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Author’s note

This book is a dark romance. There are many scenes of graphic v
and sexual content. The hero of this book is not a good man. Th
several scenes involving non/dub-con (for a complete list of content in
please visit SummerOtoole.com/content).

This book will not be for everyone, and please for the love of God
know me in real life, don’t read. But if you do, remember this is a v
fiction.

Dark romance is an incredible, beautiful, gritty way of storytelli
people enjoy for many different reasons. Reading and writing
something does not mean you condone it in real life. If that we
Stephen King should have been locked up long ago.

Please also note that this is not meant to accurately represent safe
kink.
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Prologue

Finn

T en years ago

My stomach flips seeing her dark brown hair whip around her
the wind. I turn up the volume on the staticky radio playing old
country to cover the sound of the open window. And my beating heart.

My fingers tap on the worn leather of the old steering wheel fight
urge to reach out and touch hers. The cab of the truck is dark, the he:
lighting up the country road ahead of us. Ranch fence lines zoom pas
sideview, the occasional yellow sign warning of deer crossings.

Effie rolls down her window, and the fresh smell of pine rushes in. !

It jumps like a skipping stone in my chest. Sharp, staccato hops th:
you anxious and waiting for the drop.

Effie and I had known each other for years. We’re only a coupl
apart, and our fathers run in the same circles. Those circles being the r
dirty criminal underworld. But it wasn’t until we graduated high schoc
years ago that we really started spending time together as more th

crime bosses’ kids. I had my brothers of course, but there was sor

freeing about spending time with another person who knew what it v



to wake up in the middle of the night to gunshots and eat breakfas
smell of bleach the next morning.

She understood that I didn’t break the cashier’s nose because I wa
but because he disrespected me, and as a Fox, I can’t let that happen
consequences. I glance down at my bruised knuckles wrapped aro
wheel now and can almost feel the sting of the ice she held on them
she cursed our fathers and their damn egos.

As if reading my mind she turns to me from the passenger seat,
your hand feeling?”

I flex my swollen fingers and take my eyes off the two lane road ju

face ilnenough to meet hers. We’re passing one of the few streetlights and tt

schoolglow makes her mahogany eyes shimmer like amber. My throat ti

“Fine.”

ing the I may be imagining it, but I think I see her frown slightly at m

. dlightsanswer. It’s not fine. My knuckles feel like they were run over by

. roller. But it’s not like I’'m gonna say that out loud.
it in the

I spot a sign for Bartlett Farms. “We’re almost there.”
Bartlett Farms is a small, family-run berry farm. They have fi

strawberries and long hedges of blueberries and some other stuff
it leave

remember. The large, white farm house that we see as we pull into

o yearsdrive has a wraparound porch faintly glowing with old-fashioned gas

ich an dThe couple who lives here now is in their seventies and the white |

1a fewchipping and curling off the wood siding, but the porch steps are

swept clean, and the flower baskets neatly pruned.
an two

nething The Bartletts are proud and honest people, which is probably w

/s likefather chose them. They don’t know I’'m coming tonight—no one dc



t to thewhen the truck crawls past the house to the back, a light flicks on u

They must recognize my truck, and the light turns off within a few sec
nted to, “This looks more like a place you’d take a girl to murder her, n
withoutdate,” Effie muses as she looks up at the dilapidated barn we’ve pa
ind thefront of. I think she says something else, but I can’t hear over the
after asthumping in my ears.

A date? Fuck.

‘How’s I mean, I’'m not complaining. I’ve had a thing for her since we wer

fucking years old. Back then of course, I just thought she was th
1st longbeautiful girl I’d ever seen and wanted to hold her hand. But now,
1e rustydeny the number of times I’ve jacked off in the shower to the though
ightens.soft skin, graceful curves, and bone-warming smile.

I never considered she might think of me the same way.

y short And that thought makes anxiety roil in my stomach.
1 steam Because I want it to be true. I want it more than anything I c:
remember wanting in my life.

I lead us through the overgrown grass behind the barn to the
elds ofThere’s enough moonlight filtering through the leaves to guide our fe
I can’tEffie’s foot snags on a root and she flies forward. Instinctively, I re
the dirtand grab her around the waist before she breaks her fucking neck.
lamps. Her body is warm and soft, and I immediately notice how her che
paint isand falls with heavy breaths. Her pretty pink lips part and I am frozei
alwaysspot as she looks up at me through her lashes.

I could lean down and kiss her right now. I could. But I don’t. Ir
/hy mydrop my arm and continue ahead, “Just a bit further.”
yes—so0  The rest of the way, Effie walks behind me instead of at my side so

follow in my exact steps. We arrive at the lake without any othe



ipstairs.accidents. The trees part, and the foliage thins from rooty brush to thi

onds. weeds. The silvery water ripples faintly with the night air feathering at

ot on a Effie eyes the wooden dock stretched out in front of us skeptically

rked inthing looks one gust of wind from falling down.”

> blood “It will be worth it.” I swallow down the rising lump of nerves in m
and hold out my hand. “Promise.” She sets her hand in mine and bu
erupt in my stomach. Fuck.

e seven We walk out to the end of the dock. It does creak ominously w

ile moststeps, and it would be my fucking luck if this old dock chooses tor

I can’tcrumble. “Look down,” I tell her.

t of her I don’t need to look. I already know what’s down there. Instead, -
her. Her brows rise and a sweet smile tugs on her lips. “That’s beautifi
says, eyes still taking in the web of water lilies floating on top of the w

Big white blooms dot the water, the moonlight making them look e

an everespecially with cricket songs humming in the air and the gentle breez
spins and catches me staring. I want to look away, pretend I

woods.memorizing every feature and line of her face. But she steps closer, ¢

ot. Still,our chests almost touch.

ach out My hand trembles as I slowly reach out and tuck a strand of hair
her ear. She bites her lip when my fingers graze the shell of her ear. \

st risesthinking, I take my thumb and pull her lip out from under her teeth. Tt

n to thethick and heavy. Our breaths are weighty as we stay locked in de
contact.

1stead I I swallow hard as my thumb slides down to her chin and I tilt her h
My other hand cups her cheek, and she lightly places her hands on my

she can I’ve never been so nervous in my life.

r near- She rises on her tiptoes and our lips almost—



n, wiry A sharp ring pierces the air. My pocket buzzes with my vibrating

yove it. and the hypnotic moment shatters. She steps back at the same time

, “Thataway and dig into my jeans. I realize it isn’t a phone call, but a slew
messages coming in one after the other making the text alert tone c

y throatpinging like a call. Missed call notifications also come in.

tterflies They keep popping up again and again and I realize the time sta
back an hour. I usually don’t get service out here. My brother’s ce

7ith ourpops up on the screen, and I answer.

light to  “Where the fuck are you, Finneas?” Cash growls as soon as I answe

')’

been trying to reach you for a fucking hour!” I can’t put my finger or
[ watchthere’s something off about his tone. He’s an angry person, yelling
ul,” shedefault, but there’s something anguished about the way he snarls.
‘ater. “I just got service. What’s going on?” I ask and Effie looks up at r
thereal,worried brows. She knows that an urgent call like this from family isn’
e. Effiea request to buy milk on my way home.
wasn’t “Dad’s been arrested—"
;0 close “What for?” I holler back.

