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Broadway

I’ve done it all.

During the years I spent working as Carter Willard’s right-hand man, I’ve done. It. All.

I watched countless men take their last breath. I blackmailed, kidnapped, tortured, maimed, and killed dozens, if not hundreds.

A baseball bat to the back of the knees?

Check.

Bullets between the eyes?

Check.

Severed arteries, gouged eyes, hacked off fingers?

Check, check, check.

I dug up a grave and desecrated the deceased...

For a twenty-seven-year-old, it’s one hell of a list. My sins can’t be excused. There’s no post-mortem redemption waiting for me in the afterlife. No forgiveness to be earned. I’m damned, despite only murdering those who’ve earned their deaths.

And I feel damn good about the life I lead.

A life of very particular privilege. Standing arm-in-arm with Carter Willard, the man I’ve looked up to for years, the man I call my best friend, my fucking hero, gives me power that nothing and no one else ever could. I love the adrenaline associated with pulling a trigger. The respect shining in the eyes of everyone who knows my name. The awe painting the faces of all the women as I walk past.

I have everything a man could dream of and enough money to fulfill my every whim. There’s not one thing I’d change. Not one thing I’m missing. Not one thing could shatter this bliss.

At least that’s what I thought only five fucking minutes ago.

Now, I’m not so sure.

There’s something unsettling happening in my gut... A feeling I can’t name. One I’ve never encountered before. It’s not anxiety. Not apprehension. Not agitation. Definitely not arousal, there’s nothing pleasant about this feeling.

Far from it.

It’s like facing your worst fear... something a hemophiliac would experience in a razor blade factory or an aquaphobic hopping from one damp steppingstone to the next across rising floodwaters.

Fuck. It feels... it feels like someone’s draining my blood and replacing it with quick-setting cement. Like every hair on my body is about to tear itself out of the follicle. Like death is tightening its grip around my throat.

I shift on the velvet sofa in Carter’s office at the back of Scarlett, eyes on the screens lining the wall. It’s a similar setup to Dante’s: one wall dotted with monitors streaming the live feed from inside the club.

You don’t change things that work, so Carter copied this solution from Chicago into his club in Columbus.

He didn’t move our operation from Chicago until three months ago, when Hailey’s father was discharged from the hospital to continue his rehabilitation at home.

She refused to leave him, and pussy whipped as Carter is, he continued working for Dante while reconfiguring Rhett’s empire.

A few of Carter’s late father’s business ventures survived the purge initiated the moment Rhett’s coffin was lowered into the ground. One thing I respect my boss for is how careful he is when choosing who he works with and what he dabbles in.

Our work is shady by definition. We don’t operate legally. We do bad things with bad people, but in this world, there are bad things, and then there are worse things.

Everyone draws a different line between the two, which is why there are men like Noretto who sell young girls into brothels, men like Dante who deal drugs, and men like his father-in-law—Anatolij Aristow—who started dealing guns once he moved from Moscow to Chicago.

Thankfully, Carter’s moral compass steers him clear of lucrative ventures like human trafficking.

While he’s establishing his position as boss in Ohio, Koby, Ryder, and I take care of the dirty work... hence the late night at the office.

Ryder sits behind the desk, his long fingers tapping the keyboard to fill the monitors with every angle of the scene that got Hailey so spooked. Koby’s opposite me, elbows on his knees, neat whiskey in hand.

The only one missing is the boss. He took Hailey home twenty minutes ago and left us to find some girl she met while held captive at Noretto’s mansion six months ago.

A girl with bone-white skin, violet hair and eyes to match. While her light complexion and long, dyed locks are nothing extravagant, her eyes are bizarre. Unnatural. Weird.

Fucking beautiful.

My insides twist harder the longer I stare. A mist of sweat breaks out along my hairline. Ants crawl up my spine, scalp, into my ears, nose, and down my fucking pants. My hands turn so slick my glass starts slipping.

On the screens, Violet stands by the long, wooden bar with a man taller than a tree. I don’t know if that’s her name. Neither does Carter, or even Hailey, but it fits, so that’s what she’ll be for now.

Violet.

One glance at the man with her confirms he’s never clipped our radar. I don’t know the fucker and I know everyone who’s someone in the mafia. We X-rayed and vetted them all before Carter decided who he wanted to do business with. This guy wasn’t on the list.

I have no reason to loathe him, but my head’s full of carnage. Full of his blood oozing from the cornucopia of wounds I’d love to inflict.

Save for his impressive height, everything else about him is perfectly within the realm of ordinary. Average.

Average build, average face, average dick, I bet.

Why else would he buy a woman? You don’t buy things you can get for free. I certainly don’t pay the women I fuck... though my stuffed wallet might be one of the many lures that brings them swarming en masse.

We watch the recording of our newest target, who fetches the bartender while Violet waits, head high, though body language reserved. Her hands are bound. A shimmering gold chain connects the cuffs to the crystal-studded collar around her neck. Another chain acts as a leash, the end in the man’s hand.

He yanks her closer, making her stumble and brace against his back with her dainty fingers.

She’s so thin she looks like a stick-figure.

A ball gag keeps her quiet and a short see-through dress showing off her tiny lingerie keeps her cheeks pink... beacons against her pale skin. Just like the bruises dotting her arms. My hold on the crystal glass in my hand turns unforgiving.

If he were still here, I’d plant one right hook in his head for every bruise he left on Violet.

“Either of you know the guy?” Ryder asks, zooming in on his face.

Long nose, salt-and-pepper stubble, streaks of silver in his dark hair. A few wrinkles here and there. He looks rich. Sophisticated. Sharp and well put together. His hair is styled back with just enough product, his spine rigid. An aura of importance drones around him, highlighted by his expensive suit and expensive taste in alcohol.

The bartender’s reaching for the most extravagant bottle we stock at Scarlett. A single shot of that cognac will set the fucker back three digits.

“Never seen him,” Koby says, straightening in his seat, unaffected by what he’s seeing.

“Me neither,” I grit out, slinging the rest of my drink at the back of my throat. The burn of alcohol doesn’t dissolve the tension in my cemented muscles. “Check the police database.”

“You don’t say,” Ryder muses, already tapping away.

I grab the half-empty bottle of Bourbon, the liquid sloshing side to side in time with my shaking hands. Flexing my fingers into tight fists doesn’t help.

My bones are fucking stiff.

“This might take a while.” Ryder peers at us over his laptop screen. “No reason for you to sit around and wait. I’ll call if I get a hit.”

“Good man,” Koby cheers, bolting upright.

The grin splitting his face is easy to decipher. He had plans with some long-legged beauty and finding Violet isn’t high on his list tonight. Especially given the chances of us locating the girl before dawn are slim at best.

With a spring in his step, he marches out of the office, letting the door soft-close behind him.

“You’re not going?” Ryder questions, sparing me a glance. “Nothing better to do?”

“Not tonight.”

A good night’s sleep was high on my agenda after three months of running about in a frenzy on Carter’s orders, but the monster crawling through my insides tells me I’m not getting any rest for the foreseeable future.

I might as well stay here and figure out what’s wrong with me. I’d think I was coming down with a cold, but I know what a cold feels like and this shit is not it.

“It’d go faster if we had his fingerprint,” Ryder mutters. “Facial recognition takes fucking ages.”

Yes, it does.

Three hours later, the program’s still running, Ryder’s napping with his head on the desk and I’m on my fifth drink, convinced my days are numbered.
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Broadway

“Cassio Barbieri.” I drop the headshot on Carter’s coffee table, then follow it with a thin file Ryder’s compiled. “That’s our guy.”

Running a hand through his thick black hair, he flicks the cover aside, a deep eleven carved into his forehead as he studies the brief bio. I sported the exact same expression an hour ago.

Given he bought Violet at an illegal, underground auction that mainly serves brothel owners, I expected Cassio to be some part of our world.

Not necessarily a boss, I’d have known him if he resided in the spotlight. There’s too much intelligence behind his eyes for a soldier, so I scratched that idea quickly. I considered him an investor, a silent partner, maybe a well-hidden assassin since they keep to themselves. The moment Ryder accentuated his name, I wondered if we’d be starting a war with the Italian mafia to get Violet back.

Nothing could be further from the truth.

Cassio isn’t an Italian boss. He’s not a soldier, not an assassin, not blood bound with any big players. Not even a third cousin twice removed, if the information Ryder gathered can be trusted.

He’s a luxury goods magnate. A stellar, law-abiding citizen—if you don’t count buying a sex slave. He owns the largest private collection of art in Italy, which struck me as odd given he lives three streets over from my place here in Columbus.

“Is that all we have on him?” Carter asks, tossing the file aside before pulling the headshot closer.

“For now. Ryder’s still digging but, so far, no ties to any bosses.”

I considered it a good thing up until now.

After all, with no immediate connections to our enemies, scaring the guy won’t be an issue. If no one’s backing him, retrieving Violet should go down without a hitch.

Now, seeing the look on Carter’s face, I’m doubting my train of thought.

“What are you thinking?” I ask, taking a seat on the sofa. “I can hear the cogs whirring inside your head.”

He smirks, tapping his index finger against Cassio’s headshot. “I want him X-rayed through and through. He might not be directly tied to any boss, but he must have contacts. How else would he get a table at Noretto’s auction? I want to know who he’s dealing with before we start poking.”

That makes sense. Knowing whether he’s lovey-dovey with Blaze, or any of our enemies, gives us an upper hand. We can plan for all eventualities much better if we know whose toys we’re breaking.

When Carter took over Ohio he made as many enemies as allies. Many of those who worked with Rhett for years and years were booted, left sulking in the shadows and waiting for Carter to make one false move.

His close-knit relationship—both professional and private—with Dante Carrow means even more people are closely watching his every move, hoping to find a weak spot and take him out.

Careful has never been so important.

If I had a say in this, I’d say Violet isn’t worth taking risks. There’s something disturbing about her. I don’t know if I’ve suddenly developed some freakish sixth sense, or if it’s simply the beginnings of paranoia, but I can feel it in my bones that Violet will bring a whole heap of fucking trouble.

My skin prickles whenever I blink and find her still waiting, imprinted on the backs of my eyelids. Whenever she enters my mind, my body’s combat-ready. My hackles shoot up instinctively, like a cornered, wounded animal.

I shudder, trying and failing to shake the cement-like stiffness off my muscles.

“What’s wrong?” Carter asks, one eyebrow raised.

“I have a bad feeling about this girl. She’s trouble. She’ll bring trouble.”

He leans back, studying me with those black, soulless eyes that only come alive when he looks at Hailey. “You know something I don’t?”

“No, I...” I pause, swallowing hard and racking my brain for the right words. Too bad they don’t come. “I can’t rationally explain it, but there’s something about her that makes me want to peel off my skin.”

The soul resurfaces in his eyes, like he’s gazing at a wounded puppy. His lips part but no words arrive. Or rather, whatever he was going to say becomes irrelevant at the sound of soft, familiar footsteps.

Hailey enters the living room with two cups of coffee, and Carter’s head snaps to the left faster than the speed of light.

She’s sporting a black hoodie, her blonde hair a mess around her face. It’s eight in the morning, but despite leaving Scarlett six hours ago, she looks surprisingly rested.

“Hey,” she chirps, setting the cups down. “Should I make myself scarce?”

Carter cuffs her wrist, pulling her down beside him. He rarely lets her out of his sight. She’s an extension of him and whenever she’s within touching distance, he’s touching. Whenever she’s not, the whole kaleidoscope of Carter’s bad temper plays out.

“Ryder found the guy your friend was with,” he says, jutting his chin at the snapshot. “We’re looking into him.”

Her eyes light up, full of hope. “Does that mean you’ll get her back?”

“I promised,” Carter says, blowing the steam from his cup. “Patience, pretty girl. We don’t know enough about him yet. It’ll take a few days before we gather enough intel to plan our next move.”

She nods, leaning out to stamp a soft kiss on his temple. “Thank you. If I can help—”

“No,” he cuts in, his jaw tensing along with his shoulder muscles. “You’re not getting involved.”

“But—”

“Don’t argue, Hailey. Once we have her, you can help her get settled, but you’re not getting involved in the rescue mission. Is that clear?”

With a little pout she nods once, perfectly aware Carter won’t willingly let her get into a risky situation. He was a shadow when she ran from Lakeside. A wreck while he fought to win her trust back. He hid it well, but I know him, and I saw how not having Hailey ate him alive.

The mere idea of her being in danger drives him to the brink of sanity and when she’s hurt...? He’s off the fucking hinges, snapping at everyone around.

It doesn’t have to be anyone’s fault. Even when she accidentally hurts herself (and boy is she good at that) or she’s simply unwell, Carter can’t cope. Something as natural as period cramps is enough to get him raging.

It’s not normal and, thankfully, he knows he’s acting bat-shit crazy, so all my digs fly right over his head.

“Tail him,” Carter tells me. “I want to know where he eats, lives, who he deals with, and where he keeps Violet.”

“Is that her name?” Hailey asks.

“No idea, but it fits, so for now, she’s Violet.” He turns back to me, smirking when he notices I’ve burned my tongue on the scorching coffee. “Keep me in the loop. And don’t move in without approval.”

“He’s hosting an art auction next weekend. Ryder got his hands on the guest list and added our names.”

Hailey shifts in her seat, probably uncomfortable with the timeline. A week is a long time. Then again, Violet’s survived six months, enduring whatever hell Cassio’s been putting her through.

She’s obviously fucking indestructible.

“Let’s hope we secure Violet before then,” Carter says, his stilted words betraying he doesn’t believe we will. He’s just trying to soothe Hailey’s agitated mind.

The look in his eyes tells me he doubts we’ll get our hands on Violet anytime soon.

◆◆◆

My head hits the backrest and the leather groans as I shift in my seat. I fill my lungs with the brand-new smell, still lingering after three months. The Chicago-to-Columbus move meant it was time for a new ride. While Carter’s taken to American Muscle, I still prefer European, and the G Wagon’s topped my wish list for years.

Koby opens the glove box, rummaging for leftover snacks, his boredom evident from the many empty, crinkled wrappers stuffed into the passenger door pocket.

He snatches a Snickers bar, chewing loudly as he stares at Cassio’s house. “You think that’s where he keeps her?” He waves the half-eaten candy bar toward the faint orange gleam in the upper window.

I wish I knew.

We’ve been tailing this guy for five days and nothing. He leaves the house every morning at seven am in the back of his limo and spends a few hours in his skyscraper office. He eats lunch in the same restaurant every day and regularly heads out of town in his private jet.

This week he visited New York twice. We couldn’t tail his plane, but Ryder traced his location via his digital footprint.

Every evening Cassio visits the place where he’s holding his auction tomorrow. I’m on this guy like flies on shit, but so far, I’ve got nothing. No shady people in his vicinity, no correlation to any bosses, no middle-of-the-night meetings.

And no trace of Violet.

“I have no idea,” I say, running a hand down my face. “I expected him to keep her closer. Why the fuck would you buy a woman and not parade her around?”

“Especially when you pay through the fucking nose for her,” Koby pipes in. “I heard some of Blaze’s girls fetch well over a hundred grand. Can you fucking imagine paying that much for a hooker?”

“They’re not hookers,” I seethe, defensive for no reason whatsoever.

“They end up at brothels, right? And we both know they willingly come to America and know exactly what they’ll be doing here, so yeah, they’re hookers.”

“Whatever,” I clip, throwing the last of my Red Bull at the back of my throat. It’s almost two in the morning and it doesn’t look like Cassio’s going anywhere.

“Home time?” Koby asks, a hopeful note in his voice.

“Yeah. Get your tux pressed. We’re crashing the auction tomorrow night.”

“Already pressed. Given everything Ryder’s found out about this guy, I didn’t think we’d catch him with any big bad wolfs. He’s got too good a thing going to be getting involved in any shady business.”

“Plenty of shady motherfuckers bought art from him.”

“Business is business. He sells to those who want to buy, but he doesn’t socialize with our kind. Otherwise we would’ve caught him red-handed by now.” He whips the seatbelt around himself and cracks the window open, letting warm evening air breach the car.

Half an hour later I drop my keys onto the coffee table and unbutton my shirt. It gets tossed in the hamper and covered by my trousers thirty seconds later. Before stepping into the shower, I tap the control panel on the wall, starting my playlist. Music seeps from ceiling-mounted speakers all around the house, clearing my head and centering my thoughts.

I’ve done nothing the past week aside from obsess over the way Violet makes me feel. I had Ryder email me the security footage from Scarlett just to check whether I’d be overtaken by that weird feeling if I saw her again.

I sat on my couch with a glass of Bourbon and loaded the footage onto my TV. I was perfectly fine until her face appeared.

Well, maybe not perfectly, given the unease that’s been rolling around inside me for days now, but my muscles hadn’t turned to stone, and anxiety wasn’t spiking my heartrate into a coronary event.

But then her face popped on the screen. Her face and those unnerving violet eyes I keep seeing every time I blink.

It was as if someone flipped a switch in my head. One look at her, at Cassio holding her on a leash, and my blood turned to fucking ice.

Every muscle wound up so tight my shoulders were framing my ears. I sat there, squeezing the life out of my drink, insects crawling up my spine and into my ears once again, but I couldn’t move to shake off the imaginary crawlies. Not so much as a shudder. I couldn’t pull down one full breath, my lungs cinched around my spine.

And the violence... fuck.

It almost swept me off my feet. Pure wrath flooded my system, driving me feral in seconds. I’d have put my foot through the TV, but my useless fucking legs wouldn’t move.

Garnering all the strength I had, I flung my glass at the screen, watching a spider-web crack form in the middle. It took me three hours to fall asleep that night.

And it hasn’t been any easier since.

There’s not one rational explanation why the sight of Violet makes me feel like I’m drowning. Like I’m falling from an eighty-story building. Like my muscles are about to collapse in on themselves.

There’s no rational explanation why even now, days later, while hot water patters my back, I’m tense whenever her face hijacks my thoughts.

Flexing my fingers against the damp tiles, I hang my head, eyes closed, little waterfalls trickling down my hair, cheeks, and nose. Maybe I should ask Ryder to dig around and find out whether there’s something in Violet’s past that connects us. Something that happened years ago to explain this unease I feel just thinking about her.

Given she was born and raised in Slovakia and only arrived in America six months ago, our paths couldn’t have crossed. I’ve never ventured to Europe. Not even as a child. My parents have a vacation home in Hawaii, which is where I spent every summer till the age of sixteen.

There’s absolutely no fucking way Violet and I could ever have crossed paths, but it’ll take Ryder no time to check.

I grab the shower gel, the spicy scent centering my thoughts a little as I shampoo my hair, rinse the suds, and switch the water off.

It’s three in the morning when I collapse face first in my bed, inhaling the scent of fresh linen. My maid, Rita, must’ve changed the sheets this morning. And there’s nothing better than fresh-sheets day.

Too bad not even this crispness can help me doze off.

My mind whirring, I toss and turn until almost six in the morning and, it’s fucking obvious, I’m not catching a wink of sleep tonight.

Again.
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Violet

Clasping the collar at the back of my neck, I run my shaking hands down the silver chain connected to the matching belt around my waist. The harsh, uneven edges leave red marks on my alabaster skin.

They’re not as prominent in the dimmed bedroom lights, but once I enter the bathroom, where clinical white bulbs illuminate my skin, I look broken.

Like a tortured, abused doll made to look the part. A Barbie stolen by a cruel older brother and used for experiments, then dressed in pretty clothes.

The black negligee hugging my body leaves little to the imagination, but I’m used to showing so much skin. Even locked in my bedroom, I’m only allowed to wear the bare minimum.

The peaks of my nipples strain against the mesh fabric, the perfectly groomed triangle of violet hair between my legs peeking out of the slit in the middle with every step.

Violet isn’t my natural hair color, obviously. White is.

I was born with hair so light it looks artificial. Almost see-through. I hated it for years, mainly because everyone pointed at me in school, so, when I was twelve, I washed my hair in my sister’s purple shampoo. Her hair’s dark blonde, but she always bleached it to platinum, using the purple shampoo to tone out the yellowness.

There was no yellow in my hair, so the purple dye turned it a washed-out violet. It matched my eyes and for the first time I didn’t mind my albinism... until I arrived in America six months ago at the back of a shipping container.

I immediately became the center of Blaze’s men’s attention. They all wanted to fuck me, as if my condition made my pussy different somehow.

Idiots.

My hair color gets refreshed every few weeks and the narrow strip of pubic hair receives the same treatment whenever I’m waxed.

Gripping the bathroom sink with both hands, I drop my head, inhaling deep, measured breaths. After months of living this nightmare, tears no longer spring to my eyes. What’s the point in crying? Tears don’t change anything. They simply make me weak.

I can’t escape.

There’s nowhere to hide.

And even if I could run, where would I go?

I’m alone in a foreign country I’ve entered illegally. I have no documents, no money, and no friends. My sister’s gone, sold to a brothel in San Francisco, and I’m stuck here... obeying every order just to stay alive.

Sometimes I wonder why I cling to life so much. It’d be so much easier to die, rather than living from one day to another... being used and abused and raped and beaten.

But, there’s a part of me left that still dreams of better days. A part that grew so much bigger last week when I spotted a familiar face in the new, elegant club Cassio took me to.

Hailey. The girl who got away.

The girl who Blaze, like prince charming, carried from the ballroom in his arms, cooing in her ear and promising to keep her safe. The girl who was stolen from his mansion the night I was auctioned.

I remember the terror seizing Blaze’s features when his bodyguard leaned over the back of his chair and whispered in his ear. I remember the screamed orders, dozens of drawn guns, and the rush of footsteps scrambling out of the auction room.

But despite sending a small army back to defend the mansion, Hailey was taken.

Rescued.

During the following weeks I heard so many stories, so many rumors about that evening, and two names were whispered over again: Hailey and Carter.

Seeing her last week gave me hope. She looked beautiful. Healthy, happy, sitting in the VIP area with a drink in hand and bodyguards watching her every move...

Not the way my bodyguard stares at me. It was clear Hailey’s security was there to keep her so safe that not one hair could fall from her head.

My security’s job is to keep me from dying if the beatings get out of hand.

This nightmare can’t last forever, can it?

Yes it can. And it will, the scared, scarred, hopeless part of me screams.

I shove it down, silence that side of me because nightmares end. Everything ends at some point. And the part of me with unfounded hope knows I just have to stick it out. That this will end. It ended for Hailey, so it will end for me. I’ve endured six months... if this hasn’t killed me, nothing will.

Lifting my eyes to my reflection, I run both hands through my arrow-straight hair. It’s naturally a little wavy. Not curly, but not as straight as the hair straightener I’m ordered to use every day leaves it. Add the slutty outfit, high heels, enough bling to rival the Queen of England, purple lips, and a matching smokey eye peeking between my long white eyelashes and I look just as I’m supposed to: a whore.

A unique, expensive, exotic whore.

Thankfully, this negligee is not what I’ve been ordered to wear tonight. An elegant but skimpy black dress hangs off the hook on the bathroom door, ready for the evening.

I glance at myself again, wondering if the collar and leash were supposed to go on top of the dress...

Probably.

Ugh... I should’ve realized earlier.

In my defense I was running on autopilot, dressing in the exact same order I have for months. But this is a new contraption. The others I’ve worn religiously every single day haven’t had belts. Just chains that act like a leash.

Grinding my teeth, I exit the bathroom and cross the large bedroom, my heels loud against the parqueted floor before a round rug in the middle mutes their click.

My knuckles rap the hardwood door three times and I step back, patiently waiting for my personal bodyguard to shove a long, old-fashioned key into the lock.

Yes, he stands guard outside my door all the livelong day. Though he’s not here to protect me from harm—proven by the bruises, some purple and fresh, some now faded to green, on my wrists, neck, and every other grabbable inch of my body.

No, Damon trails behind me like a putrid shadow to ensure I’m not stolen. As if I’m some prized fucking possession like a priceless gem that requires armed security.

A small frown mars my forehead. Maybe he’s not here for me... maybe he’s only guarding the diamond-studded collars I’m required to wear. After all, he has to take them off for me.

Given how easily he locates me whenever I’m brave enough to wander the sprawling garden—the little freedom I’m allowed once a day—I guess the collars have some sort of trackers.

Not only that. The collar sent electricity coursing through my neck to my brain one time I ventured too far from the mansion. It stopped when Damon caught up to me, so I suspect he’s got some gadget on him to keep it dormant when I’m in range.

It’s just a theory. Valid, but unconfirmed because one shock was more than enough. I haven’t had the guts to test it. There are lab rats braver than I am.

“What is it?” Damon asks, shoving his curly head through the door. “Why aren’t you ready? We’re leaving in five minutes, Viera.”

I swallow hard, my name carrying unpleasant echoes of hearing it being grunted, hissed, and growled while I’m getting fucked every which way.

It’s amazing how quickly you come to despise your own name, your own identity, when you’re taken against your will.

There are days when I dream of changing absolutely everything about me just to draw a line between the girl trapped here, and the girl I could be one day.

I’ve become a master at shutting my brain off whenever I’m full of dick. My body’s there, but my mind’s not. It’s like I’ve split my personality in two. Some days, I really believe we’re no longer the same person, me and the girl locked in this gilded cage.

She’s broken, an utter mess, a shadow of a human.

Pathetic. Violated. Beyond repair.

Yes, she’s as good as dead, but I’m doing better. I’m holding on, still believing there’s light at the end of this pitch-black tunnel.

“I fastened the collar...” I motion to my neck, then to my waist. “But now I think the belt’s supposed to go over the dress, not under, so I need you to open it again.”

Damon cringes. He always cringes when I open my mouth. I’ve been practicing English, reading aloud all the books in my room, but no matter how hard I try to roll my rs, faking a convincing American accent is impossible. Anyone with decent hearing can tell I’m Slavic, and Damon hates hearing me speak.

I think he hates that I breathe, too.

If I rolled over and died already, he wouldn’t have to babysit me. I doubt he enjoys standing outside the door listening to me faking moans to help my rapist finish quicker.

“Turn around,” he orders, one hand twitching toward the gun holstered by his belt, the other raised, his finger pirouetting in the air.

Pulling my hair forward, I do as I’m told, visibly shuddering when he steps closer. It’s involuntary now. After six months of this nightmare I shudder whenever any man comes near me.

I can’t help it.

Not even with Damon, the only man I trust not to force his dick inside me the moment I turn my back on him.

The fear is ingrained so deep it’s no longer rational. It’s a fucking reflex. I doubt it’ll ever go away.

I hate being touched, but while I’m locked in this beautiful bedroom, sleeping under satin sheets and on silk pillows, I don’t have a choice. All I can do is grit my teeth and push through.

I don’t get beaten up so bad if I play ball. If I flirt, smile, and act the part, it doesn’t hurt as much.

The collar clicks, falling straight into my open palm. Damon moves his hands lower, their warmth hovering down my spine to stop at the belt. With a quiet click, it unclasps and falls away, too.

I guess belt isn’t the best word to describe this contraption around my waist. I’m not even sure what purpose it serves other than tasteless decoration. Sure, the leather part’s studded with gems, but it doesn’t seem to have any point. My dress for this evening doesn’t need any help following my hips.

Unless...

I quickly step away from Damon, disappearing into the bathroom. I hear the door close with a quiet click, but I’m too busy examining the belt to make sure he’s really gone. My throat runs dry as I hook my fingers in the many loops. At first, I thought they were just for decoration, but... maybe they’re suspension ropes.

Bile climbs up my throat. A few months ago I lived through a hardcore BDSM evening and I still wake up stiff, aching, and in tears. That time I didn’t have one of these belts with loops... I didn’t have a... harness.

He just used a rope. It wasn’t fit for purpose.

I was buck naked and the rope bit into my flesh, leaving long, red marks. Some of the knots broke my skin, leaving blood dripping over me for the entire two-hour session. That was the last time I cried while being used as a fuck doll. The last time I showed fear and pain.

Because the more I cried and begged him to stop, the rougher he was.

There’s nothing more disturbing, humiliating, and petrifying than hanging from the ceiling, unable to move, bleeding and crying, gagged and helpless.

Tears well in my eyes as I pinch the metal loops between my fingers, picturing the horror I will undoubtedly live through tonight. Swallowing the lump forming in my throat, I swat the tears away, inhaling a shaky breath.

What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, right?

I wish. It seems there’s not much strength left in my body, but whatever remains is my lifeline against the darkness. Among the monsters I live with.

Turning toward the door, I snatch the dress off the hook and shimmy into it, taking the little wins—it fits like a glove and the soft fabric feels divine against my skin. It’s a short, bodycon number so at least I don’t have to worry about reaching the zip.

With the dress on, I clasp the belt and collar back in place, taking care with the intricate chain connecting them at the front. I made the mistake of twisting a chain-like collar while getting dressed once... it cost me a split lip because it wasn’t perfect. I wasn’t perfect.

And I must be or else I pay.

There’s nothing perfect about me. Not my looks and, after six months here, definitely not my psyche. Even if I weren’t a sex toy, six months of this constant noise would drive any sane person mad.

It never stops. Not even during the night. There’s always loud music playing somewhere in the house, or a TV blaring. The floorboards groan and creak under heavy boots, wind howls through the windows, and the pipes heave and gurgle whenever the water runs. It’s an old building, though refurbished to look modern and drip in luxury.

In the rare moments there’s no music playing, I’m gagging, faking moans, and listening to panted grunts. Sometimes the bed squeaks and creaks, sometimes I’m face down on the floor, ass up, sometimes my head hits the wall with every harsh, powerful thrust...

I’m just a hole at this point.

The rest of me doesn’t need to exist, really. Well, save for my tits. But I don’t need a face. I don’t need hands or legs. The only touches I experience are brutal, harsh and concentrated on my pussy, ass, and nipples. No lingering touches, no kisses, no tenderness. No warmth other than the burning heat of shame.

A loud knock shakes the bathroom door, severing the long line of self-destructive thoughts.

I didn’t turn the lock. I’m not allowed to, so the hardwood leans inward as Damon steps in. The knock wasn’t a courtesy.

It was a warning.

Five-seconds to cover my small boobs if they’re on display, because he doesn’t even get to look, let alone touch. He’s my bodyguard and if he weren’t so crude, I’d feel safe with him.

Oh who am I kidding?

I do feel safe with him.

He’s the only one who leaves me an ounce of dignity. He doesn’t shove me to my knees, doesn’t kick my ribs, doesn’t yank my hair. He simply uses his hand on the small of my back as guidance while leading me out of the house or helping me into the car.

“Time’s up,” he grits out, jaw working in small circles. He hates conversation and he’s no good at it, though his skills get considerably worse whenever it’s time for another vile evening. “Move.”

Jutting his chin toward the bedroom, he steps aside to let me pass. I take small, measured steps, swaying my hips the way I was taught, and stop in the middle of the room.

Damon circles me like a hawk, eyes sliding down my body, scrutinizing my outfit, make-up, hair, and the beautiful gem-studded collar around my neck. As always, he touches the clasp at the back, making sure it’s secure.

I’m not allowed to leave the room without the collar. At first, I wore it twenty-four-seven, but the jewelry bruised and cut my neck—and marks can only be there if left intentionally, by someone other than me—so Damon was ordered to start taking the collars off when he locks me in.

With visible exasperation, he tucks a few stray locks over my left ear then steps back again, twirling his finger. I give a pirouette and bend over, touching my fingers to the pointy tips of my stiletto heels. It’s the same ordeal every time I leave this room. Whether I’m off to get fucked or shown off, Damon makes sure I look the part.

“Alright, you’re good,” he denotes, walking around me while I straighten up, leaving my last few shreds of dignity on the floor. “We expect a lot of A-class guests at the auction tonight. Behave yourself. If I see your chin quiver, we’ll have a fucking problem. Is that clear?”

I nod, following him down the marble stairs, the clicks of my heels echoing around the grand foyer. I hold on to the intricate, iron-wrought railing until we’re downstairs. Two armed men stand ground by the front door, earpieces in their ears, black suits hugging their tall, bulky frames. They gape as I walk past, two steps behind Damon.

They bow their heads slightly before the one on the left opens the door, letting us out. The breath of warm evening air fanning my face almost feels like freedom... but there’s no fooling my brain.

A long black limo waits on the graveled drive, the chauffeur dipping his hat to Damon while opening the back door.

“In,” Damon snarls, every bit stiff and calculated.

I slide along the soft leather seat, accepting a glass of champagne from him seconds later when he joins me.

Here, while it’s just the two of us, my manners don’t matter. The partition separating us from the driver is closed, so I down the bubbly liquid in one, audibly swallowing and making Damon cringe once more.

Bubbles relax me more than any other alcohol, so I’m always offered it en route to our engagements.

The city blurs outside the window while my palms sweat, and goosebumps crawl up my neck.

I’m a pig going to slaughter.

A willing, nicely dressed pig.

The only consolation is that the auctions always have a well-stocked bar. I’ll sit and watch for a couple of hours, sipping champagne and pretending I’m normal... that I belong among the nicely dressed people and their stuffed wallets. Pretending I could be part of the elite while I watch the auctioneer pound the gavel.

Twenty minutes and two champagne flutes later, the limo comes to a practiced, smooth stop. The driver exits the car to open the back door, letting Damon out first.

With the sophistication of a much wealthier man than he is, he steps onto the red carpet that leads inside the historical building and holds his hand out for me.

It’s tiny moments like this when I can purposely fool myself into thinking I’m important.

There’s no doubt in my mind: any passive observer would consider me important. Someone on par with the rich crowd I’ll be sitting among for a while.

“Where is—” I ask, but one stormy, harsh look from Damon shuts me up quickly.

Don’t speak unless you’re spoken to.

The only place this rule doesn’t apply is the relative sanctuary of my bedroom.

“He’s inside,” Damon says in a hushed tone, taking me aback. I didn’t expect an answer after speaking out of turn. “Last-minute changes. He got word of some unexpected, and uninvited, guests.”

I bob my head, taking the arm he offers and sliding mine into the crook of his elbow. I could be mistaken for a movie star beside this man. Despite his awful social skills he’s the kind of man women stop and stare at. Tall, tattooed, handsome... he could easily pass for a rock star.

Even with the diagonal scar running from his left eyebrow to the right corner of his mouth, he’s a feast for the senses. Many would deem the ragged line ugly, but I find it fascinating. Any time I try and ask how he got it, he just huffs in response and leaves the room.

My only meaningful conversations over the past six months have been with Cassio.

He’s a gentleman through and through... in public. He takes me out to nice restaurants, feeds me at the table, kisses my neck, and parades me around like I belong to him, like he cares about me and my safety...

He doesn’t. Not in the slightest, but it’s nice to pretend I’m something more than a hole to him.

The idiotic fairytale bursts whenever the greedy brutal monster deep inside him comes out to play. Cassio loves marking my body, gouging his fingers into my flesh so hard he leaves painful bruises.

Damon pushes me forward another few steps and stops by the bouncer. The man takes one look at us, then bows his head respectfully and swings the tall, wooden door open.

“Enjoy the night,” he mutters as we pass.

Music fills the dim-lit room, seeping from strategically placed speakers. The acoustics are perfect, the soft jazz sounds ricocheting off the tables, chairs, and art-adorned walls, creating a mellow symphony.

A waitress with a tray of bubbly balanced on the palm of her hand steps into our path, a dazzling but fake smile stretching her lips. Damon snatches a flute, shoving it in my hand without a care.

“Sip, don’t gulp,” he orders in the shell of my ear. “Straighten your back and smile. Chin up.”

I marshal my body, instantly obeying all commands as we promenade toward the front of the room. My heels leave little dings in the red carpet, barely visible in the faint glow of the crystal chandeliers above our heads.

The room isn’t far off bursting at the seams. Dozens upon dozens of suited men stand in smaller groups, toting champagne flutes or crystal glasses, and the low hum of their chatter grates my nerves.

Too many men in one small space.

Ignoring the fear knotting my stomach, I glance at the auction block and flinch at the sight of the gavel.

I hate the pounding.

I hate the memories every “Sold!” brings back.

Damon ushers me along, choosing a small table by the stage. It’s set for two, no paddles for bidding. Every other table has them, but not this one.

No wonder. You don’t bid on your own merch.

“Sit and wait,” Damon orders, pulling the chair out for me. “Look around, make eye contact and smile.” He points to the left. “I’ll be right there.”

With a nod, I sip the champagne, waiting for the bubbles to kick in. Three flutes are usually enough to loosen my knotted muscles, but tonight I’m reeling every time my gaze falls to the harness cinching my waist.

I really don’t want to end up hanging from the ceiling again. Petrifying fear hits me whenever I think about it, burning through the alcohol at lightning speed.

Ignoring Damon’s order about sipping—which will cost me later—I gulp the whole flute, wiping the corner of my lips with the tip of my index finger while holding the gaze of a wealthy-looking man at a nearby table.

Those who have more money than sense are easy to spot in the crowd. Everyone here’s rich, but a few could buy half the goddamn world for sure. They stand out because they don’t try to prove anything to anyone. They mostly keep to themselves, eyes on the prize, heads in the game.

Another flute lands on my table, Damon’s narrowed eyes speaking louder than his words. “Slow the fuck down,” he hisses. “Remember what happened last time you numbed yourself a little too much?” He cocks an eyebrow, smirking when the blood drains from my face. “Exactly.”

“I... I can’t feel anything,” I whisper back. “I’ve had three, but it doesn’t feel like I’ve drunk a drop.”

“Because you’re stressed. You keep chewing your lips.”

There’s less disdain in his voice right now than there was a second ago. He scooped me off the floor after the last rope-play episode, so I bet he knows what’s making me so nervous.

That night was the only time Damon showed any sort of humanity—he dressed my wounds, helped me in the shower, tucked me into bed.

He even held his cringe at having to touch me at bay.

“You’ll be fine, Viera. It won’t be as bad as last time now you have the belt. And I’ll be right outside the door.”

But he won’t intervene. He can’t.

Not unless I scream my safe word, and I’m only allowed to do that if my life is threatened... like the time I had a gun to my head and a knife to my throat.

Damon’s probably the closest to a friend I have in this hellhole. Which is ironic considering he can’t fucking stand me.

“We’re about to begin. Chin. Up,” he hisses and only when I comply does he turn around to take his spot by the long red curtains on the right of the stage.

The chandeliers go out, basking the room in complete darkness for a second before the wall fixtures flicker on. The auctioneer appears from the left, black bowtie perfectly straight, hair slicked back.

A round of applause thunders all around, accompanied by a few whistles from the back. With a broad smile the auctioneer grabs the gavel, pounding it three times.

I flinch with every thump.


4 

Broadway

“You look like shit,” Carter denotes when I enter his office at the back of Scarlett. Koby and Ryder are with him, both in tuxes, looking sharper and more uncomfortable than ever. “What’s going on?”

I shrug, adjusting my bowtie. “Didn’t sleep.” I load the words with a hint of arrogance, implying I was otherwise engaged or else they’ll ask questions I’m not comfortable answering.

The way Violet makes me feel was irritating at first. Now it’s fucking unbearable because it makes me weak. It chases my sleep away and robs me of rational thinking.

“You’re not coming with us?” I motion to his signature look—white shirt, black waistcoat and black pants.

“You’re only scouting, Broadway. When it’s time to retrieve Violet, I’ll be there, but that’s not happening tonight.”

I nod, grinding my teeth. We’ve not seen her once in a whole week of trailing Cassio. My heart skipped a beat whenever the gate to his mansion opened and he stepped out, then calmed right down once he exited solo. I don’t know what I’ll do when I see Violet face to face. There’s no predicting the outcome.

My fingers itch for a gun whenever I picture her in Scarlett, on a leash, bruised and sad. Sending me to rescue her might be a bad move. Especially considering I’m exhausted and my judgment’s getting cloudier the longer sleep eludes me.

But Carter doesn’t know that.

We’ve been working together for years. He’s well aware he can trust me. I’ve always been a hothead, but a reasonable and reliable one. I’ve never failed him and I’m not about to start now, so I need to get my shit together fast.

“Keep me posted,” Carter tells Ryder, since he’s usually our comms guy.

Ryder drops an earpiece on the desk and hands out two more to me and Koby. “Just in case.”

I nod, shoving the tiny tech deep in my ear. “Come on, the limo’s waiting outside.”

Without a word, but with a grin that speaks volumes, Koby shoulders past, a spring in his step.

“Broadway,” Carter denotes, a clear instruction to stay behind once Ryder’s caught up to Koby.

Carter’s back hits his leather chair, calculating eyes boring into mine until the door closes and we’re alone. “What’s going on? You’re... tense.”

I rake my hand through my hair, simultaneously cracking my neck. There’s no lying to Carter. We’re too close for bullshit. He sees right through me as clearly as I see through him.

He might be my boss for all intents and purposes, but I treat him like a brother, and I know he thinks of me, Koby, and Ryder the same way. We’re friends as much as colleagues, even inside the mob hierarchy.

“I couldn’t tell you even if I wanted to,” I reply truthfully. “I’ve been racking my brain for a week, but I don’t have a rational explanation. Don’t even have an irrational one.”

He cocks an eyebrow, prompting me to keep talking.

“It’s that girl... something’s not right. I can’t explain it but... there’s something very fucking wrong with her.”

“You mean Violet?”

I nod, staring into the distance and gathering my thoughts. “Yeah. I don’t know why, but the moment I saw her a knife opened in my pocket. I could barely stop from grabbing my gun. I’ve never felt this... violent before.”

He shifts in his seat, clearly invested in my words, if uncomfortable with them. “Violent toward her?”

“I threw a glass at the TV when I watched the security footage at home. She makes my skin break out in hives...” I trail off, running a heavy hand down my face. “I know how this sounds. I asked Ryder to find out if maybe we had a history I can’t remember, something that’d explain why she makes me feel like I’m dancing on the edge of the knife, but there’s nothing. We hadn’t been within a thousand miles of each other until six months ago.”

“Maybe she reminds you of someone?”

I scoff, shaking my head. “She’s quite unique, don’t you think? I’d remember if I ever met another girl like her.”

Carter takes a moment to mull my words over before his eyes lock onto mine again. “Can you handle this or do you want me there?”

The respect I have for him doubles on the spot. There’s not an ounce of superiority in his voice.

He’s not asking if I need a babysitter. He’s not asking if he can trust me. He’s asking if I need a friend. There’s no doubt in his tone, no ridicule. He’s simply letting me know he has my back if I need it.

“I can handle it.”

He bobs his head slowly. “Alright. I’m just a phone call away.”

“Thanks, Boss.”

The corner of his mouth tilts a fraction of an inch. “Get to work. Hailey’s anxiety over Violet is growing exponentially every day. I’d like to get her secured sooner rather than later.”

Of course.

If he had to walk on water to keep his girl at ease he’d find a way. There’s been something utterly disturbing about Carter since he found her.

I always considered him a ruthless machine, but ever since Hailey, there’s a new side to him and... it’s fucking terrifying.

◆◆◆

The limo halts outside a city-center art gallery. A red carpet leads inside, fenced-off from the spectators by retractable tape. Some people hold big banners with I LOVE YOU JOHNNY scribbled across, others with different well-known names. Most of the onlookers have their phones out, recording the celebrities navigating the short carpet toward the main entrance.

“There are a few big names on the list for tonight,” Ryder explains. “Some rock star’s coming. Never heard of him, but he’s apparently pretty big: Johnny B.”

“He’s good,” Koby agrees. “A bit heavy on the guitar, but good.”

The driver opens the back door, letting us out of the limo, and I feel the scrutiny of the crowd as soon as I step out of the air-conditioned interior. The temperature in Ohio hit an all-time high last week and hasn’t dropped since. Even at eight in the evening the air’s stuffy, my balls sweating under the black tux.

At least the sun’s heading toward the horizon instead of scorching us from above.

Scanning the crowd I stop at a group of pretty girls whispering between themselves, eyes on me, two wrinkles denting their foreheads. Unable to pinpoint my surname, they move to ogle Ryder and Koby, probably wondering who the fuck we are.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” the security guard at the door greets while a young guy beside him glances between the clipboard in his hand and Ryder who stands at the front. “Your last names?”

“Berry, Hudson, and Evans,” Ryder recites the fake names he signed us into this event with.

It’s not easy getting a ticket to an auction where a single piece of art can fetch multi-million dollars. They don’t let the average Joe attend. You need to prove you have enough cash to make a purchase before they extend an invitation.

It’s a good thing there isn’t a security system in the world that can stand up to Ryder’s skills. It took him little over an hour to create our fake IDs and forge bank account statements that proved we were beyond richy-rich.

“Welcome to the Auction,” the man denotes, motioning at his minion to retract the tape and let us pass.

I swallow the snicker. It’s both clever and limitlessly boring to name an auction The Auction. I guess it was supposed to sound like a high-end event, which it is, but it’s weak at best.

The door opens and cool air fans my face as we step over the threshold. Music fills the air, classic jazz, the volume enough to offer a shred of privacy to conversations happening around but not so loud as to encourage raised voices.

The elegant crowd mingles into cliques as we walk further inside and step off the red carpet in the middle to take a seat at a small table on the right. It offers a good vantage point of the whole room, and as soon as I sit, my eyes trace a slow path, analyzing every female face I can find.

“Gentlemen?” A waitress approaches, holding out a tray with champagne.

Koby immediately grabs three flutes, clearly unhappy with their size. He empties his in two gulps and he’s grabbing the waitress again as soon as she’s within earshot.

“I could offer you something stronger if you wish,” she says, her voice artificially sweet, eyelashes fluttering. “You look like a whiskey kind of man.”

“Make it double.”

“Same for me,” Ryder adds. “And make sure it’s Bourbon for this guy. He won’t touch anything else.” His big hand lands on my shoulder, fingers gouging into my flesh to summon my attention.

A nod is all the waitress gets from me before she scurries away, hips swaying in a seductive way designed to keep the sleazy, rich fuckers in the room focused on her.

I bet she’s counting on good tips, and if the pretty smiles she’s been aiming at Koby are any indication, she wouldn’t mind saddling someone well-off.

“Anything?” Carter’s voice booms in my earpiece, making me flinch. I fucking forgot he’s on the line with us he’s been so quiet. Or maybe he just turned the comms on.

“Not yet. No sign of Violet, or Cassio for that matter.”

“A few familiar faces, though,” Ryder adds, eyes on the Florida boss sitting on the other side of the room, a paddle in hand, ready to bid even though the auctioneer isn’t here yet. “It’s a good thing you’re not here, Boss, or we’d be making a scene.”

“Blaze?” Carter asks, with a hint of tension in his tone.

He’s been plotting the fucker’s demise ever since we moved to Ohio, but taking down Noretto isn’t as easy as it would seem. Thanks to his human trafficking business, he’s grown to superstar status in our world. He’s also tripled his fortune, raising a few eyebrows. There are a lot of men whose businesses rely on Blaze’s auctions, and they’re willing to go to extreme lengths to protect him. Starting a war with Noretto will bring us a heap of heat, so it must be planned well.

And with unimpeachable justification.

“No. Octavius Grey,” Koby corrects, eyeing the man partially responsible for the mess Hailey found herself in last year.

“You’re right. It’s good I’m not there.”

That it is. Carter may be methodical and smart, but confronted with the man who put his girl in Blaze Noretto’s grubby hands, he’d most likely lose that iron grasp on his control very quickly.

I doubt I’d have time to realize who made him snap before his gun started making holes in foreheads. We’d have a bloodbath on our hands and a lot of dead celebrities. Not the best way to handle this.

The waitress saunters back, three drinks on her tray, one finger twirling her chestnut hair, a pink blush tainting her cheeks as she zeroes in on Koby.

Looks like someone’s catching feelings.

“There you go,” she chirps, purposely brushing her fingers over his as she takes his empty flute. “Give me a holler if you need anything else.”

“Anything?” he echoes playfully. “Careful what you offer, sweetheart.”

“Anything,” she emphasizes with a flirtatious smirk.

Koby adjusts himself in his seat, then his dick in his pants, and I know that if tonight goes according to plan, he’ll have her under him before dawn.

He’s a good guy. Loyal to a fault. Clever.

Also, our resident whore.

Another ten minutes pass before the crowd settle into their seats and the auctioneer steps onto his podium, pounding the gavel three times for silence.

And still no sign of Violet.

I’ve scrutinized every table ten times over, but I can’t see her. I also can’t spot Cassio, which tells me that maybe they’re running late. Or he has her hidden somewhere at the back.

Surely, the host will make an appearance soon enough, given two bulky men hijack the stage, already settling a heavy-looking sculpture in the middle.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,” the auctioneer starts. “My name is Mathias, and I’ll be your host tonight. Please give a warm welcome to the man without whom this auction wouldn’t be possible. Cassio Barbieri!”

The man finally appears from behind red, velvet curtains. The salt and pepper of his hair glimmers in the lights, and the music drops down a notch while applause overtakes the room.

I flex my fingers and crack my knuckles, watching him approach the stand. Every step he takes sparks a flashback, and I see him in the black suit he had on in Scarlett last week instead of the white tux he’s wearing now.

I recall the silver chain in his hand as he led Violet across the dance floor toward the bar.

I remember the collar around her neck, and the same cement-like unease hits me square in the jaw. The same quivering violence sends my mind into overdrive.

Cassio stops, raking his gaze around the room before commencing his welcome speech. My knee bounces under the table faster with every passing second.

Violet’s nowhere to be seen but that unease burns me from the inside out regardless. Just thinking about her sharpens my instincts and kicks me into this weird balance between anxiety and violence.

I fucking hate this feeling.

I hate her for inducing it. I also hate Cassio for coming to Scarlett and starting this wild goose chase. But above all, I hate that he’s here but she’s not. I want to see her, make sure she’s walking, talking... breathing.

The auction begins and paddles start shooting up. I bid too, so as not to stand out. The competitive urge kicks in and within moments I bid myself into a comfortable three hundred thousand before checking what I’m close to buying: a sculpture of... fuck knows what.

A horse, maybe. If the artist was drunk.

I back off, letting the war resolve between two other men.

A painting is next, some meadow with cows in that fetches near seven figures. Koby bids the cows up to half a million dollars, then applauds the woman who wins.

It goes on for an hour, during which the waitress has stopped by our table twice. Once with a round of fresh drinks, and once with a pitcher of ice water no one asked for.

We’re halfway through the auction and there’s still no sign of Violet. I have half a mind to jump into the back of the limo and raid Cassio’s place, because as I watch him sitting at the front, I wonder if she’s even still alive.

He brought her to Scarlett so why not here?

Even if he had no idea who owns the club, he chose to parade the girl like a trophy. Why hide her now?

Another painting goes up for sale and this time I’m genuinely interested. I looked through the catalog and this piece snagged my attention. It’s one of the few Dalis out in the wild. While I’m not a connoisseur, I find his twisted outlook on reality somewhat relatable.

Knowing damn well this will fetch close to fifteen million, I bid until ten and let the cow-meadow woman and some huge fucker battle it out.

“Twenty,” someone denotes from the back.

I guess I underestimated it.

“This is a waste of time,” Ryder mutters. “She’s obviously not here.”

“We’re not here to grab Violet,” I pipe in, even though I one hundred percent agree that we’re wasting time. “Focus on Cassio. Pay attention to who hangs about longer than required after the event and anyone who approaches him.”

“Don’t teach a dick how to fuck, Broadway.” Ryder smirks, his paddle moving up and down mechanically.

Three more sculptures and seven paintings are sold before the auctioneer’s voice booms, “That’s all for tonight!” over the sound system.

He recites instructions for successful buyers in a tired monotone, then bows his head low and scurries away with a clipboard under his arm.

People start clearing the room in waves. They finish their drinks and leave, posing for pictures outside.

The main door stays open—a silent invitation for everyone to get the fuck out—but, luckily for our trio, the waitress isn’t yet done with Koby.

She sets down another round of drinks as soon as my empty glass hits the table.

“On the house,” she whispers, cheeks red as she eyes Koby.

He grips her wrist, pulling her closer so he can whisper in her ear and those red cheeks almost catch fire. Her eyes hood over, arousal taking center stage.

“Deal?” Koby asks, letting her straighten up.

Visibly struggling for words, she nods, her tongue peeking out to moisten her lips. “Deal.”

“Good girl.”

She almost squeals and quickly disappears with an excited bounce to her step.

Koby opens his mouth, probably to give us an insight into his filthy plans for the evening but Cassio stops a table away from us, beside a familiar-looking guy.

“Grey’s right-hand man,” Ryder mutters, raising his drink to his lips.

“Malik.” Cassio extends his hand to the guy. “Surprised to see you here tonight.”

The man smirks, nodding along. “The boss wanted to swing by before heading to the other auction.”

My brows furrow. What other—?

Fuck.

Noretto. It’s the last Saturday of the month. His auction night.

“Is he bidding?” Curiosity bleeds through his tone.

“You know better than most that he doesn’t have to bid. If he wants one, he gets one.”

Cassio shifts his weight from one foot to the other, balling his fists before adjusting his jacket. It’s like he doesn’t know what to do with himself.

“Any particular one?”

Malik throws his arm over the back of an empty chair beside him. “Octavius has an offer for you.”

“Does he now?”

“You must’ve spent north of a million on that chick already, correct?”

“Try two.”

