and we dig in, Luka beginning the conversation.

      “I appreciate you all coming for these meetings, but tonight no business, strictly fun.” He raises his glass and everyone lifts theirs too. “To smooth negotiations.”

      Everyone repeats after him and clinks their glasses together. When the noise dies down, Luka looks at Alex.

      “I didn’t realize you’d be joining us this evening, Alex. How is everything in Yuman?”

      “Things are well. You know I can’t stay away from your sister for too long.” He smirks at me, and I smile at him with my eyelashes lowered.

      I try to subtly look at Elias again and see that this time, he is studying his plate with extreme focus.

      Luka looks at Elias then. “Elias, you haven’t had a party at your place lately. When is the next bash?”

      “Haven’t had much time to party with all of your celebrations,” Elias mutters. He seems to recognize his tone and sits up straighter. “Hard to compete with that.” He smiles and lifts his wine glass to his lips. “As soon as we all recover after the coronation, I’ll do something—if nothing else to celebrate that we survived.”

      The advisors laugh, Luka and Basile included, and Elias’s shoulders relax a bit. He goes back to staring at his plate and I wonder if he’s not as happy about Luka taking over…or if it’s the way Alex is eyeing me like he wants to devour me. I ignore him, digging into my food like I’m starving. Eventually, I take a long swig of wine and set it down, along with my fork.

      “Let us know if you’d like any help planning,” I say to Elias. “Alex and I would be glad to help.”

      “I didn’t realize the two of you were such close buddies…again,” Elias says, setting his glass down with a thud.

      “Oh, we’ve always been close, haven’t we?” I beam at Alex and he leans over and tweaks my nose, making me laugh.

      Elias looks as if he wants to commit murder right at the table and Luka has to go and shut it down.

      “Eden and I have an announcement.”

      The whole table goes silent then and we turn as one to Luka.

      “No, we’re not having a baby…not yet.” Eden laughs. “That was a bit dramatic, even for you,” she says to Luka.

      “My apologies.” Luka ducks his head. “A baby never crossed my mind…maybe it should.” He grins and it’s Eden’s turn to flush. He waves his hand and clears his throat, his lips jutting to the side as they do when he’s teasing Eden. “Nothing that grand, but we are donating a large sum of capital to the country of Farrow as a way of increasing our good faith with them after the awful things my father did. Money cannot fix what he did, but I hope that it will show that we have every intention of doing right by them in the future.”

      I can’t believe this. I stand up and point at Eden, hands shaking. “What did you have to do to bribe that out of him? Do you have no shame? You’ve already ruined my family and now you’re taking more of our money too? And we’re supposed to celebrate this?”

      Luka stands up and walks over to me, putting his hand on my shoulder. I jerk away, feeling my skin heat as I fight back the tears.

      “I hate you,” I whisper. “I have officially lost all respect for you.”

      I storm out of the room and rush down the hall.

      Eden has destroyed everything important to me.

      I refuse to let her steal my family.
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        * * *

      

      “Mara?” Elias knocks once, twice, then opens the door.

      I look at him and then turn away, walking to the window. He moves behind me and I lean back into his chest, his arms going around the front of me and holding me close. I try to keep the tears from falling; once they start, I’m afraid they won’t stop. A tear escapes and drops on Elias’s hand.

      Elias’s lips touch my ear as he whispers. “Please don’t cry. You’re breaking my heart. You never cry. Mara, please…”

      He turns me then, pulling my head against his chest. I wrap my arms around his waist and he does the same, holding me as close as he can. It is the closest to secure that I’ve felt since my father was arrested. My father is the rightful king. I thought nothing could get to him. The thought of him holed up in a dank prison cell day in and day out—it’s too painful to think about. I don’t understand how Luka could do this.

      “Do you believe my father murdered Safrin?” My voice comes out shakily and I clear my throat. I look up at Elias and he smooths my hair back.

      “I’ve seen the proof, Mara. I didn’t want to believe it. But you know Luka is a just man—he wouldn’t go this far unless there was no doubt in his mind.”

      I push Elias’s arms off of me. “You were his trusted advisor. How quickly you turn…”

      He steps forward and I hold my hand up, keeping the space between us.

      “He isn’t the easiest man to get along with—you know that—but there was a time when he was like a father to me too. You should know how much this is killing me too.”

      “Not enough to defend him.”

      “Would you want him to get away with murder?” Elias stares at me, his pupils dilating as he doesn’t blink.

      I swallow hard and turn away from him. “I think he was set up. Until it’s proven without a doubt to me, that’s what I will believe.”

      “I wish you were right. I’d love nothing more than to be wrong about this.”

      He steps closer behind me and my eyes close. This is what I wanted tonight—him here, in my room, wanting to hold me…but not like this. His words repeat back to me and I want to cry all over again: You don’t know what you want.

      Maybe he’s right.

      But then his hand is on my shoulder and he’s turning me around again. His eyes have softened and he looks at me with genuine concern. When I look up at him, he reaches out and his finger traces down my cheek. I close my eyes and lean into his touch. His fingers trace my lips and a sigh escapes. My eyes flutter open and he’s staring at me with such want, I lean up and kiss him. It starts out tentatively, but when the tip of his tongue brushes against mine, it awakens both of us and we collide into one another. His hands are everywhere all at once. In that moment, I forget everything but how perfect he has always felt to me. Kissing him awakens a part of me that lies dormant every moment I’m not with him. He makes me feel alive.

      I get lost in his kiss and when he picks me up and carries me to the bed, I stare up at him in anticipation. Finally, my heart says with every beat.

      He looks at me for a few moments and when I stretch my hand out to him, he seems to come out of a stupor. He looks away and pulls the blanket over me before taking a step back.

      “Elias?” I sit up, already shifting my feet to the floor to get closer to him.

      He runs his hands through his hair. “I always seem to lose my head with you.”

      “Is that how you really feel? Because I feel the opposite. I find myself when I’m with you.”

      He wraps his hand around the back of his neck and sighs. “Alex is out there, Mara. Seems like a dick move to be doing this when he came all this way to be with you tonight.”

      “Where is Alex right now?” I stand up and put my hands on his chest.

      He smirks and I relax, a smile breaking out on my face in triumph. This night is going even better than I planned. I start to remove his suit jacket and he stops me, his hand resting over mine.

      “This is not the time or place,” he whispers. Despite his words, his eyes are full of promise. He pulls my hand to his lips and kisses my palm. “It’s always lovely to see you, Mara.”

      And with those words, I feel a chill as he steps away and moves to the door. Elias, always erecting walls between us, always taking two steps forward and three steps back. My shoulders fall as he walks out of my room, taking my heart with him.
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        * * *

      

      After another restless night, I wake up crankier than ever. Alex barraged my phone with texts during the night, not too happy with the way I left him at dinner. He’ll get over it. He knew the role he was supposed to play last night.

      The way Elias left though…it’s eating at me. I don’t like that he seems so drawn to me one minute and is able to just turn it off the next. What’s wrong with him? I know he was going to give in to his feelings last night. I could see it in the way he looked at me, feel it in the way he kissed me without abandon. When he laid me on the bed and stared at me for so long, I felt the heat all the way to the tips of my toes. There’s no way he doesn’t want me. What’s it going to take to push him over the edge?

      It’s noon before I leave my room, ready for lunch but not really in the mood to see anyone. I decide to give it a half hour before I go to the dining room, to ensure I’ll avoid my brother. If he’s home, he eats at noon on the dot. I walk outside, taking my time through the gardens and when I come back toward the house, I hear the sounds of laughter nearby. I follow the sound, my heart clenching when I recognize Elias’s voice. I don’t recognize the girl’s laugh and by the time I reach them, I am in quite a state. I feel the heat on my face and my hands are shaking when I go through the clearing of trees.

      Elias and Brienne are laughing at something he has just said under his breath. She’s holding a sword—the hell is that about?—and he has his hands on her waist. I lose my breath for a moment, feeling like the wind is knocked out of me. They look so striking together. Their tall, lean bodies like a matched set. Her blond hair and pale features, wide, blue eyes bright against her skin and her red lips full and smiling wide…she looks beautiful and I hate her for it. He leans into her and holds his hand out, she hands him the sword, laughing, and he mimics a move for her to try.

      Both of them are oblivious to me and I hate both of them for it.

      “What’s going on here?” My voice sounds more hateful than I intended, my feelings pouring out in my tone a dead giveaway for how I feel about the two of them together.

      Their eyes jerk to me and Elias’s smile drops. Brienne looks at him to see his reaction and I put my hand on my hip, waiting.

      “I just found out today that Brienne is exceptional with a sword.” He smiles warmly at Brienne and I want to grab the sword and drive it into her leg, anything to take his attention off of her. It would surely backfire on me.

      Her face flushes and I glare at her.

      “I’m sure she is.” I snap and then bite the inside of my cheek. As much as I loathe that they’re having fun with each other, I don’t want to look like a fool either, which is what I’ll do if I stick around much longer. I turn around and start walking away.

      “Mara, wait,” Elias calls, jogging after me. “Are you okay?”

      I lean up on my tiptoes, for the first time in my life wishing I were taller. Brienne looks like a willowy goddess without even trying. I reach his ear and whisper, “Don’t pretend to care, Elias.”

      When I step back, he looks hurt and confused. That makes two of us, I think, and I want to run back to the house. His hand reaches out to touch my face and the way he stares at my mouth, I think he might kiss me, but the moment passes.

      I need to stop caring.

      

      Dear Elias,

      I’ve nearly given you the letters SO MANY TIMES, but now there are so many, I wouldn’t know where to start. They already fill a big box.

      I just haven’t been able to go through with it…but today, I’m really tempted.

      My heart is dying. I think it’s cracked.

      Every day I go to see you…sometimes Luka goes with me, but usually you and I have time to ourselves too. It’s a tradition to meet by the big rock, two years and counting—can we call this our anniversary? I think we should—unless you’re grounded or I can’t sneak away. On those days, I try my best to send ESP to your brain to tell you I can’t come. And you say you hear me when I tell you about it later, but I don’t know if I believe it because you said you’ve done ESP back to me. Well, I’ve tried, but I can’t hear anything when you’re sending me mind messages telling me not to come because you’re grounded.

      When I got to your house today, I heard your mother yelling at you.

      She’s so mean.

      I hate it when she yells at you.

      And one of the biggest reasons I will probably never give you these letters is because of what I write about her in a lot of them.

      I hate her actually.

      I think she hates me too.

      Today, I heard her say, “I told you to clean this kitchen. You spend all your time with that spoiled brat (that’s me) and forget you have a mother who needs your help. You’re grounded for two weeks, maybe longer.”

      I hate it when you’re grounded.

      I left a rock by your window to let you know I was there. I hope you find it.

      And I’m coming back tomorrow just in case you find a way to sneak out. If you can’t, I’ll find a way to sneak in.

      Love,

      Mara
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      Elias

      

      I hadn’t planned on spending the morning with Brienne. After I left the estate last night, practically running from Mara with my tail between my legs, I dreaded this morning’s meeting with Luka. Running into Brienne practicing with a sword was a nice surprise.

      “What other secret talents do you possess, Brienne Jarvis?”

      “What’s going on here?” Mara’s voice cuts in and it startles me. I didn’t even hear her coming. She looks angry and I sigh. She’s like a livid fairy, beautiful and tiny and fiery. She runs off after being spiteful to Brienne and I jog after her, which ends up being a mistake.

      I head back to Brienne and exhale a long breath. “So, back to sparring. Next time, I’m bringing my sword. You practice daily?”

      “No, just on the rare day off.”

      “Well, we need to get you more time off then. Need me to talk to Luka?”

      “No.” She shakes her head, wide-eyed. “You wouldn’t, right?”

      “I’m tempted to. How about tomorrow morning, eight o’clock?”

      She nods, still in shock. “I think that works.”

      I grin wide, her eyes falling to my dimples, and I have to steady her; she looks faint. “You okay?” She nods. “Okay, I better run, but I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I show up ready to spar. I practice a few moves and feel eyes on me. When I turn and see Brienne standing there, I slowly bow.

      “Good morning,” she says.

      “I’ve been looking forward to this since I saw you yesterday.”

      “Me too.” She grins and gets into place in front of me.

      “Do you need a helmet?” I ask.

      “Never.”

      I smirk. “Let’s hope you’re right.”

      When we start moving, our swords clanking into each other, it’s like a slow dance. We go through a long exchange of parrying and dodging, the sound of our swords tinging across the warm morning air. I’m more experienced than her, but she is matching me in every way. The effect is exhilarating. I lose track of time as all of my focus is on her and the sword. My face gives nothing away, but when we finally stop after a solid round of constant movement, I shake my fist in the air and yell.

      “That was incredible. Where did you learn to do that?”

      “A friend of my mother’s.” She beams at me.

      I take off my shirt and wipe my face with it as she stares at me in shock. I give her a moment to get her fill. My looks are the only thing I have going for me at the moment. “Like what you see?” I grin.

      She rolls her eyes and turns away, laughing. “You’re not suffering a lack of ego, that’s for sure.”

      I laugh. “I’m ready to jump in the pool after that. Join me?”

      “I should, uh…I should probably get ready for the day. It’s tempting though,” she adds when my face drops.

      “No, you’re right. I need a shower before meeting the king.”

      “Does it feel weird to call him that now, after growing up with him and serving his father?”

      “You have no idea.”

      She struggles not to stare at my abs.

      “Same time tomorrow?” I grab another shirt out of my bag.

      “Sure. See you tomorrow.” She starts gathering her things.

      I sling my bag over my shoulder.

      “Are you kidding me—it’s like you’re everywhere I turn.” Mara is in front of me, her hands in fists at her hips. She looks around me to Brienne and glares at her too. Tiny livid fairy. “Are you two BFFs or something?”

      I swallow down a laugh. “If she’ll have me,” I say, smiling at Brienne.

      “Eden is looking for you.” Mara eyes Brienne coolly and nods toward the house.

      Brienne waves to me. “It was fun.” She starts walking away.

      “Don’t trip on that sword and die in your haste to get to the queen,” Mara calls.

      “Enough, Mara!” I grab her arm and she turns to me, her expression one of betrayal.

      “You know I didn’t mean—” she starts, but she shakes her head and walks away.

      “Wait…Mara, come on.”

      She keeps walking.

      I’m striking out everywhere I turn.

      Time for a long, cold shower.
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        * * *

      

      Mara was twelve and I was fourteen when I had to take my first cold shower due to her close proximity. Actually, she didn’t even have to be around for me to think of her and need a frigid dousing. One of us was at the other’s house all summer long, or usually somewhere in the middle, where no one could find us. There was a formation of huge rocks that we’d climb and sit on the top of, looking out at the water.

      She came running to me that day, furious. Her father had said something to upset her and she needed to get out of the house. My mom hadn’t been out of bed for months and I needed to get out of the house too.

      Neither of us said anything when we first got to the rocks. She looked pretty. I wanted to tell her that, but I thought I shouldn’t, so I stayed quiet. We started to climb up and I always let her go first. Her foot slipped and my hands were there to make sure she didn’t fall. Right on her backside. I flushed and cleared my throat.

      “Er, sorry.”

      “You saved my life.” She giggled.

      When we reached the top, we sat side by side, shoulders brushing. I remember wishing I could just inch my fingers a little closer, so they’d touch hers too, but I kept thinking about something my mother said every time I came in from being with Mara or Luka.

      “You’re not like them, Elias. You need to be careful, thinking you’re one of them. You’ll never be. And that girl…she’s a spiteful little minx. You be extra careful around that one. She’s the last person you need to fall for, trust me on this. She’ll break your heart and eat it for supper.”

      That always shook me. Eat my heart for supper after breaking it? It made me shudder every time, but I didn’t really get what she meant either. I just knew it made me both respect and fear Mara Catano.

      Mara had a temper. I’d seen it firsthand when she got upset and came stomping to me to talk about it. But she never turned it toward me or her brother. She got fiery about the girls at school who snubbed her and ended up getting tutors to avoid interacting with them at all. And her parents…I could see why they made her angry. They were gone most of the time, leaving Mara and Luka to fend for themselves with the mean nanny, so it was hard for her to abide by all their rules when they decided to show up.

      I didn’t understand what my mother meant, but I cared about what she thought.

      My mother had very few days when she got out of bed or smiled. My father worked a ton and sometimes I wondered if he remembered he had a family. He’d be gone from sunrise until late at night, long after we’d gone to bed. Sometimes I’d stay up just to see if he ever really came home.

      He’d clear his throat and say, “Late night for you, son. Better get some sleep."

      And that was the extent of our conversations.

      I never really knew what was wrong with my mother either. She just didn’t have the strength. Later, I realized that she was deeply depressed. She had migraines a lot and maybe it was the pain that sent her to bed some days, but I think it was mostly sadness. And I always knew that if I couldn’t keep my own mother happy, what made me think I could ever keep anyone else happy?

      Winthrop, our family butler, would sneak a box of chocolates in to me on those nights when I felt most alone. Or a toy that, looking back now, probably cost very little, but to me meant everything. I loved it most when he brought books. A stodgy old man with little expression, he showed me more kindness than my parents put together.

      My friendships were surface at best, with the exception of Winthrop, Mara, and Luka, who always dug a little deeper with me. I loved them wholeheartedly, but I kept them at a distance too, never letting them see all of me.

      It was safer that way.
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        * * *

      

      I get out of the Catano estate before I have another confrontation with Mara. She makes me feel too much. Always.

      Deflect and depart. A motto that has always worked for me.
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      Mara

      

      I walk away from Elias before he can lecture me any more about being rude to Brienne. I can’t stop thinking about him gazing down at me with lust as I laid on the bed waiting for him to finish what he started, and now he’s looking at Brienne like she’s his latest piece of fresh meat? What is wrong with him?

      I squeeze my fists together, denying myself any other outward sign of emotion. Crying with Elias was a weakness I don’t normally indulge in and I won’t start now.

      Tears are for the weak and I am not weak.

      My father used to make me repeat that over and over again when I was little. Anytime I cried or even felt my eyes welling with tears, he’d tilt his head and say, “Remember what we say, Mara? Tears are for the weak and I am not weak.”

      I’d repeat it back in my little girl gremlin voice and only then would he grant me a hug. Sometimes a few tears would fall when he was hugging me, but I don’t think he ever noticed. Somewhere along the way, I stopped being able to cry. That’s why my little episode of tears is so troubling. I can’t start acting like Eden. God help me.

      Especially over a man…even if it’s Elias…

      If I didn’t think he was worth it, I’d force myself to get over him in a heartbeat, but I do, I think he’s worth it. I know in my heart of hearts that he just needs to wake up. He’s all I’ve ever wanted.

      Maybe Brienne’s polished up purity act is getting to him…but no, that can’t be right. He’s never gone for that type before. He did seem pretty mad about Alex being here. Maybe he’s trying to get back at me for being with him…

      I’m not looking where I’m going and run into a solid chest, getting knocked in the eye with an elbow in the process. I hold my eye and groan.

      “Sorry, Mara. Didn’t know you were home.” Luka leans back and looks at my eye. “I got you good, I’m so sorry. You okay?”

      “No, I am not okay,” I practically spit the words.

      He holds both hands up and walks away, glancing at me over his shoulder. “You need to let the hostility go. It’s making it uncomfortable for everyone.”

      “That’s not my fault,” I yell. “And Mother agrees with me.”

      “She’s playing a dangerous game.”

      I narrow my eyes and move toward him. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Ask her.”

      I throw my hands up in the air when he leaves the room with that nonsense. I march to my mother’s quarters and pound on her door.

      She opens it, frowning. “What’s all this racket?”

      “Is there something I should know?” I demand.

      Her eyebrows come together in the center, forehead creasing. “What is this about?”

      “I’d like to know if there’s something you’re hiding…about Father maybe? Luka said you’re playing a dangerous game and I want the details. I feel like I’m missing something important and now is not the time to be in the dark.”

      She shakes her head and opens the door wider. I step inside and she puts her hand on my arm, turning me toward her.

      “Men have always lost their mind when it comes to power. That’s what is happening here. Our Luka has aligned with Eden Safrin and gotten a taste of power. I’m worried he’ll do anything to destroy your father.”

      I swallow hard, my heart beating faster. “For all of Luka’s faults, I don’t think he’s power-hungry. As angry as I am with him, I think he truly believes he’s right about Father. We just need to prove him wrong.”

      “And we will,” she says, soothingly. “Alidonia is responsible for this and it’s only a matter of time until we can prove it. I’m working on it and it would help if you’d not go unhinged in the process.”

      I wince at her dig. “I’m trying, Mother. You haven’t seen anything negative in the press about me since Father was arrested. Right?”

      She smiles and I take a deep breath, already feeling a tiny bit better.

      “I’ve noticed. Let’s keep it that way, okay? Your father will be out soon and we can get our family back on track.”

      I hope she’s right. If we can prove to Luka that Father is innocent, everything will go back to normal. I nod and smooth back a strand of hair that has fallen in my eye.

      “What’s going on with you and Alex?” Mother’s eyes are like a microscope always peering into the depths of my soul, like she already knows the answer, but she’s waiting for me to ‘fess up.

      “Oh, just a little bait for Elias. Can’t let him think I’m just waiting around for him.”

      “Better yet would be to not wait around for him at all.”

      I roll my eyes. “You know I can’t give up on him. He’s in here.” I tap my heart. “And he came this close to giving in to me.” I lean in closer to her and whisper, “But we need to get rid of that cow that guards Eden…the blond girl.”

      “You mean the lovely willowy girl, Brienne? I don’t know how she’s really capable of guarding anyone, not having much muscle, but I’ve heard she’s good with a sword. She must be skilled in other areas of defense to be qualified for the job.”

      I scowl at my mother and she frowns back.

      “What?”

      “I just said we need to get rid of her, not that you need to go on about all of her virtues.”

      “What is your issue with her? Tell me and I’ll see what I can do.”

      “She has her sights on Elias.”

      “Ahhh, Elias. It always goes back to Elias, doesn’t it? Tell me, is Elias encouraging this attention from her?”

      I huff and turn around where she can’t read me so easily. “I think he’s just being nice,” I lie. Maybe if I speak what I want to happen enough, it will. Mind over matter, right?

      “Hmm. Well, if he would even slightly entertain the thought of being with a person of her caliber…he’s not the man for you, is he?”

      I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from biting her head off. I don’t know how many times I have to say it—Elias belongs with me. He is mine.

      “I’ll see you at dinner. Our normal time?” I’m not opposed to changing the subject when it gets too heavy.

      “Why don’t we start eating with the others…it’s time we make our presence known around here again.”

      “I don’t want to fight with Luka.” I turn and face her and she looks startled by my expression. Damn emotion is wreaking havoc. What is happening to me?

      “Luka will come around. If we act like we’re hiding from him, nothing will ever be resolved.”

      I shrug. My heart feels desolate with one too many heartbreaks today. Mother puts her arm around my shoulder and walks me to the door.

      “Chin up. It’s going to be all right. You’ll see. Find something pretty to wear for dinner tonight and we’ll be on our best behavior. Make Luka think we’re calming down and we will ease our way back into his good graces. I have to call your Father now. He’ll be home before we know it, trust me.”

      I study her face, trying to latch onto the confidence she holds regarding our family and take a deep breath, steadying myself against her for a few moments.

      “That’s my girl,” she says. “Made of steel.”

      More like dust, I want to argue back. I don’t feel very strong right now. I step out and lean against the door when she closes it, catching my breath. A jolt of fear washes over me and I want to step back inside her room and hear her soothing words again.

      Everything has turned upside down. My mother has never been one for positive thinking, yet that’s exactly what she just fed me. Something isn’t sitting right. I need to get to the bottom of all of this for myself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The plan comes to me during dinner. It’s an awkward affair. I immediately regret listening to my mother and wish I’d avoided the whole thing. When Brienne and Eden walk in smiling and sit down next to Luka, it’s all I can do to not leave right then. But I pick at my food and drink my wine and it all comes to me then, the plan.

      Once my plate has been cleared, I go back to my room to freshen up and leave, driving myself over to Elias’s house. His car is out front, its sleek lines perfect for him. I smile, thinking of the first time I saw him driving it, never fails to get me hot. I check my lipstick in my rearview mirror before I step out of the car and walk slowly to the door, my stilettos clicking on the stone walk.

      Winthrop, his butler, answers the door and sniffs when he sees me. “Do come in. I don’t believe Mr. Lancaster was expecting you.”

      Elias walks by and stops when he sees me, then quickly steps toward the door. “Come in. What are you doing here?” His eyes slowly sweep down the length of me, stalling on my legs and heels. His tongue reaches out to lick his bottom lip before his eyes reach mine again and I watch, entranced.

      “I was hoping I might ask you a few questions.”

      “Of course.” He nods at Winthrop, who closes the door.

      “Tea?” Winthrop asks.

      “That would be perfect, thank you.”

      “Thank you, Winthrop.” Elias looks at the man with far more warmth than he does me.

      Winthrop nods and scurries off to the kitchen.

      Elias stretches out his hand, directing me down the hall. “Let’s go to my office.”

      The thought of seeing the space where Elias works excites me. I’ve been to his home many times, but I’ve never been in his office. He leads the way and when he opens the door, I’m rewarded by the smell of leather, books, and Elias’s cologne that smells a bit like vanilla and tobacco. I close my eyes and inhale, feeling like I could be happy in this cozy room with him forever.

      “What can I help you with, Mara?” His voice behind me makes me jump and I put my hand to my throat, laughing. “I apologize for startling you.” He walks around his desk and motions for me to sit across from him.

      I wish he wasn’t being so formal and that I could go climb into his lap where I belong, but I sit down where he tells me to and take a long look at him. He looks tired but so handsome in his dress shirt rolled up to his elbows. His hair is messier than usual and I want to get my hands in it and mess it up more. I clear my throat. Enough of this formality.

      “I would really like some answers. You know I love Luka and I have always trusted his judgment, but now, with Eden’s influence…I’m not certain of anything anymore. I know you had great respect for my father. What do you know that I don’t?”

      Elias rubs the scruff on his chin and stares at me. In shock? Or fear…I’m not sure which. He runs his hand through his hair and then leans his forearms on the desk.

      “I saw transcripts of his conversations with Juan and one other person about their plan to bring down Neil Safrin. It was all there, no hiding it. I also heard his voice on one of the phone calls, which is what confirmed it for me. Luka has the recording. It was all given to the police and they had enough there to convict him. Haven’t you heard about this?”

      I shake my head, pressing my lips together as I grip the chair. “No. My mother has said I needed to remain loyal and that nothing they had was firm evidence.”

      Elias tilts his head and what I see in his eyes now breaks me. Pity. I lower my head, clutching my hands together.

      “Do you think I could hear it for myself?” I whisper. “I don’t want to believe it’s true. I have to…hear it for myself.”

      “I will make sure you do. Your loyalty is admirable, Mara.” He stands up and walks around the desk, sitting on the edge in front of me.

      I laugh shakily and roll my eyes. “I’m not crying again. Will not cry,” I repeat softly. “My father would disown me if he knew I’ve cried over him…or anyone.”

      Elias grabs my hands and pulls me to him. “You’re the strongest person I know and the best daughter there is. A few tears would never change that. It’s understandable that you wouldn’t want to believe the worst.”

      “What about Alidonia? Where do they fit in all of this?”

      “You should be asking Luka about that, but I believe they played a part in it too. Unfortunately, we have proof of your father’s involvement, and I don’t know that there’s solid proof yet about Alidonia.”

      He wraps his arms around me and holds me tight against him. I stand there soaking it in, feeling safe again, despite all he’s just told me. Maybe deep down, I knew. I shake that thought and bury my head in his chest. I will wait and listen for myself, I repeat in my head. And in the meantime, I’ll enjoy every moment I’m in Elias’s arms.

      A light tap on the door breaks the moment and Winthrop walks in with a full tea service. The last thing I want is tea right now, but I step away from Elias and smile at Winthrop. We both thank him and he backs out of the room, giving me a rare ghost of a smile before he closes the door again.

      “I think you’re the only one who can make Winthrop smile,” Elias says with a laugh. He passes the bowl of sugar cubes to me first, knowing I can’t handle tea without three cubes. “He’s always had a weakness for that smile of yours.”

      I tilt my head and stir the tea, loving the feel of Elias’s eyes on me. His warmth right now is like a torch setting my heart alight. I could conquer anything if he would always look at me just like this.

      “If only it worked on you.” I take a sip of tea and watch Elias’s eyes heat with my words.

      He laughs and the dimples, god, the dimples.

      “You’re fully aware that everything about you works—” He leaves the sentence hanging.

      I set the tea down and lean forward. “On you?”

      His smile drops and the intensity in his eyes builds. The temperature in the room heats and for a moment, I think I see the future in his eyes. It’s all there. The love, the heat, the passion.

      “Especially on me,” he whispers.

      It takes everything in me to leave before I’m ready. I stand up, seeing his mouth drop slightly as I advance toward him. When my cleavage is eye level to him, I lean down to kiss his cheek. He turns at the last minute and gives me a kiss that is light but the furthest thing from chaste. I want to stay there and explore his mouth all night long, but I force myself to walk away while his guard is down, so I don’t have to see him put the walls back up.
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        * * *

      

      Brienne is the last person I want to see when I get home.

      “Good evening,” she says, her voice stiff.

      “You’re up late tonight.”

      “So are you.”

      “I just left Elias’s house.” It’s nonchalant the way I say it, like a shrug or an afterthought, but there’s no hiding the excitement in my voice. Where Elias is concerned, I can’t seem to play it cool, which is really unfortunate.

      “Good for you.” She walks toward the house and opens the door.

      I’m right on her heels. She looks at the ceiling and groans.

      “You need to back off, Brienne. I don’t know why you think you have any right to him, but I’m telling you now, you don’t.”

      “I’m not sure why you feel I’m such a problem.”

      “Because everywhere I turn these days, there you are…staring longingly at Elias.”

      I see her flush despite the dimmed lamps as we both step inside.

      “We’re friends, Mara…something you could use right about now. Goodnight.”

      Damn her. She managed to have the last word, weak as it was.

      Damn if it doesn’t sting a bit though.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven
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      Mara

      

      For a few days, all I can think about are the things Elias said to me about my father. I avoid everyone and read everything I can find online about the case. On the third day in my room, I feel stir-crazy and decide it’s time I confront Luka and my mother.

      I start with Luka. I make sure I go to breakfast when he does and don’t miss the look of surprise when he sees me in the dining room waiting for him. Eden looks at me with dread and it makes getting dressed worth it to see her annoyance.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you at breakfast,” Luka says in lieu of a greeting.

      “I want to know everything you know about Father.”

      His eyes widen and he sets his fork down. “I’m glad to hear that.”

      I frown at him, shaking my head at Chelsea when she offers me orange juice. “You act like I’ve been willingly blind.”

      “Haven’t you?”

      I feel a lump in my throat and force my eyes to the ceiling, anything to avoid making a scene in front of Eden. I might be spiteful, but her father is dead; I’m not completely heartless.

      “I’ve tried to be loyal. Something that I thought you were before all of this.”

      “I’m extremely loyal…unless murder is involved.” Luka’s tone is cold and I feel the loss of my brother from the top of my head to the soles of my feet, everything dead in between.

      “So you really and truly believe our father killed Eden’s father.” It’s the first time I’ve said that exact sentence out loud and it makes me shudder. I put my shaking hand over my mouth.

      Eden and Luka both look at me in shock, but I see a softness in my brother’s eyes that hasn’t been there in a while. He gets up and moves by me, kneeling next to my chair, his arm on my shoulder.

      “I know he did it, Mara. I keep saying it, but I made sure of the facts before I put him away.”

      “Then why is Mother still with him—why is she defending him?”

      “You’ll have to ask her. I’ve never fully understood the two of them, have you?”

      I think of how complicated our parents’ relationship is—the affairs, the dysfunction, the alliances and loyalty they always preach to us—and look at him and Eden with slightly different eyes.

      “Do you really think the two of you can make it?” The words are out before I can stop them, but I realize I really want to know the answer.

      Luka stands up and moves back to his seat, taking Eden’s hand in his, and places a kiss on her palm. She gazes at him with adoration and her cheeks flush as she stares back at him. Normally I look at the two of them with disgust, but I can’t help but admit I’m curious about what makes the two of them work. So far anyway. They have an arranged marriage, for God’s sake.

      “I will always fight for her,” Luka says.

      “And I will always fight for him,” Eden whispers. Her eyes fill with tears, which is her typical default, but it doesn’t bug me as much as usual for some reason. I feel like I’m in the middle of an intimate moment between them, instead of the one asking the questions.

      I take a deep breath and it seems to shake the mood. They both turn to look at me. “I wonder if our parents ever felt the same way.”

      “I think our parents have always been more obsessed with power than I’ll ever be. I’d like to think they loved each other once…and even now, that maybe they love each other in their own way. It’s just not a way I can relate to.” Luka speaks with conviction and I feel a slight pang of guilt that I’ve been so awful to him. Very slight.

      I almost feel bad for how I’ve been to Eden too…but not quite.

      Maybe a little more than I’d like to admit.

      But honestly, this has been very traumatic. I’m doing my best to survive the upheaval.

      “Do you really want to see all the proof?” Luka brings me back to the conversation.

      “Yes.” I swallow hard. I do, don’t I? Part of me doesn’t want to know. The sooner I admit that to myself, the sooner I can be honest to my brother. The truth is I’d rather go on in the dark than find out he’s right about our father, but I nod, solidifying my answer.

      “Okay. I’ll show you this afternoon. I have a meeting this morning and then I’ll leave the afternoon free for us.” Luka digs into his breakfast then and I know the conversation is over. He’s always been laser-focused when it comes to food.
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        * * *

      

      I look for my mother after breakfast and she’s doing yoga in her room. I can tell she’s out of sorts with being interrupted, but this feels more important than her fitness.

      She lets me into the room and I don’t hesitate.

      “Luka has a recorded conversation proving Father killed King Safrin. What do you have to say about that?”

      “It’s a lie.”

      I study her eyes and watch the firm set of her lips as she says the words. I wait for her to say more, but she doesn’t.

      “That’s it? That’s all you’re going to give me?”

      “I believe Alidonia is the guilty party and your father is taking the fall for it.”

      “Do you have proof?”

      “Not yet.” She turns from me and walks to her yoga mat, sitting down as if our conversation is over.

      “Don’t you think the police would’ve found the truth by now, especially since I’m sure he had the loyalty of most of them?”

      Her eyes land on me in rage and I want to shrink into the floor. I’ve always tried to stay on my mother’s good side. Always. Her anger is not something I’ve ever been comfortable with—I’ve made sure to always align myself with her, even if like now, I’m not given all the facts.

      “Where is this coming from? I thought you, of all people, were loyal to this family. You are a Catano through and through. You’ve seen through Eden’s righteous act all along and have seen how Luka has been reduced to a sad state over a woman. Don’t tell me you’ve gotten sucked in.”

      I bite my lip and feel the shame of her words to the very depths. “I pride myself on being a Catano. You know that better than anyone. And I’ve stood by Father without bothering to look at whatever proof Luka claims to have, but that ends today. I want to know everything.”

      She stands back up and walks over to me, her steps deliberate. When she reaches me, she stares at me, her eyes level with mine.

      “You turn on your father and I will make sure you don’t see a cent of your inheritance.”

      I gasp. “You can’t do that.”

      “Watch me.”
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        * * *

      

      I leave the house and go for a drive while our driver Harmi tails me. When I stop at my favorite beach and get out, I text Luka and let him know that I won’t make our meeting.

      Another day in the dark won’t hurt me.
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      Elias

      

      The next morning, I’m stretching when Brienne arrives.

      “There you are. I wasn’t sure you were going to make it this morning.”

      She takes a deep breath and steps forward, getting in place. “Sorry, I’m late. I didn’t sleep well last night.”

      “That’s too bad. What was on your mind?”

      She mumbles something about a little spitfire and a castle, but the rest of her words die off and she simply says, “Sometimes my thoughts get the best of me.”

      We start moving in sync, our swords taking over the conversation for a few minutes. We go through a series of movements that force me to move quickly and I stop thinking so much about anything but this, right here, right now. My shoulders slowly relax and the tension eases in my muscles.

      We go for a half hour at least and are both sweating when we’re done.

      “You’re the best competition I’ve had besides my teacher,” I tell her, grinning.

      I take off my shirt and her quick intake of breath makes me pause. I throw my shirt over my shoulder, trying not to make a scene.

      “Elias! What happened to you?” She rushes to me, studying the bruises on my back.

      I turn and put my shirt back on. “You say your thoughts get the best of you? When I feel that way, I fight.”

      “Fight?”

      I nod. “You should come sometime. See if it helps clear your head at all. With skills like yours, you might find it’s a good fit for you too.”

      “Where?”

      “If you’re interested, I’ll be by to pick you up tonight at ten.”

      “That late?”

      “It’s when the demons come out to play.” I laugh when her eyes widen. “Join me?”

      She nods. “I don’t know what I’m getting myself into, but count me in.”
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        * * *

      

      When I pull up, Brienne is waiting. She’s wearing all black and slides into the car before I can get out and open the door for her. She looks around, as if she doesn’t want to be seen leaving with me.

      “Are you sneaking out?” I tease.

      “Something like that.”

      I don’t blame her. Something tells me Mara would not take it well. I look over my shoulder myself and up at her window, breathing easier when I don’t see any signs of her.

      The first few minutes of our ride are quiet. I feel her studying me out of the corner of her eye. I eventually turn to her and grin when I catch her mid-gaze.

      “You ready for this?”

      “I’m not sure.” She laughs awkwardly.

      “I think you were made for this.” I motion with my head. “It’s just up ahead. I bet you had no idea such debauchery was so close to the castle.”

      “I don’t know what to say to that. Debauchery?” She laughs again and pulls her shirt down, biting her lip. “Where are we going?”

      “Almost there.” I make a few turns and the last street has no lights. We go down a long dirt road and I cringe every time I take my car on this shitty stretch.

      I park outside a large warehouse and put my hand on her arm before she opens the door.

      “Stick close to me and don’t be afraid to punch anyone who gets too close.”

      She looks terrified, but she nods briskly. I can almost see the excitement chugging through her veins at a rapid speed.

      The warehouse is crowded when we step inside. Everyone is focused on the ring in the center, spotlights on the two men fighting. They’re both bare-chested, sweaty, and one is bleeding more than the other.

      “Durel Hammond will win this round.” I point to the guy on the left, the one that is just a bit better off than the other.

      She flinches when she sees them pummel each other with their fists. When she turns to ask me a question, she tries not to yell, but it’s hard over the loud cheers going on around us.

      I ask her to repeat what she just said.

      “What makes you think I could ever do this?” she asks.

      “I’ve seen the way you handle a sword. The skill sets are similar. Wait until you see the women…they’ll fight in a few rounds.” I motion behind me and she follows me to a booth in the back.

      Tito smiles when he sees me and opens a book.

      “Who you betting on tonight?” he asks.

      “Hammond and Ducanti.” I hand Tito a pile of money and he makes note of it in his book before putting the money away.

      Before we walk away, Tito calls me back. “You fighting tonight?”

      “Not tonight. Next time.”

      “Too bad. You should see this guy fight. He’s really something.” Tito tells Brienne, his eyes doing a sweep down her body.

      I shift until I’m standing in front of her, blocking his view. “Thanks, Tito. Eyes back in your head, buddy.”

      “You can’t yell at me for enjoying the view!” Tito yells as we walk away.

      I roll my eyes at Brienne as we move back near the fight just in time to see Hammond giving the final blow to the other guy. They do the countdown and then Hammond’s arms are lifted in victory.

      “Easy money.” I grin.

      The next fight is Ducanti and a guy I don’t know—Bushnell. Fuck. Bushnell is surprisingly good. Really good. This is a fucking nightmare. I put way too much money on Ducanti.

      The fight is over before it really even gets started, with Bushnell taking Ducanti down in three swift hits. I can’t believe this.

      “Fuck!” I yell. I run my hands through my hair. “Looks like I’ll have to fight tonight after all.” I turn to Brienne. “Will you be okay while I’m out there?”

      She looks around. “I feel fairly safe. And the crowd is so focused on the ring that it seems like they won’t pay much attention to me. Sure.” She shrugs.

      “I’ll be right back. I need to let Tito know…if you feel like staying a while. It’ll be after the women’s rounds. I could take you home and come back if you’re not up for such a late night.”

      “I’m good with staying.”

      When I come back from seeing Tito, Brienne is engrossed watching the women fight.

      “One of them isn’t very good,” she says in my ear.

      “Do you feel a gnawing need to get out there and show them how it’s done?”

      She laughs, nodding. “What’s wrong with me? What makes me think I know how to do this?”

      “Look at their footwork and how they strike. You see the similarities to swordwork, don’t you?”

      She nods again, sobering up. “Yeah. I think you’re right. I could do this.”

      I feel a flutter of pride and that feeling in my gut when I know I could bet on a winner. I’ve seen her with the sword. She could beat these women, hands down.