“They’re saying he shot Governor Albright.”
behind “What?” My blood chills. Albright has been a longtime ally.
Nithout “Get your ass home. Now.” My bruised hand aches with how tigk
1e air isgripping my phone. “And Finn?”
ep eye “Yeah?”

“Get home safe. There’s a war coming.”

ead up.

waist.

1. Speakers — Acoustic Mixtape—Sam Hunt | SummerOtoole.com/playlists
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Arrivals

Effie

P resent

I didn’t think my father would say yes to the Les Arnaqueuse:
because they’re an all-women crew. Even if they’ve pulled off some
biggest heists in modern history—a Monet from the Louvre, a collec
Faberge eggs from a Russian oligarch, an entire wall from a buil
Bristol with a Banksy original—I could go on.

But then again, he loves any reason to fuck with the Foxes. So w
infamous crew reached out to him about the Fox cache and wanting
backer, he didn’t hesitate. And if the rumors of the worth of the Fox ca
true...well, I suppose he figured the potential payout was worth the ris

What did surprise me, however, was the fact he wanted me to
liaison. My brothers were deep in dealings with the New York famili
expected him to have Bruno, his bruiser of a Capo, take lead. But of
his misogynistic ass didn’t think a man could work with women -
fucking them, so that left me.

“This job is too important to risk because a whore can’t keep h

closed.”



I’m sure he is just as unhappy about it as I am.

I understand I have a role to fill, a duty to family, but I always figu
would be marrying whoever my father decided was most beneficial
family. He’s kept me out of almost all operation details, and I’'m fi
that. Not that I am fine with him pawning me off like a dowry of co
I’m resigned to know my place, my worth.

I hear the jet before I see it. Jonathon hands me a pair of neon
earmuffs. He almost comically fulfills his role as my security by d
identically to the Secret Service. Black suit and tie, starch white shirt
black sunglasses and an earpiece. The jet breaks through the clouds
g Solelynose lines up with the runway’s yellow lines. I slide on the earmu
\ of thelaugh to myself when Jonathon just clenches his jaw and makes his ba
“tion of

ding in

instead of putting on a pair himself. Men.
The small jet is the only plane in sight in the whole private airp:
father no doubt used his considerable resources to make sure no one w

hen thehere when the crew arrived. I wonder what would happen if the Foxe

3 localL(es Arnaqueuses were in town. Would they know they were comir

che arethem? My mind involuntarily recalls a warm summer night and the ¢

k.
be the

es, so |

petals of water lilies under the moonlight.
I swallow the knot in my throat and remind myself that was a lo
ago. As the plane rolls to a stop and lowers the steps, I try to repl

. Coursememories from when my heart sang, with memories from when m

Withoutscreamed. My favorite cousin unrecognizable from the beating h

Watching from a window as another soldier was curb stomped, hear

horrible crushing sound three stories up.

ler legs
That is who the Foxes are. Brutal. Ruthless. Heartless.

And Finneas Fox is the worst of them.



The bloodshed only stopped when a delicate and brittle ceasefi
red thatagreed upon before the two families eradicated each other. Mutually
for thedestruction or survival.
ne with I hate what they did, but I hate what we did too. Framing Finn’s
ws, butAiden Fox, for the murder of the governor, driving him to kill hin

prison. All of it sickens me.
orange I wasn’t cut out for this life. I’'m cold but not ruthless. I’'m cold be
Iressingwas never shown the warmth of love, except for that one summe
, night-forget about that, that Finn no longer exists.
and its A woman steps out, her blonde hair slicked back in a tight bun, her
ffs andvisible between a tight, cropped tank and cargo pants cinched at the
ck rigidWith one scan of her athletic build, I’'m sure she knows twenty differe
to kill me with her bare hands.
ort. My My father meets her at the bottom of the steps, shaking her hand
ould betake the designer duffel bags from her hands and put them in the tru
's knewlimo waiting on the tarmac.
1g after The rest of the women follow and once everyone has deplaned, Jc
slowingand I walk over to the group. “My daughter, Euphemia,” my father sw
hand out as I step up to the circle of people. “She will be your point
ng timeand has already arranged your living arrangements.”
ace the “You can call me Effie.” My father grinds his jaw, hating my nic
y heartbut quickly turns his sleazy grin back on—always putting on a show.
e took. The women introduce themselves. The one that looks like a merce
‘ing thenamed Linnie and has only a slight French accent. A short-statured a
woman with tanned skin introduces herself as Hadis, her dark brow

with flecks of gold flit over the surroundings, constantly sur



ire wasreminding me of a hawk. The last woman, with short buzzed, dark I
assuredfair skin is Marguerite.
The drive to our home is passed with my father jabbering and the
father,politely laughing at his sexist jokes. Though I watch Linnie’s k
1self inwhiten around her champagne glass, and I half expect it to explode.
I’m going to like her.
cause I My mother greets us and presents the dining table full of home
r—No,Italian food as if she made it herself. I doubt she even got out of be
minutes before we arrived.
midriff “You all must be starving after that flight, how long was it nov
ankles.mother asks as she flits around the table to her seat at the opposing he:
nt waysmy father.
“Just shy of nine hours,” Linnie responds, tucking in her chair and f
as menher napkin onto her lap.
nk of a Once we are seated and begin eating, I notice my mother ske
observing Marguerite’s shaved head and can practically hear her in m
onathan“What would possess a beautiful woman to do that to herself? Must
ipes hislooking for a husband, that’s for damn sure.” And a healthy dose of
personin Greek.
My mother and father’s marriage was political, of course. The mer
‘kname,the Luciano and Papadimitriou families. Though, I do think they’ve
to love each other in their own way. Like how a spoiled child lo
nary isfavorite toy simply because it’s his and no one else gets to have it. I ¢
nd leanknowing my worth was my hand in marriage.
vn eyes Marriage for love is for princesses in the fairytales, not princesse:

veying,Mafia.



lair and

women
nuckles
I think
Finn
cooked
d thirty I check my watch again. They should be arriving any minute. I str

my respirator and cross my ankle over my knee. The room is empty ar

o I am sitting in the only chair in the room. The only light is coming fi
v?” my
df three monitors mounted above the door streaming three of the many ¢
1d from

covering every inch of this old hotel.

lapping It was decommissioned years ago because the whole thing is riddl
appin
asbestos and when renovations were needed there was nothing to

, abandon it.
ptically
J head. Now, it’s my playground. !

b A black, windowless van drives through an opening in the consi
. not be

. fence that surrounds the dilapidated property. One of my men in a sl
cursing

drags the fence closed behind the van.

ging of A subtle sort of adrenaline leaks into my bloodstream. It’s not dec
gi
learme Clbut heightening. The blue light emanating from the screens is crisper,

hi behind the respirator fresher, and the need to hunt growing stronger.
ves his

’ I used to be consumed with my thirst for violence. After my
rew up
’ suicide, I wanted nothing more than to feel the slick, warmth of fresl

in thespilled on my hands. The desire—need—is still there, but it’s quiete
51

patient and calculating.