“Another two, in cash before the auction starts, and she’s yours to keep. No competition.”

Cassio stiffens, his eyes growing wide, brain cells working so loud I can hear them from here. “To keep?”

Koby’s eyebrows draw together, the confusion shining in his eyes matching my own. Ryder’s more focused than confused, his analytical brain searching for keywords in the conversation the same way his fingers search for holes in security system firewalls.

Malik bobs his head once, holding Cassio’s gaze. “No more renting. It’s too much work. Either buy her outright or we’ll auction her to the highest bidder, permanently.”

“Too much work?” Cassio scoffs. “There’s been little interest lately—”

“True, but don’t underestimate the big players. At least three other men will bid when we say it’s for keeps.” He raises his hand, checking the time on his wristwatch. “If I were you, I’d start moving the money. Two million. If it clears the account before eleven, she’s yours. Otherwise, prepare for a bidding war.”

The air thickens between them, and Cassio’s hands start visibly trembling. He holds the man’s gaze then looks to the back of the room, where Octavius sits.

“Grey’s raising his glass to him,” Koby whispers, as if sensing I’m about to swing my head that way and check what’s happening.

“Very well.” Cassio straightens his spine, marshaling the tremor in his hands as he glances at our table.

Briefly meeting my gaze, he swallows hard, paling a little before his eyes snap away.

Now that’s interesting...

“Will you excuse me?” he gabbles in Malik’s general direction, but doesn’t wait for permission or acknowledgment, marching toward the back of the room.

Malik downs the rest of his drink, robotically rising to his feet. He fastens his suit jacket while following Cassio’s footsteps. He’s in no hurry.

“Anyone else notice Cassio stiffen when he saw us?” Koby asks, the moment Malik’s out of earshot. “You think he knows we’re onto him?”

“Looks like it. And given how fast he made himself scarce, I bet he knows what we’re after.”

“Might be why he didn’t bring her along,” I add.

“Or it might violate the terms of whatever lease she’s on,” Carter denotes in our ears.

“I thought once they’re sold, they’re sold,” Ryder shoots back. “Now it sounds like they’re rented out.”

“I’ve seen enough,” I say, pulling my earpiece out. “He’s not dealing with anyone we know.”

Koby cocks an eyebrow. “Unless you count Noretto and Grey. He’s obviously paying them to keep Violet.”

“And he’s obviously very keen to purchase her outright,” I say. “We’ll take the girl off his hands whether he likes it or not. Might as well save the guy two million dollars.”
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 Violet

The moment the first girl is hauled onto the stage directly in front of me, Blaze appears from behind a curtain, dressed to impress in his signature black suit.

His pressed shirt is so white it’s blinding and perfectly contrasts his tanned skin. I wondered many times about his heritage. There’s no shadow of an accent when he speaks, but those dark, foreboding eyes, and his always-tanned-looking complexion hint he might have a drop of Latin blood.

What I wouldn’t give for a bit of melanin so I could blend in.

Blaze saunters toward my table—our table—greeting me with quick eye contact as he sits. I’ve been a prisoner in his house for six months, but we rarely talk.

Not unless he’s iterating for the nth time the rules I’m required to follow whenever a limo or armored vehicle arrives at his doorstep to pick me up for a twenty-four-hour trip.

Blaze is meticulous about the timeframe. He sells my company for four twenty-four-hour periods a month. I’m either taken straight after the auction or picked up on the Saturday afternoon to come back Sunday.

Twenty-four hours with the highest bidder. Not a second longer. He doesn’t care how far away they take me. Whether I spend six hours in the car or twenty minutes. The rules are set in stone and Blaze starts a stopwatch the second I’m in the car.

Cassio was late delivering me back on time once. Not by much. Barely three minutes. He lives in Columbus, and we were stuck in traffic on the interstate, waiting for the emergency services to clear the road after a truck flipped over. We set off with plenty of time to spare, but the accident made us late coming back.

Three minutes cost Cassio thirty grand in penalties.

Ten grand for every minute I was late.

The word spread quickly. Since then, I’ve never been back less than an hour before the deadline.

“Your hands are shaking,” Blaze notices, covering my palm with his. He ignores how I jerk back, well aware I hate male hands on me. He pumps his fingers around mine, examining my face. “What’s wrong?”

I moisten my throat with champagne before answering. “New jewelry... it has loops.”

Using the slow, lazy nod of his head as distraction, he takes a moment to process my words.

He does that a lot.

Instead of asking for further explanation, he dissects every word, turning its meaning over and over, then reading between the lines as he looks for an answer. He’s constantly trying to prove he’s the smartest man in the room.

I never met him before my first auction, so I have no comparison, but I heard rumors... His men say that night changed Blaze. When his house was raided and Hailey was stolen, he took it very personally.

Octavius Grey—the man without whom Blaze’s business would have no chance of success—arrived the next day, screaming the house down.

I didn’t understand why they were so interested in Hailey. Why Blaze killed Darius for shoving her under the rug in the ballroom. Why he carried her out of there in his arms like a princess.

I didn’t understand until Damon let it slip that Hailey knew the whereabouts of some major stash of incriminating evidence. He didn’t elaborate further when I asked, just huffing “I shouldn’t have told you that” under his nose.

The only other thing he said—which wasn’t hard to figure out if you paid attention to Blaze—was that he considers losing Hailey his biggest failure.

He takes all precautions imaginable to ensure he never again finds himself in a similar position. He became much more self-aware that night. Stopped gambling, partying, and drinking, and he’s narrowed his focus to growing his empire.

His men whisper between themselves about the daily parties they miss. Whenever Blaze is out of town, they organize get-togethers, blasting music in the ballroom and getting drunk beyond comprehension.

Whenever he is home, they watch TV and shuffle around the building all night, unable to sleep.

“It’s for your own good,” Blaze finally says, eyes on the girl standing on stage. “I hear Vincent’s eager to bid tonight. It doesn’t mean he’ll win, but just in case, I had this...” He runs his fingers along the belt at my waist, “...made for you. You should insist on wearing it at all times.” He gives my hand another squeeze before letting go.

He’s an odd man... he doesn’t mind selling me every month, knowing damn well I’ll be raped, beaten, and humiliated, but he acts concerned whenever any temporary owner takes things too far.

I scoff internally.

He’s just making sure his merchandise remains intact for next time. Last time Vincent had me I spent two weeks healing, and the men who’d booked me weren’t happy with my state.

I guess the complaints made Blaze reconsider my treatment. I guess I should be fucking grateful for the belt. Maybe it’ll save me acquiring any new scars.

“Sold!” the auctioneer yells, pounding the gavel.

Every time it hits the wood I jump in my seat. I marshal my body, purposely tensing my muscles to stop the involuntary reaction, but even those twitches don’t go unnoticed.

“This is it,” Blaze tells me. “The highest bidder tonight gets to keep you for good.”

My head whips toward him, nausea climbing my throat. Fear unlike anything else seizes my mind. It’s one thing being used four times a month and something entirely different being at the beck and call of whoever buys me.

What if Vincent wins? He’ll suspend me from the ceiling in his lavish penthouse and fuck me until I die.

I turn around, scanning the dimly lit room. So many familiar faces sit at the small, round tables. So many cruel, deranged men.

I spot Vincent at the back, his grubby hand at his face, scratching his beard. He’s fifty yards away, but I still see the sweat beading at his sparse hairline. He’s short and chubby, a perfect representation of the stereotypical, stupid mafia men in the movies. Big, red nose, bloodshot eyes, sweaty, smelly, and nearing his sixties with a belly that looks like he swallowed a workout ball.

A cruel, arrogant smirk twists the corner of his chapped lips, partly hidden beneath a thick mustache, when he catches me staring.

I quickly look away, scanning the rest of the crowd and wondering who will bid on me tonight.

Amadeus might... he bought me a few times. He has a particularly disturbing kink—sticking different objects in my pussy and seeing how quickly each gets me off.

Seeing me orgasm is the biggest turn-on for this guy, but some of the toys he used were atrocious.

He has a room in the basement of his house covered in red carpets. One wall is lined with a long metal table covered with hundreds of sex toys.

The first night he took me there, he made me come so many times I passed out. He spilled on the bed at least ten times while watching me writhe and beg for it to end.

I don’t think I’d survive long with him. He made sure I drank enough water but kept me in bed for sixteen hours without a wink of sleep.

“I sent for Cassio,” Blaze whispers, leaning closer. So close the citrusy scent of his cologne invades my senses. “I figured you’d like him best.”

I close my eyes, breathing in the stuffy air.

Cassio might be the one who spoils me most with dinners, champagne, and gifts, the one who takes care of me like I’m precious... but that’s only while we’re in public.

Once the door to his mansion in Columbus closes behind us, his dark side comes out to play... He treats every bruise on my milky skin like a trophy. While he doesn’t beat me up, he marks me every time.

I guess bruises are better than ropes tearing bloody gashes in my skin or being orgasmed into unconsciousness, spattered in cum. At least Cassio takes me out to fancy restaurants and showers me with little gifts. He promised he’d take me to Italy one day. I’m his prized possession by day and dirty whore by night. That’s every man’s dream, right?

An angel outside, a dirty slut inside.

“He’s not here,” I whisper back.

“He shouldn’t be long. His auction ended half an hour ago,” Blaze explains.

Ah, that’s right. The Auction.

Just like Noretto, Cassio hosts regular auctions. Though instead of selling people into sex-slavery, he sells art worth more than my mind can comprehend. More than normal people earn in three lifetimes.

Raising the flute to my lips, I take a slow sip as another girl is dragged onto the stage.

I’ve been in the audience for five of these events. You’d think it’d get easier, but it doesn’t. Not even when the girls on stage look like their dream is coming true, not even when they smile genuine, thrilled smiles while the price for their... well, their pussy, skyrockets.

I hate everything about this ordeal.

No woman should live in such fucking poverty that she considers selling her body a Godsend.

My sister and I lived on the streets of Bratislava for two years, stealing food and dumpster-diving for scraps, yet the idea of fucking a stranger for cash never entered my mind.

It entered Nina’s, though. She dragged me to America with her, lying through her teeth. She said we’d work as waitresses in a mafia-owned strip club. It sounded plausible. In fact, it sounded like salvation.

A fresh start, and in America of all places.

She said the boss would provide a halfway house for a few months until we got up on our feet. She rambled on about opportunities and American passports.

It’s the dream, right?

It would’ve been if Nina wasn’t lying.

“Sold!” the auctioneer yells again, pounding the gavel and grinning at a man two tables away. The same one who bought my sister and whisked her away to his brothel in San Francisco.

I don’t know what’s worse: her situation or mine.

Probably mine. The girls who get sold only have to work for a year, then they get a passport and are free to do as they please. Blaze says it keeps his business model in demand and the brothels stuffed with fresh blood. Apparently, the regulars get bored of the same old faces after a while and demand new girls.

Everybody wins...

Everybody who knows up front what they’re getting into. The one thing I can’t fault Blaze for is truthfulness. The girls who arrive in his mansion every month know exactly why they’re there.

They choose this life.

This chance to live the American dream.

I didn’t get the benefit of truth. Had my sister told me we’d end up selling ourselves I never would’ve got in the shipping container.

Now that I’m here, with no way out, I wish I wasn’t so... unique looking. My albinism has always been a curse. It’s even worse now because my looks are the reason I don’t get to walk the same path as my sister.

I won’t get a passport. I won’t be allowed to leave. I’ll most likely die at the hands of whoever pays the highest price tonight.

No, I won’t, because Blaze has a point... Cassio would be the best choice. He won’t kill me. He’ll hurt me, but he’ll soothe the pain and kiss the bruises. With him, the nightmare will partially end...

When I stood on the stage six months ago, I quivered like a two-day-old puppy sniffling for food. Tears streamed down my face and Damon had to gag me so I’d stop begging everyone to let me go.

The auction started and sums were yelled one after another. Ten, twenty, fifty thousand. It didn’t stop there. Men were battling one another, guns were drawn, threats were made, and, amidst the chaos, Blaze watched with a cunning smirk on his handsome face.

He stopped the auction when the price reached three hundred thousand dollars.

Three hundred thousand dollars for me...

It was Cassio’s bid, but it wasn’t the money that forced Blaze to change the game. It was the gunshot that cut the air.

No one died. Blaze told me later that Vincent Darmoros—the fat sleazy boss who loves to watch me bleed and cry—simply ran out of money and fired a warning shot to scare everyone off.

It didn’t work.

“Change of plans, gentlemen,” Blaze denoted, dollar signs shining in his eyes as he addressed the room. “Since all of you want a piece of this, I’m introducing a brand-new scheme. Rent-a-whore. Four slots every month. Four highest bids get this fine piece of ass for twenty-four hours. Sounds fair?”

He wasn’t done talking when men started bidding again and the auctioneer scrambled to halt the bids so Blaze could finish explaining.

He raked in over a million dollars that night, selling me to four different men. The following month, another million, because Cassio wasn’t backing down, determined to secure two days with me.

Most interested men had me once and never bid again. I guess I didn’t live up to their expectations. Maybe they thought my pale skin and purple eyes would somehow alter my pussy to be... I don’t know... tighter? Wetter? Sweeter?

I guess they were sorely disappointed when they realized I’m perfectly ordinary between my legs and most never raised their paddles again. Most, but not all.

A few kept bidding.

Cassio kept bidding.

Last month he secured all four spots and there wasn’t much other interest.

I guess Blaze has realized this cow’s been milked enough and now he just wants me gone. One last big paycheck before the rent-a-whore scheme is done.

This auction reaches an obligatory break after the first fifteen girls are sold. Blaze immediately stands to mingle with the crowd and Damon takes his seat beside me, snapping his fingers at a passing waitress.

“Is Cassio here yet?” I ask, clutching a fresh flute of bubbly in shaking hands. “I can’t see him anywhere.”

“Not yet, but he should be here any minute.”

An unpleasant chill slithers down my spine when Vincent stops beside us, a glass of vodka on the rocks in one hand, cigar in the other. His tongue darts out, moistening his chapped lips as he looks me up and down until his eyes stop on the belt around my waist.

“What a waste of cash. I prefer you without it.”

“No one cares about your preferences, Vincent,” Damon grits out, shooing him away.

“Don’t get used to it.” He purposely ignores Damon. “Once you’re mine, you’ll never wear a collar or a fucking belt again.”

Damon chuckles, actually chuckles, and it sounds like he’s genuinely amused.

“You think you’ll buy her outright? That’s cute. Took you three months to set aside enough for a second night.”

Vincent’s face grows red. Damon must’ve hit a nerve. “We’ll see about that.”

I have the urge to bang my head on the table.

Why is he even interested in me? Is my albinism that much of a turn-on? Or is it just because other people want me?

Men like this guy enjoy having things others desire. I bet that sick mentality is the only reason he wanted me in the first place. That, and the ability to show off that he can afford however much I fetch tonight.

The bitter laugh sounding in my head almost makes it out. How sad is it that I’m so resigned, so used to being treated like an object, that it fails to even raise the hairs on the back of my neck?

I loathed this a few months ago. I still do, but I no longer feel like I’ll burst into tears. There are two girls living inside my head. One’s a true pessimist, resigned to this new reality. To being nothing more than a warm hole for flaccid dicks.

The other girl refuses to roll over and die already. She has hope... even if it’s severely crippled now Blaze has changed the rules again.
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Broadway

I rise to my feet, ignoring Koby’s quiet hiss. Carter told us not to engage. He said we’ll get Violet together when the time comes. While I’m not about to break the promise I gave him, we’re moving at a snail’s pace and I’m sick and tired of feeling like prey to my own instincts.

The sooner we secure the girl the sooner I figure out what the fuck it is about her that makes my hair stand on end and my trigger finger itch for a gun.

I head out the back entrance, locating Cassio’s limousine in no time. The driver sits at the wheel, phone in hand. He almost jumps through the closed sunroof when his door flies open.

I’d also bet good money he nearly shits his pants the second his head faces the barrel of my Glock.

“Get out and run,” I say, gesturing with the gun.

His Adam’s apple bobs, lips part, but words don’t come. Fear steals his voice and makes his eyes twice their normal size as he bolts out so fast he trips over his legs, landing face first in the dirt.

“You have ten seconds to round the building and disappear,” I add, taking his seat behind the wheel.

He shoots upright, forcing his legs to work overtime and he’s gone in seven seconds.

Good job he hurried up.

The moment he’s out of sight, the emergency exit door swings open and Cassio exits the building, visibly agitated.

I can see it in his rushed steps and clenched fists. In the way his chest heaves as I use the side mirror to watch him march toward the limo.

He yanks the door open, slides into the back seat and slams the door behind him.

“Noretto’s auction,” he orders, loosening his bowtie. “Fast.” He leans forward, opening one of the cabinets to fetch a bottle of champagne while I turn the key.

The sound of the cork popping out and the hiss of the bubbles escaping the bottle fills the space, quickly muted by the low hum of the engine.

Reversing out of the parking space, I head toward the main street, joining the mild traffic. Pittsburgh’s almost two hours from Columbus. No way I’m spending that long with Cassio. Also, no way am I entering Noretto’s lair with one measly Glock and no backup.

The man’s ego was severely hurt six months ago. Word on the street is he’s still pining after the evidence.

Who isn’t?

Everyone involved wants to get their hands on the file. Noretto, Grey, even Hailey’s father. But they can’t. Attacking Carter isn’t a move anyone would consider thanks to his ties with Dante Carrow—the king of the criminal world.

All they can do is hope that, one day, Carter will need something badly enough that he’ll exchange the evidence for it.

Considering Hailey’s safety is the only thing he cares about, it’s never going to happen. In a twisted way, the evidence is both the biggest threat to her safety and the only thing ensuring it.

Carter’s loyal to the code. The only reason he’d ever rat on his fellow mafiosi would be if someone hurt Hailey. Then he’d send the pictures everywhere.

And everyone knows it.

What a stalemate.

None of the big players would dare go after the woman Carter loves, but some of the less-than-bright bulbs might try their luck one sunny day, hence why she’s under twenty-four-hour watch.

Flicking the indicator, I turn left, taking Cassio the opposite way to where he asked.

If I had my earpiece in, I’d be listening to Koby and Ryder swearing. I bet Carter’s already speeding through the city in his Pontiac to cut me off.

I may have ditched my earpiece, but Ryder can tap into my phone’s location with his eyes closed, so they know exactly where I am.

They’ve probably figured out where I’m taking Cassio.

He’s silent at the back, drinking the champagne straight from the bottle for a few minutes before he pulls his phone out and presses it to his ear.

“I need to move some money,” he says with a twinge of nerves vibrating his tone. “Two,” he adds, then lets out a resounding, “Fuck!” before adding, “No, make it three just in case.” He squeezes the bridge of his nose. “No, you dumb prick. You think I’d be calling for three grand? Three million. Pull it in from the Swiss account. Within the hour.”

Three million dollars for one girl.

You’d think she’s made of gold. Or better yet, that Dali painted her. For that money, Cassio could buy a whole shipment of girls from Noretto and have enough change left over to build them a luxurious brothel.

From our research into Noretto’s auctions in the past three months I know most girls sell for around thirty grand. Virgins go for eighty. Not many fetch six figures, but it happens more often than I’d anticipate.

I’d love to see the girls these men pay hundreds of thousands for. The sale logs don’t detail names, just one-night-only ID numbers. They change all the time.

The numbers never repeat, even though there’s word on the street that when a brothel in Pittsburgh closed last month, Blaze got to reauction the girls and took the profits.

“I don’t fucking care how you’ll do it. Just do it. That’s what I pay you for,” Cassio clips and disconnects the call, tossing the cell aside.

He takes another large gulp of champagne and finally pays attention to what’s outside the window. Two wrinkles immediately crawl onto his forehead.

“Where are you going? This is—” He cuts himself off when he catches my eye in the rearview mirror.

He was so deep in his head he didn’t notice I’m not his usual driver. Now he does and his paling skin is so satisfying. He reaches for the door handle, ignoring the fact we’re going forty miles an hour. I bet if he could, he’d fling himself out of here, but the handle doesn’t budge. I locked him in the second he sat down.

He didn’t notice that, either.

“Who the fuck are you?” he asks, fighting and failing to keep the fear out of his tone. “I’ve seen you outside my house all week. You’re one of Willard’s men, aren’t you? What do you want?”

Technically, I’m one of Beckett’s men, but Carter doesn’t bother correcting anyone when they call him Willard. His father was a bastard, sure, but many looked up to him with respect. Willard ignites a sense of fear that Carter enjoys. His documents might say Carter Beckett, but in our world, he’s a Willard through and through.

I turn left, navigating the long limo around the narrow streets, my lips sealed for another ten minutes until we reach our destination—the warehouse Carter’s father utilized to execute people who wronged him.

I turn in my seat, pinning Cassio with a pointed stare, and unlock the door. “You can’t outrun a bullet. Keep that in mind while you decide your next move.”

He swallows hard, wiping the sweat beading at his hairline. “Fine. What do you want?”

“You purchased something I’m interested in.” I exit the car, encouraging him to do the same.

I don’t want to have to crane my neck.

It also means it’ll be easier to shoot the fucker if he’s dumb enough to make a run for it.

“I’ve purchased many things over the years. That’s how I make my living. You’ll have to be more specific.”

“About this high.” I make a line in the air at my pecs. “Pretty little thing. Violet hair, violet eyes...”

“Fuck,” he heaves, running both hands through his hair. “You want to buy her?” He kicks up the gravel in a dramatic display of frustration.

“Oh, I’m not buying. I’m taking.” I lean against the limo, folding my arms. “We can do it the easy way or the hard way. Either you hand her over willingly, or you end up dead. Your choice.”

A dry, humorless chuckle escapes him. It’s loud at first, but quickly grows strained. “You saw me with her last week, didn’t you? At Scarlett.”

“I’d praise your intelligence, but you brought her into Carter’s club, so you’re obviously not always this clever.”

“You saw me with her and assumed I own her,” he continues, completely ignoring what I said.

“I overheard you chatting to Malik. I know you have her on some kind of lease agreement.”

“Had.” His nostrils flare as air leaves his lungs in an exasperated huff. “I had her. Multiple times over the past six months.”

That unscratchable itch at the back of my brain starts again, sending ripples of unease through my veins. I fucking loathe this feeling.

“You’re stepping on thin ice as it is,” I grit out, cracking my neck left and right. “Don’t piss me off further. Start explaining.”

Cassio’s spine straightens, a rigid pole holding him upright, chin angled toward the sky. There’s an aura of aristocracy droning around him that wavers whenever his beady eyes glance at my gun.

“Noretto leases Viera out for twenty-four hours at a time.” He moves his weight from one foot to the other, grinding his teeth. “Only once a week so she can heal between the... engagements.”

Viera.

So that’s her name...

No. I’m not having that. It doesn’t suit her. Too harsh.

She’s delicate, like a Violet, end of story.

“Every week?” I echo, a cold chill zapping my spine, my heart picking up rhythm. “You’re saying she ends up with a different motherfucker every week?”

He nods, holding on to his courage for dear life, but his hands shake as he shoves them into his jacket pockets, fetching cigarettes and a lighter.

“Every month, Blaze auctions four days with her,” he confirms, inhaling a lungful of smoke. “He wanted to sell her like the others, but quickly realized how desirable she is. The bidding reached three hundred thousand dollars, shots were fired, and Noretto changed the rules.”

I lean against my car, my imagination taking a dark turn. Violet’s a one-girl brothel...

I bet she’s the girl behind those six-figure sums. She’s single-handedly made Noretto most of his newfound fortune.

Now I understand how he’s done it.

“You said ‘give her time to heal.’ Why does she need time to heal?”

“There are no rules for those twenty-four hours. Well, one—don’t kill her. She has a personal bodyguard and a safe word she uses when her life is threatened but other than that, anything goes.”

My right hand, the one tightly grasping my Glock, unilaterally chooses to aim between Cassio’s eyes.

Fuck, holding him at gunpoint injects me with invincibility unlike anything else. Adrenaline floods my system, reaching dangerous levels and that wrath burning me from the inside channels itself without my input.

And it still doesn’t make a lick of sense.

The power igniting my mind while a primal, uncontrollable part of me takes the reins is fucking staggering.

It’s like finding my purpose.

I’ve killed before. So many people. Taking a life has never made me flinch. Never induced guilt. I haven’t lost a wink of sleep over the years. I’m not plagued by nightmares forcing me to relive the screams and deaths of those who’ve died at my hands.

I don’t care about it and I don’t care about them.

It’s a job like any other... but tonight, killing is far more than just a job.

It’s a need.

The bloodthirst running rampant inside me is new. Exciting. Fucking addictive. It’s as if something clicked, something I can’t place, and now killing...

No, not just any old killing.

Killing Cassio is the one thing I need to do in life. My newfound purpose.

Staring at him over the barrel, knowing one pull of my index finger will end his existence, is euphoric.

I want to watch him take his last breath.

I want his blood on my hands, his bones crunching under my boot, and his heart in my clenched fist.

“What did you do to her?” I seethe, imagining the worst. “You said you rented her several times. Why?”

His natural pink undertone is nowhere in sight. He’s paler than pale, ghostlike as he slowly shakes his head, hands up in surrender. “I don’t know. There’s something about her... She’s a human canvas with that pale skin, and I’m a bit of an artist. Bruises have a completely different aspect against skin as white as Viera’s—”

“Bruises?” The word comes out like a growl, my trigger finger twitching.

Cold sweat coats my back and the chaos Violet’s triggered inside me coalesces into wrath like no other. I think Cassio can see I’m practically fucking glowing with anger because he swallows hard and vomits the next words on an exhale.

“I treat Viera right, I really do. She’s well fed, rested, and drowning in gifts. She becomes art when she’s with me. Unique, beautiful. One of a kind. Different every time. A piece everyone wants but few can afford...” He trails off, a fond look softening his features, and I imagine wiping that expression off his face with a sledgehammer. “I was there the first night she was up for offer. Once I saw how many men were willing to pay through the nose for her, I was hooked.”

My teeth gnash between my lips, the next question harder to voice than it should be. I settle for a milder version because did you fuck her? doesn’t want to leave my lips.

Just thinking about him touching Violet makes me sick.

Fuck... the stars all point one way. I know what that turmoil whipping me into a frenzy is. The idea’s been sprouting roots for days, but it’s too fucking ridiculous and I’m in denial.

I’ve seen Violet once but this... this jealousy pales in comparison to anything I’ve ever felt before. It’s so potent my hands shake.

“Did you use her?”

Cassio swallows again, louder this time. If not for the wind howling in my ears, I bet I’d hear his heart colliding with his ribs.

His gaze flickers from my eyes to the gun aimed between his. “Like I said, I was good to her. Unlike some of the others, I took her out, fed her, made sure she was comfortable. I’m a connoisseur, Mr...?” He pauses for a beat and waits, probably hoping I’ll volunteer my name. It’s a long time before he realizes I won’t, but he picks up right where he left off. “I love art and rare pieces must be cherished. You wouldn’t harm a Picasso—”

“She’s not a fucking painting.” I lower the gun, aiming at his heart. The one I’ll rip right out of his chest.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Cassio denotes, shaking his head, newfound confidence bleeding onto his features as he checks his wristwatch. “The auction starts in twenty minutes. Blaze always leaves Viera for last, so she’ll be up for grabs around midnight. This time, forever. Interest has been dying down lately. I secured six out of the last eight spots and haven’t paid half as much for those six as I did for the first one.”

Cranking my neck I give myself a moment to process everything he’s said. Violet’s been living a nightmare. I knew that much from the start. I knew she’d been sold to a private buyer and used like a blow-up doll.

What I didn’t know was that she’d been sold multiple times to different men and the only boundary Blaze drew was her life. My stomach churns, nausea climbing my throat, my mind going wild and imagining Hailey in the same situation. If we hadn’t rescued her that night... would Blaze have sold her to the highest bidder once he got his hands on the evidence?

A new wave of blinding wrath gushes through me, this time on Carter’s behalf. He’d rain hellfire on the entire goddamn state if Hailey was in Violet’s shoes. And I’d be there, alongside him, gutting every fucker who dared to get within breathing distance of my boss’s girl.

Men of many tastes work with or for Blaze Noretto. Ryder found a few names—regulars who turn up at every auction. There’s no official guest list, but gossip in our line of work is bread and butter so I know about a few sick old fucks who attend with kinks darker than the sky over my head.

If any of them bought Violet...

I swear under my breath, my heart doing its best to tear out of my chest. This is so much worse than I anticipated.

“You think I’ll let you buy her?” I scoff, my gun refusing to aim away from his heart. “Think again.”

“Do you even know where the auction takes place?”

A dying man’s attempt to grasp at straws. Cassio firmly believes I won’t shoot, otherwise, he’d be spewing bullshit threats and cowering behind his social status. Instead, he takes me for a fool.

He obviously doesn’t often deal with the likes of me. Too bad. If he did, he’d religiously abide by the sacred rule that’s kept me alive since I joined Carter’s team: never underestimate your opponent.

“You can’t just waltz in there and demand Blaze hand Viera over. And believe me, with his security, you won’t get much accomplished if you go in guns blazing. He has at least thirty men accompanying him wherever he goes.”

Again with the underestimation.

It took just five men—two of whom died mid-combat, so in all honesty just three—to get Hailey out of Noretto’s mansion. I expect he’s tightened the security but there’s not a system on this planet Ryder can’t crack.

We got one girl out and we’ll get another one out too.

“You need me,” Cassio denotes, a shadow of a smirk making an appearance.

“You’re kind of arrogant. I’d tone it down if I were you. It’ll get you killed one day.”

He breathes out a lungful of air. I guess he was worried a little somewhere deep inside. Good.

“That day is today.”

I pull the trigger.

The world slows to a crawl as it always does when I release a bullet. It takes a second to bury itself exactly where I aimed. A second that’s long enough for my eyes to follow the shot’s trajectory. I see the bullet whoosh through the air and tear into his chest.

Blood seeps from the wound immediately. Even before Cassio’s limp, lifeless body thuds to the ground I see a crimson river stain his white tux. The contrast is jarring.

It’s also beautiful.

White and red go well together.

Carter has a point when he says there’s beauty in chaos. Beauty in carnage. I’ve never seen it before. Killing was never anything to revel in, but for some reason, watching Cassio bleed out onto the ground isn’t just satisfying.

It’s fucking breathtaking.

Holstering my gun, I whip myself left and right, gearing myself up for Carter’s inevitable wrath. He can let many things slide, but insubordination isn’t one of them.

And the worst part? I have no line of defense. Not a single rational reason for butchering a man of Cassio’s stature. Covering up his death won’t be as easy as covering up the deaths of the lowlifes I kill daily.

Cassio is—was—known. Rich. And rich people don’t disappear out of the blue.

Oh well, there’s a first time for everything.

Grabbing my phone, I dial Carter’s number but not before noticing twenty-two missed calls on the screen. Not just from my boss but also Ryder and Koby.

The cell vibrates again as I open the contact list, scrolling down to C. Koby’s name pops up, but he can wait, so I send his call to voicemail.

One ring is all it takes before Carter’s biting, though eerily composed, voice fills my ear.

That’s not good.

I know this tone—the calm before the storm.

“Where are you?”

“Outside Rhett’s warehouse.” I glance at Cassio and the expanding puddle of blood around him. “I need a clean-up crew.”

“Fucking hell, Broadway. You killed Barbieri?” I can hear his teeth grinding. “He is—was—a fucking civilian. You better have a good reason.”

Yeah... I’m seriously short on those.

Carter pauses to compose himself, probably pinching the bridge of his nose in the process. “Hold on.”

Another pause, accompanied by a crackling sound on the line, and then his voice comes back, distant and muffled. “He’s outside Rhett’s warehouse. Go over there and take the clean-up guys.” A small thud, and his voice booms louder again. “What the fuck were you thinking, Broadway? You were supposed to wait for orders!”

“He deserved it.” It’s a lousy explanation, but I don’t have a better one. Or rather, the explanation I do have is ridiculous, given I’ve never met Violet in real life.

So why did killing the man who hurt her feel better than an orgasm?

“We don’t have time for my remorse right now, Boss. Violet’s with Noretto and tonight might be our only window to get her back.”

“Tonight? That’s too soon. We don’t have a plan.”

I fill him in about the auction and Blaze’s willingness to offload the girl. For the right price.

“He told Cassio three big ones should do it.”

“Three million? Three million for one girl? You should’ve let him buy her. It would’ve been easier to steal her from Cassio than Noretto.”

My mind soars, anger gunning through me like something all-seeing and demonic.

“We got Hailey back without a hiccup.”

“That was different, and you know it. Violet will be surrounded by Noretto’s goons. He’s smarter now; we won’t be able to pull the same stunt twice. Wait there. I’ll be over in ten minutes. Don’t kill anyone else, will you?”

“Fine,” I huff, feigning annoyance to dissolve some of the tension. “But I’m not happy about it.”

“Of course you’re not.”
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Cassio’s pink undertone that paled drastically while we talked is now well and truly gone, replaced by an ashen, dead tint.

He’s already cold. Because I don’t take any chances. Despite the pool of blood around him and the hole where his heart should be, I bent down to check his pulse twenty minutes ago.

As expected, there wasn’t one.

His eyes stare up at the starless, dark canvas above, nothing but moonlight reflecting in his black pupils.

That’s until Carter’s Pontiac cruises into the yard between the abandoned warehouses. The V8 engine roars with the slightest touch of the gas pedal, splitting the silence, while a flicker of the headlights can be seen in Cassio’s vacant stare when the car pulls up close by.

The last thing I expected when my fingers connected with the pulse point on his neck was the primal urge to take more from him. He had plenty to give alive, plenty he could’ve offered or bribed me with, but his riches weren’t what every cell in my body craved.

I have more money than I know what to do with. More bling than any man should, more pussy than A-list celebrities. What I don’t have and didn’t get were Cassio’s screams.

His pleas.

His fear.

There was no time for him to truly process that he was about to die before I pulled the trigger. I took his life, but I didn’t get to bask in the execution.

So I wanted more.

Not carving his dead heart right out of his chest proved too fucking hard to consider me mentally stable.

I’d have no use for the punctured organ, but while I waited for Carter, I had to physically restrain myself from carving it right out of his chest. Veering on the side of caution, I sat behind the limo’s wheel, doors locked, music blasting as loud as the shitty audio system allowed.

Unfortunately, the self-imposed prison and the distracting music didn’t work for shit. I stormed out, swearing under my breath at how fucking dumb this is, and now I’m leaning against the limo, Cassio’s heart in my palm, then in the air, then back in my palm, in the air again.

I should probably see a specialist at some point...

With my left hand otherwise occupied and bloody, I use my right to pull out the pack of cigarettes I stole from the corpse, and light one up.

I don’t smoke. Never have, unless you count cigars, but right now, as I light the tip and inhale, filling my lungs with poison, I have no idea why I don’t smoke.

It tastes vile, sure, smells even worse, but God does it help relax my cinched muscles. Every knot in my shoulders unwinds and that overpowering bloodthirst subsides.

It’s still there, chewing at the back of my mind, writhing and hungry, but milder now. Easier to control while I’m playing catch with Cassio’s heart.

The driver’s side door of the Pontiac opens slowly, and Carter’s black boot crunches the gravel as he hauls himself out of the piece of art he drives.

I never pegged him for a man who’d have a soft spot for a piece of American motor history. Never pegged myself for it either, but here we are, both marveling in the sound of the Pontiac’s purr whenever Carter turns the key.

He closes the door, eyes on the deceased connoisseur with a hole in his chest big enough to squeeze my fist inside. There’s no emotion on his face. Not a single snarl or a furrow of his brow, not a trace of the anger I thought would rain down on me like a fucking hailstorm.

Instead of furious, Carter’s composed, maybe a little curious, as he surveys my handiwork.

Just another day at the office, it seems.

The approaching vehicle doesn’t startle either of us. We both know from the sound of the engine that it’s Koby and Ryder rolling in my G Wagon.

Carter crouches beside Cassio, studying him a little closer, but still, his face remains stoic... until his black eyes swing to me and a deep eleven dents his forehead.

“Do you need a gift bag for that?” he asks, pointing at the heart. “I prefer jewelry, but this should show your girl how much you care.”

I pause, eyes widening, pulse skyrocketing. Cassio’s heart lands in my fist with a squelch and I squeeze hard, squirting blood everywhere. “What—”

“I know, it kind of hits you over the head, doesn’t it? Took me a while to realize how deep I was with Hailey.” His gaze zeroes in on the gray cloud I’m exhaling.

He doesn’t smoke. Not since he found Hailey, but every now and then, when the day has been particularly stressful, he’ll indulge the habit.

I pull the pack out with shaking hands and toss it over for him to catch. The lighter follows once he has a cigarette between his lips, eyes drilling holes in my face waiting for... who the fuck knows? Admission? Confession? Arguments? I have none. This whole thing with Violet is impossible to navigate.

“I didn’t do it for her,” I finally say, opting for denial-land once more. Whatever’s happening isn’t normal, and I’m not ready to face it just yet. “I don’t even know her.”

Carter stares me down for a beat, processing, or maybe scrutinizing my face and reading my mind. He obviously can’t do that, but he knows me well enough to read between the lines and, as the good friend he is, he doesn’t push me.

He also doesn’t say another word until Koby and Ryder join us.

Koby does the same tennis-motion with his eyes Carter did, a smirk playing across his lips as he glares at the heart in my palm. “That teddy bear in you morphed into a grizzly bear there for a minute, didn’t it?”

I don’t comment, inhaling the smoke to keep my hands and mouth busy. The two clean-up guys they brought get to work, shoving Cassio into a large black bag for transport.

He’ll be promptly disposed of. Owning the guy at the crematorium is a huge plus in this business. It means disposing of evidence is even easier than when we worked for Dante in Chicago.

We have Rhett Willard to thank. It’s one of the few useful things the bastard set up during his long career as the boss in Ohio.

Still, covering up the sudden disappearance of a luxury goods magnate won’t be a walk in the park. Ryder will have his hands full tonight, fabricating evidence of a kidnapping or whatever Carter decides to go with.

“You’re such a fucking selfish asshole,” Koby mutters, purposely shouldering me as he leans against the limo. “You could’ve said something. Anything.”

I smirk under my nose. Broadway might be my nickname, thanks to my brief acting stint, but Koby’s the one with a flair for entertainment.

His own entertainment.

If there’s too long a break between torturing, killing, and using his fists, Koby gets restless. A ball of energy looking for a way out. He’s addicted to the thrill of a brawl, to the screams of the men he tortures, to the light flickering out in the eyes of those we’re ordered to murder.

He craves that thrill the same way an alcoholic craves another shot, and it’s been a few weeks since anything remotely exciting happened within our ranks. We focused on preparing Scarlett once all Rhett’s loose ends were tied.

Now, looking at the envy painting Koby’s face, I know it’ll take a while before he forgives me for robbing him of the fun that transpired here tonight. He’d be content to let me pull the trigger as long as he could watch.

“I didn’t plan this,” I say, the thirst for blood roaring louder in my veins when I get a lungful of burning filter.

I toss the now-useless tube onto the ground and stomp it out with my boot, bending my fingers at Carter so he’ll toss the pack back.

As soon as I move my foot, the clean-up guy, who’s on his knees, arranging Cassio’s limbs along his body, snatches the cigarette butt. He throws it into the bag without a word, but with a look that paints a thousand thrown my way.

Ah, that’s right. Evidence, DNA, and all that crap.

Ignoring the scowl from a man almost kneeling at my feet, I turn to Carter, waiting for an outburst.

By the look of him, I’ll be waiting a while. Odd...

“So?” Ryder starts, breaking the silence. “Did he say anything useful before you shot him?”

“That depends on what you consider useful.” I relay my chit-chat with Cassio again, glancing at my wristwatch every so often. We’re running out of time and that gut-wrenching feeling is rearing its head once more. “Either we get her out of there tonight, or fuck knows who we’ll upset getting her out later. Anyone can buy her. She could get sold to a brothel or end up as a slave for one of Blaze’s regulars.”

“They might take her abroad,” Ryder pipes in, siding with me. Well, technically, in a roundabout way, siding with Carter, even if our boss doesn’t see it that way.

The hierarchy is different this time around. We’re doing Carter’s bidding, sure, but Hailey’s the one who wants Violet back as soon as possible.

Pleasing her means enjoying a happy Carter.

“If you really want that girl, we don’t have a choice,” Ryder confirms.

“It’s not far off a suicide mission, though,” Koby adds. “Blaze has tripled his security and the auction house is a fortress. Once we’re in, if they want us dead, we’re dead, so I’d suggest a different approach.”

“Such as?” Carter asks, eyes drilling into mine, though for the life of me I have no idea why.

“It’s an auction, right? I say we just buy the girl. Noretto’s a greedy bastard. If he realizes you want her, he’ll know you’ll pay premium.”

Carter takes a while to ponder the idea, muscles in his jaw ticking, eyes raking over the dead body before returning to my face. Left and right, left and right, he’s assessing.

Processing the scene like he’s looking for clues.

Fuck knows what he’s thinking, but after another tense moment he releases an exasperated huff. “Fine. Buying her outright might be the only peaceful way to get this done.”

“It also gives us a chance to check what kind of clientele Blaze is attracting these days. How many people we’ll piss off if we take him down,” Koby adds in a bitter tone.

He’s not keen on closing Noretto’s business. While he hates his business model, he also knows the girls are volunteers. He’s the kind of guy who doesn’t shit on anyone’s parade or condemn their choices just because they don’t align with his extremely flexible moral code.

I can relate, but given how often Noretto alters the format, I doubt the girls are kept in the loop. It’s one thing working in a brothel with clearly defined rules of conduct and another thing entirely being sold to a private buyer who can do as he pleases.

Most brothels take care of their girls. After all, they’re the ones making them money. They’re paid for their services and kept safe.

Fucked into oblivion, but safe.

No one can guarantee the safety of a girl sold to a private bidder. They could be anyone, demand anything, and get away with it without so much as a lick of consequences.

“How do you expect us to get in?” Ryder asks, folding his arms over his chest. “Noretto’s men know us so it’s not like I could add us to the guest list even if I could find it. It’s not anywhere online. He’s taking no chances.”

Carter leans against the side of his Pontiac, flexing his fingers. “They won’t shoot you unless Blaze approves.”

“He may be greedy,” I say, pinching another cigarette between my lips. At this rate, I might cough up my lungs before dawn. “But does he really want cash more than your head?”

“Blaze can’t kill me, Broadway. He wants the evidence.”

“You’re not considering using it, are you?” Koby asks, his brows meeting his hairline.

“Of course not. I’m not wasting it on Noretto. But if I were to, I’d use it to get Grey onside. Grey controls Noretto. Without Octavius, Blaze doesn’t have access to the port, he can’t smuggle in girls, and his entire business falls.”

“So you’re considering making friends with Grey?” I ask slowly, making sure he understands what he’s saying. “Octavius Grey? The guy directly responsible for Hailey ending up at Blaze’s?”

“Friends is a big word, Broadway. And I scrapped the idea. The evidence has much more value while it’s a threat to everyone involved.”

“Damn right it does,” Ryder says. “I think I know how to convince Blaze not to give the kill order.” His eyebrows draw together, eyes misting over, while he ponders whatever idea struck him. “Yeah, I think it’ll work.”

I run a hand down my face, exhaling a cloud of smoke. “I don’t like it when you say I think. It never ends well.”

“I’ve got this,” he emphasizes, rolling his eyes.

“You spend way too much time with Hailey.”

“Stop bickering,” Carter says. “Whatever you have, make it work, Ryder.” He doesn’t need the details, always taking our word as a given. “It’ll be best if Blaze doesn’t see me.” A lazy smirk plays across his lips. “So you’re going in my place, Broadway. You and Koby.”

Fuck.

That’s not the outcome I’d hoped for. It’s one thing getting Violet back to keep Hailey happy, but another thing entirely to expect I’ll stoop to the lowest level and actively participate in the auction.

He wouldn’t have to ask me twice to go shoot everyone and bring her back. I’d do it, no questions asked. But this... this doesn’t sit well with me. Not in the slightest.

I get why it’s the best course of action. While we’re searching for an angle on Noretto, plotting how to take him down without starting a war, retrieving Violet peacefully is the smartest move... but I don’t like it.

Carter has enough evidence against Octavius Grey to make the man bow and dance to every tune he plays. Unfortunately, establishing himself as the boss in Ohio by blackmailing people into cooperation wouldn’t be well received. It’s more lucrative in the long run to earn respect.

People know Carter has the evidence. They know he can use it and the fact he doesn’t makes a lot of bosses reconsider what they thought about him.

“Don’t pout,” he tells me. “When the time comes to shoot Blaze, I’ll hand you the gun. Grey’s mine, though, so don’t get greedy.” He moves his attention to Ryder. “Noretto’s men will need a compelling reason not to shoot if Blaze decides killing Broadway and Koby is on the agenda tonight.”

“That’s what I’ve been thinking about,” Ryder interjects with a devious smile stretching his lips. “I know how to make them stand down.”

“How?” I ask, but instead of answering, he steps toward the G Wagon and grabs his laptop from the back seat. “You better get going. It’s getting late. I’ll call you with instructions later.”

It’s a good job Koby and I are both in tuxes already: we don’t have to stop and change. I probably should, given the red splatter across my chest, but I’m pretty sure the blood will work in our favor.

“Don’t even think about it,” I tell Koby when he tries taking the wheel. He’s been driving my car all night, but right now I need to feel the gas pedal sinking into the floor.

It might be the only thing that’ll loosen my knotted muscles. I’ve worked under Carter for five years, but tonight’s the first time I’ve had the urge to refuse his order.
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I throw the car into a parking space by the curb outside the building where Noretto holds his auctions. A red carpet leads to the main entrance and two neckless bouncers stand at the door.

I wonder if either of them was there the night Carter, Apollo, and I barreled through the throng of Noretto’s men, shooting left and right while bodies thudded all around.

That night is still, hands down, my favorite moment of working with Carter. The sound of bullets hitting their marks, blood flowing like rivers across wooden floorboards, the groaning of wounded and dying men...

Obscene beauty.

“Call Ryder,” I tell Koby as we step out of the car.

I shove an earpiece into my ear, hearing two rings before Ryder comes through.

“I’m here. Just give me the go-ahead whenever you’re ready,” he says, his fingers tapping against the keyboard in the background.

If I ever call him and he’s not clicking, I’ll know he’s either dying or being held at gunpoint. He doesn’t answer when he’s fucking.

Adjusting my jacket, I double check my gun’s tucked into the holster as I approach the door, Koby in tow. The bouncers look up, then glance around the street, probably checking whether or not we brought backup.

As expected, they grab their guns, pulling them out in sync.

“You think I don’t know who you are?” the one on the left asks, malice coating every word, a sense of superiority shining in his eyes.

He’s delusional if he thinks he stands a chance against me. My gun might be resting comfortably in its holster, but I’d bet my trigger finger I can draw, aim, and fire before his brain issues the command to shoot.

“You do?” My eyebrows purposely meet my hairline, throwing him off track.

“Of course I do. You’re Broadway, Willard’s second.”

“Oh stop, you’re making me blush,” I huff, pulling my Glock out faster than either of them can blink. The atmosphere immediately shifts, roaring with anger and threat. “We’re not here to cause any trouble. I’d appreciate it if you asked your boss to join us.”

The one on the right cocks an eyebrow. “Or what?”

“Or Noretto will be very fucking annoyed that you cost him a chance to reconcile with our boss.”

They look between themselves, clearly at a loss as to whether Blaze even wants to reconcile with Carter, but too scared to face his wrath if they make the wrong decision.

“Go get him.” One motions to the other, gun still drawn, though he’s aiming at my shoulder, not my heart.

Amateur.

I pull out another cigarette, lighting it up and inhaling the mind-numbing nicotine while we wait for Noretto. I expect him to stall, leave us hanging for a while to falter our confidence.

He’s so predictable.

The clock inside my head counts about five minutes before the door opens and Blaze steps out, followed by fifteen men.

Again... so fucking predictable.

I smirk under my nose. This is going great.

“Reconcile?” Blaze scoffs, looking between me and Koby. “Is that the word you used? Why the fuck would I want to reconcile with Willard?”

“Oh, I don’t know...” I muse, tapping my chin. “Maybe because it could very quickly end your life if he put that evidence he’s got into the wrong hands?”

Blaze grinds his teeth before giving a cunning smirk. His finger pirouettes in the air. Men pour out of the building, quick to take their stance, and just like that, fifteen guns are aimed at our heads.

“I think you’ll agree you have no chance of coming out of this alive. I suggest you stop playing games and start singing. Why are you here?”

“Carter wants one of your girls.” I holster my gun—the gesture meant as an olive branch. “And he’s willing to part with a lot of cash.”

Blaze scoffs. “I don’t need cash, Broadway, but there are things it can’t buy that I do want. Is Carter bored with Hailey already? I’ll gladly take that bird off his hands.”

“Careful how you chose your words, Blaze,” I seethe, blood boiling in my veins. “You know how unpredictable Carter gets when Hailey’s involved. Don’t tempt fate. He doesn’t want this girl for himself.”

There’s a twinkle in his eyes saying he’s more than intrigued. “Who’s she for?”

“That’s above your pay grade,” Koby pipes in, lethal tone suggesting Blaze’s comment about Hailey pissed him off as much as it did me.

“And arriving here, demanding access to my auction is above yours. The only way you’re leaving in one piece is if Carter gives up the evidence. I suggest you call your boss. Quickly.”

So, so predictable it’s almost comical. “I figured you’d say that. Do you really think we arrived unprepared? Think again while I pretend you didn’t just try your luck. We’re not asking for preferential treatment, Blaze, just the opportunity to bid.”

“And if I refuse?”

I shrug, making Blaze’s eyes narrow into slits. “You’ll piss off a lot of your men.”

“Oh really? How so?”

“Ryder. Press send,” I instruct.

A single tap in my ear tells me he heard.

At once phones start pinging in the evening air. One text after another, all filled with pictures of Noretto’s men’s loved ones. Mothers, fathers, kids, wives... grandparents. Their details come next. Names, phone numbers, addresses, schools, care homes, hospitals.

The message is clear: we know where you hide the things you hold dearest, and it won’t take us long to get our hands on the precious cargo.

It’s just a threat at this point, but given what Carter achieved a few months ago, how many men he murdered to get what he wanted, it’s a threat that can quickly become reality if they don’t comply.

There’s no way they can jump into action and herd their loved ones to safety before our soldiers round them up. Either they bow out, or they lose.

We don’t have any hostages at the moment, but that hardly matters. Carter, along with Dante, has men stationed throughout the entire country, so we don’t have to hold anyone at gunpoint for the message to hit home.

The possibility of losing someone they love is enough to falter their fragile loyalty. Fragile, because up until the night we rescued Hailey, Blaze considered his men nothing but a pack of brainless tools. He never cared who lived and died as long as they did his bidding.

After that night, he must’ve realized it wasn’t the best course of action and now he has no fucking choice but to comply with our demands.

If he doesn’t stand down, he’ll be on his own.

No one will follow a man who disregards his men and their families. Sure, being a made man comes with risks, but pledging your loyalty to a boss also comes with the expectation of protection.

Noretto looks around, his men holding phones in one hand, guns in the other. His eyes flicker between their faces, assessing their reaction before he snatches the phone of the closest goon, and his nostrils flare.

He masks his emotions quickly, returning to the stoic, uncaring façade he’s adopted since Carter showed him his place in this world.

“Fair play,” he praises, a hint of respect clouding his eyes before he blinks it away. With a flick of his wrist, he orders his men to stand down.

I didn’t expect it to be this easy, but I guess the man’s learned a thing or two over the past six months. And this just now was a calculated and smart move.

Blaze didn’t falter. He didn’t take more than a second to consider his options, because he knew they’d stand down no matter what and allowing them to do so would reflect badly on him.

Instead, he seized control and commanded them to stand down, creating the illusion that he gives a fuck.

It’s a powerful move. One that helps him save face and garner respect.

Ah, the fucking mind games in this business...

Being the boss isn’t easy.

If you treat your men as irrelevant and easily replaceable, they won’t have your back.

Noretto’s making progress... which isn’t a good thing.

It’s easier to manipulate and disarm a stupid man.

I never really considered Blaze all that stupid. Careless, sure, but not stupid. Stupid men fall much faster. Despite his youth and sudden promotion after his father’s death, Blaze is yet to lose his title.

“Let them through,” he tells the bouncers.

They both scramble to open the door, almost fighting over the privilege.

Blaze, however, stays put, eyes jumping between me and Koby. “I assume you’re here for someone in particular. Private acquisition?”

I nod and the gesture makes him move. He tips his head toward the entrance, expecting me to fall into step by his side.

I do.

“Once we have what we came for, we’ll leave,” I add. “No one will get hurt.”

Noretto doesn’t comment but his lips curl ever so slightly at the corners. Summoning a waitress, he points toward a table at the front of the room.

“A bottle of our finest Bourbon,” he tells the girl dressed in a tiny crop-top and skirt so short it fails to cover her ass who materializes before us. “On the house.” He turns to face me and gestures toward the empty stage as we head to the table. “You’re a bit late. Twenty girls are sold already.”