      Over the course of the next few fights, I tell her what each girl does wrong and how they’re caught off guard. Time flies by and the next thing I know, I need to get ready.

      “I’m up next.”

      She faces me, alarm in her eyes, and I laugh.

      “Don’t look so worried. I’ve got this. Wish me luck.”

      “Luck,” she says, holding out her fist for me to pound.

      I walk behind a curtain on the other side of the ring and win in record time, knocking my opponent out flat and taking home more money than I came in with…a good night.
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        * * *

      

      It’s been too long since I’ve taken a woman home and I need one desperately, especially after a fight when the adrenaline is pumping directly to my dick. But things have shifted to an easy friendship with Brienne and I don’t feel the desire to mess that up in the slightest. She looks at me like I’m worth something, which would normally be a turn on, but with her, it’s just nice. Pleasant.

      I take her to the castle and park in the shadows, reaching over to give her a hug.

      “Way to hang in there tonight, Brienne.”

      Lights shine on my face and I don’t give it much thought. I won, I’ve got money in my pocket. Life is pretty fucking fine.

      

      Dear Elias,

      I thought you were going to kiss me today. You stared at me and at my lips and then started stuttering about stars. It was so cute. I would’ve laughed except I didn’t want to ruin the moment. And also because my heart was pounding so hard, I think a laugh would’ve come out sounding like I was choking.

      I should’ve just leaned over and kissed you instead because you lost your nerve and instead of kissing me, I learned about all the constellations…which was nice, but I would’ve preferred the kiss.

      I mean, I think that’s the way it happened, but sometimes I wonder if you even feel the same way about me as I do about you. I think you do, but sometimes you get stuck on the fact that you’re two years older and also…my least favorite thing about you…that you’re not the same as Luka and me. I really don’t like it when you say that. Mostly because I’ve heard your mother saying it to you and she says it with a snarl when she looks at me. I usually get out of there fast when she does.

      I don’t need a prince and I really don’t need a king. My dad is enough king for me to handle most days. I just need you.

      Love,

      Mara

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Mara

      

      I don’t come home until late that night and when I pull into the driveway, I brake suddenly, shocked out of my mind to see Elias’s car parked in a darkened alcove. I turn my lights off and pull up next to him instead of my usual space. I get out of the car and turn my phone light on, shining it on him and—

      I lose it when I see her. The two of them locked in an embrace is something that I will never be able to wipe out of my mind.

      They break apart and I run to his door, open it, and shine my light in his eyes. I can’t even think straight. I kick the side of his car.

      “How could you?” I yell.

      He looks stunned, and for the first time in my life, I hate Elias Lancaster.

      I turn and run and I hear him calling me, but I don’t stop. He grabs my arm and I try to shake it off.

      “Mara, wait. Please.”

      I shrug out of his grip and run inside. When I reach my room, I slam the door in his face. He opens the door and comes in, out of breath.

      “Get out of here, Elias.”

      “Please, I want to explain.”

      “Nothing you say can explain away what I just saw.”

      “It’s not how it looked, I swear. Mara, I care about you—you know I do—but you and I would never work. Don’t you know that by now? As much as I hate to admit it, there’s no way your family will ever accept me.”

      I stare at him incredulously. “My brother is one of your best friends. You were an advisor to my father. What are you talking about?”

      “I’m in over my head, Mara.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “I—”

      I hold up my hand. “Just tell me this. Do you have feelings for that?”

      “Don’t be cruel, Mara.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do. You were kissing me not even a week ago and I come home to find you with her. Do you or do you not have feelings for her?”

      “She’s a good person and…it’s…easy. We’re friends.”

      I laugh and it sounds hollow in my suddenly claustrophobic room. “And I’m neither good nor easy, am I? You really are in over your head, aren’t you?” My voice sounds shrill, but I can’t seem to stop. “Get out of here. And stay as far away from me as possible. When you enter my home, you make sure I am out of sight. While you’re at it, tell your new girlfriend that if I see so much as an ounce of her, I will have her sent back to Farrow so fast she won’t know what hit her. Do I make myself clear?”

      “It doesn’t have to be this way—”

      “You should’ve thought of that before you kissed me for the last time.” My voice trembles when I say the last time and I turn away from him before he sees how he’s gutting me.

      I hear him take a few steps and open the door. “I’m sorry it ended this way.”

      “You’ve been trying to tell me for years that we aren’t anything. I got the message tonight. Get out.” I wave my hand dismissively and he closes the door behind him.

      I make sure he is truly gone before I pound on the wall next to me, grieving for the loss of the only man I have ever loved.
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        * * *

      

      Now, not only do I see a reel playing in my head of Brienne and Elias in his car, but I have a reminder every time I look outside where they were parked…a reminder that Brienne Jarvis is ruining my life.

      After giving it some thought—okay, night and day thought—I am full of regret. I wish I hadn’t said what I did to Elias. I wish I’d reminded him of our chemistry, instead of lashing out. I wish I’d kissed Brienne out of his head and forced him to really think about what he was doing by throwing me away. Because Elias and I—we are indestructible. Even now, feeling the loss of him so acutely, I am aware that he is running from me. He always has.

      I just have to find a way to make him stop.

      But not today. Today I need a little self-care.

      I go into the spa, asking for Angelica, who usually comes to the house for me. I couldn’t stay home a second longer though, and when they see me walking into the spa, the receptionist immediately picks up the phone and clears Angelica’s schedule. Once I’m feeling more relaxed after a massage, I go and get my nails and hair done, then go shopping for a few hours at our boutiques downtown.

      Still feeling empty, I stop at Club 360. I’ve avoided the party scene since everything happened with my father, but I can’t go home right now. I drink enough that I’m comfortable dancing alone in the middle of the dance floor, shooing off every man who gets too close. After a few more drinks, I don’t shoo them off. It feels good to have a warm body behind me, shadowing my moves. I let the music heal as much of me as I possibly can, and even then, I am an open wound.

      What if Elias moves on without me? What if our story doesn’t end with us together like I’ve always envisioned? I can’t stand the thought, but his interaction with Brienne has gone further than any of his other playthings. Or maybe it’s just the front row seat I have to them. I didn’t take his other dalliances seriously, just as I don’t take what I do with Alex seriously.

      Alex…when his face pops up in my mind, I realize I have the power to change all of this.

      If I play my cards right.

      But for tonight, I deserve to be wild. One more time.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up with an arm over my stomach and jerk my head up to see who has the audacity to be in my bed.

      Only I’m not home, I’m in—I look around the room and my mouth drops in horror—I am in a hovel. There are clothes lying haphazardly everywhere I look, the bedside table has a layer of dust anywhere that isn’t covered with beer cans and cigarettes.

      What have I done?

      I cover my mouth to keep from groaning and then risk a glance at the man lying next to me. He looks older than me by a few years, his forehead crinkled as he snores out a steady honk and blows bad breath on me. I move my hand to cover my nose too as I inch out of bed. When I pull back the covers and discover I am wearing NOTHING, my eyes widen and I choke back a groan.

      I try to remember the night before—how is it possible that I don’t remember this guy even a little bit?

      It’s bad enough that I’m in a stranger’s home, but the sheer dirt when I put my foot on the bare floor gives me a full-body shudder. I look at the man again, wincing at how rough he looks. I must have been some kind of drunk to ever think that he was attractive enough for me to go home with—I give him one more glance. Really, Mara? Him?

      I see my outfit near the bathroom and don’t even bother looking for my shoes when the guy lets out an extra loud honk. I creak the bedroom door open, putting my dress on as fast as I can while I look around wildly for the way out.

      My phone! Shit! I run back to the bedroom and it’s on the floor by the bed, along with my tiny purse. I creep over there, tripping over a shoe and rolling my eyes when I see that it’s not mine.

      The snoring stops for a few seconds and I freeze, not sure if I dare look at him or if he’s, God forbid, waking up. My breathing clatters back in my chest when he continues his racket.

      I don’t waste another second. I grab my things and get out of there quicker than I knew I was capable of, only stopping when I’m well out of sight of the apartment building. I walk along the beach barefoot in my sexy dress, slinging tears off my face as fast as they fall.

      I’ve officially lost my mind.

      Tears are for the weak and I am not weak.

      Except I am. I’m so weak and so lost.

      I schedule an appointment with my doctor to make sure I’m still clean after whatever that mistake was that I made last night. God. I might be a wreck, but I’m usually a smart wreck.

      I buy some flip-flops from a tourist shop near the beach, a place I have never dared enter. I point at the sunglasses I swiped from the stand when the cashier looks at me and she totals it all up. For a second she looks at me like she recognizes me. I glance at the newspapers and magazines nearby and nearly fall over when I see myself dirty dancing front and center on one of the gossipy glossies. They’ve gotten quicker—my enemies, the photographers. Now I barely get out of a club and I’m on the cover of something. I lower my head and get out of there, flip-flops flapping until I rip the tag off and put the damn things on.

      Dr. Angeli sees me right away and spares me the lecture she knows I deserve. I’ve never had sex without a condom and I’m on the pill. I hope that I kept that record last night, but I can’t remember anything past dancing at the club. I think my remorse is showing clearly enough that Dr. Angeli knows I get the point.

      “I can have some of the results back in an hour, if you’d like to wait right here.”

      I nod and she smiles reassuringly.

      “I’ll grab a blanket. You look like you could use the rest. Stretch out here and I’ll get back to you as soon as I know something.”

      “Thank you.”

      Surprisingly, I do fall into a deep sleep and when Dr. Angeli knocks on the door, I’m still in a fog as I lift my head and she walks in.

      “Things look good for now, Mara. I’ll let you know when the rest of the results come in.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      Rejuvenated a bit from my nap, I walk along the beach until I lose track of time. It’s interesting how much clarity you can get by looking at the ocean. I find an isolated spot and sit out there for hours. It’s there that the rest of my plan formulates. At least one good thing will come out of the past twenty-four hours.

      When I get home, I text Alex. It’s midnight, but he will love it all the more for the sheer drama of it.

      I need you.

      That’s all I say, but I’ve never felt the words more.

      I hear back from him within minutes, as I knew I would. He might not be Elias, but he has qualities of his own that are hard to beat.

      Say the word and I am there. What can I do, love?

      I type a response and delete it, think about it another second and start typing again, finally deciding on my approach.

      I have a proposition.

      He calls twenty seconds later. Alex doesn’t mess around. I don’t know if he’s like that with everyone, but with me, he’s on top of things…something I’ve never appreciated more.

      “You have my attention,” he says seductively on the phone.

      “Do you want to get engaged, Alex?”

      “Are you asking me to marry you or if I want to get married one day?”

      “How would you feel about being engaged to me?”

      “So not married but engaged. Two very different things.”

      “Exactly.” I giggle into the phone.

      “I’d rather you accept that you belong with me, but you’re not quite there yet. Am I right?”

      “Well, I’d prefer to stay in Niaps, Alex. You know Yuman is not exactly my cup of tea.” I’d rather blame it on the country than my desire for Elias. It makes things a little more negotiable when I’m trying to work a life-changing favor out of Alex.

      “I don’t know what you’ve got against Yuman. You used to love it here. You just need to work things out with Nadia. You know that, right?”

      “I know…I’ll think about it.” It hurts, what she did. Almost more than Luka.

      “I’d be happy in Niaps for a while…at least while my father is so healthy and all up in my business. What exactly are you asking me, Mara?”

      “I’m asking if you’ll come to see me. Tomorrow. And stay awhile.”

      “You’ve got more explaining to do than this, but you have me curious enough to come. I want you, Mara. I don’t think you’ve ever known how much, but I want you any way I can have you.”

      My heart thumps harder despite galloping with another man’s name. It’s nice to feel desired. Even if it’s by the wrong man.

      “Tomorrow. I can’t wait to see you, Alex.”

      “Woman, you have me hard just thinking about it. Tomorrow.”

      “Get it out of your system before you see me,” I tell him before hanging up.
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      Mara

      

      The next morning I’m exhausted and distracted and the last place I want to be is our dining room, but I need coffee bad. I’m nearly there when someone runs me over.

      I cringe when I see that it’s Brienne and she holds a hand out to keep me from falling, but instead, her coffee is what lands on me. It spills down the front of my dress and my hand, and I shriek.

      “Are you trying to kill me or what? Look at my hand—” I hold up my trembling hand and it’s already bright red from being scalded.

      “I’m s-so sorry. Let me get something to help.” She hurries past me and I’m right on her heels.

      “I don’t need your help. Just stay out of my way.”

      “Mara, please.”

      “You’ve done enough damage.” I pull on her arm and she stops just outside the kitchen door. “I let Elias know last night that you’re on borrowed time around here. If I so much as see you once more, I will have your ass shipped back to Farrow faster than you can—”

      “Mara!” Eden comes out of the dining room and walks down the hall to us, her features pulled tight with her fury. “Apologize immediately. You have no control over Brienne’s future here in Niaps—she is here on my behalf and you will not speak to her like this again. I know this isn’t the first time you’ve been unbelievably rude to her, but it will be the last time. Am I understood?”

      “Oh, I understand what you’re saying, but it’s like white noise in my ears. This is my home, Eden. I do have some say in what happens here, whether you like it or not.”

      “Don’t test me, Mara. You won’t like the outcome.”

      “I’m shaking in fear,” I mock. “Now get out of my way, I need to put ice on this hand that Brienne just burned. I don’t suppose you can be bothered to care about that, can you?”

      Eden and Brienne exchange a look before Eden checks out my hand. “That doesn’t look good.” She brushes past me and gets an ice pack herself, holding it out to me when she comes back.

      I’m surprised by the gesture and press my lips together in annoyance. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Eden looks at Brienne then and motions toward the dining room. “There’s a great breakfast spread out this morning. You should get in on that. The tea might not be very filling this afternoon.”

      “I just need coffee,” Brienne says timidly. She looks past me and I wonder if Elias is waiting for her outside. “I’m sorry about your hand, Mara.”

      I act as if she hasn’t spoken, holding the ice pack to my hand.

      The castle suddenly feels very small. There’s definitely not room for all of us here. Not if I have anything to say about it. Unfortunately, duty calls and today I have to answer it.
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        * * *

      

      If disappearing were an option, I’d pick today to vacate. Eden and I have to go to the Ladies of Niaps high tea, which means Brienne will also be nearby. Kill me now. I take small comfort in the fact that she looks just as tired as I do. Hopefully it’s her nerves and not Elias keeping her up all night.

      God, I can’t stand the thought.

      The tea goes well, until an elderly lady slaps a glossy magazine on the table in front of Eden and points at it with her wrinkled, veiny hand. I’m too far away to see it, but I can tell by the look on Eden’s face that she’s struck a nerve.

      Brienne steps forward, always protective, always ready to fight anyone over Eden. What would it be like to have someone give me that kind of loyalty? It used to be Elias and I feel the loss every day.

      “When is this girl going to be put in her place? She is a disgrace to our country, a disgrace to your family!” the woman screeches.

      Brienne puts her hands on her arm and nudges her away from the table.

      The woman turns to look up at her and glares. “Stand back, I’m doing nothing wrong.” She tries to get Brienne’s hands off of her, but Brienne doesn’t let go.

      “You will lower your voice and speak respectfully to our queen,” Brienne says it firmly; there is no argument in her words.

      Eden clears her throat and hands the magazine back to the woman. “She shouldn’t have to apologize for having a little fun,” she says, smiling. “She’s single, she’s not hurting anyone, and how would you like it if every time you turned around, your actions were put on blast?”

      Eden’s eyes flit to mine and my heart thuds into my stomach. I step closer to them, but now the woman has put the magazine under her arm and I can’t see it. I want to know who they’re talking about. The lady scrunches her nose and mutters something about what does a blast have to do with anything. She shakes the magazine again. “She should take some lessons from you. You never acted like that. Thank God you’re our queen and not that one.”

      I have to lean against a chair, my body feels like a noodle. She’s talking about me.

      Eden sniffs and her eyes take on a glint that I’m sure the woman does not notice, but if I were her, I would.

      “I’d ask that you show a little compassion to someone obviously trying to find her way.” She stands up and smooths out her dress, looking past the woman to the next in line. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, there are others here I need to see.”

      The old lady huffs and tucks the magazine back under her arm before hobbling off. When she sees me standing there, she shoots a glare at me and mutters under her breath. Eden exchanges an apologetic look with me and I stare weakly back at her.

      That’s twice in one day that Eden has surprised me.
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        * * *

      

      My day goes further into hellish territory when I overhear a conversation between Elias and Brienne. My warning that they need to stay out of my sight doesn’t seem to be sinking in.

      “Hey, I just got done with a meeting,” he says. “Do you feel like going out later? Maybe a late dinner after you’re off work…”

      “I’d love that!”

      I roll my eyes and mimic her singsongy voice in my head, mouthing, “I’d love that!” to myself.

      I look around the corner and put my hand to my mouth when I see him smile at her.

      “Eight? Nine?”

      “Eight thirty.”

      “Until then.” He reaches in his pocket and frowns. “Looks like I forgot my phone. I’ll just go bug Luka again.” He walks backward, his sexy smirk creating all kinds of fireworks in my chest and I’m sure they’re doing the same to Brienne based on her glazed eyes.

      He’s barely out of the room when my mother steps in from another hallway, looking regal as always, despite the hate coming off of her in waves.

      “You and Elias are looking awfully friendly. You know he’s just using you, right? Someone like Elias would never really want someone like you. He’s just biding his time until Mara is available…however, you could be very useful, if you play your cards right. I’ve wanted Mara to let go of her foolish dreams of Elias for a long time.” She clasps her hands together. “This should be fun to watch.”

      My heart is pounding so hard I’m afraid they’ll hear it and call me out of hiding.

      “Mara seems to be doing just fine on her own,” Brienne says. Her grin is smug and I want to rip her hair out. What does she mean by that?

      Mother’s eyes narrow on Brienne and her lips part. “What do you have on them?” she finally asks.

      “Pardon me?” Brienne must be an excellent actress, because she looks truly stunned now, like she’s at a complete loss for what my mother means.

      Mother waves her hand, as if trying to rush Brienne and she shakes her head. “What are you blackmailing Elias with to be with you? And what do you know about Mara? Start from the beginning.”

      My mouth feels dry as I stare at her, feeling like the gum on the bottom of her shoe. She knows I’m no good. I’ve never been good enough. Always a mess for someone else to fix.

      “I’m not blackmailing either one of them.”

      I decide to stop hiding then and come out into the foyer.

      And to make matters worse, Luka and Elias enter the room at the same time and Luka has something in his hand—a magazine. I start to sweat. He’s fuming and tapping it against his hand as everyone converges in the foyer. I decide to focus on Brienne and Elias.

      “I told you to stay far from me. Both of you.” My voice drips with disdain. “Luka, it’s her or me.” I point at Brienne and look at him.

      “I choose her then,” he says.

      “Luka, be serious!” Mother cries.

      My mouth drops open. I look at Elias and he’s staring at Luka with disbelief. Luka holds up the magazine and when I see the picture of myself on the front in a provocative position with the man I woke up next to, I feel the blood rush out of my face.

      “I need a word with you, Mara.” Luka motions behind him. “Or if you’d like to start packing…your choice.”

      “No, I’ve been meaning to speak with you, and I will…later.” I wring my hands together.

      I feel unhinged.

      The doorbell rings and I get a tiny inkling of hope. All is not lost. Yet. I exhale and beam, giving my brother one more look. I fling the door open and there stands Alex, looking like he’s just won the lottery.
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        * * *

      

      Not only is Alex saving me from a painful confrontation with my brother, but my plan has grown. I am giddy—I don’t do giddy, have never done giddy unless I’m getting first picks from Fashion Sega—but I honestly could not have planned the timing better if I’d tried. I don’t even have it in me to throw Brienne out, and my brother’s words almost float right off my back when I open the door and see Alex standing there with his full-on swagger.

      I do a leap and he catches me, wrapping my legs around his waist as we hug. He shuts the door from the prying eyes, leaving us outside, and he nuzzles my nose.

      “This is quite the welcome. Was that for everyone’s benefit or are you really this happy to see me?”

      “I could ask you the same thing.” I roll my eyes as I feel him harden underneath me.

      He laughs and squeezes my backside. “You need to jump down if I’m expected to go inside and see your mother and brother.”

      “They can wait. Your timing was perfect. Saving me left and right. We need to discuss the ground rules before we go inside.”

      He frowns. “Seriously?”

      “Hopefully it won’t take long, this arrangement between us, but I’m giving you an out now. We won’t kiss, and we won’t be having sex. You can be here as much as you’d like, or as little, but within the next few weeks, we will be getting engaged. Until I have Elias pursuing me the way I deserve, it could get down to the wedding day and I won’t stop things. Do you have any questions?”

      “I want to renegotiate on the sex,” he says.

      “Of course that’s all you think about.”

      “I’ve never kept it a secret.” He shrugs.

      “So do we have a deal?”

      “What do I get out of it?” He sets me on the ground and shifts my hair off of my shoulder. “Besides falling in love with you even more than I already am.”

      I roll my eyes. “You don’t know the meaning of love quite yet, Alex. Let’s not kid ourselves. You’re not ready to settle down.”

      He smirks and licks his lower lip. “I did have fun with the Tornini twins night before last.”

      I hold my hands out. “See? You’re not ready.”

      “But you’ve had your fun with me…what makes you think you’re ready?”

      “Because I’d be happy to never have sex with another person ever again if it meant I could have Elias.”

      His eyes burn with lust and anger. He runs his hands through his hair and nods. “Fair enough. So again, what do I get out of this?”

      “I’ll give you my shares in Riot, which is right around three million right now. I looked into it when my mother threatened my inheritance earlier this week.”

      He frowns. “Why would she do that?”

      I smile. “Worried about me more than the three million? Maybe you do love me.”

      He scoffs and takes my hand in his. “Sounds like I’m getting the better end of this deal. You’d be okay if I take this? What if your mom’s threats are valid?”

      “I have other investments she knows nothing about, none doing as well as this, mind you, but I’ll have a lawyer look into her threats. Bottom line, this is worth it to me, Alex. I’m more than happy to give you this money at the risk of not having it myself in the future—who said I’m not ready?” I put his hair back in place where I tugged on it and loop my arm through his. “Shall we begin?”

      He leans over and puts his lips on my ear. “We shall…”
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        * * *

      

      When we walk back inside, everyone is right where we left them. It seems the conversation has gone on without me, even though I was the topic. I sigh. I used to thrive on being the center of attention, no matter if it was bad or good, but as I swallow the knot in my throat, I feel as if I might be getting sick. The tension is thick. One look at Elias and I know he’s seen the picture of me. His eyes are cold when they hit mine and I flinch with the blow.

      Definitely feeling ill.

      I touch my forehead with the back of my hand and lean into Alex. “Are you ready to go? I just need to grab my purse.”

      “We need to talk,” Luka insists.

      “I’m working on making things right, Luka,” I say in my best earnest voice. “You will only be hearing good things from me, right, Alex?” I lean my head on his shoulder. “I was upset about something with Alex, and I made a mistake.” I motion to the cover. “But if he can forgive me, all of you should be able to.”

      Elias sputters something under his breath and I turn to him, my eyes piercing him until he faces me. When he does, his face is red and the fury is bouncing off of him in triple time.

      “It had nothing to do with Alex and you know it. You’re always on a downward spiral, Mara. God forbid you take responsibility for once.” Elias advances toward me but stops, as if suddenly realizing we have an audience.

      My chest constricts and I feel the knot in my throat growing, but I won’t let tears fall. No, Elias won’t see me cry again.

      “I thought my saying it was a mistake was admitting my responsibility.” I tilt my head, studying him intently. He swallows hard. “You just can’t make up your mind whether you love me or hate me—can you, Elias? That doesn’t give you the right to be an asshole.” I force a smile on my face. “You’ve moved on, as you clearly pointed out to me, and so have I.” I look up at Alex and smile, putting my hand around his waist and he leads me out of the room.

      I’m shaking when I get to my room and Alex shuts the door behind us. I sit down on the bed while he paces.

      “I don’t know where that arrogant prick gets off talking to you like that. What do you see in him?”

      It takes every ounce of strength in me to keep the tears from pouring down then. “He doesn’t want to love me, but he can’t help himself.”

      “You have a skewed view of love…”

      He might be right about that, but not about Elias. Elias is the only one besides my brother who’s ever shown me love. And that’s why I can’t let him go.
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      Elias

      

      When Mara and Alex leave the room, I pound the nearest wall and turn to Luka.

      “Can’t you put a stop to this?” I yell, putting my fist to my mouth to keep from punching it through the wall.

      Luka turns and puts his finger on my chest, jabbing me with every other word. “You know as well as I do what she needs. When are you going to man up?”

      I back away, my eyes dropping quickly, but not before he’s seen the look of guilt there. I wish I could be anywhere but here, and yet, I know my heart needs a wake-up call; it’s been getting ahead of itself lately.

      “Your sister is not my responsibility, Luka.”

      “Then make sure she gets the message. Once and for all.”

      I want to demolish the room, turn it upside down and see if it will alleviate any of the rage in my chest. I glance down the hall, tempted to track down Mara and Alex and tell them off. But I don’t. I face Brienne, my chest moving up and down with my heavy breathing. I look her in the eyes and clear my throat before speaking.

      “I apologize for losing my temper.”

      “It seems clear that you have a lot of unresolved feelings about Mara.” Her words are soft but clear; however, I notice her hand is shaking as she reaches out to hold onto the chair.

      Cece makes a furious sound and leaves the room. I feel Luka’s eyes on us and I turn to stare him down one more time before his jaw clenches and he goes in the opposite direction of his mother.

      “We sure know how to clear a room.” Brienne tries for lighthearted, but it comes out strained. “Elias…” She moves toward the door and opens it. “Can we walk?”

      That’s the last thing I expected her to say and I nod in slow motion, eventually moving toward her. We step outside and I lean my head back and enjoy the warmth of the sun on my skin.

      “You don’t let anything faze you, do you, Brienne?”

      “Oh, plenty fazes me, trust me.”

      We walk along the front lawn and I look at the ocean past us. It really is a beautiful country. Someone catches my eye by the cars and I flinch a little when I see Harmi standing near Eden’s, scowling at me. I don’t want to get on his bad side. When we get closer, I see that he’s staring longingly at Brienne. Ahh…

      I lift a hand to wave and he turns away, shaking his head.

      Brienne frowns. “He’s been in a foul mood for a while now. I don’t know what his deal is.”

      “I could wager a guess.” We walk a few steps further and pause to watch the waves. “Do you miss home?”

      She looks across the water, biding her time. I can tell it pains her to think of home.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you see yourself ever going back?”

      “If Lady Eden goes back, yes. Or if the Queen Mother needed me.”

      “Your loyalty runs deep. I’m not sure I’ve ever met anyone with such fierce loyalty.”

      “Lady Kathryn saved me when I had no one. She came to our village and saw that my mother was sick. She had a doctor come to us and made sure she had the right medicine. When she passed, it was Lady Kathryn who gave me a place to stay. I owe her my life.”

      “So why aren’t you there now, with her?”

      “She sent me to look after Lady Eden. I think everyone forgets how young she really is. And after what happened to her father…it’s important that I protect her.”

      I face her, studying her intently. “But what about you? What do you want?”

      “I want to serve the Safrin family until the day I die. To me, there is no higher calling than that.”

      “Wow.”

      “You served the king before this and now Luka…it seems we have the same underlying loyalties, don’t you think?”

      “Yes, but I don’t think I’d ever do it at the expense of myself and my own need for a family. You make me feel like such a selfish bastard, Brienne.” I smile to soften my words, but I can see they reach their mark. “You’re a good person, much wiser than me.”

      She laughs and shakes her head. When we get to the path where we should either walk to the gardens or take the steps to the beach, she turns to me.

      “Why aren’t you with Mara?”

      I sigh. “She seems fully occupied at the moment, don’t you think?”

      Her eyes narrow and I feel bad for my surliness. “I don’t mean right this minute. I mean, why aren’t you together?”

      I run my hand along my jaw and choose our steps down to the beach.

      “Mara just thinks she wants someone like me. She has this romantic notion that we belong together, but really, she just has an agenda…”

      “From where I’m standing, it looks like you are her agenda.”

      “Didn’t you see her with Alex? She’s always chosen him…”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re the one she wants; otherwise, she wouldn’t be so upset about seeing you with me.”

      “I will never be as rich or as powerful as someone like…well, like Alex.”

      When we reach the bottom of the steps, I take off my shoes and sink my toes in the sand. Brienne does the same and then stares pensively out at the water.

      “I have a hard time believing you’re letting a little insecurity get in the way of being with someone.”

      My head jerks to her and I laugh. It sounds cold even to my ears. “You think I’m insecure?”

      She shrugs. “It’s sure sounding like it.”

      “Don’t you know there’s always more to the story?” I pick up a stone and skip it out across the water. We both watch as it bounces along the crests of waves and then gets swallowed up. I turn to her then. “And what if I want to choose a different kind of life?”

      “We can’t always choose who we love, Elias.”

      My shoulders drop. I reach down and pick up my shoes. “This topic is way too heavy for this night.”
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        * * *

      

      Mara was seven and I was nine when she found me. Her parents had been traveling for months and Luka didn’t always love to do the things she wanted to do. I found out later she’d been planning to run away and wanted to take Luka with her when she did, but she was trying to get her plan just right before she attempted the real thing.

      It was a pretty day out, just right for fishing, and I was pulling the boat in with a string of fish when I heard something a few feet away. Just behind a large rock, I stopped walking when I heard someone sneeze.

      “Come on out.” I waved my arm and she stepped out, blond and bashful yet with fiery eyes.

      I held the fish up for her to see and she jumped back when the tail of one slapped across her bare leg.

      I laughed and her full lips lifted up. It sounded like music when she laughed too.

      “I didn’t mean to do that, sorry.” I shook my head. “Do you want some?”

      “You’re gonna eat them now?” She rubbed her belly.

      I nodded. “Come on, follow me.”

      We raced through the yard and ended up at the back door of my house.

      “Pretty house.”

      “Thanks.”

      When we stepped inside the kitchen, she looked around and said, “Mmm. Smells good in here. And it’s way cozier than my house.”

      I looked at her and smiled. Her wide eyes were so blue, so pretty. I pulled out a pan and warmed up a pat of butter.

      “Where is everyone?”

      “My dad’s at work. Mom’s…she’s resting.”

      “You cook?” She sounded shocked and I raised my shoulders, standing taller and looked at her over my shoulder. She looked confused. “I’ve never cooked anything for myself ever. Someone else always does that for me.”

      “If I didn’t, I wouldn’t eat.”

      “Oh.” She bit her bottom lip and stepped a little closer.

      I shrugged. “Name’s Elias.” I held out my hand and right before she reached out to shake it, I frowned and wiped it on my pants then stuck it back out, grinning wide. “What’s yours?”

      “Mara.”

      My eyes widened. “As in, the princess?”

      “Yep.”

      “Wow.” I didn’t say anything for a few minutes, just looked at her and then turned to work on filleting the fish, sticking it in a pan once it was the way I wanted it. I watched the butter sizzle in the pan as the fish browned.

      No wonder she’s never cooked anything for herself. She’s a princess. I’m cooking for a princess.

      I placed the fish on a couple of plates and handed her one. Then I led the way back outside, to the water, and plopped down on a long piece of driftwood.

      I waited for her to take the first bite and when she did, her eyes closed and she hummed.

      “For a boy, you cook really good.”

      I nodded. “Mom says if I need to have a backup career, I could always be a chef.”

      “You could! What is a backup career?”

      “You know, like not the first choice of jobs. My first choice is to be an advisor to the king.”

      “To my father?”

      I grinned. “Yeah.”

      She grinned back. “That would be the best thing ever—then I could see you too.”

      My heart warmed and I nodded. “Yeah.”

      She told me about her brother. I told her about my mom being sick. And when she stood up to leave, saying she should get back to Luka or else he’d be all alone like they always were, I didn’t want her to leave.

      “Aw, come on, stay.” I tugged on her hand.

      That’s the first time I can remember my heart racing over Mara Catano.

      “I should get back to my brother.”

      “Bring him with you next time. We can all go fishing, or you know, do whatever you want.”

      When she nodded happily, I leaned over and gave her lips a peck.

      Starry-eyed, she held her hand up to her lips and grinned, then took off running back home.

      That summer was the beginning of my friendship with Luka, and more importantly, or more devastating, depending on how you look at it…it was the beginning of Mara owning my heart.
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      Mara

      

      I wake up with Alex trying to cuddle and I push his hands off of me. That’s not going to work. I glance back at him and he’s sleeping soundly, looking more angelic than he’s capable of being. I might have to remind him of the guidelines a few times before it’s all said and done, but I think he’ll get the picture. It’ll just take some time to adjust after our relationship used to revolve mostly around the physical.

      My night ended in an emotional state, but when I think about it this morning, I’m hopeful. Elias getting all riled up has to mean he cares, doesn’t it? I wonder where his breaking point is. He’s fought his feelings for me for so long, I’m afraid his tolerance level is high. That’s why desperate times call for desperate measures. I need to see this through, for his sake as well as mine.

      I get ready for the day and wake Alex up right before I’m ready to go. “I’ll be back later.”

      “Wait, where are you going? I’ll come with you.”

      I sigh. “Okay, but hurry. It’s already going on eleven.”

      He hurries to the shower and I have to give him credit—he’s ready to go within fifteen minutes and looks great.

      “Where are we going?”

      “There’s a charity luncheon that I have to attend. I know Elias will be there too, but after that, we need to see where else he’ll be. I need to figure out his schedule.” I shrug like it’s no big deal, but I haven’t known Elias’s constant whereabouts since we were kids.

      “Should I put on a suit?”

      I assess his button-down shirt and dress pants. “Maybe throw on your khaki jacket and you’ll be set.” I smooth down my fitted linen khaki dress and grin. “We’ll be twinsies.”

      He rolls his eyes but grins, tossing the jacket over his shoulder.

      “Thank you for agreeing to this, Alex. I hope your sex life is abundant every day for the rest of your life…as soon as our arrangement is over.” He frowns at my last words and I bop his nose. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      “You’re a hateful, hateful creature.”

      “I’ve never pretended to be anything else.”
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        * * *

      

      When we step outside, Harmi is the only guard I see. He’s usually covering Eden, so I ignore him and walk to my car.

      “Hold on, Ms. Catano. I’m taking you to the luncheon,” he calls after me.

      “That won’t be necessary. Aren’t you driving Eden?”

      “Not today. I was instructed to drive you.”

      The frown I give him is so deep it’s bound to give me wrinkles, so I quickly smooth out my forehead. “By whom?”

      “Your brother.”

      “Well, you can tell my brother to shove i—”

      “Standing right here, sis. No shoving needed. Come on, we can all ride together.” Luka moves past Harmi and opens the car door.

      “What are you up to?”

      “I could ask you the same question,” he replies, his eyes penetrating mine.

      I sigh and look away, climbing into the car to avoid the conversation. Alex sits next to me and Luka sits across from us, smirking.

      “You need to wipe that smug expression off your face. You forget I’m the oldest and I know you better than you know yourself.”

      Luka tilts his head. “Then you should know not to be so bitter with me right now. This has gone on long enough.”

      “You lost your brain cells when you married the northerner.”

      “Easy. My wife is off-limits to your sharp mouth.”

      I tilt my head down, in one firm nod. “Exactly my point. We’ve never had anything off-limits between us before.”

      Alex reaches over and takes my hand in his, giving it a couple of pats. Luka’s eyes hone in on it and he scowls before he looks at me again.

      “I don’t like having this animosity between us. You think I want to fight with you? You’ve always been my best friend. You and Elias. The three of us together, forever.” He waves his hand and glares out the window. “Both of you need to get your shit together and get on the same page. Do whatever you have to do to work out your anger toward me about Eden and our dear old dad, but remember that you know me inside and out, just like you said. Get your head out of your ass and remember I’m the brother who loves you.”

      I crinkle up my nose in distaste at his choice of words, even as my heart is warming over his declaration of love. I love him so much. Besides Elias, he’s been my everything since the day he was born. That’s why it’s been so hard to be this angry with him.

      “I love you too,” I say quietly.

      “That’s more like it.” He crosses his arms and waits for me to say whatever is coming next. He knows me so well.

      “I don’t know if I’ll ever be close to Eden.” I shrug. “But I guess it doesn’t matter, does it? As for Elias,” I glance at Alex out of the corner of my eye, “you need to try out your little tough love speech on him. He’s the one who needs to hear it.”

      “I’ve tried, believe me. You’re both too stubborn for your own good.”

      “Can we stop pretending like I’m not right here?” Alex asks, and as bad as I feel for him, it lightens the mood.

      Luka’s lips quirk up into a grin and I almost feel like I’ve got my brother back. Almost.

      “If I didn’t know she was up to something, I’d almost feel sorry for you,” Luka says to Alex. “Somehow, I think you’re in on it with her, so I’m not too worried.”

      Alex shrugs. “Still, it’d be nice to at least act like I’m part of the conversation.”

      “Her conversations have always revolved around Elias Lancaster. You’d do well to remember that.”

      I swallow hard when I hear Luka’s words.

      “I’m still waiting for us to have that conversation about Father,” he adds.

      I nod, knowing my time has to be up for running.

      We arrive at the library, one of my favorite places in Niaps, and I step out of the car, determined to make the best of this day. I look good, Luka’s words have lifted my spirits whether he meant for them to or not, and I should be seeing Elias any minute now.

      I step inside and look up at all the volumes of books, reaching up to the sky, they go so high. We walk through the tunnel to the restaurant and are ushered to our table. I come to a halt when I see Elias sitting there with Brienne. She isn’t in her standard guard uniform but in a dress that looks shockingly fashionable.

      Instead of causing a scene, I sit on the other side of Elias and ignore Luka’s twinkling eyes across from us. Alex sits in the empty seat next to me and I put my napkin in my lap.

      “I see you have completely disregarded my requests to stay out of my sight,” I mutter under my breath.

      Elias’s arm brushes against mine and the air heats up around us. “You were asking the impossible. We’re in the same circles, Niaps isn’t that big…and I could argue that you enjoy every chance you get to see me.” He says it all out of the side of his mouth in a tone so low and quiet that I know I’m the only one who can hear him.

      “Are you flirting with me, Elias Lancaster?”

      He lifts his eyes to the sky and then clears his throat when a glass of wine is placed in front of us. He takes a long swig and I do the same.

      “You should stop this madness before someone gets hurt,” I whisper.

      He turns to face me, his eyes wide and gleaming with surprise and…malice? Pain? I come up short these days when I try to figure him out.

      “Does the great Mara Catano have a heart after all?”

      I bite my bottom lip, the hurt nearly staggering in its weight. If I were standing, that one could’ve knocked me to the ground. When it comes to Elias, I am nothing but heart. I pause and count it out before speaking again.

      “When did you begin to hate me, Elias?”

      He looks past me to Alex and the shake of his head is almost imperceptible, but it’s there.

      He takes another swig of his wine and empties the glass, already looking around for another. Brienne says something on the other side of him and he turns to her, cutting me off. We don’t speak again for the rest of the meal. I sit numbly through the speeches and when Alex tries to make me laugh, I try hard to snap out of my fog and respond, but the pain is too deep. I hear Elias’s low tone with Brienne and her flirty laugh in response and know I’m losing him.

      For the rest of the meal, I turn my back to Elias and pretend he doesn’t exist. Every nerve in my body resists, but I don’t give in to his pull.

      I’ve thought all along that Elias couldn’t fight his love for me, but today I know the truth.

      He hates me. I think maybe he has for a long time. And I have no idea why.

      I just have to remind him that he loves me.

      

      Dear Elias,

      I have relived this conversation over in my head at least a thousand times since yesterday. I like to picture myself wearing my blue dress with the white buttons instead of the green dress because blue is my color and in my memory what you said deserves to look its best.

      I also picture us outside on the beach by our boulder, as you call it, instead of in your attic…because I think you would’ve been more comfortable there. I’m sorry I dragged you into the attic—I just wanted to see what old clothes your mom might have had. You said she was beautiful once and I thought we might find proof. But anyway…in my mind, we’re by the boulder.

      And in my mind, you also kiss me at the end. But for now, I just play this part over and over.

      You: When you talk about having lots of kids one day and living by the ocean, who do you imagine living with?

      Me: You. (In my head I say this with even more of a DUH expression because DUH!)

      You, flushing: You’d want to marry me?

      Me: (Again thinking duh, but I played it cool) You’re the only one I’d ever consider marrying.

      And then I nearly pass out every time I get to this part because you took my hand and wove your fingers between mine and I JUST ABOUT DIED.

      You: I don’t want anyone but you either, Mara. Ever.

      DEAD.

      I can be revived to marry you, but you’ll have to forgive me while I’m gathering up my strength.

      I love you, Elias. I may only be eleven, but I know this: I LOVE YOU.

      Love,

      Mara
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      Mara

      

      Alex and I leave earlier than Luka and our ride back to the house is mostly quiet.