It seethes through my veins as I watch a man being pushed out of tl
of the van, a black pillowcase over his head and his hands zip tied in
him. He stumbles, crouched and shoulders curled, as he tries to brace
in his new surroundings.

Calvin, my second, jumps out of the back of the van and rips the «
Martin’s head. His usually neatly styled Ivy League cut is mussed, ¢

annoyed but amused when his first instinct is to raise his bound hand

aighten

dgd . his hair. The pretentious fuck.

: a; " Pretentious and stupid. We hired him as a fence for a parcel of di
‘om the

and he swapped half of the stones with fakes, pocketing the real ones.

‘ameras , ,
And sure, we could have roughed him—broken a few bones, retrie

stones— and threatened him if he ever pulled another stunt like tha

ed with )
representing the Fox name. But I needed more.

do but
oo I use my phone to remotely unlock a door that used to be a back

entrance. Calvin opens it and ushers Martin in, my eyes track the mov

on the screens. All the doors and elevators in the hotel were set 1

Tuction _
electronic locks for key cards. I’ve reprogrammed them so that I can

i k
¢ s which doors open from the palm of my hand.

I see Calvin’s lips move as he explains the game to him and the cc

1fen1ng,my mouth curls watching fear sink into his eyes. Now, the fun car
. the alrbegin.
’ The rules to the game are simple: Run.
flalzlierz He jumps back when Calvin pulls a switchblade, but he only cuts
00

ties. I see but can’t hear Calvin say one more thing and then Martir

r, more . , ,
sprinting down the hall. The monitors above me change as the motion
on the cameras follow his path.

His white dress shirt is stuck to him, sweat making a dark spot dc



he backmiddle of his back. He paces and pounds the elevator buttons, running

front ofover his face waiting for an elevator that is never going to come

himselfanother few seconds of waiting, he ditches the elevator and decides
stairs.

-ase off I watch him scamper up the steps, trying each door at every landin

ind I’'mkeep them locked. On the seventh floor, he kicks the door and

s to fixpounding his fists.

This is always my favorite part. When they start to crack, to breal

amondsregress to a child throwing a tantrum when it finally sinks in that the:
leaving these halls alive. Any composure goes out the window with
ved theof their hope.
it while The next time he slams his shoulder into the door, I unlock it
tumbles to the floor, the door finally opening. He regains his footi
servicelooks around frantically, trying to decide which way to run down the |
ementsof rooms. He doesn’t know that he’s merely a mouse in my maze. It
1p withmatter which way he chooses because every route is a dead end until 1
controlit’s not.

It’s the control as much as—if not more—than the violence that !
yrner of Total and complete control over his destiny, helps settle the anxiety
1 reallyalways trying to eat away at me.

He arrives on my floor, red-faced and out of breath, and my bloo

with his approach. He starts down the hall straight toward me. The
the zipthe old suite I am in has been switched with a stairwell door.
| is off, When I can hear his footsteps outside, I switch off the monitors anc
sensorsTime’s up. My pulse races under my skin. I love watching them scurr
love the anticipation of waiting blind. My breath quickening witt

ywn thefootstep that draws closer.



~ahand I roll my head, cracking my neck, and slide gloves over my finge
). Afterletters tattooed across my knuckles disappear under the black leathe
on thespell out two short words: CAN’T HIDE.

You can run but...The door cracks open...you can’t hide.

g, but I “Hello, Martin.” His backlit frame freezes in the doorway. “I’m
wails,you could make it.”

My phone vibrates in my hand, and I look down at the picture I’ve
<. Theyall night to receive. There’s a torrent of feelings, making my head hur
y aren’tl wanted to draw this out, but now seeing my confirmation proved cc
the lasther face staring back at me from my screen—my already-thin patience

The dark room lights up for one blinding second. The next second,
and hehits the ground, a bullet hole between his eyes.

ing and

1allway
doesn’t

_ 1. Fed Up—Ghostmane |
“decide
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I roll my head, cracking my neck, and slide gloves over my fingers. The
letters tattooed across my knuckles disappear under the black leather. They
spell out two short words: CAN’T HIDE.

You can run but... The door cracks open...you can’t hide.

“Hello, Martin.” His backlit frame freezes in the doorway. “I’m so glad
you could make it.”

My phone vibrates in my hand, and I look down at the picture I've waited
all night to receive. There’s a torrent of feelings, making my head hurt. Fuck,
I wanted to draw this out, but now seeing my confirmation proved correct—
her face staring back at me from my screen—my already-thin patience snaps.

The dark room lights up for one blinding second. The next second, Martin

hits the ground, a bullet hole between his eyes.

1. Fed Up—Ghostmane |

OceanofPDF.com




CHAPTER 2

OceanofPDF.com



https://oceanofpdf.com

CHAPTER 2

OceanofPDF.com




Chance

Effie

H adis spreads out the latest surveillance photos on the table
shared apartment, and I have to steel myself to look him eye
Again.

We’ve rented an apartment under a fake name in the building acro
the Fox’s Den. We know Cash lives in the penthouse apartment abor
restaurant. In fact, they own the whole building. I was honestly surpris
didn’t own this one we’re now staying in too.

It may be Cash’s apartment but in the three days we’ve been stak
documenting everyone coming and going and establishing lines ¢
through the windows, we haven’t seen the eldest brother once.

Instead it’s him. Finn.

I’m beginning to wonder if my father gave me this job just to tortur
he did, it’s working.

I’ve spent the last ten years trying my damnedest to avoid all
Finneas Fox. When the Fox family shows up in the newspaper, I t

page. When I’m obligated to attend an event he might be at, I suddenl



down with the flu. And on the rare occasion I go out with friends, I en:
never choose one of the many clubs and bars owned by them.

“We need to get inside. What we’re looking for is inside. I’'m sure
Linnie stands and palms the table, shuffling the photos around.

“They only ever have two guards at the front door...,” Hadis muses.

Marguerite leans back in her chair, rocking onto the back legs, “W
you thinking?”

“But the entrance from the roof terrace has no security.” Linni
approvingly at her implication.

“But how would you even get up there? The only way to get f

in our

(0 eve through the apartment which we’ve already determined is always gua

say, and they all look at each other with hints of a smile.

ss from Linnie sits down and laughs, “Finding a way into places we shoul

Ve theirable to, is quite literally our job description.” Right.

ed they My phone buzzes in my pocket and I pull it out.

Please be at 1l Giardino in 30. Your father wants an update. -Bruno
ed out, It’s an unknown number, but it’s not uncommon for him to get
£ Sightburner every few weeks.

I don’t typically jump to orders from my father’s lap dog, but I’m {
for an excuse to get out of this conversation. Despite the amount
- me. Ifthat’s passed and all the bloody events that have transpired betwe
families, this plot still feels like betrayal, and it doesn’t sit well with m
things It’s a direct, premeditated, and unprovoked attack. If we get caught
- thebe a blatant breach of our truce and I shudder to think about what will
ein retribution.

The Foxes aren’t known for second chances.



sure we

» of it.”