“I trust you saved the best for last.” I follow him—Koby hot on my tail—the eyes of allies and enemies drilling into the back of my scalp.

It’s not until we emerge from the thick crowd that I realize the table Noretto’s taking us to isn’t empty like I initially thought. Someone’s there...

The same someone Koby and I are here to retrieve.

Violet.

Viera.

My step falters and my breath hitches on cue. The fine hairs at the back of my neck rise as if electrified and, just like when I watched the security footage from Scarlett, my muscles bunch. Every inch of my body screams at me to... I don’t really know.

Run?

Kill her?

Kiss her?

I can’t tell, but the closer she is, the more potent that beast within me becomes, clawing its way out, fighting to be set free. Taming that monster, whatever it wants, is mission fucking impossible.

“You have company,” Blaze says, nudging Violet’s shoulder. “Behave.” He flicks his fingers, and a nearby goon adds two more chairs to the table.

Koby plops down as the waitress arrives with a bottle. His shoulders are squared back, and I can tell he hates this as much as I do.

Marshaling the violence quivering inside me, I take a seat between him and Violet.

And it’s as if I’ve been dipped in ice-cold water when the scent of her skin invades my nose. My hands ball into tight fists, spine straightens. I’m ready to pounce and...

Again, I don’t fucking know what but I’d do anything to release an ounce of this madness. Maybe shooting everyone within reach would take the edge off.

I don’t dare inspect her face, too afraid that one look will cement me in place the same way it did the first time I saw her. I’m itching to get up and leave... with Violet flung over my shoulder.

“I’m Viera,” she says, her tense voice amplifying my unease. “Are you friends with Blaze?”

Koby shakes his head, mouth opening to speak, but I kick his shin under the table to shut him up. We’re not here to entertain her and given how her voice makes me feel like she’s sticking needles in my scalp, the less she talks the better. My emotions can’t handle much more.

The auctioneer arrives, inviting the guests to sit down for round two. I stare straight ahead, watching one girl after another walk onto the stage, all coquettish smiles, and revealing clothes. Not one looks uncomfortable with their predicament. Not one cries or begs.

Most of them are sold to brothel owners all over the country for a few grand, usually starting at five and not going much further. A chosen few fetch higher price tags from private buyers whose bids start at twenty-five grand.

“You’re not bidding?” Violet asks.

From the corner of my eye I see her head turning my way. The table is small, so cramped our shoulders are mere inches apart and when she turns, her breath warms my cheek. She smells like expensive perfume, a whiff of champagne and... strawberries.

Goosebumps mushroom over my skin.

Not the pleasant kind, not even the kind you get when you’re chilly, This is different. More intense, and it feels as if my skin’s peeling itself off my fucking bones.

“Not yet.” I push the answer past my teeth, clenched so hard the words sound like a snarl. “Soon.”

“There are only five girls left...” She sinks her white teeth into her lower lip.

“Six,” I counter against my better judgment. Keeping her talking isn’t doing me any good. Her voice burrows under my skin like a fucking disease. “You’re going up, aren’t you?”

She jerks away as if slapped, eyes round and fearful. With a trembling hand she grabs her champagne, no longer willing to entertain me.

“Answer the question,” I seethe, unable to control my voice.

Koby and I are supposed to get her out of here safely. I doubt she’ll make it easy if I keep snapping like this. She’s lived through enough shit over the past six months, but no matter how hard I try, I can’t soften my tone. I feel fucking threatened, and my instincts are going haywire because my brain thinks I’m in danger.

Or it knows she’s in danger and that’s why my temper’s all over the place.

“I am,” she confirms, lowering her voice to a whisper. “Please don’t bid.”

Dread prickles my bones, her plea rubbing me the wrong way. Before I can ask why, her big, teary, violet eyes lock onto mine.

“Please...” she breathes, abusing the already sore-looking lower lip. “Please let Mr. Barbieri win.”

Blood drains from my face, the warmth of Violet’s breath on my skin nothing but a memory.

I must’ve made a hell of an impression if she’d rather go with that dead artist than me.

“You want Cassio to own you?”

“He’s... he’s good to me.”

No, he fucking isn’t. Wasn’t. Which makes me wonder what those other men did if she considers someone who painted pictures using her broken blood vessels to be the lesser evil.

“Do you know him?” she asks, her tone growing hopeful. “Did he send you? Is that why you’re bidding? For him?”

Fuck no.

“Sold!” the auctioneer yells.

Before I answer her questions and assure her she definitely wants me to bid, her bodyguard approaches, eyeing me and Koby, clear warning in his gaze. He looks ready to speak—probably a reprimand for chatting with Blaze’s merch—but traps the words behind his teeth and juts his chin at Violet instead.

She hurries onto her feet without hesitation, her moves laced with fear.

Her dainty fingers immediately sleek her dress and hair before she adopts a confident pose. From here on, every move she makes looks practiced, rehearsed, like she’s done this so many times it’s second nature.

Her back straightens, pushing out her small boobs, chin tilts up, hips sway while she follows her bodyguard toward the red curtain flanking the stage.

Howls and cheers start at the back of the room, continuing long after she disappears behind the curtains.

“Did Carter set a hard limit?” Koby asks, leaning back in his chair to get a better view of the stage.

I shake my head. “Whatever it takes.”

Too bad we had so little time to prepare. Had we known last night, I could’ve gone on a killing spree to eliminate the competition.

It’d save Carter a lot of cash...

Then again, killing everyone else interested in Violet would open a can of worms that’d be impossible to close.

The two-million-dollar price tag was a branch extended to Cassio so he could buy Violet outright before the bidding starts. He said interest in her had been dying down lately, which puts to question the seven figures Malik quoted him. I doubt Violet will fetch that, but still... whatever the price, Carter has to pay.

And I have to bid...

Maybe killing Cassio wasn’t such a good idea. Keeping him alive would’ve saved my boss a lot of cash. It’d also save me from participating in the auction.

Too bad I’m always so fucking smart after the event.

The auctioneer clears his throat and the thought of bidding on a human being twists my insides in the worst way.

Nothing ever made me as nauseous as knowing I’ll be buying this girl.
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 Violet

I keep peeking through the red curtain, scanning the room in search of Cassio. The clock’s ticking, but there’s no sign of him. He always strolls to the front of the room and takes a seat by Blaze’s table, casually nonchalant until his eyes find me. Then, excitement takes over. Excitement and awe.

It made my skin prickle first time around, because I didn’t know what to expect. Next time, it prickled because I did. And it prickled with both relief and anxiety. Relief, because I knew twenty out of the twenty-four hours with him would be pure bliss. Restaurants, wine, theater or opera, a good night’s sleep in his bed.

Anxiety because of the remaining four hours...

Still, I’d happily endure the hours of his cock invading my holes if he shows up to bid tonight. Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t. Unfortunately, Cassio’s nowhere in sight and the space he usually occupies is taken by someone else. Two someones...

One of them spattered in blood.

I’ve never seen them here before. Their ruthless auras, as well as their tailored tuxes, tell me they belong in this crowd. Yet somehow, they don’t quite fit in. Maybe it’s because they’re new... or maybe there’s something about them my brain can sense but eyes can’t see.

The way they stand out among lesser and more established criminals in attendance makes me uneasy.

Jittery like a sinner on judgment day.

The one who sat arm and arm with me glares at the stage, his shoulders wound up, dark, assessing eyes shooting daggers the auctioneer’s way.

He looks like he hates being here. Like participating creeps him out. His jaw, peppered by a few-day-old stubble keeps working, grinding in small circles while his fingers squeeze the life out of a crystal glass full of neat Bourbon. He’s not drinking, just swirling the liquid as if it helps him focus.

His friend—equally tense, his knee bouncing under the table—downs the last of his drink, scanning the crowd as if assessing possible threats. The waitress approaches, summoned by the thump of his empty glass against the table. She refills it promptly and leaves them two bidding paddles. My stomach ties itself into knots.

God, where’s Cassio?

It’s sad that I hope a man who leaves my body covered in bruises will show up and buy me outright.

Sad, sick, but... my reality.

Compared to other previous winners, Cassio’s the lesser evil. I know what those men are capable of, what gets them going, and how much pain, hunger, and fear to expect.

Considerably more than with Cassio.

He never lets me go hungry. He never touches me while I sleep, so I get to sleep. He showers me with gifts, compensating for every bruise he leaves on my skin. It’s a lousy consolation, but lousy is better than nothing.

I’ll take Cassio over the others any day. I don’t want to end up with anyone else. Least of all these two newcomers.

They’re a blank page.

What if they’re worse than all the other men combined? What if they want to take me together? What if they bring more people to the party?

It’ll be like the ballroom all over again.

No one who’s bought me thus far has shared me with anyone else. I guess when you fork out five or six digits for a girl, you want her to yourself.

That might not be the case when someone owns me. After all, men get bored with one hole (or even all three) pretty quickly.

Especially the men in this room, used to fucking a different pussy every weekend.

Stepping from one foot to the other, I smooth my violet locks for the sixth time. Not one hair is out of place, but it’s all I can do to try and control the trembling.

My anxiety rises as the time left before I take the stage shortens. Mere minutes now. The last girl is there, smiling and posing, and Cassio’s nowhere in sight.

If he doesn’t come...

I shake the thought off. There’s no reason he won’t. He’s bought more dates with me than anyone has.

He wants me. He’ll be here.

“Sold!” The auctioneer pounds the gavel, grinning at Arteo Jones, a brothel owner from San Francisco.

The same man who bought my sister and at least thirty others over the past six months. He never spends more than ten grand per girl and always goes for blondes.

“Violet,” Damon says, making me jump.

He’s a step behind me, stealthy as a hunting lion. With my hand pressed firmly to my chest, feeling the thump of my heart, I spin on the heel of my designer shoe.

Blaze makes sure I look every inch the expensive escort, though everyone knows I’m just a well-dressed whore.

“Ready?” Damon asks, his tone loaded with an emotion I didn’t realize he was capable of.

It almost sounds like... empathy.

“No.” I shake my head, making the corner of his lips twitch.

“I knew you’d say that. This is the last time.” He gives me a look, urging me to spin around. “For your sake, I hope Cassio shows up at the last moment.”

My legs morph into cotton candy once Blaze takes the stage to inform his guests about the change in auction format for his most desirable girl.

I barely hear him over the screaming of my own mind while he explains tonight is their last chance to snatch me and that whoever wins takes me home forever.

Or however long is convenient.

A low murmur travels across the room, the excitement in the air almost palpable.

Blaze turns swiftly, whispering something in the auctioneer’s ear before sauntering off toward the table I occupied earlier.

“The last auction of the night!” the auctioneer booms. “And what an opportunity! Reach deep into those pockets, gentlemen. I hear she’s worth every dollar.” He angles himself toward where I’m hidden by the curtain. “Viera, be a doll and show everybody that pretty face.”

Damon pokes his finger into my lower back, urging me to move. I shake so hard my every step feels like it might be the last. Like I’ll collapse if I scan the dimly lit room and confirm my gut feeling—Cassio isn’t here.

To avoid disappointment, I stare at the worn floorboards until I see the spray-painted red X that marks the center of the stage and stop. The spotlights shine in my face, brighter than before.

I’m glad because the glare hides almost everything beyond the stage. I can only make out the table where Blaze sits with the two men I just met.

“We’ll start the bidding at fifty thousand dollars,” the auctioneer says, staring into the crowd. “And go!”

The blinding lights protect my mental well-being, concealing whoever’s holding however many paddles shoot up. I can’t see the men I never want to be alone with again hiking up the price. I only see the man on Blaze’s left lifting his eyes to meet mine. My palms grow sleek with sweat as the number escalates. Sixty, sixty-five, eighty, one hundred...

It sounds like five men are bidding. Though not for long. At one-fifty someone stops, then another at two hundred.

At three hundred Vincent’s running out of money. It’s obvious when the numbers he’s barking out are only a grand more than the man beside Blaze.

Vincent’s tone grows more and more impatient, angry even, which doesn’t bode well for anyone.

He’s known for pulling his gun out to get his way.

Tears well in my eyes when the price for my pussy soars to three hundred and fifty and I still don’t hear Cassio.

He’s not here...

The realization hurts more than anything Vincent may have in store. I thought Cassio was genuinely interested. Not just in my body, but in me as a person. I thought he’d swoop in, shout an obscene number and take me away.

I’d gladly endure any kink he has in exchange for him doting on me before and after.

Maybe I’d learn to love it? It’s extraordinary how adaptable humans are when their life’s on the line.

But I’ll never know, because he’s. Not. Here.

“Three sixty-six!” the auctioneer yells, repeating Vincent’s latest bid.

The man next to Blaze lifts his paddle yet again, completely unfazed by the stack of money he’ll have to pay. By the look of him—those dark eyes never once veering from my face, the way he holds himself, how unaffected he seems—he clearly knows he won’t lose. It’s just a game to him, a simple case of waiting Vincent out.

“Three seventy,” he says in a composed, gravelly tone.

There’s something undeniably terrifying about him. He’s at least six-three, maybe even taller. It’s hard to judge while he’s sitting but he’s so broad I can’t see his chair. His shoulders span out for fucking ever and his biceps bulge every time he waves the paddle.

The way he doesn’t break eye contact makes my skin erupt in hives. He’s probably picturing the sick, depraved things he’ll do with me tonight...

Despite everything that’s happened to me over the past six months, underneath all these men, something tells me I’ve seen nothing yet.

He looks like a man with dark, twisted, painful fantasies. I bet he enjoys making people suffer. I bet he bathes in blood every evening.

The crimson stains down his white shirt prove that.

My stomach roils and clenches, not far off ejecting what little it contains. I’ve barely had anything to eat the past two days, dreading the auction. It’s the same story every month. I’m used to feeling faint while I await the telltale three pounds of the gavel.

Since the first auction, every next one’s ended faster, but tonight, time crawls while the bids skyrocket.

Vincent keeps going.

God knows how he’s managed to get his hands on this much money. Last time he lost, he ran out much faster. Judging by his bidding patter, he’s running out again. He’s outbidding his opponent by one grand each time, then only five hundred after we hit four hundred grand.

My throat’s so dry I struggle to swallow. Sweat coats my back. Hands tremble, vision blurs, knees shake.

“Four fifty,” the man beside Blaze growls, knocking Vincent’s previous bid right out of the park.

He chokes at the back of the room, tripping over his words and, at the same time, a triumphant look crosses my new owner’s face.

He knows he won.

He knows Vincent can’t outbid him.

And he knows I’m his.

“Four hundred and fifty going once,” the auctioneer denotes, glancing around the room for any more takers. “Do we have four hundred and fifty-one?” He leaves a long pause, giving the spectators ample time to make their minds up.

Maybe he’s waiting for Cassio as well. Maybe Blaze whispered in his ear, to make the auctioneer stall. The greedy fucker’s well aware Cassio’s the only one who’d happily drive this farce well beyond seven figures.

“Four hundred and fifty going twice.”

I hold my breath while the room falls perfectly silent. Every second that ticks by thunders inside my head like a small explosion. My pulse whooshes in my ears, anxiety hitting sky high while I wait for Cassio to burst into the room at the last second and yell four-sixty.

“Going once,” the auctioneer repeats, pounding the gavel. “Going twice.”

Another bang. This one so loud it makes my ears ring and my stomach drop to my knees.

Because it’s not the gavel.

It’s a gun.

If I had to take a guess it’s Vincent, though why the bullet misses my head by a breath doesn’t make sense. Unless he’s trying to kill me so no one else can have me. The bullet flies so close it ruffles my hair.

Survival instinct cuts my legs from underneath me in an instant. I drop to the floor with a scream, blood freezing in my veins despite my heart galloping faster than a frightened horse.

Blaze jumps to his feet with a flourish, eyes gleaming, gun drawn, nostrils flared. The guy beside him, the tall, foreboding man, stands too, but unlike Blaze, he’s not scanning the room for the shooter.

He shoves the table aside, toppling it to clear his path, and barrels toward me. His friend lurches too, stomping onto the stage just as Damon grabs me by the shoulder and drags me behind the curtain, out of the line of fire.

More bangs fill the air.

Bullets follow bullets. Screamed orders, hastened footsteps, and the sound of shattering glass pierce my ears. I plaster my back against a tall pillar, knees by my chest, hands covering my head to drown out the deafening noise.

Damon crouches before me, peeling my hands from my head. “Look at me. Hey, hey,” he mutters, slapping my cheeks. “Calm down. It’ll be over in a minute. Don’t fucking faint. Drink.” His features pinch as he presses the bottle to my lips.

With the little strength I have, I grasp the plastic in both hands, gulping half the contents in one go, my heart ramming so hard it’s painful.

“Who is he?” I whisper, looking up at Damon. “The guy who won. Who is he?”

“Bryce Griffin. They call him Broadway. He’s Willard’s right-hand man; the one with him is—”

“Hands off, Damon,” Blaze’s familiar voice clips on our right, his measured footsteps thumping against the hollow wooden floor backstage. Another pair of boots follows. Much more rhythmic. “You’re officially done babysitting Viera. She’s no longer our property.”

“She’s ours until the payment comes through,” Damon growls, angling his body so he’s a human shield between me and Blaze. “We need to move, Viera. Can you—” His head tilts to the side, eyes wide, mouth parted.

I don’t immediately realize what’s happened, until blood drips from the smoking hole at his temple down the side of his face.

Someone screams. A piercing, all-consuming wail. It takes a moment to realize it’s coming from me as Damon thuds awkwardly to the side, dead.

Gone.

The one person who cared whether I lived or died is gone. The wail dies in my throat, shock taking over, amplified by the relentless background bang, bang, bang, Damon’s lifeless body, and his blood covering my dress.
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“It came through,” Blaze spits at his dead man, then looks over his shoulder at me. “Grab your property, Broadway. Take the back exit and give my best to your boss.”

She’s not property.

I’ve never had the urge to knock someone out for spewing bullshit as much as I do right now.

My mind’s hijacked by the visual of my fist cutting the air to land neatly on Blaze’s face. The derogatory way he speaks about the women that make him his fortune drives me crazy.

Have some fucking respect.

He just made four hundred and fifty grand in less than three minutes. The whole auction raked in at least a million. Probably more given the amount of alcohol the waitresses shipped to the tables, working like ants to ensure all those sleazy fuckers are properly hydrated.

Sure, fixing the place up once he gets the shooting under control will cost a few grand, but I doubt he’ll notice. He’ll probably bleed dry the small, fat guy with a red nose who started it all when he took a shot at Violet.

Another bullet hits the wall and Blaze turns, murder on his mind. He disappears quickly. The sound of the round he releases shatters what’s left of Violet’s composure.

She flinches with every bang, chokes on her tears, eyes on the bodyguard bleeding out at her feet, parts of his brain scattered across the floor and wall.

It’s a prime example of Blaze’s carelessness. He hasn’t changed that much after all. He’s killed his own man for talking back. Or maybe his concern toward Violet. Either way, it’s classic hot-headed Blaze.

Violet whimpers, the sound muffled while she does her best to swallow her fear. Looks like she’s never seen anyone die before. Her eyes are glued to the gaping hole at her bodyguard’s temple, tears streaming down her cheeks. She’s damn near catatonic, but the moment Koby bends to grab her, she starts kicking and screaming.

Just like that idiotic green monster inside me.

“Calm down,” he mutters, ignoring the hellfire she’s raining down on him. In what looks almost like a practiced move, he ties her wrists in one hand, adjusting his hold until she’s safely bent over his shoulder. “Calm down, you’ll be okay.” He pauses, turning to face me. “What about her stuff?”

“Really? That’s your main concern right now?” I roll my eyes and—fuck... I’m spending too much time with Hailey too. “I doubt she has anything useful to her name.”

Violet keeps fighting, swearing, and muttering something incomprehensible. I catch a few words in English and a few in what I guess is her native language. Koby’s stopped trying to soothe her as he marches toward the exit. He ignores her screams and pleas... the same ones that make the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

We reach the heavy, emergency door, and she screams out a “Stop!” that sends a bone-chilling shudder down my spine. I’m not surprised she doesn’t want to leave with us. She has no idea who we are, but there’s something grotesque about this scream. Something downright frightening.

“No, no!” she yells, hammering Koby’s back with her tiny fists. “Stop! Please stop!”

Koby clamps harder onto the back of her legs, still putting one foot after another while I cover his back.

He knows better than to obey her order. The thrum of bullets pinging off the walls resonates through the building, a new wave of shooting swallowing the club.

We need to get Violet out of here as fast as possible. She’s in shock, scared, and probably thinks we’ll lock her up again. Like she has been for months.

She’ll understand soon.

Once she’s safe, away from this hellhole.

Once she has time to realize we won’t fucking hurt her.

For now, she’s—understandably—panicking, and pissing me off in the process.

“Let me go!” she wails again.

Following close behind her and Koby I see her chest expand to fill her lungs, bracing to scream.

I expect help or another round of let me go but instead, her eyes find the corpse we left behind.

“Damon!”

“Damon’s dead,” I snap, reminding her of this little fact. She stared at his dead body just thirty seconds ago but it’s like she’s wiped that detail from her memory.

A bullet hits the wall, barely missing Koby’s head.

I spin on the sole of my shoe, taking aim at a fucker hiding behind the red stage curtain at the far end of the narrow corridor. The second his head pops out to take aim, a bullet hits between his eyes. Looks like that first shot opened the gates to hell because it sounds like everyone’s shooting.

“I can’t leave!” Violet screams when Koby pushes the emergency door open. “Stop! The collar, it—”

The words die on her tongue.

She lifts the top half of her body so fast it looks fucking alien. As if every muscle in her body’s suddenly spasmed, propelling her upright. It’s like something from a zombie movie. Her eyes widen, lips part, and in the next breath, she’s violently shaking.

“What the—” Koby snaps, twisting to fling her down the front of his body.

She drops at his feet with a bone-chilling thud, thrashing wildly, round eyes staring into the distance.

My adrenaline levels spike well beyond what I’m used to. My body snaps into autopilot, reacting before my brain catches on.

Koby’s saying something... I think he’s explaining the situation to Ryder, but my mind doesn’t focus long enough for his words to make sense.

My heart beats wildly, a caged animal fighting its way out. Dropping to my knees beside Violet, I grab the collar around her neck to tear it off, but my hand flies back. It’s wired.

My throat turns dry, a lump the size of an apple lodged halfway down. I grab the collar again, clamping my teeth so hard they start breaking when the shock guns through me. Every second of Violet thrashing before me is like a seven-inch blade jabbed under my ribs.

For the first time ever, panic tries to drag me under. The clasp won’t budge no matter how hard I pull.

I can’t get it off her.

“Broadway!” Ryder’s voice booms in my ear, cutting through the haze. “Fuck! Broadway, listen to me! Get her back inside! It’s triggered by range. Get her in!”

I fill my lungs to the brim, hauling Violet—still thrashing—into my arms and back in the building.

As soon as we cross the threshold, the shocks stop. She’s still trembling; her muscles spasm, and small, teary rivers carve paths down her porcelain cheeks, but the collar deactivates. Violet gasps for breath, swatting at me and the air.

I almost fucking drop her the second my mind refocuses.

She’s close.

So close I feel her frail body against mine.

I feel her everywhere and the cement-like feel to my muscles and veins that she kept triggering goes away in a finger snap. The tension inside me unwinds and the unease I haven’t been free of for a week disappears, replaced by a sense of calm.

My breath falters, chest constricts, heart swells and, simultaneously, my grip on Violet tightens on instinct, molding her into me as close as humanly possible.

I stare into those violet irises, my mind rushing a thousand miles an hour. The need to keep her safe crashes into me like a wave.

“Shh, you’re okay, it’s over, it’s over,” I whisper, my voice heavy with emotion.

Jesus...

She’s still trembling, the aftershocks running through her, eyes hazy but locked onto mine. A small frown dents her forehead. It fades when I brush her hair over one ear, my heart swelling three sizes.

What the hell is happening?

Fuck.

All this time I thought the anger burning me from the inside out was aimed at her but now I have her, now I feel her, I know it wasn’t...

It was aimed against any threat toward her personal safety.

Or maybe it was aimed at her a little. Maybe I was angry because I couldn’t understand how it’s possible that I’m falling for a girl I saw once.

I still don’t get it, to be honest, but I can no longer deny it.

“You’re okay, I’ll get you out of here, I promise.” I press my fingers into the pressure points at the base of her scalp to chase away the spasms still seizing her muscles. “Are you hurt?”

Do I need to kill anyone?

She shakes her head, slowly going slack in my arms. I hold her by the wall, my body shielding hers from a possible attack even though Koby has my back and the shooting seems to have finally stopped.

None of it matters. None of it means we’re safe.

That she’s safe.

And that’s suddenly all I care about.

“What the fuck are we supposed to do now?!” Koby clips. “How do we get her out?” He steps closer to examine the collar, all the while narrating events to Ryder.

Their conversation is a low hum in the background, my focus narrowed to Violet and her heavy eyes jumping between mine.

She’s as dumbstruck as I am.

No wonder, she’s just been electrocuted.

“Do you know how it works?” Koby asks her, turning her head left and right.

“Range,” she half-whispers, half-groans, every word more strained than the last. “I can’t stray too far from Damon. If I’m out of range—”

“You get shocked,” he finishes for her, raking his fingers through his hair. “I can’t take it off without shocking you and myself. We need the key.”

“Damon,” Violet rasps, her eyes losing focus, system crashing down. “He has it.”

“Stay with her,” I order, setting Violet on her feet, but Koby doesn’t listen, leaping back and sprinting down the narrow corridor toward Damon’s corpse.

Maybe it’s for the best.

Violet can’t hold herself upright. My arms shoot out, snaking around her waist because she’s suddenly floating in and out of consciousness, head lolling every which way. I haul her up again. Worried she’ll accidentally snap her neck, I cradle the back of her head, nuzzling her cheek into the crook of my neck.

She’s right up against me.

Dead weight, her arms limply circle my neck and her legs slither down my hips.

“Got it!” Koby yells, holding up a black car-key-like thing. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

I don’t risk moving with Violet until Koby’s handed over the remote. And even with it safely in my back pocket, I step out of the building as if I’m dismantling a bomb, ready to jump back inside at any moment.

Nothing happens once we cross the threshold, but I don’t up my pace until we round the corner. Koby opens the back door of my G Wagon, so I can deposit passed-out Violet inside.

“Take that thing off her,” I snap at him, stepping aside so he has room to work.

“Don’t,” Ryder says in our ears, cranking my temper to eleven. “There might be additional safeguards in place,” he blurts, prompted by the gush of air shooting past my lips. “Just... just leave it for now and get back here.”

“Fucking fine.” I elbow past Koby and climb onto the back seat. “You’re driving.”

The two lines marring his forehead are his only comment. He stares while I maneuver Violet’s limp body. She’s in my lap, head on my shoulder, one arm limp across my stomach. I shift her again, only satisfied once her face nuzzles the crook of my neck and I feel her warm breath.

Over the past year or so, I’ve seen Carter do this with Hailey countless times. I always wondered why. From an observer’s point of view it looks uncomfortable at best...

Now I know better.

Having Violet this close, her petite, warm body flush with mine, her sweet breath fanning my neck, those long eyelashes brushing my skin... it’s far from uncomfortable. My fingers draw small circles on the nape of her neck, massaging the tension away. She doesn’t stir, still out of it. Or maybe she’s asleep. I can’t tell the difference.

With nothing but a perplexed look, Koby takes the wheel and pulls away from the curb.

◆◆◆

Violet doesn’t wake the whole drive back to Carter’s house. If it were up to me, I’d take her back to my apartment, but I don’t call the shots.

Besides, I still don’t understand what the hell’s happening. It’s unnerving, that protectiveness frying my nerves.

I need space.

Distance.

I need to retreat and regroup.

It’s almost three in the morning when Koby opens the door to Carter’s mansion, stepping aside so I can carry Violet inside.

Carter pats my shoulder as I head for the huge living room. “Good job.”

“Good job not dying, more like it,” I huff, reining the urge to elbow his ribs.

Hailey’s squirming in place as she watches me deposit the comatose girl on the couch. She wrinkles her nose at the state of my bloodied shirt and silently angles her head toward the guest wing where fresh clothes are always waiting for me, Koby, or Ryder to use in situations like this one.

“Go,” Carter encourages, holding off any questions he might have, which is quite unusual. Maybe he can sense how pissed off I am. His eyes drill into mine, his face unreadable. “Koby will fill me in.”

I swallow hard, casting one more glance at Violet before heading up the stairs. I’m so fucking detached from reality not even the hot water pattering my back in the guest bathroom’s shower brings me to my senses.

I’m going through the motions on instinct, my brain not here, not there, not anywhere, really.

The only thing I can compare this to is drinking yourself stupid then waking up after less than three hours’ sleep.

I’m aware of my surroundings, but not really. My bare feet stomp across the cold tiles to grab a towel, but I might as well have just teleported across the room. I look down and... my cock is fucking hard.
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Violet

A masculine scent of smoke, leather, and something spicy lingers in my nose. Bright lights burn my eyes for a second, my body heavier than lead. The collar around my neck feels as if it’s made of concrete, the skin beneath it tender. My eyelids flicker, adjusting to my surroundings. The first thing that hits me is the eerie quiet. There’s no music in the background, no bullets pinging off the walls. No one yelling orders.

Somewhere in the fogginess of my mind, I hear a voice. Strong and masculine... concerned. I can’t make out the words, but the rhythm is soothing. Not unlike the memory of a broad chest and big arms holding me against a warm body.

My eyes pop wide, the dreamlike state snapping away like a dry twig. Along with the dreaminess disappears my calmness.

Fear grips me by the sore throat, swallowing me whole when I glance around and don’t recognize the room. It’s an enormous living room, modern, decorated with attention to the smallest detail. I’ve passed through similar rooms before, while the man who’d bought me led me to his rape room.

My insides knot then somersault back and forth as I jerk upwards, my head swinging left and right.

“She’s awake,” a male voice sounds behind me.

I jump up from the plush couch, spinning around and backing away as fast as my weak legs allow.

Getting electrocuted is a bitch. I can still feel the stiff, yet somehow jelly-like feeling in my limbs, but right now, adrenaline propels me forward. It’s not just one man in the room.

There are three. All dark-eyed, immaculately dressed, broad, and lethal.

I know the type...

My pulse skyrockets, thumping in my ears, the walls start closing in, and I almost trip over a piece of furniture. One of the men steps forward, hands raised, eyes boring into mine. I instinctively duck as if he’s about to smack me, even though there’s at least thirty feet between us.

“Calm down, you’re okay. No one’s going to hurt you,” he says, taking another step and gaining more ground.

“Stop,” a female voice calls out.

The gallop of my heart hiccups and my head whips toward the girl entering the room. “Give her some space.”

Relief doesn’t come close to describing the feeling that washes over me when I finally spot a familiar face. Hailey’s. Tears well in my eyes and my legs give in as I fold onto the floor ass first.

She approaches with a kind smile, her footsteps soft against the polished floor, and kneels beside me, her expression gentle but tinged with concern. “Hey,” she says, her voice calm and soothing. “You’re safe here. No one’s going to hurt you.”

“I remember you,” I whisper, my heartrate climbing down. “From Blaze’s mansion.”

Hailey nods, her smile growing warmer. “That’s right.” She glances at the men who’ve flocked closer, a silent command passing between them.

They step back, giving us more space.

I swallow the lump in my throat, calming down further. “Why am I here?”

“I saw you in Scarlett last week with that man and I... I couldn’t just leave you. I can explain better later; we have time. You’ve been through a lot, so how about I get you something to drink? Water, maybe?”

I nod, still on edge, but the absence of immediate danger helps me breathe easier. Hailey gestures to the couch, inviting me to sit, then stalks across the room toward a sleek, modern bar.

“This is Carter,” Hailey tells me, pointing her long finger at the man I know to be hers. “That’s Ryder, and this one is—”

“Koby,” I finish for her, taking in the familiar man. He was at the auction with that other man.

He had an unusual nickname... Blaze said it when he told him to take his property. What was it?

Broadway.

Yes, Broadway.

“Um... thank you for helping me.”

Koby’s smile takes almost the entire width of his face. “Don’t mention it.”
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 Broadway

I stare at my hard cock, two wrinkles denting my forehead.

This is so not the time.

How long has this boner been gracing me with its presence? Since I hauled Violet into my arms? Since her warm breath fanned my neck? Since I curled her into me on the back seat of the G Wagon? Fuck knows, but it takes five minutes of imagining all the unsexy things I can conjure before the blood retreats.

Water drips from my hair as I shimmy into a pair of black jeans and a matching long-sleeved t-shirt. In a show-worthy display of anger, I ram my feet into my boots, tossing the damp towel into the open hamper. The lid won’t snap shut, so I drag out the offending piece of fabric, ball it up, and hammer it back inside.

Oh the drama. I couldn’t be less pathetic if I tried. Maybe if I stomped my foot and crossed my arms.

Tempting, but no.

I head back downstairs, passing Koby on his way up.

“She’s awake,” he says. “She freaked out big time, but Hailey calmed her down. Ryder just got here.”

He pauses, scrutinizing me in silence, his mouth falling open but words not arriving. What is it with everyone staring at me today? Have I got something on my face? I just fucking showered.

Swallowing whatever he wanted to say, he slaps my shoulder and carries on up the stairs.

With a deep, centering breath, I make my way into the living room, where Ryder stands behind the couch, gently combing Violet’s hair over one shoulder.

My ribs cave in on themselves. The air I just inhaled leaving me in a sharp gush... he’s too close. He’s way too fucking close and he’s touching her.

“What are you doing?” I snap, my chest rising and falling faster, violence seeping into my bloodstream.

Violet looks up, her wide, tired, and panicked eyes meeting mine. She quickly looks away, focusing on the steaming cup waiting on the coffee table.

“Seizing my opponent,” Ryder shoots back, bending lower to investigate the collar.

Not even thirty seconds later, he straightens up with a heavy sigh. It’s quite fucking sad that I know him so well I can distinguish his moods based on how he exhales. I can tell I’m not going to like what he says.

“The remote you brought won’t open this,” he says, running a hand down his face before reaching for a USB cable. He connects a port on the back of the collar to his laptop, then starts furiously tapping away. “Yeah... I thought so,” he mutters, sinking into the nearest loveseat. “I need a key or a passcode. The remote only controls the range. It’s set on auto now. I can change the settings, give Violet more freedom, but without the key, the only way to disengage this is an eight-digit passcode.”

“How much more freedom?” Carter asks.

It almost sounds like he’ll hold on to the remote to keep Violet under lock and key.

I know he doesn’t mean it that way—and even if he does, it’s for her safety—but the question rubs me the wrong way and my temper rears its head once more.

“We can just give her the remote. We’re not holding her prisoner here. But it’s got a range of two hundred yards tops. From experience I’d say one-fifty is as high as you’d want to push it. After that these things start to malfunction. It might be that she’ll get randomly shocked.”

“Think,” I spit out, folding my arms over my chest. “Don’t tell me there’s no way around this thing. You need to take it off her.”

“I will,” he shoots back, combat-ready and matching my hostile tone. “There’s always a way to disengage the system, but unless you don’t mind her getting electrocuted while I poke and prod blindly, you’ll let me do my fucking thing and muster a little bit of patience.”

◆◆◆

The little bit of patience isn’t little by any definition. The sun had risen by the time Ryder stopped fiddling with the collar and tapping the keyboard.

Then, he left for almost two hours and Violet fell asleep, curled in the corner of the couch.

All this time, she’s barely spoken a word, aside from answering Ryder’s questions, but the fact she let herself sleep tells me she feels somewhat safe here.

I’d bet my right hand it’s only because of Hailey. She’s been sitting arm-in-arm with Violet the whole time, doting on her like an overprotective mother, glaring at Ryder whenever he’s inspecting the collar.

It’s ten in the morning when Ryder struts back in with Koby in tow. “Alright, let’s get to work. I could use a strong, black coffee, Boss. Is the maid here yet?”

Carter nods, disappearing through the doorway leading to the kitchen while Ryder sets up his equipment. Within minutes, the coffee table’s littered with electronic instruments and different tools I can’t name.

Hailey’s still on the couch, watching over the exhausted girl who’s starting to stir awake thanks to Ryder’s less-than-subtle preparations. He all but throws his shit onto the coffee table.

Violet’s eyes pop open, finding me across the room watching her every move like some psycho fucking stalker. I’ve been propping this wall up with the bulk of my body for hours.

Carter’s back in his seat, watching his girl with a fond look in his eyes, and within moments, the living room fills with the bittersweet scent of freshly brewed coffee as the maid sets a tray with six steaming cups beside the precious electronics.

“You sure it’ll work?” I ask, sparing Ryder a glance while he connects the collar remote to his laptop.

Cracking his knuckles, he rests his fingers on the keys, peering over the screen. “I can’t promise it’ll work. I’m only ninety percent sure I can rewire this thing and disconnect the collar without shocking her.”

Violet shifts in the wingback chair, hiding her hands in the sleeves of an oversized knitted sweater Hailey brought for her shortly after we arrived.

“It’s okay,” she says, sounding resigned. “I can handle it. It won’t kill me.”

My back straightens like a drawn string, muscles tensing on cue. What kind of hell has she been through if getting electrocuted doesn’t faze her?

It sure fazes me. I can’t erase the image of her thrashing around outside Noretto’s club.

“Don’t shock her,” I grind out, my teeth scraping over each other.

Ryder smirks, beckoning Koby closer. “I knew you’d say that, which is why I’ve come prepared.”

Koby drops a small brown paper bag on the table, then pulls out a collar almost identical to the one around Violet’s neck, except it’s not dripping in diamonds and there’s no belt connected.

“For testing,” Ryder explains.

I push away from the wall, crossing the room in a few measured steps, perfectly aware Violet’s watching my every move. I grab the collar, inspecting it quickly. No way will this fit around my neck. It’s designed for a slender female neck, so my arm will have to do.

I roll the sleeve of my pullover past my elbow.

“What are you doing?” Ryder asks, two wrinkles denting his forehead.

“You said this is for testing.”

“Did I say put it on?” he drawls, baffled and amused. “I don’t need you to tell me it’s working. We’ll know.”

I shoot him a dirty look and he just smirks, eyes on the screen. His fingers tap the keyboard at lightning speed before he starts dismantling the spare remote.

Hailey leaves the room a moment later, only to come back with a large jug of lemonade and a tray of glasses, apparently not interested in coffee. Violet isn’t either and I wonder whether she doesn’t trust us not to poison her. Hailey was the same after we rescued her from Noretto.

My stomach flips and I snatch my coffee from the tray to busy my hands.

“Alright,” Ryder denotes, clasping the collar together and powering it on. “I’ve set the range to ten feet. Koby, grab the remote and start moving.”

Obediently, Koby follows both instructions to the T and starts backing away.

Carter’s never been ostentatious. His loft back in Chicago was a decent size but nothing huge. This house, however, is a fucking mansion. There are way too many bedrooms, and the living room is twice the size of mine.

Koby’s back hits a wingback chair in the corner where a cozy reading nook is set up for Hailey. The shelves bend under the weight of her favorite titles.

He takes one more step and the collar activates. A small red LED flickers to life at the back, followed by a low hum. The air fills with a faint crackling sound, making Violet jump. Her face blanches as she watches tiny arcs of electricity dancing between the prongs of the collar.

“It’s working,” Koby states the obvious.

“Now disconnect it,” I clip, my palms slick with sweat. It fucking hurts to see Violet so distressed.

With practiced precision, Ryder keys in too many combinations of buttons to count. All the while, the collar vibrates with electricity and Violet looks in physical pain.

I bet she’s recalling every time her collar’s sent shocks through her system. My mind drifts away, imagining the scenes. I wonder how long she was shocked, first time around. I wonder if Damon was close by, if he switched the collar off immediately or used the opportunity to teach her a lesson. Maybe he stood back, watching while she writhed, tears streaming down her porcelain cheeks.

Save for the metallic sounds of static coming from the collar, and Ryder’s clicking, the room is so quiet you could hear a pin drop. Seconds tick by and I’m starting to feel sick the longer this goes on.

Frustration is evident in Ryder’s features, his eyes moving to Carter, a look I know too well passing between them.

Can’t do it.

“Koby, get back here,” Carter says, and as soon as Koby steps forward, the diode at the back of the collar turns green.

“Don’t stop,” I clip, my hands balling into tight fists. “Try again.”

Ryder shakes his head. “The firewall on this thing is thick,” he explains, running a heavy hand down his face.

He takes a moment to think, his eyes closed, two wrinkles marring his forehead, before he fiddles with the battery compartment beneath the diode. He pries it open with his fingers and the batteries pop out one by one. I count twenty-four.

Ryder’s clearly not impressed.

He spins one between his fingers, then gets back to clicking his keyboard with newfound determination. A moment later he reinserts the batteries and sends Koby out of range. The collar springs to life, making Violet’s face fall once more.

Why the fuck did Carter think she should witness this? Couldn’t we figure this out alone, then fetch her once we know what we’re doing?

Watching the electric shocks shake the collar isn’t doing her any good. She’s clearly upset, her teeth nibbling her lower lip, fingers twisting the hem of her sweater so hard her nails turn white.

“Right, the voltage on this isn’t that high,” Ryder mutters, turning the screen toward us. “It’s not lethal, that’s for sure. The batteries only last approximately seven minutes, then the collar becomes useless. I have an—”

“Don’t you fucking dare,” I snap, springing forward. “You’re not shocking her.”

“That’s—” he starts again, but Violet cuts him off this time.

“It’s okay, I can handle it,” she mutters, but her eyes are still like saucers. “It’s really not that bad. I just... I just don’t have any control of my body when the shocks start.”

The image of her outside the auction house last night has been playing on repeat inside my head, driving me livid.

“We’re not electrocuting you for seven minutes!” I stomp toward Ryder. “Figure it out. I don’t care how long it takes. Just figure it out. Call Jackson and let him look at it.”

Ryder frowns, clearly taken aback by my lack of faith. Since we started working together, I’ve always preferred his methods to Jackson’s. Ryder’s more cunning, smarter. He finds loopholes in systems others overlook and I always considered him superior to Dante’s tech guy.

Today’s the first time I’ve suggested Ryder take a step back and let his mentor solve the case.

“Broadway,” Carter denotes. “A word.” He rises from his seat, gesturing toward the kitchen.

“Don’t fucking shock her while I’m gone,” I tell Ryder.

“But I think—”

“Just don’t,” I snap, exiting the room with Carter.

He doesn’t stop in the kitchen. Instead, he leads me to the back garden and pulls out a pack of cigarettes, tossing it for me to catch.

I wait for him to say something, but he just leans against the wall in his tailored waistcoat and suit pants, the white shirt immaculately pressed and two buttons at his collar popped as per usual. He studies my every move, jaw set tight while I light a cigarette before throwing the pack back.

“Go on,” he prompts, lighting one for himself and prompting me to cock an eyebrow. He never smokes if Hailey’s around. He hardly smokes at all these days, but when he does, Hailey’s either at college, with her dad, or just not anywhere near him. “Get this off your chest.”

“Get what off my chest?”

“Whatever’s making you such a miserable bitch.”

I scoff, filling my lungs with smoke and letting it soothe my agitated mind. It’s not an antidote, but it does work. “You think not letting Ryder shock Violet means I’m a miserable bitch? If that collar was on Hailey—”

“Hailey’s mine, Broadway. That’s different.”

“No, it isn’t. You wouldn’t let Hailey suffer, so why do you think it’s okay to let Violet suffer?”

“I don’t think it’s okay, but that collar’s a constant reminder of what she’s been through. The sooner we get it off, the sooner she can start healing.”

“Ryder’s the tech whizz, right? Let him whizz. A few more hours won’t change shit and if we can keep Violet from writhing in pain, I’d very much like to try.”

A small smirk twists Carter’s mouth. “Fine. I’ll call Jackson, see what he thinks.”

I nod, hidden thanks in that gesture.

But there’s no need for Jackson’s help because the moment we step back inside the house, Ryder twitches his eyebrows at me, incredibly smug.

My eyes find Violet on the couch, the collar gone. All I need is one look at her pale skin and trembling hands to know it came at a cost.

“I told you not to shock her!” I seethe, barreling my way across the living room.

“I was just a few seconds. There was no way around the firewall while the thing was inactive. I had to—”

My right hook sails through the air, landing neatly on the side of his face, my chest heaving, mind sputtering like a defective neon. Ryder’s head swings left, lip splitting under my knuckles.

He holds himself perfectly still, hands balled into fists at his sides, chest rising and falling at a steady rhythm. Instead of charging right at me like I expect, he cocks an eyebrow, staring me down.

“There was no other way,” he says, weighing every word. “I could only bypass the firewall while the collar was functioning. It took less than half a minute and if you hadn’t kept cutting me off I could’ve told you about the rubber insulation I used to keep the electricity away from her.” He wipes the blood trailing a lazy line down his chin with the back of his hand, then points at a rubber mat cut to fit between the collar and Violet’s skin. “It’s done and she’s fine.”

I glance over my shoulder, meeting Violet’s tired eyes.

“It’s okay. I’m fine.” An exhausted smile lilts the corner of her lips and even though it’s barely there—a ghost of a smile at best—wings suddenly grow out of my back.

But fine is far from good. Far from perfect. Far from the way I want her to feel: calm, happy, safe.

My fists itch to keep raining blows until Ryder’s nose breaks under my fist but, deep down, I know he wouldn’t intentionally hurt her.

Still, I can’t fucking deal with him right now.

Neither him nor this onslaught of frenzied emotions, so I slam the door behind me and burn rubber across town to my penthouse.
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 Violet

Carter’s home office is just like him: dark, immaculate, and well organized. A stark contrast to the messy chaos inside my head. Dark wood paneling lines the feature wall giving the room a shadowy ambiance.

The furniture is minimalist, all sharp angles and clean lines in shades of almost black wood with the occasional splash of white or gold. A large window dominates the far east wall, letting in natural light and softening the eerie vibe.

Stepping over the threshold, my muscles tense painfully. Despite the room’s generous size, a claustrophobic feeling settles into my bones when I spot an elegantly dressed man occupying a leather chair in the corner of the room: Thomas Wicker. My therapist.

There’s more than forty feet between us, his presence almost an afterthought in this space, but the thought of being here alone with him turns my legs to jelly.

“Good morning,” he says, glancing over the rectangular rims of his glasses. His voice is calm, modulated like he thinks any sudden change in tone could set me off. “Take a seat.” He gestures to a loveseat positioned close to the exit.

I relax a touch because he’s deliberately seated himself at a distance, giving me plenty of space and a clear path out. It looks like he might know what he’s doing.

“Leave the door open,” he adds when I step forward.

Another subtle gesture that makes me feel less confined.

With a deep breath for courage, I do as I’m told, sinking into the cool leather seat. Most of the furniture around Carter and Hailey’s mansion is leather, always cold.

Tom’s face is a mask of professional calm, hard to read, so naturally my mind immediately spirals. I wonder if he’s judging me, assessing how damaged I am, calculating how many sessions it’ll take to make me normal.

I’ll never be normal. I’m damaged beyond repair, the oppressive little whisper wails inside my head. I squash it because it’s wrong. No one’s damaged beyond repair. The key to moving on is trying hard and long enough.

Easier said than done.

I square my shoulders, waiting for Tom to break the quiet and muffle my inner pessimist.

But he doesn’t speak, just looks at me, like he expects me to start. Maybe if I had the faintest clue what to say, I would. Unfortunately, as much as I cling to hope, the idea of therapy helping seems laughable.

Six months of captivity, rapes, battering, and bruises can’t possibly be unraveled by talking.

How am I supposed to put what happened into words? The fear, the pain, the sense of being damaged. I might not believe I’m broken beyond repair, but the truth is I am a mess. My emotional chaos seems too big, too monstrous to fit into sentences.

This is pointless.

Maybe... but I hope Tom proves me wrong.

After what feels like an age, but was probably less than a minute, he speaks.

“It’s okay if you’re not ready to talk. We can start whenever you want.”

His tone is soothing, but it grates on my nerves. I don’t want soothing. I want to scream, cry, laugh, and break something, but I sit quietly, eyes fixed on the dark wooden floor, turmoil brewing inside.

He said we can start whenever I want... I don’t think that’s today. My head’s spinning I’m so... I don’t even know what I am. Confused? Scared? Ashamed? A little bit of everything and a fair dose of defensive.

He can’t save me. No one can. I just have to tell him what he wants to hear, get through this, and pretend it’s helping.

That’s a lousy idea. What purpose would it serve? Who’d benefit? No one. Not me, not the people who rescued me, not Tom, and not Broadway, who organized these therapy sessions so fast.

Everyone expects I can be fixed and move on but there’s no moving on from something that still haunts me every waking moment.

I grind my teeth, hating everything about that pessimist inhabiting my mind. Pretending I’m better will help absolutely no one. Least of all me.

“I don’t know what to say,” I admit, my voice barely above a whisper. “I don’t know how talking about what happened is supposed to help.”

Tom nods, his expression still professional. I bet he hears similar confessions every day. “We don’t have to talk about what happened. We can talk about anything you want, Viera. There’s no right or wrong way to do this.”

Therapy can’t change what happened. It won’t erase the nights of terror, the feeling of being watched, the visible and invisible scars.

God, I wish that part of me could choke to death on all her negativity.

Tom leans back, maintaining a respectful distance. It’s as if he’s trying to take up as little space as possible, so he doesn’t appear intimidating. I like that.

Another thing I like is that he doesn’t fill the silence unnecessarily. He gives me space to collect my thoughts and decide if I want to speak.

After months of having no control, of every aspect of my life being dictated by someone else, these small, respectful gestures feel monumental.

Tom is a pro through and through. I can’t be the first rape victim he’s worked with. He knows exactly how to act.

“I don’t... I don’t know where to start,” I say, twisting my fingers in my lap.

“That’s understandable. Like I said, we don’t have to dive into the deep end right away. Sometimes it helps to start with the present, how you’re feeling today.”

Like I have a split personality disorder. Like my thoughts can’t be controlled. I’ve been a captive for months but now I’m free, I’m still trapped. Limited by my own head.

I could tell him that every time I close my eyes, I’m back in the bedroom Blaze kept me in, the walls moving closer and closer. That I can’t sleep.

I could tell him that, despite all this, I’m growing more and more confident around Carter and his men. It’s all thanks to Hailey. Or rather thanks to seeing how protective toward her they are. How attentive.

Unknowingly, they show me that not all men are like those Noretto rented me to. Unknowingly, they’re earning my trust, even if I still tense whenever they enter the room.

Well... unless Broadway’s around. On the outside, he’s lethal. Dark, tall, foreboding, but his eyes tell a different story whenever they meet mine. No man ever looked at me with concern for my well-being... until Broadway.

I almost had a panic attack last night when I lay awake in bed and caught myself reliving that moment Broadway hauled me into his arms outside the auction house...

A tightness grips my throat and I shrug at Tom, nonverbally letting him know I still can’t find the words.

Tom nods again, as if expecting this. “It’s okay. We don’t have to talk at all if you’re not ready. Just by coming here you took a step forward. This is your safe space, Viera. We’ll talk when you’re ready.”

◆◆◆

I wish I could say I was ready the next day, but the sad reality is that for the first four days we sat mostly in silence. Daily therapy is far from standard practice, but when I asked Tom about it, he just said it was Broadway’s wish for him to be available every day for the near future.

And I’m thankful, because even sitting in Carter’s office, gearing up the courage to talk, I’ve been making progress. Thinking through the hurt, wondering where to start and what eats at me most helped me catalog my thoughts. When I opened my mouth to speak this morning, it felt like I was in control for the first time in months.

Tom left three hours ago, and I’ve been sitting in the garden ever since, enjoying the freedom and replaying our session.

The evening sky is a canvas of deep purples and soft oranges, the air crisp and carrying a faint scent from the jasmine blooming in the garden.

The soft whoosh of the sliding glass door draws my attention. Hailey steps out of the house, two steaming cups in hand, a cautious smile on her lips.

I’m surprised she’s left me this long. Since I arrived here, she’s been like my shadow, always popping up to chat about the most mundane things.

At first, it felt intrusive, but she has this natural charm about her that draws me in. She quickly became a ray of sunshine through the darkness that plagues my mind and now, spending time with her helps me feel... normal.

One day, I want to be just like her. Happy, kind, and positive. That’s the goal.

“Hot cocoa,” she says, handing me a cup before settling down on the garden couch opposite mine, every move gracious. “How are you feeling today?”

Like dying.

I suppress the urge to hit the back of my own head to silence that stupid voice. I don’t feel like dying. But I do hate that question. I hear it all the time from Hailey, Carter, Koby, Ryder, even the maids. They’re all walking on eggshells around me.

“I’m fine. A bit chilly, so this is great,” I raise the cup. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure. The boys are having some last-minute meeting inside and Carter made it clear I should make myself scarce.” She rolls her eyes, unappeased. “As if I don’t know what they’re talking about.”

“I can’t pretend I know Carter well,” I say, blowing off the sweet-scented steam. “But it’s clear he does everything with your safety in mind. He’s trying to protect you.” I take a sip, hissing under my breath when my tongue stings. “All four of them are very protective over you.”