      “I’m sorry to be such bad company,” I tell him.

      “You don’t need to apologize. I just want you to think long and hard—be sure this is what you really want. Because you look miserable, and your plan doesn’t seem to be working out how you’d hoped.”

      “You’re right. I am miserable. But we’re just getting started. Please don’t bail on me, okay?”

      He lifts his hands. “No one said anything about bailing. I do need to get home for a few days, but I can be back over the weekend.”

      “That’s perfect. More believable anyway.”

      He makes a sarcastic snort. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “Look, if you’re not up for this, you need to say so now.”

      “I did think it was going to be more fun. Sleeping with you and not being able to touch you…it’s hell. What kind of arrangement is that?”

      “Go home, see the Vermonti twins or whatever their names were, and come back ready to roll.”

      “The Tornini twins,” he mutters.

      I shrug. “Go get your fill. And when you come back, be ready to be convincing.”

      “I’m not the one who’s not convincing. You’re the one who walks around with Elias hearts in your eyes. I swear, it’s only his jealousy that’s making him blind to what’s really going on, because you are so obvious.”

      I grin. “You think he’s jealous? So it is working.”

      He pounds the side of the car just as we’re pulling in. “Get me out of here. You’re too much.”

      “That’s never bothered you before.”

      “Before you at least dangled me a little morsel, offered me your scraps…” He laughs, helping me out of the car. “Reconsider our arrangement in bed and I guarantee a much happier process.”

      When he tries to kiss me, I step back. “Nuh-uh. I don’t need you to go and develop feelings for me. We had our fun. That part of us is over.”

      He rolls his eyes but steps back. “Friday night?”

      “Friday night.” I nod, tapping his chest. “And like I said…get it all out of your system before then.”

      “Impossible.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, I go for a swim. I do a few laps and feel some of the tension in my shoulders ease. The look in Elias’s eyes when he asked if I had a heart…it crushed me, but now that I’m away from it for a little bit, I think he looked just as crushed. It makes me feel like I’ve hurt him and he’s gone on acting like he’s fine, but he’s not. How long has he not been okay, and why haven’t I known before now? Am I really that self-absorbed? I know I like my fine clothes and don’t like to have anything out of place, including the people around me, but the people I love, I love hard. I don’t let just anybody in, but when I do, my love is like a root that will never let go. It would have to be choked out with a scalpel and even then, my vines would find a way to ease back up around him.

      When my shoulders tense, I go under the water, staying under as long as I can. My strokes are long and measured when I come up. I lose track of time, trying to quiet my mind before I go inside. I get tired before that happens and get out of the water no more peaceful than when I stepped into the water but at least exhausted enough that I might sleep tonight.

      Elias is standing near one of the patio tables, at first shadowed by the umbrella. When I get closer, he steps out, moving toward me.

      “You always used to swim when you were troubled.”

      “It used to help.” I towel-dry my hair and let the rest of me drip-dry.

      His eyes skate down my blue bikini and I sigh, too tired to play the games.

      “What do you want, Elias? I’m not up for fighting tonight.”

      “I don’t want to fight with you either. I…I want a truce.”

      “When did we get so broken that we needed a truce?”

      “Haven’t you ever wondered why I was all over you when I came back from University and then I wasn’t?”

      “So many times, you have no idea.”

      “I thought you were finally mine. You were finally old enough. I was doing everything your dad wanted me to do. My mother was a little healthier. It felt like the right timing. Do you remember the dance floor? We kissed…”

      “I’ve never forgotten anything, Elias. You are ingrained in my heart and always have been.”

      He swallows hard. “I went out to tell my aunt and uncle goodbye, and I heard Alex talking about how he’d fucked you all summer…”

      His eyes glaze and he licks his bottom lip. I drop the towel and move closer to him. He takes a step back.

      “That’s why you hate me? Alex?” My voice is incredulous. “You knew we weren’t…and you always had girls hanging all over—” I cut off, unable to get a clear thought out.

      “I had an arrangement with your dad. I just had to wait until you were twenty-one. You were still twenty that night and here I thought you’d been waiting as impatiently for me as I’d been waiting for you.” He puts his hands to his hair and tugs. “You don’t know the hell I went through. My mom was adamantly against us being together. I turned down every advance from every girl all through fucking university.”

      My mouth drops open. First in shock. “Are you saying you were a virgin?” My voice shakes and I step closer again. He puts a hand out to stop me and my eyes bulge. “Tell me.”

      “You were the only one I wanted.”

      I shake my head. What is he saying? This isn’t making sense. All those years…

      “I had no…this can’t be right. You ignored me once for an entire year. No. Don’t tell me I’m the only one you wanted. Girls surrounded you every time you came home.”

      “To make it easier to avoid you.”

      I swallow hard, still shaking my head. “Why didn’t anyone clue me in on any of this? When you left for school, there were long stretches when you ignored me, breaking my heart every time you came home and didn’t come to see me, or when you hung out with Luka and barely had more than three words to say to me. Until later when you’d suddenly appear by my side if any guy talked to me.”

      “When you were sixteen, your dad nearly killed me when he found out we’d been making out every day. He threatened to haul me to prison, and I believed him.”

      “Oh please, you can’t be serious. My dad always knew I intended to be with you. He wouldn’t do that. He was probably just warning you to not get me pregnant.” I snort. “Like that would ever happen since you didn’t stick around!” I yell the last words and he flinches.

      He grabs my arm. “Turn it down. Your father forced me to keep my mouth shut about my feelings and wait until you were twenty-one. We could get married then, if I’d stay away until then. I swore I would. I didn’t know you’d go throw yourself at the first guy who paid you any attention.”

      I slap him across the face and he holds his hand to his cheek. I take a step back, feeling hollow and like I can’t breathe. I hold my hand up to my chest to try and ease the ache.

      “You bastard,” I whisper. “I lived and breathed for you. I always have. You devastated me time and time again and I always came back for more.”

      “Right, I can see that,” he bites back. He shakes his head. “Mara, you’ve never veered from Alex for very long since that summer…so you can see why I don’t find your words convincing. And I can’t complain really—I was late to the game, but I’ve more than made up for lost time.”

      I think of the countless women I’ve seen him with since that night and feel light-headed.

      “You really showed me, didn’t you?” I look at him long and hard, noticing every intake of breath as his chest lifts rapidly. “How have I not seen how much you despise me before now?”

      He shrugs. “You know that fine line between love and hate—I guess we’ve been skirting around the line for a long time now.”

      “Well, consider me jumping on over to the other side from here on out.”

      His hands tug my waist forward and he lowers his head until his lips are like a breath against mine. I feel the hardness of him against me and I tremble. His hands suddenly drop and he steps away, leaving me cold. “See you on the other side.”

      I walk away before he can, with as much dignity as I can muster being in a wet bikini. At least I know he enjoys the view as I walk away. I can feel the heat from his eyes on every inch of my skin.

      Apparently hate doesn’t dull the senses.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, I’ve licked my wounds long enough and venture out to the dining room. I hate feeling this way in my own home. It was bad enough having Eden around nonstop, but now this with Brienne…and Elias—I’m just not up to my usual craving for a fight.

      I never realized how exhausting it is to be this bitter. The partying I did before Father was thrown in jail must have helped fuel my fire and dull the pain. Now that I’m trying to toe the line, I feel everything. And I hate it. I’m sick of wasting time.

      “Mara Catano, how are you?”

      My hand pauses above the fruit basket and I turn, a smile splitting my face so hard it hurts.

      “Jadon! What a nice surprise!” I don’t bother with the fruit, walking toward him, arms out.

      He hugs me and then steps back, always the proper gentleman.

      “I just arrived. Grabbing a few snacks before getting locked away with Luka.”

      “Chelsea would be happy to bring you a tray of much more than this fruit.”

      He waves his hand like it’s no bother and grabs a shiny mander, the bright green fruit looking especially vivid against his black jacket.

      “Eden’s been sending us these—I’ve gotten addicted.”

      “You don’t have manders? Oh wow, here, take all of them.” I start grabbing them and pile them high in his arms. He laughs and almost drops one, but I grab it right before it falls. “What are you doing here? Nothing serious, I hope…”

      The light in his eyes dims, but he attempts a smile. I feel a sharp nick of fear and put my hand on his arm.

      “Nothing to worry about yet,” he says.

      “Why do I feel you wouldn’t tell me if it were?”

      “Because I wouldn’t.” His grin is full-on now and it’s intoxicating. I could stare at him forever. He doesn’t make my heart pitter-patter like Elias, but he sure is hot.

      When his words register, I roll my eyes. “You know, if someone would clue me in once in a while, we could probably get a lot more done.”

      “From what I hear, you’ve not been interested in knowing the facts.” Jadon’s tone is suddenly glacial.

      Guilt floods me and I feel the flush start in my chest and rise up my face. “It’s complicated,” I whisper.

      He nods. “I understand…but Luka could use your help. If you could work with him instead of against him…that will only make your country stronger.”

      My temper gets the best of me again. Dammit. “You think my opinion means anything? I lost all power when he was born…just because he has a dick.”

      He leans forward, comical with the manders still firmly in his grip. “All the more reason to make your voice be heard.” His head tilts up. “I know this act you put on is just that…under all the bravado and anger, there’s a force in you that only needs to be redirected. Once it is,” he shrugs and shakes his head, “you will be unstoppable, Mara.”

      I narrow my eyes and pinch my lips together, speechless.

      He grins and the blue in his eyes makes me want to dive in and hear what else he thinks. “I better go try to save the world. Think about what I’ve said. We need you on board.”

      “Tell me what to be on board about!” I shake my head. “Is our country still at risk? Is yours? I’m so tired of everyone talking in circles.”

      “You don’t even have faith in your brother’s choice to expose your father. You really think hiding from the truth will benefit anyone? Yes, our countries are both still at risk. We’re on a shaky time bomb; it’s only a matter of time before there’s a war if we don’t work together and figure out a way around Alidonia’s power.”

      A throat is cleared and I look behind me. Luka stands there with his arms folded across his chest.

      “Is this true?” I ask Luka.

      “Father still has allies. Even in prison, he’s plotting against me. I think the Farthings are helping him. It’s only a matter of time before he gets out.”

      When Mother has said that, it’s made me hopeful, but when Luka says those words, my blood runs cold.

      My stomach churns and I wait for him to say more, but they both stare at me, waiting to see what I’ll say.

      I want to do something noble, something brave…but after a lifetime of conditioning, I revert to what I’ve always known. It’s been my training: I let the others do the heavy lifting because trouble seems to follow me. I’m the embarrassing Catano and no one takes me seriously. Period.

      There’s nothing I could do to help anyway.

      That’s what I tell myself the rest of the night while Luka and Jadon most likely hash over important national topics and I hide in my room feeling like I’m going to suffocate from shame.
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      Elias

      

      After the train wreck with Mara, I go home and start drinking, my head thumping a dull thud-thud-thud on loop as I sit in my office. The bills are piled high. With my latest loss at the casino, I’d say the chances that I’m going to lose this house are about a million to one. No one knows I’ve lost a fortune—except the owners of the casino, and they love having my balls in a vise. I’ve enjoyed blaming Mara for all of my problems in my adult life, but losing this house and all the money I’ve spent chasing wealth is not on her.

      My father worked himself to death to keep this house going and my mother died in it. What kind of failure would I be to lose it all?

      I take a swig straight out of the bottle and the more I drink, the more I decide how right it is for me to go fight tonight. I’m ready.

      I’m melancholy and full of rage…there will never be a time when I’m more on fire.

      My phone buzzes with a call from Luka and I ignore it. I’m too drunk to talk to him right now. I think it’s the first time I’ve ignored a call from him since he became king, but I need a night. Just one fucking night to destruct.

      I call a driver and he picks me up within ten minutes. When I get to the warehouse, it’s crowded and I’m glad for the buzz I came in with…it helps dull the air around me. Tito sees me and lights up. I wave him off.

      “Not tonight.”

      “No bets? What’s wrong with you? You fighting?”

      “Yeah, I need to fight. Get me in there.”

      “You up for Bushnell?”

      I think of the way he took Ducanti down and grin. “Fuck yeah. I owe that son of a bitch a good beating.”

      Tito laughs and shakes his head skeptically. “You’re good, but Bushnell…he’s got some moves too. Don’t get too cocky before you’ve gotten in the ring with him.”

      I have another shot before I go out. What’s one more drink? I slam my hand against the wall as I walk in the dark hallway toward the ring, feeling my adrenaline pumping.

      Bushnell is shorter than me, but his arms and legs are meaty. He bares his teeth when he sees me coming and I grin, ready to mix it up. I need to fight like I need to breathe. The anger in me has been raging for a long time. I thought it would feel better to tell Mara the truth, but now I just feel more unsettled.

      When the bell sounds, I charge forward and clock him in the chin. He looks surprised but quickly recovers, jumping to the side and knocking me in the shoulder. I don’t pause, pummeling his chest and again giving him a strong hit to the chin. He goes down but gets right back up. And then it’s like everything goes hazy. He gets some kind of rush when he comes back for me and nails me in the nose, another quick hit to my left eye, and his leg latches around mine and sends me to my back. I blink, holding my nose. Shit, I think it might be broken. The room spins around me and I stagger to my feet.

      I sober up just enough to know that I should’ve stayed down. Never one to give up in a fight, though, I give it my best effort. My arms feel waterlogged and it’s like a dream where I can’t move as quickly as I want to. He gives me a final blow in the right eye and I go down.

      Through blood and already swelling eyes, I watch as the crowd cheers and boos around me and the bell goes off.

      I can’t believe I fucking lost. It’s a first and it hurts. My body and my pride. I get up and clasp hands with Bushnell.

      “Next time, I’ll fight you sober.”

      “It won’t make a difference, you’ll still go down.” He laughs and I get small satisfaction in seeing the blood in his mouth.

      I growl and stalk out of the ring. So much for winning money tonight. I head out the side door and feel the punch in my gut without seeing a thing. I drop and get a swift kick in the head. I cover my head with my arms and get another kick in the stomach.

      “You need to pay up soon or you’ll get more of these little visits. Are we clear, Lancaster?”

      I grumble back, but I’m too wasted to get up and fight. Everything slowly fades to darkness.
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        * * *

      

      I come to with Tito shaking my shoulders. “Hey, man. You okay? What happened?”

      “Just a bit of unsettled business.” I try to sit up and hold my head. It feels like it’s moving separately from the rest of my body. “Shit.”

      “You got fucked up good.”

      “You think?” I groan as he helps me stand and I lean against the wall. It’s late, the parking lot is empty. I wonder how many people stepped over me and left me here to bleed.

      “Let me get you home. We can look at the surveillance later to see who did this…unless you already know.”

      “Yeah, that won’t be necessary.”

      He shakes his head and leads me to his car. “I don’t know what you’re messed up in, but it doesn’t look good on you.” He pounds me on the back and I push him away, getting in his car. He laughs when I glare at him. “Hey, someone has to give you a dose of reality. You’re Elias Lancaster, the winner, the pro…the one the gods smile upon. Don’t rain on my parade, man.”

      “Shut up, Tito.”

      That just makes him laugh harder and I hold my side while he drives me home. This is right up there with one of the most humiliating nights of my life.

      “Do you have someone I can call to check on you later?”

      “I’ve got it,” I tell him.

      I think about Mara and the way I’ve probably ruined all chances of ever getting her to look at me again, let alone speak to me, not just from our conversation earlier, but this: the wreck I’ve become.

      It’s what you wanted, right? You wanted her to hate you as much as you hate her, as much as you hate yourself. I groan and try to shut my thoughts off. Mara has had her way in my head for far too long.

      I stumble into the house and cringe when I see myself in the hallway mirror. I keep on walking and fall into bed, too tired to bother cleaning up my wounds.

      I wake up aching sometime in the night, pop a few painkillers, and crawl back into bed. When I wake up the next time, the light is shining on my face and I groan. I sit up suddenly, remembering I’m supposed to see Luka this morning. Fuck. I never checked to see why he was calling last night. I should’ve tried to get out of this meeting, but it’s too late. I look at the clock. Fuck me. I’ll be late if I don’t move right now.

      The face in the mirror is a shock and I hold my nose, hoping the swollen, crooked look is temporary. My eyes are both black and blue, my jaw a nice purplish hue, and the nose…well, it makes a statement, I guess. One that says I got my ass kicked.

      I shower and take more meds, tucking my pride in with my shirt as I get ready. I drive over to the estate, checking the grounds and making sure no one is in sight as I walk to the door. The last thing I need is to see Mara right now. Brienne either, for that matter. Neither will let me go without an explanation.

      Basile answers the door and looks at me drolly. His typical expression.

      “Rough night?” is all he says.

      “You could say that.”

      “Well, hopefully nothing that a little wine can’t cure. Shall I pour you a glass?”

      “Since it’s only nine o’clock, I think I’m good for now.”

      “Suit yourself.” He shrugs. “I’ve never particularly thought the time of day should matter. If you want a drink, have a drink. I just happen to want a drink all the time.” He chuckles and I do too.

      If he’s an alcoholic, he’s a completely functional one. I’ve never seen him so much as slur over a word, but the man sure likes his wine.

      “I’m tempted, believe me. But I better get to Luka. I’m already a bit late.”

      “He’s in his office, have at it. And Elias?” He looks over his shoulder.

      “Yeah?”

      “You’d let me know if you were in trouble, right?”

      Since my dad died, Titus and Basile have tried to step into his role. It was a role lacking to begin with, so I haven’t needed much, but I’ve known I could count on them. Titus usually more than Basile since we worked together the most, but that all went down the toilet when I stood by Luka when Titus was arrested. I nod, unable to look at him. “Thank you. I-I’m still hoping to get things figured out.”

      “You’re not alone. I hope you’d know that by now.”

      “It’s kind of hard to remember at times. That house is awfully big and, for the most part, empty.”

      “Time for another of your historic parties. I always enjoy those.”

      I grin and flinch. It hurts to smile. “Noted. I’ll get to work on that.”

      “Or, you know…it wouldn’t be the worst thing to get rid of that house, would it? There’s bound to be too many memories in there to escape at times.”

      I stare at him. That’s honestly never crossed my mind. Trying to get rid of the house. I’ve always been so desperate to hold onto it.

      He turns and walks toward the kitchen and I hear Chelsea yelp like he’s startled her, which makes him cackle. I shake my head and walk to the office, knocking once.

      “Come in.” Luka is behind his desk, looking over paperwork. He does a doubletake when he sees me, standing up and walking toward me. “What the hell happened to you?”

      “Not worth talking about.” I sit down and he stands over me, even taking my chin to turn it so he can see my eyes better.

      “What’s going on with you, Elias? I’ve let you avoid the conversation for long enough. Last night you didn’t even return my calls. What kind of trouble are you in?”

      “I’ve been doing some fighting at the warehouse. Remember Tito that worked at the gym for so long? He has a legit thing going. Not a big deal. Typically I win, but last night I decided to fight intoxicated. I think I made a dent in the guy, but…his fists made a bigger one.”

      He turns and sits across from me, shaking his head. “And you enjoy that?”

      I need all the money I can get. “It’s a release.” I shrug and then remind myself not to do that again until I’ve healed.

      “That’s what sex is for.”

      I laugh. “Yeah. That would help.”

      “Speaking of fighting, are you going to let Alex move in on my sister without a fight?”

      I roll my eyes. “Subtle.”

      “Someone has to speak the obvious. Why are the two of you wasting time? You belong together and we all know it. I’m so sick of the both of you, I don’t know what to do.” He has the nerve to point at me. “Have sex already and make it tolerable for the rest of us to be around you. Make your move. Marry her! You know she’s the one you want.” He shuffles a stack of papers and sets it down, pausing before his next words. “I’m worried about you. You’re my brother and I want you back. You’ve been missing for years now.”

      I went missing when your sister broke my heart. I want to say it, but of course I don’t. He doesn’t need to know the emotional side of me. That died a long time ago.

      “How are you so much younger than me, yet the one with the adult brain?” I laugh, but he barely cracks a smile. I go back to what I do best, deflecting. “I’m sure you’ve noticed by now, but I’ve been seeing Brienne. I like her. She’s much less complicated than your sister. I could see us becoming more.” A big lie after this past week, but maybe it’ll get him off my back.

      He stares at me and his jaw ticks as he fiddles with a pen. “Backing down on a challenge…I’m not sure where your backbone has gone, but I suggest you find it.” He points at my face. “If you hurt Brienne, I’ll bloody you up myself.” He leans forward and places both hands on his desk. “And the longer you keep hurting Mara…the harder it is to recognize you. You would’ve killed anyone who hurt her before, myself included. And since when have you wanted uncomplicated? Give me Elias back. You used to be the fun one and the smart one, not to mention the kindest of us all.”

      “I’m still here.”

      “If you say so. Prove it.”

      A knock on the door interrupts us.

      “Come in,” Luka calls out.

      Jadon Safrin walks in and I feel the anxiety grow.

      He nods at me and we shake hands.

      “I’m scared to ask why you’re here.”

      He grimaces. “Yeah, it’s not good.” He gets a closer look at me. “I’m scared to ask what happened to you.”

      “Yeah, don’t bother. It’s not worth it.”

      “Sorry, man. That looks painful. I’ll be leaving for Alidonia soon…without an invitation from the Farthings.”

      “How soon?”

      “It depends. Things have been quiet this week, but I’m getting more worried about the situation…daily. Caulder Farthing is gaining far more control than he needs to and he can’t be trusted. I want to know why the nephew of the king thinks he has any business acting on the king’s behalf—he’s a wild card. He sent scouts to Farrow recently and I just happened to catch them before they could cause too much damage. I think he’s trying to cut off our shipments and make us rely more heavily on you…cut us both off, so to speak. I need to speak to Vance, see for myself if he’s just a puppet at this point. And Delilah—she’s gone silent. I thought I had an arrangement with her to meet, but once her father got worse, she’s been quiet and Caulder has taken over. He’s acting more rash than the king on his worst days and I’m itchy. I don’t like it. I feel like things are about to blow.”

      “You have my full support,” Luka says. “I have reason to believe my father is part of this and I have to figure out a way to stop him. He’s been pulling strings in his prison cell.”

      “What?” I turn to Luka. “Why haven’t I heard about this?”

      Luka gives me a droll look and I shake my head, wanting to make a comeback but knowing my brain has been shit lately. I’m losing everything here. Can’t even do my job properly anymore. I rub my hand over my face and flinch when I run into the wounds. I think about the beating last night and wonder if it was the collectors from the casino like I thought…or if Titus has been pulling my strings too.
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      Mara

      

      I have to get out of the house. It feels like it’s closing in on me. Alex is back in Yuman, Mother is angry with me and vice versa, and I can’t be around Luka right now. Running into Jadon will just make me feel guiltier if he’s even still around. I’ve been swimming in it since we talked. Basile has been nice lately, but we’ve never been ones to chum around during the day. It would be weird.

      I get the news back from my doctor that my test results are clear. At least my stupidity with the stranger didn’t get me an STD.

      I pack a bag for the beach and sling it over my shoulder. I’m wearing a comfortable sundress but grab a wrap for later. When I step into the hallway, I tiptoe so my shoes don’t make a racket and announce to the household that I’m making my escape. But I’m so quiet, I practically run Elias over. His head is down and so is mine, and we collide.

      I drop my bag and he picks it up and holds it out, still keeping his head down.

      “Sorry,” he mutters.

      I take a look at him and grab his arm. “Elias! What happened? Are you okay?”

      He looks at me with dead eyes and my hand drops.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Yeah, it looks like it.” I gasp when I take in his puffy eyes and his nose. “Oh my God, your nose.” I step forward and move the hair that’s partially covering his eye. “Who did this to you?”

      “No one you need to worry about, trust me on that.”

      I frown at him and run my fingers down his cheek softly. His eyes close for a second and when his eyes open again, his pain is obvious.

      “What can I do to help?”

      “Has it even been twenty-four hours since you slapped me across the face? We hate each other, remember?”

      I swallow hard, reluctantly pulling my hand away. I look down and wince when I see his cut-up knuckles. “Funny, it doesn’t feel that way when I see you suffering. Only when you’re being a jackass, which is most of the time these days.”

      His lips tilt up and my heart picks up a beat. “Your boyfriend must be gone. You’re almost being sweet again.”

      My mouth falls open from the whiplash. I guess I deserved that. I step back from him and tug on the strap of my bag. “You should ice that nose. Your girlfriend might not be into this look so much.”

      He grins and the pain on his face when he remembers he shouldn’t have is hard to watch.

      “Come here, let me put something on that face. What’s going on with the rest of you—is it as bad as this?”

      I motion over my shoulder and surprisingly, he follows. I get one of the first aid kits out of the hall closet and lead him to my room. When we step in, I shut the door.

      “Always angling to see my body,” he mutters, but his tone is light.

      I roll my eyes. “Your ship has sailed, buddy.”

      His head turns abruptly and I see the panic in his eyes before he smooths out his features. Instead of pressing him about it, as I’ve always been inclined to do with him, I ignore it and take out the antibiotic ointment. All the while, my body is humming. Why do you insist on fighting your feelings for me?

      He pulls his shirt off and I try not to gasp when I see how badly he’s hurt there too. I take him into the bathroom and methodically tend to each wound. He watches me intently, but neither of us speaks. The room is popping with tension and awareness. I love being able to touch the taut muscles across his chest and arms, even as I’m hating the circumstances that made it possible. It’s too sad to think about—that this is the only access I have to him—but I’ll take what I can get.

      When I touch the worst cut on his face, his breath quickens, but he doesn’t make a sound. His eyes just roam my face, his attention on my lips when I look at him. I swallow hard and keep applying the medicine. When I get to the cut on his lip, I make eye contact with him again and the heat in his eyes is undeniable. He wants me as badly as I want him. I brush my finger across his bottom lip, applying pressure on the cut. He closes his eyes for a moment and the air around us goes still. When he opens them again, he steps closer and leans his forehead against mine.

      I put my hand on the counter to avoid holding onto him, weak with his closeness. His hand curves around my waist and he pulls me to him, his chest rising and falling against mine, the hardness of him like a pulse against my stomach.

      “Why couldn’t we be kids again, when all that mattered was how long we could play or how many treasures we could find before dark?” His voice is low and sends a sharp wave of desire through me.

      “What’s really so different than that now?”

      He chuckles and groans because it still hurts. “Good point. Not much, I guess. You are a woman with expensive tastes, still searching for those treasures.”

      I lean back and look at him. “You think that’s all I care about?”

      “I know it matters to you.”

      “I think it’s always mattered far more to you than it ever has to me.” It’s true. He has always wanted to prove himself and to have the finest cars and clothes; his house is a source of pride.

      “Easy to say when you haven’t had to work for anything you’ve been given.”

      The words sting, but they usually do with him now. “You can’t fault me for the family I was born into.”

      “My mother always reminded me to watch my place.”

      I step back from him and turn to the sink, washing my hands. “Is that what she told you? And you believed she was right?” I dry my hands and turn to look at him. The age-old hurt making my heart pound.

      “She wanted to protect me…wanted me to realize my place, to know I would never be an equal to someone like you.”

      The hurt in his eyes makes it clear that he’s speaking the truth, despite the smile he attempts. I move closer to him again, putting my hand on the one place on his chest that isn’t bruised.

      “Elias, she was wrong. It doesn’t matter what we’re born into, how wealthy one of us is, or how smart, or strong…we’re the same. Our hearts are the same. Somewhere along the way, you shut yours off to me and stopped believing in us.”

      “She died right after I heard you’d started sleeping with Alex.” The steel in his face is back, the ice. “That was confirmation for me. You betray me and my mother dies, begging me to find a sweet, normal girl who wouldn’t cut my heart out.”

      I nearly choke with a gasp and cover my mouth with my hand, backing away from him.

      “She warned me you were just like your mother. I never did find out how she knew so much about Cecilia, but now that I know your mother a little better, I can see the resemblance.”

      “You’re all cleaned up now, properly medicated…you can leave.” I turn and walk out of the bathroom, moving toward the bedroom door as fast as I can. I open it and turn. He’s still standing in the doorway of the bathroom, watching me.

      I look away and hear him moving closer, stopping until he’s right in front of me. He puts his fingers on my chin and lifts my eyes to his.

      “You need to let me go. This hold you have on me—we’ll keep destroying one another if we don’t just let go.” His eyes fall to my lips, even now willing me to steal a kiss while his words cut me like a knife.

      “Do you remember the day you saved me?”

      His fingers drop like they’re on fire. “Don’t do that.” He shakes his head.

      “Do what?”

      “Remind me of our history. I’m asking you to move on.”

      “But it’s who we are. Moving on is impossible. We’ll never be over.”
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      Mara

      

      I was thirteen and Elias was fifteen. We spent every day together, often huddled under the cave of the big boulders between our houses. Usually I was content with that, but this day, I wanted an adventure.

      “Let’s go out there today.” I pointed to the rocks that hollowed out into a cave in the water. Neither of us had ever made it out there. It was far enough to be challenging but close enough to look possible.

      “I don’t know. Look at the water. It’s choppy today. Let’s at least try on a calmer day.”

      I stood up, brushing the sand off of my shorts and putting a hand on my hip. “Chicken?”

      He stood up, grinning. Elias was always amused by me, even when I was daring him; it was my favorite thing about him. “Never.”

      I tilted my head and shrugged a shoulder. “Then let’s do it today.”

      He looked at the water again, his forehead creased in the middle of his brows, deep in thought. Finally, he nodded. “If we get tired, we swim back. No questions asked.”

      “Deal.”

      We walked along the beach and then I ran into the water, diving in. I felt the water shift when he dove in beside me and felt powerful over the fact that I’d convinced him to do this. He was usually the voice of reason, but a dare nearly always brought him over to my side.

      We got further out and the water became drastically rougher, the waves coming at us in an erratic rush. I managed most of them okay and then a massive wave came at us just as we were coming out of one and I wasn’t ready. I choked and didn’t have time to cough it out and hold my breath again before another wave dragged me under. I sank down, down, down and thrashed around in the water, trying desperately to hold my breath. I panicked. Inside and out. I couldn’t break the surface and it was terrifying. Just as I was out of breath, I felt Elias’s arms around me, pulling me up. When we surfaced, I gasped and choked and couldn’t stay above water without his help. He tucked me next to him and swam us back to shore, carrying me out of the water and rubbing my back as all the water I’d ingested came back up.

      When I finally caught my breath, I sat up and rocked back and forth, terrified by how close I’d come to drowning. He wrapped his arms around me and held me until I eventually calmed down.

      “You saved me,” I choked out.

      It was his words then that have always stayed with me. He leaned back so we were face to face and his eyes were filled with tears. I’d scared him and it was a shock to see how shaken he was. I put my fingers on his cheek and he swallowed hard.

      “I will always take care of you, Mara. You and I—we’re meant to be together. If you die, I die. And while you live, I’ll be right by your side.”

      I leaned my head on his chest and smiled at his words. “No dying today, thanks to you.”

      His chuckle rumbled in his chest and I lifted my head to smile at him. “No dying today.”
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        * * *

      

      “‘While you live, I’ll be right by your side’…those were your words, not mine,” I whisper. “And ‘we’re meant to be together’—do you remember saying that?”

      He looks at me as if I’m a stranger and my heart is torn in two. I know if he’s really seeing me, he’s seeing the longing that is still stamped on my heart for him. He’s a part of me that I cannot ever let go of, and the old Elias wouldn’t have asked me to.

      “It’s time we stop this push and pull,” he finally says. “Time for us to not be so toxic together.”

      “We’re toxic because we aren’t together—don’t you see? That’s the problem! And the sooner you admit that, the sooner we can both be happy.” I fling my arm out toward the hall. “You’re trying to wipe the memory of me clean with all these women, and now Brienne…she won’t be able to fill my void.” I get in his face and he goes completely still. “No one can.”

      I slam the door shut and put my hands on his cheeks, pulling his mouth down to mine. I kiss him hard and at first, he’s stiff and his lips are closed walls, but when my hands find his hair and I pull him even closer, my tongue tracing his lips, he yields. Slowly, and then all hell breaks loose as he lets me in. He tastes like blood and neither of us care. We both crave the burn.

      He grips my waist with his fists and the deeper our kiss goes, the freer his hands become. He backs me into the wall and lifts me up, wrapping my legs around his waist. I don’t check to make sure I’m not hurting one of his wounds, I hope I give him more. He needs to feel this.

      He breaks away long enough to look at me as he gives a long thrust into my core and my head falls back, even with the layers between us. His tongue flicks my neck as he kisses his way up to my mouth again and when he reaches it, he groans. He thrusts again and this time I cry out, which only makes him harder. He does it again and again and I start matching his tempo. Neither of us stop, our movements jerky and frantic and desperate.

      He lifts my sundress and undoes his zipper and when the tip of him nudges its way inside of me, my eyes roll back in my head. He has to slow down drastically to fit, but I’m so ready for him, it doesn’t take long for him to slide all the way in. Once he’s in so deep I can’t think of anything but how full he makes me, he drives into me again and again and doesn’t slow down this time. It’s more than I can take and my head falls back against the wall as I fall apart. I shudder against him. Sweat covers us completely and we’re all moans and heavy breaths, but inside I feel weightless, like I’m floating. He groans and pulls out, leaving me bereft, and I feel the warmth seeping down my thighs as he finishes.

      He puts his head on my shoulder and lowers me to the floor as we try to catch our breath. His hands lift off of me and onto the wall in front of him, making me ache with their absence. When he leans back, he avoids looking at me and I feel empty.

      Lost.

      Cold.

      Devastated.

      He untucks his shirt to cover what just happened between us and doesn’t say a word as he opens the door and walks out of my room.

      Out of my life.
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        * * *

      

      It’s still daylight, but the dark has come for me and won’t loosen its grip. I crawl into bed and I’m not sure when I get out of it again. I move only to go to the bathroom and one other time to take off my clothes. Sometime later, I decide to clean myself and wonder if Elias has washed off what we did yet or if he also let it stay with him for a while.

      The memory.

      The pain.

      The mistake.

      I never thought I’d feel that sex with Elias was a mistake, but what we did…it was the final nail in my coffin as far as Elias is concerned.

      I know it with everything in me.

      He’s done with me.

      I’m nothing more than someone he wants to forget.

      

      Dear Elias,

      

      I still get shaky when I think about how close I came to drowning, but everything that happened afterward makes the experience worth it. You and I have never had a single fight—weird, right? I fight more with everyone else in my life, but with you, it’s always easy.

      You understand me better than anyone.

      But just in case that ever changes—I hope to God it doesn’t!—but just in case…

      I’ll never forget the words you said on the day you saved my life. You said you would take care of me forever, and I believe you. And that we were meant to be together—you said those exact words! It meant everything to me. When you said you’d always be by my side, I imagined us as an old couple sitting out on our rock, watching the sunset and the stars coming out to dance, and I can’t think of anything better.

      You make my life worth living, Elias. It’s true. I wish you weren’t so hung up on my age because I’m so ready for you to just KISS ME ALREADY. A real kiss this time.

      

      Yours forever,

      Mara
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      Elias

      

      I drive home, cursing myself the entire ride. What the hell was I thinking? I just fucked Mara Catano. Mara and I had sex for the first time against her bedroom wall. I pumped into her hot, tight heat like a savage, never once stopping to see if she was okay, not thinking about the repercussions, just single-mindedly taking what I wanted.

      Her.

      She already consumes every thought, asleep or awake.

      And now, after having her like that, in my arms, all warm and supple and squeezing me so tight, how the fuck can I go back to a world without her in it?

      I bang on the steering wheel, yelling in the confines of my small sports car.

      She felt even better than I imagined, but the shame of having our first—and last, I mentally throw in there—time be like that…I can’t believe this is what I’ve become. My obsession with her will be the death of me. It already feels like she’s been the death of my sanity, the death of my integrity…what is left of me if I’ve lost all that?

      My body feels every tight, sharp pain from the fight, and now there are new aches where her hands squeezed me as if she couldn’t get close enough. I want to feel every single raw cut like it’s happening for the first time. I deserve this agony.

      But she’s everywhere. Even as I pull into my driveway and walk into my house, I see her here, her blond hair shining like the damn sunshine in my dark hallway. Her piercing blue eyes studying everything in my office, like she was memorizing it for later. The way her scent lingered in the air long after she was gone, like it does on me now.

      I don’t want to wash her off. I want to leave her on my skin to remember.

      Torture myself a little bit longer.

      Mara has always been a part of me. I won’t ever be able to let her go. Especially now that I’ve had a taste of her.
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        * * *

      

      I watch the sun set off of the terrace that overlooks the pool I put in a few years ago. The ocean waves crash just past the pool, and I can’t even enjoy the view. I’ve made use of the pool, swimming in the mornings before most people are awake. It seems I’m becoming the carbon copy of my father in all the ways I hated most: workaholic, non-committal, and in debt. I’ve got it all covered, along with the top-of-the-line three-piece suits. I take a sip of the whiskey sitting next to me and set it down on top of the glass table. The clang sets my skin on edge and the antsy feeling that has suffocated me since I left Mara becomes unbearable.

      I strip down to my briefs and hit the punching bag I keep in the pool house until my muscles scream. It’s too soon after the fight to be working my body like this, but I relish it. I debate going back in to fight again tonight to punish myself further. The piles of bills nagging make that thought pulse like a bass drum—or is that my head pounding? Do it, do it, do it. I take one more swig of the whiskey.

      Turns out all that work my father was doing wasn’t on the up and up. Son of a bitch left me with a hearty dose of debt and for some reason, his collectors have chosen now to get demanding. I don’t even want to know what all he was involved in—when I realized he was skimming from the company he claimed he owed everything to, that was enough for me. Whoever that person was that left me bleeding at the warehouse last night seems like another level of trouble that I don’t need.

      I walk into the house and it’s quiet. Winthrop is usually standing at the ready whenever I come inside and I didn’t see him when I got home earlier either.

      “Winthrop?” I look in the kitchen and it’s empty.

      I get dressed and then look for Winthrop again. He’s not in the living room and I check upstairs, calling his name. I feel a prick of fear run through me and jog down the stairs, saying his name louder. I go through the kitchen and out that door, looking in the side garden and then out front. He’s never out by the beach at this time of day, but I go out there anyway and hear two voices talking quietly by the large boulders. My shoulders sag in relief for about one second and then tense with annoyance when I see Winthrop and Mara huddled together near the rock.

      Her head is lowered and his arm is around her. I watch them for several long beats as she leans into his neck and he seems to comfort her. The shame threatens to bring me to my knees. I swallow hard and then stalk over there, my blood churning in my body.

      “Are you okay?” My voice comes out rougher than I intend and they both look up, startled.

      Mara hurriedly adopts a cold expression. Winthrop glares at me and I wonder if she’s told him everything. Somehow, I think he knows whether she told him or not. He always knows.

      “I’m fine.” Her voice is hollow and I hate that I’ve caused that.

      I put my hands in my pockets and look down at the sand. Winthrop clears his throat and pats Mara on the shoulder.

      “It’s time you two work things out,” he says sternly. “The history between the two of you is too precious to throw it all away over a few mistakes.” He steps closer to me and growls under his breath.

      I step back, bumping into the rock and his eyes soften the smallest bit.

      He walks up to the house and leaves me with Mara. I glance at her out of the corner of my eye and she puts her arms around herself, leaning on the rock.

      “I should head back,” she says.

      “Wait.”

      She looks at me then, the softness in her eyes at war with the stiffness in her shoulders.

      “I’m sorry. For earlier. I’ve imagined that happening at least five thousand times in my life and I never once saw it happening like that.”

      Her shoulder lifts with a shrug and she looks out at the water. “You didn’t force me to do anything I didn’t want to do. But the way you left…” She turns so I can’t see her face and lets out a shaky breath. “That made me feel like I mean nothing to you.”

      I step forward and touch her arm, and she turns to look at me. “You know that’s the furthest thing from the truth.”

      “I don’t know anything anymore, Elias.” She looks at the water again and the emptiness I feel is threatening to swallow me whole.

      I step in front of her and put my hands on her face. Her eyes widen and she pulls her lower lip between her teeth to stop it from trembling. I don’t stop to think about it. I lean down and kiss her with all the feeling I should’ve kissed her with before. It begins tentatively and then her hands wind through my hair, tugging me closer. I deepen the kiss and she moans, which sets everything on fire inside me. It’s everything, yet not enough.

      We kiss with the fury of a storm, lightning zipping through and sparking every nerve. I lift her legs and wrap them around my waist, never letting her go. Raindrops startle us as they plop hard on our heads and we break away, my arms still firmly on her backside.

      “Let me show you how I’ve always wanted to do this…” I say against her lips as the water runs down our faces and our clothes stick to our bodies.

      She doesn’t protest but doesn’t agree, so I start walking toward the house. I go in through my office, hoping to avoid running into Winthrop. He’s not in the halls as I carry her to my bedroom and I send a word of thanks to the heavens that he’s out of sight.