'hat areOpened before the urbanization of June Harbor, Il Giardino is one
oldest restaurants in the city; it actually has a quarter acre garden in th

ie nodsTo this day, they still use produce harvested from it and their outside
is dispersed throughout the garden. So you can eat your Lingui

‘here isPuttanesca next to the plant that grew the very same tomatoes on your

rded,” I In my rush to get out of the apartment, by the time I step out of the
am ten minutes early. From the sidewalk, I can almost imagine the pla

dn’t beglory eighty years ago. Candles dot every red tablecloth-coverec
making the place glow without being too bright. The low, wooden raf
exposed with a rustic charm and black and white vintage photos of Ita
on the walls.

a clean Maria waves to me from the hostess stand as I walk in. “Table
tonight, Ef?” Despite the several other couples waiting for a table,

sratefulreaches for a menu to seat me right away. I can’t deny there are som

of timeof being a Luciano—I don’t think I’ve waited for a table once in m

2en ourlife.

e. “Two, my father is coming.”

, it will “Inside or outside?” she asks while weaving between tables, me fo

happenbehind her.

“Outside, please.” It’s a gorgeous evening, the temperature is cool

to be pleasant, but not so cold I need more than a light, long sleeve.



As she leads me under an arching trellis of green beans to an empt
my feet stutter to a halt, my heart leaping into my throat. I have to fi
urge to flatten myself on the brick pavers and hide behind the raised
bed. Because through the climbing poles wrapped in green vines, I see

Finn is sitting at a table by himself, eyes on a book in one hand w

of thetakes a drag from a cigarette in the other. Despite being bombarde
ie back.pictures of him daily, I am not prepared for the pure feeling of suffo
seatingget seeing him in person.

ne alla Do I leave? Do I tell him to leave? My father is going to be here sot

plate. all.

2 taxi, I “Everything okay?” Maria’s voice shakes me from my trance.

ce inits “Hmm? Oh yeah, this is great.” I don’t bother to give her a fake smi

1 table,polite, plopping myself down at the table trying to catch my breat

ters aredoesn’t have any plates on his table, only an espresso cup and sat

ly hangmaybe he is done eating and will leave before my father gets here.
hoping.

for one Maria leaves me and it’s a good thing I know the menu by heart be

, Mariastare at it but can’t read a damn word. I pick at the corner of the ment

e perkshave something to occupy my shaking hands.

y entire  The garden is surrounded by a brick wall and our tables are placed
front of it, at the end of the rows of raised beds. There are no other t:
our row and goosebumps run down my arms, being as alone with Finn

llowingbeen in a decade.

I can feel his dark presence, like a cloud floating in front of 1

enoughcreating an instant chill. Can he feel me like I feel him?

The smell of cigarette smoke wafts over to me and instantly transp

back to the night we climbed out on the roof and shared a cigarette



y table,taught him the constellations. I’ve smelled cigarettes a thousand time
ight thebut for some reason that is the one memory the scent is intrinsically ti
gardenmakes something sharp in my chest pang.
him. I try to shrink myself in my chair, but I can’t look away. I’m entrar
'hile hethe way his long neck bobs as he takes a sip and how the setting sun
xd withhis cheekbones look chiseled and cutting. He flips a page, and his ey
cation Iup briefly and my heart nearly stops. Luckily he doesn’t notice me
check the time anxiously wondering when the hell my father is gettir
on afterIf it wasn’t a busy Friday night, I’d ask to move inside, but I already ¢
a line of waiting guests.

A server comes out with a bottle of wine I didn’t order. “Complin
le to beyour family,” he says and pours me a glass while I wait. I quickly e
h. Finnbefore pouring myself another. I jump when my phone pings with
Icer, sotext message.

Here’s Change of plans. He won’t be coming.

Thank god. I finish the wine that’s left in my glass before throw
'cause Inapkin in my seat and standing up to leave, thanking Mary, Joseph, an
1 just tothat I can leave before—

“Effie?” His voice is deeper than I remember but instantly recogniz:
| just in I bite my cheek and consider running, but that would be suspicious
ables inand I can’t pretend that a small part of me wants nothing more tha

as I’vedown at his table and pretend like the last ten years never happened.

I turn slowly and hope the mock surprise I have pasted on my
the sunbelievable. “Oh my god, hi. I didn’t see you there.” God, what a terrib

“Are you leaving?” he asks, ducking his head to get a clear line ¢
orts methrough the web of beans.

while I “I was waiting for someone, but they canceled,” I say quickly ai



s since,around hoping he’ll leave it at that.
ad to. It “And you’re really gonna let that brunello di montalcino go tc
because some asshole stood you up?” He nods to the half-drunk bottle
1ced bytable.
| makes “Oh, no, I was waiting for—it wasn’t a date.” My cheeks burn.
es flick “Good.” He leans back and crosses his legs at the ankles and takes
, and Idrag of this cigarette and my skin lights on fire as he blatantly trails t
1g here.down, then back up my body.
skipped “Good?”
“Join me.” The corner of his mouth tilts up, and he nods to the empr
1ents toat his table.
mpty it “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I should be going.” I try to leave
anotherKeyword being try. I can’t tell you why I don’t ignore him and leav
ought to.
“It’s been a decade, Effie. Our families have been at peace foi
ing myright?” I stare at him, not knowing what to say. Technically we are a
id Jesusfor all he knows. Denying the truce would be suspicious, but joini
would be a risk too. Finn can read between the lines better than anyc
ible.  ever met. He notices the tiniest details, and I am terrified I’ll give sor
. as hellaway.
n to sit “Please...” he looks down and swallows deeply. When he looks t
again, his eyes have a raw vulnerability to them that tugs on my he
face ismakes me wonder if maybe he missed me as much as I missed him. “J
le line. drink.”
Of sight “Okay,” I manage to squeak out. I wipe my sweaty palms on my je.
grab the bottle of wine from my table.

nd spin The first thing he says when I sit down is, “God, I’ve missed you.”



And I wonder how the hell I’'m going to get through this night.
) waste

» ON my

-a slow
1iS eyes
“I think we are the last people here.” I look around the garden, now ei
all other diners and servers. It’s been three hours since I sat down, .
ty chaircheeks hurt from smiling so much.
“I don’t want to say goodbye.” Finn’s dark green eyes look
» again.earnestly, like he’s begging this night to never end.
e like I But it has to.
It’s a cruel irony that we reconnect at the same time I’m planning a
- years,rob him of his family’s finest possessions.
it peace My mouth hangs open, still trying to formulate my response wi
ng himstring lights lining the brick walls turn off. I look at him guiltily. ¢
mne I’vethat’s our cue.”
nething “Fair enough,” he sighs, standing and coming around to my side
table, holding out his hand.
vack up I'shouldn’t take it. I should walk away right now. Tuck this night aw
art andmemory to hold onto but nothing more. But it’s so dark in the garde
'ust onenow and maybe they forgot we are here, and maybe if I just reach
take his hand right now in the night, it will be like it never happene
ans andmorning.
I must take too long to decide because he tucks his hand into his

and gives me a weak smile. I stand and we start walking back thro



rows of vegetables, passing orange squash blossoms and a bush of 1
rosemary.

It feels so natural to slip my hand in the crook of his elbow and
grasp his bicep. I feel him tense slightly, but then he leans into me anc
to stop time. This night has been a gift I never expected, and I know
as we walk out of this restaurant, the illusion will shatter.