Hailey chuckles, nodding in agreement. “That they are. They’re protective over you too, you know?” A soft, knowing smile curls her lips. “One of them in particular.”

My cheeks heat and my grip tightens. “I—um... I don’t think—”

“Relax. You don’t have to say a thing, but humor me and listen, okay?”

No. Men are evil. All men are fucking evil. No exceptions.

Not all men are evil. In fact, if there’s any balance in this universe then I’ve already encountered my life’s share of monsters and, from now on, I’ll meet decent men.

I nod at Hailey, that hopeful part of me growing curious.

“It was his idea to get you cocoa,” Hailey says. “If it were up to me, we’d be halfway through a bottle of Chardonnay by now, but Broadway insisted on this.” She waves her cup around. “A liquid dose of serotonin.”

The happiness chemical chocolate releases in the brain.

Considering the smile curling my lips, it’s definitely working.

“Broadway’s a great guy,” she continues, curling her bare feet under her butt. “After they took me from Blaze, we were all locked together in a safe house for weeks. I didn’t trust them, least of all Carter, but Broadway kept me sane. He may have a tough exterior, but inside he’s a big, cuddly teddy.”

“He’s kind,” I agree. “And the only one who doesn’t set off my fight or flight response.”

He’s also the one I feel safest with. It’s strange, almost unnatural to feel this way about any man, but there’s a softness about him that instantly puts my mind at ease.

Maybe because he doesn’t look at me like I’m broken. There’s no pity in his eyes, just... wonder.

Carter, Koby, Ryder, even Hailey... they all treat me like a weakling. Like a baby animal that needs constant nurturing and protecting. Like a tiny bird with broken wings, but not Broadway. He doesn’t look at me as if I’m less. Doesn’t talk to me as if he’s afraid I’ll run away and hide under the bed.

He believes I’ll be okay while everyone else expects me to fall apart on the spot.

Because that’s imminent.

Hailey pinches her lips to fight back a smile, but her big, blue, twinkling eyes give it away. “He asks about you every day.”

My heart picks up pace and my cheeks warm further. I glance at my cocoa, the steam mingling with the cool evening air. “You said he kept you sane at the safe house,” I say, my curiosity piqued. “What did he do?”

“Nothing and everything, really. It was an intense time. I didn’t know who I could trust, everyone wanted me dead, and my mind was plagued by memories of the ballroom. Broadway made those weeks bearable. It was nothing special, but he sat with me for hours, playing board games and talking about anything and everything to keep me distracted. He has this way of making you feel safe, even when everything’s falling apart.”

Picturing Broadway hunched over a board game, a smile on his face as he tries to outmaneuver Hailey, comes easily. “Sounds like he cares about you.”

“He and Carter are like brothers, so I guess you’re right. The bromance is real, believe me,” she laughs into her cup. “It wasn’t just the games, but the way he listened to everything I had to say. He never made me feel a burden, never made me feel weak for being scared.”

That’s one part of her story I can relate to. He didn’t know me at all when he helped me outside the auction house. Yet he grabbed the electrified collar with his bare hands. He whispered in my ear, held me close, and despite my fragile state, despite the obvious fact that I am smaller and weaker than him, I didn’t feel less.

The more I learn about him, the more intrigued I become. There’s a depth to Broadway I didn’t expect. A depth I wish I could explore.

The sliding door opens again, and all four men step into the garden. Carter exits first, a glass of amber liquid in one hand and two empty wine glasses in the other. His eyes immediately find Hailey, his gaze full of affection, protectiveness, and something hot.

Broadway’s right beside him with a bottle of white wine. Our eyes clash across the garden and my breath catches in my throat. For a moment, everything else fades away. It’s just the two of us, connected by an invisible thread.

A pleasant shiver slides down my spine. I know that look... the same protective, caring intensity Carter exudes whenever he stares at Hailey.
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 Broadway

Every night I find myself in the same predicament. I come home and immediately down a glass of whiskey to still my trembling fingers.

Next, I hit the shower to wash whatever blood or grime is sticking to my skin. And then, regardless of the hour, I sit on the couch in the dark living room, staring at the wall and willing my ass to stay in place.

The three weeks since Violet moved into Carter’s place have passed in a blur of work-filled days, Scarlett-filled weekends, and near catatonic nights.

I should be used to the unease slithering inside me like a restless snake by now, but no. Every night, staying on the couch, locked inside my penthouse, gets harder and harder.

The silence blanketing the air is suffocating, the emptiness daunting. Not that long ago, these four walls were my sanctuary. The silence a pleasant change after days filled with noise. I loved my late nights with a drink in hand and nothing but peace and quiet for company.

But lately, the silence has become oppressive. It makes my thoughts spiral, and instead of switching off and coming down from the undeniable high my work provides, I’m not far off climbing the walls.

I barely sleep.

Violet’s like a pendulum. One day she’s perfectly fine, smiling, talking, and interacting with everyone, then the next she grows distant, draws lines and erects walls.

Her therapist, Tom, told Carter it’s all part of the process and it’ll pass. He said it’s her defense mechanism for when she’s overwhelmed. He even said that knowing we wouldn’t hurt her allowed Violet to create boundaries.

It made no sense to me at first, but the longer I pondered her behavior, the more I understood, and the wilder the bloodthirsty beast inside me grew.

Violet was robbed of control while under Noretto’s thumb, used, abused, and treated like a blow-up doll for months.

She had no say in what happened to her or when.

Now, every decision she makes, every boundary she sets, helps her regain some semblance of control.

She has a say. She has a choice.

I just hate that she used it to distance herself. I barely exchanged any words with her for two weeks.

Thankfully, things have started improving lately.

She’s smiling more as the days go by. I don’t see her as much as I want—twenty-four-seven—but whenever I do, she’s brighter, talks more, flinches less.

It’s progress. The therapy I arranged obviously helps, but earlier tonight, Carter said she’s retreating again...

I don’t know what the fuck changed.

My head hits the back of the couch, thoughts racing at a million miles an hour, dissecting every word Carter said and every interaction I’ve had with Violet thus far.

In the quiet of the night, there’s nothing to ease my screaming mind. The onslaught of thoughts doesn’t die down, just grows louder...

Unless she’s within reach.

In my line of sight.

It doesn’t happen often, unfortunately. I haven’t seen Violet for three days because Carter’s running me dead. I’m doing more work now than I did when he went AWOL searching for Hailey and dumped his role as Dante’s right-hand man on my head.

Half the shit he makes me deal with could be easily delegated to lower-ranking soldiers, but I think he’s trying to keep me occupied so I don’t fly off the handle... Because killing every fucker who ever laid a hand on Violet has been my goal since the moment I hauled her into my arms.

He knows this. I asked for the green light to track them down. To be perfectly honest, given his brand-new boss status, I didn’t think he’d agree, but he did.

Under one condition. He has to approve every kill in case one of them is someone important, someone we can’t touch.

Too bad that, despite Ryder’s prodding, the purchase logs from Noretto’s auctions are encrypted the old-fashioned, analog way (the names that correspond to those numbers are probably only written down in some notebook buried in his mansion, if at all) and the guest lists are nowhere to be found.

Two weeks and I still don’t know who to kill.

The light at the end of this dark tunnel comes from Violet’s therapy. While Tom’s point-blank refused to share details, he promised to give me any names she mentions.

Anyway...

Not being able to gut the fuckers isn’t the worst thing happening right now. The thoughts tormenting me non-stop are inconvenient, just like the fear gripping my chest, and the bloodthirst frying my system.

But by far, the worst thing is the coldness.

Ever since I unwrapped Violet from my arms, my body, heart, mind, and fucking soul feel like a mammoth trapped under ice for millennia, or Alex’s eyeballs and fingers that we kept on ice for months after I dug the fucker up. She stole whatever’s warmed my blood for twenty-seven years, shattered my protective shields, and left me wide open.

That was three weeks ago. Three long weeks of working my ass off, stopping by Carter’s whenever I can to get a glimpse of Violet, then staying up until the morning hours, staring at the wall and willing myself to calm the fuck down.

I’m exhausted.

I don’t understand—don’t want to understand—why I feel this way about a girl I’ve only held once.

Gritting my teeth, I dig my fingers into my scalp, trying to anchor myself. The distance is messing with my brain so much it’s painful. The only time my muscles don’t feel made of iron is when Violet’s close, and there haven’t been many opportunities for that lately.

“Fuck it,” I snap. It echoes through the empty penthouse as I grab my car keys from the coffee table.

Stomping across the room, I slip my feet into my boots and enter the elevator, tapping in the code to go down.

Not even fifteen minutes later, I flick the indicator on and cruise down Carter’s driveway.

I did not think this through. It’s one in the morning for fuck’s sake. Violet’s probably fast asleep. Besides, it’s not like I can march inside Carter’s house then barge into her bedroom.

Even if I could, what would I do? Stand in the corner and watch her sleep like some psycho?

Well... with how unhinged I’m feeling, I wouldn’t put it past me.

I dim the headlights before the house comes into view behind a sharp bend and a line of old trees. All my mental berating ceases when the mansion appears, completely dark save for one light in the far-left window upstairs.

Violet’s bedroom.

My heart stutters, unsure whether to pick up its pace or slow down. Scanning the driveway, I pick a parking spot with a clear view of her window—Stalking for Dummies, page thirty-nine.

The murmur of my V8 engine dies seconds before Violet’s silhouette appears in the window. She looks out into the darkness, her face bathed in the orange glow of the night lamp, and every muscle in my body unwinds.

The air ejects from my lungs, my head hits the backrest and I stare right at her, my voyeurism disguised by the night. I’m sure she can make out the shape of my G Wagon, maybe even see me behind the wheel, though I doubt it.

Slowly, she retreats, only to come back with a pillow. She makes herself comfortable on the windowsill and rests her head against the cool glass, her chest rising subtly.

Movement by the main door drags my eyes away. The security guard on duty tonight moves from his post, crossing the driveway with purposeful strides.

I roll the window down.

“Everything alright?” he asks, regarding me slowly, his eyes weary, spine straight.

“Yeah. Don’t mind me. I’ll stay here for a while.”

Two wrinkles crawl onto his forehead and his face falls. He probably thinks Carter’s asked me to add additional security, meaning he doesn’t trust this guy.

It’s obviously not the case, but I don’t bother explaining. With a curt nod, he retreats to the door, his head swinging left and right with newfound determination.

And my eyes move back to the upper window where Violet stares outward, hugging her knees. She stays in the same position for ages, unmoving, eyes wide open as if sleep’s eluding her as much as it does me lately.

◆◆◆

This becomes my routine for days on end.

Spending nights in the car outside Carter’s mansion eases my tumultuous mind. It’s something to look forward to while I’m running around like a headless chicken from early afternoon until late evening, fulfilling orders.

I spend a lot of time watching Scarlett’s VIP area, because ever since we rescued Violet, Noretto’s men have been showing up. They don’t engage, don’t ask questions, just sit and drink, but the timing’s too convenient for coincidence. If Blaze thinks he can steal Violet, then good fucking luck. He’ll need to go through me first.

Once they’ve left and everything else is dealt with, I go home, shower, and head across town to watch over Violet. The routine doesn’t allow for much sleep, but I catch a few hours—nowhere near as much as I need—in the mornings.

She doesn’t sleep at night either. Ever. She also doesn’t ask why I’m parked outside if I see her during the day. It’s our little secret, it seems.

She reads a lot, curled into a ball on the windowsill, her eyes skimming inked pages until morning, when Hailey and Carter wake up, and Violet heads to bed. It’s bizarre, but I guess her sleep pattern might be fucked after months in captivity.

What’s my excuse?

I pull up outside the mansion close to one in the morning, almost two weeks after my first visit. The sky breaks out in stark whiteness every few minutes as bolts of lightning obliterate the black canvas. The rain’s falling in fucking sheets, hence I’m a little late.

Not that anyone’s waiting for me.

It took me twice as long to get here, my wipers useless against the heavy downpour. Rivers flow down the streets, the storm near ripping the trees from their roots, and I was fucking certain I’d find Violet curled in the window again, nose in a book, but for the first time since this ritual started, her lights are out.

My brows furrow, anxiety rearing its head and flooding my mind with questions.

Is she okay?

Did something happen?

Wind howls in the air like a haunted melody, the thunder so loud it’s deafening. The lights are on in the living room and, when I squint, I can make out my boss and his girl on the sofa, the TV flickering on the wall.

I stay in my seat for several minutes, staring inside and waiting for another figure to materialize, but no. It’s just Carter and Hailey sharing a bottle of wine.

Like a slap across my face, another thought enters my mind. A dark, crippling thought. It makes my insides turn in on themselves, propelling me out of the car.

Has Carter sent her away without telling me?

It’s irrational, I know. He wouldn’t do that to me, but my heart’s pounding in my ears just as hard as the rain pounds against my scalp while I dash across the driveway.

The bodyguard there takes one look at my face and flings the door open.

Water cascades from my hair and clothes, my t-shirt soaked, boots dripping dirt over the pristine marble.

“Where is she?” I ask. The note of desperation in my voice makes me cringe.

Hailey groans on the couch, slapping a pillow over her head and Carter... Carter smiles at me over his shoulder. If this bizarre reception didn’t throw me off, the fact Hailey tosses the pillow aside while her baby blues are shooting daggers my way definitely does.

“She’s upstairs, why?” Carter asks.

“Her room’s dark. She’s always reading on the windowsill, but not tonight. Are you sure she’s here?”

Hailey pinches a smile off her lips. “Yes, we’re sure. She grabbed a glass of water no more than fifteen minutes ago. She’s probably sleeping. It’s late.” Untangling her legs from under her butt, she rises to her feet. “You couldn’t wait one more day, could you?” She pouts, coming close enough to jab her finger into my chest. “Just one day, Broadway. What does a girl need to do around here to win a bet, huh?”

My lips part to speak but words don’t form.

“Ugh, never mind,” she huffs, stomping her bare foot as she shoots Carter a dirty look. “I’m going to bed.”

“Night, night.” He laughs, but the sound morphs into a low growl when Hailey rolls her eyes. With a triumphant smile, she stalks away. “You’ll pay for that, pretty girl,” he grits out, before glancing at me. “Thanks. You won me a very good bet.”

I cock an eyebrow, slumping into the loveseat in front of him. “Care to explain?”

He walks to the drinks cabinet, pulling out two crystal glasses and filling them with Bourbon.

“We were wondering how long it’d take before you came inside instead of lurking on the driveway all night.”

“You noticed...” I mutter under my nose, accepting a glass.

“You thought I wouldn’t? I knew you were here that first night, the minute you parked up, Broadway. You’re not as stealthy as you think.” He plops down in his seat and switches the TV off, taking a long, measured sip. “Go on, spill.”

“There’s not much to report. I just feel so—”

“Protective? Possessive? Yeah, you made that obvious when you punched Ryder.”

“He shocked her,” I seethe, washing the bile climbing my throat at the memory with a gulp of Bourbon.

“He took every precaution. You know damn well the rubber insulation stopped the shocks from reaching her, but considering where your head is, I get why you ignored that information.”

I relax into the seat, my teeth gnashing between my lips. “Care to tell me where my head is? I’m having trouble locating it.”

He barks out a laugh. “Well, you’re in deep shit, my friend. Everyone can see you’re losing your head over Viera. Whenever you’re in the same room, you don’t take your eyes off her. You should see your fucking face when she frowns.”

I swallow hard, mentally kicking myself for letting my emotions bleed over my face. Clicking my tongue I drop my gaze, but it’s up a second later, clashing with Carter’s dark, amused eyes.

I’m not fucking ashamed of the maelstrom whipping me left and right. Far from it.

The only thing I’m ashamed of is not realizing those feelings Violet triggered the first time I saw her weren’t negative.

They were overwhelmingly positive.

Carter never hid how he felt about Hailey. He didn’t try to belittle their connection or pretend it wasn’t there. While I have no connection with Violet and whatever’s between us is one-sided, I don’t intend to hide it.

At least not from my best friend.

Carter’s the best equipped to help me navigate this maze.

He knew what it was before I did.

“It fucks with my head that she’s here and I’m at home,” I say, dragging my right ankle over my left knee. “It fucks with my head when she’s sad and I can’t make her smile.” Following Carter’s lead, I sip my drink, then run a hand down my face, fully aware how possessive these next words sound. “But what fucks with my head the most is seeing anyone save for Hailey invade Violet’s personal space.”

Carter bobs his head, without a trace of condescension. “I can relate. My relationship with Hailey is the hardest thing I’ve ever done... but it’s worth it.”

I don’t doubt that for one second, but Violet and I are not in a relationship. Far from it. We’ve barely exchanged ten sentences over the past five weeks.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself. This isn’t a relationship. I don’t think it can ever be one.”

“Why? Because she was raped?”

A shudder shakes me from head to toe, a badass headache looming nearby. “Yeah. You think she’ll ever trust another man?”

“She already trusts you,” he says, his tone sincere. “She only relaxes when you’re around.”

A dry laugh escapes me. “No, she doesn’t. She flinches when I get close.”

“It’s a reflex. Besides, it’s only been five weeks. According to Tom she’s doing great, but she won’t heal overnight. It takes time, so if you want her, and I know you do, you’ll have to muster a whole heap of patience.”

Another sip of Bourbon and more unfiltered truth spills from my lips.

Fuck it feels good to unload this.

“I can’t sit still when she’s out of my sight.” I pinch my nose. “Is that normal? Do you feel like you’re about to explode when Hailey’s not around?”

“Pretty much. It wasn’t like this when we met, but yeah, ever since she disappeared from Lakeside, I’m never calm unless she’s close.”

He doesn’t elaborate, but he doesn’t really need to. And he’s lying through his teeth or implementing the same denial technique I’ve been clinging to lately. He had it bad since day one with Hailey.

The Jensen incident proves just how bad.

I watched his sanity wilt away the longer Hailey was missing. I watched him when he got her back and how fucking unnerved he was whenever she wasn’t in the same room. He came too close to losing her and the strain took a toll on him.

“It gets easier with time,” Carter muses. “But whenever Hailey’s out of sight, I’m...” He pauses, searching for an appropriate word.

Bat-shit crazy.

Fucking mental.

A loose cannon.

“Not myself,” he finishes.

And it fits perfectly, because ever since Violet entered my life, I’m far from myself.

At least the version of me I was so used to and familiar with. That old version didn’t feel half the things this new version feels.

Despite the torment of navigating those feelings... the old me was missing out big time.
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Violet

Broadway’s been sitting outside Carter’s house every single night for seventeen days.

The first time I heard his car pull up in the small hours I was on the verge of a panic attack. I’m not even sure where I found the courage to look out the window, but the fear dissipated as soon as I spotted Broadway’s G Wagon.

He usually comes after midnight and stays in his car until the early-morning hours. I don’t know why and I don’t ask because, that way, I can pretend he’s here for me.

Having him close is comforting to say the least. I noticed lately that my days consist of waiting.

Waiting for him to stop by during the day.

Waiting for him to show up at night.

Waiting for those dark penetrating eyes to find mine, and waiting for the sedative effect his proximity has on me.

Waiting for another disaster.

I tap my forehead against the wardrobe, harder than intended, to quiet that negative voice.

When Broadway’s here at night, he never exits the car, just sits behind the wheel. It’s too dark to see whether he’s sleeping or watching the perimeter, but even the outline of his Merc gives me reassurance.

A small smile tugs my lips when the faint sound of his car breaches the house. I grab a random book from the shelf, making myself comfortable on the windowsill. I don’t really read, merely stare at the pages, willing my eyes to concentrate on the words rather than the G Wagon.

The car comes to a halt, the engine dies, and the only thing illuminating the inside is the large touchscreen.

I can’t see Broadway’s face, but I make out his bulky silhouette adjusting the seat, and the back of his head hitting the headrest. I flip a page, skimming the words and not comprehending a single one.

Everything inside me tingles whenever I steal a glance at the car and imagine what music Broadway’s listening to. The house is so quiet I can hear my heartrate speeding up. I’ve been gearing up the courage to head outside and join him since day one, but fear holds me back.

I know Broadway’s not like Carter.

Despite the similar auras of importance and ruthlessness droning around them, Broadway doesn’t make the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

Well... that’s not true. He does, but it’s pleasant. Whenever he comes over, my anxiety dissipates. I’m weightless when our eyes lock. Warm inside when the scent of his cologne breaches the living room. Calm when he gets close.

He hasn’t invaded my personal space since he noticed me jerking back a few times. Still, he gets much closer than Koby or Ryder. Much closer than Carter who, by far, makes me the most uncomfortable.

I know he won’t hurt me, but he’s far from amenable, always firmly in control, always sharp, and menacing. He makes me feel like an unruly child with one look.

I don’t like being around him without his men. Koby and Ryder diffuse tension perfectly, and while they’re in the background, Carter’s less... scary.

And Broadway... he makes me feel at ease. Whenever he’s around, that invisible hand squeezing my throat loosens its hold. It’s bizarre because he’s hot on Carter’s heels in terms of that foreboding aura, but there’s something softer about him that draws me in.

Run. This is fucking careless! Men can’t be trusted.

I glance out onto the driveway again, shaking off that blast of pessimism, and a sudden pang of bravery propels me forward.

Slapping the book closed, I drop it on the bed on my way out of the bedroom. I don’t hesitate long enough to invent a counterargument.

Instead, I almost fly down the stairs, reaching the main door before my brain can turn me back around. The lock clicks under my fingers, the handle gives way, and the cool breeze engulfs me as I step outside the silent house.

“What are you doing?” the guard—Carson, I think—asks, making me jump. “Get back inside.”

He blocks my way, looking me over in slow motion. The hand around my neck tightens when I realize all I’m wearing is a two-piece silk pajama set.

The shorts barely cover my ass.

Words die on my tongue, anxiety resurfacing.

“Get inside,” Carson repeats, taking a step closer, too close. There’s less than a foot between us. His breath fans the top of my head, his aftershave irritates my nose, and his tall frame makes me feel like prey.

“Three steps back, Carson.” A clunk from a car door soundtracks Broadway’s voice cutting through the cold night.

I can’t see him. The guard’s blocking my line of sight, but I hear Broadway’s heavy, rhythmical steps; they’re enough to dial down my rising panic.

Rationally, I know Carson won’t hurt me. He’s here to protect me, after all, but I’m ten times more confident now Broadway’s approaching.

“Boss, she shouldn’t—”

“Move the fuck away from her before I move you,” Broadway snaps, his tone like a venomous promise of pain.

Carson must realize he’s seconds away from losing a few teeth because he stumbles back. Broadway takes his place. Not as close, but close enough I can smell him.

“Something wrong?” he asks.

I lift my chin higher, injecting confidence into my stance and words. “No, nothing wrong. It’s just that... you don’t seem to sleep and neither do I, so I thought we could maybe be tired together...?”

He allows himself a cursory glance down my body, frowning as he takes me in. “Wait here.”

Why dies on my tongue when he saunters back behind the wheel of his car. He starts the engine and whips the Merc around, stopping less than three feet away from me. He leans over the middle console, pushing the passenger door open right next to me.

“Get in,” he says.

A genuine smile blooms across my lips as I take a seat. “I could’ve walked.”

“You’re barefoot, Violet.”

I tuck my hands under my knees, gripping the leather seat, and brace for another influx of unwanted flashbacks. Any time I’ve been in a car the past six months, it was delivering me to either an auction or a winner.

I was unconscious when Broadway and Koby brought me to Columbus. Now, I’m fully awake and alert, but my anxiety lurks just beneath the surface.

A small smile twists my lips.

Seems Broadway’s incapable of triggering my negative reactions. It’s bizarre how calm I am around him given I barely know the man.

Then again, I’ve been reliving that moment when he gathered me off the ground outside the auction house time and time again. I was barely aware of my surroundings; electric shocks were frying my brain, but I felt him.

I smelled him, heard his voice, the fear in his tone, the worry in his eyes... Whenever I think about that moment, pleasant heat pools behind my ribs.

Taking another peek at me, Broadway shimmies out of his gray pullover. The fabric drifts up, taking the t-shirt underneath with it. The six-pack rippling down his abdomen comes into view first, quickly followed by his hard, inked pecs. My mouth turns dry, heart picking up pace.

The pang of fear I expect doesn’t come. Instead, my cheeks catch fire. Blood grows warmer. Breath stutters in my lungs.

You’re fucking asking for it now. Stop. Run. Get out!

I swallow a lungful of air, mortified by the last ten seconds. While I don’t feel like running, that negative voice is right. I’m asking for trouble, hurt, and pain.

Unaware of the mayhem his show’s stirred inside my head, Broadway adjusts his t-shirt over the view.

“Put it on.” He drops the heavenly-smelling pullover in my lap. “And buckle up. We’re going for a ride.”

“A ride?” My head pokes through the neckline, the smell of Broadway encompassing me like the softest blanket. “Where?”

“You’ll see. Are you good with me?”

My eyebrows pinch in the middle. “Good with you?”

“Do you always answer a question with another question?” He puts the car in gear and we cruise down the driveway. “I’m asking if you’re comfortable with me. I’d like you to trust me, but—”

“Yes, I’m good. And I do trust you.”

Stupid. Reckless. Men can’t be trusted. They’re all the same!

If that were true, women would’ve found a way to synthesize sperm and reproduce without them by now. Arguing with myself all the time is tiring, but having to rationalize these negative hyperboles helps me work through my issues.

Surprise flickers in Broadway’s dark eyes before he nods once, visibly pleased. “Good. You should, Violet. You’re perfectly safe with me.”

I feel perfectly safe. I have no reason not to trust him. “You do know that’s not my name, right?”

Flicking the indicator, he turns left at the end of Carter’s driveway and accelerates down an empty street.

“Yeah, I know. Unless you don’t like Violet—”

“I do. I... um... I don’t like my real name anymore.”

“Why?”

I shouldn’t have admitted that.

My teeth sink into my bottom lip while I search for the right words to cushion the blow. I walked right into this one and there’s no easy way around the topic. “Every time I hear it, I hear them.”

Every time I look in the mirror and see the remnants of violet in my hair, I’m reminded of the girl they touched. I haven’t dyed it since I came to live with Carter and Hailey. The color’s almost gone, but its absence brings no relief.

I thought I wanted to leave it behind every bit as much as I do Viera, but when Broadway calls me Violet, I love it. It feels special, like he’s acknowledging part of my identity that should exist despite the nightmare. A part of my identity that brought me so much joy before it.

His hands tighten around the steering wheel, jaw clenching, a muscle ticking below his ear.

I shouldn’t, but I find comfort in how affected he is by everything I went through.

He flexes his fingers, pushing a long breath down his nose. “Give me your hand, Violet.”

His already waits, palm up, on the leather armrest between us. My mind’s immediately hijacked by the memory of his arms around me, the whisper of his breath against my cheek, the warmth radiating off his toned chest...

No. Bad idea. He’ll squeeze until it bruises. It’ll hurt.

I swallow hard, hesitating. Broadway’s given me no reason to think he’d hurt me, but I don’t remember any pleasant touches—

Don’t do it.

—except when he held me. His touch was pleasant. Grounding.

I hold my breath, taking a leap of faith as I reach out, placing my palm in his. His warm fingers cinch my wrist, sending a tingle down my spine when his thumb starts circling a soft spot. The pressure is divine, my mind going all fuzzy within seconds.

“For months I’ve thought about myself as two different people in one body.” I smile, looking out the window. The streets are growing busier the closer to the city center we get. “One of them is and will always be a mess, beyond repair. She’s always negative. A born pessimist. The other is determined. She believes things will get better. She dares to dream, dares to believe the worst is over.”

Broadway increases the pressure in that sweet spot, glancing at me every few seconds, letting me know he’s listening.

“When you first called me Violet, it was as if something clicked. I know it’s stupid. I know it’s just a coping mechanism—”

“If it’s working, it isn’t stupid,” he cuts in gently.

“I guess... Tom said lots of people cope and move on by creating an alternate version of themselves, pushing the trauma out of their mind by executing the person it happened to.”

“Have you executed her?” Broadway slows down, navigating a particularly crowded street.

“I’m working on it,” I admit. “What day is it?”

“Friday.” He glances at the dashboard where the time on the touchscreen shows half past midnight. “Well, technically, it’s already Saturday.”

That explains why the city’s still alive and buzzing. Neon billboards shine in different colors over entrances to bars, clubs, and restaurants, music spills onto pavements, people shout and laugh...

The engine purrs beneath me while Broadway’s pullover hugs my frame like the warmest blanket. If someone could bottle up the feel of his thumb drawing those lazy circles on my wrist, it’d make the world’s most potent sedative.

It’s all so comforting my eyes grow heavy.

Another flick of the indicator and Broadway turns into a drive-thru, his hand never leaving mine while he orders two coffees, then takes us back on the road.

Soon, the lights and noise are just a distant memory. The scenery outside grows darker and eventually the buildings peter out. It takes twenty minutes before Broadway slows, turning down a narrow, beaten path that can barely accommodate his G Wagon.

It’s pitch-black outside, not a soul in sight, not one building, just trees lining the road. The moon hanging above and the headlights are the only sources of light.

My lips part but the question at the tip of my tongue falls off, unvoiced, when I notice something shining from the darkness.

A huge lake stretches before us, reflecting the moonlight like a giant mirror. Broadway stops the car, kills the engine and—unfortunately—lets go of my hand to pass me a cup. The music keeps playing, some rock song I don’t recognize.

The driver’s side window glides down, letting the fresh, damp air inside as Broadway reaches into the glove box for a pack of cigarettes and a lighter.

“How do you do it?” I ask, pressing into my wrist where he was circling but not getting the same results. “I go limp when you press here, but it doesn’t work when I try.”

Catching the cigarette between his lips, he reaches out, but freezes before we connect. “May I?”

A ball of heat materializes in my lower belly, relief flooding me like cleansing water. If only he knew how much it means that he asked.

I nod, watching as he takes my hands, places my right thumb in the crease of my left wrist, and covers it with his.

“Feel that?” he asks, drawing small circles.

“What exactly?”

“The dimple, like a hollow point.” He circles the spot again and I follow. “Yeah, right there, but not so hard.”

His hands fall away, and he takes the cigarette between two fingers, exhaling the smoke.

I let out a frustrated groan, grabbing my coffee. “You do it better. Where did you learn that?”

“My mother was fixated on acupressure points and used me as her guinea pig.” He shrugs, throwing his cigarette butt out the window. “I picked up a few tricks over the years. Sit back and close your eyes.” He angles his body, leaning over the middle console.

I do as instructed, clutching the warm takeout cup with both hands. The first thing that hits me once my eyes close is his cologne. It’s somehow more powerful in the darkness behind my eyelids.

“I’ll show you another one,” he says in a low voice. “On your forehead.” He motions to my head. “Can I?”

I give another nod, this time accompanied by a smile. “Thank you for asking.”

“You don’t flinch away when I do.” The tone of his voice tells me he hates when I do that.

His warm hand cups my left cheek and his thumb presses between my eyebrows. “According to traditional Chinese medicine there are over two thousand acupressure points on the body. I know about a hundred, and at least twelve help you relax. Wrist, forehead, neck...” He inhales a shaky breath, and pulls his hand away again.

Neck... that’s what he touched right after he picked me up outside the auction house. I distinctly remember how soothing it was while the aftermath of the electricity coursed through my system, making my limbs involuntarily twitch and head loll side to side.

He had his fingers in my hair, applying gentle pressure at my nape while rubbing tight little circles. That touch focused my mind while I emerged from shock, pain, and haziness.

I was so out of it I couldn’t move away from him even if I wanted... I should’ve wanted to, but the truth is I didn’t.

“The one on the neck,” I say, watching as he lifts his coffee to those full lips. “You pressed it after the collar activated, didn’t you?” My fingers find the spot but my touch isn’t half as skilled as Broadway’s.

“It helps relax the muscles, and you were so stiff...” He clears his throat, shaking his head as if chasing the memory away, and reaches for another cigarette. “Since we both don’t really sleep, I’ll make you a deal.”

Reaching for the cigarettes again, he lights another, getting more comfortable in the seat that can barely accommodate him. There’s something sinfully pleasant in the way he smokes, his cheeks puffing right before he exhales, the cloud of gray filtering out the window.

“Instead of spending your nights reading,” he says, weighing every word. “We’ll go for a drive and I’ll teach you where those points are and how to push your own buttons.”

“You’ve got yourself a deal.”

I’d come out with him even if he didn’t offer to show me the magical little switches. His presence alone is enough. For the first time in months, I don’t feel like I’m somehow drowning despite my head remaining firmly above the water.

This will end in disaster. He’s like every other man, just better at pretending. Don’t fall for it. Trust no one. Ever.

A cold lead weight settles in my gut. What if the pessimist is right?
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Broadway

The first thing I did the morning after my drive with Violet was tell everyone to stop calling her Viera.

I’m not a psychologist. I have no idea if her way of coping is correct. I also have no idea if she was being honest with me, if she really trusts me or she’s only saying things I want to hear, but I can’t control that. All I can do is support her any way I can.

Everyone deals with their issues differently. If leaving Viera behind is how Violet copes, then I’m on board.

Especially since, according to Tom, it’s helping.

He called me on Wednesday. Violet mentioned the name of one of the men who bought her so, as per our agreement, he passed it on to me. During their session she explained how relieved she was that everyone stopped calling her by her given name and how well she’s been doing since.

Looks like it was a constant reminder of what she’s been through, keeping her in the past and not allowing her any breathing room.

Every night since, we’ve spent a couple of hours by the lake. We talk. We sit in comfortable silence. She tells me about her day, the therapy, her—idiotic—idea to start working at Scarlett. I talk her out of it because she shouldn’t prioritize employment over her well-being.

I tell her about my days, leaving the gore out, and ask too many questions about what she likes. I’m learning more about her than I’ve learned about any other woman in my life. Including my long-term girlfriend of nine months when I was a snotty teen. We didn’t do much talking... both young, pumped up on hormones, and so horny we fucked multiple times a day.

Mine and Violet’s deal was quickly forgotten. She’s a lousy student and glossed over everything I told her about pressure points, constantly complaining she couldn’t do it.

And somehow, fuck knows how, we settled into a different routine than planned: we talk, and I play the role of acupressure master.

At first, I only touched her wrist, remembering how she tensed when my thumb circled her forehead.

It was barely perceptible, though enough to tell me she’s not yet comfortable with that particular touch. But a couple of days ago, she asked me to show her the pressure points on the base of her skull... and didn’t flinch.

Needless to say, we both forgot about her wrist and focused on her neck.

I almost had a fucking stroke last night when her skin broke out in goosebumps.

We were so close, so fucking close. All it would’ve taken was a small shift in position and I could’ve tasted her. I could’ve closed her sweet lips with mine to sate the hunger that’s been growing day by day.

I want her.

It’s that simple. I want all of her. Every inch and every touch she’s willing to give...

I twitched toward her last night, carried by instinct, then yanked myself back when our noses brushed. It isn’t my decision to make.

I’d give up everything for one kiss, but Violet needs to make that move. She needs to be ready for that step.

There were too many men in her life who took without asking, without allowing her a choice.

That will never be me.

She’ll take that step at some point. Those goosebumps in the crook of her neck prove she wants me... even if she doesn’t know it yet.

Even now, standing in the middle of Rhett Willard’s old empty warehouse, used for years as his torture chamber, a pleasant heat swells behind my ribs at the thought.

Given there’s a half-dead man strapped to what resembles a torture chair that Carter borrowed from Lakeside, my head shouldn’t be preoccupied with Violet’s goosebumped porcelain skin.

It should be in the here and now, focused, because panting and whimpering before me is one of the nine fuckers who bought and hurt Violet.

Henry Maddox, an enforcer working for some small, ridiculously named—Heaven’s Demons MC—motorcycle gang in Pennsylvania. There are no fucking demons in heaven, but what do I know about naming a gang?

It doesn’t matter what they’re called, or what Henry does. It only matters that he’s a clown fish in this world and that he laid his filthy hands on Violet.

Carter approved this little show last night. Ryder located him, and Koby—all too happily—helped me grab and drag him over here today, then left me alone with my plaything for a couple of hours while he carried out Carter’s daily orders.

The sound of Koby’s car pulling up outside reverberates through the building. With a cigarette between my lips, I wipe the blood off my hands, rinsing my scraped knuckles. My left pinky’s dislocated, but one sharp tug pops it back in place.

Henry whimpers, rousing from a non-consensual nap my fists provided ten minutes ago. Both his eyes are black and swollen: a prize for thinking that only buying Violet once counts as mitigating circumstances.

Both his cheekbones cracked after he whined that he didn’t bid on another auction because fucking her wasn’t anything special.

Call me crazy, but I don’t believe him.

Both his lips are split in several places and teeth litter the floor beneath his feet... there’s no meaningful reason for those injuries. I simply enjoyed it when he started crying. There’s something about his tears that lifts my mood.

I didn’t plan this session to run so long, but A: Koby threatened never to help me again if I killed Henry before he got back, and B: Watching Henry bleed, plead, and shit his pants is the most fun I’ve had in months.

Letting the bloodthirsty beast come out to play without a lick of restraint has helped me exorcise an ounce of the unrelenting unease whipping me into a frenzy.

Unease caused by knowing eight out of the nine men who raped Violet are breathing, walking, talking... still alive while they should be six feet under.

It’ll be seven soon. Then six, five, four... I won’t stop until they’re all dead.

“Oh fucking hell,” Koby snaps, wrinkling his nose as he enters through the personnel door. “It stinks of shit and piss in here. Open a window, why don’t you?”

“He’s a screamer.”

“Gag him.” He approaches the metal table by the wall, comically outraged. “Why’s everything clean? I bought you a gift and you didn’t use it?”

A chuckle falls from my lips. Koby took it upon himself to cover the table with what he considers the right tools for this job. Steak, cheese, and butcher knives aplenty.

I think he misses the daily cooking in the safe house days.

“As thoughtful as the gift was, I prefer these.” I wave both fists in the air.

Koby just rolls his eyes. I guess Hailey’s rubbing off on us all. Pushing his gifts aside, he makes room on the cold metal surface from where he’ll observe Henry’s last moments. His fingers drum against the edge, betraying how much he wants to help.

“Go on then,” he encourages. “Get to work. Show me how fucking besotted you are with this girl.”

“Besotted? You fucked that British girl again, didn’t you?” I take one last drag of my cigarette, tossing the butt into an ashtray—another one of Koby’s gifts. “Catching feelings?”

“She is, yeah. I’m just taking advantage. She’s flying home tomorrow and called earlier, begging for a goodbye-fuck.”

Henry starts sputtering, probably trying to contort his swollen tongue, lips, and face into another heartfelt apology. I shut him up with my right hook, my adrenaline levels spiking when his head jerks left.

“Who are you to say no, right?” I ask over my shoulder, catching Koby grinning from ear to ear.

“What can I say? She’s smoking hot.”

“And besotted. Paint the scene for me.” I wind my elbow back then send it sailing toward Henry’s face. A rhythm emerges quickly: left hook, right hook, blood-coughing break. Left hook, right hook—“There’s no way she said besotted, and you didn’t fucking laugh.”

“Oh I laughed. Kind of.” Left hook. “But I blew my load at the exact same time...” Right hook. “So it sounded like the howling bark of a wounded wolf.”

“Too much information.”

Left hook.

“You said paint the scene!”

“Not with your cum, Koby.”

Right hook.

Another tooth falls out and Henry yelps, blood and spit flying from his mouth. He struggles against the leather straps binding his wrists and ankles, wheezing something incomprehensible under his labored breath.

Ah, that’s right. I broke his ribs when I flung him out of the trunk. Forgot about that... my bad.

“How much longer, Broadway?” Koby drawls in a bored tone, toying with a ten-inch blade. “Can I at least stab him a few times? You’re sculpting in shit at this point.”

“I want a few more teeth,” I reply, targeting Henry’s jaw.

“Are yours not any good?”

I laugh, pausing the assault. “I’m short on dollar bills.”

“I hate to break it to you, man, but tooth fairies aren’t real. Seriously, what do you need his teeth for?”

I spin around, wiping the sweat beading at my hairline with the back of my bloodied hand. “I have a plan.”

“I figured that much,” he huffs. “He touched Violet, so you want him to suffer, I get it, but—”

“He raped my girl. I’d say I’ve been uncharacteristically kind to our guest thus far, don’t you?”

A shadow of a smirk crosses his lips, his eyebrows bouncing. “Your girl?”

Fuck.

That was unintentional. Violet’s not mine. I have no claim over her, but I call her mine inside my head because... one day she will be. It doesn’t matter how long it takes.

I have all the time in the world.

My jaw hardens and fists clench as I spin back toward Henry, hammering his face with newfound anger.

“You didn’t mean to let that slip, did you?” Koby chuckles, jumping off the table. “Relax, Captain Obvious. I could tell you were into her when you dropped to your knees outside the auction house.” He comes closer, eyeing the masterpiece of carnage before him, ten-inch blade still in hand. “Just promise you won’t act as bat-shit crazy as Carter. We don’t need two unhinged bastards.”

“I’m about to feed this toothless asshole his own fucking dick, Koby.” I roll my sleeves past my elbows. “Unhinged doesn’t begin to cover it.”
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Violet

Tom bobs his head and smiles as he slips out of Carter’s office, briefcase in hand.

The therapy session ended as it does every day, after six long hours, but if I’m honest, I could talk for another six. While it took me a while to open up and trust the process, now that I have, the words and stories don’t end.

I never thought fleshing out the nightmare I lived for six months, talking aloud about the hurt I experienced, the fear, and the dwindling hope, would help me in any way.

I was wrong.

After almost two months of long, daily sessions with Tom, even I have to admit I’m doing so much better than I was at the start. Somehow, talking and crying has purged part of the hurt. I’ve expelled the feelings that kept me suspended in the present.

This morning, when I got out of the shower, was the first time I didn’t see a broken, scarred, sex-doll in the mirror. For the first time in a long time I didn’t see a victim.

I didn’t see Viera and it’s all thanks to Broadway.

After I told him about the line I’ve drawn between the girl I was and the girl I want to be—because I’m not her yet—the very next day everyone started calling me Violet.

It helped and, while I’m far from feeling like a survivor, looking at myself and not feeling nauseated is big. It’s a step in the right direction.

The negative nelly living in my head questions my moves less and less the longer Broadway and I spend time together: another big step.

A step that wouldn’t have been possible without him. I can’t put a finger on what it is about Broadway that helps me, but whenever he’s around, I’m more determined to drag myself out of this pathetic ditch and put the past to rest.

Taking my empty cup with me, I leave the room, my head full of plans for the evening. The days have been more or less the same since I arrived here. I haven’t had the will to leave the house—save for a few walks through the huge backyard with Hailey, and my nighttime rides with Broadway—but today... today feels different. I want to do something other than sit in my room for hours on end.

Carter’s office door closes behind me with a small click and I start down the corridor. Head in the clouds, I don’t register the chatter from the living room until it’s too late.

I step inside, the volume hitting my ears in full, and my body instantly freezes. I’m used to seeing Broadway, Koby, and Ryder around. Apollo’s becoming a familiar sight, too, but there are more men here today.

A quick head count... ten. Ten men, five of whom I’ve never seen before. They’re all staring at me, their eyes like a physical, unwanted touch burning my skin as they take me in from head to toe.

My heart pounds in my ears, blood runs cold, and reality starts blurring. The day after the first auction hits me square in the jaw—a major regression considering how well I thought I was doing no longer than two minutes ago.

That day, I walked into the same thing. Blaze’s living room filled with ten ruthless, menacing men, the man who’d bought me among them: Cassio Barbieri. Tall, elegant, aristocratic. He took one step toward me, hungry eyes roving me up and down, and my instincts kicked in.

It’s happening now. Adrenaline floods my system, kicking my survival instincts to eleven when a man I don’t recognize flashes me a grin.

The empty cup slips from my hand, shattering against the wooden floor. My legs turn weak. So weak I can barely spin around, but I do, stumbling out.

Rational thinking is replaced by pure terror and adrenaline, an aftershock of the day Cassio came to collect me for the first time.

Running away was instinct. Uncontrollable.

And it’s back right now, twice as potent because I’ve tasted safety. My weak legs carry me down the hall as I brace against the walls, bursting into the kitchen, head swimming, fear choking my throat like two big, cold hands.

Cassio’s hands that night...

The maid cocks an eyebrow, assessing me from where she stands by the oven, checking on today’s dinner. Her eyes widen when I slam into the back door. I’m half limp, half frantic, so disoriented I can’t see straight. Almost as if I’ve been drugged.

My vision blurs, swimming back and forth between the kitchen, Noretto’s mansion, Cassio’s bedroom, Vincent’s basement... red room, ropes, pain, grunts...

I need air.

I can’t fucking breathe.

My hand grasps the door handle but before it gives way, two strong arms grab my shoulders and spin me around, sending me into a frenzy.

I fight back with what little strength I have.

I fight, trying to push the man away, my legs like jelly, my heart clawing its way up my throat.

“Shh, hey, hey, it’s me, it’s me. You’re okay, you’re safe,” Broadway chants, every word calm and level, but his grip close to desperate. His words start to sink, breaking through the fog in my mind. “No one’s going to hurt you,” he adds quietly, weaving his fingers through my hair.

The moment his fingers press those delicious points at the base of my scalp, I go slack in his arms.

The fight fizzes out of me at once.

He still coos in my hair, shushing me softly. One of his arms is curled around my upper back, holding me flush to his muscular chest, his face in my hair, warm breath tickling the side of my face.

Don’t just stand there, shove him away! Too close, TOO CLOSE!

I shut my eyes, as if that will silence my screaming mind, and focus on Broadway.

He keeps massaging my neck, increasing the pressure until I can barely hold my weight. It’s so... calming.

“That’s it,” he mutters. “Calm down. You’re okay. I won’t hurt you.”

I nod, clarity returning.

His strong hands aren’t the only reason I’m pressed up against him. No, I’m grasping fistfuls of his jacket in both palms, squeezing hard and pulling myself in, closer and closer. My eyes grow heavy, the familiar scent of his cologne working like a lullaby.

Most nights I hardly sleep, catching an odd hour here and there in the early-morning noise.

I’m exhausted. The dark circles under my eyes speak to that, but no matter how depleted I feel, I can’t sleep in the silence of Carter and Hailey’s house. The nights are so quiet it throws my mind into overdrive. After months in Noretto’s mansion and years on the streets of Bratislava, it seems my mind’s conditioned to only let me sleep where there’s background noise.

I guess the insomnia is why Tom claims my progress is remarkable. I’m sure long daily sessions aren’t standard practice. While letting things out is healing in a way, it’s his questions and prodding that really help.

But it requires time for me to think, mull over his words, accept and adapt my way of thinking to his suggestions. If I slept like a normal person, I wouldn’t have that time and my progress wouldn’t be anywhere near as good.

My mind’s alive during the night. Perched on the windowsill, I think. I analyze the day’s session, every word I said and Tom’s replies. These hours upon hours of contemplating his advice allow me to process and adapt. To understand and see where I’m going wrong.

I bet that’s why after just eight weeks I no longer feel disgusted in my own skin. Why I no longer hate every inch of my body, why I no longer cry in bed, curled into a ball, cursing fate and wallowing in self-pity.

I survived.

Tom helps me see it. He helps me build myself back from the ground up.

“Is it always like this?” Broadway asks, still clutching me close. “Every time you meet someone new?”

“Is she okay?” Carter’s voice interrupts. His tone is level, words considerate, but with a coldness that makes me shiver.

Carter’s an enigmatic person. Lethal, composed, menacing. I don’t care much for him when Hailey’s not around. He’s... scary without her.

“I’m okay,” I mutter, peeling my face away from Broadway’s chest. I’m instantly cold. “I’m sorry, I—”

“Don’t apologize,” Carter cuts in, before giving Broadway a pointed stare.

“I... I’ll go back to my room,” I say, sensing they need privacy.

Stepping out of Broadway’s arms shouldn’t be this hard. I shouldn’t feel so safe with him. He’s a man, and every man in my life thus far has used and abused me, starting with my dead-beat father, right through to the men Blaze made me service.

Only Damon never hurt me, but he wasn’t friendly, and I never liked his hands on me. He was cold. Distant. He may have created an illusion of safety, as my bodyguard, but I was terrified whenever he came too close. Save from Blaze’s order, nothing was stopping him from touching me.

I’m not afraid of Carter or his men, but I don’t enjoy being alone one-on-one with any of them.

Except Broadway.

It’s different with Broadway.

He elicits a sense of calm. Whether it’s because of the way he handled me at the auction, or because we’ve spent so much time together lately and I’m most familiar with him, I don’t know. Whatever the reason, he’s the only one I don’t mind being alone with.

I really need to tell Tom. I’m sure he can help me figure out why Broadway’s presence is so soothing. It might be the scared, vulnerable, broken, girl inside me seeking comfort, or the part of me fighting that girl and wanting to believe not every man is a monster.

Broadway lets me go, but not before he swipes his hand along my cheek. His index finger curls under my chin, tilting my head up so I’ll meet his eyes. “Try to get some sleep. You look exhausted.”

There’s so much tenderness in his voice, nothing but raw emotion in the heat of his gaze.

My legs are weak, though not from terror like they were a moment ago, it’s a very different emotion now: affection.

And because I really am sleepy.

Broadway caressing my pressure points has sent my mind into a hazy, blissful state. If there was a bed here, I’d fall face first and be out of it before my head touched the pillow.

I only manage to give Broadway what I hope is a thankful smile before taking the long way round the house. There’s a second staircase that bypasses the living room and lets me enter my bedroom without bumping into anyone on the way.
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Broadway

“I don’t think she should stay here,” I tell Carter once the sound of Violet’s soft footsteps has died down. “Is she always like this when you have guests?”

He pushes the back door open, jutting his chin so I’ll step outside. I grab my cigarettes, lighting one up, and offer him the pack.

This time, he doesn’t take one. He shakes his head, the subtle teeth-grinding betraying that it costs him.

“If by like this you mean running away, then no. I think the gathering today caught her by surprise. She doesn’t do well with new faces, but she’s usually more composed.” He leans against the stone wall. “Don’t worry, I’ve already instructed Apollo to keep an eye on her while we’re away. She’s okay with him.”

Now it’s my turn to gnash my teeth, trapping a few choice words inside my mouth before they spill. We’re supposed to be heading to Chicago this weekend. Layla’s organizing a Charity Ball and we’re all invited. Given our history with Dante Carrow, refusing the invitation would not be well received, but I couldn’t care less about mingling with the criminal VIPs.

“Who’ll keep an eye on Scarlett if Apollo’s here?” I ask, exhaling smoke.

A knowing smirk curls his lips. “We’ve been working together for years, Broadway. Don’t try pulling the wool over my eyes. If you want to stay behind so you can keep an eye on Violet, not Scarlett, just fucking say so.”

I take another drag, squaring my shoulders. “She barely knows Apollo.”

“I’d say she barely knows you, too, but Carson keeps me in the loop, so I know about your midnight drives. If you want to stay, I don’t see a problem.” He glances around, as if checking we’re alone. “I think it’d be a good idea if she stayed at your place. A change of scenery might do her some good.”

“What does that mean?”

“She’s fine,” he says, amusement lacing his tone. “Relax. She’s perfectly safe here, but she’s jumpy whenever someone comes over, or even knocks on the door. No one stops by your apartment. It might be a better fit.”

My chest swells, the prospect of having Violet under my roof, always safe, is enough to flood my brain with endorphins.

Too bad Carter’s not the only one—aside from Violet—who has to approve it.

“What about Hailey?” I ask. “She won’t like this.”

Carter shrugs, little crinkles appearing around his eyes. “It was her idea.” He straightens, a solemn look crossing his features. “There’s something else you should know.”

“I won’t fucking like it, will I?”

“No, I don’t suppose you will. Violet asked if she could work at Scarlett.”

And the endorphins evaporate with one fucking sentence. I thought I’d convinced her that working shouldn’t be her priority. That she should focus on therapy.

Looks like I was wrong.

“You better tell me you said no.”

“I think she might want to go home, Broadway.”

Way to kick me when I’m already down. “Home? You mean Slovakia? Why the hell would she want to do that?”

“Why would she want to stay?”

She can’t leave.

I... fuck. I didn’t think about Violet’s long-term plans. I’ve been too focused on navigating my feelings for her. Of course she doesn’t want to live in Carter’s spare bedroom forever. She’s young, a few months from twenty. The therapy’s working wonders, so it’s only natural she’s planning her next move.

But why Slovakia? She lived on the streets before she arrived in America. I get why she’d want to put as many miles between her and the men who bought her as possible, but... she can’t leave.

I need her. She’s mine.

“I told her I’d set her up in Slovakia, but she wouldn’t hear any of it,” Carter continues, his tone careful like he can sense I’m about to explode. “She wanted to work until she’s paid back the four hundred and fifty grand I paid Noretto, then save enough to go home.” He quickly raises his hand to stop my retort. “Don’t you fucking dare say you’ll pay me back. I don’t want the money. Not from you and not from her.”

I reach for another cigarette, my hands shaking as I light one up. “She can’t work at Scarlett.”