      I place her gently on the bed and then stare at her. She’s drenched from the rain and the way she’s staring up at me, I know she’s drenched in all the right places. I reach out to touch the strap on her shoulder and she surprises me by sitting up and leading me to the zipper on the back of her dress. I slowly unzip it and move her straps down one at a time. She’s wearing a deep blue lacy bra that is so hot, I have to lean down and take a little bite of her nipple showing through the lace. She arches into my mouth and I stay there a while, teasing her through the material. She gets impatient and reaches behind and undoes the clasp, and when it drops, I groan into her skin.

      I stand up, taking off my pants and she pulls her dress the rest of the way down. When it’s off, she lays back on the pillow and stares up at me. I don’t know where to look first. Everything about her is perfect. Her full tits begging for me to touch them. Her flat stomach and the swell of her hips…the way the light hits her satiny skin just so.

      She looks like my favorite sin.

      “This…this is how I’ve imagined it. That look on your face. Your body looking like perfection before me. The desire in your eyes. I’ve pictured you here since the time I was old enough to think about sex.”

      She doesn’t say anything, but her lips lift as she shyly looks up at me.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” I have a moment of doubt when she doesn’t speak right away.

      “Elias, I’m going to die if you don’t come over here right now. Please.” She leans up on her elbows. “You are all I’ve ever wanted.”

      I swallow hard and a flash of dread comes over me when I realize we can’t really do this, not more than this one last time…it just won’t work. We’re too different, I can’t bring her into my trouble, and she can’t settle for less than the best. But I’m determined to redo our last time.

      “Take off your panties.” My voice is low and husky and she bites that lower lip again, making me even harder. I take my briefs off and her eyes widen as she stares at me. “Tell me how you want this to go.”

      “I want you to make love to me slow and then fuck me like you’ll never let me go.”

      I lean over her, one knee on the bed and reach between her legs to see if she’s as wet as I hoped. She is. My eyes close and I shake my head, reminding myself she wants to go slowly. I rub my fingers over her and she moans. I open my eyes and groan at how good she looks in my bed. I dip inside of her and slowly work her into a frenzy, taking my time to tease her just right. When I lower my mouth to her and work my tongue and fingers at the same time, she screams my name and it takes everything in me not to lose my shit right there.

      “Please, please,” she begs. “I need you.”

      “I’m going to make sure you feel me for days, don’t you worry, sweetness. You taste so good.” I kiss up her body and she puts her hands on my ass and pulls me to her. I grin and rub my nose against hers. “I’m going to memorize the way you feel. Every inch of you stretching to kiss every inch of me.”

      I reach for a condom and she puts her hand on my wrist, shaking her head.

      “I’m on the pill,” she whispers.

      I don’t hesitate. I drive into her with a single thrust, balls deep. She arches into me. We go as still as we were manic earlier in the day and her pussy clenches around me.

      “Mara,” I groan. “How can you feel this good?”

      “I feel like you’re finally exposed to me when we’re like this. Open. Not shutting me out like you do the rest of the time. Please…” Her hands grasp my face and her eyes drill holes into mine. “Stay with me.”

      I am the world’s biggest asshole. I am my father’s son. But I don’t make promises I can’t keep. I want to stay with her. God knows how badly I want that. More than my next breath. But I know that can’t happen.

      I start moving in her, pulling out slowly and then back in, our rhythm increasing with every thrust. She feels like life and breath and hope and dreams coming true. I put every ounce of my heart into filling her up and making her feel good. This much I can give her.

      When I pull back slowly one more time and she tugs me back in like she can’t stand to be apart one more second, she clenches around my cock and I see stars. I explode, hating that I couldn’t last for hours but feeling so drunk with this euphoria that it overrides everything else.

      Her hands clutch my shoulders and she thrashes her head side to side against the pillow. I drink in the sight of her in my haze. When she stills, I lean down and kiss her once on her cheek. Anything else and I’ll never leave this bed.

      She turns and kisses my mouth, so sweetly I want to die here while I’m a happy man.

      “We’re good together. I always knew we would be,” she whispers. “Not just good…”

      “Explosive,” I finish for her.

      She looks up at me and I see the fear returning there. I pull out of her and get up to clear my head and create some distance. When I come back, she’s lying there, her blond hair splayed out against my dark pillowcases. A fucking vision.

      “You’re not getting rid of me so easily. Just throwing that out there.”

      I chew the inside of my cheek and run my hands through my hair then slip a pair of sweatpants on. I don’t look at her as I say my next words.

      “This has been amazing, but I need you to go now.”

      “Elias—”

      I shake my head. “No, Mara. This is it. I want us to continue caring for one another, not hating each other, which is what would happen if we kept this up. Go, please.”

      She starts grabbing her things and shakily puts them on. I stand with my arms folded and look out the window like the coldhearted bastard I’m trying to be.

      “I’ll make it easier for you. As of today, I hate you,” she whispers.

      She puts her shoes on and I hear her step to the door. I have a moment where I can’t stand to not look at her one more time and I turn…just in time to see the love of my life leave me for good.
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      Mara

      

      I hate him.

      I hate him.

      I hate him with the hatred of a thousand deaths. Ten thousand gruesome deaths.

      I hate him with every fiber of my being.

      Every ounce that is in me is screaming out with his fullness still lingering inside, the ache so sweet, and reminding me that he can love me so well, but he refuses to.

      Not just the sex. I always knew it would be magical between us, but the emotion he pours into me when we’re together. Even earlier, when it was manic and rushed, I felt all of his love pouring into me. And just now, that was…well, I’ll never forget it, but I’m going to do everything in my power to try.

      I love him.

      I love him.

      I love him like the love of a thousand sunrises. Ten thousand glorious sunrises.

      I love him with every fiber of my being.

      Every ounce that is in me is screaming out with the way he filled me up so completely, like he was made for me, my counterpart.

      He could love me so well, if only he would.

      I can’t make him love me. That thought echoes in my head with every step I take away from him.

      I walk back down the beach, taking the same path that is worn from all the years I went to see Elias. My love, my protector, my enemy.

      I can’t believe he was willing to let me go after we shook the earth together.

      He will pay. I won’t let him get away with betraying me like this. He said I’d feel him long afterward; I’ll make sure he feels me raging in his bones every second from here on.

      When I reach the house, there is a commotion from Luka’s office. I close the front door behind me and hear Mother yelling at him, and a few seconds later, Luka cuts her off and yells back.

      “It’s not like that and you know it! When are you going to stop lying for him, lying to yourself? You’re an accomplice the longer this continues, Mother. You know that, right? The guilt rests just as squarely on you, and because I keep hoping you’ll do the right thing, I keep letting it go.”

      I step closer to the office and listen. It’s not hard to hear every word—the door is open and their voices are still raised. The staff must also be listening to every word.

      “The only crime I’m guilty of is loving your father and remaining loyal to him.”

      Luka laughs bitterly. “So loyal you’ve slept with at least four men young enough to be your sons in the past year. Yeah, you’re loyal, all right.”

      I hear her shuffle across the room and something slams against his desk or maybe the wall.

      “You show me some respect. You may be king, but I am still your mother.”

      “You’re right. I’m grateful you gave me life, but beyond that, I am utterly ashamed of both of my parents right now. I just got word that Father has been accepting phone calls from Vance Farthing. It appears that on his deathbed, King Farthing chooses to speak to Father. What do you suppose that’s about?”

      There’s a long silence and I take the moment to walk to the doorway and let them know I’ve been listening.

      “What is that about, Mother?”

      She waves a hand, but she looks shaken. And guilty. I give her a long, hard look and realize just how much I’ve wanted to believe in my parents. I’ve wanted to believe the best in them, even though they’ve nearly always done the very opposite to show me they’re worthy of my trust. It makes me think of Elias and how it hurts that I’ve done the same with him too.

      I’m a fool.

      Luka clears his throat and stares at me, his Adam’s apple bobbing with his unspoken words. “Mara, it’s time you face the truth. Our parents are sleeping with the enemy. I just need to know this: where do you stand? Are you with me or are you with them?”

      I put my fist to my mouth, shaken by the disaster that is this day. This endless, horrific day! And when I lower it to put my hand on my hip, I stare him boldly in the eye.

      “I’m with you. And I owe you a lifetime of apologies for ever doubting you. You are the one person in my life who has never turned your back on me, no matter how I’ve acted, not really. I should’ve trusted you and not let my feelings about Eden cloud my judgment.”

      “I accept your apology.”

      Mother sputters and turns to me with rage on her face. “You spoiled, weak child. You are no more capable of a sound decision than the picture on that wall. You’re nothing but trouble, always have been.” She points at me wildly, her finger trembling as she lowers it. “You’re dead to me and I’ll make sure you don’t get an ounce of your inheritance.”

      Luka picks up his phone and taps a quick text before saying his next words with a deadly calm. “A guard will be coming shortly to escort you out, Mother. I’ve already secured Mara’s future. As far as finances, you are the one who won’t live quite as lavishly as you’ve always lived. You’ll be given five thousand shartrovs a month, no more, no less.”

      She gasps and immediately the tears start. It’s funny. Her tears have always made me bend over backward to please her; now I see them for the manipulation they are. “That’s pennies. You can’t do this to me! Your father will be out of prison soon and he will make you pay. You have never been the man he is.”

      “And I hope to never be,” he says quietly. “Mara and I had to raise ourselves; it’s a wonder we’re even close to functional with the two of you as parents.”

      “God, isn’t that the truth,” I mutter under my breath. All the while I’m questioning whether I truly am functional. Sometimes I wonder.

      Luka’s guard, Franco, comes into the room then and puts his hand on Mother’s elbow. She shrieks.

      “Get your hands off of me. I’m not going anywhere.” She rushes to Luka, staring up at him, and I swear that I see the devil in her gaze. “Please don’t do this.” She reaches up and touches his hair as tears drip down her cheeks. “It’s not like you to be so cold.”

      Luka steps away from her and I see his shoulders falter. It hits me how hard this must be for him. I go and stand by his side, taking his hand in mine.

      “Leave with some dignity, Mother.” I stare her down and even though my heart is breaking in so many tiny pieces, I know I’m doing the right thing by standing up to her.

      She sniffs and squares her shoulders, her eyes gleaming with malice. “You just wait. This isn’t over.”

      “It doesn’t have to be this way—it never had to be this way.” That’s all Luka says before Franco takes our mother by the arm and leads her out of the room.

      We both stand at the window and watch an hour later as she carries a suitcase with her things and is escorted sto the car.

      “Where will she go?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure. She’s resourceful. I’m sure she’ll think of something. Let’s just hope it’s legal.”

      He turns then and it’s like he’s seeing me for the first time. His brow furrows and he puts his hand on my cheek.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Isn’t it enough that I’m just coming around to the fact that my parents are guilty of terrible crimes and have enough bitterness for an entire country?”

      His lips tilt up. “I wish that were all. But no, I think there’s more.”

      I sigh. “You’ve always known me too well.”

      “Is it Elias?”

      “Isn’t it always?”

      “Well, this dalliance with Alex has had you distracted…”

      “Elias loves me, Luka. I know he does. He-he proved it today.” I swallow hard and sigh a long weighted sigh. “But he’s done this time. He wants nothing to do with me. And I don’t think I’ll ever understand why. After the way he’s treated me, I’m not sure I could ever trust him with my heart again.”

      “I know he loves you. I think he’s always thought he wasn’t worthy of you.”

      “Well, right now he isn’t.”

      Luka’s jaw tightens and his eyes blaze through me. “Why do you say that? Talking like that will never get him to come to you.”

      “I only mean the way he’s acting. Nothing else. I don’t care what he does, how rich, how poor…how established. I want him to be safe and happy and to just love me back, but that’s never going to happen.”

      “I think he’ll have to come to it on his own. Unfortunately, he’s felt this way so long, it might take a while.”

      “Well, I won’t be waiting when he finally figures it out.”
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      Mara

      

      The next couple of days are tedious. I crave Elias. In my weak moments, I almost go to the house and force him to confront me. In my strong moments, I vow to never speak to him again.

      Alex calls on Friday and I tell him not to come.

      “But why? It will look suspicious if I stop showing up, especially when we’re just putting it out there.”

      “I don’t want to continue with this plan. It wasn’t smart to begin with, and I’m not feeling well anyway.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. It’s just been a hard week.”

      “Well, I should come then and distract you, we could have a little fun…” His voice turns flirty and I sigh into the phone.

      “See? This is why it’s a bad idea.”

      “Come on, Mara. When did you stop being the life of the party?”

      “When that part of me died. It was time I grew up.”

      “Damn, girl. That’s depressing.”

      “I know. Now…thanks for playing along, for being willing, but now you’re free. Go play with the Targetta twins and I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Tornini,” he says through gritted teeth.

      “Bye, Alex.”

      I hang up and go out by the pool. Brienne is walking back inside just as I set down my towel. She has a bruise on her cheek and my eyes narrow on her. She lowers her head and walks faster.

      “Hey!” I call.

      She doesn’t slow down and I go after her, tugging on her shirt when I catch up with her. She turns around, already exasperated with me, and I take in her swollen cheek and bruise.

      “What happened to you?”

      “None of your business.”

      “It is when you’re in my household.”

      “I’m not in your household, I’m in Eden’s household.”

      I shake my head at her and get in her face. “I still can’t stand anything about you, and if I find out you’re causing trouble for my family or Elias, I will make your life a living hell.”

      She puts a finger on my shoulder and pushes me back with that one finger. It hurts and I push her hand away. God, she’s strong.

      “Some of us aren’t as manipulative as you, Mara. Always so quick to believe the worst. Why don’t you look in the mirror sometime? You’ll see all the venom there. The rest of us are actually quite decent.”

      I step back like I’ve been hit. A little dose of the truth will do that. With the people I love, I wholeheartedly trust, but anyone else…well, they’re just not allowed in my circle. It’s safer that way. And smarter. Still, it stings. I don’t like being told I’m full of venom.

      She takes that opportunity to walk away from me, the pious look on her face making me want to vomit. I can’t stand her. And yet her words niggle the back of mine like an irritating feather. I doubt that I’ve misjudged her, but I’ve been so wrong about everyone else. Maybe I’ve been wrong about her too.

      Eden steps into the hallway and I want to run the other way. Too many confrontations in too little time. But I stand my ground. She pauses when she sees me standing there.

      “Luka told me how you stood by him against your mother. Thank you, Mara. I know that had to be extremely painful.”

      I look at her in surprise, not bothering to hide it. Dammit. Why does she have to be the adult here when she’s still just a baby? I have several years on her and she keeps showing me up, extending kindness, for God’s sake. It’d be a lot easier to hate her if she’d go back to being the sniveling, wide-eyed girl she was in the beginning. Finally I nod. “It was. I’m just sorry I didn’t do it sooner.”

      “Well, I’m just glad you’re supporting him now. You are, right? You know he only wants what’s best for you and for this country?”

      I study her, seeing how her eyes brighten when she speaks of my brother, how fevered she becomes on his behalf. “You really do love him, don’t you?” My nose wrinkles just a little bit when I say it; after all, I can’t change all of my feelings about my sister-in-law in a matter of seconds.

      “Yes, with all my heart.”

      The surprise and honesty in her voice are unexpectedly comforting. Is it possible for one of the Catanos to be in a healthy relationship?

      We’re still not going to be best friends. Probably. But maybe she’ll become more bearable. As much as I hate to admit it, my brother is happier than he’s ever been despite all of our family dysfunction…because of her.

      She starts to walk past me and I reach out and touch her shoulder. “Have you seen Brienne today? She looks like she got beaten up pretty bad.”

      Eden assesses me with that cool gaze she usually uses to try and figure me out. “She wasn’t at breakfast and now that I think about it, she hasn’t been around all morning.”

      I shrug. “I tried to find out what happened, but she wouldn’t say. Just thought you should check on her.”

      Eden swallows and nods. “Thank you, Mara.” A soft smile flits across her face and she hurries off, leaving me with a strange warm feeling in my chest.
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      I branch out and go to dinner at the same time as everyone else that night. What could it hurt? Mother isn’t here to eat with and I’m tired of eating alone. Everyone looks shocked when I step into the dining room and Chelsea hurries to set a place setting next to Uncle Basile. He winks at me when I sit down.

      “Wine?” he asks, holding up the bottle.

      “I could use all the wine, yes.”

      He laughs heartily and some of the tension in the room lessens.

      “Any word on where Mother is living?” I probably shouldn’t bring up painful conversations on my first dinner back with my brother, but I’ve never done things in the right order.

      “It appears she’s staying with the Den Grautens. At least for the time being.”

      “Sarga or Benswei?”

      “Benswei.”

      My eyes narrow at that answer. Benswei is a good-looking businessman and friend of our father’s. His sister Sarga would’ve made a smarter choice.

      “I haven’t seen them in ages. I didn’t know she was still in contact with either of them.”

      “Apparently Benswei is helping her in her time of need.” Luka rolls his eyes and takes a huge bite of bread.

      I look around the table and notice Brienne isn’t sitting by her beloved Eden. I leave well enough alone, but I’ll get to the bottom of her. I need something to do while I nurse my broken heart.

      We’re eating dessert when the doorbell rings and Uncle Basile goes to answer it. We have people for that, but he’s a nosy bastard.

      Alex comes swaggering in and I glare at him.

      “I told you not to come.”

      He frowns. “That’s no way to say hello.”

      I stand up, throwing my napkin on the table. I grab his arm and drag him to my room.

      “Hey,” he laughs, “slow down. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “You are. I don’t need this right now, Alex.”

      “What’s changed your mind?”

      “Oh, so much.”

      “Fill me in on one thing.”

      “I’m not going to try to make Elias jealous anymore.”

      His brows lift and he tilts his head in disbelief. “Why not?”

      “I’m done trying to convince someone who wants nothing to do with me that he can’t live without me.”

      He grins. “Well, even more reason why I should be here…” He moves in closer to me, grabbing me by the waist and pulling me toward him.

      “No, no.” I put my hands on his chest and push him away. “Listen to me, Alex. No more games. I’m done.”

      He backs away and puts his hand on his chin. “You look different too. Are you sure you’re Mara Catano?”

      I roll my eyes and walk to my dresser, pulling out a tank and shorts.

      “I’m trying to make sense of a lot of things right now and I can’t do that with you breathing down my neck. I need you to go. Thank you for—”

      He stops me with a hard kiss. One that makes me tempted to use him to help me forget, one that almost feels good…I push him away.

      “Not happening. Stop making this complicated.”

      “We’re the least complicated thing ever,” he says, his eyes crinkling with his smile.

      “Because we’re not a we. And we’re certainly not a thing.” I point back and forth between the two of us. “Come on now. This temporary lapse in judgment is not the best look on you. Go home. Thank you for your services.”

      I turn around and start walking to the bathroom when he turns me around. The hurt in his eyes is more surprising than the anger in his next words.

      “Don’t call me the next time you need to be bailed out.”

      I push his hand off of me and nod. “Fair enough. I won’t.”

      He shakes his head. “Come on, Mara. We could be great.”

      “You’re a good guy underneath all the bed-hopping.” I pat his cheek and he rolls his eyes. “You’d be great with anyone, Alex. It just can’t be me because my heart is already taken.”

      I walk to the bathroom and listen at the door until I hear him walk out of my room. Then I crawl into the shower and wash away the drama that has been clinging to my skin. Something inside of me is trying to break out and be free of anything less than simple and true…something I’ve resisted since losing Elias the first time.

      And even with a broken heart, I have to admit, it feels pretty good.

      For someone who has needed conflict to survive, I don’t even recognize myself.
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      Elias

      

      I nurse my wounds for the next few days—not from all the cuts and bruises, but the fucking beating my heart took after Mara left. Winthrop tends to me like a loving mother, bringing me soup and steak and desserts that he has no business cooking.

      I grimace as I take a bite of the flan he’s left on the tray by my desk. He steps forward, like he’s about to take the plate from me when I put the fork down.

      “You’ve been cooking for days, Winthrop. I’m fine. I’ll be fine. She’s just one more woman in the sea of thousands. I’m not the first to suffer this; I won’t be the last. But getting me chubby in the process won’t work.”

      He scoffs and starts gathering the tray. “You and I both know she is not a mere woman amongst thousands, she is THE woman amongst all others, and you are not in any danger of becoming chubby.”

      He says chubby like it’s a curse word and I laugh at him, despite how foreign it feels after days of drinking and living in my darkness. I got another bill. A bigger bill. One that surpasses all of the others. And one that will bring me down unless I can turn it around at the tables or with my fists at the warehouse.

      Winthrop has done his best to keep me mentally afloat.

      “Look, I’m grateful for what you’re trying to do here. I really am. But I can’t be saved.” I shrug and he scowls back. “I’m going out tonight. Don’t wait up for me.”

      “Don’t come back with more bruises. Take that however you want to.”

      I clamp my lips together and bite my tongue, finally nodding. “As you wish.”

      “Remember that promise.”

      “On second thought, maybe you should go bake something. You’re acting like a meddlesome grandmother.”

      Winthrop rolls his eyes heavenward and lifts his chin, walking out with all the dignity he can muster. His annoyance bounces off of him like a kid on a sugar high.

      I get ready and head to the warehouse, feeling the stir of adrenaline that gets me going the minute I step inside the building. It’s a high that I crave, being on either side of it, whether I’m making money placing bets on the right fighter or I’m defeating someone in the ring.

      I’m barely two feet in the door when I spot Brienne. She’s leaning against the wall and when she sees me, she stands up taller and waits for me to approach. I grin at her; she looks concerned.

      “Hey,” I start tentatively, “sorry I’ve been out of commission.”

      She takes in the slightly green and blue bruises still on my face and nods. “I heard about the fight.”

      “I’m surprised to see you here.” When she turns to fully face me, I see the rest of her face and step closer. “What the hell happened? Who did this?”

      She smiles for the first time. “You should see the other girl. She got one punch in and she deserved it. I took her down within two and a half minutes.”

      I laugh and her smile widens. “No shit. I knew you’d be good at this.” I point to Tito. “I’m putting my money on you tonight.”

      She looks at me closer and shakes her head. “Don’t do that. I don’t want to be the cause of your frustration later if I don’t win.”

      “No, don’t think like that. You’re a winner. Period.”

      She doesn’t look convinced. “It’s good to see you. Let’s go knock some people out.”

      We go to Tito together and he yells when he sees her. “There she is. Fastest fight I’ve seen in a while! You missed it, E.”

      “I’m here tonight and I’m putting everything on her.”

      Brienne’s eyes widen and she puts her hand on mine when I lay the money on the counter. “You sure you want to do that?”

      I put my arm around her and grin at Tito. He takes the money and logs it. “You fighting tonight too?”

      “Nah—I think I’ll give it another night or two.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      Brienne gets antsy the closer it gets to her match and I try to encourage her but then remain quiet when she needs to get into the zone.

      When the fight begins, she’s a work of art. Tall, defiant, and strong as hell. She faces her opponent with quiet confidence and she’s fighting a girl I’ve seen win countless times. She doesn’t take her down in two minutes or even five, and I start to worry about how much money I put on her. But it’s like she pulls out a reserve she’s been withholding and takes it to another level when it gets closer to the end. Her punches are swift and deliberate and she brings the girl to her knees before she collapses and goes down. Brienne stands over her, chest rising and falling rapidly, and when she’s declared the winner, the crowd goes wild.

      She looks across the room at me and grins, looking exhausted but victorious. I get that jolt in the chest that comes when I’ve just won a large sum of money. I pump my fist and yell louder than the rest of them.

      I hug her hard when she steps out of the ring and she laughs. I know that feeling coursing through her, the buzz, and part of me thinks I should take Tito up on fighting tonight, but I tamp it down. I don’t really relish some of my cuts getting reopened just yet.

      “You were born to do this. How do you feel?” I assess her wounds. She has very few considering who she went up against.

      She waves her hands. “This is nothing.”

      I grin at her. “You wanna get out of here? Or are you sticking around?”

      “I drove, so I’ll probably just head home.”

      “Let’s get a drink first.”

      She nods and I point toward Tito.

      “I’ll just go collect the best business decision I’ve made in a while.”

      She rolls her eyes but looks happy as I walk away from her.

      Tito counts out my bills and I tuck them inside my jacket. When I turn to go back to Brienne, I see the men who took me out the last time I was here. I wish I knew who the fuck they were. I turn and go the other way, down the back hall, anything to avoid Brienne getting caught in the middle.

      I manage to throw out a few punches that catch them off guard, but there are three of them. I’m on the ground within seconds.

      I hold my hands out. “What do you want?”

      One of them pulls me up by the collar of my jacket and gets in my face. “Pay up.”

      My heart is stuttering, but I try to play it cool. “Who sent you?”

      The taller guy who looks like a tank bends toward my ear. “Titus says hello,” he whispers.

      My blood starts pumping and I look around wildly. He laughs in my ear, and I try to pull away, but they have me cornered.

      “You can run, but you can’t hide,” he says louder. “Hand over the money. Titus is done covering for you. You lost his protection when you threw him in jail with his turncoat son.” He spits in my face. “Traitor.” He sticks his hand in my jacket and pulls out the money, tucking it in the waist of his pants. “Next time I see you, I’ll make sure you’re unrecognizable.”

      He punches me in the gut, cutting off my air supply with the second hit, and I go down. It’s a relief to be knocked out so I don’t have to think about the trouble I’m in.

      I come to with Tito and Brienne standing over me.

      “Ah, he’s okay,” Tito says, holding a hand out for me to take. “We need to talk about this though, my brother. You can’t be bringing this kind of trouble to my place. That stays outside this property, right? I don’t want to get shut down.”

      I stand up and feel lightheaded but don’t let it stop me. “I’ll steer clear until I can get to the bottom of this.”

      “No, I don’t want to lose your business.” Tito laughs, pounding me on the back. “Just tell me who’s after you and we’ll get security on it.”

      We go to the video surveillance room and I show him the three men. He winces when he sees them.

      “I saw them come in. Oh, they could put the hurt on somebody.” I roll my eyes at him and he hurries to add: “We won’t let them back in. Not on my time.”

      Brienne has been quiet through all of this, checking to make sure I’m okay, but listening to my conversation with Tito. When he walks away, she puts her hand on my arm.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      I put my hands on her shoulders and squeeze before lying through my teeth. “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”

      “I am worried. I have a bad feeling.”

      “What? No.” I try to play it off, but I don’t sound convincing even to myself. “You know what? I have a few people who aren’t happy with me right now, but it’s nothing to concern yourself with.”

      “Did they take your money?”

      I sigh. “Yeah, they fucking did. Now…how about that drink?”

      She lets out a long exhale and still looks at me with concern. I shake my head.

      “I have one old man at home who worries enough about me for the whole world, don’t you take it on. I’m fine. I’ll be much better when I have whiskey burning through my chest.”

      She loops her arm through mine and we make our way back through the crowd and to the exit. I’m scanning faces as I go, looking for the men who stand above everyone else, but they seem to be gone. I don’t know what I’m going to do if I can’t come here. I guess I’ll have to go back to the tables more often…it’s just not as much fun as this.

      “Meet me at Zeigler’s?”

      “Sure.”

      The place is just around the corner and I’m assessing the parking lot as soon as I pull up. Fool me twice…I’m an idiot. It’s all clear and I manage to get to Brienne’s car door before she opens it. She smiles up at me through the window and I open her door with an exaggerated flourish.

      “Miss?” I hold out my hand and she takes it, smiling up at me.

      I wish I didn’t think of Mara in that moment, but I do. I shove it down and we walk briskly inside. The sooner I get to the whiskey, the better.

      

      Dear Elias,

      This is the best summer of my life. I know I say it every day when we’re together (and in these letters, but how would you know that?)—but THIS REALLY IS THE BEST SUMMER OF MY LIFE. You laugh like I can’t possibly mean it, but I DO. (Hint, hint)

      I waited eight years for you to kiss me again. You kept me waiting eight years (!) and I was starting to think you were never going to do it. The bikinis worked their magic. Had I known that’s what it took, I would’ve done that the minute I got boobs! Okay, you probably really won’t be seeing this letter now, but anyway…

      If I told you how many times I’ve nearly leaned over and kissed you myself, you wouldn’t believe me, but now that we’re together, it’s like we’ve always been together and yet, I still get as many butterflies as I did the first day you kissed me by the water. I love you, Elias. Being your girlfriend is even better than being your best friend. I really should give you these letters now, so you can see how long I’ve loved you this way.

      I’ll give them to you when you get back from your trip. I would’ve given them to you before, but I knew you wouldn’t have room to hide all of them from your parents. I hope you’ll miss me as much as I’ll miss you. It’s been so long since we’ve gone two weeks without seeing one another, I’m not sure what I’ll do, but I’m counting down the minutes until you’re back.

      I want you to be my first, my only, my always. That’s what I’m going to tell you the minute we’re alone again under the stars. When you lay on top of me, I think I’m going to lose my mind. I’m ready and I know you are too.

      Hurry back.

      All my heart,

      Mara
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      Mara

      

      The decision to go out this late at night probably wasn’t the best idea, but I had to get out of the house. I’ve been moping in those dark halls for days and it was beginning to feel like the walls were closing in on me.  It’s obvious I’m brokenhearted because I leave the house in things I normally wouldn’t be caught dead in: jeans, a T-shirt, and a hat. Teresa, our family designer, would be mortified. Eden is her new favorite anyway, but no one can deny my gift for fashion. I didn’t even know I had these jeans but must have bought them at another low point with Elias. The fact that he’s also breaking my fashion sense is not something I take lightly, but in my whole quest for simple, this seems…simple.

      My mood is so bleak I deserve a flavorless drink; the lime on the rim is a luxury. I’ve had one vodka soda when they walk in. It’s like a fresh razor blade scraping off a new scab. I shiver with the pain and anger skids through my body at lightning speed. I lift my finger for another drink and the waitress brings it to my table within minutes.

      Brienne looks like she’s been working out…like just now. She’s sweaty, but somehow it doesn’t look as bad as it should on her. And Elias doesn’t seem to mind. He’s smiling and hightailing it to the bar like a man on a mission. They could’ve been sweating together in his bed for all I know.

      They probably were. Do I care? With everything in me. But I know if they were to look over here and see me staring, they’d see an expressionless face. I’ve had years of practice. I tilt the glass to my lips and let the ice cool me down; the fire building within me is threatening to undo all the zen I’ve been working on. Tired of drama? I am so ready for drama in this moment I can already see the humiliation on both of their faces when I cut them to the quick.

      I sit and watch, a snake camouflaged in the brush. I might be a princess, but the jeans and T-shirt act as some sort of disguise; not a single person has approached. Unheard of at Ziegler’s. I note that the jeans and hat will be coming out again when I need anonymity.

      They sit at a table across the room and the waitress coyly tilts her head and laughs at something Elias says. He looks at Brienne and they share a laugh.

      Why isn’t he bleeding right now?

      Why isn’t his soul lying in ruins like mine?

      I sip, sip, drain the glass and when my girl sees me set the glass down, she’s ready with another. Looks like I’m going all in tonight. The waters get murky when Elias makes eye contact with me across the room. I know the second he does. The smile drops off his face and his shoulders stiffen into two sharp blades, trying to fight me even from this distance. I raise my glass to him and see him swallow. He doesn’t have a glass to lift yet and I think, The joke’s on you.

      I might be a little drunk already. Not wobbly drunk or messy drunk, but enough that I want to cackle when I see how nervous he looks. Good. Brienne hasn’t noticed me yet and I hope she doesn’t until I’m ready. I lower my eyes, Elias still staring, and wait. Like the snake.

      When I look again, Brienne is talking animatedly and Elias is attentively listening. He’s not looking at me anymore and it makes my skin itch. I drain the drink and stand up. Still not wobbly. Good. The waitress lifts her brow at me in question and I nod and meet her halfway this time. She has the drink on the bar and I snag it on the way to my mission.

      I walk to their table and stand there for a few seconds before either of them realize I’m there. Brienne is laughing and saying, “It was so fast—I didn’t see it coming!”

      That’s my cue. I couldn’t have planned it any better.

      “I did. Twice in one day.” I point my thumb toward Elias and take sick satisfaction in the fact that his face drains of color. They both look up at me in shock, and Elias, with no small portion of fear. “This guy. He came so hard, he promised I would be feeling it for days. Turns out, he’s not that powerful.” I wink. “Today, it’s like you were never there.”

      Elias chokes and covers his mouth; Brienne’s doe eyes search his face to see if I’m telling the truth.

      That’s me, Little Miss Honest. I lift my glass and salute. “Cheers!”

      I strut away, feeling the effects of this last drink more than I thought and doing my best to stay upright all the way out the door. I message my driver and he pulls around. I fall into the back seat and lean my head back.

      That was fun. I thought I’d feel better after that, but…it’s a momentary lift before another downward spiral.

      There’s a tap on the window and I jump. Elias is standing there, hands on his hips. He’s angry. Good.

      I wave and he motions for me to lower the glass.

      “Please drive, Kalvin.”

      “He needs to step away before I can move.”

      I sigh and wave for Elias to move back. He just leans in closer and taps the glass again.

      “Go away,” I yell.

      “Is this really how you want to play this?”

      “Yes. I think so. Now step back before I have Kalvin run you over.”

      Elias looks at the driver and Brienne steps outside and says something to him. He turns back and whatever she says, he listens to. He steps back and walks toward her.

      I wish I’d lowered the window.
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      The hangover is slight the next morning. I sit up with surprise that I only have a faint headache and after I have my shower and walk to the dining room, I think I’m going to be okay. I haven’t let myself think too hard about last night. I fell into bed and passed out, and I’ve barely thought about Elias this morning.

      I’ve only been awake for forty minutes, but it’s still a good start.

      However, I’m faced with Brienne before I’ve even reached for my coffee when she sits down across from me. I have only barely let my eyes skirt over her face with disinterest when Elias walks in.

      I want to choke him for looking so good this early in the morning.

      And I’d like to murder him for being here for breakfast. Then it hits me. Question after question.

      Is he with her?

      Did he spend the night?

      Is he sleeping with her?

      He pauses briefly when he sees me sitting there and fills his plate with food. I shovel eggs into my mouth and am relieved when Luka walks in. The room is tense, even for me.

      “Morning!” Luka is chipper this morning. He must have had a good night.

      I withhold a groan when Eden walks in, looking just as lovestruck. They really are nauseating.

      “The gang’s all here,” Luka says, smiling at me from his end of the table.

      I smile back weakly.

      “Some of us in better shape than others,” Elias says, looking at me over his coffee cup as he lifts it to his lips.

      I let my gaze burn into his with intensity until he looks away. “I’m feeling great this morning,” I add under my breath.

      “Doubtful.” He coughs into his hand.

      And then I go and open my stupid mouth. “Alex will be here shortly and all will be right with the world.” I smile sweetly and my heart pounds hard when Elias’s smile falters. Good.

      But then I think of Alex’s frustration with me when I called him off and don’t know what he’ll think of me asking for another favor after clearly saying he wouldn’t bail me out again. Maybe I can just act like he’s here…

      So much for my foray into purity. That was short-lived.

      “Haven’t seen as much of him lately,” Luka says.

      “Oh, he’s been around.” I smirk and let the insinuation in my voice speak for itself.

      “He sure has.” Elias finally finds his voice. “It’s funny. I saw a photograph of him with one of the Tornini twins just last night.”

      I nod like it’s to be expected. “Yes, they’re good friends. She’s working on something for us.”

      Elias’s snort makes it very clear he doesn’t buy a word I’m saying and I don’t blame him. It’s like my brain is running ten steps behind my words.

      “Have you spoken with Nadia recently?” Luka asks quietly.

      I wish he wouldn’t ask me this in front of everyone and I set my fork down.

      “I’m not ready to face her just yet,” I admit.

      “She’s been a good friend to you, Mara. You should give her a chance. Now that you are accepting what Father did…at least talk to her.”

      I look at Eden to see if she’s bothered by the mention of Nadia, but she doesn’t seem fazed. Hmm. And I don’t feel the sudden need to stir it up for her. Too much of my own shit to stir up. Or it’s my slow brain’s fault again.

      I reluctantly stand, wanting to deal with all of the conflicting thoughts in private. “I better finish getting ready.”

      “For Alex?” Elias taunts.

      I grin a big toothy smile. “Exactly. He deserves to see me at my best.”

      “And how would that be?”

      “Naked and perfectly smooth.”

      His Adam’s apple bobs before his mouth drops open and he stares at me with a combination of horror and lust.

      Good.
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      Mara

      

      I pace my bedroom, debating whether I really should call Alex back and beg him to come help me out again…or to handle this on my own. Around lunchtime, my stomach is beginning to rumble and I still haven’t figured it out. I decide to text him to determine where he really stands.

      Are you mad at me?

      The dots start moving as he texts right back. That’s encouraging.

      Alex: You know I can’t stay mad at you for long.

      So no, then?

      The dots appear then disappear and then appear again. Finally:

      Alex: No.

      I’m glad. I’m thinking maybe I was hasty in ending this farce.

      Alex: Oh really. Tell me more.

      Well, my motives are different than they were, but I could still use your help.

      Alex: Are we friends with benefits again?

      I stop and think about that for a minute. If Elias is going to flaunt his relationship with Brienne in front of me, I shouldn’t be going without either. He barely even waited to crawl into bed with her. I’m almost sure of it.

      No.

      Alex: How about you give it some thought.

      I can do that. We can discuss it more.

      Alex: I’ll be there tonight. ;)

      Hold up. I said DISCUSS, as in, we can talk about it further.

      Alex: Right. Well, we can DISCUSS tonight, when I’m there.

      I roll my eyes but don’t respond. Luka’s comments about Nadia nag at me and I wonder if I should reach out to her soon. She hasn’t bothered to call me; maybe our relationship is too far gone. It hasn’t been that long ago that we did everything together. Yuman isn’t that far away and with their jet, they were here more often than not. I miss her. I’m still upset that she didn’t tell me what was going on, that she was working to bring my father down all that time with Luka while I thought they were back together. We spent most of our time talking about how she’d one day be my sister and now I hear she’s dating some guy who is neither wealthy nor a royal.

      Maybe it is possible to change.

      I guess I’d have to see it to believe it with her.

      That evening, I attend a charity dinner and am happy that I don’t have to sit at a table with Elias and Brienne this time. I wonder what they’re doing tonight. If he’s taken her to his bedroom and laid her on his bed, staring down at her like she’s the most beautiful creature he’s ever seen. I wonder if he’s fucked her in my home, close to my bedroom, practically under my nose…maybe not just now but all along.

      The man across the table clears his throat and says something to me and I have to ask him to repeat it. It’s hard to snap out of the hole I’m burying myself in. I stay as long as duty requires and then I walk to the car where Kalvin is waiting.

      A figure walks toward me in the shadows as I open the car door, but the voice makes me pause.

      “How are you, Mara?”

      My mother walks into the light of the streetlamp and I see the shadows under her eyes. She looks tired but steely…determined.

      “Hello, Mother. I’m fine.”

      “I’m fine too, in case you wanted to know.” Her laugh is bitter and I shift my clutch to my other hand, hoping she’ll say whatever she came to say and let me go.

      “Your father sent you a message.”

      I move closer to her despite myself. After all this time, my father hasn’t had anything to say to me. Not when I used to visit or through my mother. He didn’t want me to visit any longer and told me so.

      She touches my arm and I soften. If we had the kind of relationship where we hugged or comforted one another, I would be seeking that now. We don’t, and I’m still seeking it from her. I look at her with new eyes, having pity on her instead of anger. It’s crazy how much I seek her approval when I should know by now that I’ll never get it.

      “He wanted me to let you know that he’s been going light on Elias. For years, he’s let his debts go uncollected. He’s paid some of them, he’s extended some of the payments…to teach him to be more responsible…but what Elias has gone through recently is nothing compared to the fury your father will unleash if he doesn’t pay up and soon.”

      “Pay up? What does he owe? What is he going through?”

      Her teeth flash and I shiver. She looks like a wolf in this light.

      “It’s all his doing. Your love has quite the gambling problem and he owes your father and a few others…millions.”

      “What?”

      “Next time, he won’t just get roughed up.” She shrugs and then reaches out to squeeze my hand. I shiver again. “You know, this can all go away.”

      “None of this makes sense to me. Elias is a good businessman and he does well, working with Luka.”

      She snorts and shakes her head. “Turns out, you don’t know your precious Elias as well as you think you do.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Go to this address…tonight.” She pulls a small card out of her purse and hands it to me. There’s an address and above that it just says Tito.

      “What is this?” It’s not far from our estate.

      She shrugs and the gesture makes me want to scream. She smiles her cunning close-lipped smile and walks away. “Call me when you’re ready to discuss.” She turns to me one more time. “Oh, and Mara? You make it so easy to make you look bad.” She pulls out a picture of me in bed with that stranger and my mouth drops open.

      “What did you do?”

      She shrugs. “It was child’s play. We can play a lot dirtier than that…maybe it’s time you start to realize just how dirty.”

      I get in the car, trembling, and tell Kalvin the address. He turns around to look at me and I have to swallow down the hurt from the bomb my mother just dropped. I shelve it into the place of hurt stacked high from altercations with my parents, way down deep where it cannot truly touch me.