I don’t even realize I've stopped walking until he pauses and faces
npty ofgently peels my hand off his arm and holds it in front of him, picking
and myother. My breathing slows as he looks down at me. “I meant what I

don’t want to say goodbye to you. Not again.”
at me His thumb slowly rubs circles on the back of my hand. The motic
small but jarring. It’s too comforting, too soothing, and I can’t
happen. We may have a truce right now but for how much longer?
heist to  “It’s really late, I have to go.” I bite my tongue to hold back all the -
want to say and tug my hands away.
hen the [ brush past him, but his fingers wrap around my wrist, and he sf
‘I thinkback. He catches me with a hand on my hip. The breath is snatched fi
lungs when his fingers that were around my wrist raise to trace the
+ of themy chin with a featherlight touch.

His fingers trail up my jaw and into my hair, “Come home with me.

/ayasa “I can’t—"

n right  “I’m parked out back, no one will see us leave together.”

out and “But—"

1in the “I’ve waited ten years. I’'m not waiting another minute.” His grif
hair tightens and he pulls me to him, crashing his lips down on me. I’

pocketfrozen for a moment, and then I’m melting into him, fisting the colla

ugh theshirt and breathing him in like he’s the only pure oxygen in the air.



ragrant My mind empties of all thoughts but the feel of his mouth on m
tastes like the sweetest forbidden fruit, and I feel more drunk on him t
lightlywine. I involuntarily whimper when he pulls away, immediately mis:
| I wanttouch like a drug. His voice is thick and raspy. “Yeah. You’re comin
as soonwith me.”
He bends down and then makes me scream as he wraps his arms
me. Hemy thighs and throws me over his shoulder. “Finneas!”
'up my He laughs. “I like that, already screaming my name.”
~said. I I gasp, my cheeks burn, and I clamp my mouth shut.
We leave through a back gate instead of going through the restaure
n is soFinn opens the door of his coupe with one hand, the other still w
let thataround my thighs. He gently deposits me in the passenger seat, and
when he leans across me to buckle me in, the smell of his rich «
words Iwafting past me.
Finn drives like a bat out of hell, his hand never leaving my thi;
yins megrateful that he uses the private underground garage. The last thing I
-om myall this is for one of Les Arnaqueuses to see me and have word get bac.
edge offather.

Before I even have time to unbuckle, he’s already opening the pa
door, sweeping out his palm. “After you, princess.” Princess. That or
makes my stomach flutter more than anything else he’s said tor
convinced him to drive me to get ice cream once by saying, “I’m the [
Princess,” and he replied, “Well, who am I to deny a princess.”

)y in my “I can’t believe you remember that.”
'm only “I remember every second I’ve spent with you.”
r of his My stomach twists into knots at his words. The knot only grows

bigger and tighter ball as we take the elevator to the top floor. It loose



ine. Hewhen he pushes me against the door to kiss me ravenously before le
han theinto Cash’s apartment—the same one we’ve been surveilling for ¢
sing hisdrops into the pit of my stomach as we step into the apartment, and I |
g homethe click of the lock. Standing here now, I realize the gravity of the -
up-ness of this whole situation.
around But then he’s wrapping his arms around my waist from behind and
my neck, and I can’t bring myself to resist. Just one night, 1 tell mysel
I roll my head to the side, giving him more access and as he su
sensitive skin between his lips, a moan slips out of mine. “Fuck,” his
int, andtickles my neck, “you don’t know how long I’ve waited to hear tha
rappedsound.” He groans and bites down on my earlobe and my knees
I blushbuckle.
-ologne His hands inch down my stomach and pinch the hem of my shirt,
his knuckles graze the skin of my stomach. “Please let me see you, |
gh. I’'mtugs the hem higher, and my eyes latch onto the big window to ou
need inThrough it I can see the window of our stakeout place and panic grips
ktomy I spin around. “Let’s go to your room.” Luckily the blinds are dow
but who knows the next time one of them is going to look out the winc
ssenger He smiles giddily, and it’s such a beautiful, light expression on his
1e worddarkened features. Sweeping up my hand he leads me down the hall ¢
1ight. Ia room. It’s a small room with a four-post bed and minimal other fi
.ucianoand decor—what you’d expect of a guest bedroom, but I don’t let o
know this isn’t his place.
Like he can’t wait a second longer, he rips my shirt over my head
hands hungrily roam the bare expanse of my curves. He pauses almc
; into ahe’s awestruck, and I find myself wanting to cover myself, not deser

ns a bithis adoration. If only he knew what we were planning.



tting us I move to cross my arms over my chest, but he pulls them away a
lays. Itthem at my side. “Don’t ever cover yourself in front of me. Not wt
isten tolook like Aphrodite herself.”
fucked- With my arms still pinned, he bends down to kiss my throat, my ch
across the tops of my breasts. I suck in a breath with each brush of |
kissingHe straightens and dusts a kiss on my mouth, before kneeling. He co
to travel the length of my body with swipes of his lips and tongue.
cks the His grip on my hands doesn’t waiver, but the urge to hide lesse
s breatheach roll, curve, and freckle he kisses. His eyes lock on mine as he te:
t sweetdelicate skin above my waistband with his tongue making me shiver.
nearlypart of you is going to belong to me by the end of the night,” he whisp
my flesh and begins to undo my jeans with his teeth.
letting Fuck if I’ve ever seen anything hotter than this man on his knees for
Ef.” He Releasing my arms, he pulls my jeans over my hips and down my
ir right.until I’m left in nothing but a black, lace bralette and matching panties
me. He stands, fisting my hair and tipping my head back. Forcing my ga
m now,notice two eye hooks screwed into the canopy rail above the base of t
low.  Finn’s lips graze my ear as he whispers, “Ever been tied up, princess?”
usually “No,” I breathe, my skin lighting on fire and a pulse beating betw
ind intolegs. I’ve had boyfriends in the past, but no matter how much I initiate
irnitureof them were even a modicum as rough as I wanted. They were prob
n that Itoo scared of my father to leave bruises. Funny, since my father
problem leaving them.
and his It’s not lost on me that this might be my one chance to exp
)st as ifsomething I’ve craved, to be at the mercy of a man not under my -
ving ofthumb, and who can give me what I truly want. And if this one night

will get with Finn...then how could I say no?



nd pins Finn traces his bottom lip with his tongue, a wicked gleam in hi
1en you“Good. Now stay right here.” I stand unflinchingly still—save the r
fall of my chest as my heart hammers under it— as he goes to a dres
ast, andpulls out two coils of silken cord and something else small and whit
1is lips.can’t get a good look at.
ntinues He walks back to me, stopping to rake his gaze down my exposed
“Hands out.” His voice is colder, more commanding, but still burnii
ns withlust and something else I can’t quite put my finger on. Whatever
1ses themakes my insides feel like molten heat.
“Every The rational part of me wants to question what the hell am I doing?
ers intoa man I haven’t spoken to in ten years tie me up, practically nake
despite those ten years and all the boyfriends in between, I never, nc
‘me. felt a closeness with any of them like I feel with Finn. I could be holdi
7 thighsan idyllic memory, to a teenage love that ended before it could ever
Or Finneas Fox could really be the one man I’ve ever felt safe with.
zeup,I 1
he bed. He methodically ties each wrist with some fancy knot that is ti
’ comfortable. I get a pang of something bitter realizing, the ease with
een myhe’s using the rope means he’s done this before...many times before.
d, none He gently spins me by the hips to face the bed and then ties the end
ably allrope to one of the hooks above us. My heart beats erratically sensi
had nobehind me but lacking his touch, wondering what he will do next an
so eager my inner thighs feel slick.
ierience  “You’re so beautiful like this,” I shudder at the finger he trails dc
father’sspine as he speaks, “You’re gonna look even more gorgeous with y
-is all Tturned bright red—" Smack!