“Trust me, I don’t like this any more than you do, but I can’t keep her locked in here,” he counters.

I fucking hate it when he’s right.

We didn’t rescue her from Noretto only to lock her in a different cage, even if we did it with the purest of intentions, to help her and keep her safe.

“She wants to work,” Carter says, weighing every word. “So she starts training on Monday.”

“What about her therapy?”

“Tom thinks she’s doing well enough to reduce it to two sessions a week.”

Tilting my head back, I blow a cloud of smoke into the air, watching it dissipate on the wind. My mind’s reeling, thoughts racing, and my insides twist into elaborate knots. I’ve never been this worried about anyone and I can’t quite navigate these feelings.

“Put her behind the VIP bar.” I cave because I have no fucking choice. “I want an extra bouncer close by. No waitressing. No weekends. And pair her up with Arthur.”

Carter chuckles, nodding along to my demands. “I wonder why Arthur. Could it be because he’s gay?”

One hundred percent yes. I don’t need any bartenders hitting on Violet. “No. It’s because he’s the only one with a decent right hook.”

That’s also true, but it makes little sense considering I already asked Carter to strengthen the security. Still, he has the decency not to push or all-out laugh in my face.

“Consider it done,” he says. “And look at it this way. Had she accepted my money, she’d be gone. Letting her work means she’ll stay for a while... maybe long enough for you to show her what you want.”

He squeezes my shoulder and enters the house, leaving me with more questions than answers.
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 Violet

The short walk upstairs banished the soporific effects of Broadway’s touch, but I still fold myself into bed. Pulling a fluffy blanket over myself, I close my eyes, hoping to catch a wink of sleep while there’s some noise in the house.

It’s distant, but there: the hiss of the water pipes, the flush of the toilet, the thud of faraway footsteps.

My mind calms and starts switching off but just as I start teetering on the tightrope between sleep and awareness, a heavy tread reaches my ears, much louder than those downstairs.

And much closer.

My heart immediately spikes. The bedroom Carter gave me is on the other side of the house to his and Hailey’s. Since I’ve been here, only two people have ventured toward my room: Hailey and the maid. Their footsteps are soft, light, and I’ve learned their rhythm after a few scares.

These are very different. Loud, heavy, distinctly male. Whoever they belong to stops outside my door and my pulse skyrockets.

I try to rationalize; I try convincing my mind it’s Carter checking in on me even though he never has before. But my mind isn’t taking any comfort from that because I know it’s not him. Carter stomps with purpose, a man on a mission, always in a hurry.

So, instead of calming down, my brain starts conjuring worst-case scenarios. I see one of the unknown men from downstairs grabbing the handle and shoving the door open. I see him crossing the room, snatching my hair and holding me down while he does whatever the fuck he pleases.

Again, rationally, I know neither Carter nor Broadway would let that happen, but fear doesn’t care about facts.

A knock reverberates through the room. Three knuckle-raps against the hardwood, followed by silence.

Hide. Dive under the bed or he’ll drag you out by your hair.

I hold my breath, eyes on the lock. I didn’t turn the key but if I’m quick, I could dart forward and do it now.

Though I doubt my frail frame would keep the intruder out for long.

What are you doing? Hide.

My eyebrows draw in the middle, rational thoughts taking center stage. If they came to hurt me, they wouldn’t knock, would they?

“Violet?” Broadway’s voice breaches the silence, and my fear dissipates in a flash. All the fight hisses out of me like air from a punctured balloon. The sensation is so powerful it makes my shoulders slump and that annoying voice at the back of my head shuts up.

“Can I come in?” he asks, apparently aware I’m here even though I’ve made myself as small and quiet as possible.

I jump out of the bed, crossing the room to yank the door open. The moment my eyes land on his handsome face I want to jump into his arms, drag his hand to my nape, and make him press those invisible buttons.

“Is everything okay?”

I step aside, let him in, and, without a second thought, let the door close, trapping myself in a confined space with a man twice my size.

He’s so tall. So fucking tall I have to crane my neck to look into his eyes. He’s broad, too. So broad he completely envelopes me in his arms, shielding me from the world with the bulk of his body alone. And his scent... a masculine, soothing combination that wraps itself around my frayed nerves like a softer blanket than the one I was just lying under.

“Carter’s leaving for the weekend with Hailey, Koby, and Ryder,” he says, leaning by the door while I sit cross-legged on the comforter. “I’m staying behind so you’re not alone, but...” He takes a deep breath, pushing away from the wall.

I watch him come closer and crouch by the bed, every move calculated, eyes scanning my face.

With visible hesitancy, he reaches for my hand and his fingers start the same ritual they performed on my neck. This time it’s his thumb drawing tight little circles over the pulse point on my wrist.

It’s so strangely soothing... as if he found a button that makes my body and mind just let go of the tension in my muscles, of the dark thoughts plaguing my mind, of the dreadful feeling of lost control.

I watch him, waiting while he gathers his thoughts, the look in his chocolate-brown eyes so intense it alters my breathing pattern.

“But...?” I prompt, breaking the silence.

As comforting as his presence is, this silence is not. It gnaws at my brain and fills me with unease, battling with the calm evoked by his thumb massaging my wrist.

“He told me how you react whenever a car pulls up or someone enters the house.”

A bright pink flush creeps up my cheeks. It’s so warm I feel it spread down my neck and chest.

Broadway’s eyes follow its path, raising the heat to scorching levels. I’m aware of what he’s talking about, and I’m far from proud.

While I feel safe here, the constant influx of Carter’s men entering and leaving, guards changing, occasional visitors from Chicago or Hailey’s friends... it all makes me jumpy. Less and less every day, but still.

Back at Noretto’s there was a constant stream of people coming and going. However, I always felt fine until the weekend, when every car pulling up the driveway could be the one taking me away.

Here, despite Carter’s protection, I can’t shake the fear that Noretto will come barreling through the door and put me back to work. Or that Vincent, so determined to buy me because of his deep-rooted love for my eyes, will steal me away and lock me in his basement.

As the days go by, it gets easier to push down the irrational fear, but whenever a new face shows up, terror seizes my mind and I feel like prey.

Like I’m being hunted and I’ll end up face down, wrists bound, mouth gagged.

“It’s getting better,” I say, gently squeezing his fingers.

He raises a skeptical brow, the meaning so clear I can almost hear it: Today proves otherwise.

His chest expands as he inhales, impossibly broad, so muscular the white shirt he wears is stretched almost beyond the capacity of the cotton. “How about, while Hailey and Carter are gone, you stay at my place? No one comes there. We always meet here or at Scarlett so it’ll be less... unpredictable. And if come Monday you decide you prefer it here, I’ll bring you back.”

I swallow hard, furrowing my brows. “That’s very... thoughtful, but I can’t impose like that. I already feel like a third wheel around here and—”

“You won’t be imposing, Violet,” he cuts in, tone stern. “I want you close.”

My blood spikes a fever and my stomach drops in the most pleasant way.

“You’ll have the place to yourself most of the time,” he continues, unaware of his words’ effect on me. “Carter’s leaving as we speak. They won’t be back until late Monday.” He increases the pressure on my wrist, lighting up my mind in the most blissful way. “Call it a change of scenery.”

Absolutely not. Hailey won’t be there. No one will be there. He’ll be able to do whatever he wants.

My teeth sink into my lower lip. Broadway’s the only person who doesn’t make me want to run away. He’s my own personal safe heaven... but my illusion of safety might shatter once I leave this house.

Still, the possibility of not worrying about the constant influx of visitors is tempting. It might be relaxing. Besides, it’s just for three days. If I hate it, I can come back.

“Okay... a change of scenery sounds nice.”

You’ll end up crying, hurting, and begging him to let you go.

His shoulders drop an inch, his posture relaxing and features softening from the nervous anticipation. “Good. How long do you need to pack?”

“Not long. Five minutes?”

He bobs his head, releasing my hand as he steps back to give me space.

Space I don’t want.

So fucking stupid. So naïve.

A rush of adrenaline whips through me when I realize this is the first time I’ve wanted male company. In fact, I wouldn’t mind Broadway’s fingers pressing those sweet spots only he seems to be able to locate while I’m packing a bag, but that would be awkward.

Sliding off the bed, I start pulling things out of the wardrobe. Just enough changes of clothes for the weekend. I can come back for more on Monday if I decide Broadway’s apartment is better for me.

“I’ll ask Hailey for a suitcase,” he says, before I can groan and tell him I don’t have one.

He slips out of the room, closing the door behind him. I finish gathering everything I’ll need, expecting him to let himself in when he’s back.

He doesn’t. Of course he doesn’t. He understands my boundaries without me having to spell them out.

Another knock shakes the door five minutes later. Once the suitcase is packed, Broadway takes me outside where I find the driveway empty, all cars from earlier gone.

He opens the passenger-side door for me and loads my small suitcase into the back before taking the wheel.

The inside of this car smells familiar now. I’ve spent countless hours here, drinking coffee in the middle of the night. I love the lingering scent of leather, combined with an overpowering mix of scents that are distinctly Broadway. Masculine, strong, soothing.

I inhale deeply, buckling up when he starts the engine.

“Where do you live?” I ask, watching his big hand effortlessly twirl the steering wheel.

“Not far from here. I have a top-floor penthouse in the city. Private elevator. No one gets in without the code. Only a handful of people beside me know it so there won’t be any unannounced strangers.”

“Carter, Ryder, Koby,” I mutter, bending one finger for every name.

“My maid and Hailey.”

“Oh... Hailey, right.”

A small smile stretches his lips. “We spent a lot of time together in the safe house after we rescued her from Blaze. Whenever she’s frustrated with Carter, she comes over to drink and play board games.”

“I haven’t seen her frustrated yet.”

“It doesn’t happen so often these days. I think she’s getting used to Carter. He can be very... overprotective, and sometimes takes things too far. I’m sure you’ve noticed Hailey doesn’t leave the house without security.”

“I assumed Noretto’s still after her.”

Broadway shakes his head. “Blaze is crazy, but he’s far from stupid. Touching Hailey now would mean a war he’d have no hope of winning.”

“Then why does she have security?”

He shrugs, another ghost of a smile curling his full mouth. “Carter’s territorial and Hailey’s... well, beautiful. She spends a lot of time at college and college guys are arrogant and promiscuous. Carter doesn’t appreciate any men invading her space, but he’ll tolerate them if they behave. One guy didn’t. He thought showering Hailey with compliments and flowers was appropriate even though he knew she’s taken. Ever since she’s being shadowed by one of Carter’s men.”

I wrinkle my nose at first because it sounds... toxic. Suffocating. It sounds like he doesn’t trust her, but then I sigh because... as wrong as it sounds, I’d like nothing more than someone keeping an eye on me all the time.

It’s a scary world out there.

Being the boss’s girl comes with many risks. She might become a target at any point. She’s already lived through her own nightmare... maybe that’s why she doesn’t complain about the over-the-top security.
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Violet

Broadway ushers me into the elevator and keys in the code, repeating it back to me three times as if he thinks I’m brave enough to exit the building by myself.

I’m not, even though I want to push myself—which is why I asked Carter for a job at Scarlett. Well, it’s not the only reason. I have a few, actually. Stepping out of my comfort zone is one. Money for little things is another, but the main reason is staying close to Broadway.

I can admit—if only to myself—that he has some sort of hold on me. Everything is easier when he’s around.

Carter misinterpreted my reasons and firmly believes I want to go back to Slovakia. Nothing could be further from the truth but I didn’t bother correcting him.

Pushing my limits by working at Scarlett might help me heal, and maybe, just maybe, get closer to Broadway.

I don’t want to live in Bratislava. I’m not even sure I want to find my sister after what she did, but I know I want to stay right here. I offered to reimburse every dollar Carter paid Blaze for me, but Carter refused the offer. Too bad. Paying him back would take the rest of my life.

The elevator dings on the thirty-ninth floor, opening into a spacious living room with modern furnishings in a truly sophisticated color scheme: dark wood, white leather, silver trimmings. The plush area rug under the glass coffee table looks soft enough to sleep on, but the floor-to-ceiling windows steal my breath away.

I’m rooted to the spot, staring out over the city... until Broadway’s hand lands on my lower back.

He’s touched me before.

More than once, but this time I jerk away on instinct, the reaction uncontrollable.

“Sorry, I... I shouldn’t have,” he says when I spin around and find he’s holding both hands up in surrender. “In my defense, it’s almost fucking impossible not to touch you when you’re so close.”

Words stick in my throat, my heart ramming in my chest. I didn’t mind his hand on mine, or on the nape of my neck. I didn’t mind him holding me close while he calmed me down, but this simple touch throws my mind into overdrive.

Too intimate.

Too loaded.

Too familiar in the worst way.

But his words... the raw honesty, the tenderness, the emotion behind them, calm me right down.

“It’s okay, I just didn’t expect it.”

Removing myself from the awkward moment, I let my feet take me across the living room. I’ve never been a fan of heights, but standing here, my nose almost glued to the pane of glass, my heart’s palpitating.

Not in fear... in relief.

No one can climb through a window this high. And no one without the code can enter the penthouse.

A sense of calm washes over me, stronger than anything I’ve felt since arriving at Carter’s mansion. There were too many people there. Too many ways in and out, too many cars arriving at odd hours.

Broadway’s place is peaceful. You could argue it’s a fancy high-rise cage, but caged is the last thing I feel.

I feel protected.

I spin around, catching his eyes tracking my every move. His suit hugs every perfect inch of his muscular body and I still can’t get over how tall he is. Even here, where the ceilings soar a good thirty feet above, Broadway commands the space.

“What do you think?” he asks, his tone mostly level. Something loaded lurks behind that question, something heavy that shoots an unexpected thrill down my spine.

“It’s amazing,” I admit, stealing another glance at the busy city below. Then, I notice the black grand piano he’s leaning against. “Do you play?”

“Occasionally.”

“I’d love to hear it some time.”

“Some time,” he agrees, pushing away from the instrument that must be worth a small fortune. “Come on, I’ll show you your room.”

He holds his hand out, gesturing toward the hallway. He keeps a respectable distance that instantly makes me regret jerking away.

It’s not like I can control my instincts, but I don’t want him to think I’ll jump out the window if he comes too close.

My head doesn’t stop spinning left and right while we navigate the penthouse. We pass a modern, almost clinical kitchen, a study with a large desk and a corner bookshelf crammed with titles I don’t recognize, then a large bathroom with a clawfoot tub by the window. No blinds in sight. I guess living on the thirty-ninth floor, you don’t need to worry about peeping toms.

“Here.” Broadway opens the door on the left. “My bedroom’s right there.” He points further down the hall. “I have a few things to take care of. Will you be okay by yourself?”

I nod, my fingers trailing over the crisp bedding. “No one can get in without the code,” I repeat his words. “And only people you trust know it.”

He nods, watching me circle the room. “That’s right, but if it’ll make you feel better, I can send for Apollo. You seemed pretty confident around him.”

I take a moment to ponder the idea. If I say no, I’ll be alone for the first time in months.

I haven’t been alone since arriving in America. First the other girls, then Blaze, Damon, his men, and the ones who took me back to their homes.

Carter’s mansion is always manned, guards securing the perimeter whenever the boss leaves.

Maybe a few solitary hours are exactly what I need?

“I’ll be okay by myself.”

Much better than with him around.

“Okay. I won’t be long.” He pulls a phone from his inside pocket and leaves it on the vanity. “If you need me, call me. I’ve programmed in everyone’s numbers. Including Hailey’s.” He gestures for me to follow him back into the kitchen.

The marble counters are perfectly clean, not one thing out of place, and Broadway spends a few minutes showing me where everything I might need is.

“I’ll grab some takeout later,” he says, closing the fridge packed full of protein shakes, fruit, and healthy snacks. “I know you like Italian, so what’s your favorite dish?”

“Anything’s fine.”

He spins on his heavy boot, those dark eyes boring into mine. “I didn’t ask what’s fine. I asked what’s your favorite.”

The tone of his voice alone, soft, but low, sends another flaming sensation across my neck and cheeks. “Um... I like pasta. Any pasta.”

“Pasta it is.”

He takes me into the bathroom next, showing me where he keeps fresh towels and how to adjust the water temperature. Once we’re done there, we circle back to the living room and Broadway opens a small cabinet seamlessly melded into the wall. I would’ve never noticed it if he hadn’t shown me. Inside are three remote controls.

“This one’s for the TV.”

I frown, glancing around, because there is no TV. At least that’s what I think until he presses a green button in the middle of another remote. The wall bulges out in the middle, before sliding aside to reveal a huge flatscreen.

“This last one’s for the sound system. There are built-in speakers in every room. Once you switch it on...” He shows me which button to press, “...you can either say the song title and artist or use the touchscreen.” He points at a small screen near the elevator.

He leaves the remotes on the coffee table. “Alright, that’s all... unless I forgot anything?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Good.” He checks his wristwatch. “I need to go. I’ll be back as soon as I can. If you need me, call me.”

I nod along, watching him key in the elevator code. The door opens thirty seconds later and, with one last smile from his handsome face, he’s gone.

I stand in the middle of the living room for a long time, staring out the window at Columbus. Then I cross the room to fumble with the touchscreen until I find the music app and start the first playlist I see.

Music fills the penthouse: “Is Everybody Going Crazy?” by Nothing But Thieves, according to the screen. I lower the volume, taking a cautious seat on the sofa.

I’m hungry and thirsty but the calmness rolling over me steals my energy and I simply sit there, absorbing the lack of suffocating, oppressive silence.
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Six hours. That’s how long I’ve been away from Violet. And every fucking second of those six hours, I was thinking about her.

The girl is the center of my attention. Has been since day one. Now she’s under my roof, the pathological worry isn’t as strong... too bad it’s been replaced with an overwhelming need to head home and look after her.

I’ve also spent those six hours kicking myself for touching her without asking. I didn’t think it’d startle her, given I held her in my arms earlier today. All the blood froze in my veins when she jumped away, eyes wider than silver dollars.

With a bunch of takeout boxes in hand, I step into the elevator, which quickly fills with the mouthwatering scent of garlic, basil, and cheese.

Pasta isn’t a very precise description. It doesn’t exactly narrow down the options. When I went in to place my order, the man at the small Italian restaurant in town asked me what pasta and I was at a loss. He handed me a menu with thirty-three different dishes, twenty of which were pasta. Having no clue which kind Violet likes, I tried to cover all the options and now we’ll have enough food to last us three days.

I hope she’s hungry.

Music assaults my ears as soon as the elevator opens into my living room. It’s just as I left it, not a single thing out of place.

Not that I’d mind.

Violet might be the only person who could turn my personal space upside down without me batting an eye.

It’s almost pitch-dark here, only the moonlight seeping through the huge windows illuminating the space, though it doesn’t show much.

Stepping in, I fiddle with the touchscreen, turning the ambient lights on, expecting Violet to round the corner, but as I turn, I spot her on the sofa.

She’s asleep in the most uncomfortable position imaginable, her neck resting against the back of the sofa while she half-sits, half-curls into a ball.

I’ve not seen her like this before. So calm and... peaceful. She’s confident around me. Almost relaxed. Almost. I know it might take a long time before she stops hiding behind her defenses and allows herself to be vulnerable around me like this.

I openly stare at her white hair, the purple almost completely gone, the bow of her lips, small nose, white eyelashes casting shadows over her porcelain cheeks.

She’s breathtaking, this girl. I twitch toward her, every instinct inside me begging to have her close. I’d give so much to curl her into me and feel the warmth of her small body against mine.

She shifts slightly but doesn’t wake... I don’t know how she can sleep through this noise. The music’s loud enough to drown out my steps and the thump as I drop the takeout boxes onto the coffee table.

Switching the music off, I grab a blanket from the back of the wingchair to cover Violet, but her purple eyes pop open the moment I step toward her.

She looks up at me, a fearful expression marring her pretty face for a few seconds before she blinks her emotions away.

“Hey,” she whispers, jolting into a seated position.

Her little nose wrinkles while her hand flies to the back of her neck.

I bet it’s sore as fuck.

My fingers itch to massage the spot and feel her relax into my touch. I’m about to move, but the way she jerked away earlier plays on the backs of my eyelids, reminding me I can’t just touch her as and when I please.

“What time is it?” she asks, rubbing sleep from her eyes.

“Almost midnight. I didn’t mean to wake you. Did you sleep long?”

“I’m not sure... I think I dozed off soon after you left.”

“I brought food.” I gesture to the takeout boxes. “You’ll have to be more specific next time. There are way too many varieties of pasta.”

“Any pasta’s fine,” she assures, watching me unwrap the food.

I check every box, telling her what’s inside, and a moment later she’s settled in the corner of the couch with a carbonara, her feet tucked under her butt.

I hand her a glass of white wine, watching her full lips close around the rim, eyes sparkling. A small smile lights up her features, sending a shot of adrenaline through my bloodstream. Jesus, it’s just a fucking smile and my heart’s speeding like a race car on a track. Her genuine smiles are so rare... I’ve only seen a few.

“Good?” I ask, keeping my tone level.

“So good. It’s been a while since I had wine.”

My jaw clamps painfully, fingers tightening around my fork. Taking a few deep breaths, I stop myself wondering about her time in Blaze’s mansion. I don’t want to contemplate whether the fuckers who bought her numbed her mind with the sweet delirium of alcohol while they used her.

I don’t think they did. And that means she remembers every second.

No wonder she’s been in daily therapy for two months, working through the trauma.

No wonder she still flinches at the prospect of being touched.
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My eyes sting as if someone flung a fistful of sand in my face. You’d think living in the clouds would mean noise. The constant howl of the wind at the very least, but either the penthouse is soundproof, or there’s no wind this high up.

I sit on the floor in my bedroom, staring at the city below. I’ve already counted the leaves dotting the wallpapered feature wall behind my bed. I counted again to see how many there were in each of the three shades of green. I counted the twinkling streetlamps dotting the streets below, and now I’m counting the cars, imagining the noise they’re making.

But my imagination can’t fool my brain.

The penthouse is deathly quiet, the silence more prominent than at Carter’s. At least there, the clock on the wall ticked. There’s nothing here. The whole place is ultramodern, a silent, digital smart home run on touchscreens and voice activation: lights, music, blinds, room temperature... none of them operated by an analog switch I could flick up and down to muffle the screams inside my head. Despite spending half an hour poking the screen in my bedroom, I can’t find a setting that’ll isolate music to this room.

My afternoon nap should’ve recharged my batteries for a few days... I haven’t slept more than two hours at once for weeks, so almost six should’ve been plenty, but my body is so deprived of rest, always on high alert, that despite the long nap, my system’s begging to crash.

I can barely hold my head up, but the silence... so oppressive, makes me feel like the walls are closing in, squeezing the air from my lungs. The good news is that it’s almost four in the morning. Just a few more hours before Broadway gets up and starts making noise.

We stayed in the living room for a long while, trying different pastas and talking. I could have done it all night, but Broadway looked exhausted, the circles under his eyes darkening by the minute. I can’t order him into bed, so I said it was time we both got some sleep.

Though, of course, I knew I’d be staring out the window until morning.

Huffing a long breath, I think back to the bottle of wine sitting on the coffee table. We barely had a glass each. Maybe if I finish what’s left, my mind will just give up.

I wonder if, now that I really feel safe, my body’s allowing the exhaustion to properly kick my butt. After all, I spent almost six weeks in Carter and Hailey’s house, barely sleeping, but I never felt this sick with sleep deprivation.

My vision doubles as I haul myself up, bored with the view from my window. Every step I take is on leaden legs. It almost feels like I’m shaking inside as I cross the room and open the door.

Quietly, careful not to wake Broadway, I make my way down the hallway, illuminated by a faint strip of LED lights where the floor meets the walls. It cuts off as I enter the living room and tiptoe across the area rug to grab the uncorked wine bottle.

It’ll go to waste if I don’t drink it...

Settling by the piano, I stare at Columbus once more, taking it in from a different angle. My eyes are heavy, my pulse irregular, and every sip of the wine makes me feel drowsy, though not enough to pass out.

And that’s when I hear it.

A faint whooshing sound, interrupted by a gentle clicking.

The whoosh reminds me of the wind. Constant, steady wind... aircon. How did I miss it before?

Glancing around, my ears perked, I search for the vents in the darkness. It’d be helpful if there were LED lights running the perimeter of this room, but they’re only twinkling out in the hallway.

As if in a trance, I drop to my hands and knees, crawling around, my thoughts narrowed to the whoosh and click. Soon enough, I find the first vent. Cool air caresses my face as I bend over it, waiting for the click... it doesn’t come, so I move on.

It’s not until I’m halfway down the hallway, just a few steps from the kitchen entrance, that I come across the clicking. The sound is rhythmic, as if whatever’s turning inside the vent clicks with every turn. And now I’m so close, it’s much louder than the clock in my bedroom at Carter’s.

Relief floods my system.

I’m half incoherent with exhaustion, like I’m balancing between reality and dream. There’s nothing in my head save for that click and the hum of air while I curl my hand under my head and nuzzle as close to the vent as possible.

My muscles start melting, the hard floor hurting my bones the last thing on my mind. I almost can’t feel it. With each passing second, it feels more and more like I’m floating, my body surrendering to sleep when my messed-up brain finally allows.
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 Broadway

Showered and dressed for the day, I exit my bedroom a few minutes past nine and pause in the doorway, my eyebrows bunching together.

What the actual fuck?

I blink twice, running a hand down my face. This is the last thing I expected.

Violet’s not in her room... but she is asleep.

In fact, she’s passed out in the hallway, curled into a ball, one hand under her head and... an empty bottle of wine discarded a few steps away.

Guilt rips through me because I should’ve known she’d sneak out of her room after we headed to bed. I should’ve known she’d finish the wine alone.

She wouldn’t be the first person reaching for alcohol after being dealt a shitty hand. I’m surprised Carter never mentioned her raiding his liquor cabinets at night.

Then again, I saw how she acts around him. Not nearly as relaxed as with me. Carter’s commanding, controlling ways have grown twice as potent since he found Hailey.

Like that overprotective streak cranks up his dark side to guarantee her safety.

Instead of taking a minute to think through my next move, I crouch beside Violet, running the tips of my fingers down her arm.

Those gorgeous purple eyes pop open, flashing with panic. She inhales a lungful of air as if she’s been underwater this whole time and bolts upright.

I stumble back, giving her more space because the panic in her eyes isn’t subsiding. She’s flushed, and clearly sore all over. Who wouldn’t be after a night on the floor?

“Morning,” I say, watching her eyes dart left and right. “Why are you out here?”

She swings her gaze down the hallway and her cheeks heat when she spots the empty wine bottle. “I... um...”

“It’s fine,” I cut in.

I don’t know half the shit she lived through while playing Noretto’s golden goose, so who the fuck am I to judge? So she drank almost the whole bottle by herself. Who cares? If it helped her sleep without nightmares, then I guess it’s a win.

My first instinct is to grab her shoulders and haul her up, but I’ve seen her flinch one too many times. She’s only allowed me to touch her when she’s been anxious, scared, panicking.

She’s none of those things now.

I don’t want to abuse the privilege, so I stifle the impulse and hold my hand out instead, hoping she’ll take it.

She doesn’t, slamming a wave of regret into my chest that robs me of my breath. This is far from the morning I planned while showering in my en suite.

With visible stiffness, she clambers to her feet, silent and a little unsteady.

“How do you take your coffee?” I ask.

Ignoring the fact I found her passed out on the floor might not be the best strategy, but it’s the only one I have.

Maybe if I give her space, she’ll talk to me when she’s ready.

She looks up, utterly embarrassed but a little grateful I’m not asking how she ended up here. It’s fairly fucking obvious given her bloodshot eyes, blown pupils, and trembling hands.

“No sugar,” she whispers. “A little milk, please.”

“I’ll make you a cup while you grab a bath.” I step out of her way, gesturing toward the main bathroom. “Do you need painkillers?”

Her lips part, eyes darting away. “No, I’m okay, I—”

“Bath, Violet. Now. I’ll be in the kitchen.”

With that, I turn, snatch the empty wine bottle, and disappear into the kitchen, listening to her small feet padding toward her bedroom.

Grinding my teeth so hard my jaw hurts, I grip the edge of the breakfast bar and hang my head low, a painful tightness seizing my chest.

I fucking hate seeing her so vulnerable. So timid.

Carter said her therapy was going well, but I’m starting to doubt his judgment.

◆◆◆

Another morning, another random encounter with Violet on the hallway floor. It’s been two days since I last found her like this. It’s Monday morning and I’ve been dreading this day since she agreed to stay with me this weekend.

I haven’t asked whether she wants to move back to Carter’s house tonight or if we’re just going there to grab the rest of her things.

I fucking hope it’s the latter...

I pinch the bridge of my nose, staring at Violet sleeping on the hallway floor. She has a blanket this time and there are zero wine bottles in sight.

As quietly as possible, I set off to the kitchen, checking the trash before I move into the living room and rummage through the liquor cabinet. Nothing seems missing. Not a single bottle looks out of place. Not one has had its contents replaced with water or weak tea.

Looks like she wasn’t drunk... so why the fuck is she asleep in the hallway?

I march back into the kitchen, make her a cup of coffee, then crouch beside her, running my fingers down her cheek.

“Violet... wake up.”

She stirs, nuzzling her face further into her arm. A second later her white eyelashes quiver, eyes open, and she bolts upright, pink in the cheeks once more.

She stares at me, then frowns at the cup of coffee I hold out. “I... I thought I’d wake up first,” she admits, resignation flooding her features. “I didn’t drink last night.”

I figured out that much already.

“Why are you sleeping here? Is there something wrong with your bedroom? I’d ask if the bed’s uncomfortable, but I doubt it’s worse than the floor.”

Taking the coffee from me, she rests her back against the wall, her fingers snapping around the cup. Her neck’s dotted with goosebumps. She’s right next to the aircon vent, so I doubt she’s been warm all night.

“Violet,” I urge, forcing her to look at me while I slump onto the floor opposite, a cup of my own in hand. “Why were you sleeping here?”

The back of her head hits the wall. She closes her eyes tightly then exhales a deep breath. “It clicks,” she mutters, gesturing toward the vent. “It hums, and every few seconds, it clicks.”

I cock an eyebrow, processing the bizarre sentence, but despite trying very fucking hard, I don’t understand any of it. “You’ll have to be clearer than that.”

She brings the cup to her lips, blowing the steam off before taking a small, careful sip. “It’s so quiet here at night. You don’t even have a clock ticking softly in the background. Not that it’d help. The one at Carter’s was too quiet, but this...” She points at the vent again. “This is just loud enough to let me sleep.”

Fuck. Realization slams into me and my mind flashes with the image of her on the windowsill night after night. Always awake, always staring out over the driveway or reading a book. That one night when the storm hit and rain fell in sheets, wind howling like a wounded animal...

And then on my couch, the music up way too loud to sleep, yet she did.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

I run a hand through my hair, my teeth clenched so hard it’s fucking painful.

“It was always noisy at Noretto’s,” she continues, her eyes peeking at me then quickly darting away. “Music, TV, footsteps, the pipes groaning... it was never quiet. Not once.” A deep eleven carves its way between her brows. “I can’t explain it. It’s stupid given I jump any time a car pulls up Carter’s drive, but at night... when it’s so, so quiet, my mind whirrs a hundred miles an hour. The past six months play on a loop in my head and I can’t sleep.”

That’s why she always slept in the morning, when Carter and Hailey were up, making noise and drowning out her screaming thoughts. That’s why she wasn’t sitting in the window that stormy night and the music was playing while she napped on the couch.

And now... she’s spent two nights curled around the aircon vent because it clicks.

My ears perk up and, surely, not a few seconds later, click.

It’s barely there but I bet it’s much louder when you press your ear to it in the dead of night.

My guts twist painfully. I’m kicking myself for not connecting the dots. “Why didn’t you say something? I would’ve fixed it in a heartbeat.”

“I don’t know,” she admits. “I manage. I sleep when you’re out, but I’m just so tired...” She takes another sip of coffee, cheeks pinking up more. “I think my body’s crashing down because for the first time in months I actually feel safe.”

“That’s good,” I rush out. “You are safe, Violet. I won’t let anyone hurt you ever again.”

She smiles softly, nodding once. “I know... and I think that’s why I’m so exhausted. Because I’m no longer on high alert and my mind’s trying to compensate for those adrenaline-filled months. I slept for hours while you were out yesterday and when you went to bed, I felt like a lead weight, but I couldn’t sleep in the silence.”

Every part of me fucking screams, begs to grab her hand, nuzzle her into my chest, then take her to bed and hold her while she sleeps. I know she doesn’t need me to watch over her, but I do... I’d give a lot for the opportunity.

“You need to talk to me, Violet.” I inhale a deep breath, marshaling the emotions frying my nerves. “I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s wrong.”

“You’ve already done more than enough, and there’s no way I can ever repay—”

“Don’t,” I snap, grinding my teeth. “You don’t owe me anything. Not me, not Carter, not Hailey. Is that clear?”

She pinches her lips, then lets the brightest smile I’ve seen on her to date curl her lips and I’m fucking done for. If I wasn’t fixated on this girl before then this smile’s pierced my heart like cupid’s arrow.

“I tried playing music in my room,” she says, blowing more steam from her coffee. “But I can’t work out how to isolate the speakers to one room.”

To be perfectly honest, neither can I, but I get up and enter her bedroom. It takes a few tries to pull up the sound system settings and a few more to confirm Violet’s right: there’s no way to constrict the music to one specific room.

Or maybe there is, but I can’t fucking find it. I didn’t pay the sound system much attention when I bought this place. I only listen to music when I’m cooking, and there’s usually only me here, so it doesn’t matter that the whole penthouse fills with whatever I’ve chosen.

“There’s no such setting, is there?” Violet asks, leaning against the doorframe, the blanket she used all night and while we sat in out in the hallway now folded over her arm.

She’s in silk two-piece pajamas, the shorts just long enough to cover her ass, the camisole dipping between her breasts, and the black fabric contrasting her milky skin.

God, she’s fucking breathtaking.

And thin. Too thin. So thin, in fact, her ribs are visible through the fabric hugging her left side.

“Not that I can see,” I say. “Don’t worry, I’ll have this sorted before tonight.” I pull my phone out of my back pocket and dial Ryder’s number.

If anyone can find a workaround, it’s him.
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Violet

Broadway parks his G Wagon close to the elevator in Scarlett’s underground parking lot.

The muscles in his jaw tick and his knuckles are white against the steering wheel. He’s clearly unhappy, the veins on his arms shifting when he kills the engine and turns to face me, a storm raging in his deep, brown eyes.

“I don’t want you to do this,” he says for the tenth time today. “You don’t have to work, Violet.”

“Yes, I do. I’ve been sitting on my ass doing nothing way too long. I hate feeling useless.”

“You’re not useless. And you don’t have to rush into this. Give yourself a few more weeks.”

I reach out, covering his hand with mine, and he curls his fingers around my wrist, pressing that soft pulse point.

Once again, the sensation relaxes my tense muscles as if at the touch of a magic wand.

“I’m not rushing. I’ve been cooped up for six weeks, just... existing. If I’m not moving forward, I’m basically moving backward.”

He shakes his head once, increasing the delicious pressure of his thumb. “That’s not true.”

“Of course it is. The world goes on with or without me, Broadway. I don’t want to be left behind, so I need to at least try and keep up.” I gently remove my hand from his caress, reaching for the door handle. “I’m just training this week. There’s no one there save for the staff until the last hour of my shift, correct?”

He bobs his head, those dark, penetrating eyes boring into mine. “Promise me something. The minute you feel one bit uncomfortable, you’ll tell me.” He pushes the phone he gave me on Friday into my hand. “Keep this with you at all times.”

“Okay, you’ve got yourself a deal.” I push the door open, stepping out of the car. “Oh, and Broadway?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m not made of glass, so don’t treat me like I’ll break.”

“You shouldn’t have said that, baby,” he mutters under his breath, the words not meant for my ears.

Pleasant chills slide down my spine and my cheeks heat at how effortlessly baby rolls off his tongue, loaded with more emotion than anything I’ve ever heard him say.

I turn my back on him, inhaling an inconspicuous breath to calm my racing heart.

Too bad my head has different plans...

It fishes out a montage of the time we’ve spent together.

The first time I saw him. How he folded me into his arms outside the auction house and held me so close, cooing in my ear. How pissed off and worried he was when Ryder unhooked my collar, every single night we spent in his G Wagon, last Friday at Carter’s when he locked me in his arms to calm me down.

The hours we’ve spent together since I moved in with him, our chats over breakfast and dinner, how easy it is to just... be with him. The calmness that washes over me whenever he enters the penthouse, and how mellow I am when his fingers manipulate those pressure points on my neck or wrist. The way he looks, walks, talks, smells, and—

“I know you’re not easily breakable,” Broadway says, stopping by my side. “But that won’t keep me from worrying about you.”

Another wave of heat slams into me, making my knees weak. He’s close again, arm-in-arm with me—well, my arm to his elbow because he’s fucking huge.

I know he worries that being at the club where so many men come and go will hinder my progress. Tom explained that much when I told him Broadway had been trying to talk me out of the idea for days.

Still, knowing he worries and hearing him admit to it so openly are two different things.

If I’m being honest with myself, I worry too.

I worry that I’ll see a familiar, hated face and succumb to my panic.

It’s a possibility.

While serving strangers should be easy, I doubt I’ll be able to keep calm if an auction winner walks through the door.

Thankfully, the chances are slim. Most of them don’t live in Ohio. There’s no reason they’d venture to Scarlett.

“I’ll be okay,” I tell him, sounding a little breathless even to my ears.

He grinds his teeth, still unhappy, but after a tense moment, he bobs his head, gesturing toward the elevator that’ll take us into the club.

Carter assigned me to bar duty despite my complete lack of experience. Waitressing is easier to learn than mixing drinks, so I’m fairly certain I got the gig thanks to Broadway’s nagging. He’d have a fit if I were out among the crowd. It’s no secret drunk men get very forward with waitresses, so I’m grateful to be behind the safety of the bar.

Broadway takes me inside, hovering close behind, the scent of his cologne soothing my anxious mind. I want this, but that doesn’t mean I’m not worried.

For the next five hours, Broadway doesn’t leave my side while he introduces me to the staff, then sits by the bar, sipping Coke and watching Arthur explain the ins and outs of working the bar.

At five pm I set a glass of Bourbon in front of him with a small smile. Of all the drinks I’ve mixed today, Broadway’s is by far the easiest. Just a glass and three fingers of Bourbon. He takes a sip then leans over the counter, bending his finger so I’ll meet him halfway.

“All good?” he asks, the Bourbon on his breath surprisingly pleasing. “The doors open in ten minutes.”

He throws it in casually, like a reminder, but we both know that what he’s really doing is giving me one last chance to change my mind and flee before the club starts filling up with strange men.

Little does he know I’ve been psyching myself up for this since Carter said he’d get me a job here. Fear is easier to manage when I have time to think through every possibility and prepare for possible threats.

I had plenty of practice living under Blaze’s roof. If I didn’t learn how to fortify my mind against being raped every weekend, I probably wouldn’t have lasted half as long as I did.

“Are you staying?” I ask Broadway.

He bobs his head, eyes roaming my face in great concentration, like he’s trying to read my mind. “I’m taking you home, remember?”

Home. He always makes it sound like it’s not just his home, but mine as well, and every time, without fail, it fills me with a mixture of joy and anxiety.

“Then I’m fine.”
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 Broadway

I lay awake, staring at the ceiling and listening to the music coming from Violet’s bedroom. Ryder stopped by earlier and, within moments, reprogrammed the whole system to isolate every room.

For a while, I thought the unfamiliar noise in the penthouse was keeping me awake, but no. Music has nothing to do with it. If anything, the melody’s soothing, and I’d probably drift off in no time if my brain stopped foregrounding my incessant thoughts.

Violet is what’s keeping me awake. Today keeps repeating inside my head: the way she smiled when she met Arthur, the way she smiled when she poured her first practice pint, the way she smiled when she set a glass of neat Bourbon before me when it was almost time to head home.

She smiled more during the six hours at Scarlett this afternoon than she has since day one, and I think that’s what bothers me.

It’s past one in the morning, and I’m so fucking tense my shoulders are aching. I thought the day would be a disaster, that Violet’s anxiety would rear its head the moment the bouncers and other staff started arriving.

After all, she doesn’t do well with unfamiliar faces, but she held her head high, with a look toward me for reassurance, and smiled every time someone stopped by to introduce themselves.

I was fucking certain she’d lose it when the doors opened and the customers began flocking in for after-work drinks, but again, she was fine, stealing glances my way every few minutes.

On the one hand, I’m glad she’s doing so well; on the other, I’m beyond confused. She was inconsolable on Friday when she walked into Carter’s living room and saw those men, but somehow, all these strangers at Scarlett don’t send her into a frenzied panic.

For a fleeting self-indulgent moment, I wondered if, today, she was calm because I was keeping an eye on her.

I discarded the idea quickly because I was there on Friday as well.

Flinging my legs over the edge of the bed, I get up, heading into the living room for a late-night drink. I probably won’t sleep tonight, so I might as well stop trying.

One tap of my fingers on the control panel illuminates the LED lights around the living room, and two flicks of my wrist fill a crystal glass with Bourbon. I settle into the couch, my head hitting the backrest, and once again I’m staring at the ceiling, wondering how long it’ll take before I drive myself insane with this constant fucking wondering.

“Can’t sleep?” Violet’s soft voice fills my ears, accompanied by her soft footsteps as she crosses the room to sit in the opposite corner of the couch, a glass of water in hand.

“A better question would be, why aren’t you sleeping? Does the music not work?”

“It does. I fell asleep before my head touched the pillow, but I woke up thirsty.” She raises the glass higher. “You didn’t see me when you walked past the kitchen.”

“You didn’t switch the lights on.”

She nods, turning my way and resting an elbow on the back of the couch. “So?” she prods with a small smile. “Why aren’t you asleep?”

I shrug, leaning my head back again, eyes drilling holes in the white ceiling.

“Couldn’t tell you if I tried.” Liar. The truth is I can’t tell her what’s on my mind without scaring her off. “Did you enjoy your first day at Scarlett?”

“Yeah, it was okay. Scarier than I expected—”

My head whips toward her so fast she immediately stops talking. “Scary? You didn’t even look worried, let alone scared.”

A sad smile graces her lips, and she shrugs in that what can I say? way. “I’m very good at putting a brave face on.”

Friday’s events beg to differ.

As if she can hear my thoughts, she chuckles softly. “Let me rephrase that. I’m good at putting on a brave face when I have time to prepare. I knew I’d face a lot of strange men in Scarlett so I spent the weekend talking myself through the possibilities until I could bury my anxiety deep enough not to have a meltdown. It’s easier to control your emotions when you have time to mull over every scenario.”

“And on Friday—”

“I was taken by surprise. To be honest, the whole time I was at Carter’s felt like one big rollercoaster. I never knew when someone would arrive so I couldn’t prepare myself. A little heads-up goes a long way.”

So if I want to touch you...

Now I’m the one turning to face her, almost mirroring her stance and itching to close the distance, grab her hand or neck, and ease the tension from her muscles with my fingertips. “Tell me about it.”

Her brows furrow in adorable confusion. “About what?”

“Everything. I want to know what made you uncomfortable. Maybe I can eliminate—”

“No, that’s not necessary. I told you I need to move forward, and that means facing my issues, not running away. Meeting so many new people was hard, but reminding myself not every man wants to hurt me helped, and—” She trips over her words, cheeks heating, eyes darting away.

“And? Keep going.”

She sips her water, inhaling a deep breath before she looks at me again. “You helped. A lot. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying I need you to watch over me every day, but it was nice knowing you were around. Whenever I felt overwhelmed, I looked at you and calmed down because... well, I know you wouldn’t let anyone touch me.”

My heartrate soars and the trust she puts in me hits home, making me feel fucking weightless. God, what I wouldn’t give to lean over and kiss her, seal those words between us and show her just how right she is.

There’s no way in heaven and hell I’ll let anyone touch her. The need to keep her safe writhes inside me, roaring, pawing the dirt, ready to lash out at anyone in her vicinity.

It’s also dying to take revenge on anyone who hurts her: past, present, or future. My bloodthirst for her abusers isn’t receding. If anything, it grows stronger the further I fall into Violet’s trap. This girl has me wrapped around her finger and she has no idea.

“That’s right,” I manage, washing away the lump lodged in my throat with a gulp of Bourbon. “Baby steps.”

“Yeah... exactly. Baby steps.” Setting her glass aside, she gets up, and with her brightest smile thus far adds, “Good night, Broadway.”

“Good night, Violet.”

The heaviness weighing me down when I entered the living room fifteen minutes ago is nowhere to be found, the tension gone from my muscles.

She trusts me.

Not only that, but she’s letting me inside her head... she’s opening up.

I finish my drink, and the minute I’m back in my bed, I fall asleep.

◆◆◆

Violet learned the ropes under mine and Arthur’s watchful eyes again on Tuesday and Wednesday. Carter didn’t bat an eye when I said I’d be at the bar all day, keeping Violet at ease. It meant early-morning wake-up calls to deal with whatever he needed from me, but it worked out quite well since Violet needed space for her Tuesday therapy session with Tom.

“I know you said no weekend shifts,” Carter says as the office door closes behind us.

My eyes hunt the screens dotting the wall for Violet. She’s fine, whipping up another drink behind the counter like she has done all day. It’s almost six pm, so she’s about to finish.

Though, given this pointed, assessing stare from Carter, I have a feeling she’ll be here longer than I’d like.

“Thursdays aren’t as busy,” he continues. “She’s already asked if she could work tomorrow, but I know how you feel about that, so how about I get her started tonight? Just a few hours to dip her toes in?”

Scarlett opens at five pm, every day, and Violet leaves at six, so she’s had little practice serving customers. The place doesn’t get busy until around eight.

“Fine, but—”

“I know. You want to supervise. Just remember Fredrick’s downstairs, waiting to be dealt with.”

I nod, my back resting against the door, eyes following Violet’s every move.

Fredrick, one of Carter’s lower-ranking soldiers, was caught skimming Dante’s shipment earlier today. Now, he’s strapped into a chair in the “storage room” beneath Scarlett.

It is technically a storage room, though instead of supplies for the club, it’s for storing guys facing imminent consequences. Rhett’s old warehouse on the outskirts of Columbus is good for torture sessions, but it’s safer to keep unattended victims close.

“I remember,” I say, shifting my weight from one foot to the other when I see some unfledged, muscular guy leaning over the bar to order a drink. My hands ball into fists on cue. “What time can Violet finish?

“Nine. I don’t want to push her too hard.” Carter rests his elbows on the wooden desk. “Koby was very chatty on our way back from Chicago. He told me about Henry...”

“You knew about Henry.”

“I knew you killed him. I didn’t know how. Listen, I’m not saying I wouldn’t gut him if I were in your shoes, but... are you alright, Broadway? First the heart, now the dick... You’re getting quite an organ collection. You want me there, keeping you in check next time?”

I cock an eyebrow, scrutinizing the concern lining his forehead. Carter’s never questioned my methods. He knows I get carried away easily. I guess I took this one a step too far if he’s dubious about my sanity.

“I’m fine. I don’t need a babysitter, but you’re welcome to tag along when I find the next guy. According to Tom, there were nine, so seven to go. And you know as well as I do that Henry got what he deserved.”

“He choked to death on his own fucking dick.”

“I know. I was there.”

His jaw clamps shut, working furiously, those black narrowed eyes boring into mine. “I’m here if you want to vent,” he huffs. “Now get back out there. Gareth will be here soon to discuss his latest bright idea.”

I chuckle under my nose, nodding along.

Gareth Steel was one of Carter’s father’s strategists. While Rhett Willard was legendary for risky moves that made little sense to most, Carter’s much more organized, and ninety-nine percent of Gareth’s ideas get promptly dismissed. Still, once in a blue moon, he comes up with something worthwhile, so Carter keeps him close.

That’s not to say he enjoys the man’s company. Gareth’s a confirmed coke-fiend—which explains the extravagant ideas—and can’t sit still to save his life, pacing back and forth the entire time he’s in Carter’s office.

“I’ll be back to deal with Fredrick after I’ve dropped Violet home. Call me if you need anything else.”
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Broadway

The pulsing music thrums through the club with a constant beat that mirrors my restless energy. The twenty minutes left before I can take Violet home. will undoubtedly drag even more than the last three hours have.

Every man approaching the bar makes my teeth grind. Every man staring at Violet makes my fists clench. Every man who says one word to her drives me fucking livid.

It’s not healthy. She’s not mine, but I’m so possessive blood’s bubbling in my veins.

Violet’s mixing drinks, pouring beer, and smiling at me every few minutes. Her dainty fingers dance over the bottles and clinking glasses, hair whips left and right, tall ponytail swinging, lips purse or pinch, eyes sparkle...

God, she’s fucking breathtaking. A feast for the senses. I can’t take my eyes off her long enough to scowl at this guy stopping beside my stool, his hands landing on the bar.

He looks familiar. I’ve seen his face before, but I can’t quite place him.

“Two Manhattans,” he orders, slicking his light-brown hair back, eyes following Violet’s moves as she strains whiskey, vermouth, and bitters into a cocktail glass. “You’ve got a real talent, you know,” he drawls, flashing a panty-melting grin as she carefully adds the cherry. “Never seen anyone mix a Manhattan quite like you.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose, swallowing a groan. He couldn’t sound any cheesier if he tried. Violet’s doing well for her third day on the job, but she’s far from a pro.

She lets out the polite laugh she’s adopted specifically for semi-drunk assholes who hit on her while I’m sitting right fucking here. Their audacity is astonishing.

My instincts beg me to grip the back of his neck and crush his nose against the bar, but I know that’d be a slight overreaction. Carter wouldn’t approve.

Especially since I swear I know this guy. The obvious bulge under his suit jacket where a gun holster usually sits says he’s one of us. Well... not part of Carter’s setup, but definitely tied to the criminal world.

I grab my phone, tapping out a short message to Ryder.

Me: Pull up the VIP bar cameras and tell me who the guy hitting on Violet right now is. He looks familiar.

“I mean it, sweetheart,” the man insists, leaning closer once Violet’s set his drinks down.

As much as Carter wouldn’t appreciate me knocking this idiot out, neither would Violet, so I bottle the anger, and remind myself—with sick satisfaction—that the smile on her face is forced. It doesn’t reach her eyes.

My grip on the almost empty crystal glass turns unforgiving. The guy isn’t drunk, isn’t crude... he’s perfectly polite and that makes it worse because it gives me no excuse to hit him.

“You make it an art,” he continues, milking his exceptional-drink-mixing-skill compliment.

Ryder: Sebastian Tilbury. You probably know him from the evidence. He answers to Octavius Grey, but rumor has it he’s been working with Blaze lately.

Fuck. Looks like Noretto’s planning something. It can’t be a coincidence that two of his goons have been showing up here every week, and now this guy arrives and zeroes straight in on Violet.

My eyes swing back to her, checking for any sign of fear, but she doesn’t seem fazed. She has no idea who he is. I breathe a sigh of relief.

It’s short-lived though. I see red ten seconds later because, in what looks like a practiced move, he places a fifty on the counter, covering it with a hundred, clearly meant as her tip.

“I’d love to see you outside of here sometime. Can I have your number?”

“You can have mine,” I seethe, drawing his attention.

His head whips toward me, eyes widening in surprise.

I lean forward, staring him down. “Just be aware it comes with way more than you can handle, so why don’t you take your drinks and fuck off?”

The tension thickens, his face paling as he takes me in from head to toe and spots the holstered gun under my suit jacket. That’s enough to make him move.

He pockets the hundred meant as Violet’s tip—the fucking audacity—scoops up his drinks and disappears into the crowd, tail tucked firmly between his legs.

Violet doesn’t comment. The weight of her gaze chains me in place and, despite her sigh of relief, she’s far from content. Far from amused. In fact, she looks annoyed. Not what I expected...

The end of her shift can’t come fast enough but, as expected, it drags for fucking ever. Finally, at nine o’clock sharp, I down the last of my drink, slapping the glass down with theatrical finality.

“Home time,” I say, rising to my feet.

Violet glances around at the surprisingly large crowd waiting to be served, then at Arthur who’s scurrying about as if he’s been cornered by wolves.

“It’s really busy,” she tells me. “And Sonia’s running late. Maybe I should stay—”

“You’re done, Violet. Sonia will be here soon. Get moving. I have shit to take care of after I drop you off.”

“Then go. Deal with it. Pick me up when you’re done.”

Way to flare my already foul temper.

I round the bar in three purposeful steps, crowding her personal space, my chest heaving. “You’re not staying here without me.” Not with Noretto’s puppy lurking nearby. “Either take this off...” I hook my index finger in her apron, tugging twice, “...or I’ll rip it off, fling you over my shoulder and carry you out of here kicking and screaming.”

Lifting her chin higher, she tears the apron off then spins on her heel so abruptly her white ponytail slaps my shoulder.

She’s been a part of my life for over two months, but this is the first time I’ve seen her angry and fuck... she’s even prettier when she’s mad.