      “Lady Mara? Are you okay?”

      “Fine.” I take a shuddering breath.

      I will be fine.

      I will be.

      I will.

      “That’s no place for you.”

      I frown at him. “What is it?”

      He shakes his head. “It’s not safe.”

      “Take me there now, please.”

      He turns around but still looks at me from the rearview mirror. He starts driving us toward home and when he’s close, he takes a few different turns. The streetlights don’t exist here and I haven’t seen a house in a while. He makes one last turn and the headlights shine on a large warehouse and a crowded parking lot.

      “Doesn’t look so bad.”

      He grunts and comes around to open my door. “I’m going in with you,” he says.

      “Not necessary.”

      “Let’s hope you’re right.”

      “I’m not used to you being so ominous, Kalvin. This place gives you the creeps?”

      He stares straight ahead as we walk. “You could say that.” He looks at me once more before he opens the door to the entrance. “Sure you don’t want to just head home and call it a night?”

      “Positive.”

      The door opens before he can move and a couple rushes out. The woman looks intoxicated and the man is trying to lead her to the car. She starts gagging and he leads her to the bushes where she proceeds to empty her stomach.

      Kalvin shoots me a look and I roll my eyes. “We’re going in.”

      Even with all the cars in the lot, I’m still stunned by the number of people inside the building. And the noise is deafening as they cheer maniacally. I walk closer to see if I can figure out what they’re looking at, but I’m too short and it’s too crowded. I go around the side until I see an opening and squeeze through until I’m finally able to see.

      There’s a ring and two men are fighting. They’re holding onto each other and I can only make out one of the man’s features. He’s bloody and gritting his teeth. The other guy’s head is under the first one’s arm and his arms are pummeling the guy’s stomach. He finally throws one that lands where it should and the first guy steps backward, freeing the guy that was hidden.

      Elias.

      I say his name out loud, but there’s a thunderous roar as he gets his footing back and proceeds to beat the other guy senseless. It’s hard to watch, but also exhilarating. If he were not doing this well, I don’t think I could take it. I duck between a few people and then keep going, until I’m standing right by the ring.

      “It’s like there’s no escaping you.”

      I turn to see who said those words and throw my head back to the ceiling.

      Enough is enough!

      Brienne is standing there, looking calm and collected as Elias gets hit. I can’t be bothered to respond to her when he’s getting slammed. I can’t even fully grasp the fact that she’s here with him, a part of this…this secret life of his that I knew nothing about. Elias quickly takes hold of the situation and lands a few right hooks to the other guy’s jaw and then another few to his stomach. When his last punch sends the guy reeling and he stays down, the crowd goes nuts.

      “Does he make a lot of money from this?”

      “Not enough, I don’t think. There’s always more to spend on…”

      I turn to her then, my eyes narrowing. “Does he have a gambling problem?”

      “I think so.”

      I appreciate her honesty even though I’m the enemy. I wouldn’t offer that information up to me if I were her. I nearly tell her so, but I decide to keep my mouth shut instead, mulling over all of this new information.

      As hard as I try, I can’t think of why Elias would owe my dad any money. I’m slowly accepting the fact that there are a lot of things I don’t know about my dad; my eyes are being forced open no matter how hard I try to squeeze them shut. A sick feeling in the pit of my stomach grows as Elias raises his hands in the air, triumphant.

      He turns and walks toward us and when he sees me standing there, his face turns to stone. I have to give him credit—he doesn’t stop or turn the other way—he faces me head-on.

      People crowd around him, congratulating him, and he grins, rubbing off some of his sweat with a towel. Every now and then, his eyes meet mine and I wish that I could read him better.

      I should’ve tried to force more information out of my mother. When the crowd keeps getting in my way, I duck between people until we’re face to face.

      “We need to talk.”

      He nods, his lips pinched together. “I’d love to chat, but I’ve got a fight to watch.” He points behind me and I see Brienne stretching in the ring he was just in…what kind of circus is this?
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      Elias

      

      Every imaginable curse word and then some goes through my mind when I see Mara in the warehouse. I should’ve known she’d find out, but I wish it could’ve been when I was on top of everything again. With this win and hopefully Brienne’s, I’ll be a little closer. I put a lot on Brienne’s fight. It still won’t be close enough though, even if Brienne wins, and it kills me that Mara might find out the truth.

      “You need to get out of here,” I tell her. “It’s not safe for you here.”

      “Kalvin is close.”

      I look past her and see him for the first time, standing watch.

      “He’s not enough. There are assholes here you don’t want to mess with—”

      She holds up her hand. “When can we talk?”

      I lean in closer. “Be careful, your mask is slipping. You almost seem like the girl I grew up with right now.” I both love and hate seeing the real her. It’s driven me out of my mind that for years now, Mara has put on a mask around everyone but me. “Wouldn’t want anyone to get the wrong idea and see that you’re actually a caring person.” I lower my voice. “I have nothing to say to you.”

      The hurt flashes across her eyes but is gone within a blink. In my mind, I see her when she was ten, when she thought I was ignoring her for a week because my mother wouldn’t let me go play with the princess. She locked me in my room when I snuck out, not letting me out for so long I thought I’d die in that bedroom. Those were the dark days with my mother, the days I still try to stuff down inside. I’d give anything if I could erase them from my memory. The hurt on Mara’s face back then when I was able to go outside again but didn’t tell her where I’d been or what had happened…it’s the same look I saw just now.

      It’s these snapshots of us in my mind that make me turn back to her, make me think maybe there is a way…maybe we could have a chance.

      Then I think about getting fucked up in this place and I walk away from her, motioning for Kalvin.

      “Get her out of here,” I yell at him.

      He looks like he wants to hit me himself, but he goes and tries to talk some sense into her. At least he’s in closer proximity to her. I can tell by her mannerisms that she’s yelling at him, but it’s too loud in here to make any of it out. She gives me one more agonizing look that nails me to the ground, but then her shoulders sag in defeat. Nothing could surprise me more than when she says something to Kalvin and they leave. I thought I was in for more of a fight with her and it’s unsettling that she didn’t give it to me.

      Satisfied that I haven’t seen any of the men who knocked me out the past two times I’ve been here, I go to Brienne.

      She’s stretching when I reach her and so is her opponent. A couple of inches shorter than Brienne, what the woman lacks in height, she has in muscle. There’s a determined look in her eyes, she looks menacing enough that I start to sweat. I haven’t seen this woman fight before, and I should’ve before putting all of my money on Brienne.

      It’s hard to get Mara off of my mind. What does she know? How does she know? My life has become so convoluted that I don’t know where I’d even begin. Brienne looks my way and I give her an encouraging smile. She looks relieved to see me standing here and looks past me, probably trying to see if Mara stayed for her fight.

      The fight starts out to Brienne’s advantage. She goes in strong and gets in a few good hits. But somewhere along the way, the other woman gets scrappy and I cringe with how hard Brienne gets hit. She’s all in though, jumping right back into the heat. They’re going head to head, and the adrenaline is pumping. Sweat creeps down my back and I wipe my neck with the towel I’m still carrying.

      I feel like such an asshole that any part of me cares about winning when all I should care about is how badly Brienne gets hurt. I console myself with the fact that she seems just as into it as I am when I’m out there.

      There’s a loud crack and it happened so fast I didn’t see who delivered it, but Brienne goes down. I rush forward, getting as close as I can without being yelled at by the ref, and exhale a shaky breath when she gets back up. She has a renewed fire about her; even though I can tell she’s slowing down, her eyes are determined. She goes after the woman, not stopping her punches until the right one lands.

      Down the opponent falls and a mighty roar echoes off the walls. Brienne is declared the winner and she smiles at me with glee. I love seeing her smile like that. She’s so serious most of the time.

      “You did it!” I yell.

      She waves her fist in the air and laughs.

      When she comes out of the ring, I back away so everyone can congratulate her and she seems to be in her element. I wonder if she hates being a guard to the queen, giving up her life to serve someone else. It’s basically what I do—well, maybe if I would just focus on that and all my extracurriculars, I’d be better off. I stare at her with new respect. She carries devotion so well, with dignity and a regalness all her own.

      She steps out of the crowd and I hug her, despite her protests.

      “A little sweat won’t hurt—I’m still gross myself.” I laugh, wrapping my arms around her waist.

      “Are you saying I’m gross?” She grins, her arms winding around my neck. She leans up and kisses me softly.

      I’m so surprised, I smile against her mouth and pull away, putting a stop to the kiss. “Someone’s feeling the winner’s high.”

      She throws her head back and laughs and I stare at her, wondering where this woman has come from…it’s like she’s gained all the confidence in the world practically overnight.

      “Congratulations. You deserved that win.”

      “Let’s go settle up with Tito,” she says.

      I nod. I’m embarrassed to say how much I’m thinking about settling up with Tito. We walk to the counter and he’s not in his usual place. He was here earlier, so I look around, ignoring the man who stands in his place.

      “Where’s Tito?”

      “He’s gone for the night.”

      I frown. “He never leaves early.”

      The man shrugs. “He did tonight.”

      I don’t like this. I look at Brienne and she’s staring at me worriedly.

      “We’re here to settle up. We both won our fights, and I put money on this one here.” I grin at Brienne, hoping to calm her, but she looks around the room, assessing. As soon as I get her out of here, I want to find out what she’s thinking.

      “You’ll have to come back when Tito’s here.”

      “No, we get paid on the night we play—that’s how it works around here.”

      The guy shakes his head slowly and his lips poke out in an exaggerated pout. “Not tonight.”

      I step closer and slam my hand on the counter, making it rattle. “You tell Tito he needs to settle up with me before the night is over.”

      Smirking, the guy leans into my face. “You can tell him yourself when you come back tomorrow.”

      I let out a string of profanity so long that Brienne starts giggling. I turn to her, still raging, and she covers her mouth with her fist. I take in her bruises and the drips of blood on her forehead and cheek. It calms me down to see her humor in the situation even though I’m bloody furious.

      I take a deep breath and turn to glare at the guy one more time before I walk away. I’ll be contacting Tito tonight, here or not. I tug my shirt away from my body.

      “I should go home and get a shower. I’m not hanging around here longer than I have to. I’ll get your money, don’t worry.”

      “I wasn’t worried. That money is for you. I don’t want it.”

      I stare at her incredulously and she just stands there staring back at me.

      “I’m not taking your money.” I shake my head and put my towel over my shoulder. I motion for her to follow me and we walk toward the door. I look cautiously outside as we step out, hoping to God I’m not caught off guard again.

      “You’re the one who told me I should do this. I love it. I’m good at it. I have you to thank for it. I don’t need the money. I have everything I need at the estate. And I think maybe you need it more than I do.”

      I feel my face heat, embarrassment rising across my cheeks and chest.

      “I’m not taking your money,” I say gruffly. “But thank you. You’re maybe the sweetest person I’ve ever met.”

      “Too bad you don’t really want sweet, right?”

      “Oh, I want sweet…I want sweet more than I can tell you.”

      She laughs softly and pats my shoulder. “You need to stop lying to yourself.”

      She walks off before I can stop her, with me still thinking about what she said.

      “Hey,” I yell before she gets in her car, “I’ll let you know when I hear from Tito.”

      She just waves and pulls away, leaving me alone with the truth.

      She’s right. Mara is in my blood. I’ll die loving her whether I want to or not. It’s been a long time since I’ve thought of her as sweet, but when her body was beneath mine as I wrung every ounce of pleasure out of her, she was the sweetest perfection I’ve ever witnessed in my entire life.
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        * * *

      

      I try to call Tito at least six times and it goes to voicemail every time. I leave two messages and the last one has a few choice words. Toward the end of my message, I manage to pull out a little decency.

      “I hope you’re okay. It’s not like you to do business this way. If you’re gone, you still pay your dues. So let me know what’s up. With all the craziness at the warehouse, I need to know you’re all right.”

      I take a shower and when I get out, there’s a text from Mara. I open it up, already nervous about what it will say.

      Mara: You’re not getting out of talking to me.

      Shit.

      I can’t see her tonight…not feeling the way I do.

      My hands crave her too much.
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      Mara

      

      I’m waiting for Elias when he shows up at the house the next morning to meet with Luka. I answer the door, bouncing from all the caffeine I’ve ingested. His jaw ticks when he sees me and I lean against the doorway, holding out my hand for him to enter.

      “How long have you been getting beaten to a pulp?”

      He frowns. “I’ve only lost one time and you saw me afterward—I was fine.”

      “What kind of trouble are you in?”

      He leans forward and I can smell his peppermint breath. “It’s not your concern.”

      “Oh, but it is. You became my concern years ago when you became the best friend I’ve ever had. I’m sorry if you’ve forgotten that, but I haven’t!” I spit the words at him and his eyes soften. “Now. Tell me…what can I do to help?”

      He runs his finger across my cheek and my bones feel like candle wax oozing into a flame.

      “I’ve got it covered, Mara. Okay?” His hand drops and he’s all business again. “I have a meeting to get to.”
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        * * *

      

      Benswei Den Grauten’s house is an elaborate sandstone overlooking the bluffs in Powan, a town rich with history about fifteen minutes south. It doesn’t take long to get there—I take the off-roads, trying to avoid traffic, and arrive mid-morning.

      I’m impressed by the grounds. Den Grauten’s house is not even a third of the size of ours and neither are his gardens, but what he has, he’s made the best use of, that’s for sure. Not a stray branch or weed in sight. Also, not a person or car in sight.

      I hope my mother hasn’t already left for the day and check the time again. No, it’s still a bit early for her to go anywhere. My arrival time was intentional.

      I ring the doorbell and it takes a second ring before anyone answers. A stern-looking woman answers the door and looks right through me. If she recognizes me, she doesn’t give one ounce of reaction.

      “I’m here to see my mother.”

      She waves me in and shuts the door with a sound thud. “Did you make an appointment?”

      “I wasn’t aware my mother required appointments to see her only daughter.”

      Her lips pinch together in disapproval as I look at her with wide, innocent eyes.

      “I’ll see if she’s up for visitors.” She pivots and walks away.

      “From her daughter,” I remind her.

      She slows down just a touch when I say it and I nearly laugh at how uptight she is. When she’s gone, I sit down on the couch and study the room. There are pictures on the side table and one of them is a close-up of my mother and Benswei. He has his arm around her and her head is leaning against his chest. I don’t realize my lip is curled until it gets stuck that way and I have to consciously smooth out my expression. I don’t want her to see me fazed in any way.

      I wait for twenty minutes and by the time my mother steps into the room, I’ve gone through every emotion: disgust, fear, pain…sadness, loss, love, detachment.

      “You shouldn’t have come,” she says.

      “You left me hanging with your threats about Elias. I need to know—what does Father have on him?”

      “You make it sound like your father is blackmailing Elias.”

      I level her with a look and she smiles. Her smiles typically don’t reach her eyes and they are far more serene than what lies in her mind. She looks like a beautiful, peaceful woman until you look into her eyes and see the distance there. It’s like a fathomless well that doesn’t allow anyone in, ever.

      “Let’s cut the games, Mother, shall we?”

      Surprise flits across her face and she clasps her hands together. “We shall. This is how it’s going to be. You speak out on behalf of your father, testify at his upcoming trial, and Elias’s debt will be canceled.”

      “How much does he owe?”

      “Four million shartrovs.”

      My mouth drops and my heart gallops away from me. Four million shartrovs. Oh Elias, what have you done?

      “My testimony won’t get Father out of jail. The word of his daughter?” My laugh sounds choked. “There’s no way it will be enough.”

      She shrugs. “Maybe it would be enough for your father. Maybe to know you are standing by him is all that matters.”

      “If that were true, he wouldn’t have touched Elias when I was standing by him. He knows how I feel about Elias. It’s not enough and you know it.”

      “No, it isn’t. Which is why you will then convince Luka to stop this nonsense and give me what is rightfully mine.”

      “You act like I have magical powers that can undo all the damage you’ve both created.”

      “When you set your mind to something, you get your way.”

      Instead of being combative with her, I decide to take a step back in the conversation and go back to my original reason for coming.

      “Is it more than a gambling problem? Is something else going on with Elias?”

      “I thought you knew your future husband so well,” she taunts. “Sounds like you need to work on your relationship. He is getting on rather well with that guard—what’s her name?”

      I ignore her and keep pushing, slowly changing tactics. “If you could just start from the beginning, so I know what you’re expecting of me.”

      “I’ve already said what we expect. If you’d like your beloved Elias to be cleared of his debts, you’ll start speaking out on your father’s innocence, and you’ll convince Luka to give me back what is rightfully mine. It’s only a matter of time before your father gets out anyway, and when he does, you don’t want to be standing on the wrong side.”

      “Luka has proof. How am I supposed to get around that?”

      Her eye twitches and she blinks rapidly, moving past me to look out the window. She’s a beautiful woman and seeing her outside the castle walls is odd for me, as is knowing she’s living with another man…which brings me to my next question.

      “What does Father think of you living with Benswei?”

      She waves her hand and scoffs at me. “He’s the one who arranged this whole set-up. I don’t know if he considered that I might grow rather fond of Benswei…but that’s neither here nor there.” She laughs her husky laugh and I roll my eyes.

      It’s no wonder I don’t understand relationships at all.

      I think about what she’s asking me to do. The cost. It will free Elias of his debt, but I just now got my brother back. If I help Elias, I’m hurting Luka. I think of Elias with the deep cuts and bruises all over his body and know that Luka would do the same if he were in my shoes.

      “Okay, I’ll do it. Do I need to speak with a lawyer or what?”

      My mother turns and smiles at me, rushing over to hug me in the warmest way she’s ever managed to pull off. I cringe when I feel her arms around me. I’ve sold myself to the devil.

      “Yes, let me call Gorgio now. He can be over here within the hour. In the meantime, let’s have an early tea, shall we?”

      I swallow down the churning unrest in my stomach and nod. She makes her phone call and I look out the window, watching the ocean angrily thrash against the rocks.

      This decision could ruin me.

      It will ruin me. I already know this.

      If it saves Elias, it will be worth every ounce of heartache.
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        * * *

      

      We have tea, complete with tiny sandwiches and biscuits, and I further seal my fate.

      Luka’s broken heart is what I dread the most.
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        * * *

      

      I have several meetings with Gorgio over the next week. Other than that, I stay out of sight. I don’t need any run-ins with Luka to make me second-guess my decision. And seeing Elias with Brienne feels like something I couldn’t handle right now, not when I’m giving everything up for him. It would be too easy to throw it all away in a fit of anger, and I know I have to do this for him. The kind of friend he once was would do the same for me. It may be my final love letter to him, this sacrifice, but once it is said and done, maybe I can move on and be free of Elias Lancaster.

      

      Dear Elias,

      I’m crying as I write this.

      I wish I knew what I did to change things.

      Was I too eager? Did you not really feel the same all this time?

      You keep saying nothing has changed, but you don’t want to kiss me anymore, hold my hand anymore. You practically jump out of your skin when I touch you. How is that possible? You kissed me until my lips were raw and so were yours and all we did was lean in for more.

      What have I done?

      I don’t believe you when you say I’m too young for you. Every married couple has a little bit of an age difference between them. Two years is nothing! And it’s been nothing all summer when we made out under the stars.

      You say you just want to be friends and I will always be your friend, but I will never JUST be your friend. It’s not possible. You’re you, Elias Lancaster, love of my life, and the reason I have any happiness. I cannot just shut these feelings off like a light switch. NOT POSSIBLE.

      I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t give you these letters. It would’ve made me look foolish to pour my heart out to you day after day, when maybe you don’t love me the same way.

      My mother says I have to stop this lovesick nonsense. She says I have to marry someone rich anyway, someone with status…which are the same stupid things you used to always say…before our perfect summer that crashed and burned.

      I have all the faith in the world that they’ll see how perfect we are together when the time comes. As long as you don’t abandon me.

      You’ve been the only one who sees me and who knows my true heart. Sometimes I’m difficult at home when my parents are oblivious to what I’m going through and you always say, “That’s not you, Mara. You’re not spiteful. Tell them how you feel and give them a chance to listen.”

      They never do.

      I’ll never be who they want.

      And the one I always thought knew me best doesn’t really want me either.

      I don’t know anything anymore.

      I’ve lost my compass if I don’t have you.

      

      Love,

      Mara
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      Mara

      

      I dress in a black suit on the day of the trial. I’ve never worn a suit in my life, always opting for sexy over smart, and fun over practical. I spent the night at Benswei’s house last night, staying in the guest suite, while Gorgio and Mother schooled me on what I can and cannot say at the trial.

      I haven’t seen Elias since the morning after the warehouse incident. I’m a little surprised he hasn’t reached out to me, but it’s just as well. This will further cement the fact that he wants nothing to do with me. I have to make my peace with that. This is the choice I made when I agreed to this little sham.

      It’s a long drive to the courthouse. Gorgio sits across from me and I sit next to my mother, but none of us speak. The coldness I feel from Mother is nothing new; it’s how it’s always been between us, even in what I would’ve considered our closer times. She’s not a warm woman, even to her children. I wouldn’t know what to do if she was anything else.

      It’s why I will never have children. I’m afraid I wouldn’t know how to be anything different.

      Just another reason I should never be with Elias, I remind myself.

      When we pull up to the courthouse and I see all the reporters, I’m hit with nerves and second thoughts. Well—the second thoughts have never left…I can’t believe I’m actually going through with this ninety-nine percent of the time. The driver opens our door and Mother steps out first, with me following close behind. Cameras flash and we’re hit with a ton of questions, left and right.

      We arrived just in time, with only a couple of minutes to spare before going into the courtroom, so when we enter, Luka is already there. I see the surprise on his face that I’m here with our mother, before he schools the shutters over his eyes and looks at me with caution. I glance around the room and make note of Jadon being here. I hadn’t thought about him coming, but it makes sense that he’s here. It just makes this harder.

      I look past Jadon and see Elias sitting a couple of seats down from Luka, watching me with unveiled curiosity.

      I sit down and stare straight ahead until my father is led out in his handcuffs. Titus Catano, the mightiest, wealthiest king of the world. I’m grateful he’s in a suit and tie and not the customary purple jumpsuit. I know he wouldn’t be able to stand such humiliation.

      We go through hours watching the lawyers state their case against my father. It’s convincing. I can’t believe I was willing to be kept in the dark for so long and yet now, I have more to be embarrassed about, now that I’m seeing the truth. It would take something major happening to clear his case. Something like me lying for him.

      My stomach hurts with the tension. I feel eyes raking over me and wish I could sink into the floor and curl up in the fetal position.

      One incriminating fact after another is dangled in front of the courtroom. When they rest their case and the defense lawyers line up to talk about how they’re going to refute all these false facts, there’s new evidence, which is why we’re here in the first place, blah, blah, blah. I can’t be still. The need to get out of here is strong; the walls are closing in. I lean down, elbows on my knees, and try to catch my breath. And before I know it, it’s my turn to testify.

      Everything rushes into my mind at that moment.

      What will Luka do?

      I should’ve gone to him for help.

      Will my father really put an end to his blackmail if I do this?

      Will I go to prison for lying under oath?

      I sit on the witness stand and make the mistake of looking at Luka and Elias. They both look devastated. And it hurts so deeply, this pain I’m causing, that I nearly double over.

      Gorgio goes through the rudimentary questions and then he finally gets to the heart of the matter.

      “You have information that you haven’t shared with the courts, isn’t that right?”

      “Yes.”

      He looks at the crowd, relishing the drama. “Where were you the week your father was accused of playing part in Neil Safrin’s death?”

      My father swore me to secrecy when we left for Alidonia. I was to never tell anyone we’d been there. I believed he was finally including me in something important by taking me there and wanted to believe every lie he fed me. I look at him and shift in my seat. He lowers his head just enough to nudge me to speak and I change my mind.

      “With my father in Alidonia.”

      There’s commotion in the courtroom and my father lifts his head to the ceiling. I was supposed to say that we were in Yuman. When he looks at me again, there’s a rage there that I’m familiar with; now I see it for what it really is. He’s a murderer. I was another pawn in his elaborate plan to control everything.

      I turn and focus on Gorgio, who also looks like he wants to murder me. He stops in front of me instead of pacing and I hold my breath until he asks the next question. I’ve gone off script now. No one is safe, most of all Elias, if I don’t get this right.

      “What were you doing there?”

      A tremble begins in my legs and rises to my stomach and then my hands. The court is quiet as I sit there and contemplate all of the risks. I take a deep breath and say the bare minimum. “My father tried to convince King Farthing to stay peaceful and honor his agreement between Niaps and Farrow.”

      My dad left me alone at a resort for forty-eight hours while he did whatever he went there to do. Gorgio nods, pleased that I’m at least saying something he can work with.

      “And did Farthing agree?”

      This is where it feels like I could make or break Elias’s future. But do I dare risk my father going free? I take a deep breath.

      “No, he did not.”

      The judge quietens the courtroom and urges the lawyer to get on with questioning.

      “Why did your father take you with him?”

      “I thought he wanted to spend time with me.” I shrug.

      “And why didn’t you come forward before, to say this then?”

      “I thought it was common knowledge.”

      “Thank you for your testimony. That will be all.”

      When the next lawyer gets up, I know he won’t be as easy on me, and he isn’t. He grills me up and down and I stick to my story. I can see his temper building as his cheeks get red.

      “The truth is you were taken on a trip so things could die down about your behavior, isn’t that right?” He pulls out a paper and I cringe, knowing it can’t be good.

      He’s exactly right. I’d been on a bender that week and had been photographed drunk and with three different men in the span of six days. My father had insisted I travel with him and I had no choice but to obey. We went to Alidonia and he was so angry with me, he didn’t speak to me the whole trip.

      The lawyer shows the court the headlines leading up to that week, and I was a mess. I’d seen Elias at a party the week before, leaving with a beautiful black-haired woman, and he looked so entranced by her, I thought I’d lost him for good.

      “This isn’t the first time you’ve had to do paparazzi control, is it? In fact, it’s a regular occurrence for you.”

      The screen shows picture after picture of me in all states of disarray. I’ve been quite the partier. It’s only been the past few months—that guy I woke up next to being the only hitch—that I’ve tried to curtail my behavior.

      I lower my head and finally speak the truth. “I’ve tried to do better, be a better person…be someone my family can be proud of. Having my father go to prison shook some sense into me.”

      The lawyer just grins gleefully and I realize I’ve walked into a hole. He shows one last slide and it’s of me lying in bed asleep, covered but obviously naked, at that last guy’s house. The most recent mishap. His face looks smug in the picture. What an asshole. I wonder how much he made off of this shot.

      “Do you recognize this picture?”

      “I’ve never seen it.”

      He scoffs at me and waves his hands for me to continue. “Do you recognize where this was taken?”

      “Yes.”

      “And how long ago was this taken—since your father has been in prison?”

      “Yes.” I stare him down, humiliated but not daring to let him see me sweat.

      “Something tells me you’d say anything to get in the good graces of your father. No further questions.”

      I stand with as much dignity as I can muster and walk out of the courtroom.

      Pretty much all I just succeeded in doing was making myself look like a fool.
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      Elias

      

      What the hell is she doing?

      As soon as I see Mara sitting on the sidelines with her mother, I’m unsettled. She looks scared, something I’ve rarely seen on her face. I nearly jump out of my chair and drag her out of the room when I see her walk up to testify on Titus’s behalf. This can’t be good.

      I don’t understand. Luka said she’d stood up to their mother and he was relieved she was finally coming around to believing him about their father. This doesn’t make sense.

      She lies on the stand. I know her better than I know myself. She flat-out lies.

      I put my head in my hands when they show the pictures of her, wanting to hit something. As angry as I am with her for how she’s lived her life—how can I have anything to say about it when I’ve lived the same careless way?—it’s nothing compared to how I feel about the lawyers attacking her. She doesn’t deserve that no matter how misguided she is about her father.

      When we take a break, I go out of the courtroom to look for her. She’s not in the building but outside, standing against the railing that overlooks the water. The wind picks up and her hair whips across the black material of her jacket like the yellow farsynthias that bloom year-round. She looks smaller than ever, like she’s lost weight and she didn’t have any to lose, but also like she’s shrinking in on herself…trying to make herself smaller.

      Everything in me wants to stand behind her, wrap my arms around her, and have her head fall back on my shoulder as I comfort her.

      Instead, I stalk over there, veins popping out as I clench my fists together, and I pound on the railing, causing her to jump.

      “Why would you lie under oath?” I say under my breath.

      Her eyes are wide when she looks at me. She turns away, looking at the water again.

      “I didn’t lie,” she whispers.

      “You’re lying now. You think I don’t know you inside and out?”

      “Not anymore.”

      That hits me in the gut.

      “When we were kids, we laid under the stars every night, holding hands and sharing all our thoughts, our hopes, and dreams.” I put my hand on her shoulder and she stares straight ahead. “Do you remember?”

      “Of course, I remember. We did it for at least four years before anyone ever caught on and put a stop to it.”

      “Do you remember what you said you wanted most?”

      She swallows and shakes her head no. Lying again. “You don’t want to relive history with me, remember?”

      I ignore her. “You said you wanted to be happy and to have a large family with lots of kids…and we could live in my house on the beach and look at the stars every night.”

      She presses her lips together and lets out a shaky breath. “So idealistic. And completely unrealistic—I rarely watch the stars now.” She shrugs and turns to me, a faint smile on her lips.

      God, she’s beautiful.

      She takes a long shuddering breath and I brace myself. I have a bad feeling about all of this.

      “Maybe you can still have that—not with me, of course, I realize that now—but with someone else,” she says. “I’m letting go of this idea I’ve always had of us. I-I know I’ve lost you and I’m not going to keep fighting a losing battle.”

      I break out into a cold sweat. I wipe my palms on my pants and breathe through the pain in my chest. I’m not ready to come to terms with what she’s saying, even though it’s been my line of bullshit for how long now?

      I lean until my lips brush against her ear. “My dream was just to be with you wherever and however I could have you. The common thread was we’d be together.”

      “And look at us now. We can barely be in the same space without fighting. You have all these secrets from me…”

      “You’re scaring me, Mara. Are you in trouble? Yeah, we have secrets, but mine have always been in an effort to protect you.” I put my arm on her back and she turns away. Damn her. “Why did you do this? I know your father—what is he offering you to sell your soul? Because after today, you’ve basically annihilated your relationship with your brother.”

      “He offered me a solution. If he delivers.”

      “Oh, Mara. He’ll never deliver.” I slam my hand down on the railing again and manage to terrify her again. I put my arms around her. “What can I do to get you out of whatever mess you’re in? Name it and I’ll do it.”

      She pulls away and looks up at me.

      I see the world in her eyes.

      My future.

      All I have ever wanted.

      She smiles sadly and puts her hand on my cheek.

      “Thank you. You’re too late, I’m afraid.”

      She steps back and walks away, leaving me standing there like the broken, lovesick idiot I am.

      I stay the rest of the day. There really wasn’t anything new on the case except Mara’s testimony, which feels like a huge waste of time and money. Mara doesn’t return to court and Titus’s lawyers talk circles around the prosecution, spinning theory after theory on who framed Titus, laying most of the blame on Farthing.

      When the day finally comes to an end, the room clears out and it’s just Luka and me. He turns to me and looks decades older. For once, I don’t envy his position. I put my hand on his shoulder and he bows his head.

      “What is she doing, Elias?”

      “I think he’s blackmailing her.”

      Luka shakes his head. “Mara is an open book. What would he have to blackmail her with?”

      I stare at him, my thoughts spinning. “Fuck if I know. But I’ll find out.”

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but…you need to stay away from her. After today, we can’t trust my sister.”

      “Go easy on her, man. This doesn’t feel right. You said yourself she was coming around.”

      “Everything changed today. We have to distance ourselves, both of us.”
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        * * *

      

      I drive to the Catano estate from the courthouse, wanting to be there for whatever goes down between Luka and Mara. Brienne answers the door and smiles when she sees me. It drops quickly when she sees the state I’m in. I stalk past her and turn around.

      “Where is everyone?”

      “You’re the first to get back. Everything okay?”

      “No.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “No, it’s not.”

      Just then, Mara rushes in, stopping when she sees me with Brienne. I’m stunned when she doesn’t even change expression or say anything snarky; she simply walks past us and goes to her room. Eden comes in right before Luka and looks distressed. She turns to check on him and he walks past all of us, heading straight for Mara’s room. His shoes against the hardwood floor and then his fist pounding on Mara’s door are the only sounds heard. It feels like we’re all holding our breath.

      “Mara, open up.”

      I can’t help myself—I walk down the hall and stand a few feet away. She opens the door and doesn’t say a word.

      “You’ll need to be out of the house within the hour. Your things can be delivered to you this evening. I’ll have Brienne escort you out when the time comes.”

      I look at Luka incredulously. “Luka, let’s give her a chance to explain.”

      He bites the inside of his cheek and shakes his head. “I know when my sister is lying. I have a feeling we wouldn’t get to the truth today, no matter how hard we tried. Do you have anything to add, Mara?”

      She shakes her head and I want to shake her.

      “I’ll be ready. Brienne doesn’t need to escort me out.” Her voice is cold and lifeless.

      “Oh, I think that’s the least of what you deserve,” Luka says before turning and walking away.
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      Mara

      

      I’ve been banished from my home. Generations before me have lived in the Catano castle, women even more despicable than me.

      I wish I’d thought about this ahead of time and made a plan for where I’d stay—I should’ve known my actions would send me packing.

      Brienne knocks on my door exactly an hour later. I’m too exhausted to have much fight, but all of my feelings do stir up when I open the door to see her standing there.

      “Best day ever for you, right?” I say as I’m walking away from her to pick up a bag.

      “I wouldn’t say that. It will be more peaceful around here, though, yes.” She smiles and I tilt my head, studying her.

      “You’re going to be bored out of your mind come sunset.” I laugh and so does she.

      She shrugs. “When we see each other next, we can compare notes on which of us is bored most…”

      I frown at her. “Is that a joke? Are you attempting humor?”

      She pinches her lips together to hold back a smile. “Obviously not.”

      “Are you escorting me out or escorting me somewhere else?”

      “Out. Where you go is up to you.”

      “Excellent. We better get after it then.”

      She waits until I reach the door and then falls into step behind me. I walk to the front door, avoiding the eyes of everyone standing in the foyer watching as I leave. I feel Elias’s eyes on me and straighten my shoulders, willing myself to not get so much as a misty eye.

      I know I’m in the wrong.

      I know I brought this upon myself.

      I know Luka is only doing what he has to do.

      But I will walk out of this house with dignity if it’s the last thing I do.

      Brienne follows me outside and when she motions to a driver I don’t recognize, I stop and look at her.

      “Should I trust him?”

      “He’s been vetted, yes. You can trust him.”

      I nod and get into the car.

      Brienne holds the door open and leans down a bit. “You know, somehow I think you’re not as bad as you let on.”

      I snort and shake my head. “You’re picking an odd time to feel that sentiment.”

      “It’s taken a while for me to feel it.”

      I look at her begrudgingly and with a small ounce of respect. “Take care of him, please, Brienne.”

      Her eyes widen and she frowns. “You know he’s in love with you…”

      “Not for much longer.”

      I pull the door, cutting off our conversation and she backs away, still frowning.

      “Where to?”

      “What’s your name?” I ask.

      “Wells.”

      “Take me to the nearest hotel, please.”

      “Will do.”

      He drives into town and when I realize where he’s going, I lean forward. “I don’t need the most expensive hotel in town. Somewhere private and reasonable.”

      He looks at me through the rearview mirror and nods. After a few turns, we’re in front of a small inn. I’ve noticed it before but have never been inside, never had a reason to. I nod, already taking my seat belt off.

      “This looks perfect. Thank you.”

      “I think this is a safe option. Not as crowded, but the owners are respectable. You should be left alone here.”

      “Just what I want—to be left alone.” I smile and try to mean it.

      The lobby is small and cozy. There are no exclusive shops or spas inside, just an inviting couch and flower pots everywhere. An older woman sits behind a desk and smiles when I walk in. She freezes when she recognizes me.

      “Hello! I’d like to stay here for the next few nights, if you have a room available.”

      She stands up and curtsies in front of me, clasping her hands together. “Princess Catano! We will give you our best room!” She beams and shakily grabs a key, motioning for me to follow.

      We get in the elevator and go to the top floor, only three floors total. There are two doors in the hallway and she goes to the door on the left.

      “Princess Walgalli stayed here in the nineties. She never left the room and didn’t come out for a month! I hope you’ll enjoy the room as much as she did, but don’t feel as if you have to make yourself scarce!”

      The room is crowded with too many knickknacks, and paintings line the walls—so many, it’s hard to know where to look first. But it feels good in here. “I’ll try to leave once in a while…mix things up.”

      She giggles and clamps her hand over her mouth. “My husband does all the cooking—I do everyone a favor and stay out of the kitchen.” Her shoulders shake as she laughs again. “We serve breakfast every morning from seven to nine and our afternoon tea is from three to five. If you’d rather have it served in your room, just ring me and I will bring it up myself.”

      “Thank you.”

      “My name is Marjorie and I am delighted you are here.”

      I nod at her and walk to the door, anxious to have the room to myself. “Please don’t tell anyone I’m here.”

      “I would never,” she insists. “You can trust us.”

      I hope she’s telling the truth, but there’s no way of knowing. There are a few paintings I need to study, a couple I might need to take down so I don’t get a headache. As soon as she’s gone, I walk to the painting of the couple gazing at each other on a beach that looks just like the one outside my window. I stare at the lovers and wonder if they had a hard time of it or if everything came easily, as it seems to for some. I lift the painting off of its hooks and take it to the closet, setting it down to face the wall. A painting of a clown goes in there too and one more beach scene with a large boulder that looks like the one where Elias and I spent so much time. I shut the door to the closet and look around, satisfied.

      Within ten minutes, I’m ready to climb the walls. I click on the television to find out any news about my father’s trial and they’re talking about it on several channels, but I can’t stand to listen for very long. I unpack the few things I brought with me, and sit on the bed, bouncing up and down.

      “What am I going to do?” I ask the room.

      I lay back on the bed and before I know it, I’m shifting to my side and letting sleep take me under.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up disoriented, with no clue where I am. A picture of a brown lamarack stares at me, its soulful eyes beckoning me into the wild. I sit up and remember the eccentric hotel that doesn’t quite know which style it wants to be. The clock reads seven and I pick it up, making sure I read it right, and it really is morning.

      My stomach angrily lets me know that I slept through dinner and it refuses to skip another meal. I take a shower and throw clothes on, hurrying downstairs. Marjorie and her bookend husband are in deep conversation when I reach the foyer and I clear my throat, which causes Marjorie to jump sky-high.

      “Oh sin of the Niapsians!” she chirps, holding her neck and gasping. “You gave me a good fright.”

      “So sorry. I’m still in time for breakfast, yes?”

      The man next to her stands taller and beams. “Yes, you are. We have a feast fit for a princess!”

      “This is Maclock, my husband. He was chomping at the bit, had to talk him down from ringing your room when it looked like you might miss breakfast too!”

      He sticks his chest out and shakes his head. “I’d never want Princess Mara to go hungry on my watch!” A laugh barrels out of him and now I’m the one jumping.

      They lead me to the dining area and no one else is in there. The buffet is lined with steaming breakfast foods and pastries.

      “It looks like you’ve been cooking for days!”

      “The minute my wife told me you were here, I went on a binge.” He holds his hand out for me to sit by the window. “Now you sit right there and tell us what you’d like.”

      “Oh, I can just help myself.”

      He holds his hands up. “Wouldn’t hear of it. Let us take care of you.”

      I sit on the chair he holds out for me and look up at him, emotion suddenly pulling at my heart like a snag that won’t let go.

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight
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      Mara

      

      Alex: I’m here. Where are you?

      I give him the address and he arrives within a half hour. Marjorie calls, whispering that I have a guest. I tell her to send him up. His eyes are wide when he walks into the room.

      “What the fuck?”

      “It has a certain charm, don’t you think?”

      “No. No, it does not.”

      “Aw, come on. Wait until you meet both of the owners. You’ll see what I mean.”

      “I met Marjorie. She escorted me up here. I don’t think she approves of you having male company.”

      I laugh and sit on the bed, leaning against the headboard.

      “I wish I’d been able to let you know what was going on before you came all this way. I would’ve told you not to come.”

      “You’re all over the place.”

      “I know. I’m sorry, Alex. I’ve been an awful friend.”

      His eyes narrow as he stares at me. “Are you in trouble?”

      I tilt my head to the side, back and forth. “You could say that. I was kicked out of the estate.”

      He sits down, taking my hand. “What kind of power trip is Luka on?”

      I shake my head. “It’s not like that. I testified on my father’s behalf yesterday and knew when I did that, it would ruin what Luka and I were rebuilding.”

      “Why now?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’ve had months and months to testify for your father. Why now?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Ahh. Everything is with you, Mara.” He gives me a hard look, unable to hide his annoyance. “My parents won’t like this. They’re already giving me grief for coming here so often. They’re not going to like you going to bat for your dad…at all. They have an alliance with Luka and Jadon.”