I cry out in shock, but it’s instantly followed by a soft whimper for 1



is eyes. “You liked that, hmm?” His voice is so low I barely hear it, like a v

ise andfrom a ghost. I hear footsteps and turn my head as much as I can to ¢

ser andpull something else out of the dresser.

e that I He catches me looking and shakes his head. I fix my eyes straigh
again, a slight thrill shooting through me at the idea of doing somethi

figure.I feel him behind me again and then the cool, flat touch of something

1g withthigh.

it is, it I look down and see him drag a black, leather paddle up my leg. M
thuds in anticipation. Tantalizingly slow, he brings to my hip ar

Lettingcaresses the round of my ass.

:d? But “I have one question before we begin—"

)t once, “What’s my safe word?” I guess.

ng onto “No.” His voice is shockingly cold, detached and starkly differen

1 begin.tone he’s used all night and dread sinks into me. “What the fuck are y

those French bitches planning?”

ght yet
1 which
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“You liked that, hmm?” His voice is so low I barely hear it, like a whisper
from a ghost. I hear footsteps and turn my head as much as I can to see him
pull something else out of the dresser.

He catches me looking and shakes his head. I fix my eyes straight ahead
again, a slight thrill shooting through me at the idea of doing something bad.
I feel him behind me again and then the cool, flat touch of something on my
thigh.

I look down and see him drag a black, leather paddle up my leg. My heart
thuds in anticipation. Tantalizingly slow, he brings to my hip and then
caresses the round of my ass.

“I have one question before we begin—"

“What’s my safe word?” I guess.

“No.” His voice is shockingly cold, detached and starkly different to the
tone he’s used all night and dread sinks into me. “What the fuck are you and

those French bitches planning?”

1. Pull That Trigger—Tommee Profitt, Fleurie |

OceanofPDF.com




CHAPTER 3

OceanofPDF.com



https://oceanofpdf.com

CHAPTER 3

OceanofPDF.com




All is Fair

Effie

€€ D o you really think I don’t keep track of every single pers:
moves within a mile radius of us? Let alone right across the
Come on, Ef, I know you’re smarter than that.” ! His voice is |
dripping down my spine and moments from the night trickle throt
mind.
The fact that he was dining at an Italian restaurant known to be a 1
of our family.
He was parked discreetly out back and there were no guards w.
arrived at the apartment.
The texts from an unknown number, conveniently placed me at
alone next to him.
Please be at 11 Giardino in 30. Your father wants an update.
I don’t think Bruno has ever said please in his life. And he always r
my father as he. We all know which he he is talking about.
“The texts. That was you?” How could I be so fucking easy?
“Now, you’re catching on,” he mocks, and I yank on the ropes, tr

twist around, they remain taut, and steam rises in my chest.



Anger boils in me. Played. I’ve been fucking played.

“You said it yourself, Finn, I am a goddamn Mafia princess. If m
finds out you have broken the peace and have me fucking chained up,
rain hell down on you.” I seethe over my shoulder, irritated I can’t
him face to face.

“What peace, princess?” He tilts my chin further back with the tij
paddle. “Any false pretense of peace was broken the moment you |
Les Arnaqueuses into my fucking territory.”

He drops the paddle and tugs my head back by my hair. My ey

n Whofrom the pressure on my scalp. “Now tell me, what are you plannir

streetpd€mands, and my body jolts as he brings the paddle down hard on my

ke ice “Nothing,” 1 growl back, grinding my teeth together anticipating

1gh m stinging blow.

When it indeed comes, I huff out through my nose but keep 1
Eavoritepressed tight together. I’m far too used to taking punishment without
bastards the pleasure of my screams.
hen we Finn grunts dissatisfied at my silence and spanks me again harder, t
making me madder...and wetter. And I think I hate him the most for tt
4 table Another spank resounds in the room, and I squeeze my eyes shut, fi

on the rage turning red behind my eyelids. I feel his breath against m

and then he drawls roughly, “If you won’t tell me what you’re plannir
efers toat least be a good girl and count.

Another blow and I squeeze my thighs together, the impact making
throb. He bends down again, and I feel his tongue lick my beading sw
ying topath up the back of my neck and says into my ear, “Four.

“No.” I bite out.

Smack.



“Five.” I recognize a devilish glee in his voice now, and I realize
y fathersoft, vulnerable Finn from earlier was never real. He isn’t soft or .
he willsweet.
look at He’s a fucking sadist.

“If you think you can beat the answer out of me, we’re both going
) of thefor a long night.” Physical pain can be tuned out. And I'm so good at
broughtthat.

He chuckles darkly and then I hear a buzzing sound. “Oh, prince
25 stingisn’t about pain...” He dips under my arm and stands in front of r
18?” hebreathing becomes choppy as he trails a vibrator between my brea
ass. down my stomach. “...It’s about pleasure.”
another He runs the buzzing toy across the most sensitive part of my

stomach, right above my waist band. My abs constrict and I try to cury
ny lipsfrom him, praying he doesn’t go any further. “You’ve made your
- givingpoint, Finn.”

“Think about how good I’ll make it for you...” he trails off as if he
he burneven hear me, even though there’s no other sound than our breat
1at. distant foghorn, and that goddamn incessant buzzing. Dragging the to
ocusingto my inner thigh, he teases it up and down the sensitive skin but nev:
y neck,all the way up. “So good, you’ll hate yourself for how much you enjoy
1g, then “The only one I hate right now is you.” I take the opportunity wh

looking down to use my limited mobility and headbutt him in the face.
my clit “Fucking hell,” he snarls, checking for blood with the back of hi
eat in aUnfortunately, his nose isn’t bleeding. “I was going to be nice—"

“I hope it’s fucking broken, you piece of shit,” I spit, ignor

throbbing in my head from the blow.