I watch, amused, irritated, worried about what Sebastian represents, and irrationally jealous as she stomps away, muttering a quick “Bye” to Arthur.

His long fingers ruffle her hair as she passes. Instantly, a short clip of me breaking every single one of those fingers plays before my eyes.

Jesus... maybe I should book a session with Tom.

“You know you don’t have to stay with me, right?” she huffs as soon as we exit the elevator. “And what was that with the guy who wanted my number?”

That was me keeping you safe, baby.

And throwing a tantrum in the process.

“Why? Were you going to give it to him?” I yank the passenger door open, waiting until she’s in and buckled up before I take the wheel.

“He was going to tip me a hundred dollars! I know that’s nothing to you, but it’s a lot for me, Broadway. I don’t want to keep mooching off everyone!”

“You’re not—”

“I am! God, you have no idea how embarrassed I was when I had to ask Hailey for underwear. How humiliating it felt to use toilet paper as sanitary pads.” Her voice quivers and this new information hits me like a punch to the gut.

“I won’t ever be able to pay back Carter the four hundred and fifty thousand I cost him,” she continues. “But I want to afford a meal, my share of rent, and a box of fucking tampons. If it means giving away fake phone numbers to drunk guys with too much money, then so be it!”

My right hand shoots to the side, pinning Violet against the seat as I stamp the brake pedal, stopping the car in the middle of the road. Tires screech and horns blare all around, the drivers turning sharply to avoid slamming into the back of the G Wagon.

“What the hell are you doing?” she yelps, eyes wide.

I make a U-turn, taking us back the way we came, past Scarlett and into the shopping center three streets over.

“Get out. We’re going shopping.”

“Broadway, I—”

“Don’t argue,” I cut in, my anger simmering down, replaced by shame because I didn’t think about something as basic as tampons. I exit first, round the car and hold her door open. “Let me do this. I need you to let me supply your every need, baby. Please.”

Her eyes soften for a moment, her combat-mode melting away. “Just this once.”

◆◆◆

An hour later, I’m still fuming. Though my anger’s aimed at me as much as the guys who were hitting on Violet, and Sebastian’s unexplained interest.

My reaction was probably out of line in her eyes, confusing to say the least, but jealousy and worry clouded my judgment, and I couldn’t fucking think straight.

But it got worse... fast.

Violet’s been living with me for a week and I haven’t once considered she might be missing anything. The anger is palpable despite the hour we spent shopping. With every item Violet placed in the basket—all basic necessities—I felt worse. She, on the contrary, kept smiling and stealing sweet glances at me as if I was offering her the moon and fucking stars rather than feminine hygiene products.

I’m itching all over, wondering what else she might need that I failed to think of. If I could, I would give her the moon and fucking stars. I’d give her anything she asked for.

It doesn’t matter that I haven’t kissed her yet. It doesn’t matter that I haven’t really held her. She’s mine.

My hands ball in and out of tight fists as Violet enters the elevator to the thirty-ninth floor. The atmosphere shifts immediately, full of crackling tension. I don’t know if it’s my anger, or her... whatever she’s feeling right now, but something’s up.

I press the button, watching the door slide shut. How are you doing? is at the tip of my tongue to smooth things over, but the words catch in my throat when I meet her eyes.

She leans against the cold, metal wall, staring at my face, dainty fingers flexing around the handles of her tote bag. “Can I ask you a personal question?”

Other than thank you she hasn’t said a word since we exited the shop and it’s been driving me crazy. I can’t tell if she’s mad, sad, resigned, or simply tired.

The tone of her voice lets me know it’s none of those things. She’s... I think she’s as affected by me as I am by her.

“Anything,” I say, my heart picking up pace.

Her white teeth sink into her bottom lip as if she’s reconsidering, but she lifts her chin, and inhales deeply. “Back at Scarlett, were you worried about me or... jealous?”

I should lie in case I scare her off, but something’s burning in those violet irises, and the truth spills from my lips. “Both, baby. I’m always both.”

Her tote bag slips from her grasp, thudding against the floor. And with that thud the tension between us snaps.

I don’t know who moves first...

I think we bolt from our respective spots at the same time and our lips collide in the middle of the elevator.

Two months.

I’ve waited two fucking months for this moment. Not the kiss: the trust. I’d be lying if I said I haven’t imagined the kiss countless times, true, but her trust, her feelings matching mine are much more important.

Saying she trusts me and showing me like this are two very different things. She’s not afraid. She knows I won’t hurt her and the realization knocks the breath clean out of my lungs.

Violet fists my shirt, wrinkling the fabric on my chest, her other hand disappearing in my hair. My hands twitch, inching to grab her waist, but she bites my bottom lip, and with that sting comes clarity.

She doesn’t want my hands on her.

At least I’m pretty certain it’d make her flinch away or lash out. That’s the last thing I want, so instead, using the bulk of my body, I back her toward the metal wall and plant my hands firmly on the cold metal.

So many things are happening inside me I can’t keep track. Goosebumps crawl up my arms, my heart swells, heat pools in my veins.

God, she tastes divine. Those soft lips even softer than I imagined. Her breathless gasps a melody to my ears. She mewls in my mouth, tugs my hair, and yanks my head lower, her petite body arching to cling to me harder.

Fuck.... I might’ve been dreaming about this, about her, for my entire miserable life.

Everything inside me coils to unbearable levels, my fingers glued to the elevator wall, knuckles most likely white with the effort. I’d love to puncture the metal sheet and impale my fists on the jagged edges. That’d keep them in place, away from every soft inch of Violet’s body.

It’s desperate the way she clings to me, her tongue battling with mine, taking everything I offer.

She tastes like the lemonade she’s been sipping all night. Smells like soap, shampoo, and the fruity smoke in Scarlett.

I take one more step forward, gently pinning her to the wall with my chest. I know I’m testing her boundaries.

Caging her in like this probably isn’t the best idea but my body’s reacting to her demanding tugs on my shirt.

Her eyes pop open, pupils dilate, lips part.

She takes a deep breath, her boobs pressing into me, and that small move pushes me back.

The elevator dings open and whatever came over Violet, whatever came over me, vaporizes when my dimly lit living room comes to view.

Without a word, but with bright-red cheeks, she snatches the tote off the floor and darts under my outstretched arm. Her footsteps beat quickly as she rounds the corner and, with a soft click, locks herself in her bedroom.

My arms bend at the elbows and forehead braces the cold metal wall. I close my eyes, inhaling through my nose and exhaling through my mouth.

Every inch of my skin that she touched tingles fiercely.

I’m fucking cold now she’s gone, though a fire still rages inside my mind: anger, jealousy, worry, and scorching desire.

I’m not naïve enough to think this was our big break, but I can barely stop myself chasing after her to talk this through. Maybe I should apologize?

No, we both wanted it, but Violet still has issues to overcome and what just happened might’ve been a moment of weakness.

A leap of faith.

A step in the right direction.
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Violet

There’s no rational explanation for my lapse of judgment as I brace my back against the closed bedroom door. I kick my shoes off, then slide down until my butt rests on the fluffy carpet. I toss the tote bag aside, brushing the tips of my fingers back and forth over my swollen lips.

God... what was I thinking?

You weren’t. That’s the problem. You weren’t thinking about consequences.

Yes. I just felt. And it was glorious. My heart pounds like a drum, not far off bruising my ribcage, every breath I take ragged, shallow, and I’m trembling all over.

So many emotions whirr through me it’s hard to keep track, but one shines brighter than the rest.

Fear. It jams up my mind like a jackknifed truck on a four-lane highway. I’m fucking petrified because I’m so confused.

I lunged at Broadway without a second thought, propelled by an intense need to feel his lips on mine. The second baby rolled off his tongue so effortlessly, the moment he admitted he was jealous... a monumental shift happened inside me and I stopped fighting against the way he makes me feel: safe, cherished, calm.

I’m not sure who moved first. I was in a trance... until I felt his lips on mine and the blood in my veins caught a fever.

I expected it to freeze at his admission. I thought my head would intervene and send me lurching back the second our lips touched. I was certain my instincts, that pessimist side of me, would gain control and force me to retreat, slap him, pound my fists against his chest.

After all, that’s been my go-to reaction to any man in my personal space without warning for months. I’m always coiled tightly, ready to protect myself, even if history shows I wouldn’t stand a chance.

For a while, I threw everything I had in me at the men who raped me with delight in their eyes.

But I’m too small, too weak, too fragile. My fists couldn’t cause any damage. I doubt they even felt the onslaught before they bound my wrists.

Still, I fought.

Until the fight inside me died, along with some other crucial parts.

I was so certain that feeling Broadway’s lips against mine would snap this unexplainable pull I feel toward him that, when fear failed to arrive, I couldn’t understand what the hell was happening. My hands found his shirt and hair, greedy for contact. Desperate to bask in the safety that stole my breath.

God, it was perfect.

He was perfect, holding his hands back, instead of reaching to grab me and control the moment. I was so relieved he respected that boundary I wanted to weep...

Until he pinned me against the wall.

His hands braced the metal on both sides of my head. Not touching me. Our lips continued working together at the breathless tempo I’d initiated, but the power dynamic shifted.

Broadway’s huge. Tall, broad, menacing.

I tried to rationalize, convince myself he wouldn’t hold me against my will, but it was useless. The scared, scarred little girl reared her head and my mind started retreating, quickly gaining speed... the fear almost fucking choked me.

But now he’s not here, not crowding me, I can think rationally. He was close, but he didn’t restrain me. His hands were safely on the elevator wall and the moment I paused, he gave me space.

He didn’t step away, but he didn’t push for more, just waited for me to contain my emotions.

Unfortunately, I didn’t.

I couldn’t.

The fear, that dreadful helplessness, sucked me in faster than I could rationalize. I ran, the traumatized part of me half-expecting him to yank me back and take more than I’m willing to offer.

Don’t offer anything. Run while he’s still pretending to be a decent human being.

God, I wish she’d shut the fuck up already.

Broadway wouldn’t hurt me. He won’t hurt me. He reacts to the smallest clues. He doesn’t need me to spell things out, and sometimes, he’s adjusted himself before I’ve even realized he did something to make me uncomfortable. Sometimes, it feels like he’s in my head, like he can hear my smallest thoughts, those that are barely whispers on the wind, as clearly as those that scream at the forefront of my brain.

My head hits the door and I close my eyes, steadying my breathing. My feet ache after four hours of working the bar, and my lips pulse with the remnants of his sweet kisses.

It takes a while before his footsteps echo through the penthouse, pausing outside my door.

My heart picks up rhythm, every beat echoing in my ears. I hold my breath, waiting for his knock. A part of me wants him to storm in and kiss me again.

Another part hopes he’ll retreat and give me space to organize my thoughts alongside these new revelations.

I barely breathe, waiting for his move, my pulse pounding wildly. The door I rest against is the only thing between us. If he wanted to, he could kick through it and do whatever he pleased.

Finally, he takes a step. It’s hard to judge which direction. Until he takes another, then another, and it’s obvious that he’s walking away.

Instead of my shoulders sagging in relief, the breath I held while he made his decision whooshes past my lips. I’m not relieved. Far from it. My gut twists unpleasantly, and I realize I’m disappointed.

I groan, tired of the emotional turmoil. I can’t keep up with my own fucking head.

With a huff, I pull myself up, cross the room, and grab a change of clothes before tiptoeing toward the bathroom.

Maybe submerging myself in warm water will bring some clarity. Turning the faucet, I sit on the edge of the tub, pouring bubble bath in, when a soft rap resonates against the door.

“Violet... There’s something I need to take care of tonight. I’m going out, but I won’t be long.”

He retreats, not waiting for any reply. Maybe that’s better. I’m not sure what I should say because it almost sounds like he wants me to wait up for him.

Why else tell me he won’t be long?

I stay in the tub for well over an hour, maintaining the temperature with occasional hot water top-ups. When Broadway returns I’m in sweatpants and a loose t-shirt, braiding my hair in front of the vanity mirror. The longer Broadway calls me Violet, the more I become her, and I think she might be the kind of girl who takes joy from dying her hair.

My fingers pause when I hear music coming from the living room. It’s not from the speakers... I think he’s playing the piano.

My heart stutters, the melody like a balm to my nerves, and I drift mindlessly toward the sound as if every note he plays is roping me closer.

My braid disentangles as I stop in the living room doorway, taking in the sight of him.

The piano stands in the corner, framed by floor-to-ceiling views across Columbus. Broadway sits on the stool, his fingers grazing the keys with grace. It’s almost odd seeing him like this. So... peaceful.

I know he’s a dangerous man. He exudes a confidence that leaves me in tatters. Everything about him is threatening, menacing, fucking lethal, but as he sits in front of the concert grand piano, playing what I now recognize to be Come as You Are by Nirvana, he shows that softer side I adore.

He’s completely relaxed. Lost in the melody.

I shuffle closer, ignoring the shame heating my cheeks. I’m not sure what I’m more embarrassed about: giving in to my lust by kissing him or giving in to my fear and bolting. I rest my hands on the cool top of the piano.

Broadway doesn’t flinch, but the slight uptick in the corner of his lips tells me he’s pleased I’m here. I lean forward, openly staring at his long fingers skimming the keys.

The same fingers that pulled the trigger time and time again when he saved me from the pandemonium the auction descended into.

The same fingers that gently circled those pressure points on my wrist and nape.

The same fingers that frantically ghosted my cheeks and tangled my hair that one time in Carter’s kitchen.

He looks up, his gaze unreadable as one finger sustains a high, plaintive note and he scoots to the far end of the long stool, making space for me to sit.

I move to the liquor cabinet first, fetching a glass of wine that will hopefully calm my nerves. I don’t want to be jittery around him but it’s hard not to overthink since I threw myself at him then hightailed it away.

Careful not to interrupt, I take a seat beside him, leaning back so his left hand can stretch down to the low keys.

“It’s beautiful,” I whisper, raising the wine to my lips.

“It’s simple,” he corrects. “I haven’t played in ages. Had to start with the basics to warm up my fingers.” He takes a sip of his neat Bourbon, setting the glass back on top of the piano before morphing the melody into something else. Something more intricate. “How are you feeling?”

Now that’s a loaded question if I ever heard one.

“I’m not sure how to answer that,” I admit. “How am I feeling about what?”

“Let’s start with your general well-being.”

“Um... I’m okay, I guess. A little tired.”

He nods, eyes fixated on his fingers dancing over the keys. “Why did you run, Violet?” The question is gentle, almost hesitant, but cuts the atmosphere like a knife.

My heart picks up pace and I look away, sipping the wine to marshal my emotions. “I... I panicked. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize.” He stops playing and stands, the crashing silence almost deafening.

I watch him cross the room toward the control panel. A different kind of music fills the living room.

Grittier, darker, more sensual.

He sits on the couch, patting the space beside him, eyes on mine. “Come here.”

I hesitate only for a second. The cushion sinks under my weight as I settle down, leaving just enough space between us to feel the heat radiating off him.

“Go on. Talk to me. I want to know what I did wrong, so I don’t make the same mistake again.”

“Again? You want... you want to kiss me again? Even though I ran away and I’m obviously not alright?” I tap the side of my head for impact.

“You’re perfect, Violet. There isn’t a second I don’t want to kiss you, baby, so I need to know exactly what scared you.”

I love his raw honesty.

“You did nothing wrong.” I take a deep breath, angling my body toward him a little more. “It just took me by surprise when you caged me in like that.”

His head hits the back of the couch, and his shoulders lump as he exhales, relief loud and clear. “So it’s not because I kissed you, just my poor execution?”

I chuckle into my wine glass. “Your execution was perfect. I just didn’t expect to be pushed against the wall.”

It sounds so bad. So fucking irrational, but there’s jack shit I can do about the blockades inside my mind. I need to know what’s happening, what’s coming, or else I panic.

“I knew you wouldn’t want my hands on you,” he says. “But I couldn’t trust myself not to touch you without trapping them. I didn’t mean to scare you and I wouldn’t have hurt you.”

“I know you wouldn’t. I trust you, I just... I need to know what’s coming to cope.”

He straightens in his seat, those dark eyes flicking between mine and down to my lips. “Now you’ve let me this close, I want more, Violet. I want you. And I think you want me too, but you also want...” He shakes his head, dismissing his last word. “No, you need control.”
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 Broadway

The music seeps from the hidden speakers, my words hanging between us. I spent a few hours taking my frustration out on Fredrick earlier but he didn’t get my full attention as I was distracted by analyzing Violet’s kiss and run.

There’s no way in heaven or hell I’ll let this girl slide through my fingers. I knew the moment I saw her that she’d turn my world upside down. I just didn’t know it would be for the better until I hauled her into my arms.

Now she’s let me close, now she’s kissed me... she’s mine. And I’m hers. When she kissed me back, she confirmed what I hoped: that she feels as strongly about me as I do about her. She doesn’t realize it yet, but it’s just a matter of time.

All I need is a solid plan.

I invented plausible answers to all the questions plaguing my mind while Fredrick bled and apologized. At least I hope he apologized; I wasn’t really listening. I needed to know Violet’s side before finalizing that solid plan.

I’ll make her fall in love with me even if it kills me.

She sits beside me, her elbow on the backrest of the couch, our bodies angled toward each other, the scent of her shampoo wafting the air. The pinkness of her cheeks might be my favorite color. She toys with her wine glass, eyes drilling holes into a spot behind my head.

She’s deep in thought and I’m taking the opportunity to carve every inch of her into my memory. Her hair flirts with her shoulders and a few loose locks dance around her pretty face, making my hands itch. I want nothing more than to reach out and curl them over her ears.

Thankfully, I know better than that.

She swirls the white wine inside her glass and lifts the rim to her full lips, still staring ahead, eyes calculating.

My own glass sits empty on the coffee table. The music fades, the end of one song blurring into the next as Violet leans out to put her glass on the table.

“The Machine” by Reed Wonder and Aurora Olivas fills the room, sending a fit of shivers down my spine. I’ve heard this song before. It’s something Violet added to my playlist.

She leans back again and, finally, her eyes rake over my face, jumping between my eyes, hers growing darker, flickering with an emotion I can’t quite place.

“What do you mean by control?” she asks, her gaze dropping to my hands, which I’m fighting to keep resting on my lap.

“Do you want to kiss me again?” I counter, basking in the pinkness of her cheeks when she nods.

There’s something about physical contact that sends Violet spiraling. She always tenses when I put my hands on her. Less if she knows it’s coming. Less on her face, neck, or wrists than any other part of her body.

So, instead of leaning out to seal her lips, I do something that surprises not just her, but me, too.

Never, not in my wildest dreams, did I consider a role switch quite like this one.

I adjust my position, my back flanking the sofa, eyes on hers. Slowly, deliberately, showing her exactly what I meant when I suggested she needs control.

I clasp my hands behind my head.

It’s a statement: I won’t touch you unless you ask me to, but you’re free to do as you please.

A small gasp escapes her and she twitches forward. She halts just as fast, reconsidering, calculating, weighing her options. With her lip between her teeth, she stares at my hands, firmly knotted behind my neck.

I can see the war raging inside her, the lust and want battling against fear. She’s been through so much, but she’s moved steadily away from her past since day one. I never thought this would be easy. It’s not, and it won’t be for a long time, but every day, Violet heals a little more.

Faster since she’s been under my roof.

Her eyes glide from mine to my hands. The war inside her comes to an end...

Slowly, she moves, flinging a leg over my thighs, her hands on my face, thumbs brushing the soft skin beneath my eyes. She leans in, her nose brushing mine.

There’s nothing I want more than to grab her thighs, yank her closer and feel the heat between her legs over my groin. I’ve spent weeks looking after her, pining and imagining this moment, hoping to God she’d choose to be mine one day. That she wouldn’t just disappear.

And now she’s here, on me, touching, her warm breath fanning my face, eyes boring into mine. Her hands brace against my chest, a look of wonder painting her gorgeous face. She doesn’t falter again, dipping her head to take my lips in a desperate kiss.

Fuck.

Her tongue thrusts into my mouth, fingers sink into my cheekbones. She’s closer than in the elevator, almost every inch of her pressing against me. The scent of her hair, the taste of those plump lips, the breathless sounds she makes, the warmth of her body...

Jesus fuck.

I did not think this through.

I never thought I’d want to handcuff myself, but...

Keeping my hands clasped behind my head is torture. All I want is to grab her hips and pull her into me. Closer. So much closer. I want to worship every inch of her, mold her into my chest, knot my fingers in her damp hair.

But that’s not how this is supposed to work. I’m hers to use however she wants and must obey her every order. I promised. That promise may only have been implied by my actions, but changing the rules ten seconds in would shatter the trust I earned when she flung her leg over mine.

She’d leap off and hurl the first thing that comes to hand at me—both empty glasses and probably the wine bottle too—so I school myself, pouring my frustration into the kiss.

It’s not soft or careful. Violet’s not timid... as if in this moment she’s thrown all her inhibitions away and decided it’s time to test her limits.

Now she holds the power, and my hands are denied her alluring curves, she abuses it to the limit. Her teeth nip my lips, fingers grasp handfuls of my hair to tilt my head back. The other hand grasps my shirt tight, her thighs spasming around mine.

She steers my head where she wants it, deepening the almost brutal kiss. Her soft, labored breaths complement the music pumping through the apartment.

I groan when her hips buck against me, desire scorching my veins. Sex is off the table for the foreseeable future. I wouldn’t allow her to take that step yet even if she tore my clothes off. It’s too soon, but knowing she’s growing hot and bothered is a huge victory.

Her sweet gasp flies into my mouth and a wave of shivers patters my spine, leaving me wide open.

Everything I never dared to show, everything I’ve meticulously bottled up, comes rushing out. All the suppressed emotions I’ve kept on a tight leash around her flood the kiss. I try not to lose it, not to scare her away or take things too far, but the taste of her on my tongue ignites my mind like the fourth of July.

I’m so fucking hard it’s painful. There’s no fooling my anatomy. I’ve wanted this girl since day one and now she’s here, grinding into me, pressing the sweet heat of her center against the erection straining my zipper.

Every muscle in my body tenses in anticipation.

I brace for a slap. I brace for her escape, certain she’ll flee to the safety of her bedroom.

She doesn’t. She pauses, breaks the kiss, and looks down, her blown pupils widening further. Instead of fear, uncertainty, or panic in her eyes, an aura of wonder emanates around her. She’s so surprised, eyes careful as she stares at the tent my cock’s making in my pants.

And then, the little tease scoots closer, dragging her clit over the bulge with an almost incredulous expression.

Liquid heat pools behind my ribs for two reasons. One: The pressure she’s applying is fucking divine. Two: She looks dumbfounded.

In awe of the size of my huge cock.

The self-indulgent thought fades when her eyes fleetingly meet mine. It’s not awe; her eyes are filled with bliss. Her lips find mine again and she grinds into me with more purpose... and I realize it has nothing to do with the size of my dick.

I think she’s dumbstruck because my full-blooded hard-on hasn’t triggered her fight or flight response. She knows I want her, that I’d bury myself as deep as possible if she said yes but it doesn’t seem to scare her.

The past fails to infiltrate her mind and poison the moment. She really does trust me.

I outstretch my hands to the sides, gripping the back of the couch so hard my fingers are stiff. It’s all I can do to anchor myself. I can’t grab her waist, I can’t take control, but I can treat the small signals she’s sending me like orders.

She breaks the kiss, angling her head to expose her neck, and my lips move from hers to the crook of her neck.

Slowly, softly, but with enough intent to keep that greedy, needy part of her burning bright.

She allows me this moment, a few pecks, a few open-mouthed kisses, a few nips of my teeth. Every sound she makes spurs me on and makes the no-touching that much harder. She yanks me by the hair, scooting closer, her boobs pressing into my chest and arms circling my neck as she deepens the kiss.

My fingers gouge into the leather so hard they spasm with the effort. I lock them in place, far from Violet’s waist, hips, thighs... far from where I’m dying to knead her skin and hold her against me.

We’re both panting, breathless, so fucking desperate, drowning in this moment. Unavailable to the world, locked in a bubble until the ringing of my phone bursts it.

As if snapped out of a trance, Violet’s cheeks flush a deep shade of pink and she stills on top of me, then tears herself away.

I go with her, pressing my lips to hers gently, softly, my forehead against hers.

“I... I’m sorry, I—”

“Do you think I mind?” I rasp, ghosting my lips across her cheek, eyes closed. I’m stealing seconds, memorizing the feel of this. Of her. “I don’t. Not at all. Do this as often as you want, baby. I’m yours to use.”

The ringtone starts from the top. I glance over Violet’s shoulder to see Carter flashing on the screen.

Fuck. The only person I can’t ignore.

It’s almost midnight and he usually only calls this late when it’s an emergency.

“I need to take it,” I say, brushing my nose up her cheek to leave a kiss on her temple.

Violet slides off my lap, adjusting her t-shirt and reaching for the wine bottle with trembling hands.

I grab the phone, sliding my thumb across the screen.

“You might want to get over to Scarlett,” Carter’s stilted tone announces. “You don’t want to miss this.”

My brows furrow. His words suggest the shit’s about to hit the fan, but with a hint of amusement that piques my curiosity. “I’ll be there in fifteen.”

“Make it ten. Trust me.”

“Fine. Whatever’s happening, don’t start without me.”

“I wouldn’t dare.” He chuckles, disconnecting the call.

Violet’s curled in the opposite corner of the couch, her fingers absentmindedly tracing her lips.

“Carter needs me in Scarlett,” I say, reining the urge to lean over and kiss her.

I’m stepping on very thin ice around this girl, second-guessing my every move.

She kissed me. She let loose, but that was her decision and I merely allowed it to happen.

Now, I must patiently wait for her to process this new turn of events and hope she makes the same decision again.

◆◆◆

Carter was correct. It was in my best interest to get over to Scarlett as soon as possible because waiting for me in his office was one of the nine.

Or rather, one of the seven still breathing.

Timothy Crane sat on the sofa, casually sipping whiskey, when I arrived. In the calmest tone imaginable, layered with unrestrained amusement, Carter explained why Tim had paid him a visit.

The fucker was offering half a million dollars for Violet. He was abroad when Noretto changed the rules and, unhappy about missing out, thought he’d try his luck and take Violet off Carter’s hands.

“You know, in case your boss is bored with her,” he told me, interrupting Carter’s explanation. “That’s one fine pussy so I’m willing to pay premium. My associates are dying to test-drive her.”

I wiped out the smug fucking smile adorning his filthy mouth with a single blow so powerful it shattered his nose and his cheekbone.

Carter grinned from behind his desk, then helped me drag Tim downstairs, load him into the trunk, and take him to the warehouse. Then, he watched for two hours while I played God, basking in the screams, pleas, and apologies.

By the time I got home that night, Violet was asleep.

The hopeful, albeit arrogant, part of me thought she’d find another opportunity for a make-out session the very next day... I was wrong.

It’s been a few days since last time and no replays. Whenever we’re together, huddled on the sofa, my fingers circling her pressure points, I’m dying to remind her she can use me.

But I don’t want to push. She’ll come when she’s ready.
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I’m learning the hard way that patience is not one of my virtues. Not just when it comes to Violet and her lips, but also those remaining six men who don’t deserve to live.

Tom hasn’t mentioned any names recently, and I doubt I’ll get lucky again like I did with Timothy, so the tracking and locating’s fallen on Ryder’s shoulders. Too bad he has almost nothing to go on.

It’s still early, so instead of heading into my bedroom buck naked from my shower and collapsing into bed, I shimmy into a pair of sweatpants first.

A stellar choice given who’s on my bed.

Violet sits on the edge, the door wide open behind her... it’s her insurance policy, a quick way out. It stings, but I swallow my pride, eyes scrutinizing her from head to toe. She’s shaking softly, her fingers knitting an invisible sweater, brows drawing together, reconsidering.

That’s one aspect. One that screams vulnerability and uncertainty...

I don’t focus on that, drawn instead to the goosebumps dotting the crook of her neck, the fire burning in her eyes, how her violet irises keep sweeping over my lips.

“I thought you’d never come,” I say on an exhale, relief rattling through me. “Please tell me you’re here to kiss me.”

She pinches her lips, either holding off a smile, or hiding her nerves, I can’t tell.

She’s hesitant, her cheeks red, betraying shyness. She wipes her palms against her skimpy pajama bottoms. “Yes, but... ugh, I’m sorry. I imagined this differently.”

“Stop apologizing.”

“But this is so stupid!” she blurts. “Kisses shouldn’t be so fucking hard. They shouldn’t be planned. They should just... happen. I wanted us to just happen again, like in the elevator, but now it all feels so... stiff.”

“We’ll get to that.” I cross the room, taking back some control because Violet clearly sucks at this. I climb onto the bed, resting against the headboard. “Sooner if you don’t wait another five days before coming to me. Stop overthinking. Next time, tell me to sit my ass down and...” I demonstrate by shoving my hands behind me and knotting my fingers, “...put my hands behind my back.”

“Why are you so casual about this?” she huffs, climbing over me, her warm, bare legs flush with my thighs, small hands bracing against my shoulder. “Why are you agreeing? Even you have to admit this is odd, Broadway.”

“Why? Because you need to feel safe, Violet, and this—”

She presses her finger to my lips. “You’re telling me why I’m agreeing. That’s not what I asked.” She tugs the hair at the back of my head, her face hovering over mine. “Why are you letting me use you?”

“Because I want you, baby.”

A small shudder shakes her, and the look in her eyes, the awe, the lust... God I want her to look at me like this forever.

“I want to be the one you feel safe with. The one you trust, the only man in your life.”

With a shaky breath, she closes the gap between us, her lips catching mine in a desperate but tender kiss.

I lick the seam of her mouth, deepening the kiss. She cups my face, scooting closer. Close enough that her warm pussy settles over my hard cock.

This time, she doesn’t pause. She grinds into me again, earning a low groan and a nip at her lower lip.

There’s less than three millimeters of fabric between us.

One tug at my sweatpants would free my cock, one swipe between her legs to uncover her entrance...

I knot my fingers harder, nails dig into skin and I pour all my patience and longing into this kiss, hoping she can feel how much I want her, how much I care.

The tension between us crackles with an overwhelming intensity. We’re treading lightly, but the desire, the lust, the fucking need between us is undeniable.

Slowly, her hands slide down my chest, and she breaks the kiss, pulling back. “I feel bad for using you like this,” she whispers.

“Is that all you’re doing?” I shake my head, dismissing the question. “Never mind. Don’t answer that.” I sit up straight, nosing a line up her cheek. “You’re overthinking, Violet. Stop. I want you to use me. I’ll take anything you’ll give.”

Her eyes soften, a small smile tugs at the corner of her swollen lips, and she leans in again, the kiss no longer tentative. It’s deep, raw, hungry.

“I shouldn’t have waited so long.”

“No, you shouldn’t have. Don’t do it again.”

She moans in my mouth, the sound so fucking erotic it should be illegal. I bet I’ll be sporting angry, half-moon marks on the backs of my hands for days.

It’ll be a miracle if I don’t break the skin and bleed for her.

Our lips work in sync, the kiss more and more daring until she reaches behind me and grabs my wrist, tugging twice. I untangle my fingers, letting her lead, and she moves my hand to her nape.

“The other one here,” she mutters, patting her thigh.

I obey, breaking the kiss to watch her face so I can react if she looks uncomfortable. She’s so fucking soft, so warm. I stare at the jarring contrast between her pale complexion and my tanned, bruised hand, then peer back into her darkening eyes.

Testing the waters—and pushing the boundaries once more—I gently caress one hand up and down her bare skin while the other massages the pressure points at the base of her neck.

There’s not an ounce of fear in her eyes. She’s perfectly content, watching my hand coast along the goosebumps dotting her thigh.

“Come here,” I say, coaxing her closer with words instead of wrapping my arm around her back and pulling her in like I want to. “Let me hold you for a while.”

Her head falls onto my shoulder. She adjusts her position, getting comfortable in my lap, the scent of her hair filling my nose and diffusing the last of the tension that torturing and murdering Tim left knotted into my muscles.

When did she crawl her way so deep under my skin? It feels like it happened at the flick of a switch, but she’s been in my life for almost three months. The initial pull, my body’s reaction to her proximity, made it clear she’d be important to me... I just didn’t realize how important.

I spent days watching her at Carter’s mansion whenever he allowed me a few hours of breathing room. I watched her transition from a broken, scared girl, from a victim to a survivor in my arms. We spent countless nights in my car and each time she relaxed more around me.

And now... I can finally hold her.

My hand moves to her back, fingers ghosting the line of her spine as she nuzzles her face in the crook of my neck, her breath warm against my skin.

We sit in silence, chasing our own thoughts.

This girl... this gorgeous woman trembling in my arms, holds me in the palm of her hand. Her scent, the feel of her skin, the way her breath tickles my neck—it’s all driving me to the edge.

“Do you really mean it?” she asks, her voice a soft tremor. “That you want me?”

“Of course I mean it, baby.”

She nuzzles in closer, exhaling a contented sigh and, before I know it, her beathing stabilizes. I pull the covers higher, the peacefulness of having her this close seeping into my bones. It’s intense, this feeling, much more potent than just having her in the same room.

Things have been shifting between us for a long time. Those stolen glances, hand brushes, late nights talking... all had an effect.

We wait for the sun to go down. Things are different under the guise of night. More intimate.

Her scent invades my mind, the feel of her small body pressed against me like a potent sedative. Careful not to wake her, I maneuver us into a more comfortable position, watching Violet sleep while the room is perfectly silent...
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“I don’t think that’s a good idea, baby,” I say, standing in front of the long mirror in the hallway, smoothing imaginary creases from my shirt.

Not a good idea is the understatement of the fucking century. Violet’s in the doorway to her room, chewing her bottom lip raw and wriggling her hands like she always does when she’s nervous.

“I’m only ever here or working behind the bar,” she pleads. “I want to do something else. I’m doing fine, aren’t I? You said so. You’ll be there and—” She cuts herself off, eyes widening, disappointment marring her features. “Unless... you don’t want me to come with you.”

I spin abruptly. “Don’t ever think that. I want you with me all the fucking time, Violet. I hate leaving you alone.”

She’s not alone per se.

I’d go insane if I left her here unprotected. The threat’s minimal, but minimal doesn’t mean nonexistent.

Though, considering Blaze’s spies are regularly showing their faces at Scarlett, maybe the threat isn’t so small. And there are still six of the men who touched my girl walking this earth. Given that Tim was bold enough to propose buying Violet from Carter, I can’t rule out the possibility someone else will simply grab her at the earliest opportunity.

It’s doubtful. Not many people are stupid enough, so the theory’s irrational at best. I know that, but there’s always a car containing one of Carter’s lower-ranking soldiers outside the building when I’m not here.

Just in case.

Just so I can do my job without worrying about Violet.

“Then take me with you tonight. Please.” She takes a step closer, placing both palms on my chest. “I’ll be good. I promise. I’ll stay with Hailey—”

“No,” I snap, too harsh, too cruel, and Violet startles, taking a wary step back. “Don’t do that, Violet.” I stalk closer. “You know I won’t hurt you.”

She swallows hard, nodding twice. “I’m sorry... I can’t help my reflexes.”

Lifting her chin, she meets my gaze. She has to crane her neck when I stop a foot away, crowding her personal space.

I’ve been doing it more and more often, getting her used to me being so close in a different context to the make-out bubble we’re in when she visits my bed.

She takes the closeness I initiate well most of the time, but sometimes, when she’s not expecting it, a glitter of fear scrunches her features, driving a six-inch blade straight through my gut.

“You want to come? Fine, but there are rules.”

“Anything.”

“You stay with me, not Hailey. You do as I say. When I’m with Carter in the back office, you don’t move a foot out of the VIP booth. Do we have a deal?”

“Yes. I won’t move, I promise.”

“No dancing unless I’m watching.”

She bobs her head, those violet eyes glowing. “I don’t feel like dancing I just... I don’t want to be alone again.”

My heart squeezes painfully, something bitter taking residence at the back of my throat. “We’re leaving in ten minutes. Get dressed.”

She pulls at the hem of her sweater, a flicker of doubt tainting her features. She marshals it quickly, turning on her heel into her bedroom.

I run a heavy hand down my face as soon as she closes her door behind her. Swallowing hard I shuffle back, leaning against the opposite wall, and listen to her soft footsteps.

The wardrobe doors open then close, the faint ruffle of fabric follows and, two minutes later, she joins me in the hallway. A wave of heat slams into me, disturbing the rhythm of my heart.

I’ve seen her in much skimpier clothing. In fact I see her in her pj’s every night now, but there’s something about her in a dress that grabs me by the throat.

How can she be this fucking beautiful? Unreal.

Cassio was right about one thing... the most unique, most desirable, rarest piece of art cannot compare to Violet.

Her hair tumbles down her arms, white eyelashes wrap her piercing eyes, and a dusty-blue dress accentuates and somehow compliments her pale skin.

She dabbed her lips with a rosy color that matches the flush of her cheeks. She’s in heels. Plain, simple, but the extra few inches work in her favor, accentuating the alluring curve of her hips and making her legs run forever.

“Is this okay?” she asks when my eyes snap back to hers. Her blush deepens, breathing life into her porcelain complexion.

“Perfect,” I admit.

So fucking perfect I’d rather she didn’t come with me. She’ll be looked at, ogled by every man, the same way they ogle her across the bar.

And that makes me restless. Annoyed. So jealous.

She twirls around, beaming from ear to ear, and my heart swells three sizes. “Fuck... kiss me, baby.”

Her eyes widen, betraying that I caught her off guard. I’ve never asked for a kiss, leaving the reins in her hands, but I need those lips on mine right fucking now.

She steps closer, rising on her toes, and I dip my head, claiming that sweet mouth. My hands move to cup her face—an established safe-zone that doesn’t startle her—and I sink in deeper, seizing the opportunity.

My cock reacts immediately, throbbing behind the zipper. With a deep groan, I pull back before the bulge provokes her. “Come on. I can’t be late for the weekly meeting.”

The elevator takes us downstairs, Violet’s heels click along the marble floor of the foyer. A quick nod at the receptionist dispatches the valet to fetch my G Wagon.

While he’s doing that, I take Violet’s hand and lead her across the road toward a Range Rover. The guard on duty tonight rolls down the driver’s side window before I tap my knuckles against it.

“Change of plans,” I tell him. “She’s coming with me. Follow us.”

“Sure, Boss.” He straightens in his seat, turning the key.

Violet’s fingers flex against mine as we head back to where the G Wagon’s already waiting.

“Who was that?” she asks.

“One of Carter’s men.”

Tiny sparkles skitter up my arms when she brushes past me, settling into the passenger seat. “Why is he here?”

The small space is immediately overwhelmed with the scent of her skin and hair. It’s been ingrained in my mind for weeks, but as I take the wheel, her scent’s so potent I can fucking taste the strawberries.

“Someone’s always watching when I leave the penthouse,” I say, starting the engine. “Buckle up.”

The drive to Scarlett only takes fifteen minutes. Everything goes perfectly until I slow the car outside, scanning the queue of partygoers.

Violet visibly stiffens in her seat, that alluring pinkness of her cheeks fading faster than the naked eye can register. And, just as fast, she unbuckles her seatbelt, sliding down to pool under the dashboard.

“What the hell?” I slam on the brakes. “What’s wrong?”

Her shoulders rise and fall fast, every breath audible in the confined space. “Can we... can we use the employee entrance?” she whispers, making herself even smaller.

I scan the crowd outside, wondering who or what got her so frightened. A group of suit-clad men stand to the side, smoking cigars, some faces familiar, some not.

It doesn’t take me long to realize Violet’s noticed someone who hurt her. My eyes drill holes into every face as if I can telepathically summon the one who laid a hand on her.

“Which one?” I ask, my tone brooking no argument, but she doesn’t react, shaking softly. “Violet,” I grit out, that beast I can’t fucking tame pawing the dirt inside my frazzled mind. “Which one touched you?”

Her breathing hitches and her eyes snap to meet my expectant stare. She shakes her head but surrenders before the battle’s even begun. Pulling herself up slowly, she scans the crowd again, stopping on the small group of suits.

She swallows loudly, wringing her fingers, her voice weak when she says, “The bald one.”

Protectiveness like no other detonates beneath my skin when her voice wobbles and breaks. There’s at least fifty yards between her and that man. The G Wagon has bulletproof glass and an armored body... but it doesn’t mean shit, because Violet’s shaking all over. She’s so frightened, her eyes dull and misty, as if she’s reliving every second she spent with that fucker.

“Stay here,” I say, unbuckling my belt.

“Broadway—”

“Stay. Here,” I repeat, flinging the door open.

All I see is red. Rage. Fury like no other. It was easier to control the bloodthirst with Henry and Tim; I hadn’t seen Violet’s reaction to either of them. I didn’t witness the bone-chilling panic seizing her muscles.

My insides crackle, anger scorching my veins, wrath rampaging my system.

I slam the door behind me, stalking my prey.

Every step closer to him is a step further from rationality.

Every time I blink, I see the fear etched into Violet’s features and it makes me that much more unpredictable.

I fucking hum with the need for revenge. The need to break bones and inflict pain. My hand doesn’t move toward the holster. A bullet between his eyes would be too easy. I want to feel the life leave his body. I want to see his eyes dim.

I have no idea how much pain he caused Violet, but I know it was too much. Every ounce of pain she experienced was too fucking much.

Looking at the guy from my car, I knew he looked familiar, but I couldn’t place him. Now I’m a mere ten feet away, I realize who this waste of space is.

Weston Hillberry. One of Rhett’s old acquaintances: mediocre jewelry thief. Carter cut their ties, not interested in dealing bling. To his surprise Weston didn’t hold a grudge and arrived at Scarlett’s opening bearing gifts and good words. Rumor has it Weston wasn’t bothered about Carter’s snub because he’s got a new thing going with Blaze.

All the more reason to gut the asshole.

“Broadway,” he greets, straightening his spine, concentration faltering when his blue eyes rake over my face. “What’s the matter, man?”

I don’t slow down.

I don’t fucking blink before I’m on him, my hands grasping both sides of his head.

The feeling gunning through me once my fingers sink into his flesh can only be described as inextinguishable power. He gasps, eyes widening, but doesn’t have time to speak. Doesn’t even have time to brace.

The demon inside me takes the reins and with one swift, powerful tug, I snap his neck.

He goes limp, life leaving his eyes as my hands fall away and the corpse folds onto the ground.

The other four men stare in stunned silence. Disbelief colors their faces and they gawk with fearful eyes, unsure whether to flee or grab their guns.

“Broadway,” Liam, the doorman, summons my attention.

He comes closer, crowding in to shield the dead body from the partygoers a few steps away. The dead guy’s friends take the hint, shuffling about to obscure the murder scene.

I suppress a smirk. They’re too fucking stunned to attack so they’re helping us out.

“Should I get Carter?” Liam asks, watching one of the guys gather the corpse and fling it over his shoulder as if he’s helping a friend who had one too many.

I inhale a deep breath, filling my lungs to the brim. “Get the clean-up guys,” I shoot back, eyeing the remaining men. “Enjoy the evening.”
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I’ve witnessed my fair share of gore since arriving in America. I watched Blaze execute Damon, saw men bleeding out in his mansion after an ill-advised, failed raid, bullet holes in chests and heads. I lived beneath the same roof as killers and rapists and survived two shoot-outs. I’ve seen enough dead people, enough anger and carnage that nothing should faze me...

But watching the fury erupt in Broadway’s eyes when he realized why I’d slid from my seat, the intent to kill clear on his face... that fazed me.

In a very different way than expected.

The sudden surge of panic when I spotted Weston metamorphosed into awe. Butterflies took off in my stomach when Broadway flung the door open, marching toward one of the men responsible for my nightmares.

He wasn’t as cruel as some others, he wasn’t a long-distance runner either, but he was relentless and fucked me multiple times while I was there.

I shouldn’t have enjoyed watching Broadway stalking closer to Weston, every step long and angry. The good kind of adrenaline shouldn’t have flooded my system when he grabbed his head and snapped his neck.

God, there’s something wrong with me. Watching Broadway kill shouldn’t make me wet. But it does. A flood of heat slammed into me the moment Weston’s body hit the ground. I twist my fingers in my lap, let out a long, calming breath, and a part of the fear that’s been coiled inside me for months starts to fade. There were nine men who bought me, nine men who still haunt my nightmares.

I’ve been working through the trauma with Tom, but knowing those nine men are still out there keeps me from finding true peace. The fear that they might track me down and hurt me again makes me feel constantly threatened.

I didn’t think there was a way to eradicate that... but I was wrong. Watching Weston die, knowing he can never touch me again, healed something deep inside me. A scar, a mark left by that monster, faded. There are eight more left... and maybe, when they’re all gone, I’ll be whole again.

Broadway turns, his eyes finding mine from a distance and another wave of heat slams into me. We’ve been growing closer for months, from random chats every few days, to nights spent in his car, then living together, kissing, sleeping in the same bed...

I’ve never once felt threatened. What’s more, I catch myself seeking him out more and more often. Just knowing he’s around eased my anxiousness until it stopped.

The long sessions with Tom helped me work through the mental turmoil but Broadway did more than Tom ever could. He healed my emotions. Showed me there are good people in this world. Good men. Showed me I can trust him, and he won’t break that trust.

I doubt I could have progressed beyond cold acceptance without Broadway’s help. I doubt I’d have broken free from the limbo I was stuck in so long...

People recover from trauma at different paces. Some deal with their demons quickly, some take years, some don’t recover, the weight never leaving their shoulders. While I’m not healed, I’m on the right track to full recovery.

I don’t know how long it’ll take before I stop thinking about the past, but as I shift in my seat, rubbing my thighs together for friction, I’m positive that day will come.


32 

Broadway

No one speaks. No one reacts to my “Enjoy the evening” as I spin on the sole of my shoe, marching back the way I came. Violet’s openly staring when I take the wheel, throwing the car into drive, and pull away from the curb.

There was a time in my life when my hands would’ve shaken like crazy after a kill. At first it was the novelty. A mixture of fear and adrenaline. Later, it was a simple thought at the back of my head: will I get caught?

Recently, my hands have been steady, but my heart’s rammed in my chest, coming down from the high.

Tonight there’s nothing. Not the slightest tremor. Not so much as a stutter in my chest. And I realize I was the fucking same with Cassio, Henry, Timothy, and when I was shooting men left and right at Blaze’s auction, shattering bones and disconnecting brains.

There was no fear, no adrenaline, no weird thoughts, just a sense of accomplishment.

“You—” Violet stutters, her voice barely above a whisper. “You killed him.”

I bob my head, driving round the club to park at the back. “He won’t hurt you ever again.”

Her breathing hiccups and with the corner of my eye I study her reaction. I expect her to wrench open the door and run for her life. I expect tears, fear, screams... but none of it happens.

If anything, she looks... hot. Her cheeks are red, lips slightly parted. Violet’s eyes trace every inch of my face as I kill the engine.

As soon as I turn toward her, she leans out, pressing those rosy lips to the corner of my mouth.

“Thank you,” she whispers, warm breath fanning my cheek.

I stay perfectly still, watching her, waiting for a change of heart, but she doesn’t falter and the awe in her eyes is the most dangerous thing I’ve ever witnessed...

It gives me permission to do this again without consequences. Well, without meaningful consequences.

Carter won’t be pleased.

Whatever.

He’ll get over himself. So he didn’t get the chance to green-light it, who cares? All I care about is that the beast inside me didn’t make Violet flee. I can handle everything else with a smile on my face.

I raise my hand slowly, giving her ample time to retreat. My fingers ghost the side of her face, the feel of her skin kickstarting my heart.

She holds my gaze, perfectly still, and I grow bolder, cupping her face and sinking the tips of my fingers into her silky hair. Her breath comes out in little pants, and her eyes drop to my mouth. She leans out, pressing her lips to mine. Both her hands find my face, thumbs brushing the soft skin under my eyes.

“Violet—”

“Shh...” The hush vibrates against my lips and brings the sweetness of her mouth with it. “Kiss me.”

My lips feel numb against hers but when she pleads with me again, her words ghosting across my tongue, I give her exactly what she wants.

What we both want.

I catch the back of her neck, my fingers drawing small circles at her nape as my tongue sweeps her bottom lip and I sink deeper, tasting her over and over again.

A shudder shakes me, followed by a shivering breath.

My head’s spinning and veins fill with pure bliss when she scoots closer. She follows my lead, feeding off the hunger I can’t control and fueling the fire when the softest, most content sigh escapes her.

I drape the other hand around her back, pulling her in. She barely flinches anymore when I touch her, so, in the fever of the kiss, I maneuver her to straddle me. My arms wrap tightly around her, holding her close, chest to chest because she’s almost going slack against me.

“Violet,” I breathe, nipping her lower lip when she drags her nails down the back of my head. “Baby... fuck.”

She moves her hands to graze my cheeks, then weaves them back into my hair. She’s panting softly, her hand now fisting my jacket, and she breaks away. It takes all the strength I have not to follow and catch her lips again. My eyes remain shut, and relief like no other rattles through me when she drops her forehead onto mine.

I just killed a man with my bare hands and she didn’t run.

“Do you want to go home?”

“No. I think we could both use a drink,” she whispers, a hint of awe coating her words.

My eyes pop open, finding her violet stare, pupils blown, a clear hint of desire. I cradle her head, moving my hand back to her cheek, thumb swiping her lower lip.

“Are you okay?”

She nods, her lips curling into the most beautiful, genuine smile. It tears my chest wide open, and my heart leaps toward her as if it could rip free of its prison.

“You need to stop treating me like glass, Broadway. I’m not so easily broken.”

I smooth her hair, combing it back over her ears. She can say it a thousand times... fuck, she’s already said it more than once and, even though I know she’s more resilient than I give her credit for, that protective streak burning through me will never stop.

Not after everything she’s been through.

Not after the nightmares and tears I witnessed.

I do my best not to treat her like a wounded animal, because she’s capable and fucking strong, but there’ll always be a part of me that wants to shield her from the world. Hide her in my arms where she’s safest and never let another tear fall from those breathtaking eyes.

It’s intense, that feeling. As intense as it was the first time I saw her with Cassio. The need to protect her is so potent it steals my breath and turns my muscles to concrete.

“You’re stronger than I am,” I admit, still tracing her lower lip. “But that won’t stop me worrying about you.”

That earns me another smile. It’s barely there but it brightens the blackness of my mind like sheet lightning, bleaching everything in stark white.

“I know you worry, but I’m doing well. Not that long ago, I had no hope, and then you barged into that auction and... you saved me.” She stamps a kiss on my forehead. “And you keep saving me little by little every day.” Her eyes flutter closed and her forehead drops back to mine. “Thank you,” she whispers. “I know it’s wrong but... I feel so much lighter knowing he’s gone.”

So do I. I’d never let him get close to her again, but knowing I murdered another of the demons plaguing her dreams brings a sense of weightlessness.

Tom mentioned nine, but what if she only told him about the men from the auction, not the ones Hailey told me about, from the ballroom?

I don’t want to miss one just because I didn’t ask.

“How many were there?” I ask.

She’s still on me, her bent legs bracketing mine, hands clutching fistfuls of my jacket, but that mellow quality dissipates in a flash.

I drag one hand up her back until I catch her nape, pressing small circles with my thumb and ring finger to ease her tense muscles.

“Nine,” she finally says, a crease marring her forehead.

I kiss it away until the frown recedes. “Including Noretto’s men? The ones from the...” I let the rest of the sentence hang in the air. I shouldn’t bring it up. She doesn’t know I know what happened and I don’t want to lose this newfound trust.

“Ballroom? I know Hailey told you about that.”

I should have guessed.

“They’re all dead. You killed them when you came for Hailey, and they never pushed me under that rug again, so nine. Well... I guess eight now.”

“It’s five.”

Her eyes pop open as she arches back, still holding on to me, but no longer melting into my chest. “Five? How? Did you...? Who else?”

“Timothy.” I move my hands to her knees, dragging them up and down a mere two inches. She doesn’t flinch. If anything, she relaxes back into my touch. “Henry. This fucker just now, and... Cassio.”

“Cassio,” she echoes, incredulous. “When?”

“The night of the auction. I found Henry a few weeks ago, and Timothy stopped breathing the night Carter’s phone call interrupted our make-out session in the living room.”

She holds my gaze, processing my confession. Out of all the fuckers who hurt her, Cassio was probably the one she’d least want killed.

“I’ll find the others, baby. Ryder’s working on it. It would be faster if you gave me their names.” I brush her hair over her ears. “I promise they’ll never touch you again.”

She’s back on me in a flash, sealing the promise with her lips, the kiss soft, slow, lazy. “Carter will be furious,” she guesses, resting her face in the crook of my neck.

She’s right, but she doesn’t need to know that.

“Don’t worry about Carter. That phone call was to let me know Timothy showed up. He gave him to me. He understands.”

Because he’d do the same thing for Hailey. He wouldn’t stop until every man who hurt his girl had bitten the dust.

With one last kiss to my jaw, Violet moves away, slumping back into the passenger seat. She pulls the visor down, checking her reflection and adjusting her hair. The alluring swell of her lips and their—now natural—rosy tint is a dead giveaway we just made out, but she doesn’t seem to mind as she runs her fingertips around her mouth.