      “I understand. Can you just do one thing for me and then I promise, it’s the last thing…”

      He doesn’t say anything, just looks at me and waits.

      “Can you put in a good word for me with your aunt?”

      He frowns. “Aunt Constrid? Why?”

      “I have an exclusive story and I’d like to give it to her. Would she pay top dollar?”

      “She is the best. Of course.”

      “Perfect. That will help.”

      “Do I even want to know, Mara?” He sighs and I feel bad for causing one more person such frustration.

      “No. No, you don’t.”

      He takes my hand and kisses it, then leans over and kisses my mouth. His lips feel sweet and like a goodbye. When he pulls away, he looks at me intently.

      “I’d be willing to go all in for you, if you’d give me any hope at all. This…this changes things. I can’t put my country at risk when you won’t even tell me why you’re willing to do this to yours.”

      “It’s best I go alone. I was wrong to ask you to come back. Count it as a moment of weakness. I really do care about you. We’ve had some good times and I’ve needed someone in my corner.”

      “You always have that.”

      “Thank you. Oh, and Alex? I’ll be transferring the money I promised to your account by tomorrow. Everything will be ready by then.”

      “You do that and I’ll just send it back. We’re friends.” He puts his arms around me and hugs me once more. “And we didn’t even go through with the engagement. No deal.”

      I laugh when he widens his eyes and makes a face, waiting for me to respond. “I fully intended on going through with that, no matter what.”

      “I have a feeling you’re going to need that money. Do not give it to me.” He stands up and straightens his shoulders. “I’ll call Aunt Constrid tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      Over the next several days, I get into a routine of sleeping until seven and being at breakfast by eight. Marjorie and Maclock keep me company while I eat and then I don’t see them again until tea at three o’clock. When I’m not with them, I’m watching the news, sleeping, fighting off a broken heart, and avoiding everything and everyone else.

      I’m also taking a hard look at the money. As far as I can tell, Luka hasn’t made any attempts to shut off my account, but I’m not sure if that will last. In the evenings, I don’t eat past teatime and I take a close look at the things I’ve invested in over the years—mostly not knowing what I was doing but trying to build a portfolio beyond what my father gave me. Turns out, it hasn’t done half bad.

      I set up a meeting with my financial advisor, something I’ve only done a handful of times. Our meeting is short and to the point.

      “I’d like to close this account here,” I point to the account in question, “and put the money in a regular savings account.”

      “But it’s doing so well. Are you sure you want to do that? It won’t come close to earning the interest…”

      “I’m well aware,” I cut him off.

      “Very well. I’ll see to this immediately.”

      I nod and see myself out. The money is moved within the hour.
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        * * *

      

      On Friday of that week, my mother calls me, hysterical. She’s called all week, but I’ve been ignoring her. When she leaves a message and I can barely understand a word she’s saying, I call her back.

      “Your father is sentenced to life in prison with no parole.”

      I don’t say anything and she stops crying and sniffs.

      “Aren’t you going to say anything?”

      “Tell me the truth, Mother. Whose idea was it to set me up? And which one of you came up with the bright idea to humiliate me in front of the courtroom? The more I’ve thought about it, the more I see it for what it was. Was it yours when I didn’t fight for you with Luka? Or was it Father’s?”

      “What are you driveling on about?” she huffs.

      “You know my testimony was pointless. We both heard all the proof they had against him. It was payback and I fell for it.”

      She sighs and chuckles. “Well, it was too easy. You’ve given us so much material to work with over the years. We didn’t even have to try—the prosecution was all over it. The pictures are right there at anyone’s fingertips. How does it feel to know you got played by your mother…again?”

      “I think you better make sure to keep Benswei happy. If you lose him, you’re all out of options.”

      “When you have beauty like ours, you’ll never really be poor.”

      I grit my teeth together and grip the phone tightly. “Beauty is fleeting, Mother. It’s only a matter of time until you’re old and no one will want you. I’ll be surprised if Benswei lasts with this latest news of Father. He can find another beautiful woman elsewhere…one with money and less baggage. Don’t come looking for a handout when that day comes.”

      She laughs and the sound sets my teeth on edge. “You worry about yourself, sweetheart. You made your bed and now you must lie in it.”

      “At least promise that Father will keep his word about Elias and take the men off of him. I did my part.”

      “I hope the next time your father sends someone after Elias, Elias doesn’t get back up. Maybe then you’ll think about what you’ve done.”

      I hang up and lean over, my hands shaking. I shake them out and put my head between my knees, breathing deeply. The enormity of what I did hits me in full force, and it was all for nothing. If my father had gotten out of prison due to my testimony, I would’ve never forgiven myself. Her threat about Elias is just further proof that I have to act quickly.

      A part of me still hoped there was evidence I didn’t know about that would clear my father.

      And everything in me hoped he’d keep his word and clear Elias, give him a clean slate.

      Lesson learned.

      My father is right where he belongs. I only wish my mother was in there with him.
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        * * *

      

      That night, Alex texts me right before I turn off the light.

      Alex: My aunt is all about your story. She’ll contact you tomorrow.

      You won’t regret this. I’m going to make things right, Alex.

      Alex: I think you need to just stop. Stop your plotting, stop running, stop hiding…

      Working on that. I owe you one.

      Alex: You owe me about two dozen, but who’s counting?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Constrid Whitfield calls me the next morning, sounding like she’s had at least six cups of coffee before my one.

      “I hear you’re willing to give me an exclusive.” I hear her pull on a vape and then exhale into the phone. I’ve seen her do this a hundred times during video interviews and can picture her tapping one hand briskly on the table. Made of steel, she must have a few nerves in there somewhere, to be so extreme with her vices.

      We arrange a meeting for the next week and I go down to breakfast worried that this isn’t enough to turn everything around.

      

      Dear Elias,

      

      I’ve watched you flirt with other girls throughout your senior year and I keep hoping you’ll throw even a single glance at me to let me know it’s not real, that I’m still the one you love, that you’re just biding your time.

      Every boy I talk to is just a place card for you.

      Every now and then, you act like your old self and talk to me when you run into me by the pool or when I’m in town, but I haven’t been back to your house since I saw you kissing Eliza by our boulder.

      I hate you for that.

      I hate you so hard that I love you all over again.

      Because if I can feel this much when the rest of the time I feel like a numb shell of nothing, that has to count for something, right?

      I was grounded last week because I got caught by photographers in a club, drunk. My parents are livid that I wasn’t more discreet. Neither of them asked if I was okay or how I got in.

      Older men hit on me all the time and sometimes I think of going home with them…just to see if one of them could make me feel anything but dead inside.

      We’re supposed to meet Nadia and her brother Alex for a holiday in a place just outside of Yuman. Alex is always saying I should be with him and I just laugh. He seems like such a boy compared to you. And even though it kills me to see you with other girls, I don’t know what I’ll do when you leave for university.

      Watching you live your life as if I don’t exist is like putting a knife straight into my heart.

      But it’s better than not seeing you at all.

      

      Mara

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Elias

      

      I’ve been searching for Mara for days. It’s bleeding into everything I do. I can’t focus for shit. Gentry has finally gotten into town and I haven’t even seen him yet. I’m being a shit friend and a shit employee. Even now, Luka clears his throat, waiting for me to respond to whatever he’s just said.

      “How are you okay cutting her off like that?” I ask him, interrupting him from what—I have not a fucking clue.

      Luka tosses his papers to the side and stands, walking to the window. “Jadon and Ava are coming tonight. Eden is long overdue for a visit with her sister, and Jadon wants to make sure she gets here safely. Caulder Farthing is becoming brazen in his attempts to take Farrow’s oil without negotiating first. Jadon has some theories he wants to discuss.” He turns to look at me. “I can’t think about Mara right now. She’s a big girl. She can take care of herself. And I have a guard on her if she can’t,” he adds.

      I exhale loudly, relieved he’s at least done that. “Where is she?”

      “Why do you want to know? To answer your earlier question, you’ve been cutting her off for years. Leading her on one minute and shredding her heart to bits the next. I hardly think you’re in a position to question my decisions. I don’t know what she’s thinking after the court’s decision, but my guess is she’s hiding out until this blows over. When she’s ready to come crawling back, I’ll listen.”

      I roll my eyes. Luka has always been an arrogant son of a bitch. “I love you, but God, what a puff of wind you are. Listen to yourself. When she’s ready to crawl back…”

      “She lied and went against me in a court of law. All that about Father trying to get Farthing to be peaceful? You know she was lying.”

      I pound my hand on his desk and his eyes narrow. “She’s your sister. You know her. You begged her to trust you and she finally did. What made her do an about-face?”

      There’s a knock on the door and Basile peeks inside. “Sorry, I’m late for the meeting. I was detained.”

      Neither of us spare him a glance.

      Luka stalks over and gets in my face. “You need to cool down. We have other things to worry about right now. My sister will come later.”

      I swallow my pride and back off, but inside I’m fuming. The only thing quelling my anger these days is fighting. I’ve won every fight and so has Brienne. It’s lining my pockets. Tito came through and I was able to pay off a few things. Just enough to make me breathe a little easier.

      But day and night and every moment in between, I’m thinking about Mara. The way she said she was letting me go—I hear her voice saying those words over and over again, each time like a brand new blow.

      Since the day I met her, she’s never given up on me. I don’t know if I can survive this world if she truly has now.

      Luka and I part with a handshake and a pat on the back. It’s still tense between us, but I know I can’t change his mind. Not when he has that look in his eyes.

      I just need to find her, see for myself that she’s okay.

      Brienne stops me on the way out. “I know where she is,” she whispers.

      I stop and turn to face her. “How?”

      “Harmi knows the driver that took her, Wells.”

      I stare at her, dying for any information she might have.

      “Elias, you’re crazy in love with her. Can we stop pretending like that’s not true? I thought you’d want to know—”

      “I do want to know. Brienne…I’ve been running for a long time. I don’t know how to stop. I’ve established a lot of bad habits…” I put my hand on the wall and lean on my arm. “The thing is, I’ll never deserve her, and I would probably be better off alone. But it’s time I stop running from the truth.”

      She swallows hard and then leans forward. Her voice is as gentle as the breeze outside. “Maybe you can stop running right into her arms.”

      I lift my head up and grin. “Who knew you were such a romantic?”
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        * * *

      

      I find Harmi and he gives me directions to the inn. I recognize the name and can’t believe that’s where she’s been all this time. Makes sense why I haven’t been able to find her. I was looking at all the swanky hotels and restaurants. I even staked out one night at Benswei’s house, waiting to see if she showed up. All I saw was Benswei and Cece entertaining night after night. Cece seems to be surviving the news of Titus just fine.

      I pull up to the inn an hour later, after stopping by the house for another shower. A woman greets me when I step inside and when I tell her I’m there to see Mara, she shakes her head.

      “She’s not…seeing any more visitors.”

      “She’s had visitors?”

      The woman just stares at me, but she can’t withhold the truth from those eyes, no matter how hard she tries. They’re round as saucers.

      I check my watch. Three o’clock. A man hurries past, carrying a tray of delicacies and I feel a rumble of hunger.

      “That smells delicious. Do you have a restaurant here? A bakery?”

      “Only for guests.” She sniffs and looks down at her desk, trying to appear busy.

      “That’s unfortunate. I haven’t had a pastry in six months.” I pat my stomach and whisper, “Trying to stay fit.” I shake my head.

      Her eyes soften. “I don’t suppose it’d hurt if I just go grab one for you—my husband makes the best—” She looks past me and I turn around.

      Mara is standing there, her face clean of makeup and in short shorts, looking so much like the girl I fell in love with, I nearly fall at her feet.

      “What are you doing here?” she whispers.

      “I wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Are you? I thought you might take it hard about your dad…”

      She bites her bottom lip and nods. “I’m disappointed in him, but I’m glad he’s paying for what he did.”

      I frown at her, still confused by her topsy-turvy attitude about her parents, and about Luka, but I decide none of that matters right now. I clear my throat and am about to speak when she jumps in.

      “If you could please not let anyone know where I am, I’d appreciate it.”

      “I think Luka knows.”

      “You’re probably right.”

      “The woman said you’d had visitors.”

      Surprise flickers across her face and her cheeks turn pink. “Alex.” She clears her throat and gets a defiant look.

      “Alex,” I repeat. “Right.” I nod and swallow the hurt that bubbles inside.

      I’ve lost her and I have no one to blame but myself.

      “Listen, if you need anything—anything at all, day or night—call me, okay? I have plenty of room at the house. If the paparazzi discovers you, you need a shoulder, whatever it is…I want to help.”

      She drops her crossed arms and clasps her hands together, looking uncomfortable. “I appreciate that.”

      We feel like strangers who didn’t spend our childhood finishing each other’s sentences, strangers who mean nothing to one another.

      The woman who runs the inn drops something and mutters an apology before leaving the room.

      Mara clears her throat and I feel the dread building in my chest.

      “Goodbye, Elias,” she says, turning toward the dining room.

      “Wait.” I reach out for her and only brush against her elbow.

      She turns to look at me.

      “I never meant what I said about forgetting our history. I’m sorry I ever said that. You were the best thing about my life and I’ll never forget you and what we’ve had.”

      Her teeth pull in her lower lip and she takes a deep breath. Her eyes drop to the ground and she whispers, “Thank you, Elias.”

      She looks like she wants to say more and I lean in closer. Her breath falters and her lips part, eyes closing for a brief moment. I put my hand on her cheek and her eyes flutter open.

      “Why do I feel as if this is a goodbye?” I ask, thumb brushing over her lips.

      Her voice is a low, husky purr. “Because that’s what you’ve wanted and I’m finally in agreement.”

      I shake my head and put my other hand on her waist, pulling her closer. “Why can’t I let you go?”

      She doesn’t say anything and I can’t stand that she’s giving up on me. I’ve forced her to this, but now that it’s happening, it feels so wrong.

      “You’ll always be the fire in my veins,” I tug her face closer to mine, “the drive behind everything I do, the heartbreak in every failure…you have been my purpose, even when I try to deny myself of you.”

      “Elias,” she whimpers.

      I can’t stop myself—or the truth of the matter is, I don’t want to stop myself—I claim her mouth, hoping even if only for a moment, she’ll know I am hers. She’s hesitant at first, fragile, and I know I’m the reason for her pain. I’ll always be the reason for her pain, but I’m too selfish to stop. I bleed into her; if she’s hearing me at all, she feels my surrender. I feel the moment she gives in. She pulls my hair with both hands and hangs on for dear life as she assaults my lips with the passion I’ve been missing.

      I moan into her mouth and it makes her falter. She pulls away, chest rising up and down, and her lips a fiery red.

      “Give me tonight,” she whispers. “Just one more night.”

      I nod and when she turns around, I follow.

      The whole ride up to her room, I stare at her and she stares back, never wavering. I wish she could see inside my thoughts to know the conflict I’m in, but I’m sure she’s in her own. I know this will only make it harder to leave, but I’m willing to deal with the torment later if it means a night with her.

      When we reach her room, she closes the door behind me and reaches for the buttons on my shirt.

      “I’m staying all night,” I tell her.

      “Let’s see how many ways we can do this,” she says, and I’m instantly hard.

      I decide right then to not look at this as a goodbye. It’ll be too bittersweet and I want her to only feel pleasure, not sadness.

      “I can think of at least a dozen ways I want you, so we better get started.” I grin and undo the button on her shorts while she pulls my shirt off.

      Her shirt is next to go and I give her a little push into the wall before I lower my head to her breast and suck her nipple until she whimpers. She holds onto my head and I pull her legs up around my waist then turn to drop her on the bed. I admire the way her breasts jiggle when she lands and she looks up at me with all the adoration I’ve missed seeing for so long now.

      “You’re looking at me the way you used to when we were younger.”

      “How’s that?”

      “Like I can do no wrong.”

      I put my knee on the bed and plant a kiss on her stomach.

      “I know you’re not perfect, Elias. Compared to me, though, you’re a saint.”

      I stop bothering to come up with a response and pull her scrap of lace down with my teeth. When my tongue flicks across her, she gasps and we don’t bother with conversation again. I worship her with every lick and tug and suck and she bends to me, letting go of every reservation.

      “You’re so beautiful,” I whisper into her over and over, and then I widen her lips and drive into her with my tongue until she screams my name.

      When she stops trembling, I lower my head to her again and she pulls my face away. “Please. I need to feel you.”

      “I haven’t been with anyone since you,” I tell her and I see the surprise as I lean over her.

      “Neither have I.”

      It’s my turn to be surprised.

      She puts her hands on my back and pulls me down, so I’m lying flush against her. We’re both still, though everything in us is on high alert.

      A steady heartbeat of desire.

      I crave her and I always will.

      “I love you, Mara,” I whisper.

      “I love you too,” she whispers back.

      It’s crushing that this is the first time we’ve uttered those words to each other, the night we’re saying goodbye. So I lock it into a compartment that I’ll revisit later, when I’m reliving this night in my memories over and over again.

      Soon the need for her is overwhelming and I sink into her slowly, my eyes practically rolling back in my head.

      “So fucking good,” I groan.

      She picks up the pace, chasing another release, and we both get swept away.

      The next time, we savor, going painfully slow, while the sweat on our bodies makes us slick with each movement. We both fall asleep afterward and I wake up with my hand between her legs, her squirming against me. We take a shower after that and I cover the painting of a man’s face in the bathroom with a towel while I fuck her against the counter.

      When we’re done, she laughs and steps back in the shower to clean up again. I step in behind her and wrap my arms around her, pulling her back against my chest. There’s so much I want to say. So much I want to apologize for. Most of all, for wrecking my own life, for living a life with someone always hounding me for debts owed, for ever listening to her father, for not forgiving her for sleeping with Alex when I never gave her reason to believe she should wait for me…too many things to apologize for. Neither of us say anything. And for some reason, I think maybe a part of her knows and is forgiving me.

      When we crawl into bed, she lays her head on my chest and I wrap my arms around her.

      “I don’t want to fall asleep,” she says against my skin. “This won’t feel real anymore when we wake up.”

      “We’ve only ever been real.”

      “Yeah, I always thought so. It helps to know you’ve felt that way too.”

      She sighs and the regret is so thick in the room, it’s suffocating. Just when I think she might be falling asleep, her head pops up and she grins. The light from the moon shines against her face and the sound of the ocean is the perfect soundtrack showcasing her beauty. She lowers herself and when she blows across my dick, I lose all track of time and sound and space.

      At dawn, I wake up craving her and wake her up with my fingers, my dick straining against her backside. When she whimpers, I nudge the tip in and she sinks back against me, so I’m in as deep as I can possibly get.

      I want to beg her to never leave this room. Never leave me. Never let me go. I say it with my body, in every dip inside of her; every thrust we make is hanging on for dear life.

      “I need to see you.” I pull out and she turns over, climbing on top of me, her hair covering her breasts. I move it back so I can see all of her and she sinks onto me.

      She closes her eyes and starts moving and she’s a sight to behold. I want to die remembering exactly how she looks right now.

      “God, I love you. I love you. I love you,” I whisper like a prayer. A single tear drips onto my chest from her, but it’s gone so fast, I wonder if I’ve imagined it.

      She doesn’t say a word.

      When I wake up the next time, the sun is streaming into the windows and Mara’s arm is slung across my chest, her silky hair covering half of her face. I stare at her for a long time, like a sick fool that has lost his mind. When she stirs and turns over, settling into a deeper sleep, I decide to go.

      It’s time to stop prolonging the agony.

      I gather my clothes and put them on in the bathroom, avoiding my eyes in the mirror. If I see even a glimmer of hope, I will cave, and I know I’m doing the right thing for her by letting her go.

      I hate myself for what I’ve become.

      When I open the bathroom door, I find my shoes and give her one last look before walking out, leaving my heart ripped wide open.
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      Mara

      

      My night with Elias sets me back a few days. Longer, if I’m honest with myself.

      I mope. A lot.

      I think about him nonstop, replaying our night like a steamy love story I can’t get enough of. I stay in a constant state of arousal, only to be doused in the next moment when I realize he’s gone. I’m not going to be with Elias Lancaster. Ever.

      There is no more one day to dream about. One day Elias and I will be married. One day he’ll wake up. One day he’ll realize he wants me as much as I want him. All of the one days have been spent and discarded like yesterday’s trash.

      It’s over.

      And the most confusing part is how much he wants me. He proved that to me more than I ever imagined he could…and it’s still not enough for him to be with me.

      In one of my productive moments, I make sure Kalvin pays off both Elias’s and Brienne’s opponents to buy a little more time until I can do more.

      On the day of the meeting with Alex’s aunt, I wake up excited, nervous, and ready to take charge of my life.

      I don’t need a prince or a king or an advisor to the king to get my life in order.

      I am going to take control of my life and also put Elias’s life straight so he can have a fighting chance to be the man he wants to be.

      And then I will be free.

      I do yoga on the private beach off of the inn. There have been a few guests staying and when they arrive and depart, Marjorie lets me know so I’m able to leave the room freely. I’ve developed the beginning of a friendship with Marjorie and Maclock that I hope continues after I leave the inn. I’ve needed down to earth people in my life. Friends besides Elias and my brother. I had no idea.

      I take my time getting ready, and when the time comes, I call Wells and he takes me to the airport. I board Alex’s family jet, and from start to finish, the whole trip takes an hour.

      The time on the plane helps me collect my thoughts and I think about my plans for the trip. My first meeting of the day is with a designer I’ve loved for years. Zsa Ling has designed several pieces for me before and we’ve often talked about collaborating on a project together. He messaged me after pictures of my dress for last year’s holiday ball came out and I should’ve pursued it then. I contacted him when I knew I was meeting Constrid and told him I was ready to move forward with something—anything really, as long as I could work with him. I’m hoping today’s conversation will get something in the works. I will go from there to the interview, and then the last meeting of the day is what has my stomach in knots. Nadia.

      One thing at a time.

      Zsa is in his studio, and when I enter, the place is buzzing with activity. Models are everywhere, and the colors and fabrics and walls of thread are enough to send my little fashion-loving heart into overdrive.

      Zsa kisses me on both cheeks and holds his hands out, taking me in. “You are a vision as always.”

      “So are you. I’ve missed visiting—it’s been too long!”

      “We have a lot of time to make up for,” he says, looping his arm through mine.

      It doesn’t even take half an hour to propose my ideas. He loves them, adds ideas of his own, and the preliminary stages of a new fashion line take root. I don’t know why I didn’t jump on this a long time ago. I’m embarrassed by the way I’ve been willing to just accept handouts—albeit fabulous handouts—instead of making my own way.

      I wish feelings weren’t strained between my brother and me, but at the same time, it feels great to accomplish something without his help.

      Zsa and I set up a time to meet again before I leave in a few days and I have a buzz lingering in my chest when I say my goodbyes.

      The interview with Constrid is at a restaurant overlooking the bluffs. It’s closed for us, and the team of photographers and cameramen are already hard at work making the space look effortless when I arrive. Constrid’s face barely cracks when she sees me. She’s stiff with all the plastic surgery, but I think she’s happy I’m here. She hugs me and takes me aside to prep for the interview.

      “Is anything off-limits?”

      “I just got ripped up in court, all my sins exposed to the world…I don’t know that I have any left. So no, nothing is off-limits.”

      She slides her hands together in glee, and I think she’s smiling.

      “I’ve always wished you and Alex would settle down for good. Is that ever going to happen?”

      “He’s been a good friend to me and we’re meant to stay that way.”

      “Too bad. It’d be nice to see you in Yuman more often. I know Nadia misses you.”

      “Does she? I miss her too…I’m seeing her after this.”

      “She usually watches the show. She should’ve come with you!”

      I don’t tell her we haven’t spoken in a long time.

      An hour later, we’re sitting at a table with an elaborate spread. I don’t really want to eat on camera, but you don’t argue with Constrid Whitfield.

      As they do the countdown, I wipe my sweaty palms on the napkin in my lap and smile.

      We have a polite conversation at first, general small talk about how I’ve been, about life in Niaps…and then she gets to the heavy-hitting questions.

      “You recently testified against your brother and on behalf of your father. He was then sentenced to a life sentence with no parole. How did that make you feel?”

      “Honestly, like he’s where he belongs. Being in that courtroom, I learned things about the case that I didn’t know before—I hadn’t wanted to face the truth.” I lean in closer and lower my voice. “I was also being blackmailed by both my parents to make him sound as innocent as possible.”

      Her eyes widen. I’ve surprised the non-emotive Constrid, a record.

      “Blackmail—that’s a strong word. What does this mean now for you?”

      “It means I honor my brother from here on out.” I smile and Constrid waits for me to say more. When I don’t, she digs further.

      “That had to be difficult for you and King Luka, since you went directly against him to defend your father.”

      “I hope he’ll forgive me for it. I did what I felt I had to do, but I realize it put him in a horrible position…one that could’ve been prevented if I’d reached out to him for help instead.”

      “You’re often painted as the party girl…would you say that’s an accurate portrayal?”

      “I’ve had some growing up to do, and I’ve made plenty of mistakes. I’d like to think I’m coming into my own now. I hope people will allow me to be a new me, without constantly reminding me of who I was.”

      She reaches out and touches my hand. “That’s profound, dear. I think we all deserve that chance. To be new. Any words out there for the young girls who have looked to you for inspiration?”

      “I will try to be more worthy of your respect. I’m not perfect and never will be, but I’m trying to find my way just like everyone else. The difference is I’m on display and all my mistakes are aired over the tabloids and the news before I even digest what I’ve done myself. I ask that you bear with me while I get there.”

      “I’d say you’re growing into a fine young woman, Princess Mara of Niaps. We’ve always felt like you’re one of our own, with our countries in such close proximity. If you ever need a place to rest and rejuvenate, I hope you will consider Yuman your home away from home.”

      “Thank you, Constrid. I’m truly grateful for your kindness. Yuman will be a second home for sure. Just today, I began a collaboration with Zsa Ling and will be spending more time here as we get our new business underway. I’m very excited about it.”

      Constrid looks at the camera and turns up the charm. “In a few minutes, Princess Mara and I will be in the kitchen trying our hand at cooking the Yuman dish bolgovan.” She turns to me. “Have you ever had bolgovan?”

      “Uh, I don’t believe so.”

      “This should be interesting.” Constrid laughs and turns to me, motioning for me to follow. The kitchen is prepared for us. She’d told me a little bit about what we were doing but not enough for me to have a clue.

      “I’m hopeless in the kitchen,” I remind her.

      “All the better. This makes for good television.” She laughs again and I’m regretting this bright idea.

      We go through the steps and magically pull out the completed dish once we’ve mixed everything together. I feign surprise and excitement and we sit down at the bar to eat what we’ve “cooked.” The camera breaks away while we’re taking our first bite and exclaiming how good it is.

      “It’s a wrap. You were excellent, darling.”

      “Thanks for having me.”

      “You’re going to have hell to pay for this one. You do know that, right?”

      I shrug. “My mother will have a fit, but I did it for my brother…so he knows publicly that I’m sorry, and to come clean about my father.”

      “You won’t get in trouble for your part in the duplicity, will you?”

      “If I do, so be it. I shouldn’t have lied.”

      “Who are you and what did you do with Mara?”

      We laugh and I hug her goodbye, thanking her again for going easy on me.
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        * * *

      

      I check into another quaint hotel not far from the Forbrush estate—again, not something I would’ve stepped near before, but I’ve had such a nice stay with Marjorie and Maclock, I’m willing to try another. I can tell right away that it’s not the same at all. This place is busier, not as private, and the staff behind the counter aren’t very accommodating. I’m tempted to leave and go somewhere else because the general vibes aren’t putting me at ease, but in my effort to not be such a snot, I stay.

      I feel eyes on me from everywhere and when I glance up, there are no friendly, welcoming smiles. I quietly check in and go to my room, looking over my shoulder as I go.

      Before I go to see Nadia, I call Luka.

      He picks up on the third ring, not bothering to hide his surprise.

      “Mara. Hey.”

      “I should’ve called you before now. I’m so sorry, Luka. I hope you’ll forgive me. I had my reasons…”

      “I saw the interview. Nadia messaged me while you were on.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t come to you.”

      “Yeah, I wish you had…instead of going national with it.”

      “I’m tired of our parents hiding their sins behind their fake smiles and wealth.”

      “I agree. I am too. But I’m worried, Mara. Please come home so I can make sure you’re protected. What were you talking about—the blackmail?”

      “I’ll explain when I’m home. I’m going to see Nadia tonight—did she tell you that?”

      “Yes. But Mara…tell me. What’s going on? No more secrets.”

      “I need you to do something for me.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      When I finish telling him what I need, he hesitates for a few moments and I think he will say no.

      “Are you sure this is what you want to do?”

      “I’m positive.”
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        * * *

      

      Alex opens the door to the Forbrush estate and Nadia is standing right behind him. He stands aside and Nadia and I stare at each other. I reach out my hand to her and her eyes fill with tears as she clasps it.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I wanted to tell you. I just couldn’t take a chance on blowing everything. Luka was afraid your father would kill someone else if he found out what we knew…”

      “I know. I’m sorry I haven’t come before now. Do you forgive me?”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t blame you if you never forgave me. I’m just glad you’re here…” She loops her arm through mine. “Now, fill me in on everything that’s happened since we last spoke.”

      “So much has happened.”

      “How’s Elias?”

      I groan and she laughs.

      “So, nothing’s changed that much then.”

      “Are you okay? Really okay? About Luka…” I add.

      She waves her hand and puckers her lips. “Oh yeah. He had it so bad for Eden but was in such denial, even when we were at school. You know when he came to be with me after their honeymoon, he was so drunk most of the time, I don’t think he remembered anything I did to get him in bed with me. Pathetic of me to force it, I know, but I thought I wanted him.” She shrugs. “He was running from your father then—when he was drunk, he’d talk like he thought your father might kill him. I don’t know if there was any merit to that or if he just felt the underlying darkness coming from your dad.”

      “He never said anything,” I whisper.

      “You know his lack of communication skills—can you say you’re surprised?”

      I laugh and shake my head. “He’s gotten a lot better, if you can believe it.”

      “Yeah, I thought so even when he came back the last time. Eden’s good for him, Mara.”

      I nod and can’t believe how calm I feel about it. “I think she might be.”

      “I had moved on but saw Luka and he was acting so weird. He asked me to an event and didn’t look at me the whole night. I still thought I should give him one more chance. It was awful. But Titus bought it all, so the lie grew.” She leans closer. “I got tired of waiting for him to touch me and forced the issue. He couldn’t even finish with me. I screamed at him to tell me what was going and I’ve never seen anyone more afraid. There were recording devices in our room—I had no idea. He got me out of there and we had to lose three cars tracking us before he took me to a hotel. That’s when he told me everything and made me afraid of even breathing the wrong word to anyone. He offered me ten million shartrovs.” She sighs and I wonder if she still misses him despite all she’s saying. “I couldn’t take it. He was not only trying to save Eden by staying away, but he was paving the way for a lasting alliance with my father. It’s all come full circle now. And I’m happy. I’m in love. We’re going slow, but it’s good.” She grins and puts her arm around my shoulder as she leads me outside to the patio. “I saw the proof that your father did it, Mara. You need to be careful. After today’s interview, I’m afraid he’ll come after you.”

      The weather is tropical and humid before the afternoon rain, but I shiver from nerves, worried she’s right.
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      Mara

      

      I have such a good time with Nadia…like old times, except I don’t drink until I can’t stand up and I don’t go home with a stranger. So much, much better. Alex joins us for dinner and I’m happy that it’s not tense between us either.

      Neither of them wants me to leave, but I’m exhausted and have more things to check off my list before I go back to Niaps.

      “Stay here. Where did you say you were staying again? I’ve never even heard of the place,” Alex says.

      I show him on a map from my phone and he shakes his head. “That’s not a good area. I’ll take you back.”

      “Not necessary.” I hold up my hand and he steps closer so my hand rests on his chest. I smile and bite the side of my cheek. “Alex…”

      “I’ll be on my best behavior, promise,” he whispers.

      I look at Nadia and shake my head. “There’s no need.”

      “Let him take you back. We’ll both feel better,” she says.

      I hug her goodbye with a promise to try to stop by before I leave.

      Alex is mostly quiet on the way to the inn. He pulls into the parking lot and parks, turning to face me. “It was brave, what you did today. Not smart at all, but brave.”

      I laugh and I think it surprises him more than anything. He laughs after a few moments and takes my hand.

      “It’s nice to have you in Yuman again. I’ve missed you, Mara.”

      I sigh and lean my head back on my seat.

      “I’m not going to start…I just had to say that.”

      I nod. “Thank you.

      He pats my hand then gets out of the car, walking around to open my door. When he walks me inside, he puts his arm around my waist and holds me close.

      “I don’t like leaving you here,” he growls when we pass two men who openly stare at me.

      “I’ll be fine.” I shiver when I say it, but he doesn’t call me out on it.

      We reach my room and he walks inside, checking everything out.

      “When I leave, lock everything, and if anything happens, you call me.”

      “Alex, relax. You act like I’m gonna get kidnapped or something.”

      “There’s a reason we travel with guards.”

      “You don’t.”

      “I don’t look like you.”

      I sniff and take off my shoes, turning around to put my hand on his arm. “Thank you. Now go, I’m sleepy.”

      He gives me a quick hug and then listens as I lock the door behind him.
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        * * *

      

      My sleep is fitful and I dream of Elias…dreams I can’t remember anything about except the look on his face. Devastation. I wake up and look at the clock a couple dozen times throughout the night.

      When I wake up the next morning, they’re showing recaps of my interview with Constrid on the morning shows and one reporter shows a picture of me with Alex from the night before. He has his arm around me and it looks like it was taken in the lobby of this hotel. I groan.

      I check my account and the money is already there from the interview. I’m tempted to act now but decide to wait until I get home. Best to do it all in one fell swoop than in small increments.

      Zsa calls after I get out of the shower.

      “I’ve been thinking of nothing else since I saw you yesterday. Can you meet for lunch?” he says.

      I laugh. “I’d love to. Where should we meet?”

      “You know The Riveting? Let’s go there. It’s the perfect weather to go sit on the patio and get day-drunk while we plan.”

      “I’m there. I’ll let you get day-drunk though. I need to get home tomorrow in one piece and with no more incriminating pictures for the tabloids.”

      “Fine. We’ll be good…this time. Noon. I’ll send a car for you.”

      We hang up and I feel better already. I think this trip is exactly what I needed.

      As soon as I sit across from Zsa, he starts in. “I think you should move to Yuman. I saw that little interview yesterday. Girl, you are gonna be in deep shit with your parents.” He shakes his head and snaps in front of my face like he’s both ashamed and oh so proud. “You have got balls bigger than mine…I cannot tell you how excited I am that we are working together. But if you go home, I’m afraid I won’t see you again.” His eyes widen and he leans in. “You better stay here with me for a while.”

      He motions for me to pick up the glass of sparkly and we toast.

      “To a new business, a new home…” He winks. We clink glasses. “Seriously though, consider it. There’s a new building across from my studio—the condos are amazing.”

      I think about not being able to see Elias all the time…or his relationship with Brienne, especially with me out of the way. It’s really tempting to escape.

      “I’ll think about it. It might not be a bad idea for a while.”

      “Word is Alex is still hot for you too. That man is like sin on long legs. Tell me he’s as good as he looks.”

      I smile and Zsa whoops so loudly the table next to us glances over and raises their glasses.

      The image of Elias leaning over me as he drove into me, leaving me senseless, rushes through my mind and Zsa mistakes it for lust over Alex.

      “See? This little move…meant to be.”

      I change the subject to clothes and the colors and fabrics I’ve been thinking about. He jumps on the topic and I’m able to get a breather from thoughts of Elias.

      We stay there for hours, planning under a large umbrella. It’s the best day I’ve had in ages.

      Before we leave, I hug Zsa. “You know what? I think I might move here. You’re right—I think it’d be good for me.”

      He squeezes me tighter and then raises his fist in triumph.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I have breakfast with Nadia. We’re just getting started when I spill the news.

      “I’m thinking about living in Yuman for a while…maybe I’ll get a condo and stay.”

      She sets her fork down and leans in. “Seriously? I’ve been telling you to do that for years!” She puts her hand on my arm. “I’m really happy you reached out. It’ll be great having you here. Does Alex know yet?”

      “No, I haven’t told my family either.”

      She nods. “You’re welcome to stay at our place—you know there’s plenty of room!”

      “Thank you. That’s really sweet. I think it’ll be good to get my own place though. I’ve never lived alone, never had to…do everything myself.” We grin at each other. Neither of us have had to lift a finger to do anything we didn’t want to do.

      She shrugs and lifts an eyebrow. “Personally, I think it’s overrated, having to do everything yourself. I quite enjoy the lap of luxury.”

      I laugh and she does too. “I think I’ll love being on my own, but I might not last more than a day. If so, I’ll come knocking on your door.”

      She takes a sip of her drink and lifts it. “You know where to find me.”
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        * * *

      

      I call the inn and tell Marjorie I’ll be arriving in a few hours.

      “We will look forward to your return. Tea hasn’t been the same without you.”

      Hearing a kind voice from back home makes me homesick, but I push through it. My home isn’t the same anymore, not without the hope of Elias. I need to make a new life for myself, somewhere where I’m not constantly faced with my mistakes.

      I make a few phone calls and set an appointment to see the condos across from Zsa’s studio. I’d prefer someplace a little more private, so while I have a little extra time, I look online at houses.

      With the plans I have, I can’t afford to buy a house at the moment, but the possibilities are hopeful. If my line with Zsa goes well, money shouldn’t be a problem for a long time.

      Alex calls on my way to the airport, while I’m staring at kitchens and living rooms online.

      “What’s this I hear about you moving here?”

      “I am. I was going to tell you myself once I let Luka know.”

      “I like the thought of having you here.”

      I feel the beginning of another awkward conversation with Alex that I don’t want to have and try to ignore the loneliness in my chest.

      It’s what always gets me in trouble.
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      Elias

      

      I shouldn’t have answered the door.

      “Mr. Elias Lancaster, you will need to be off of the premises by midnight. You’ve failed to meet our requirements and this home is now the property of Niaps Bank & Trust.”

      “I can pay a portion of the payment today.”

      “Unless you can pay it in full, I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do.”

      I nod, too tired to fight. I’ve known this was coming and I’ve been hiding behind the drinking and late nights at the casino. I made enough last night to pay a little more off, but nowhere near what is owed.

      I close the door on the man and throw the decanter across the room. It crashes and whiskey sloshes against the wall and floor. Winthrop rushes in and gives me a stern look.

      “Certainly the time for fits has passed,” he says wryly. “What’s going on, Elias? Are you ready to fill me in yet? These moods have got to stop.”

      “I’ve lost everything.”

      “Everything?” His brow crinkles and he looks like an alien with his oblong bald head and wrinkled skin, too large eyes and nose and ears.

      I move to him, putting my hand on his shoulder. “We have to be out of here by tonight. I’m sorry. I’ve done everything I could to keep this place.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me the house was in trouble? I would’ve helped.” He shakes his head, putting his hand on his heart. “And you haven’t lost everything, son. You have your health…if you’ll stop trying to drink it away and grinding it into the ground with these fights. You’ll get back on your feet. Your father left you with a mighty cross to bear. This could be the best thing to happen to you, getting out of this house.”

      He pats my back and walks down the hall, whistling.

      I stare at him, shocked that he’s so nonchalant about the whole thing. Not even nonchalant, but happy. This has been his home too. Where will we go?

      He comes back into the room a few minutes later, carrying a box. “Are you going to just stand there or are you going to get to work? We can’t take everything, but I’ll start with the valuables.”

      “The valuables?”

      “Your mother’s jewelry, the silver…”

      “I sold my mother’s jewelry a long time ago.”

      He gives me a sharp look. “Even her secret stash?”

      “Her secret stash? What do you mean? I think I’d know if there were a secret stash.”

      He motions for me to follow him and we go up the stairs and he pulls down the ladder to the attic. The attic has always given me the creeps and I haven’t been up there in years. The only time I ever liked being in the attic was with Mara. She made it feel like an adventure.

      I follow him up anyway and he stops at a picture hanging on the wall.

      “I thought your mother told you about this when she got out of the hospital that last time.”

      “She said a lot of things that day…none of it made much sense to me.”

      “Pity. Could’ve saved you from a lot of grief.”

      He takes the picture off of the hook and there’s a safe. He taps the numbers and I wonder how he managed to know this secret when I’ve lived here my whole life and had no idea.

      The safe opens up and inside are three things: a long envelope, a small leather bag, and a flat velvet box. I open the envelope first.

      Dear Elias,

      If you are reading this letter, it means I am gone. You always were a good boy, regardless of what I said to you in my times of darkness. I’m sorry for those times.

      Your father can’t know about the contents in this safe or he’ll find a way to squander it. I hope you will do a better job at life than either your father or I have done. Promise me you’ll do better.