“You wanna play dirty? Then let’s play.” His eyes are da



that theunreachable as they bore into me, shoving the buzzing toy into my pan
kind or “No, no. Finn, please, don’t.”
I attempt to knee him in the groin, but he catches my leg instan
laughs unimpressed. I try to wriggle my calf out of his grip but it’s use
to be injust pulls my knee out to the side and looks down at my bare thigh
exactlywants to take a bite out of it. For a second, I think he might.
He crowds me, hooking my leg around his hip so I’'m forced to e
'ss, thishim. I huff, trying to lean farther away but he holds me tight. His lips
ne. Mybrush mine as he says, “You know how to make it stop.”
sts and And then he’s cupping between my legs, pressing the vibrator tight
my sex and the pleasure is instant and blinding.
 lower I want to cry out in tortured rapture, my body responding so fiercel
e awaytoy, the ropes—fucking hell, to him. But I don’t want to give him tt
fuckinglike this. So I bite my tongue and squeeze my eyes shut, trying to bl
the feelings and not make a sound.
> didn’t I don’t realize I’m crying until he wipes a tear from my cheek v
hing, athumb and then he brushes it across my gasping lips.
y lower I hate him. I hate him. I hate him. I want him. I need him.
er quite He gives me a wicked smirk before returning to my backside and
“it.”  my burning cheeks again with the paddle, the toy still vibrating aga
ile he’sclit in my panties.
“Oh, Go—" 1 bite back a moan, my cries getting harder and he
s hand.contain. Another hit of the paddle and the mixture of pleasure and p
me riding fast and hard to my climax. I hate the sounds I'm giving
ing thefreely, yet against my will. I bite my lip in an attempt to not gi
anymore.

rk and He hits me once more, the fiery sting melting through my core, and



ties. encircles my waist and palms my stomach, inching his fingers lov
lower until he’s applying pressure again on the toy. I shatter pa
tly and“That’s it. Come hard for me, princess. Tell me how good it hurts.”
less, he “Fuck you, Finn,” I pant, trying to catch my breath as my orgasm s
like hebut barely, the vibrator still pulsing against my swollen clit.
“You can make it stop anytime,” he taunts.
mbrace He continues a rhythm of spanks then pressing the vibrator harder
s nearlyme, over and over again until I’m struggling for air as another orgasm
I’m still so sensitive, never getting a reprieve from the last one, and
againstinvoluntarily.
“Look at you, such a desperate little plaything.” He caresses the sid
y to thehip, and I realize I’ve been rolling my pelvis forward, searching out tt
1is. Notl hate to need. Then before I know what’s happening, he’s ripping
ock outaway and clutching my throat in his hand. I feel a whiplash of sorrow
sensation is gone, wanting it back but also happy relief that it’s over.
vith his “What. Are. You. Planning?” He tightens his grip on my neck, p
the sides of my throat with each word, the restricted blood flow
instantly making my head swim.
lashing “Go to hell,” I croak out.
inst my He huffs indignantly and releases my neck, the black dots swarm
vision dissipate. “I will break you. ”
irder to And then the torture—because that’s what this is—begins agec
ain hasalternates impact and toy play until every muscle in my body is sti
him sotight it hurts, every inch of skin is blazing, and every thought in my
ve himconsumed with rage-fueled desire.
“Are you close, princess? I know you are.” He slips the toy back

then hemy whole body convulses on contact. He drags the paddle down the



ver andmy thighs and my knees. “Your legs are shaking. In fact, your whole
infully.trembling.” He’s right of course, my knees wobble and I’d collap
wasn’t for the ropes keeping me up.
ubsides I suck in a heavy breath when he tugs my hips back, pulling me o
tiptoes and slinks a hand down the back of my panties. I hiss as his
slide down the curve of my ass and between my legs. I try to thrust
againstout of his reach, but he only holds me tighter.
builds. “Don’t fucking touch me there, Finn. If you do this, I will he
I moanforever.”
“Mmm...” he moans, and I can hear my own wetness as he rubs
2 of mypussy. “You’d be much more convincing if you weren’t so fucking soc
le relief He lifts my hips even higher and presses two fingers at my el
the toy“Finn...” My throat is dry and raspy, and even I can’t deny it sound
that theplea, not warning.
“Quiet now, Ef.” He thrusts the fingers deep inside my hot, wantir
inching“And fucking take it.” He drives them in and out of me, my body te
almostanother godforsaken orgasm builds, the vibrator making my clit thrc
I’m teetering on the edge.
“Oh god, oh god—Fuck, Fi—.” He curls against my g-spot, an
ing mymyself off, refusing to say his name with any ounce of pleasure. He 1
other hand to hold my throat. I can sense his fingers itching to squeez:
1iin. Heblack out. A cry gets tangled up in my throat, bliss begins to bloom ir
rung soright places—but then he slows his movements, draws his fing
mind ispainfully slow, in and out.
I whimper, delirious with this incandescent need. “Don’t—Stop—I
in, andStop.”

back of He chuckles dryly behind me, “Are you telling me: Don’t. Stop. O



body isneedy, plaything begging me not to stop.”
se if it “Goddamn you, Finn,” I sob. “Please. Please don’t fucking stop.’
myself break like a crack in an icy lake. Brittle. Cold. Irreversible.
nto my He begins to pump his fingers faster and firmer again. “Then tell me
fingerswant to know.”
myself “No—”"
“I am not bluffing, Effie. I will tease you until you are nothing
ite youdripping mess, then I will leave you. Bound. Alone. Wanting.”
I can hardly focus on his words when my body shakes with the n
wer myrelease and he plays my body like a well-rehearsed instrument.
iked.”  “I know how desperately you need to come. I can feel your cunt str
itrance.my fingers. And I can give it to you. I will give it to you, if you just
s like awhat you’re up to.” My toes that are barely touching the floor curl an
pangs start to spark in my core. “What will it be, Effie? Are you goir
1g cunt.left wet and needy, or are you going to drench my fingers as I ma
'nses ascome?”
)b until My breath pounds in and out of my lungs, my grip on reality slippi
mind clouding. I can’t even find the words to respond.
d I cut “What—" Smack. “Will—” he strikes again with the paddle. “It—
1ses hisit burns so good. “Be?” The next hit sends a jolt of pleasure radiating
2 until Iclit; I cry out.
1 all the “We’re going after your cache!” And then I’'m toppling over th
Jers sospiraling in aching euphoria.
My entire body shakes, the ropes swaying as my climax rips throt
Don’t—the summation of so many competing sensations.
“That wasn’t so hard, was it?” Finn spits as he swiftly flicks a swit

r is myand cuts the ropes keeping me upright. I groan as my body gives ot



tumble to the floor.

” 1 feel He crouches down in front of me, and I’'m suddenly struck by the «
of him being fully clothed while I'm lying in a near-naked heap. “I pr

» what Iyou earlier that I would break you. That every part of you would be
me by the end of the night. Well, the end is here, and I fucking ov
Continue on with whatever you’re scheming, but you report back

3 but aEverything. Got it?” He snarls, his lip curled and his eyes too fucking
wonder who the hell this beast in front of me is.

eed for Before I even have a chance to agree or disagree, he’s up anc
slamming the door in his wake. And with it any potential for a

anglinghappiness the beginning of the night let me foolishly believe was possi

tell me

d sharp
1g to be

1. Continue playing Pull That Trigger
ke you
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tumble to the floor.

He crouches down in front of me, and I’m suddenly struck by the contrast
of him being fully clothed while I'm lying in a near-naked heap. “I promised
you earlier that I would break you. That every part of you would belong to
me by the end of the night. Well, the end is here, and I fucking own you.
Continue on with whatever you’re scheming, but you report back to me.
Everything. Got it?” He snarls, his lip curled and his eyes too fucking cold, I
wonder who the hell this beast in front of me is.

Before I even have a chance to agree or disagree, he’s up and gone,
slamming the door in his wake. And with it any potential for a future

happiness the beginning of the night let me foolishly believe was possible.