“We should go.”

That’s the last thing on my mind.

I’d much rather stay in the moment, but I nod, adjusting my rumpled clothes as I step out of the car. Ryder’s holding the elevator open, a hint of amusement clouding his features.

Looks like our three-minute pause was enough for news of my stunt outside to make it around the club.

“Carter wants you in his office,” he tells me, eyes swinging to Violet then down to where I’m holding her hand. “So Koby wasn’t exaggerating. Alright. I’ll keep your girl company while you’re getting schooled.”
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Broadway

The bedroom door bursts open, abruptly yanking me from sleep. There’s a gun in my hand before the intruder’s stepped one foot in. The light flickers on. The barrel firmly aimed at their chest jerks round toward the wall, aiming as far from the girl standing in the doorway as my arm allows.

“I—I’m sorry, I—” Violet stutters, her porcelain skin even paler, eyes wide.

“Don’t ever do that again.” I jump out of bed, dropping the gun back in my bedside drawer. “I could’ve hurt you.” I cross the room in three purposeful strides, stopping inches from her. “What’s wrong? Why aren’t you asleep?”

Pushing a calming breath past her lips, she looks up at me, determination flooding her features when she rises on her toes, pressing her lips to mine.

“Violet—”

“Shh...” she hushes like she always does when we find ourselves in this situation. I try to resist because having her in my bed, almost naked, is torture. On the other hand. I love that she won’t let me talk her out of these bedtime kisses. “Less talking, more kissing.”

My mind ignites when her small hands rest on my chest, fingers scraping the ink there. Her tongue slips between my lips, and she greedily deepens the kiss.

I stop fighting.

“I’m going to lift you now,” I say, bending to wrap my arms under her thighs.

Talking her through small touches like this keeps her in the moment, aware of my next move.

She usually comes over while I’m still awake. Last time she woke me up, she knocked, saving us this kind of scare.

Knowing she just needs a little comfort, I take her to bed, dropping her on the crumpled sheets. Her back hits the mattress with a soft bounce, but when I try to pull away and get comfortable beside her, her hold around my neck tightens and the kiss evolves.

We’ve done this before.

A few times already.

But something’s different tonight.

There’s more... intent in Violet’s kisses and the way her hands roam my body.

More want.

“Baby—”

“Please,” she whispers into my mouth, holding me in a vice grip. “You want me, don’t you?”

I grasp the sheets by her head, hovering over her warm skin. She’s wearing an oversized t-shirt—my t-shirt—the hem rolled up enough to almost offer a peek between her legs.

That almost drives me feral in a flash.

“I want this,” she whispers, scraping the back of my scalp. “Please. I want you.”

Fuck. We’ve never done this before. We made out like teenagers, both hot and bothered, but we didn’t hit any bases save for the kisses.

Desire erupts beneath my skin, running rampant every which way and sending tingles down my spine. I’m already hard. I’m fucking hard whenever her lips touch mine.

Three months of celibacy will do that to a man.

I scrutinize her face, a battle of want and reason raging in my mind. She’s flushed, her pupils blown, lips parted. Heat radiates off her in waves. She’s so pretty. So needy. So ready... but it doesn’t mean shit.

Hesitation cements me in place even though she’s right, I do want her. More than anything else, but taking that step feels so fucking wrong.

Rationally, I know she’s been living with me for weeks and before that she lived with Carter and Hailey. All that time she’s been working through her trauma with Tom.

She’s been getting better, happier, calmer. Her therapy sessions have dwindled from hours upon hours every day to weekly, but still... as I stare at those pleading eyes, that innocent face, it feels like I’m taking advantage.

“I’m sorry, baby,” I whisper, pulling myself off her. “It’s too soon. You’ll regret this.” I sit at the edge of the bed, my muscles harder than stone.

I want nothing more than to abandon my resolve and lean back over her. I want to show her how much she means to me, how much I fucking need her, but my desires are irrelevant. For months I’ve done nothing but try and ensure she’s comfortable and I’m not about to stop.

She must’ve woken up from a bad dream.

She’s confused. Dazed.

I’ll be fucking damned if I let her make a mistake. She’d hate me come morning and that’s not something I’d survive.

For a moment, she just lays there, her breathing coming out in short pants, and then, with newfound determination she pulls herself up, swings round me so her legs pin my hands to my sides, and straddles me, using her weight to push me further back onto the bed.

“Don’t overthink,” she whispers, trembling softly. “I’ve done enough of that for us both.” She cups my cheeks, her forehead dropping to mine. “I know what I want, Broadway. I’ve wanted it for a while... please. Touch me.”

I wrap my arms around her on instinct, something I’ve been doing more and more. Not only because she lets me, but because she doesn’t flinch anymore.

Every plea falling from her lips is my command. She doesn’t mean them as orders, but my body doesn’t care. It fulfills every demand, giving her everything she asks for even if my brain tries veering on the side of caution.

“I’m—I’m so tired of fighting my feelings. Tired of remembering all the bad things. I want new memories.”

“Don’t rush this, baby,” I huff, drowning in her affection. In the way her fingers lightly brush my cheeks, her soft lips planting ghostlike kisses along my skin, all the while pleading, begging me to touch her. “We have time.”

She shakes her head, nosing a line up my cheek, her warm lips hovering over my temple. She’s so warm, so delicate and fragile, yet not breakable.

My hands find the sides of the oversized t-shirt she’s wearing, and I fist the fabric, anchoring myself in place, poised between what I think is the right thing to do and the overwhelming need to give her what she asks for.

“Please,” she hums again, dragging her lips along my forehead. “I know you won’t hurt me. I trust you.”

Please.

Please.

Please.

It’s a symphony, a melody inside my head. I think she knows my resolve’s hanging by a thread because she doesn’t stop pleading, her lips against my skin, her warm breath melting the ice walls I’ve erected to ward off exactly these feelings.

Please.

Please.

“Please, I want—”

I give up. My resolve snaps like a rubber band and I cut her off. Catching her lips with mine I sink into that sweet mouth like a starving, dying man.

She gasps in surprise but follows my lead, her dainty fingers scraping along my scalp.

“If you want me, you’ll have to take me, Violet,” I grit out, marshaling the desire that’s scorching my nerve endings. “I’m yours to use as you please. You’re in charge.” I break the kiss, resting my forehead against hers.

Noretto robbed her of control for months. Since day one, I’ve tried giving that control back bit by bit. She’d been submitting to the men who bought her, so since our first kiss, I’ve been flipping the narrative. I give her the reins, the power, and it’s me submitting to her.

It’s worked a treat. Violet’s grown in confidence quickly.

Obviously.

She trusts me not to do anything she hasn’t asked for.

Taking control flips a switch inside her mind.

“You dictate the pace, baby.” I catch her chin between my fingers and angle her head to stare into my eyes. “You decide how far we go, where I can touch, what I can do. Move my hands where you want them. Push and I’ll back away, pull and I’ll come to you.”

Without hesitation she grabs my wrists, moving them onto her thighs, and drags them up, then down, a clear instruction. As soon as she releases me, I gently palm her skin, dragging my hands up and down as instructed.

“Like this?”

She shudders on top of me, a ghost of a smile lighting up her pretty face. “Yes, just like that.”

Dipping her head, she pulls me in for a slow, erotic kiss. Her warmth seeps into my skin, stealing my attention completely. The world falls away and it’s just us. The dimmed bedroom lights illuminate the room enough that I see her flustered cheeks and blown pupils.

Every instinct urges me to grab her waist, flip her over, and take control. I never wait for instructions. Being told what to do in bed is new... I guess as new as holding all the power is for Violet.

I want to shower the column of her neck with small kisses. I want to mark the crook of her shoulder with my teeth, then run my tongue along the bite, soothing the mild sting. I want to push my hands under the hem of her t-shirt and feel the softness of her skin, her narrow waist, those small boobs filling my hands.

But I don’t. This isn’t for my benefit.

Not that I’m not benefiting.

This is for her. It’s her moment, a way to exorcise her demons, cover the bad memories with good ones, and regain a part of herself she was deprived of months ago.

“Too many clothes,” she whispers, clamping her teeth on my lower lip. She tugs, hard enough to make it sting, then releases me with an awed, almost crazed smile and grips the hem of her t-shirt.

My lungs stop working. My breath gets caught somewhere on the way out and I stare as the soft fabric glides up her body then over her head, revealing everything.

It lands on the floor by my feet and she’s near naked in my lap, almost every milky inch of her skin on display.

“Touch me,” she demands, gripping my wrists again to glide my open palms past the swell of her ass and up the curve of her narrow waist.

She lets go when my fingers cinch her ribcage, thumbs brushing the underside of her breasts. And when they circle both nipples at the same time, the featherlight touch makes her buck in the most sinfully delicious way.

“God,” she gasps, bracing against my shoulder, nails biting into the hard muscles.

I repeat the move, rolling those pale pink, candy-hard peaks. My cock twitches, swelling further when goosebumps sprawl over her skin. Her head lolls to the side, eyes on mine and lips parted to let out a titillating little moan.

It’s so fucking innocent, perfectly complimenting the way she looks.

Wrapping both arms around my neck, she’s back exploring my lips, greedy and needy at the same time, and that fervor tells me she’s been missing this.

This tenderness and affection.

These simple touches and desperate kisses.

Hands, lips, skin on skin.

She’s missed feeling truly desired, worshipped, cared for.

I thumb her nipple, kneading both breasts, and break the kiss, latching onto the crook of her neck without her order. I’ve done it before so it’s not like I’m reinventing the wheel. I know how she’ll react, how much she loves those open-mouthed kisses along her tendons.

She smells like strawberries, cream, and sugar, a potent mixture that drives me feral. My cock tents the loose pajama bottoms I’m wearing, and Violet purposely presses herself against that spot, igniting both our minds. I hold her close, so she’ll feel safe and stay with me in the moment.

“Still too many clothes,” she tuts, her tone breathless. “Lay back.”

I leave one last kiss in the valley between her breasts before my back connects with the crumpled sheets, hands on Violet’s hips, fingers drawing small patterns.

Not long ago, I had to keep my hands behind my back when we kissed. It’s extraordinary how much has changed. How much she trusts me.

She leans over me immediately, bracing on one elbow while her other hand dives between us and tugs down my pajama bottoms.

For such a small girl she’s got a lot of strength.

One hard tug makes my cock leap from its confinement, and another sends the fabric down my thighs.

I help, kicking them off and scooting Violet’s pussy dangerously close to my swollen head, already leaking precum. The lace of her panties brushes against it, all damp and warm.

A low groan vibrates my chest, my fingers sinking into her hips a touch harder.

Bad move.

Her eyes widen, breath hiccups, and she stills, staring at my fingers making dimples in her soft skin. I ease up immediately, moving one hand to the back of her neck, and pull her down for a kiss.

The air leaves her lungs on a soft moan, her body relaxing into me. Her pussy glides over my cock, up and down, up and down, while our lips battle for dominance, the kisses growing more feral by the second.

Her kisses.

I simply follow her lead, adjusting my pace to hers, and it’s fucking glorious. Completely different from the carnal, hard, almost brutal fucks I’m used to.

Sex has always been an outlet for me, and women never complained. Why would they? I’m not selfish. I always make sure the woman beneath me screams her orgasm at least once.

Tonight’s uncharted territory. So much different... but good different. I’m already addicted to the taste of Violet, the warmth of her small hands scraping down my chest, the sounds escaping her lips and the way every single one makes my heart stutter.

This might be the longest foreplay I’ve ever engaged in and I have a feeling that if Violet lets me touch her again, we’ll drag it out longer and longer.

The temperature soars around us, the air thick and heavy, perfumed by her scent, only growing headier when she moves my hand to the elastic of her panties.

“Rip them off,” she gasps between kisses.

She doesn’t have to tell me twice. The sound of lace ripping at the seams follows suit and the damp scrap of fabric gets tossed aside.

Testing the waters, testing how much she’ll allow, I fill my hands with her hips, kneading the flesh.

Her eyes roll back into her head, cheeks flaming, lips swollen from my kisses. My cock juts against her thigh, throbbing with a dull, but exquisite, pain. Violet arches back, her hair a snowy halo around her gorgeous face.

She grabs my cock in one hand, eyes widening. Her dainty fingers can barely close around the hilt.

My mouth parts, a multitude of questions piling up on the tip of my tongue. I want to know if she’s okay, if she wants to stop, if she’s afraid I’m too big...

Not one word makes it past my lips.

Violet lines my cock up with her pussy, coating the head in her arousal, then sinks without a second thought.

“Fuck,” I grit out, every muscle in my body pulling taut, hands flying to her thighs. My heart’s ramming against my ribs, a mix of adrenaline and fear. She feels divine, but she’s so, so still. “Violet... look at me.”

She doesn’t.

My pulse accelerates, whooshing in my ears, my thoughts racing. She’s perfectly still, wide eyes staring at our connection. Every inch of me fits inside her as if she were fucking made for me.

“Violet,” I coax, running my fingertips up and down her legs. “How are you doing, baby?”

Finally, she lifts her gaze to mine. A sort of incredulous wonder twists her features the moment our eyes lock. She leans over me, simultaneously lifting her hips. My cock drags against her tight walls while I hold my breath, wondering if she’ll jump off or sink back down.

Just when my cock is about to slide out of her, she slips back down, taking me back in fast.

“Oh God,” she mewls in my lips. “You’re so big.”

Way to stroke my ego.

I smirk into her mouth, brushing a few loose strands of hair over her ears. “Gorgeous. So fucking pretty. Use me.”

“We should grab a condom.”

Fuck no almost comes out of my mouth. She feels so good clenching around me that protection sounds like a felony. I trap the words behind my teeth and lean out to grab a condom from my bedside drawer.

Violet rolls it on in a flash, as eager to put me inside as I am to be inside her. She lifts her hips, sinking onto me in one smooth motion. I swear that keeping my ass firmly down instead of pumping up into her is damn near impossible.

I pour that fervor into our kisses, into the way I worship her body, into keeping her close and calm.

Bracing one hand against my chest, she arches back, her boobs bouncing as she rides me. She’s not taking her time like I expected. She’s not timid or uncertain. Her hips buck back and forth, the column of her throat on display, soft moans ricocheting off the walls.

My fingers sink into her hips, aiding her moves, my chest heaving with the effort it takes not to bend my knees, plant my feet on the bed and thrust into her.

“I... I—” she stutters, cheeks pink, hair damp at her temples. She falls forward, moaning in my mouth through a hasty kiss. “I want you on top.”

The gallop of my pulse turns unforgiving. “No. If I’m on top, you’re not in control.”

“I don’t care. I’m safe with you. You won’t hurt me.”

“I’ll never hurt you, but this is too soon.”

“Don’t tell me what I can handle,” she hisses, biting my lower lip. “Flip me over.”

“Violet...” I groan, fear gripping my throat. “Baby, if you’re under me—”

“God, shut up,” she snaps, slapping my chest. “Can you please, just this once, forget my past, stop patronizing me and show me how much you want me? I can pick a safe word if it makes you—”

“Fuck no.” Shoving the unease and worry aside, I wrap my arms around her and flip us over.

Her wish is my fucking command.

“Just say stop or no. I’ll listen, baby. I’ll understand even when you just push me away.”

Now I know what she’s missing, what she desperately needs from me, all my reservations about intimacy have dissipated.

I move her to lay comfortably with her head propped against the pillow and then do something I’ve never done before. Reaching back, I drape the comforter over us, creating a more intimate atmosphere.

Her body melts into the mattress and her arms circle my neck. There’s so much... relief in her eyes. So much trust it’s blinding. Her legs fall apart when I reach between us, gripping the base of my shaft and guiding it to her entrance. My arms box her in and I take her lips as my hips push slowly forward, thrusting me inside one inch at a time.

“Oh God,” she mewls.

The angle takes me deeper than when she rode me, but it’s still not enough. I want her ecstatic, writhing in pleasure, and I want her to come. Hooking one hand under her knee, I drape it over my back and sink as far as I can go.

The angle changes again, letting me hit her G spot. She trembles when it happens.

“Right there,” I whisper, my lips hovering over hers. “Do you feel that?”

She nods, clinging to me harder, her limbs quivering when I target that spot, sliding in and out at a lazy pace.

This is as far from fucking as it gets and that’s exactly what she needs. She needs to feel cherished and cared for. She needs to feel she’s more than a sex toy. Had I known she’d come to me tonight, I’d have lit some candles and put on some music.

Cheesy as fuck, but who cares? As long as it helps her cage the demons, it’s worth it.

I dip my head, kissing the crook of her neck, our bodies misting with sweat. It’s so fucking hot under the covers, but I can tell it makes her feel safe. She clings to me, touches everywhere she can reach, and moves with me, her hips bucking to meet every unhurried thrust.

The orgasm builds at the base of my spine in sync with hers. I can feel how close she is, but she’s fighting it. Every time I think she’s about to fall apart, she grits her teeth and pushes the pleasure down until her walls stop spasming around me.

I thought she was making the moment last, but now, panic flickers in her eyes and I halt, rising on both elbows, still buried deep inside her but rigid as a statue.

“What’s wrong?” I brush her hair away from her face. “Why are you fighting it?”

She bites her bottom lip, eyes darting away from mine. “I don’t know, I can’t explain it. I don’t mind you on top, I don’t mind that you’re in control, but this just feels like giving up too much.”

Fuck. Of course.

She’s feeling vulnerable.

Giving in to pleasure relinquishes every ounce of control. I wonder if her orgasms have been used against her. If she fought against coming but some torturous fucker wouldn’t stop until she fell over that edge, taking away her free will.

I rack my brain for a moment, unsure how to get through this. I want her to trust me enough that she lets go in my arms but...

“Baby steps,” I say. “Do you think you can get yourself off while I’m watching?”

Her eyes spring open, wide and guarded. “No, it’s okay, I’ll... I’ll try to let it happen this time.”

I smirk, kissing the tip of her nose. “I don’t want you to fight your instincts. You need some semblance of control, Violet. If I make you come you’re submitting entirely and you’re not ready for that.”

I slip out of her pussy, leaning back on my calves. The comforter pools behind my back, exposing Violet’s glistening body. An involuntary groan fills the room, the visual of her clammy skin, pink everywhere we’ve touched, will forever remain at the forefront of my mind.

I grip the base of my cock, pumping slowly. “Touch yourself. Show me how fucking gorgeous you are when you come for me.”

She hesitates a moment, eyes dropping from my face to my fingers stroking my shaft in a lazy tempo. Precum beads at the tip and, by the look of Violet, it sends her spiraling.

Releasing all air from her lungs, she ghosts her fingers down her flat stomach until they brush against her clit. That tiny contact sends a shiver through her and she visibly trembles, her eyes hooding over. She doesn’t look away from my hand tightly wrapped around my dick and she seems to match my rhythm, moving her fingers in small, slow circles.

Despite wanting to stay in control, she unconsciously demands that I lead. And I do, upping the tempo of my strokes, my breaths turning ragged, almost growled when she follows, playing her clit faster.

She palms her breast, sinks her teeth in her bottom lip and arches softly off the bed, hurtling toward her orgasm.

“That’s it, baby, don’t stop,” I grunt, jerking faster to encourage her fingers to do the same.

With every passing second her moans grow louder, more breathless, her palm kneading her breast grips so hard her fingernails turn white.

“There, right there.” I twist my hand at the tip, so close to blowing my load it’s not even funny.

My thigh muscles are on fire, orgasm so close it’s a struggle to keep it in check. No way I’ll come before she does. I want to see it. I want to stare as she comes apart.

“Oh God,” she mewls, pinching her nipple. “Fuck I—” She chokes on the words and her eyes fly to meet mine. “In,” she pants, shaking softly from the effort it’s taking to keep herself poised on the edge. “I want you inside.”

I fall forward, bracing on one elbow to not crush her into the mattress, and sink into her in one smooth push that scoops her up the bed.

Her fingers are still playing her clit, moans growing erratic. It takes five, maybe eight, fast, thorough thrusts before she gasps, stills, then shakes when the orgasm washes over her like some biblical fucking flood.

Her eyes roll back into her head, arms grip my neck to yank me down, and her pussy spasms around my shaft, pulling me over the edge right along with her.

“Beautiful,” I grunt, the movement of my hips erratic as I empty inside her. “You’re so fucking beautiful, baby. Show me those pretty eyes.”

Her nails sink into my shoulder blades, the orgasm so potent she’s out of breath. She forces her eyes open and, if it were possible, I’d come again just seeing the bliss, the awe, the calmness in her violet irises.

Diving lower, I catch her lips, drinking the last of her moans, my hips slowing until I come to a halt deep inside, not yet ready to leave.

Violet lets out a strangled sigh, her hands tangling in my hair when I shift to pepper her neck with small kisses. She toys with the dark strands, tugging and twirling them between her fingers in the most affectionate way.

“Thank you,” she whispers when I come back for her lips. “I needed this... I needed you.”

I stamp one last kiss on her head before pulling out to lay beside her. “I’m here whenever you want me.”

She turns to face me, then climbs over me, her chest nuzzling into the crook of my neck, and she inhales a deep, content breath. “Hold me for a while?”

How about forever?
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Violet

Broadway wakes me, running the tips of his fingers down my spine, his lips glued to the crown of my head. I’m cocooned in the sheets, my cheek on his chest, one hand draped over his hard abs, one leg flung over his abdomen. There’s not a soft inch on this man’s body. Not even the huge, thick, hard cock I can feel under my thigh.

A wave of heat slams into me when last night replays on the back of my eyelids. The way he kissed me, worshipped my skin, the way he stared right into my eyes, examining my reactions. The feel of him under me, on me, inside me... the affection and care.

“Breathe, baby,” he whispers in my hair. “You’re okay.”

I slowly exhale the air I’ve trapped in my lungs, melting into his touch. “Morning.”

“Morning. How are you doing?”

“I’m fine but, I swear to God, if you don’t stop acting like I’ll have a panic attack any moment, I’ll punch you.”

He chuckles, moving his hand lower to caress the swell of my hip. “Careful, Violet. You have no idea how much that smart mouth and bratty attitude turn me on.”

“Why don’t you show me?”

He fills his hand with my ass cheek, squeezing lightly, and in two moves, he flips us over, hovering over me. There’s a spark in his eyes. Greedy desire. The same thing I saw last night when he fought to leave me in control.

I thought I’d love to lead. I thought I’d love the freedom being on top offers. His hands were on me, but I could jump away easily. I dictated the pace, controlled the rhythm, but it wasn’t half as satisfying as letting Broadway take the reins.

He proved time and time again that I can trust him. That my comfort is his priority.

All thanks to the man whose big hands roam the side of my body. His dark eyes feast on my face, the lust in them unmistakable, just like the caution.

I have a love and hate relationship with Broadway’s approach. It helps keep me calm, but I hate that he has to adjust his whole personality because he’s afraid of scaring me.

He shouldn’t have to make these sacrifices. It’s not fair. He shouldn’t fight his instincts and adjust his life to accommodate me. In the grand scheme of things, I’m no one. Unimportant. A blip on the radar.

And yet something about me fascinates him.

It won’t last, but while he’s staring at me like he wants to keep me, I can indulge the moment, allowing myself a bit of unrestrained, real happiness.

I wrap my arms around his neck, but he doesn’t budge, bracing on his elbows. His shoulders square back while his eyes trace a path from the tip of my nose, down my neck, over my breasts, across my stomach, then lower...

“What are you thinking about?” I ask.

“I’m wondering if your pussy tastes as sweet as your mouth.” He moves his elbows closer, flush with my arms. “You think I can check?”

I’ve never considered myself a shy girl, but Broadway reduces me to a blushing mess daily. There’s something about the tone of his low, gravelly voice, its raspy note, the way his lips curve around the words... add those penetrating dark eyes to the mix and it’s enough to set my cheeks on fire. Not to mention he is, hands down, the most attractive male specimen I’ve ever laid eyes on.

The veins snaking up his inked arms, the muscles shifting with every move—those traps bulging round his spine and shoulders being my favorite—sharp jaw, long lashes, bushy brows...

I could go on for hours, listing every detail about him that’s perfect and I’d still find something else to gush about.

“I... um, I need a shower first.”

“You showered last night,” he reminds me, running the pad of his thumb over my lips.

I did shower last night. The cue being last night. I’m not perfectly fresh anymore.

We laid curled up together for a while, calming our breathing and talking. I gave him the names of the remaining five men he’s so desperate to kill, wondering if this makes me an accomplice who’ll burn alongside him in hell.

It probably does...

It’ll be worth it and at least we’ll be together.

Once the feeling returned to my weak legs, I locked myself in the bathroom and washed his scent off me before coming back and basking in it again.

That was nine hours ago, according to the tablet by the door, and we slept tangled in each other all night.

“I don’t want a mouthful of soap,” he whispers, dipping his head to stamp a kiss on my forehead. “I want to taste you. We can shower after you’ve come on my tongue.” His lips hover over mine while his left hand moves to ghost the soft skin around my breast. “Say yes, baby.”

“Yes.” A thousand times yes.

Not one of the men who bought me dove between my legs. They were all more interested in shoving their dicks down my throat than using their tongues on me.

Broadway smiles the most predatory, panty-melting smile I’ve seen on him yet. He stamps a kiss on the tip of my nose, then takes my mouth in a deep, erotic kiss, his hand skimming over my damp underwear.

“Something tells me I’m about to get addicted,” he says, moving to the foot of the bed.

Hooking his thumbs over the elastic, he drags my panties down, his pupils dilating as he zeroes in on my pussy. I’ve never been shy, and whatever little embarrassment I felt since my first time three years ago, it’s been fucked right out of me over the past six months.

Pleasant heat swells in my abdomen, the most empowering feeling sweeping me from head to toe when I see how much he enjoys the view. How much it turns him on.

“So fucking perfect,” he grits out, bending my knees and pushing them up to my chest. “Hold like this, baby.”

A gentle shudder passes through me, the anticipation stoking the furnace inside me further. Broadway takes a knee on the floor, drags me to the edge, and fills his hands with my hips, the heat of his breath fanning my clit.

“Ready?” he asks, giving me one last chance to change my mind.

I love that about him.

I love that he asks and cues me in about his next move, eliminating the element of surprise and the fear that comes with it.

“Ready,” I reply, my spine rigid, one arm circling my knees to hold them to my chest, the other fisting the sheets.

Broadway dips his head lower, inhales deeply and every nerve ending in my body lights up when he drags the flat of his tongue bottom to top. A low groan vibrates against my clit, pure delight in that sound.

“Addicted,” he says, lifting his head enough to meet my eyes. “I’ll be here a lot, Violet.”

A reply dissolves on my tongue, morphing into a gasp when Broadway licks me again. The tip of his tongue thrusts into my pussy, the sensation so divine it makes my knees wobble. He does it again, and again, fucking me with his tongue for a few delirious moments before he latches onto my clit.

And oh my God... he knows exactly what he’s doing.

“That feels so good,” I mewl, tangling my fingers in his hair to push him down further. “Please don’t stop.”

He doesn’t say anything, but the tip of his tongue toys with my clit faster. Moans and gasps fill the room. It doesn’t take long before my hips start working and I’m pushing myself further into his mouth, looking for just a little more friction that will set me off.

I’ve never experienced an orgasm as potent as the one I had last night. Having Broadway close, his dark eyes shining with awe, with pure emotion, eradicated any inhibitions I had and for the first time in what feels like forever, I didn’t fight the release. I didn’t suppress. I wanted it. I wanted to feel good in Broadway’s arms.

“I need...” I tug his hair harder, my hips circling. “Just a little... God, Broadway, I need—”

“More,” he growls. “I know, baby.” His right hand leaves my hip and moves between my legs, one finger stroking my pussy. “You’re so wet, Violet.” He pushes one finger inside me. That alone has my blood singing in my ears but then he strokes my G spot and my back arches from the bed. “That’s it, that’s it. So fucking close, aren’t you? Work with me.”

His hot tongue flicks the sensitive button, his finger curls into my G spot, my body’s glistening with sweat, and every thought falls away. All I can focus on is Broadway. His touch, his grunts, the pleasure he’s offering.

Dark spots dance before my eyes a second before the release hits. I come with a gasp, my thighs cramping, legs shaking. The bedroom fills with my moans, and Broadway’s loaded words.

“You have no idea how gorgeous you are when you orgasm, baby. How good you taste.” He eases his finger out of me, and uses his thumb to gently circle my clit, prolonging the aftershocks rocking through me. “Can I have one more on my tongue before you come on my cock in the shower?”

A dreamy smile spreads across my lips. “Since you asked so nicely.”
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 Violet

Working at Scarlett isn’t glamorous. The dim lights, the pounding music, the endless stream of drinks—it’s just a means to an end.

I’ve been thinking lately I should find my sister. She may have tricked me into coming to America and, while it backfired in the worst possible way, she meant well... and who knows what nightmare she’s living through?

One sin shouldn’t define her whole life. A ticket to San Francisco isn’t that expensive, but I’ll need money to keep myself afloat while I’m looking for her, and the tips at the VIP bar here are amazing. After only a few weeks I’ve saved almost five hundred dollars. At this rate, I’ll have enough for the trip within two months.

I’m sure Broadway would help if I asked, but he’s already done so much it feels like a crime to demand more. I can do this myself. I need to do this myself if I want to feel like I’ve accomplished something meaningful.

“Violet,” Broadway summons my attention from his usual spot at the bar, the crystal glass before him empty.

“Another one?”

“No, baby. I need to head into the office for a while. I’ll watch you on the screens.”

Since he admitted he wants me, he’s not stopped calling me baby. A smile breaks out across my face every time, which, I think, is why he says it more and more often.

At first, he kept the endearments private, but since sex entered our lives a couple of weeks ago, they’ve gone public.

“I’ll be fine. I don’t need a babysitter.”

“Well too bad, girl,” Hailey’s voice booms behind Broadway before she peeks over his shoulder. “You’re getting one anyway.” She gestures to herself, grinning. “Me. We’re having drinks as soon as you’re done working.”

Broadway tenses, his jaw clamping, eyes narrowing as he levels Hailey with a pointed stare. “I won’t be gone that long.”

“Then you’ll wait until we’re done gossiping.”

I wipe down the bar, ears perked.

“Does Carter know you’re here?” Broadway replies.

She rolls her eyes, waving a dismissive hand. “What do you think?” She pats his shoulder, shooing him away. “He’d find out whether I told him or not. But I did. Now go. We’ll be here when you’re done.”

“Fine, but stay in the booth. No dancing.”

“He’s got a real protective streak, hasn’t he?” Hailey chuckles. “Kind of reminds me of someone.”

“Don’t compare me to your man,” Broadway grumbles. “He lost half his brain cells since you came along.”

“And I guess you already told him that,” she chuckles when Broadway ruffles her hair.

“Not once and not twice. Behave, alright? Keep my girl safe and relatively sober.”

A whole kaleidoscope of butterflies wildly flap their wings in my stomach. I got used to baby, but my girl... that hits harder. Thin hairs stand to attention all over my arms and I’m biting my lips to keep a huge grin at bay.

He notices. Of course he does. He rarely takes his eyes off me long enough to miss a single expression.

“I can only promise that first part,” Hailey muses, sending him a full-wattage smile, then flaps her arms to make him leave.

He steals one more glance my way and leaves us alone, marching toward Carter’s office, the door hidden out of view.

“Wow... I have so many questions.”

“I doubt I have the answers.” I reach for a bottle of our finest white, waving it in Hailey’s face. “Is this okay, or do you want something else?”

“It’s fine. How long before you’re done?”

“Twenty minutes.”

“You know I’m getting you drunk, right? Broadway can hold your hair while you puke your guts out. You need a reset, Violet, and we need a good catch-up session.”

I chuckle at the visual of a big guy like Broadway holding my hair while I hug the toilet, mumbling random nonsense.

I bet I’d make a right fool of myself...

Alcohol would untangle my tongue and I’d end up spilling every thought I’ve ever had about him. I’d probably tell him how handsome he is. How safe I feel when he’s close, how much I love his scent, how many times I daydreamed about his lips after our first kiss. How much I daydream about his cock since we added sex into our relationship...

A sudden chill slithers down my spine and every hair on the back of my neck stands to attention. My hands grow slick with sweat even before I notice the incoming threat.

The bottle of white slips from my grasp, thudding against the floor. Thankfully, it doesn’t shatter, rolling away to stop against the bar.

“Violet,” Hailey prompts, resting both elbows on the counter, her brows meeting in the middle. “Are you okay?”

I’m too stunned to speak, cemented in place, eyes locked on two of Blaze Noretto’s favorite goons making their way toward me across the VIP area.

Norbert and Benjamin.

These two took the place of Blaze’s private bodyguards who were killed the night Carter rescued Hailey.

There’s nobody Noretto trusts more.

There’s less than thirty feet between us.

Every step they take thuds inside my head. The physical sound is swallowed by the music, but my imagination compensates, my focus narrowed to them and them only. They’re all I see, all I hear. They’re the reason bile rises to my throat and my knees almost fold.

My heartrate soars, mind filling with the countless times those two looked at me like I was candy on a stick. The howls and whistles they initiated whenever another limo pulled up to take me away. The vile comments about what they’d have done to me if the boss hadn’t scrapped the ballroom antics.

And those memories pull others to the surface... hours spent crying after a day out. Hours tolerating the men Blaze sold me to. Hours of fear, pain, humiliation, and hopelessness.

Norbert stops by the bar first. He looks me up and down, a smirk curling his lip. The strobe lights slicing time like an onion bounce off his handsome face.

“Look who we have here,” he drawls, his elbow landing on the counter. “Long time no see, Viera. You look good.”

He leans closer, prompting me to take a sharp step back and collide with the shelves behind me.

The bottles rattle, summoning Arthur’s eyes.

He looks from me to Norbert and back. I must look positively mortified because, in the next breath, Arthur swoops in, shielding me with his body.

“What can I get you?” he asks, flinging a towel over his shoulder, both hands gripping the wooden counter.

“I want Viera to serve us,” Norbert denotes, frowning when Benjamin elbows him under his ribs. “What?”

His eyes are glued to Hailey, a greedy glint shining in them. Norbert turns toward her, his chest expanding as he inhales.

“Well, I’ll be damned. If it isn’t the one who got away,” he muses, taking a step away from her. “How are you doing, sweetheart? Remember us?”

“Can’t say I do,” she shoots back, nonchalantly lifting her chin.

But her eyes, the glint of fear in those pretty blues, tells me she’s lying. And the way she rakes her gaze over the VIP area for Apollo only confirms the theory.

“Violet’s still learning,” Arthur says, drawing their attention from Hailey. “I’ll serve you.”

“Violet?” Benjamin chuckles. “Changed your name, did you? It’d suit you better if you dyed your hair again.”

Norbert huffs out a humorless laugh, zeroing in on Arthur. “Listen, man, we’re not here to cause any trouble. I don’t care if Violet fucks up our drinks as long as she pours them.” He angles his body to the left, stealing a glance at me around Arthur. “Come on, dolly, don’t act so skittish. I never touched you, did I?” he chuckles. “Two whiskeys. Please.”

Arthur moves first, but I grab his wrist, knowing damn well Norbert won’t let this slide.

“Two whiskeys,” I echo their order. “Coming right up.”

I take a deep breath that does little to calm my nerves and get to work, busying my shaking hands.

“Looks like Willard takes better care of his girls than Blaze does,” Benjamin chirps. “You look damn good, Viera.”

His gaze roves my body in the most inappropriate way, lingering on my cleavage even though not an inch of skin is exposed. He leans forward to ogle my ass. The back of my neck prickles, my heart thudding faster as the lingering fear claws its way to the surface.

“Yeah, you weren’t much fun to look at after Vincent brought you back that time,” Norbert drawls, the cocky smirk on his face making me nauseous. “Remember?”

I spill some of the whiskey, a lump forming in my throat. Of course I fucking remember. That night haunts my dreams to this day.

I turn away, pushing a few deep breaths down my nose. They’re not the first obnoxious men I’ve come across while working here. I can handle it.

“Such a fine ass,” Benjamin mutters.

My spine goes rigid, shoulders winding up to my ears. I close my eyes, squeezing the life out of the whiskey bottle to stop my hands trembling.

They won’t hurt me.

They will.

No, they won’t. Broadway won’t let them hurt me.

Broadway’s not here. He left! He doesn’t care!

He’s here. He cares. Norbert and Benjamin are just trying to get a reaction. They won’t touch me.

I rationalize just like Tom told me to. I tell myself the nightmare I lived through won’t happen again. That the panic rising in my chest is unjustified, that I’m safe.

I’m in Carter’s club.

There’s security here.

The bouncers won’t let them hurt me.

It’s not like Benjamin can jump over the counter, grab my hair and drag me out. Someone will react. Broadway will kill them both and the security will drag their dead bodies out.

Broadway’s in the back office just behind the wall, watching me on the live feed and so are Carter, Koby, Ryder, and Apollo.

There are cameras everywhere.

I’m not alone, locked in a room, the key deep in the pocket of a man who bought me with the sole intention of raping me until I pass out.

I keep reciting all the reasons I’m safe, reasons why Norbert and Benjamin muttering obscenities shouldn’t scare me. Simultaneously, I breathe deeply, steadying my hands. I pour their drinks then turn on my heel, plastering a polite smile onto my face.

“Two whiskeys,” I announce, sliding the crystal glasses along the counter...

...and Norbert grabs my wrist. His fingers lock around it tightly, sending panic surging through me in an instant.

One second, I’m talking myself down from an anxiety attack and the next my heart’s in my throat, eyes wide, legs weak, voice gone.

He pulls me closer, my ribs colliding with the edge of the counter. Every instinct inside me screams to run, but my legs are useless and my mind’s pinwheeling.

“You know, it’s careless of Willard to leave his girls alone,” he says, leaning over the counter.

“Let me go,” I say, louder than intended. “Let go.”

“Oh, relax,” he chuckles, waving a dismissive hand, his face an inch from mine, the whiskey on his breath making me nauseous. “What time do you finish here? How about we buy you a drink and catch up on old times?”

Adrenaline floods my system when his nose brushes mine. My stomach lurches, and I tug my hand back, using all the strength I have. I free my wrist, stumbling back into the liquor shelves. My heart’s pounding in my ears, and my vision swims with tears I refuse to shed.
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 Broadway

My elbows rest on my knees, the glass of Bourbon in my hand dangling between my legs. I’m watching Violet on the monitors. I’ve been in here thirty seconds tops and I’m already itching to get back to her.

Especially when, a breath later, Violet laughs. She looks so... carefree, so fucking beautiful, and for some reason it drives me crazy. I don’t know why, but it does.

Fine. I know why. It’s because I’m fucking jealous that Hailey’s managed to make her laugh when I can’t hear it. I can count on the fingers of one hand how many times I’ve seen her smile, and I’ve never seen her laugh. Never heard the sound.

Koby nudges my shoulder, jutting his chin out at Carter so I’ll pay attention to whatever he’s saying. I am listening, but I’m also stealing glances at Violet’s dreamy face.

“Let’s get Broadway’s request out of the way first,” Carter says, reclaiming my interest. “Ryder?”

My head swings toward the man in question, peering at me over the screen of his laptop, two creases marking his forehead. “I tracked another guy for you,” he announces. “Now I have the names it won’t take long to find the rest.”

“Good. Send me the details,” I say, the bloodthirsty beast living rent free inside me lifting its head. “Who’ve you got?”

“Not the guy you want most,” he says. “Since the shoot-out at Blaze’s, he’s been keeping a low profile. No one’s seen him.”

Predictable. Blaze has a bounty on the fucker’s head which complicates things for me just a little. I won’t be pleased if Blaze’s bloodhounds get to Vincent before I do. He’s mine to punish. Mine to disembowel.

It won’t be slow.

It won’t be merciful.

I won’t shoot Vincent.

No, I’ll bask in his death, screams, pleas, and fear. I’ll make him beg and cry.

“Which leads us to the main problem,” Carter says, summoning my attention with one simple sentence. “There’s word on the street Blaze is planning a move. I don’t have many details, but given his men have been casing this place for weeks, and after what Ryder’s told me about Sebastian, I think Violet might be at risk.”

My eyes immediately swing back toward the monitors and my blood freezes in my veins. We’re here, talking about Blaze planning to snatch Violet, and behind the wall, right at our VIP bar, two of his goons are laughing while my girl looks like she’s seen a ghost.

“Fuck,” I snap, bolting upright.

Carter catches on first, a litany of curses falling from his lips as he rushes after me. I’m out the door and not far off running toward the bar, adrenaline pumping in my veins, heart beating so hard it’s painful.

I find Violet’s eyes as soon as she’s in sight. The relief flooding her system is so potent her shoulders slump.

Norbert and Benjamin must notice her reaction because they turn and their spines straighten on cue.

Acting respectful won’t save them now.

Carter levels his step with mine, his attention fully on Hailey, his constant aura of danger twice as strong. He moves to her side with lethal calm, his hand possessively wrapping around her waist, body positioned to shield her.

His eerie calm isn’t contagious.

Without breaking stride, I move straight for Benjamin, my fury boiling over as I close the distance between us.

“Relax, man, we mean no—”

My fist knocks the words from his jaw with a satisfying crunch, sending him stumbling back.

“What the hell is wrong with you?! We’re just talking,” Norbert yells, grabbing my forearm.

He lets go immediately when Carter jumps into action, sending the guy folding to the floor with one right hook.

He grabs him by the collar and slams him against the wall on the left, eyes blazing. “Whatever you’re doing here, you’re done,” he grits out, his tone leaving no room for argument.

Benjamin charges at me, blood seeping from his split lip. Another blast stops him in place.

“Tell Noretto to grow a pair and show his face instead of sending his girl scouts. If I see you anywhere near our women again, you’ll end up in a body bag.” Another punch lands, followed by a third. “Am I making myself clear?”

“Blaze won’t be happy about this,” Norbert stutters in Carter’s face. “We meant no harm.”

“I don’t give a shit.” Carter looks over his shoulder to find Koby and Ryder watching with amusement. “Get them out of here.”

Bruised and bleeding, Norbert and Benjamin don’t need to be told twice. They follow Koby and Ryder toward the back exit, muttering curses under their breath. Carter takes Hailey straight to his office, and I round the bar where Violet’s sitting on the floor, arms locked around her head.

“Baby, look at me.” I crouch before her, my tone level, but the emotions gunning through me far from controllable.

Too close. It was too fucking close to Violet getting hurt.

She takes a deep breath, lowering her hands to meet my eyes, the fear in hers twisting my guts.

“They’re gone,” I add, flexing my fingers, I resist the urge to pull her into my arms, unsure where her head is and whether I’ll scare her more. “Are you okay?”

She shifts onto her knees and buries her face in my chest, inhaling deeply. “I’m sorry, I overreacted.”

“Don’t apologize.” I stamp a kiss on the top of her head and wrap my arms around her, relieved when she buries herself further into me. “I’m here, baby. I’m taking you home.”

“But my shift—”

“Is over,” I cut in. “You’re done for the evening. You can catch up with Hailey another day. Carter won’t let her out of his sight tonight. Come on.”

She doesn’t protest when I take her hand and help her to her feet. I don’t let go until she’s safely seated in my car.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” I ask, taking the wheel. “Did he hurt you?”

“No. I’m fine, just... embarrassed. I really tried not to panic. I was doing well, but then Norbert grabbed me and...” She trails off, inhaling a deep breath. “I thought I could handle it. I thought I was making progress.”

“You are. You don’t give yourself enough credit.”

She doesn’t respond, frustration painting her features as she presses her forehead against the cool glass.

“Let’s get you home.”

◆◆◆

As soon as we get back home, Violet submerges herself in a bubble bath and I head to my en suite for a shower.

Though not before triple-checking Violet’s okay. The face-to-face with Blaze’s men took its toll on her... and a much bigger toll on me.

Violet’s not a fragile, broken little girl. She’s stronger than I am and proves it over and over again. Even now, she’s proving just how fucking weak I am.

Defenseless against her, tormented by this near-miss. In pieces because two men who were never supposed to get anywhere near her again slipped by me.

I took my eyes off the screens in Carter’s office for the briefest of moments. They could’ve grabbed her and run...

That’s not something I’d survive. Losing her isn’t an option. I’m not sure when she became the reason for my existence, but it’s obvious there’s no me without her.

My bloodied shirt hits the floor and the rest of my clothes follow suit. Hot water drums on my back for ten minutes, relaxing my tense muscles and calming my erratic mind. I towel dry before making my way into the bedroom.

Violet’s there already, laying under the comforter, damp hair over one shoulder, head propped on one elbow, music seeping from the hidden speakers.

I know that look in her eyes. The fire burning there as she looks me up and down, her gaze lingering on my chest.

There’s something undeniably sensual about how much she loves my body. It’s not just the muscles I’ve earned by killing myself at the gym every day, it’s how safe she feels wrapped in my arms.

Slowly, she lifts the comforter, giving me an eyeful of her full breasts. She’s gained a bit of weight since moving in here and now her boobs fit perfectly into my hand.

I climb onto the bed and grab her arm, pulling her up until she kneels, our lips dancing in an eager, erotic kiss.

Grasping her thighs, I flip her over and she lands on her back with a soft bounce. My cock’s already hard, her pussy glistening, slick and ready.

A soft smile spreads her lips when I loom over her, one hand on her waist, the other lining my cock up with her entrance.

I’m desperate to feel her clench around me, to see her parted lips, hooded eyes and that bliss she only ever shows when we’re close.

I grip her wrists, moving her hands far over her head as I push in, the adrenaline from the near-miss tonight fueling my desire. I need her more than I need my next breath.

I need to feel her, smell her, taste her, just to make sure she’s here, real, safe, and mine.

Emotions writhe inside me as I push into her, eyes on hers, drunk on that little moan leaving her lips, fucking addicted to the way her body melts when I’m deep inside it.

I pull back and push in, leaning over to claim her lips, the peaks of her nipples brushing my chest. She struggles against my hold for a moment, but she’s still mellow, still moaning, doing her utmost to arch her back and cling to me.

She doesn’t protest, doesn’t tell me to stop, so I don’t, working myself into her at a growing pace.

Fear and anger swell in my chest.

Fear of losing her.

Anger at myself for letting her out of my sight, for agreeing to her working at Scarlett, for trusting the moron behind the bar to keep her safe.

“Broadway,” she moans, wrapping her legs around my waist and using it as leverage to pull me deeper inside.

I understand her command. The muscles on my back flex and my chest glistens with a mist of sweat. She’s panting, writhing beneath me, so close to orgasm I can fucking taste it in the air.

“Mine,” I mutter, brushing my mouth against the crook of her neck. “Mine, mine, mine...” It’s a prayer, a fucking promise, a claim all in one. The word keeps coming, pushing through my lips with every thrust. I can’t control that possessive beast clawing at me from every which way.

I dip my head lower, taking her nipple between my teeth, barely grazing the skin before my tongue is there, soothing. Violet sighs, eyes closed, and then she stills when I suck her into my mouth.

She lets out a breathless moan and she’s coming beneath me, her back arching off the bed, legs trembling around me, my pace never faltering. I keep rocking into her, desperate to keep her here, to keep her under me, falling apart in my arms for the rest of our lives.

“I’m never letting you go,” I chant, nipping the skin in the crook of her shoulder. “Look at me, baby.”

She opens those unbelievable eyes, the purple so prominent, while the remnants of her orgasm spasm her muscles.

Wrapping one arm underneath her, I lean back, taking her with me. She immediately wraps her arms over my neck, her thighs falling to line up with mine. She starts moving, rising and falling, while my hands roam the swell of her ass, our lips dancing together.

I lift her a little, working myself into her with even thrusts, my hips rocking up, the frenzy burning my veins taking over, her breathless sighs and moans spurring me on.

She’s delirious, her lips tracing patterns on my shoulder and neck before her forehead drops to mine again, a look of pure unrestrained ecstasy painting her face.

I can’t get close enough to her. Can’t get deep enough. It’s never enough. Even when we’re chest to chest, when my tongue plunders her mouth and my cock hits that sensitive spot deep inside. Even when her arms are clasped around my neck and mine hold her pinned against me it’s not enough.

I’m aware it’s not healthy, this need to smother her, touch her all the livelong day, but there’s jack shit I can do about it. I tried to stay away, to give her space, but that’s not what she wants, so fuck it.

She can handle me.

I grip her nape, pull her mouth to mine, and the pace of my thrusts becomes frantic.

The muscles in my thighs are screaming, sweat trickles down the length of my spine, heat engulfs us both, the smell of sex thick in the air.

The orgasm builds, blurring my vision, and Violet’s close too, her nails digging into my skin, leaving long angry lines and half-moon marks.

“There,” I grit out. “Right there, baby, don’t stop. Come for me, Violet.”

She does. With a small yelp, she rises and falls on top of me faster as the orgasm electrifies her nerve endings. She spasms around my shaft and pulls me over the edge right along with her.

Every next thrust is harder, less rhythmical, and more frenzied. I empty inside her, completely unfazed, we just went the distance without protection. Again.

We only used a condom first time around. I haven’t reached for one again, and Violet didn’t ask. She didn’t bat an eye first time I came inside her.

If anything, she clung to me that much harder.

Now, she slumps against me, her head dipping into the crook of my neck, hot breath coming out in little, exhausted puffs. “That was...” She exhales loudly, spent, boneless. “God, that was good.”

That it was, but I’m not done.

I’m still hard inside her, still greedy, still not sated.

This has never happened before. The moment I come, I’m done, but my body didn’t get the memo today. I flip her over and straddle her thighs.

“I’m not done yet,” I rasp, spreading her ass cheeks to watch my cum drip out of her pussy.

“No?” She looks at me over her shoulder. “I thought—”

“I did but I’m not done,” I cut in, pressing my cock against her entrance. “Can I have you like this?”

As soon as she nods, I slam in as deep as I can go with one hard thrust. Her head lolls back onto the pillow, fingers gripping the sheets. I lean over her, pumping in and out, fucking into her as if she’s my lifeline.

“Fuck, Violet... I could do this forever.”

She mewls a string of incoherent words then pushes her ass up a bit more, giving me better access while my hips rock back and forth, every move that of a desperate man. I bury my cock inside her as if her pussy can save me, offer salvation, and absolve my sins. As if this right now is the only thing that can save my soul from the devil.

I lean over her, kissing along her shoulders, her neck, the side of her face, and when my lips brush her temple, the orgasm rips through me, another load filling her up.

I push in again, then again, and once more with a low growl. I can barely fucking move I’m so exhausted.

Rolling off her, my chest heaving, I drape one hand over her back, running my fingers along her spine. She rises on one elbow, glancing at my cock that’s finally calming down toward half-mast.

Her lips touch mine, a soft, gentle, lazy peck, and she sighs, content. “Better?” she asks, nuzzling my nose with hers.

“Yeah, better.”

Because you’re here and no one can touch you.

Because I know who I need to kill next to keep you perfectly safe.

Because, with a bit of luck, I just fucked a baby into you, and you’ll stay with me.

She beams, falling back onto the pillow, unaware of the sick thoughts poisoning my head. Killing wouldn’t scare her. She’s seen me snap a man’s neck with my bare hands. She knows I’m on a quest for vengeance, murdering every man who hurt her.

No, killing doesn’t scare her, but that other thought... the lengths I’m willing to go to, the lines I’ll happily cross to keep her?

Yeah, that probably would scare her.

It scares me...


37 

 Broadway

Sundays are usually downtime days, but not this one. Bright and early, Carter sent Koby and me to retrieve a load of cash from a local dealer running late with payments.

The asshole had the audacity to draw his gun. Under normal circumstances, he’d be dead, but given he was evidently high, Carter ordered a take it easy on him approach.

My mounting frustration took that as just don’t fucking kill him... so I didn’t. Instead, Koby and I hung him by his ankles, then used him as a boxing bag and watched him vomit blood all over his bedroom carpet.

He’ll crawl on his knees to Carter by dawn, begging for forgiveness and a second—read: third—chance.

My ringtone fills the confined space of my car and a few choice words spill from my lips. I just grabbed takeout.

Violet and I planned to spend the afternoon on the couch, watching movies and fucking in between, but it looks like that won’t be happening.

My boss is on the line.

I updated him about the dealer while I waited for the food, so he’s not calling about that.

I shove my thumb into the button on the steering wheel.

“Get to the office right now,” booms from the speakers.

“What’s wrong?”

“Everything,” he snaps, then disconnects the call.

Last time I heard him so thrown off his axis was when he called to say Hailey had disappeared from Lakeside. Clearly, whatever’s happening now is equally distressing for my boss.

My neck stiffens, my body combat-ready in a flash. If something happened to Hailey, Carter will lose his goddamn mind. Any thoughts of taking the food home before heading to Scarlett are tossed aside. I make a sharp U-turn, burning rubber toward the city center.

I dial Violet’s number, hoping she’s charged her phone. She doesn’t carry it with her and often forgets it exists.

The ringing tells me she has plugged it in recently. I turn right, heading down the main street, when her soft voice fills the car.

“Hey, where are you?”

“Change of plans, baby. Carter wants me in Scarlett. I don’t know why so I can’t say when I’ll be home.”