      I do love you, despite my ill attempts to show you. I think in another life I could’ve been a much better mother. I wish I could try again. That is just one of many regrets. Promise me you won’t live a life full of regrets.

      Winthrop is the only one besides you who knows about the safe. I trust you’ll take care of him when the time comes.

      Love,

      Mother

      My mother never wanted me to play in the attic. I got in trouble when Mara and I were caught up here. But when she got out of the hospital the last time, she was in a confused state. She was in and out of consciousness and a nurse was with her most of the time. I’d come into the room and she’d try to talk and get agitated, so I’d encourage her not to talk.

      I don’t remember her ever saying anything about a safe. She’d clutched my hand and said “blue bird” over and over again. She also whispered numbers frantically and I left the room every time, tormented by her madness. I turn the painting over and study the girl standing in a room. Behind her, a blue bird is perched in a birdcage.

      “Blue bird,” I whisper.

      I look at Winthrop. “Do you know what’s in the bag?” I hold up the leather bag and hear the rustling jingle of something that sounds like stones.

      “I do.” His eyes are brighter than they’ve been in a while, looking more excited than he usually allows himself to show. I can’t help but smile at him and he pushes the bag toward my chest. “Open.”

      I grin wider and pull apart the tassels to the rope clinching the bag together. The bag is full of precious stones, the shimmer from them catching the light in every direction. I shake my head, not believing what I’m seeing.

      “Where did she get these?”

      “Your grandfather started her collection when she was sixteen and he’d ask me to procure a gem for her now and then. It became a challenge to see what I could find and it brought her joy, so I kept doing it long after her father passed.”

      “This is a fortune right here in this little bag. I can’t believe it’s been sitting here all this time.”

      Winthrop gives me a shrewd look. “Seems you have a choice to make.”

      “Yeah? What’s that?” Running my hands through the stones is mesmerizing, but his next words stop me cold.

      “Are you going to carry your father’s curse and live a life of debt, always looking over your shoulder? Or your mother’s, where you’ll never believe you’re good enough and blame everyone else for your mistakes?” He leans in and I find myself leaning in too. “Or are you going to become a man of honor, of integrity, of what I know is deep inside of you, and break free from who you’ve thought you were, to become who you really should be?”

      I stare at him, letting what he’s saying settle into my bones. He doesn’t normally speak quite this freely, so I am listening with every nerve standing at attention.

      “God, Winthrop…why don’t you say how you really feel?” I finally say, choking out a laugh so I don’t crawl into a ball in the corner.

      He chuckles. “It’s time I say my piece. God knows I wish I’d done it with your mother—if I could do it over again, I’d tell her to not marry your father…lot of good that would’ve done. She probably wouldn’t have taken me to her new household, if I had, but…” He waves his hand dismissively, his words dying off. But then he narrows his eyes at me. “You’re twenty-five and you’ve lost your way. You belong with Mara and you deserve a life of happiness, both of you. Quit squandering it with meaningless chases after wealth and something better…you are exceptional. You have more than enough, and if the two of you are together, what more could you need?”

      I swallow the growing lump in my throat and nod. “I don’t want anyone or anything but her. Have you seen her though? She needs the whole world. She deserves the finest of everything…at the very least, to not have to worry about collectors coming to take her home in the middle of the night.”

      “So don’t give her any reason to have collectors coming in the middle of the night. And I think she’s had the finest of everything, but it all means nothing without you.”

      I rub my eyes with my fingers. “Damn it, Winthrop. Where have you been?”

      “I’ve been right here, hoping you’d wake up and get your shit together.”

      I look at him in surprise.

      “That’s right. Get your shit together. Before you lose her for good.” He picks up the velvet box. “Open this and then make your decision. If you choose wrong, I’m not sure I can stick around to see you spiral further.”

      I stare at the box for a moment and open it slowly. Inside is a necklace with malaslite, the rarest stone in the world.

      “Wh-how did she…I can’t believe this.”

      “This was the last gift from your grandfather to your mother. He gave it to her after you were born and by then, I think she knew of your father’s proclivities toward spending what he didn’t have. She didn’t want him to ever know about this, and to my knowledge, he didn’t.”

      “It would be long gone if he had.”

      He nods and puts his hand on my shoulder. “I’ll start packing and let you think about things. I can get buyers for the stones in no time. I still meet with a fellow who would snatch them up if I merely say the word.”

      The need to sit at the table and see what I can make of this new wealth is blinding. The fact that it’s my first thought—how can I go make more?—when I’ve done so poorly with what I’ve had, is an astounding blow.

      Fuck. I have a problem.

      

      Dear Elias,

      Niaps is colorless without you. The stars don’t twinkle, the sky doesn’t put on a display…even the ocean seems like a tired toddler ready to nap instead of the boisterous one ready to flail against the sand.

      Every time you come home, there’s a new girl at one of your parties who hangs on your every word. You’ll lift your eyes to mine, as if you are still attuned to me, and I hope in those moments that you’ll make your way to me.

      You usually don’t…unless a good-looking guy is by my side. Suddenly, you swoop in and I almost believe you’re going to be mine again.

      Alex is getting more persistent. He’s nice and cute, and there are days when the loneliness gets so unbearable, I consider letting him be my first instead of waiting for you.

      Part of me just wants to get it over with.

      Since I know you’re at the university living it up…probably with every female you bring home with you.

      I hate this, Elias.

      What happened to us?

      I don’t know how to keep on pretending that you’re not my everything.

      

      Mara
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      Mara

      

      When I get back to Niaps, I go straight to the inn. The only negative to leaving Niaps so soon is my newfound friendship with this sweet couple. I didn’t expect to get attached to them, but they’ve been so kind to me. Wells drops me off, carrying my bag inside and then leaving.

      Marjorie isn’t in the lobby and I leave my bag in front of her desk and go around the corner to the dining room. Maclock isn’t hauling out his feast for afternoon tea either. I peek in the kitchen and see a leg on the floor. I gasp and run, clasping my hand over my mouth when I see both of them tied up on the floor, mouths covered with tape. Marjorie looks at me in horror and shakes her head slightly.

      I turn to look behind me and before I can, a hand is clamped over my mouth.

      “Move and they’re dead.”

      I stare at Marjorie and Maclock, determined not to do anything to cause them harm. Maclock tries to get out of his ropes and a guy in a mask steps out and hits him, causing blood to splatter across the kitchen.

      “You think you’re exempt from retaliation because you’re the princess,” the man in my ear sneers. “It’s time to pay up. Since you were so eager to blab about blackmail over national television, Daddy decided it’s time you paid Elias’s debts.”

      I nod frantically. I’d planned to do that anyway. “I’ll pay. I can pay it all.”

      “Six million shartrovs.”

      I turn in horror and he jerks me back in place. “Move and they’re dead, I said.”

      “It was only four, not six.”

      “Interest,” the guy says and his spit hits my ear.

      “I can give you four today and will work on the rest.”

      His grip tightens around me and he sounds angry when he jerks my back closer to his chest. “Four today, two tomorrow.”

      “I can’t get it by tomorrow. Next week. Give me a week.”

      His hands roam down my body and Marjorie’s tears spill over. I plead with my eyes for her to keep quiet.

      “What do I get in return for this extra time?”

      “My word.”

      He cackles and I shudder. He’s huge compared to me and the guy in the mask is even bigger. There’s no way I could do any damage…I look around the kitchen to see if there are any knives in sight. Nothing close enough.

      “Anyone who rats out her parents on national television isn’t someone whose word I trust,” he says. “Three days. I’ll give you three days and that’s it.”

      “Okay.” I nod. I’m not sure how I’ll get two million shartrovs in three days, but I have to. “Three days. Thank you.”

      “The location for today’s drop-off is in your room. Marjorie and Maclock here were so nice to keep your room available for your return. I left a little note up there and you’ll deliver right on time. If you try to disappear on me, these two…M&M…” He makes the sound of a gun firing twice. “I think you get the point.”

      “I won’t disappear. I promise.”

      “You think we trust your promises, Princess?” His grip loosens and he takes a step back, his hands still holding me in place. “I expect to see you in three hours. We’ll be watching. You tell a soul and they’re dead.”

      He lets go and I wait until they’ve walked away and I hear the door closing before I bend down and undo the ropes around Marjorie and Maclock. As soon as their hands are free, they take the tape off of their mouths and we finish getting the ropes off of their feet.

      “Are you okay?” Marjorie asks, pushing my hair back.

      “I’m fine. I’m more worried about you! Did they hurt you?”

      They both shake their heads and I help them to their feet.

      “If you’re sure you’re okay, I need to go. Do you have a place to go that’s safe until this is resolved? I’m so sorry I brought this trouble to you.”

      “We can go to my sister’s place. Why don’t you come with us? And Maclock can go with you to the drop-off today.”

      “No, I’ll be okay. I need to do it their way.”

      “Why don’t you take one of our phones, just in case they’re tracking yours.” Maclock motions for Marjorie to grab the cell phone tucked near the produce.

      “Thank you. That’s a good idea. Let me know when you make it to your sister’s, and be watchful at all times. My father has ears everywhere.”
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        * * *

      

      I should’ve been thinking like my father all along. The first family vacation I can remember was to the Hills of Caninsula. Every place we arrived, there was a new crew of people waiting to take care of us. When I asked him how they all knew we were coming, he replied, “I send someone ahead and have eyes and ears everywhere. They know the minute we touch new soil and are always one step ahead.”

      As a little girl, I thought that was the coolest thing I’d ever heard. My father was so powerful that he could snap his fingers and whatever he wished would be done. Now, it sickens me how he abuses his power. I wonder who else has gotten in his way and suffered the same demise as Neil Safrin.

      My room is trashed, another injustice to Marjorie and Maclock that I will make right. The drop-off location is written on a black card, the only item sitting on the bathroom vanity. Everything else is on the floor, including my favorite perfume bottle broken into tiny pieces, and the makeup I didn’t take with me to Yuman.

      I pick up the card and the address is familiar to me. It takes a moment for me to remember, but I flip the card over and see the same emblem as the card my mother gave me the night she told me to look for Elias. The warehouse where Elias fights. Five o’clock. I look at the clock and there’s barely time to get to the bank and then make it to the warehouse. I transfer the money from my offshore account in Sojana and am grateful for technology because forty-five minutes later, I’m able to walk out of the Niaps bank with my cash in hand. It takes two suitcases to hold all the shartrovs, and I put them in the trunk of Marjorie’s car and drive to the warehouse.

      The parking lot is empty when I arrive. I guess it’s too early in the evening for a fight, but I expected at least one car. I step out of the car and am unlocking the trunk when I feel a gun at my back.

      “Don’t turn around. Set the bags on the ground and once it’s checked, you can go.”

      I try to remember the name on the card my mother gave me for this place. It comes to me when he digs the gun deeper into my back when I don’t set the bags down as fast as he’d like.

      “Tito?” I say softly.

      The pressure on my bag lightens for a moment and then his hand is around my neck. “What did you say?”

      “Nothing,” I whisper.

      I drop the bags and he curses.

      “That’s right. Nothing. You repeat that to anyone else and I will put a bullet through your skull. Are we clear?”

      “Y-yes.” I try to nod too, but his grip is too tight.

      The bags are hauled away by a few other men and when they’re happy that the money is there, I feel a shift with the gun and a taller man replaces the first. Tito must be making sure I don’t see his face.

      “You’re going to get in your car and drive away. Don’t turn around, don’t look in your rearview mirror—you wouldn’t see anything anyway.” His laugh is low and he pulls my thigh back to his, running his hand up the front of me. I close my eyes and pray for him to let me go and am shocked when he loosens his grip. “You have three days to pay the rest. Same location, same time.”

      I stumble forward when his hands drop and move as fast as I can to the car. I drive a few hundred feet and look in the rearview mirror. Five men are walking into the warehouse. I wonder which one is Tito.

      I drive around in circles, not sure where to go, but eventually, I go to the last place in the world I should. I park in the cove near our beach, hidden by the trees, and start walking. I know the trek well and hope that no one else knows this spot as well as I do. Elias and I used to play out here all the time. Between our two houses, it was a great spot to meet when his mother was at her darkest. Elias never said much about it, but I could tell it was bad at home when he’d intercept me on the way to his house. We’d spend the day at the cove instead, him finding excuse after excuse why we should stay right there instead of our rock.

      I stay out of sight and am almost to the back gardens of the estate when I see a horse galloping toward me. I shield my eyes and try to make out who it is, while also looking around for a place to hide. Unless I run, there’s nowhere to hide. The rider has black hair with streaks of blue throughout.

      “Ava?” I say when she hops off of her horse.

      Ava Safrin has grown since the last time I saw her. She’s taller than me now and looks pretty badass for a teenager with her blue hair and—

      “You have a tattoo?” I should be running for cover, but her tattoo is the most colorful, vivid thing I’ve seen. I want to get a closer look.

      “It’s the beginning of a sleeve. Just getting started really.”

      Her arm is an explosion of color. It’s a breathtaking array of colorful flowers and almost looks like someone captured the view of snorkeling underwater. “Your mother is okay with that? Aren’t you only sixteen now?”

      She frowns at me. “Yeah? Closer to seventeen actually.”

      I grin and shrug. “Time flies. It’s stunning, Ava. Really beautiful.”

      Her eyes narrow like she doesn’t believe me and I laugh at the absurdity of this. I’ve had my life threatened twice today and I’m having small talk with the sixteen-year-old princess of Farrow.

      “You’re really nothing like Eden, are you?”

      “I’m like her only in the ways that matter,” she says. “Integrity…loyalty—you know—things you know nothing about.”

      I throw my head back and laugh. It’s actually more of a cackle and it shocks Ava so much that she just stands there staring at me. I wipe my eyes.

      “It has been a long day and you are the best part of it. You need to rub off on Eden some, lighten her up a little.” I step closer to her and she takes a step backward, unsure of what I’m about to do. I shake my head and motion her closer. She frowns and leans in. “Don’t let anyone kill your spirit. Mine is dead and I’m afraid I’m never getting it back.”

      Before I reach the gate, I get a text from Marjorie.

      Made it to my sister’s and haven’t seen anyone following. We’ll go to our cousin’s home from here and should be fine. Don’t worry about us! Just be careful.

      I breathe a sigh of relief and hope they’re really as safe as they think. I slip through the back gate and walk in the back of the house, through the kitchen. Chelsea and Uncle Basile are by the stove. She’s on the counter and he is doing unspeakable things to her in the family kitchen. I cover my eyes and walk quickly to the hall door. I hear them break apart and hold up my hand.

      “Carry on. I’m washing my eyes with soap as soon as I leave.”

      Uncle Basile catches up to me and puts a hand on my arm.

      “Uncle, please don’t touch me. I know where your hands have been.”

      “Please wipe your mind of anything you just witnessed. I’m your dear old uncle who can do no wrong.” He chuckles when I groan. “What brings you sneaking through the kitchen? Should I call security? Are you going to murder us all over dessert?”

      “I’ve already been seen by too many people to get away with murder. I need to see Luka. Can you arrange that in a private area and not let anyone else know I’m here?”

      “I’ll do my best. Jadon and Ava are visiting, so it could be difficult.”

      “I saw Ava outside.”

      “Stealthy, you are not.”

      “I could say the same about you.”

      He grumbles under his breath. “See if you can make it to your bedroom without a guard pouncing. It will be the challenge of your lifetime, but I have faith in you.”

      I roll my eyes and he steps into the hall then leans back in. “All clear out here. Go.”

      I hurry down the hall and shut the door behind me as soon as I step inside my room. Everything still looks the same, and I go to the bathroom to grab one of the lipsticks I’ve been missing. When I come back out, Luka walks in.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “I shouldn’t be here. In fact, this is the last place I should’ve come, but I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “I asked you to come home. This is exactly where you should be.” He walks over and hugs me, hard.

      I lay my head against his chest and feel some of the stress drain away. “Thank you, Luka. I’m sorry.”

      “You already apologized. You don’t need to anymore. I’m just glad you’re okay.”

      I lean back and look up at him. “Elias is in more trouble than I realized.”

      He frowns. “I tried to do what you asked, but his house is tied up right now with the bank. Maybe in a few days, we can purchase it.”

      “It’s worse than that. If they find out I’m here, they’ll kill the people I’ve been staying with, maybe Elias.” Or me. I leave that out.

      “Who?”

      “The guy that owns the warehouse where Elias fights is working with Father. I paid them four million shartrovs and now they’re asking for more. I have to come up with it in three days.”

      I think about the money I’ve spent paying off the fights, already lining Tito’s pockets, and groan.

      “Let me take it from here.” Luka gets eye level with me so I can’t look away. “Please, Mara. Don’t try to be the hero more than you already have. Don’t leave the estate and I’ll send someone to Elias’s place now too. Okay? Just promise me you won’t leave.”

      I wring my hands together and step away from him. “I don’t know. I’m antsy. Go. Make sure Elias is okay. I’ll stay put for now.”

      He levels me with a look and I wave my hand for him to hurry and leave.

      Please let Elias be okay.
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      Mara

      

      Waiting gets the best of me, and when Luka hasn’t come back to update me within two hours, I go looking for him. I start with his office and when it’s empty, I shut the door behind me and stand by the window, taking in his view. It’s on the opposite side as my bedroom, and he has a full view of the back gardens and beach, while I have the side yard and some of the ocean.

      Ava goes galloping past and I grin. I like that girl. She reminds me of myself before I got the life kicked out of me. Doesn’t give a shit what anyone thinks of her and isn’t afraid to speak her mind. It’ll get her in trouble…but it already seems like she’ll deal with it better than I have.

      A knock at the door makes me jump and I freeze, unsure of what to do. There isn’t time to decide; Jadon peeks his head in and when he sees me standing at the window, his eyebrows lift in surprise.

      “Didn’t expect to see you,” he says, grinning. “Hiding out?”

      “You could say that. Although it’s been the worst hiding job I’ve ever done. I’ve been caught by almost everyone.”

      He laughs. “You shouldn’t have to hide in your own home. Things better with you and Luka?”

      “Yes, much.”

      “Good. I’m glad to hear it. Where is he anyway? He was supposed to meet me outside and isn’t there. Basile told me he saw him here last.”

      “I wish I knew.” I walk over to Luka’s desk and lean my hip against it. A paper falls to the floor and I bend down to pick it up, setting it back on Luka’s normally tidy workspace. Today it’s a disaster and I frown, looking for the paper I just replaced.

      A code is written on a slip of paper. One that only Luka and I know. Well, if anyone else knows it would only be our parents. They told us to come up with a code that only we knew when we were kids and we’ve never had to use it.

      I start shaking and clutch the desk. “Where is Eden?”

      Jadon looks at me with alarm.

      “And Ava. Get them immediately. We need to go to the safe house. I’ll find Basile.”

      “You’re sure?” Jadon asks when he reaches the door.

      I’m right behind him and I push him forward.

      “Yes, go. Quickly.”

      I go to the kitchen and find Basile with Chelsea. When he sees the look on my face, his smile drops and he takes a step toward me.

      “Sound the alarm. We need to leave. Luka left the code for me. I don’t know where he is, but he’ll meet us at the safe house if he’s able.”

      Basile nods and motions to Chelsea. “Stay with her. Go to the tunnels and do whatever Mara tells you. I’ll gather everyone else.”

      Eden and Jadon are near the door to the basement when I get there. Jadon takes Eden’s hand and places it in mine. “Stay together. I’ll find Ava, but go without us if it takes more than ten minutes. We’ll let you know when we reach ours if we’re not together.”

      “We can wait. Where is Luka?” Eden cries.

      “He’ll be okay,” I tell her. “He’ll come as soon as he can. Where is Brienne?”

      “Right here,” she says behind us.

      I nod and lead the way down the dark steps and through the doors leading to the tunnels. It’s quiet as we walk and I try not to think of all the awful things that could be happening to my brother right now. It was crazy for him to leave the code in his office…where I may or may not find it.

      I stagger and run into the dark wall when I realize the implications of that.

      The danger was right there in the house. Today. And Luka must have done the only thing he could to warn the rest of us. I walk faster and when we reach the last door, I open it and let them go first.

      The sand is pressed together and it makes it easier to walk quickly as we go around the rocks and walk up the steps to the sunlight.

      Brienne calls from above, “Should I open this yet or do we wait for the others?”

      “We have to wait. I don’t want to leave without Luka,” Eden says.

      “We’ll give them a few minutes and then we have to go,” I tell her, clutching her arm. “Luka would never forgive me if I let something happen to you.”

      Her lips tremble as she looks at me and nods. “Same. We have to look out for each other. But Ava…”

      “She’ll be okay. Jadon will find her. He won’t let anything happen to her.”

      She nods again. “You’re right. You’re right.” She blows out a long breath and grasps my hand between hers. “Okay, we’ll be okay. Right?”

      I squeeze her hand and hope that I’m right. “Yes.”

      I say a few prayers for Elias to be safe from whatever is going on. The sick feeling in my chest builds as each minute ticks by. We hear footsteps coming a few minutes later and the anticipation is thick in the air as we wait for them to round the corner and come up the last set of stairs. Basile and Harmi come out and we hug them and then look around for the others.

      “It’s just us, I’m afraid. I didn’t see anyone else,” Basile says.

      Eden chokes back a sob and I put my arm around her shoulder.

      “He’ll meet us there. And Jadon will go to your family safe house. We’ll check every half hour to see if there’s word.” I know my assurances are meaningless, but I need to get her on that plane. “Come on, we need to go. It’s time.”

      Brienne opens the door and we head into the sunlight where the plane is waiting for us. Everyone files on and I step into the cockpit just as Basile does.

      “No,” I tell him. “I’m much smoother than you are. Last time you flew the plane, I was sick the rest of the day.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Fine, but I’ll be the copilot.”

      “Perfect. Go make sure no one tries to escape before we get off the ground.”

      He nods and I start turning everything on. I try not to think about the fact that Luka wasn’t able to secure a pilot. Not good. Not good at all.

      My hands are shaking as I sit down and put the headphones on. It’s been a couple of years since I’ve flown. It’s like riding a bicycle, right? I blow out a rush of air and type in the necessary coordinates. When we’re free to go, I wait for Basile to come back and once he’s buckled, we start rolling.
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        * * *

      

      We go to the closest safe house. The code said 44RUBY, which are our numbers for each other, the color of the flowers we always picked at the Saldeen Sea safe house, and if it weren’t as urgent, it would’ve been lowercase letters. It’s elementary, but so were we when we came up with a plan for any getaway. The fact that I knew right where to come proves we were both paying attention at least.

      This wasn’t my favorite of our houses growing up, because there wasn’t as much to do here, but it’s large and comfortable and the view overlooking the Saldeen Sea is beautiful, although we’re all too deeply in shock to notice. We sit in the living room and Basile goes to find the wine stash. I turn on the TV, hoping nothing is there to report. I flip through the channels but don’t see anything about Luka or Niaps.

      “How did you know to come here?” Eden asks.

      “Luka and I have a way of telling the other if something is wrong and we need to get out. He left a code on his desk for me. Who was at the house today? Anyone that seemed suspicious?”

      Eden shakes her head. “Not that I know of…the only person I saw today was that man that works for Elias.”

      “Winthrop?” I frown. “When was he there?”

      “He came right before lunch and didn’t stay long.”

      “I’d asked Luka to take care of some things for Elias…that’s probably all that was.” Winthrop would never hurt anyone…I shift uncomfortably, not liking where my head is going.

      Everyone is quiet as we watch the news, all lost in our own thoughts.

      “What if it’s a trap?” Brienne asks quietly.

      I stand up and start pacing. “I’ve wondered the same thing, but only Luka and I know about the code. And anyone trying to crack our code would first think we meant two other places before this.” We have a red brick safe house and another that has red walls. This house has nothing red inside or out and even the red flowers are something Luka and I found while we explored. Again, elementary, but hopefully he’s going to burst through that door and prove me right.

      “Why wouldn’t he tell me something was wrong?” she asks.

      “I think he had to act quickly. He knew I was at the house and waiting for him to come back.”

      She nods and bites the tip of her nail while looking at her phone. “I’m going to check on Jadon and Ava.”
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        * * *

      

      The hours drag by. There’s no word at all, from anyone. By the end of the night, our small unconventional group is huddled in the living room, not speaking to each other but not wanting to leave the comfort of being together either. We each have a weapon or two next to us. We haven’t eaten, we’re tired, and it’s a wonder we haven’t started attacking one another, given our history. I’m surprised to admit that I’m glad they’re here. It’s more than just being glad I’m not alone. Their company is actually a comfort.

      It’s midnight and Brienne and Chelsea start to look especially exhausted.

      “I can tell you the minute we hear anything, if you’d like to go lie down,” I tell them.

      “I’m good here,” Brienne says.

      Chelsea nods. “Me too.”

      Brienne and I share a look when Eden gets up and starts pacing again. She turns around wildly and I jump up when we hear a helicopter in the distance.

      Basile goes to the lookout on the roof and I’m on his heels.

      “We should make sure it’s safe before you come up here,” he says, waving me away.

      “I’d rather die than wait a minute longer.” I rush ahead of him.

      “Mara, wait,” he calls, but I ignore him and open the door.

      The helicopter lands and I breathe a sigh of relief when I see Luka’s face. Until he steps out, alone, looking like he’s lost everything.
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      Elias

      

      I lose track of time thinking about what my mother left for me. Fortunately, I ride out the temptation to go gamble it away, but only because I can’t believe she did something nice for me. I craved my mother’s love for so long that now that I’m seeing a sign that maybe she did care, I don’t know what to do with it. Yes, it’s too late in so many ways, but the way that it counts is deep in my chest, so I’ll take it. It might be pathetic that I still care so much what my mother thinks about me, but that must be a feeling that never goes away.

      The doorbell rings and I hear Winthrop hustling down the hall, so I stay in my office, contemplating who to pay first. I hear a woman’s voice and stand up, walking toward the door. Cece brushes past me, entering my office. Winthrop stands behind her, looking affronted.

      “I tried to stop her,” he says.

      “I’ll remember your rudeness,” Cece says to him.

      He stands taller. “I beg your pardon. I am not the one who came barreling through here unwelcome!”

      Cece narrows her eyes at him and then turns to me, as if remembering who she’s come to torment. I think of my mother’s words about Cecilia Catano and give her a look of my own.

      “You’re on borrowed time, Elias,” she says. “My husband has played nice with you long enough and now he’s done.”

      “Playing nice is having me beaten to a pulp?” I laugh and motion for her to sit down. “Let’s be civilized here, Cece, have a seat.”

      She leans over my desk, pointing in my face. “It will be on your hands if you don’t do exactly what I tell you.”

      “What will be on my hands?”

      “The lives of my children.”

      I look at her in alarm and grab her finger to stop it from wagging in my face. “Tell me what you mean by that. Now, Cecilia. Don’t waste my time with empty threats.”

      “This is no empty threat. I might be mad at my children right now, but I don’t want to see harm come to them. You need to convince Luka to change his story about his father and to give me the money I deserve. Titus is getting reckless in that prison cell.”

      I see Winthrop in the hall, listening, and I try to keep Cece’s attention on me. “Tell me what he’s going to do.”

      “If you don’t do what he’s asking, the Catano estate will go up in flames. Today. All of our history will be lost, and God forbid, the lives of the ones I love.”

      “Spare me your talk of love. Who’s working for him?”

      Cece leans back and smirks. “I’ve said what I came to say. You do as you see fit and let the ruins fall where they may.”

      Winthrop scurries down the hall before Cece turns around and I follow her out. “You really just came here about the money, right? I’ll get you the money today, just leave Luka and Mara out of this. It’s between Titus and me.”

      “You’ll never be rid of your debts, Elias. Titus has paid off too many for you at this point. Get me my money from Luka and maybe Titus will be detained a little while longer.”

      I grab her arm. “Don’t threaten me again with your kids’ lives. You sicken me. You deserve to be in there rotting with Titus. I’m taking care of the debts I owe. Anything he tries to do to me again is on his hands, but I’m warning you, either of you lay a hand on Mara or Luka and I will kill you.”

      She looks at me with a deadly glare and puckers her lips with a smirk. Leaning in, she says under her breath, “Not if you’re dead first.”
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        * * *

      

      The minute she leaves, I look for Winthrop, calling his name and going through every room. Is the old man losing his hearing or what? Damn him. I rush through the house one last time and then can’t wait a moment longer. I get in the car and drive to the estate, calling Luka while I’m driving. He doesn’t pick up.

      When I pull in, I ring the doorbell three times in a row, too antsy to wait. No one comes to the door. I open it and expect to see someone—Brienne, Basile, anyone, but I’m shocked to see Winthrop walking out of Luka’s office instead.

      Luka stands in the doorway behind him and puts his hand on Winthrop’s shoulder. I move toward them, my shoulders sagging in relief.

      “Winthrop told you everything?”

      Luka nods, his eyes full of worry. “He did.” He holds up Winthrop’s phone. “Smart bastard recorded the conversation too.” He pats Winthrop’s back again and motions for us to follow him into his office.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I sent everyone to the safe house the second Winthrop started playing the recording. I went to alert all the guards and when I came back, everyone was gone. Mara worked quickly,” he says with pride. I want to ask what he means, but he keeps going. “I tried to talk Jadon and Ava into meeting us at the safe house too, but they’ve gone back to Farrow and will have to resume their visit another time. We need to get out of here, now. I was just waiting to talk to you first about these debts my mother’s talking about. We can talk about it on our way out, but Elias, Mara has been—”

      The doorbell rings and Luka stops in mid-sentence.

      “I’ll see who it is,” Winthrop offers.

      “No, stay here. We don’t know who it is and I don’t trust anyone right now,” Luka says.

      “All the more reason for me to go,” I say, but Luka is already out of the office and walking to the front door. I move toward the door myself, but my jacket gets caught on a chair and I stop to unsnag it.

      The sound is deafening. A loud pop reverberates across the room and the awful sound of Winthrop slamming against the wall and going down with a thud. I fall back with the impact and for a second, I’m not sure if I’ve been shot or if it really was a bomb. Smoke fills the room and a small fire starts in the corner. Definitely an explosion. I crawl toward Winthrop. He’s slumped against the wall with blood dripping down his forehead.

      “Winthrop,” I give his arm a slight shake and feel the pulse in his neck. “Winthrop.” I start to panic. I can’t feel his pulse, can’t feel anything. The door is blocked. “Luka!” I yell. “Luka, can you hear me?”

      The next explosion happens before I can get the door open and the last thing I remember is that I’m glad Mara is safe. I wish I could’ve told her I love her one more time.
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      Mara

      

      I run to Luka and I can hear the others rushing behind me. Luka looks at me and I know. I just know.

      “Elias?” I say his name as a whisper, a prayer, a hope that all is not lost.

      “You need to come back with me. It’s not safe, but I knew you’d want to be with him.”

      “He’s alive,” I breathe. “Thank God.”

      “Barely,” Luka says.

      My stomach bottoms out and I feel unsteady. “Please. Take me to him.”

      Luka nods and when Eden rushes out the door, he hugs her and whispers in her ear. She puts her hand over her mouth and looks at me, reaching out her hand to take mine. The gesture is almost more than I can take and I clasp her hand, squeezing it tight. It gives me strength and comfort. More than I deserve.

      “We’ll let you know as soon as there’s word. I’m taking her to the safe house where the doctor is tending to Elias. Stay here and when it’s safe, we’ll come back or send for you to come there,” Lukas says hurriedly. “I love you.” He kisses Eden and stares at her for a long moment before backing away and reaching for me. I take his hand and we run back to the helicopter.

      I lean my head against the seat and when the pilot takes off, I can hear Luka speaking to me through the headphones.

      “There was an explosion at the house.” He takes my hand and I hold onto it like a lifeline. “Winthrop…” his voice breaks and I look at him in horror. He shakes his head.

      I lean my head back again and the tears drip back into my hair.

      “Winthrop saved us, Mara.” He lowers his head and presses his fingers against his eyes. “He saved all of us.”

      “How bad is it?” I ask when I can speak again.

      “Elias hasn’t regained consciousness. The second explosion was closer to where I was in the entryway, and I heard him calling me right before that went off, so I’m just hoping it’s…I don’t know,” he finishes. He looks at me helplessly. “I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to leave him and I didn’t want you to hate me forever if I didn’t make sure you were with him if-if…I can’t even say it.”

      I squeeze his hand tighter. “I could never really hate you, Luka. You’re everything to me. And you know he is too. Thank you for coming to get me. He has to be okay,” I whisper.

      We sit there in silence for the next half hour while we fly across the water in the midnight blue sky.
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        * * *

      

      We arrive at the safe house, the one where we go the least. It’s small and I always thought it was kind of creepy, with the vines covering the stone like it’s trying to suffocate it or trying to sink the house into the ground. I shiver when I step out of the helicopter, my hair blowing haphazardly around me. Luka and I rush inside and the pilot stops the helicopter, the quiet shocking after the constant noise.

      A few nurses are in the living room and they’re carrying various supplies. None of them pay close attention to us, each focused on their task. It makes me more nervous because it signifies to me the danger Elias is in.

      Luka leads me to the master bedroom and when I enter the room, nothing could have prepared me for how Elias looks.

      Helpless.

      Broken.

      Unrecognizable, even though I still see him in there.

      His arms and legs are wrapped in bandages and he’s hooked up to a ventilator. His skin is a mottled red, and there’s ash in his hair. I rush to him, my throat a painful knot, and touch the only place that looks like it won’t hurt him, his hair.

      “We just need him to wake up now,” the doctor says. “He’s been breathing better the past hour. His burns are minimal, considering what he’s been through.”

      “I’m here, Elias,” I whisper in his ear. “I’m here and I’m never leaving you. I decided on my way here that I’m done. For good this time. I’m done running and I won’t let you run from me anymore either. So wake up and let’s get on with living. I don’t care what happens, as long as we’re together.”

      He lies there, the machine showing all these numbers that I don’t fully understand.

      The doctor pats my back and motions for me to sit down. “It could be a while. Talk to him. He’s been traumatized beyond the injuries. Even unconscious, we had to pry him away from the elderly gentleman, who sadly didn’t make it. Tell him it’s okay to wake up. It’ll make a difference to him to know you’re here.”

      “Thank you, Doctor.” I sit next to Elias and stare at him, willing him to wake up. “I hope you’re right.”

      Luka comes in a few minutes later and tells me what happened.

      “I was about to tell him you’d paid off part of the debt when Mother came to the door. I know you said not to tell him, but I wanted him to know how they’re playing him too.”

      “She was there? Did she get hurt at all?”

      He chokes out a bitter laugh. “No, she got the hell out of there. The fastest I’ve ever seen her move. I just talked to Officer Myron; she’s been arrested. The guys at the warehouse have also been shut down. Tito, the guy you mentioned, hasn’t been found yet, but we’ll find him. And Father has been placed in a more restricted area. I won’t let him hurt any of us, Mara. He’s already done too much damage.”

      “I’m afraid they’ll always find a way to control us, Luka. What are we going to do?”

      He sighs and looks up at the ceiling. “We’re going to take down their rats one by one, until it’s just us and them…and I’m going to find where they’re syphoning the money…that would help.” He leans over and puts his elbows on his knees. “I’ve gotta do better. Be five steps ahead instead of still playing catch-up.”

      We both stare at Elias and mull over the disaster that is our family.

      “He loves you, Mara,” Luka says eventually. “Don’t let him go. Fight for him. I think the shame of all of his debts has been crushing him—if he knows you already know, I think you can work through it.”

      I nod. “I’m going to do whatever it takes.” I look at him. “Within reason.” A small grin cracks my dry lips. “I’m tired of playing dirty. Seeing who we could become...Luka, we have been raised to lie, cheat, steal, and then act like it’s all that we deserve. I don’t want to be like our parents. Do you think we can really change what’s deep inside us? Who deep down we’ve been cultivated to be?”

      He turns to me, the fury in his eyes burning bright. “I do. By truly loving someone outside of ourselves, and by doing one right thing at a time. Crushing the curse,” he adds. “I’m determined to do it. Having the love of Eden has changed me. I’ve seen what I’m capable of and I don’t want to go back to who I was.”

      My eyes fill with tears and I reach out and touch his face. “I’m proud of you. I want to be someone I’m proud of too.”

      “When I saw your interview and we talked on the phone and you told me what you were really up to, I knew you’d changed too, Mara. I love you. We’re going to be better. Our parents can’t define us, not if we don’t allow it.”

      I reach over and hug him, clinging to his words with hope that feels life-changing. If Elias wakes up, I’ll prove to him that we can grow together. This can be a whole new start for both of us.

      

      Dear Elias,

      

      After such a long time of you not giving me the time of day, I’d given up. I’m ashamed to admit it, but I had.

      I’ve tried everything to move on and forget you, and even though I knew that would never happen, I didn’t think I stood a chance.

      Until last night. It was like you saw me again, Elias. And all the waiting, all the things I’ve done to forget you—things I’m not proud of—they all washed away in that moment when you danced with me.

      We kissed. Not just any kiss. The kiss. It was as if no time had passed at all and yet it also felt like a thousand years were galloping by and we were reaching out to make time stand still for us…to appreciate the magnitude, the beauty, of the moment. I’ll never forget it. I’ve never felt that way, even when we kissed before. It felt like you were owning me, laying claim to me, and I was there for every part of it, saying YES at the top of my lungs.

      And then you disappeared and I don’t know what happened, but I feel like I’ve lost you again.

      I don’t think I can keep going through this pain. I don’t like who I’ve become without you, and after last night, I feel like I’m floundering in hell once again.

      Please, Elias. Tell me what to do. When will we be who we were? I can’t stand feeling like a stranger to you, a stranger to myself. Help me.

      Always yours,

      Mara
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      Mara

      

      In the wee hours of the morning, the doctor comes in and I can tell by the way his shoulders relax that the worst of it has passed.

      “This is what I like to see,” he says, pointing at the monitor. “His oxygen stats are in the healthy range and his heart rate has picked up.” He looks at Luka and me. “The two of you should get some rest. The drugs we gave him will help him sleep a while yet.”

      I nod and put my hand on Luka’s arm. “Go. I’ll stay here with him.”

      “I was just going to tell you the same thing.”

      “I can’t leave him.” I bite my lip, still feeling on the verge of having a meltdown but managing to hold myself together.

      “Okay, but wake me up if anything happens or if you decide to rest.”

      “I will.”

      He leans over and hugs me and looks Elias over once more before walking out of the room.

      A nurse comes in to replace the IV bag and when the room empties out again, I’m left alone with Elias. The heaviness of how I almost lost him hits me and I start trembling. I move the chair closer to his side and take his hand, leaning over until my forehead touches the covers.

      “I can’t lose you,” I whisper. “Please wake up and stop running from me. My heart can’t take it anymore, Elias. Please.” I plead into the blankets, my words muffled. When I feel the rush of blood to my head and tears threatening, I lean in closer to him, wishing with everything in me that I could trade places with him.

      “Mara?” His voice is low and ragged.

      I lift my head, the tears falling when I see him looking back at me. “Hi,” I whisper.

      “Am I dying?” He swallows hard, but his lips tilt up in a half-smile.

      “No, you’re not dying.” I laugh and brush his hair back with my hand. “But you scared me to death.”

      “It feels like I must be dying. You’re here. Are you real?”

      I wipe my face and it feels as though it will split wide open, I’m smiling so big. “I promise you I’m real.”

      He lifts the covers back and when he does, he winces with the pain. He pats the space next to him anyway, ignoring whatever hurts.

      “Get in here. This dream needs you in the bed beside me.”

      I move toward the bed but pause before getting in. “I don’t want to hurt you. Where does it hurt?”

      He holds up the opposite arm. “This side is worse. And I don’t care. Hurt me. I’m dying. Get in here.”

      I giggle as I crawl under the covers, careful not to bump into anything, but the only place to go is in the crook of his shoulder and neck. When I finally give in and lie down on my side, touching his neck with my lips, he puts his bandaged arm around me and sighs.

      “Better. Now I can die a happy man.”

      “Quit talking about dying. You’re fine. You’re going to be really sore when the drugs wear off.”

      “Don’t leave me, Mara,” he whispers.

      My words brush against his skin as I whisper, “Never.”

      I feel when his breathing changes and I relax and give in to sleep too.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up in the same spot, feeling much better than when I fell asleep. I’ve barely blinked when he speaks.

      “I remember.”

      I hear the wash of pain in his words. His agony.

      “I’m so sorry, Elias.”

      “He’s gone, isn’t he. Winthrop…”

      I lean up and look at him, my heart breaking when I see the anguish in his eyes. “Yes,” I whisper.

      “He died saving me. He’s always saved me.”

      “He wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      “I’m to blame.”

      “No, you’re not. My parents are to blame. For all of this.” I sit up and try to shift away, but he grabs my hand and holds me in place.

      The doctor comes in before Elias can say anything else and I take the opportunity to get out of bed so the doctor can look him over. Two of the nurses come in and I move to the corner of the room and listen as they drill him with questions and give him more meds.

      “I don’t feel that bad. I’ve been through worse than this with fighting. I don’t need the drugs.” He tries to sit up and the nurse props pillows under him until he’s almost upright.