“Oh... okay.” Her disappointed tone is like a seven-inch blade through my throat.

I promised her a lazy day, romcoms, takeout, and sex. Instead, she’ll spend another day alone, locked in my apartment.

“I’m sorry, baby,” I say, putting my foot down to get this—whatever it is Carter wants—over with quickly. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“I know. Don’t worry about me. I’ll catch up on some reading, maybe make something to eat from the leftovers.”

“Call me if you need me.”

She chuckles softly, says bye and disconnects the call, well aware there’s no way I’ll do it first.

The underground parking lot is empty, save for Carter’s Pontiac and an old Toyota I don’t recognize. None of our men drive Toyotas and, frankly, no self-respecting mafioso would drive a piece of shit like this.

No boss would allow one of his soldiers to be seen in a rusty death-trap like this. They paint you how they see you.

I slam the door shut harder than necessary and immediately wince. Taking my frustration out on my car is not the way to go. Lighting a cigarette, I wait for the elevator, then fill the enclosed air with gray clouds before storming across the empty club into Carter’s office.

And I pause in the doorway.

None other than Charles Vaughn, Hailey’s father, sits next to the couch in his wheelchair. His presence here is as surprising as the Band Aid covering his nose and the dark bruises under his eyes. He’s smoking the most expensive cigar Carter has in his collection and downing a glass of my favorite Bourbon.

Not the treatment my boss usually extends to his soon-to-be father-in-law. He despises the man and only tolerates his existence for Hailey’s sake.

“What’s he doing here?” I ask, looking to Carter.

We’ve been working together long enough that one glance tells me everything.

We’re in trouble.

Big trouble.

The furrow between his brow, the intensity of his gaze, his tense posture... it tells a story I don’t want to hear.

“Sit down,” he denotes, his tone icy, a clear warning hiding behind it. A warning aimed at me.

It loosely translates to don’t make things worse.

Grinding my teeth, I settle into the wingback chair opposite the ex-cop, my elbows landing on my knees, the cigarette between my lips close to expiring.

“Vaughn came with a warning,” Carter starts, gesturing for the man to start talking. “Tell him what you told me.”

He straightens in his seat, clearly uncomfortable with Carter’s icy tone.

“For a while now, I’ve been keeping an eye on Noretto,” he starts, eyes jumping between me and Carter. “I still have my old network of informants, so gathering information wasn’t difficult.”

Technically, he’s no longer a cop. He retired, but he’s been in this game his whole life, strategically taking down one boss after another.

What he orchestrated last year proves how critically he thinks.

Even if that endeavor came with a shitload of mistakes, his long list of previous successes backs up his skills. And that comes with an even longer list of contacts and probably owed favors.

But it doesn’t explain why he’s keeping tabs on Blaze.

My brows furrow as I glance at Carter. Why isn’t he fuming? He gave Vaughn an ultimatum last year: retire or never see your daughter again. This is clearly a digression, but Carter doesn’t seem to mind.

“What’s the point?” I ask. “You can’t arrest him.”

“That wasn’t my intention. I know a lot of people, Broadway. Some are friends, some owe me favors. Cops, informants... even criminals. When Blaze started sending his goons to scope out Scarlett, someone tipped me off and it triggered all my alarm bells.”

“He thought Blaze might be after Hailey again.” Carter fills in the blanks, probably sensing my mounting confusion and impatience.

“I made a lot of mistakes last year, but I never wanted my daughter to get hurt,” Vaughn admits in a solemn tone, his face visibly heating with shame. “When I realized Blaze was planning something, something that might involve Hailey, I used my contacts to track his moves.”

The fucking audacity of this guy is astonishing. Does he really think Carter needs his help keeping Hailey safe? After everything that went down, Vaughn’s the last person Carter trusts with his wife-to-be.

He has me, Koby, Ryder, and an army of soldiers ready to shield her with their own bodies.

“Carter’s perfectly capable of keeping Hailey safe without your input,” I clip, offended on my boss’s behalf.

“Yes, I know,” he sighs, rubbing the back of his neck. “But... Hailey mentioned she’s looking for a wedding venue. I thought maybe if I found something to help Carter shut Noretto down, I’d be allowed to walk my daughter down the aisle.”

“That was your reasoning?” Carter snaps, zeroing in on his father-in-law-to-be just as the door swings open, allowing Koby and Ryder to enter. “You’re a fucking disgrace, Vaughn. Keeping your daughter safe should be your priority, not buying your way into my good graces.”

“Fuck, boss!” Koby booms, alive with restless energy. “You’re getting married?!”

“Eventually, yes.” Carter’s gaze swings to Vaughn, the hatred between them crackling in the air. My boss has an undeniable advantage while everything Vaughn holds dear is safely in the palm of Carter’s hand.

“I do care about her safety, but, as Broadway pointed out, you’re much better at keeping her safe than I am.” Vaughn heaves out one breath, then another, and when he speaks again he’s much more timid. “She’s all I have, Carter. And I’m all the family she has left. Don’t rob her of my presence at her wedding. She wants me there.”

“I’m her family,” Carter snaps. “Broadway, Ryder, Koby, Violet. That’s Hailey’s family. You were just a sperm donor. She doesn’t trust you. Not one fucking bit. I don’t forbid her from coming to see you every week. I never would, but our wedding... that’s a different story. And so are your future grandchildren. She can visit you whenever she wants, but you will not see my kids unless I trust you.”

I damn near choke on a sip of Bourbon.

Kids? Well, fuck me. That’s the last thing I ever expected Carter would want. Hailey’s barely twenty-one, so I guess it’s still a far-off dream, but the fact he’s even considering kids is baffling. He never struck me as the type.

Then again, I never considered myself the type, and now every time I empty myself deep inside Violet I hope I’ve put a baby in her.

Vaughn grinds his teeth, clearly annoyed that he’s being treated like he’s worth less than the dirt on Carter’s shoes. I almost feel sorry for the guy.

Almost.

His sins are too big to elicit much empathy. Not when I saw what those sins did to Hailey, and what they did to Carter.

I bet the mere idea of his only daughter marrying a criminal is too much for him to swallow, but he knows better than to voice his objections. He’s scared Carter will persuade Hailey to stop visiting.

I shake my head to chase away the grim thoughts of the time Carter spent living like a shadow, searching for Hailey. He was a wreck until we pinpointed her location, lashing out at everything and everyone, hardly sleeping, and missing her like a drowning man misses air.

I didn’t understand it back then. Losing your wits like that over a girl was incomprehensible. Now I have Violet, the mere thought of losing her is unbearable.

“That’s what I’m trying to do,” Vaughn grits out, features pinched, sweat beading at his hairline. “I want your trust.”

“You started well,” Carter says. “Now tell Broadway why you’re here.”

Vaughn’s eyes swing back to me, and something in them spikes anxiety through my veins.

“What is it?” I ask, my spine rigid.

Koby takes the empty crystal glass from my hand to refill it while Ryder starts setting up his equipment.

“Blaze’s moves made no sense. I knew he was looking for an angle, but other than sending men to Scarlett he wasn’t doing anything. I was convinced he was after Hailey, but no one was tailing her, no one was stationed outside her college.”

He downs the last of his drink, rolling his wheelchair forward to set his glass on the coffee table.

“It wasn’t until this morning that I realized Noretto isn’t after Hailey.”

A cold sweat breaks out along my spine.

Violet.

I had a feeling Blaze was looking for an opportunity to steal my girl. Vaughn hasn’t confirmed it, but it’s clear that’s where he’s going. That’s why Carter’s insisted he tells me why he’s here and what he learned.

“He wants Violet,” I say aloud, my tone betraying how much this affects me. “He’s not getting her.”

Vaughn shakes his head, eyes lighting up with... pity. “He wants the evidence. And you’ve showed him a way to get it.”

A blast of scorching anger melts the anxiety freezing my insides. I’m a furnace now, my chest heaving as I bolt upright, towering above him. “What the fuck are you implying?”

“Nothing sinister,” he says, waving in surrender. “You simply made a mistake when you battered Norbert and Benjamin last night.”

He runs a heavy hand down his face before pinning me down with a pointed stare. “Noretto paid to bring Violet to America. As soon as he realized she’s as important to you as Hailey is to Carter, he set the wheels in motion. Octavius is this close to ending their business arrangement and Blaze needs Grey’s shipment channel. When you guys rescued Hailey, Octavius was furious. He doesn’t tolerate mistakes and letting you buy Violet was Blaze’s second. Now he has to fix them.”

Carter clears his throat, summoning my attention. By the intensity in his dark eyes, his tense posture, and the slight tilt of his head, I think he believes I’ll take what’s coming better if I hear it from him.

“Violet doesn’t have a visa, Broadway. No right to work or even remain in the USA. Blaze used Octavius’s ICE contacts to start an expedited deportation procedure.”
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My stomach sinks. The weight behind Carter’s words ignites a wave of nausea so potent my stomach cramps. I down half the Bourbon Koby shoved into my hand a minute ago before I turn to Ryder.

“Can you hack the system and get Violet a visa?”

“Government databases are almost impossible to crack without setting off alarms,” he says, fingers blurring over his keyboard. He doesn’t even look at me, just senses my questioning eyes drilling holes in his face. “I’m doing what I can, and Jackson’s working on it in Chicago, but it might take days before we find a way in.”

“Try weeks,” Vaughn pipes in. “You’d need a whole team to crack the system, Ryder, attacking from different angles and dismantling firewalls at different levels simultaneously.”

My stomach sinks further. There’s no way we have weeks. Not even days. Probably hours at best.

My hands shake and my stomach fills with a lead weight. “How long do we have?”

“Not long,” Vaughn says. “Blaze brings girls over from Europe all the time. He has people at ICE who push visas through for them. I’m only guessing here, but I bet he could make all this go away if you give him the evidence.”

Fuck.

We’re back here again.

First Hailey’s safety was on the line, now Violet’s.

And all because of Blaze Noretto and the fucking evidence.

I down the rest of my drink, staring at Carter and wondering if this is the moment our friendship falls down the cracks. There’s so much hatred between him, Blaze, and Octavius... No way will Carter give them the evidence.

Carter scoffs, narrowing his eyes at Vaughn. “I’m not my father, Charles. I don’t make silly mistakes.”

“This doesn’t make sense,” Koby cuts in, his brows narrowed. “If Blaze is doing this to get the evidence, why hasn’t he made contact?” He purposely looks at Vaughn before straightening in his seat.

“I’m not involved,” Vaughn blurts out with no trace of offense in his voice. Looks like he expected us to find the wealth of information he’s delivered suspicious. “Blaze will call. He’ll wait until you’re running out of time to decide or try and fix this by yourselves.”

“And how do you know all this?” Carter asks, rising from his seat to fetch another drink.

Vaughn caves in on himself, his shoulders slumping. It must be difficult to remain calm while he’s pretty much defenseless in his wheelchair and Carter’s obviously unpredictable.

“Old friendships, especially between clean cops, never die,” he explains. “You must’ve noticed there’s a new chief in the city.”

“Arnold Fray,” Ryder pipes in, still clicking away. “Clean as a whistle, that guy.”

Vaughn chuckles. “That he is. You won’t find anything to blackmail him with, so you might as well give up trying.” His eyes widen a touch when Carter refills his glass and passes it over. “Thanks. Arnold’s like me, but without the flaws. Vaughn two point oh if you will.”

“That makes me super happy,” Koby says, rolling his eyes. “I assume he’s the one who tipped you off. Why would such a clean cop do such an underhand thing?”

Vaughn shrugs. “I helped him out when he was transferred to Columbus. I told him which cops he can trust, who he should keep an eye on. He owed me a favor. You have until eight in the morning to come up with a plan or Violet will be on a plane back to Slovakia tomorrow.”

I glance at my wristwatch while blood drains from my face faster than I can fucking blink. It’s almost six pm already. If the firewalls at ICE are as thick as Ryder implied, there’s no way he can break them before dawn.

“Fuck. If they deport her, she won’t ever be allowed to enter America,” I mutter under my breath, tugging a handful of my hair.

“That’s right,” Vaughn confirms. “I’m sorry this is happening, but why did you not think to get her the correct documentation earlier?”

How indeed? With everything else I’ve had on my plate, Violet’s documents never crossed my mind. They should have. I fucking know how Blaze operates. I should’ve checked Violet had a passport. I should’ve—

I growl in frustration. Carter’s right. Women turn our brains to literal mush.

“She’ll get a lifetime ban,” Vaughn continues, twisting the knife firmly lodged in my gut. “Forging new documents won’t help. They’ll have her prints, biometric data, retina scans, and anything else that might identify her if she ever tries to re-enter the country.”

I start pacing the room to calm the fuck down. Every tick of the clock on the walls feels like a countdown.

I have less than fourteen hours to fix this mess or the woman I love might be sent four and a half thousand miles away with no possibility of returning.

“How’s it looking, Ryder?” I ask, forcing my brain to focus on fixing the issue, not excising its source—Blaze.

Killing him won’t change shit.

If anything, it’ll stir it up since he might be the only person able to secure Violet a visa and remove the deportation order.

“I hate being the bearer of bad news, but this might be outside my skill set,” Ryder replies, disappointed and apologetic like I’ve never seen him before. “I’m sorry, Broadway. I’ll keep trying, but you need a plan B.”

“Here.” Carter hurls a pack of cigarettes across the room, even though I have half a pack in my back pocket.

I light one, filling my lungs to the brim and fooling myself that the stimulant is somehow calming me down.

Smokers are fucking weird.

We know this shit is killing us, we know it doesn’t help relax us, we know... but we fool our brains into thinking there’s no way we can survive the day without the poison. That it’s the only thing that can take the edge off our agitated minds. That the stench lingering on our clothes doesn’t exist. And that, oh well, we all must die one day, so we might as well enjoy life.

I take the crystal glass from Carter’s outstretched hand and down it in one, the burn of the amber liquid warming me from the inside.

Too bad it doesn’t help tame the bloodthirsty beast begging me to find Blaze, cut open his throat then wrap my fingers round his neck and squeeze while his blood spurts all over my chest. The visual alone somehow calms me down. Not fully, but enough that my hands stop shaking.

Carter refills my glass and hands it back without a word.

I take another drag, inhaling deeply and shoving all the distracting emotions aside. I need a clear mind and all my wits about me right now.

“What if we get married?” I ask, spewing the first idea that springs to mind. “We can get married in Vegas before dawn.”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Koby says. “There’s a procedure, a shitload of documents, and we don’t have time to do this legally.”

“Exactly,” Vaughn admits. “The only way Violet stays in America is if she has a visa dated from before Blaze put the deportation order in place. Applications take a few days to get processed. From the moment the stamp goes on to when the information appears in the database there’s a lag. It’s impossible to say how big a lag, it depends on the workload, but there is one, so your best course of action is planting a visa for Violet in the system.”

“Look at you suggesting a federal offense,” Carter says, a ghost of a smile curling his lips.

“I’m learning from the best,” Vaughn clips, clearly unhappy that his moral code’s in tatters. “Nothing you ever do is legal. What’s one more felony?”

He runs a hand down his face, then moves it to the arm of his wheelchair, his fingers curling around it tightly as if anchoring himself in place.

“Unfortunately for you, Octavius is the only person who can get Violet a visa, so you’re screwed. Putting the evidence in his hands is the only way to keep Violet in the good old US of A.”

I sit back down because my head’s spinning. I no longer have to wonder whether my time as Carter’s right-hand man is over. There’s no fucking way Carter will hand over the evidence. It’s too important.

It’s not just a bargaining chip; it ensures Hailey’s safety and guarantees Carter always has a plan B.

“Broadway,” Carter denotes, waiting for my response, but I’m fucking reeling inside and don’t look up.

I respect him too much to ask him to consider using the evidence. This is my mess, and he has no obligation to clean it up. He’s done enough. He turned a blind eye while I embarked on my own personal vendetta, killing the fuckers who hurt my girl.

This... it’s simply too much to ask for.

Carter has it all backed up. So, in this digital age, Octavius must know he can’t get exclusive access, but any kind of access reduces Carter’s power over him, and increases his power over everyone else implicated.

“Everybody out,” Carter orders, and I know it’s time for him to explain why he won’t help me.

He probably thinks I’ll have a breakdown and wants to spare me an audience.

“We’ll wait in the VIP section, yeah?” Ryder steps around my chair. His hand lands on my shoulder, squeezing once.

I stare at the almost empty glass in my hand until the door closes behind them.

“You know I can’t do this, Broadway,” Carter starts.

And even though I knew what would come out of his mouth, it still fucking guts me that those well-deserved right hooks I sent into Benjamin’s face last night have dismantled my entire life.

Twelve hours ago, I had everything: a job, a boss I respect above anyone else, and a girl I love beyond imagination. Now... now I’m left with the clothes on my back, the cash in my bank account, and a choice between family and Violet.

Carter’s like a brother to me, so are Koby and Ryder. Leaving them behind won’t be easy.

I clear my throat, set my glass down, and get up, meeting his gaze. “I know you can’t. I understand.”

I really fucking do, even if I hate that this is how our four-year-long stint is going to end. It’s the most pathetic thing, but whatever... I’ll miss him.

I’ll miss Ryder, Koby, even Apollo. I’ll miss the weekly meetings, the bickering, and the late nights with a bottle of whiskey in Carter’s living room. I was looking forward to the day we could all sit there together, Hailey napping on his chest, Violet on mine, two sappy men besotted with their girls.

Raking my hand through my hair, I come closer. “I hope you understand Violet’s my priority.”

He cocks an eyebrow, smirking. “Of course I do. Now you know how it feels.”

I bob my head and hold out my hand. “We had a good run, Boss.”

He stares at my hand, a myriad of emotions crossing his features. “What the fuck are you saying, Broadway?”

“If Violet’s going back to Slovakia, I’m going with her.”

His jaw works in small circles as he rises to his feet and rounds the desk. “When I said I can’t do it I meant I can’t do the negotiating. You’ll have to step up: I can’t promise I won’t maim Octavius if I see him in the flesh. We both know that won’t help.”

He pushes me aside to open the safe and pull out a flash drive, then shoves it into my chest. “This is the first and last time you doubt me, Broadway. You seriously think I value the leverage this offers above our friendship?”

“But... this keeps Hailey safe.”

“I keep Hailey safe. You, Ryder, Koby, Apollo. We all keep my girl safe. Violet’s part of this family now. She’s yours; that means she’s under my protection.”

Grateful doesn’t begin to cover how I feel. Grateful and so fucking proud to have a friend like Carter. He doesn’t have to do this. He’s the boss. I’m just his right-hand man.

Replaceable.

Koby or Ryder could fill my shoes, so there’s no reason for Carter to sacrifice the evidence to help me keep Violet in the country.

No reason other than friendship. I always knew he valued me beyond my contribution to his business. It was never just about how many people I could manipulate, bribe, or kill for him. He always valued my opinion and the fact I never kept my mouth shut if I didn’t agree with him.

But though he’s always been like a brother to me, I didn’t realize the extent to which he shared the sentiment.

That the bond could stretch this far and not break.

Now I know, and I’m ashamed I dared doubt him or that his loyalty to me matches mine to him.

“I’ll call Octavius and set up the exchange,” he tells me, unaware of the turmoil twisting my psyche, “but you’re the one who’ll meet him and exchange the evidence for Violet’s documents. If I come face to face with that fucker, I’ll fucking gut him. It’s too soon...” He lets the rest of the sentence fall into a void.

He doesn’t need to spell it out for me. Carter prides himself on remaining fully in control of his actions, always choosing the most pragmatic route, but when Hailey’s involved, that control shatters.

After all, he’s the son of Rhett Willard, a man who murdered the daughter he loved above all else in a jealous rage.

That irrational blood flows in his veins.

Given the hurt Octavius caused Hailey, even if unintentionally, Carter doesn’t trust himself to do what’s required. His emotions would get the better of him, and his pathological protectiveness would make him lash out... the same way my protectiveness toward Violet makes the bloodthirsty beast inside me take the reins whenever I come across someone who hurt her.

It’s scary how much power she holds over me. She’s carved a hole in my heart and made herself comfortable, changing my outlook on life in the process.

Six months ago, watching Carter succumb to his feelings for Hailey was baffling. I thought he was losing his touch.

After all, it’s not healthy to lose your head over a girl—over anything—the way Carter does over Hailey.

Now I wish I could swallow my own tongue because, suddenly, I understand exactly how he feels and it’s scary. Living for someone other than yourself is fucking petrifying.

“I have to ask,” I say, weighing my words carefully. “Are you sure you want to give up the evidence? You know what message that’ll send.”

One that clearly states Carter Willard will sacrifice anything to keep not only Hailey safe, but his men and their women.

It will raise the existing threat level, putting us all in more danger. People will quickly realize threatening one of us means threatening him, and they might use it to their advantage.

It’s the same move Dante made when Carter told him that if protecting Hailey meant starting a war, he should choose a side.

He did and Carter’s choosing a side now.

My side.

Most will consider his move a statement of character. Most will respect him more but some will see it as an easily exploitable weakness.

“Of course I’m sure. Sharing the evidence may give Octavius power over everyone it incriminates. But we’ll still have that power over him.”

With that, he pulls his phone out and dials Octavius’s number, ready to set the wheels in motion.
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The elevator dings close to eight in the evening. The doors slide apart and Broadway steps out, looking like a man who went through hell and back to get here. His white shirt is specked with dried blood, dark circles surround his eyes that seem dull tonight.

He’s not a big smiler, but he always smiles at me when he comes back. Not tonight. Whatever Carter told him in Scarlett must’ve been bad news.

“Hey,” I say, sitting straighter on the couch. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

He doesn’t say a word as he crosses the room and falls to his knees by the couch, his big hands circling my thighs, head nuzzling into my tummy.

“Fuck, I missed you, baby,” he rasps, his thumbs drawing shapes on my hips. “I’m sorry it took so long.”

“That’s okay. It must’ve been important.” I run my fingers through his hair, pleasant heat filling the space around my heart when the tension sighs out of him. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not yet. We don’t have much time. I need a shower and then I’m taking you to Hailey. You’ll stay there tonight.” He inches away, looking up at me. “I fucked up.”

A deep eleven dents my forehead but before I can ask what he did and why I’m staying at Carter’s again, Broadway leans out to catch my lips. He thrusts his tongue inside my mouth, the kiss desperate, carnal, a clear message: I need to be inside you.

“Shower with me,” he whispers between kisses.

As soon as I nod, he gathers me into his arms and my legs have nowhere to go but around his hips. A small gasp falls from my lips, my blood catching on fire when his hard cock presses into me through the fabric of his pants.

“Promise you’ll tell me what’s wrong before you go... wherever it is you’re going,” I say, tugging at his shirt.

“I promise.”

He sets me down in the shower and steps back to get the water running. A playful smile purses my lips when Broadway grips the hem of my nightdress, pulling it over my head.

His dark, greedy eyes rove down my naked body pausing on my boobs, the pale pink nipples peaked.

“You’re so fucking pretty, Violet,” he rasps, nudging me back until I’m under the rainfall of warm water.

I tug him by the shirt so he’ll step closer. I’m already so turned on it’s shameful. In fact, I’ve been wet since I woke up this morning. We were supposed to spend the day on the couch, watching movies and having sex.

The anticipation clung to me all morning while I waited for Broadway to come home, and then Carter screwed up our plan.

Despite my trembling hands, I make quick work of the shirt buttons, then move to unbuckle his belt.

“Someone’s greedy tonight,” he grits out when I slip my hand inside his pants.

“You promised me a day of orgasms and instead I spent the day imagining them. I couldn’t be more turned on if I tried.” I grip his cock, pumping up and down as if it needs the attention before he’s ready.

It doesn’t. He’s so hard I bet he’s been thinking about this moment for hours too. I release him, tug his pants down, and within seconds we’re both naked, wet, and needy.

But we’re not done teasing. I reach back to grab a bottle of shower gel from the shelf and for the next ten minutes we take turns soaping each other up. I’m so wet by the time he slips his fingers between my legs that I’m not far off coming undone at that faint touch.

A loaded moan flies past my lips making Broadway work a little faster.

“I want to try something different,” he says, spinning me around to face the wall.

I brace against the tiles, my spine arched, ass in the air as I rise on my tiptoes. Broadway runs a gentle hand down my back before his fingers sink into the flesh covering my hip.

“Is that okay, baby?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure?” He leans into me, the head of his cock poking my pussy from behind. He moves it up and down, coating the head in my arousal, and my knees buck at the slightest contact. “Can I have you like this?”

I look over my shoulder, my fingers flexing against the tiles. “You kept me waiting long enough. Stop asking and start working. You owe me a whole day’s worth of orgasms.”

The heavy emotions shining in his eyes fade, giving way to pure lust. He grabs my right hand, locks his fingers around my wrist and pins it to the wall far above my head.

His other hand remains on my hip, holding me in place. “We have a lifetime of orgasms ahead of us, Violet. You’re mine.”

Save for that one time when he flipped me onto my tummy, we’ve always fucked face to face, whatever position we’ve been in. But Broadway’s very careful about how much he takes in bed. He’s always holding back, afraid he might scare me if he lets himself get carried away.

No matter how often I assure him that I trust him and I’m not afraid of him, he insists on building our sex life slowly. Taking me from behind is uncharted territory for us, but I love the angle. I love the bulk of his body caging me in because I know this cage is meant to protect, not confine.

I didn’t think I’d be able to trust him completely, at least not in bed, but he’s proved time and time again that my comfort is his priority.

Whenever I say no, he stops.

Whenever I cringe, he slows down.

Whenever my hands brace against his chest harder than normal, he pulls away, so I know that, no matter how he takes me, he’ll stop if I tell him to.

The height difference between us means I’m on my tippy toes and his knees are bent, or else this position wouldn’t work without a stool. Broadway pulls back and slides in, every thrust faster. The angle is fucking divine. He hits my G spot every time, his cock perfectly aligned with that little button, dragging over it on every thrust.

The mellow pace from our first night has been gradually fading, though no matter how fast he sinks into my pussy, he never mindlessly slams into me.

“That... God that feels so good,” I mewl, pushing my ass back to meet his strokes, so close to a spectacular orgasm.

Releasing my hand, he grabs a fistful of my hair, tugging back gently, just enough that I know he wants me to throw my head back. And when I do, Broadway leans over to catch my lips in an upside-down kiss.

“You’re close, baby, aren’t you?” he asks, pecking my lips before straightening back.

“So close.”

He moves his hands to my ass and spreads me open to watch his cock slide in and out. “I love how well you take me. How fucking tight you are, how responsive...”

“Harder,” I gasp, jutting my hips back further so his next thrust hits with more force. “Please... just a little harder.”

“Just a little,” he agrees, and the next thrust is more forceful, more delicious, just fucking perfect.

My moans fill the small space, louder with every clap of our flesh. It doesn’t take long before he tips me over. Ten, maybe fifteen thrusts and I’m coming, panting hard while my nails scrape against the tiles.

“Yes, yes, yes!”

My pussy chokes his cock into orgasm and that low grunt vibrating his chest almost makes me melt into a puddle at his feet. He slams in one last time, holding my hips perfectly still with one hand. The other snakes around me and Broadway spreads his fingers on my tummy while filling me with his cum.

The first time we didn’t use protection I spent most of the night wondering how I felt about that. We got carried away and neither one of us thought about grabbing a condom.

I knew one phone call to Hailey would’ve helped me get my hands on a morning-after pill but... I couldn’t do it. I should’ve asked what he thought. Instead, I let fate make the call.

I was certain Broadway would bring the topic up, but he didn’t. He didn’t reach for a condom next time either, and I didn’t ask him to.

We mutually, silently agreed that whatever happens, happens. That we’ll be happy either way. So far, I haven’t found the courage to take a pregnancy test. Then again, we’ve only recently started having sex. It’s still early.

“I love you so fucking much, baby,” Broadway whispers, dropping his forehead to the back of my head. “So much.”

My breath falters as I spin abruptly, his cock slipping out of me in the process. Broadway immediately dips two fingers inside me, pumping in and out.

“Say it again,” I demand, meeting his eyes, my heart ramming in my chest.

“I love you, Violet. I’ll make sure you’re always happy. I’ll make sure you’re always safe and mine.”

Tears well in my eyes. The good kind. The first happy tears in my life. I spin around, marveling in the depth of his affection visible on his handsome face.

“I love you too.”

A shadow of a smile curls his lips before he stamps a kiss on my forehead. He dips his fingers inside me once more, then ghosts them higher, and presses the back of his hand to my tummy.

He doesn’t say anything. Doesn’t ask if I took a pregnancy test or why I haven’t insisted on protection. He simply stares at the backs of his fingers stroking my skin.

◆◆◆

Picking my nails, I stare out the window of Broadway’s car, processing everything he’s said. I hate that Carter’s making another sacrifice to save my skin. I hate that Broadway’s blaming himself for not thinking about my passport earlier. That’s on me. I should’ve told him.

I should’ve told someone, but no one asked. Not even when I started working at Scarlett. Carter didn’t make me fill out any documents. Cash in hand every week. I guess he didn’t think I’d last long. Either that or nothing, literally nothing, he does is legal.

“Stop,” Broadway says, reaching to take my hand. “Stop overthinking. It’s too late for what ifs.”

His thumb finds the pressure point on my wrist, drawing small, calming circles.

“How about I should haves?”

“Too late for those too, baby. It’s done. Blaze might have the upper hand now, but believe me, blackmailing Carter will come back to bite him soon enough.”

He turns right, cruising down the driveway, and stops the car in the same spot he spent those countless nights while I watched from the window.

“Here.” Broadway pulls out my phone and a set of earphones from the glove box. “I’ve downloaded your favorite playlist so you can listen offline.”

“I won’t sleep. Not until you’re back.”

A lump clogs my throat. Unshed tears sting my eyes.

Blaze is unpredictable. He killed my bodyguard, one of his most loyal men, for nothing. What’s to stop him putting a bullet in Broadway’s head once he’s handed over the evidence?

“Hey.” He takes my chin between his thumb and forefinger, angling my head so I’ll look at him. “What’s wrong?”

“Please come back,” I whisper, swallowing hard to make room for more words. “Don’t get killed.”

He swipes his thumb under my eye, wiping the first tear away before placing a soft kiss on my forehead. “I’ll be fine, baby, don’t worry.”

Easier said than done.

I push a calming breath past my lips, wiping my eyes with the sleeve of Broadway’s pullover. He pulled it over my head on our way out and the scent of his cologne might be the only thing keeping me sane.

The front door opens, the light from inside spilling out along with Carter, Koby, and Ryder, who’s pushing a fourth man’s wheelchair. Hailey hangs back, leaning against the frame and stomping from one bare foot to the other.

“Go, Violet,” Broadway says. “I’ll be back before dawn, and I expect to find you asleep. You need to rest.”

A few months ago, I didn’t think I’d ever smile again... now, thanks to this man, I’m smiling through these tears. We have no idea if I’m pregnant. The chances are slim, but the silent admission between us earlier shifted the tide.

“I’ll rest when you’re back. Safe.”
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 Broadway

City lights fade into the distance as we speed along the highway toward Pittsburgh. Noretto sent the address for the exchange and, as fate would have it, it’s the fucking auction house. The one place I never wanted to set foot in again. I don’t want to relive the ordeal of buying the girl I love.

The car vibrates with the growling engine and the hastened clicking of Ryder’s keyboard. He’s been tapping away since we left, probably working on plans C, D, and E in case things go south. Koby’s in the back too, uncharacteristically quiet.

There’s tension in his muscles, jaw clamped right, gaze jumping between the back of Vaughn’s head, the rearview mirror, and the screen of Ryder’s laptop.

Vaughn’s in the passenger seat, his wheelchair folded and stored in the back. He stares out the window, a mask of calm in place, but the subtle crease between his brows betrays his anxiousness and fuels the suspicion roiling in my gut.

The weight of the flash drive resting in the front pocket of my pants increases with every passing mile.

Something doesn’t quite add up with his story. Vaughn knew an awful lot about the ins and outs of Blaze’s thought processes, almost as if he read the guy’s mind.

Ryder checked his billing details, the meticulously planted bugs around his house, the tracker Carter installed on his car and found nothing out of the ordinary. Still, trust is a rare commodity in our line of work and my sixth sense tells me there’s more to Vaughn’s story than he’s letting on.

“You’ve been quiet,” I say, glancing his way. “Why did you insist on coming along for the ride? I doubt Octavius is going to welcome you with open arms.”

“What choice do I have? You need someone knowledgeable to check the legitimacy of Violet’s documents, don’t you? I don’t have many options for earning Carter’s trust, so when he issues an order, I comply.”

“You volunteered,” Koby reminds him. “You’re risking a bullet between the eyes for Carter’s approval? There are many things he’s capable of forgiving, but hurting Hailey isn’t one of them.”

Vaughn shifts his upper body, leaning against the door. “I won’t know if I don’t try. I’ve made a lot of mistakes; losing Hailey’s trust is the biggest one. Helping you might be a step toward making amends.”

His words ring true but fail to settle that gut feeling. I might be biased, though. I hate the guy almost as much as Carter does. Hailey’s like my little sister. Any harm coming her way affects me more than would be considered rational. Even before I met her, just knowing she was the center of Carter’s world was enough to trigger my protective instinct.

I wonder if that’s why Carter gave up the evidence so easily? Maybe he’s as protective toward Violet as I am toward Hailey.

Another hour passes in silence, save for Ryder swearing under his nose. A chill seeps deep into my bones the moment I throw the car into a parking space outside the forsaken auction house.

Memories of the night I bought Violet hit me square in the jaw. The anger gunning through me back then, the annoyance, that cement-like feeling to my muscles. And now I’m back here, feeling just as unnerved though for a much different reason.

Back then, I was carrying away a girl terrified to leave with me. Now I’m here to keep a girl terrified to be without me.

The gravity of what we’re about to do settles over the four us like a stormy cloud. I take a deep breath, centering my mind and willing the pounding rhythm in my chest to settle.

It doesn’t. In fact, it grows faster when cold air bites my skin the second I exit the car. Ryder follows suit, his laptop tucked under his arm, eyes on the bouncer stationed at the door.

He’s alone, no guns in sight.

So far, so good.

Vaughn maneuvers himself out with Koby’s help, his wheelchair unfolding with a metallic clink.

“They’re waiting for you,” the bodyguard announces, pulling the door open as we approach.

Once we’re inside, another goon sticks his arm out, stopping us in place. “No weapons beyond this point.” He shrugs like it’s not a big deal and points toward a round table in the corner. “You’ll get them back later.”

If there is a later.

The only time I don’t wear a gun is when I’m locked in my penthouse with Violet. Even then, my Glock’s nearby, easily accessible in case of emergency. Now, leaving the glistening steel behind makes me feel naked.

“This way.” The goon gestures, pulling back a red curtain.

I don’t recall it from the last time I visited.

The air is thick with the scent of polished wood and leather. The lighting fixtures are dimmed again, the room quiet without the crowd of horny rapists.

“That didn’t take long,” Octavius denotes. “I expected you to make me wait.”

Chairs hang upside down from the edges of the tables lining the walls, but one table capable of seating at least twelve, though with only one chair on either side, stands front and center. That’s where Octavius Grey rises from his seat, Blaze Noretto standing to his right, a timid-looking man on his left, and nine goons further back in a military line.

“What would be the point?” I shoot back. “The sooner we get this over with the better for everyone involved.”

Vaughn moves closer to me, his voice low and steady. “Don’t taunt him. Keep your focus.”

Octavius reaches over the table, offering his hand once I’m close enough. Ryder doesn’t bother with pleasantries, taking a seat across from the timid man. Koby hangs back, his foul mood so potent I can fucking taste it.

Blaze doesn’t extend his hand, simply juts his chin at me as if I’m not imagining all the pain I’d like to inflict on him. His eyes flicker briefly to Vaughn, amusement lighting up his features, but it’s Octavius who addresses him first.

“Charles,” he greets in a smooth tone. “It’s been a while.”

“Not long enough,” Vaughn barks, an ounce of venom in those words.

“I trust Carter laid out the terms and you know exactly what you’re getting,” I say, my patience wearing thin.

There’s little point in prolonging the inevitable. We’re here for one reason and one reason only. We’re not friends, so there’s no need to engage in small talk and polite conversation before we get down to business.

Those two fuckers threatened my girl’s safety, and I’m only indulging this shit show because they hold the key to her legal residency in America.

“So impatient,” Noretto pipes in, his casual arrogance setting my teeth on edge. He points at the chair on our side of the table and summons a waitress with a flick of his wrist. “Sit down. Relax.” He smirks, clearly enjoying the unease he’s causing. “I must say, it’s fascinating to see you in such different circumstances from the show you put up last time you were here.”

I clench my fists, marshaling my composure. Blaze’s presence is a constant reminder of the hell he put Violet through. He’s top of my murder list, a distant dream considering Carter wouldn’t green-light that hit yet.

But one day... one day Noretto will beg fruitlessly on his knees for me to spare him.

A young waitress rushes over with a tray of drinks. She moves with practiced ease, serving seven glasses of dark liquor in no particular order.

I pull the flash drive from my pocket, weaving the stick between my fingers. It’s all I have left—taunting them with what they want, despite Vaughn’s warning.

“To answer your question,” Octavius starts, lifting his drink once we’re all seated. “I know Carter has the evidence backed up. And I know it’s not on any server, not on any hackable device. Because my best men have been trying to get to it that way. Smart move. His father should’ve joined the twenty-first century and learned a thing or two from his son. Looks like your boss has outdone Rhett already.”

Rhett Willard was a cunning man, though he didn’t trust anything digital, but in the end his pompous attitude cost him his life. Octavius’s praise sounds like a backhanded compliment that quickly raises my temper.

“If you know Carter has copies, you know he’ll still hold the same power as before. What’s your angle?”

Octavius chuckles, shaking his head like he’s dealing with a clueless child. “Carter’s power was established the moment he became Dante Carrow’s right-hand man. This evidence is simply another weapon in his arsenal. One I’d like to share. This business is all about knowledge and influence.”

He leans in slightly, eyes narrowing. “Carter’s a clever, loyal man. I respect that. But this isn’t about him. It’s about everyone implicated on that.” He gestures to the flash drive in my hand. “Sometimes, it’s not about the information you hold, but who knows you have it.”

Blaze grins, clearly enjoying himself. I don’t blame him. This might be the first time he’s ever had the upper hand. “Octavius likes to keep his friends close and his enemies closer,” he gloats.

I keep my face impassive, hiding how much Grey’s words affect me. If this isn’t about overthrowing Carter, then what’s it about? My mind races, trying to piece together the bigger picture. Who does Octavius want to control? Did we miss something important in the weeks we spent poring over those files?

Octavius’s motives are interesting to say the least. Blaze’s involvement complicates things further, and Vaughn’s eagerness still doesn’t sit well with me. There’s a game being played here, and I’m not sure what the rules are.

I block my wandering mind, refocusing on the issue at hand. Violet’s my priority.

Everything else has to wait.

“The documents?” I ask, glancing at the timid guy. He’s hugging a briefcase to his chest as if expecting one of us will tear it out of his grasp.

“Straight to the point,” Octavius muses. “Very well.” He gestures and the timid-looking guy drops the briefcase like a hot potato. “Everything you need is inside. I took the liberty of changing Viera’s legal name, given everyone seems to be calling her Violet these days. Please...” He pushes the briefcase toward Vaughn, “...knock yourself out. I assume you’re supposed to check the documents are legit.”

Vaughn wheels himself closer and starts carefully riffling through the documents. Ryder grabs the passport as soon as Charles plucks it out. It takes less than three tense, silent minutes before the two of them give me the thumbs-up. Koby snatches the file, his nails white with how hard he’s clutching it. He’ll kill anyone who decides to wrestle him for it.

I flick the flash drive between my fingers once before pushing it along the table toward Octavius.

“Your leverage. Don’t do anything you’ll come to regret.”

Octavius smiles, a predator baring its teeth. “Don’t worry. I have no interest in going after Carter. He’s a powerful man. I’d rather have him as ally than enemy...” He shifts his gaze to Vaughn. “Well done. Consider your debt paid and her daughter free.”

Cold, dead hands wrap their bony fingers around my throat, that nagging suspicion toward Vaughn coming true before my eyes. I fucking knew he was acting off. I bet Carter knew it too, which is why he agreed to let Vaughn tag along when he oh-so-enthusiastically volunteered.

Charles turns his fearful, wide eyes my way, paling so fast his skin turns ashen. I don’t think he expected Grey to out him so blatantly. “I can explain.”

“Again?” I snap, everything inside me shaking with unbridled fury. “What the fuck is wrong with you? You have a death wish?”

Looks that way. Why else would he betray the almost nonexistent trust Carter placed in him? No matter what excuse he can conjure this time, he’s done. There’s no way Carter will allow Hailey anywhere near Vaughn again. He might spare his life on her command, but I bet it’ll cost him.

What wouldn’t I give to have my Glock right now. I’d turn the cripple into a fucking sieve and spare Carter the moral dilemma.

“I had no choice,” Vaughn rasps, his hands shaking just as much as his voice. “I swear, if there was any other way—”

“No choice, huh?” Koby scoffs. “I think I heard that one before.” He takes a threatening step forward, both fists clenched. “Whatever your excuse, don’t fucking bother. Carter’s going to kill you either way.”

I’d gladly do it for him, but a small, rational part of me knows that if—and that’s a big if given he’s Hailey’s father—Vaughn just earned a death sentence, Carter wouldn’t be pleased if I robbed him of the privilege.

“Who’s her daughter?” Ryder asks, analytical as always.

Blaze chuckles beside Octavius, the triumph on his face clearly visible. “Bianca Davis. Vaughn’s late wife’s illegitimate daughter.”

My brows meet in the middle. What the actual fuck?

While I’m processing the abstract information, Ryder’s clicking, probably X-raying Bianca through and through to confirm Vaughn’s story.

“Hailey has a sister?” Koby asks, snatching the words from my mouth.

“Half-sister,” Vaughn corrects. “I didn’t know about her until she showed up at my doorstep a few weeks after my accident. My wife... she had Bianca young, in secret, just a year before we met... She was in a bad place; Bianca’s father wasn’t around and—”

“Spare me the sob story,” I snap, not at all concerned with how and why Hailey’s half-sister ended up getting adopted. “Where has Bianca been all these years? And what does she have to do with this?” I gesture around the room, encompassing the shit show.

“I told you I’ve been keeping tabs on Blaze,” Vaughn says, straightening in his chair. “The truth is, he was keeping tabs on me and once Bianca and I became close, he saw an opportunity.”

“Why did you become close? She’s not your daughter, Hailey is.”

“Bianca’s... she’s just like my wife. So easy to love.”

That explains it. Knowing how much Vaughn clung to his wife, what he sacrificed trying to cure her cancer, it doesn’t surprise me that he took to Bianca—another connection to his late wife—instantly.

“She didn’t know she was adopted,” Vaughn continues. “Until her grieving father told her the truth after her mother passed away last December. She started looking for her biological mother but found an obituary instead and reached out to me.”

“She’s just like her...” he whispers, confirming my theory. “So full of life, always smiling.” He clears his throat, meeting my eyes again. “Carter doesn’t let me see Hailey much—”

“So you replaced one daughter with another?” Ryder asks in a mocking voice. “You have issues, old man.”

The bloodthirsty beast inside me roars with the need to take revenge and hurt the man who’s threatened Violet and Hailey’s safety. Carter should’ve let him bleed out all those months ago. He should’ve put the final bullet in the man himself.

But he didn’t, and instead of valuing the second chance Carter gave him, Vaughn made the same mistake again. He could’ve told Carter about Bianca as soon as she showed up. He should’ve known someone could use her against him. Against Carter.

“I’m sorry,” he says. “I really am, but I had no choice. I couldn’t let Blaze kill Bianca like he killed Matthews’ daughter.”

“That wasn’t me,” Blaze denotes, taking a few measured steps to round the table. “Darius disobeyed a direct order to keep both Matthews and his daughter safe. I don’t kill unless I have a reason, Vaughn.”

The bullet he put into Damon’s head begs to differ. Then again, maybe he had a reason I’m not aware of.

“I’m a man of my word,” Blaze continues. “Even though I’d love nothing more than to keep Bianca for myself, I’ll let her go, as agreed.” Another self-indulgent smirk curls his lips. “Unless she decides to stay.”

“She would never,” Vaughn snaps angling his head toward Octavius, perfectly aware he’s the boss here, not Blaze. Noretto just acts like he’s the king. “I did everything you said. It’s time you hold up your end of the deal.”

Octavius bobs his head, toying with the flash drive between his fingers. “Very well.” He waves me, Koby, and Ryder off. “We’re done here, gentlemen. Time to leave. Give my best to your boss. It’s a shame he couldn’t make it here tonight.”

A blessing, more like it. I doubt he’d stop himself killing Vaughn with his bare hands. He’d regret it as soon as he came back to his senses. Regardless of how much Carter despises Vaughn, he can’t kill him without hurting Hailey. And that’s the one thing he can’t handle.

I turn on my heel without a word and march away, Koby and Ryder hot on my tail. We collect our guns and burst out the door as if we’re being chased. I’m pretty sure we’re all rushing toward the car to keep ourselves from turning back and raining hellfire on Blaze, Grey, and Vaughn.

My chest’s rising and falling as if I’ve run a marathon by the time I take the driver’s seat. The steering wheel takes most of my frustration when I hack at it with both fists, then gouge them into my eyes.

“What a fucking mess,” Koby says, buckling up beside me. “Carter will flip when he finds out.”

Ryder exhales a long breath before slamming the back door closed. “Carter? Imagine Hailey when she realizes she has a sister.”

“Fuck. I think I know what we’ll be doing for the foreseeable future.” Koby’s head slaps against the headrest.

“Yeah... catching Bianca.”


Epilogue 

Broadway

I lean against the side of my G Wagon in the underground parking lot beneath my penthouse, a small paper bag with purple hair shampoo in hand. Violet’s been talking about dying her hair for weeks, and today, I’m making it happen.

As soon as her therapy session is over.

Tom’s car’s parked nearby, which means they’re not done yet.

Cigarette smoke fills the air, dissipating around me in seconds. My wristwatch tells me it’s already ten minutes past nine in the evening. With her work schedule, Violet now meets Tom after work and only once a week, so they have a lot to talk about.

Still, when my cigarette expires, I’m starting to grow restless. I don’t impose on their sessions, but a small part of my messed-up mind starts worrying. They usually finish on time.

The rational part of me knows Violet’s perfectly safe on the thirty-ninth floor. Tonight’s bodyguard was on duty outside the building when I pulled over, and I trust Tom, but... yeah.

I worry. And lately, I worry even more than when we first met almost six months ago.

Another five restless minutes pass. I’m about to storm into the elevator and check what’s taking so long but, as I push away from my car, the metal door slides open and Tom exits, a briefcase in hand, his glasses sliding down his long, pointy nose.

“Everything good?” I ask, my words tinged with concern. “Is she okay?”

He lifts one eyebrow, crossing the parking lot toward me. “She’s fine. She had a lot to get off her chest.”

That doesn’t tell me much. I understand doctor-patient confidentiality, but it kills me that I don’t know what they talk about. It’s all guesswork based on Tom’s she’s fine and Violet’s I’m okay, Broadway, stop nagging.

Gritting my teeth, I nod, trapping other questions behind my lips before they spill out.

“She told me we’re done.”

“Done? No more therapy?” I ask, my throat tightening for two different reasons. One: I’m glad she’s doing so well that she thinks therapy is no longer needed. Two: I’m worried what will happen if she has a bad day. “You think that’s wise? Things are changing fast lately.”

“So I heard, but like I said, she’s okay. She doesn’t need me anymore. Everything you’re doing helps more than our sessions, but I told Violet she can call me whenever she feels the need to talk.”

My brows furrow, confusion taking center stage. “Everything I’m doing? What am I doing? What did she tell you?”

“You know I can’t discuss any details.”

“Then be vague.”

He pats my shoulder, a ghost of a smile curling his lips and, without a word of explanation, just a lousy “I’m always just a phone call away if she needs me,” he heads toward his car.

I need therapy to work through the confusion he just induced. And I know just the therapist to help me push the irrational worry aside.

I enter the elevator and exit on the thirty-ninth floor. The living room’s empty and so is the kitchen. I continue down the corridor, peeking into the kitchen, bathroom, then the spare bedroom Violet no longer uses.

She’s mine, she sleeps in my bed.

Our bed.

“I’m here,” her melodic voice beckons me into our bedroom where she stands by the bed, stripping off her clothes, eyes sparkling.

“Now that’s what I call hello,” I say, closing the distance between us. “Top it off with a kiss.”

She chuckles, playfully pushing me away, then yelps when I grip her thighs and haul her up.

“Kiss me, Violet.”

A peck is all I get, so I take what I want, sinking into her sweet lips as I lay her on the bed in nothing but lingerie.

“I need a shower,” she whispers when I start peppering her neck with small kisses, moving lower, between the valley of her breasts, and lower still.

“Excellent idea, but I want to say hello first.”

She weaves her fingers in my hair, toying with the dark strands once I reach the mark and kiss the barely there bump.

“Hey there, little one.”

“I don’t think he can hear you yet.”

“I don’t care. Don’t take this away from me. And stop saying he. You don’t know if it’s a girl or a boy.”

She chuckles, tugging my hair so I’ll crawl over her. “My checkup—”

“Is tomorrow at nine am. I remember.”

“Will you be there? We might find out the sex if things go well.”

Violet’s sixteen weeks along, so it’s possible. “Of course I’ll be there. Can we leave Hailey behind this once?”

Since Violet took the pregnancy test, Hailey’s been by her side every step of the way. I think it’s her way of coping with the fact she has a half-sister we can’t locate. It’s been almost two months, but still no sign of Bianca. Violet took a test a few days after my meeting with Octavius, and Hailey took the role of auntie as if her life depended on it. She’s already bought a stack of clothes in neutral colors and has been planning the nursery whenever she comes over.

“I already told her she won’t be needed,” Violet admits, lifting her head off the pillow to reach my lips. “Carter’s complexion turns whiter than mine whenever Hailey puts her hand on my stomach.”

“He wants to marry her before they try for a baby. I think he’s worried she’ll want to get pregnant sooner. You know he can’t say no to her.” I stamp one last kiss on her nose before lifting her up again. “Come on, shower time.”

I carry her into the bathroom, setting her on the floor by the sink, and drop the paper bag on the shelf.

“What’s in there?” she asks, eyes darting between me and the bag.

“You’ll see.”

I gently push her under the stream of warm water, watching her skin flare pink. “I want to wash your hair. Close your eyes, Violet.”

“You want to wash my hair?” she echoes, one eyebrow raised. “Why?”

Despite the question, her eyes fall shut.

“I like taking care of you and... you keep saying you want your hair violet again, so I bought purple shampoo.”

She beams, eyes still closed. “Well, get to work then. How did you know purple shampoo will do the job?”

I strip off my clothes and join her in the shower, my cock like a metal pole jutting against her ass.

“Hailey gave me an extensive lesson in hair dye. I wasn’t sure how certain you were about the color change, so I chose the least permanent option.”

“And once you dye my hair?” she muses, leaning back to rest against my chest. “What then?”

“I think you know exactly what then, baby. Keep your eyes closed. I’ve never done this before.”

She gives me a curt nod. I open the shampoo bottle, pouring a generous amount onto my hand, then lather it into her hair, covering the length of it before gently scrubbing her scalp.

Purple foam covers my arms up to my elbows and the water pooling at our feet quickly turns a pale shade of lavender.

A little moan flies past Violet’s lips when I massage the base of her scalp.

“I love it when you do that,” she admits.

“Why do you think I keep doing it?”

She laughs quietly, still as a statue while I rinse the shampoo. The lavender hue disappears down the drain and the water turns clear again, but Violet’s hair is far from the stark whiteness it has been for months.

My cock swells and my heart thuds faster when I see that familiar washed-out purple hue and remember the night I hauled her into my arms for the first time, feeling as if the world had tilted on its axis.

“There’s my girl,” I say, spinning her to face me. “Open your eyes, baby.”

She looks right at me before her eyes follow the path of mine. She stares at her long hair clinging to her breasts. A small smile lights up her face. “Do you like it?”

“I love it.” I tangle my fingers in her locks, then gather them into a tight fist and the base of her spine. “This is how you looked when I touched you for the first time and realized how royally fucked I am.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, oh. I knew you were mine when I wrapped my arms around you.” I lift her up again only to push her against the wall, her pussy perfectly aligned with the head of my raging cock. “This is when you’re supposed to agree and tell me you’re mine, Violet.”

A soft sigh leaves her lips, eyes darting lower. “It’s been a long day... how about you remind me who I belong to?”

I thrust forward, filling her fast. “Your wish is my command, baby.”


Thank you so much for reading Finding Violet. I hope you enjoyed Broadway and Violet’s story.

Shadows of Obsession series continues with Catching Bianca. You can pre-order here.

To know more about my upcoming releases, you can follow me on social media and sign-up for my newsletter. All the necessary links can be found on my website.

www.iadice.com

It would mean a lot if you could spare a minute to rate or review the book on Amazon. Thank you!
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