      “We’ll do a few breathing treatments. Your burns will be uncomfortable, but they could be so much worse. You should stay ahead of your pain level though, so your temperature doesn’t elevate.”

      “My temperature elevates with that girl in the room,” Elias says, giving me a shy smile. “I’ll be fine as long as she’s here.” He reaches out his hand for me and I walk to him, taking it.

      The doctor smiles. “She hasn’t left your side all night. I don’t think she’s going anywhere.”

      After his breathing treatment and a quick clean up, the room clears out again and Elias motions for me to crawl in next to him again. I don’t hesitate this time. This is what I’ve wanted for so long, it doesn’t feel real. Part of me is afraid that when the drugs leave his system, he’ll go back to pushing me away.

      “I’m not going anywhere, Elias.” I shift so I’m facing him in a way where he doesn’t have to move to see me. “On my way here, my mind went to all of the worst places. The thought of losing you…it would shatter me. But you know what would even more? If we didn’t stop this ridiculous standstill between us and try to make a life together work. I’m exhausted from chasing you, exhausted from giving up, exhausted from running.” I lean my forehead onto his when he smiles at me. “I want to fall into you. No more hiding, no more excuses…I only want to love you from now until we’re old and cantankerous. And even then, I want to be by your side, making fun of your ear hair and crotchety attitude.”

      Elias laughs and his fingers wind through my hair, pulling me closer. His face quickly grows serious and I’m terrified he’s going to reject me again. “I have a lot to make up for, so much to tell you…Winthrop—” His voice cracks and he presses his lips together. “He has tried to talk sense into me about you for years now, but never more plainly than the day he—” His eyes fill with tears. “I can’t believe it’s taking losing him to get through to me.” His eyes penetrate mine with a new fervor and I gasp when he tugs harder on my hair. “I’m not letting you go ever again. I’m going to tell you the mess I’ve made of things and then I’m going to spend the rest of my life making it up to you…becoming a better person…being someone you…and Winthrop…can be proud of.”

      “I’m already proud of you,” I whisper. “So proud. And I know more than you think. Might not be the most accurate, but my mom filled me in on some of it.”

      He groans and I lean closer and kiss him. I want to knock him off his feet with a scorching kiss, but since he’s already incapacitated, I keep it gentle. He tries to deepen the kiss and I get swept up in the moment, but when it quickly heats up, I pull away. He groans again and I grin.

      “You need your rest.”

      “I need you.”

      “You’ve got me.”

      “Okay, let me tell you what’s going on. And I won’t blame you for running after you hear everything.”

      I shake my head. “There’s nothing you can say that will change my mind.”

      He grins and kisses my hand. And then he begins the long story of how he got blackmailed by my father, my words not his. He says everything in a way that still takes responsibility and I have to respect him for that.

      “If I stayed away from you until the time he saw fit, he would help me get rid of my dad’s debts. The problem was, every time he paid a debt off, he charged me interest and it was beyond the pay I got for being his advisor. I began looking for other ways, winning big a few times at the casino. I’d win enough to pay off some, but not all…and the cycle began. Except I didn’t win big enough. I lost a lot more than I won and he had a way of finding out every time. I started fighting and that was one way I could have more control over the money. Less risk if I just won every fight, right? But he found out about that too and got his hands in that. I still don’t know who his eyes are, but he’s found a way to infiltrate every facet of my mess.”

      “Tito’s working for him at the warehouse.”

      “What?” His jaw clenches and I’m glad we’re hundreds of miles away from Tito right now. “How do you know?”

      “I tried to pay my father off…Tito was the man who picked up the money. And the whole interest thing...I saw firsthand how my father managed to pull you further into his control.”

      “What do you mean, you tried to pay your father off? What did you do?”

      I shrug. “I had an account that was doing well and used it to take care of you. Luka was working on taking care of the rest. You would do the same for me.”

      His eyebrows crease in the middle with his frown. “I’d do anything for you, but I need to make this right. This can’t be on you. My mother left me an inheritance. I didn’t realize there were valuable gemstones right under my nose. Of course, it’s probably gone now. I don’t know if they’re still at my place or if they went up in flames with Luka’s office.”

      “We’ll take care of it, Elias. Luka is handling my parents. My mom has been arrested and my dad has been placed in another facility with people Luka trusts. No sign of Tito yet, but we won’t worry about that, okay? We can get your house back too. Don’t worry. Just get well and it’ll all be okay.”

      “No, Mara,” he says, getting agitated. The machine beeps and he takes a deep breath. The stats level out again in a few moments. “I can’t let you guys pay for what I’ve done. Listen…” He lifts his head back up to the ceiling and when he looks at me again, I forget to breathe. His eyes are so intense. “I don’t want that house. I don’t know why I thought I had to prove something to my parents by keeping it when neither of them are even alive. And if they were, they wouldn’t be proud of me, no matter what I do. I know that now. And I’ve always tried to at least make you proud of me. I will always come up short.”

      I shake my head. And he puts his fingers on my lips.

      “It’s just true. But it’s time I turn it around and stop going about things the wrong way. I’ll earn my living the right way and I’ll live modestly until I’m able to give you everything you deserve.”

      There’s one more topic I don’t really want to bring up, but I need to know. “What about Brienne?”

      “Brienne and I are friends. She knows I’m in love with you. We never had sex. I haven’t been with anyone since you, Mara. And the times before I was with you, I was just trying to forget. You were still right there in my head, telling me I was being foolish to give up on you. After we made love, I knew I couldn’t be with anyone else. You would always be there overshadowing everything and everyone.” He pauses for a moment. “What about Alex?”

      “Alex always knew I was in love with you too. I asked him to come to make you jealous. I’m not proud of it. I’m going to call it my last tie to being a Catano…I manipulated the situation and it wasn’t fair to anyone. I’m sorry I did that to him and to you.”

      “I’m sure he wasn’t suffering,” he mutters.

      “We didn’t have sex either. Not once in the time I decided to try to win you back.”

      “I’d have forgiven you if you had. I didn’t deserve your loyalty, Mara, but I plan to earn it. I promise you that.”

      I kiss him then, without reservation. It gives me life. Boldness. I feel forgiveness racing through me and the mercy from him returning, as if we’d never hurt one another in the first place. A new understanding flows between us in this kiss. One full of hunger and hope and trust. I finally see his heart completely and he sees mine. All the years of feigning something else are over.

      When I finally pull back for air, I hold onto his face with both hands. “I don’t need anything but you, Elias Lancaster. I promise you I will be happy whether we live in a shack or a mansion, as long as we’re together.”

      “How about a shack on the water? Enough to raise a kid or two?”

      I grin against his lips. “That will be perfect.”
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      Elias

      

      It’s been a motherfucking epic week, to say the least. I don’t think my brain has caught up with all of it yet. The shock of losing Winthrop, the constant pain my body is in, even the shortness of breath…it’s all been set aside for now to absorb all that’s going on with Mara.

      I can’t fucking believe it.

      She hasn’t left my side. Even after telling her everything.

      To lay all my burdens down and have her not run the other way but rather embrace me, embrace all of me with no judgment, it’s humbling.

      Affirming.

      I feel like I can do anything.

      Invincible.

      Not in a stupid, reckless way, which has been my default, but in a revolutionary, I’m going to finally get it together kind of way.

      It can’t go any other way—I can’t lose her again. So I will make sure I keep my promises.

      Realizing that so much agony could’ve been avoided had we just discussed things openly, does a shift in my thinking. I know that it was crazy not to confide in her when her father put a stop to our relationship. I should’ve done everything I could to let her know my heart hadn’t changed. Telling her how hurt I was about her moving on without me even though I’d made it seem like I’d gone on without her, was such a mistake. Every omission and outright lie I’ve fed her since our chasm has only served to further divide us and I swear to myself that I won’t ever let that happen again. I can’t believe I did in the first place, but if I can say I’ve lived and learned, I’m growing.

      Mara is in her room showering when Luka knocks on the door. She’s only left me long enough to shower and to bring food back and forth. The rest of the time, she’s been right by my side. I’ve talked everything out with Luka too, with Mara listening to every word. It feels like I’ve got both of my best friends back.

      I’ve got my world back.

      “Looking even better today, man. You feeling more like yourself?”

      “I haven’t felt this good since I kissed your sister for the first time.”

      “TMI.” He laughs, but the relief in his eyes, the excitement, is genuine. “It’s about time. Don’t hurt her again.”

      “I plan on a whole different approach from here on out. Honesty. Simplicity. Those two things and I’m going all in.”

      “I like the sound of that. Get completely well and come home. Now that you’re looking better, I need to get back to Eden. I’ve let everyone know you’re okay, but I’m ready to see my wife.” He grins. “I need to take her on a little getaway after this, she deserves it after all the worrying we’ve put her through. Maybe after I check out things at home.”

      “Go, get back to her. I’m fine here. There’s only one nurse left and I think I’m fine without her.”

      “Why don’t you guys spend some time here before coming back? Take all the time you need. I’ll look for the stones. But we’re wiping the slate clean either way, okay? My father put more on you than you deserved. You shouldn’t have ever had to deal with that alone. I’ll restore your funds and you can have the beginning with Mara you both deserve.”

      My eyes fill with tears and I lower my head. He puts his hand on my shoulder and I look up. “I have your blessing then? I want to marry your sister and make up for all the time we’ve lost.”

      “God, yes, you have my blessing. Please marry her already!”

      We laugh and I grip his hand. “Thank you. I don’t think I’ll ever feel worthy of her or your generosity, but I’m grateful. I’ll never make you regret it, I swear.”

      “You’ve always been my brother. I trust you with my life. I know the kind of man you are, Elias. You’re one of the good ones. One of the best ones.”

      I shake my head, denying it, and he grips my hand harder.

      “No, no more of that,” he says. “Own who you are. You’re not like your father. You’re not like mine either. We are forging a new kingdom. One that stands on honor.”

      We’re standing that way, clutching hands, when Mara walks in and smiles. “What did I miss?”

      “I’m going to head out today, get everyone back to the estate. It’s safe to return. The entryway, my office, and the hall outside of the office are the only rooms affected by the explosion. I asked Franco and Harmi to make sure nothing in my office was touched, but the entryway has already been repaired and should be good as new. Smoke-free and all, hopefully.” He takes a deep breath and pulls Mara close. “I also told Elias you guys should take some time here and rest and when you come back, we can have a memorial for Winthrop.”

      She puts her arm around his waist and leans her head against his chest. “Thank you for everything. I’ll let you know when we’re returning.” She smiles at me and I feel a rush of love for her that is staggering. She looks up at Luka. “And Luka? Tell Eden I couldn’t have survived without her the other night. Her or Brienne really.”

      Luka and I both stare at her in shock and I have to bite the grin back.

      “Who are you and what have you done with my sister?” he asks.

      She rolls her eyes and gives him a slight shove. “I might be willing to admit I was wrong about your wife.” She lifts an eyebrow at me. “And your tall, hussy friend.”

      Luka bursts out laughing and so do I. “Hussy?” He laughs harder. “What are you, eighty?”

      She giggles and looks so much like the Mara I’ve always loved, my heart gallops ahead of itself.

      He walks to the door and looks back, his eyes lighter than they’ve been in a long time. “I love seeing the two of you happy. Feels as if all is right in the world again.”

      I take Mara’s hand and stare at her, bringing her hand to my lips. “Finally.”
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        * * *

      

      That night the last nurse leaves with instructions for the last of the breathing treatments and what to do should any of my burns cause me trouble. I wasn’t kidding when I said this isn’t the worst I’ve felt. I’ve been hurt worse than this, no question, but I’m still flying high on Mara and I don’t think any physical pain could get me down right now. The loss of Winthrop is staggering and I know I’ll feel that even more when I go back to Niaps and try to face life without him.

      I make dinner with the groceries the nurse left and we sit at the table for the first time since we’ve been here, looking out at the mountains and water surrounding us.

      “It’s peaceful here.” I pour our wine and set the bottle down.

      She nods in agreement. “This makes me think of all the meals you made for me when we were growing up. Out by the campfire, or in your kitchen…I’ve always loved your cooking the most.”

      “You’re definitely partial then because you’ve had some of the best chefs in the world cook for you.”

      “Don’t downplay your strengths. I think you must hear your mother on your shoulder, whispering all the things she used to say.”

      I tilt my head, a slight acquiescence to what she’s saying.

      She nods. “Unless she’s saying sweet, uplifting things, let me be the new voice on your shoulder. You are a brilliant man with exceptional gifts. You’ve been sidetracked for a while, but you’re back and you will be better than ever. With me by your side, we’re unstoppable.”

      My face hurts from smiling. “I love you. Hurry up and eat, I want to strip you naked and have you for dessert.”

      She flushes and has never looked more beautiful. She takes a huge bite and the sounds of our laughter echoes in the room.
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        * * *

      

      I take her hand and lead her to a bedroom no one has been using. It’s clean and there isn’t medicine or gauze lying on the nightstand. I stand in front of her and pull down the zipper of her dress. It takes one little nudge of my hand and it puddles onto the floor.

      She stands in front of me in her black lacy underwear, looking like every dream I’ve ever had of her, only a thousand times better because I can reach out and touch her. I do just that and she steps forward, reaching for the buttons on my shirt.

      “Let’s get this off of you,” she says softly. Her voice, along with the brush of her fingers across my skin, makes me shiver. I feel completely intoxicated by her. “In fact, why don’t you let me do all the work, and you just feel good.”

      “As good as that sounds, it’s not possible. I’ve been consumed by you for years. There’s no way in hell I’m letting you do all the work tonight. Work,” I scoff, “it could never feel like work anyway.”

      “Settle down. I’m only saying you need to take it easy. I’m going to make you work a little bit for me, don’t worry.” She smirks and unzips my pants. Her hands slide my briefs down on either side, my dick bobbing free to greet her, already hard, and she grins. “See? You’re already doing your part.”

      I pull her to me and have her bra on the floor in seconds.

      She nods. “Such a hard worker. Let me get these.” She pulls her panties down and steps out of them, standing like a vision before me. She takes a long look and I see the lust, the crazy, overpowering desire in her eyes that I feel for her. “I never got a proper look at you. I know you felt like heaven inside of me, but you look like heaven too.” Her full lips speak their voodoo words and I’m hazy with lust.

      “Sweetness, you’re the spiritual experience.” I reach out to tweak her nipple and it pebbles beneath my touch. I run my fingers down her chest and her stomach, right into the fire I know is waiting for me. I explore her there until her eyes get glassy and her breaths get shorter and shorter. When she’s just about ready to explode, I give her a little push back onto the bed and she lies back, opening her legs for me. I have tunnel vision. I only see the drip of her desire for me and it beckons me in. I want to take my time though, so I tease her by diving into her with two fingers, my thumb still circling her clit, until her head falls back.

      “Elias,” she cries again and again. “Mmmm. I need all of you.”

      “You’ve got all of me, always will.” My arms are sore from the wounds, but I feel weightless as I lean over her and drink her in. “I can’t believe this is happening. And it’s not a goodbye. It’s not, right?” I ask in a moment of panic.

      She touches my face and then reaches for me, her hands feeling like magic on my cock. She lines me up with her and I sink in, cursing at how good she feels.

      “It’s not a goodbye, it’s an always. It’s a hello and good morning and good night and everything in between.” She gets a grip of my ass cheeks and pushes me in as far as I can go.

      My eyes roll back. “This feeling with you will never get old. You are made for me.”

      She starts the tempo and our words become breathless chants of the oldest love song ever written. When two people who love each other lay aside everything else and become one.
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      Mara

      

      Our days at the safe house are spent making love, day and night. Sometimes with barely any time between. I can’t get enough and neither can he. My body aches inside and out, and yet it just makes me want him all the more.

      We eat and sleep to get by; talk as we’re rocking back and forth and when our heads hit the pillow, but the most communication happens when we’re making love.   I see all of our past, our present, and our future in his eyes and in his lips and in the way he makes my body sing with his touch. I feel all of the regrets, all the things he wanted to say before and couldn’t, and all of the ways he will love me in the future. I hear his heartbeat against mine and know it’s forever; he enforces it with his whispers of forever and I love you.

      We grieve. We grieve for Winthrop. We grieve for the time wasted, the time lost…and we grieve for the hurt we inflicted on each other.

      We heal.

      When it’s time to go home, I don’t even mind because I’m excited for what the future holds with him. Neither of us have a home to go back to and neither of us care. It’s the most liberating feeling I’ve ever had.

      The pilot comes to pick us up and we kiss one more time in the doorway.

      “We’ll have to revisit this place, see how different our lives look after we finally saw reason,” Elias says, his eyes searing into mine.

      “Same time next year?”

      “It’s a date.”

      We get on the plane and I tell him more about the project in Yuman. I don’t feel the need to move there anymore, but it’ll be a fun getaway together when I need to work with Zsa.

      Wells picks us up and we head to the estate.

      “Are you nervous being there again? The last time was so traumatic.” I squeeze his hand.

      “A little. It would be worse going back to my house. I…I don’t want to go back. Ever. Winthrop and you were the only good memories in that house and now that I have you, I don’t ever need to go back.”

      “Okay. We won’t then. We’ll only look ahead.”

      I’m staring at him when we pull into the drive and he leans over to kiss me. We hear something and break apart, looking out the window.

      Luka, Eden, Basile, Chelsea, Brienne, Harmi, and Franco are all standing outside cheering and waving balloons or banners. I laugh at the ridiculousness of it all, so unlike them to be festive.

      Luka runs over and opens our car door and wraps me up in a hug. “Welcome home, Mara.”

      His words are a peace offering of all the wrong I’ve done to him and Eden and I squeeze him tighter. “Thank you, Luka. You’re the best brother ever.”

      He laughs and Eden shuffles next to him while he moves on to hug Elias. She looks at me shyly and I stare at her for a moment, so sorry for all my stupidity. I step closer and reach my hands out to her and she wraps her arms around me, hugging me tight.

      “I’m sorry for being such a bitch,” I tell her.

      She laughs and hugs me tighter. “You were, weren’t you? You know what? I forgive you. We were all put in an incredibly awful position and it’s normal that we would have some kinks to work out.”

      I lean back. “You’re being gracious. I was a bitch.” I look at Brienne. “Especially to this one. And I still am, deep down.”

      Brienne smiles and tilts her head to the side. “Seeing how much you love Elias is what made me realize you weren’t all bad. And now, seeing you glowing like this,  and with a whole air of—” she waves her hand around me, “—satisfied hormones, shall we say?” We all laugh and she presses her lips together, trying to stop to finish what she was saying. “I know I was right.”

      I reach out and clasp her hand. “Thank you. It’s hard to relearn a lifetime of bitchy, but I’m going to try. I know both of you are worth it. You proved it to me by being rocks of support the night of the explosion.” I turn to Basile and hug him. “And you too, Uncle. I love you.”

      “I love you, dear girl.”

      Elias puts his arm around me and everyone stares at us.

      “I’ve been rooting for the two of you from day one,” Luka says, smiling.

      I look at Brienne nervously, hoping her heart isn’t broken even though there’s no way in hell I’m giving Elias up, but she’s smiling as wide as everyone else and her expression is completely authentic. I breathe a sigh of relief and we go inside to a meal lovingly prepared by Chelsea, who, as gross as it is to think about, seems to be glowing with her own satisfied hormones.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, Luka takes Elias to the library, where he’s set up a temporary office and when Elias comes back, he looks like he’s swallowed a huge secret whole.

      “What is up with you?” I ask him when we get to my room.

      Luka told us to stay as long as we needed, forever if we wanted. It’s temporary—both Elias and I are ready to make a new home for ourselves.

      “Get naked,” he whispers in my ear. “Then lie down on the bed.”

      I grin, mostly at how excited he seems, but I’m also ready to be back in his arms. It feels like forever already since I was last writhing underneath him.

      I strip and fall back on the bed, enjoying the way his eyes light up every time he sees my breasts.

      He pulls a bag out of his jacket pocket and dips a hand inside the leather. Color sparkles and the light dances across the room as he steps closer and drops the gems across my skin. They’re small enough that they don’t even sting, but the cool stones feel like little drops of silky light and there are so many! He pours them all over me and I laugh, dipping my hands in them and pouring them over my skin again. When he leans over me, he brushes a few off and picks up a beautiful blue stone.

      “It’s so beautiful,” I whisper.

      “You are.” His tongue traces my lips and he dives inside, his kiss making me frantic for more of him. He pulls away and waves the stone. “Can you imagine this as a ring? Or would one like this do?” He holds up another, equally as beautiful.

      “Any of them would be magical,” I tell him honestly. “Anyone you sell them to is going to be entranced by their beauty. You don’t see stones like this every day.”

      “I mean for you, as my wife, would a ring like this do?”

      My mouth drops and I stare at him, eyes wide. “What are you saying?”

      “It’s more like a question. Will you be my wife? Will you love me forever and never let me know what it’s like to be without you again?”

      “I will. Yes.” I nod, still eyes unblinking.

      He holds up the blue stone again and I nod again. He laughs. “Okay, this will be the one. Marrying you will be the best thing I’ve ever done.”

      “Is this really happening?” I still have moments of doubt when I think this happiness is bound to be short-lived.

      “Oh, it’s happening. The sooner, the better for me.”

      “Yes. Same. Yes,” I answer, still in a stupor.

      We make love until the sun comes up, and it starts to feel like this might be real. A real walking, breathing dream.

      Elias is mine.
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        * * *

      

      We find a cottage on the beach about eight miles from the estate. It’s not one I’ve ever noticed before because it’s tucked into the side of a cliff with the sandy beach down below. You have to walk down stone steps to get to the water, but the view is indescribable. It doesn’t matter that it needs lots of work and we will have to add rooms if we add any new family members…it’s something we’re going to make our own.

      Elias hasn’t been to the casino since we got back and it’s good for him to stay busy. He sells the stones as we need the money and we work on the cottage in our spare time. We’re still staying at the estate until it’s ready.

      Life feels really good. Really sweet. My life has never felt sweet. Some days I don’t know what to do with all the goodness and find myself wondering if I’m going to self-sabotage, but I’m recovering from my past habits too, and when I’m struggling, I go to Elias and tell him how I feel. It’s amazing how much that helps.

      It also helps that my mother is still in jail. So far security with my father seems stable and although Tito hasn’t been found, the warehouse has been shut down for months. Now that all of Elias’s debts have been paid off, no goons have come searching for him.

      Life feels hopeful and I try to keep my eyes and heart wide open to take it all in.
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      Mara

      Nine months later

      

      Eden, Nadia, and Brienne are in my room, helping me get ready, something I never saw happening. It’s been strangely easy. With everyone happy and with the person they’re supposed to be with—except Brienne, we need to find her a man, STAT—the egos and snottiness are surprisingly set aside.

      Eden takes my wedding dress down from the tall hook by the window and comes to a dead halt. She frowns and I move toward her quickly. I don’t know when or if my initial reaction to something will ever stop being fear or thinking the worst is about to happen, but I’m still not there yet. Especially on my wedding day. I’m too happy and that makes me scared, being this hopeful.

      “What’s wrong?” I look out the window and see Ava throwing her head back at something Gentry has said. She clutches his arm and he grins at her like he’s been struck by an angel. Uh-oh.

      “Does he know she’s not even eighteen yet?” she asks, her frown deepening.

      “He can’t possibly. Look at her today. She looks twenty-five all of a sudden.”

      Eden groans. “His face. I know that look.”

      “Yeah, I do too. I’ll make sure Elias lets him know.”

      She waves it off, turning to smile at me. “I’m sure it’s harmless. We have a wedding to enjoy. This is your day.”

      I smile at her and the girls gather around and help me put on my dress. It’s one that Zsa and I designed together and it’s perfection if I do say so myself. Niapsian lace and flecks of silver and gold from the waters of Caninsula, the dress is a shimmering piece of artwork that is thankfully also comfortable.

      Nadia sighs when she gets the last of the buttons buttoned. “You are the most beautiful bride. I want you to design my dress.”

      “Thank you, and you know I will. Are you trying to tell me something?” I ask her, turning around to face her.

      “No, but I think he might ask soon!”

      “Okay, we should be ready then.” I laugh, remembering all the conversations we had growing up about our weddings and our dresses.

      She laughs too and gives me a quick hug. “Can you believe you’re finally marrying Elias?”

      “Yes and no. It feels so right, yet surreal.” I press my lips together and close my eyes, letting the feelings soak in. The complete and utter joy.

      Brienne moves closer. “You look glorious,” she says. “And it’s time.”

      Basile knocks on the door. “Everyone ready?”

      “Yes, Uncle. Come in.”

      The girls go out, leaving me with my uncle.

      “You’re sure he’s the one?” He has the audacity to joke.

      I giggle though, so it’s clearly working. “Yes. Positive. Pretty sure I drove you all crazy too, talking about how I would marry him one day.”

      He rolls his eyes. “God, yes. Thank God we can finally shut you up.”

      I laugh and take his arm when he holds it out.

      “Let’s not keep him waiting,” he says. “He’s not going to want to miss a second of you in that dress.”
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        * * *

      

      The gardens overlooking the beach have lanterns in the trees and the flowers are in an especially lush season, overflowing with blooms. It’s an explosion of color and I take it all in as I step out and see Elias for the first time today.

      My heart thumps faster as I see his gorgeous smile, his eyes drinking me in as if I fulfill every wish he’s ever made. The music is faint and I walk toward him, Uncle Basile keeping me upright the closer I get. Elias steps in and takes my hand when I reach him.

      “You’re killing me,” he whispers. “I can’t take it. You. Are. Killing. Me.”

      I grin wickedly. “I plan to kill you later, so hang on a little bit longer. You won’t want to miss that.”

      He leans over and kisses me, causing our guests to laugh. We stand in front of Luka, who I asked to marry us.

      His words are the truth:

      “It’s been a love tested by time, forged by fire, and found to be more perfect than the purest gold. A true love that will never die.”

      He clears his throat and for a second I think he might falter, but his voice is even stronger when he continues.

      “For almost as long as I can remember, there’s been an Elias and Mara. We made the trek through the trees and sand, sometimes multiple times a day, to Elias’s house. The adventures were always the best when he was with us. We were always better when Elias was around. His humor, his wisdom, his loyalty…it was the missing piece to our erratic, uneven circle. He taught us love and he taught us to have fun…and to never say no to one of his meals.”

      Everyone laughs and I squeeze Elias’s hand tighter. I look around and see Marjorie and Maclock beaming at me and my heart is full.

      “Mara took care of both of us, and our lives as the prince and princess of Niaps suddenly got much happier. The love of Elias illuminated the loneliness we’d felt without him, and later when their relationship changed, as relationships do, I was afraid I’d lost Mara forever. I hadn’t—she’s still the same beautiful person she was, but part of her light had gone out, and we both floundered a bit with the shift. But now that the pieces have lined up again...the happiness is all the greater. The love I see when you look at each other…it’s inspiring.”

      He holds both of our hands and ties a string around our wrists, wrapping it in the Niapsian loop that goes around our ring fingers.

      “Do you promise to love, to not find fault, to see the best, and to lay your life down for one another, daily, so long as you both shall live?”

      “I do,” we say together.

      Luka pulls out our rings and I gasp when I see the beautiful ring that’s been made out of the blue stone. I haven’t seen it yet and it’s stunning. He puts our rings on our fingers and then loosens the Niapsian loop, letting the string fall to the earth.

      Elias steps closer to me and presses his lips together, his eyes shining with emotion. “Our bond will never be broken. From this day forward, I will love and honor you, trust and protect you, for the rest of our lives. This, I promise you.”

      My voice starts out shaky but becomes clearer with each word. “Our bond will never be broken. It has only ever been you, Elias, for me, and I will love and honor you, trust and protect you, from this day forward. In this life and the next. This, I promise you.” My eyes blur with tears, but I’m smiling so big, it hurts.

      Luka puts his hand over our joined hands and then we turn around to face everyone. “I now pronounce you husband and wife, lovers for all eternity, and a new generation of the Lancasters to come. Forever!”

      Everyone repeats, “Forever!”

      And the music starts to play as my husband dips me backward, kissing me and making sure I have no doubt that he will always make my heart pound.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After we’ve danced the night away and made love under the twinkling lights outside our new cottage, I grab Elias’s hand and pull him to a large trunk I’ve moved under a shrugart tree. The branches are low and have provided shade from the heat, so it’s cool to the touch when I open the lock.

      “This is a great trunk,” he says.

      “I thought you might like that, but it’s more about what’s inside.” I motion for him to open it and when he does, the letters are piled high, filling the trunk to overflowing.

      He bends down to pick up one that’s fallen out. And I hand him another one instead.

      “What’s all this?” he asks, brushing my hair back with his hand.

      “If you ever doubt my love, you can go through our history, and you’ll find on every day, through every good and bad circumstance, whether we were speaking or not, I was right here, still loving you.”

      “All of these are for me? From you?” He shakes his head in disbelief. “There are so many.”

      “They didn’t even all fit. These are the highlights.” I laugh and his eyes widen.

      “I love you, Mara Lancaster. With everything in me. I can’t believe you’ve written to me all this time. How did you not show me even one before now?”

      “I had to wait until you were fully mine. I had to wait for today.”

      We kiss under the tree and a thousand new letters are written in that moment. Some that he’ll see one day, and others that will be too hard to put into words. Our story will outgrow countless trunks…but I’m willing to see how many I can fill.

      

      Dear Elias,

      

      When I woke up this morning, the first thought I had was, I’m marrying Elias Lancaster today! I jumped out of bed and looked in the mirror to see if I look any different because everything in me feels different, and I do—I look different too.

      There’s peace in my eyes.

      Contentment in my smile.

      Assuredness in my shoulders.

      Strength in my hands.

      Steadiness in my step.

      And my heart is about to burst with happiness.

      Remember when I said we were only toxic because we weren’t together? I know that to be true now. And I want to always remember it, because there will probably be times when things don’t seem quite as rosy as they are now. I wouldn’t want to relive any of our time apart, but I’m grateful for the clarity it gives me now.

      I had to lose you to find out who I don’t want to be. It’s a lesson I’ll never forget and I won’t let myself backslide into old habits either, this I promise you.

      We will always be better together.

      And because I know what it’s like to live without you, I will not let a day go by without letting you know how much…

      I love you.

      

      Love,

      Mara

      

      P.S. I’ll race you to bed.
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      Ava

      

      I adjust the straps to my dress, feeling hot despite the fact that I’m wearing a sheer, flowy evening gown with barely any substance. Mother would be appalled to see my glowy-white cleavage sparkling in the afternoon sun. She’d also be shocked at the new tattoos I’ve added to the colorful sleeve on my right arm and the blue I’ve added to my long black hair, but she’s not here.

      Ahh, freedom. I grin and twirl a few times, feeling the material of my dress skimming the back of my thighs as I turn. Niaps is hot as Hades for someone used to the snow. I walk through the gate from the beach, my toes sinking into the thick grass and curling with pleasure. For all my complaints about the heat, I could get used to the constant sunshine. Even if it doesn’t like me. I put a hand to my chest and smooth out the coconut sunscreen that’s thicker on my collarbone.

      “No one told me shoes weren’t required for this wedding.”

      I turn and see a guy standing against the gate I just walked through. I don’t know how I could’ve missed him—his dark eyes are drilling into me and I could swear they like what they see. God knows I like what I see. His hair looks like my hands have already been running through it, yanking it to my will. I bite back a smile.

      “If you can’t go barefoot to a beach wedding, what’s the point?”

      His lips pucker out with thought and my eyes track the movement. Holy hormones, he has the most kissable lips I’ve ever seen. He bends down and takes off his shoes, smirking, and I laugh.

      “I sort of want to untuck your shirt, but your outfit seems a bit more proper than mine. You’re in the wedding, yeah?” I recognize the tie from seeing Elias and Luka getting ready earlier.

      He grins and untucks his shirt. It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.

      “My God, you are stunning,” he says under his breath. “Colorful,” he adds, his lips hitching up on either side. His eyes skate across my chest, which is as white as the purest snow and I know he wants to make an exception to his colorful statement, but he has enough manners to keep that to himself.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, feeling a moment of shyness.

      Shy, I am not, but there’s something about the way he looks at me. Definitely something about the way his eyes on me makes me tingle from my head to my toes.

      Like he’s seeing something beyond the rebellious princess of Farrow, kid sister to the most beautiful Eden Catano, now queen of Niaps, and also kid sister to the most perfect, handsome Jadon Safrin, now king of Farrow.

      There’s no way I can succeed with siblings like them, so I don’t even try anymore. I want nothing to do with the monarchy—no, thank you—and since they’re so good at doing what they do—being perfect—I’ll continue doing me. Some call me trouble, I like to think I’m simply not dull. I’ll never have to bother with any of it as long as everything keeps running smoothly, which I have every confidence it will.

      “What’s your name?” I ask.

      “Gentry Barrington. And yours?”

      “I’m Ava.”

      “Ava—” he draws out, waiting for the rest.

      “Just Ava.”

      He grins and I feel that fluttery feeling again across my chest and stomach and knees, like I could go down if he keeps smiling at me like that. I clear my throat and nod.

      “Save me a dance, Just Ava.”

      “I’ll be sure to do that.” I put my hand on his arm and grin, passing him to walk inside. I need to cool off after that encounter. All I can think about is how much I already look forward to seeing him again.

      ***

      I can’t keep my eyes off of Gentry during Mara and Elias’s wedding. It’s a gorgeous wedding, but he’s so distracting and every time I look at him, he’s looking at me too. The lights flicker across the beach and the sound of the waves is the most glorious backdrop. The sunshine from earlier leaves me feeling intoxicated and I decide to wander away from the party after I’ve eaten. I want to step in the water and let it cool me off. I start following a line of shells, picking them up and holding them in my dress as I walk. The water feels so good, I keep going.

      “Are you avoiding our dance?” His voice is like butter melting down my back and I shiver before slowly turning around.

      “Not possible,” I tell him.

      He grins and his eyes widen when he sees all the shells in my makeshift pocket. I carefully step out of the water and lower my dress to the sand, letting the shells fall into a chaotic heap. I dust off my hands and then curtsy in front of him.

      “Oh, we’re doing this here?” He laughs.

      “Why not?”

      He holds out his hand and I take it, feeling a thrill at the stomach drop that accompanies it. The sound of the music in the distance is muted, but we can still hear it enough to keep time. I step closer to him, until my head is against his chest, and we begin to slowly sway. I close my eyes and let myself feel everything. My hands around his neck, my ears listening to the rap, rap, rap of his heart, the way his hands feel on my bare shoulder and waist. I sigh and look up at him. He’s looking down at me, his lips parted and eyes glimmering with the moonlight. He fits the face of the man of my dreams in that moment. The man all future men will never live up to.

      His hand moves to my cheek and we stop swaying. Time stops. My lips feel drawn to his and I step on my tiptoes to chase it, just as he lowers his mouth to mine. The music fades away and all of my senses explode from him.

      His sigh into my mouth.

      His taste of peppermint and whiskey.

      The heady rush of his hands on me.

      It takes my breath away, an all-consuming kiss where nothing else exists.

      The kiss starts out soft and sweet, a tentative taste, and then it develops wings and soars. My legs weaken and he holds me tighter against him as we explore each other, until I don’t know where he begins and I end.

      It is an awakening. I’m aware that I will never be the same after this kiss.

      And I wouldn’t want to be.
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      Three months later

      

      “Surprise! Happy Birthday!” The sound of horns and the roomful of people yelling assaults my senses when I open the door.

      I jump, stare at them with horror and then glee, and then laugh my head off when I see Eden skipping toward me. I love how Luka has lightened her up. I used to be the crazy one and now she has moments when she’s really fun. It’s nice.

      She hugs me and Luka throws his arms around us too. Brienne blows a horn in my ear and I glare at her. She lifts her eyebrows and I can’t hold the glare any longer.

      “I don’t turn eighteen for another month. What are you guys thinking?” I push back from Eden and grin at Mara and Elias.

      “You’ve been traveling since the wedding and start school tomorrow.” Mara pulls a face and groans. She’s really grown on me. “With all of Luka’s upcoming trips, we figured we better do it now while we’re all together.”

      “And we wanted to surprise you,” Eden adds.

      “Well, thank you,” I say, throwing my arm over Mara’s shoulder.

      She’s shorter than me, but we’re able to wear the same size and I eye the dress she’s wearing now. She grins knowingly and shrugs my arm off, reaching for a big gift box.

      “Thought you might like something like this,” Mara says.

      “Let’s eat first, then presents,” Eden says.

      Mara and I both frown at her and Eden sighs.

      “Okay, okay. God, one of you is enough. Two of you is like I’m being punished eternally right here on earth.” Eden tries to look mad but the smirk is trying to fight its way out.

      I kiss her cheek and she waves her arm at me.

      “Go on, go on, open it,” she says.

      I do and inside is a gorgeous dress similar to the one Mara is wearing.

      “Part of my new line, and there’s only one of four just like this one,” she says, her cheeks turning the slightest tinge of pink. I’ve never seen Mara blush, but it’s a good look on her. She doesn’t have any reason to be vulnerable—her clothing line with Zsa has exploded.

      “Wow. Thank you, Mara. I love it so much.”

      She shrugs a shoulder, but I can tell she’s happy about my excitement.

      “I’ve missed you guys. Farrow was so dull. Jadon was gone most of the time. Mother is being obnoxious about him still…and don’t even get me started on Jorga.” I shudder and let out a long exhale. “This is feeling more and more like home all the time.”

      I don’t mention that I haven’t been able to stop thinking about Gentry since I left. I had to leave unexpectedly after the wedding. Mother insisted I accompany her on a trip to visit one of our relatives, a sick aunt that I’d never even met before our trip. I think she’s lonely without Eden, but instead of coming here for frequent visits, she badgers Jadon about what an awful job he’s doing with the kingdom.

      He’s not doing an awful job. He’s exactly what Farrow needs; she’s just always been too hard on him.

      But Gentry…he never strayed from my thoughts. Sometimes he was the only light during the monotonous days. I wish I’d found out more about him. We kissed and kissed and then realized we’d been away from the wedding too long. Gentry needed to get back to Elias and I helped Eden decorate Mara and Elias’s car before they left for their honeymoon. When I got back to the beach, he was gone. I never told anyone about our kiss, not even Eden. Mother showed up the night after the wedding and we left the morning after that. I want to ask Elias about him, but everyone is excited to have me back and asking me tons of questions.

      “I don’t want to talk about the trip. It was painful. Trust me, you don’t want to hear about it either. You know I want to travel the world, but Jorga is a place I can do without ever visiting again. It’s flat and humid and the people there are bitter.”

      “Bitter?” Luka asks.

      “Yes, like they know they need to get out of there but can’t.”

      “That does sound painful,” he says. “But wouldn’t you rather be there than going back to school? A new school at that?”

      “I can’t wait. It’s my senior year. I want to learn to surf…I’m with you guys. What could be better?”

      If Gentry were here too, I think, but I just smile at them and open the rest of the presents. We eat after that and I duck out of the party early to try to get back on Niaps time. I wish I could’ve been here at least a few weeks before school to adjust, but it just didn’t work out. I toss and turn and finally fall asleep to the thought of Gentry’s lips on mine.

      ***

      It makes Eden a nervous wreck, but I promise her for the dozenth time that I’ll be careful as I put on my helmet and hop on my scooter, backpack in place.

      The high school looks more like an old convent than a high school. I love old architecture and this is prime stuff. I whistle as I park my bike and take in the stone buildings built into the cliff overlooking the beach.

      “Only in Niaps,” I say, shaking my head.

      A girl turns to look at me and hurriedly turns away when she sees the tattoos on my arm.

      “I don’t bite,” I say just loud enough for her to hear.

      Her cheeks get pink and she walks faster to get away from me. I laugh, I can’t help it. I remember Mara being surprised I had tattoos already, but at home, it’s not that unusual for someone my age to have them. The full sleeve is, and I wish now that I’d worn my shortest black leather skirt to show off the flowers on my leg. I’ll show those off another day.

      I walk down the hall and find my locker, dumping my backpack inside and getting out the books I’ll need for the next three classes. I’m walking into my sociology class just as the bell is ringing. The door is closing and I grab it before it closes all the way. The person on the other side stops pushing the door and I step inside.

      “Ava?”

      His voice stops me and I look up, feeling that rush that comes with being near him.

      “Gentry! What are you—” I put my hand on his arm and squeeze, my teeth hurting from smiling so wide.

      He steps back and the smile he gives me is forced. “Miss Safrin, come in. Class is just getting started.”

      I look at him and then past him to the rest of the class sitting and watching our whole exchange. My heart catapults to the ground, the ceiling, and back to the ground again, when I glance at the board behind him and see MR. BARRINGTON written in large block letters.

      His face is pale when I look at him again and I move numbly to the empty desk, nearly tripping over someone’s backpack.

      Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit.

      The guy I’ve been obsessing over for months is my teacher.

      And by the sick look on his face, he wants nothing to do with me.
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