1. Continue playing Pull That Trigger
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In Love and War

Finn

€€ H ot coffee. Leave room for milk.” I pass a ten-dollar bill ove
barista and walk to the other side of the counter, waving
when she asks about my change. A teenager looking down on his
bumps into me, and I have to weave to avoid him spilling his carame
latte-shit on me. God, I fucking hate people. Why didn’t I just make c
Cash’s apartment? I’m only one week into my stay, and shit’s already
the fan. He wanted me to be here to keep an eye on things while
Harlow are away for a month long fuck-a-thon on some tropical island
Thankfully, it doesn’t take long to pour a cup of coffee, and I’m
there quickly. I cross the street to the Fox’s Den, using my key to let
in since it doesn’t open for another few hours. Perks of owning a pub i
having a shortage of access to alcohol, even if it is before eight a.m.
I didn’t sleep last night after I had Calvin walk Effie home. Fr
window, I watched them cross the street from our building to hers, t
make myself feel an ounce of glee for the walk of shame she deserv

instead I only felt shame toward myself.



I’m telling myself I didn’t sleep because I didn’t finish. Fuck, just t
about how her tight, dripping pussy felt on my fingers has my dick sy
I walk straight to the bar and find the whiskey, adding a healthy pou
coffee. Like that will somehow stop every inch of my body feeling lik
mauled by fire ants.

She loved the pain, got so fucking wet every time I—

Fuck it.

I storm to the back office and login to our secure server on the comg
few clicks and I’'m looking at Effie tied up, crying, and so damn need

F to the? perfect little plaything.

her off

, phone
_can’t help but suck in a breath, licking my bottom lip when I fast for

I press play on the video recorded by a hidden camera in the room’s

molding, tugging the waistband of my joggers down and fisting my

l-frapa
offee a
“hitting
he and

tright before I add the vibrator into the mix.
I watch her try to knee me in the balls, remembering the zip of fire
up my spine at the fight in her. And how badly I wanted to fuck it out o
But I couldn’t. Last night wasn’t about getting off. It was about poy

control.
of

myself And showing Effie that I possess both in spades.

S never No matter how much time has passed, no matter what silly, little c1

may have once shared, I will not hesitate to make it hurt.
om the I stroke my cock, having no trouble getting hard watching her try
away from me, but I never let her get more than an inch away from my

'ying to

ed. butSroan remembering the feel of her hot breath across my face as she se

’ Christ, she was a goddamn vixen, getting so angry with hers
enjoying it. Just like I knew she would.

I don’t think many people know Effie. I don’t think she lets many



hinkingknow her, not the real her. She has a good, kind heart—something I m.
velling.once sympathized with, not anymore—but it’s been crowded out by
r to myugliness around her. She makes herself small to avoid the attention a
:e it gotire from her father and men like him. Like me.
But that’s a survival mechanism, not who she truly is. Who she tru
a fighter. She wants to fight back, be broken down, and then have s«
care enough to pick up the pieces.
yuter. A Maybe one day, I can be the kind of person who picks up another p
y. Whatpieces.
But not until I find out exactly what Les Arnaqueuses are planni
; crownmake them regret they ever whispered the name Fox.
dick. I I shake my head and bring my attention back to the screen, focusing
ward tograceful muscles of her neck as I pull her hair back and goddamn, d
neck look good with my hand around it.
' that lit  She tells me to go to hell, and I stroke faster, harder, conjuring the
f her. her pulse thumping beneath my fingers. Beautiful, delicate, but weak.
ver and I rub my thumb over the tip of my cock, my balls drawing tigl
longer I watch her take it until her legs are trembling. She was trying
not to come, trying so hard not to give in, trying so hard to make me th
-ush wehated what I was doing to her. But then...
I watch myself slide my hand down the back of her panties and st
to rearbreath, my dick throbbing. She fucking loved it.
7 face. I I throw my head back in the desk chair and squeeze my eyes shut,
ethed. up the volume on the video. I pump my hand up and down my cock as
self forto her beg me not to stop.
Don’t stop. Don’t stop. Don’t stop.

people I grind my teeth as tension builds in my groin, my balls heavy for re



ay have “Goddamn you, Finn. Please. Please don’t fucking stop.”
all the Her pleas are the strongest aphrodisiac. I grunt like an animal as
nd thusinto my fist and come hard to the sound of her breaking.
I grab a tissue off the desk to clean myself up, and like an addict,
ly is, iscraving my next fix before I’ve even come down from the last, I pull

>meoneburner and text her.

erson’s

ng and

s on the
oes herI’m sitting at one of our bistro tables outside the Den, my finger tapj
the table while I stare up at Effie’s apartment. The angle isn’t grea
feel ofonly see if someone steps right up to the window. But I don’t give two
I can see them. I want them to see me.
iter the 1light a cigarette and balance it between my lips while I send anothe
so hard I’m waiting, princess.
link she And then immediately another one:
I bet you’re sore. Did I leave any marks? Step up to the window anc
Ick in asee.
I snicker to myself imagining how riled up she’ll be reading my m
turningJust like I hoped, that last text gets her to respond.
I listen Effie: Why the hell would I do that?
Me: Why the hell not? I thought we had fun last night.
Effie: I’'m not your fucking puppet, Finn. And I sure as hell am n

lease. “plaything.”



Me: You sure about that? Because it certainly looks that way.

I thrust Then I send her freeze frames from last night. Us kissing against tk
her hands tangled in my hair, hungry for everything I’m giving I

alreadykneeling in front of her, stripping her pants off. Then to really make

out mythat I own her, I send an audio clip I snipped earlier: Please. Pleas
fucking stop.

I don’t expect a response. Instead I look up at the window. When
face peek through the blinds, I wave with a charming smile just to |
off.

Five minutes later, she’s crossing the street with a murderous look
face. Her dark brown hair is hanging like curtains on either side of I
under a baseball cap. As she approaches, I pull out a chair for her, but

ping onbrushes past me to the pub door. “Inside. Now.”

t, I can She may be stupid enough to move in across the street from me,

shits ifisn’t stupid enough to sit outside in broad daylight with me. Noneth
take my time putting out my cigarette and strolling over to the door, e

xr text. how she looks around flustered the longer I draw out the short walk.

“You’re gonna get me killed, asshole,” she whisper-yells when I fir
us in.

1let me She badgers me with questions as I walk to the back bar. What
want? Do you know how much I hate you? You think you can blaci

lessage.Luciano? I ignore them all, only speaking once she sits down at a b
next to me.

“You look tired. Something keep you up last night?”

“Fuck you.” She spits and I get a swooping in my stomach when I

ot yourslight wobble in her voice. She brought this on herself. She did this to

I remind myself and shove any shred of sympathy deep down.



“Drink?” I stand up and circle the bar and pour myself a whiskey.
le door, “What do you want, Finn?” You. Tied up. In my bed. Bent o\
ler. Megoddamn bar. Any which way, as long as my cock is deep inside you.
it clear “What do you know about the cache?”

e don’t “Isn’tit a little early to be drinking?”

I set the glass on the counter with a thump and rest my elbows on 1
I see a“Answer another one of my questions with a question and—"
yiss her “And what, Finn?” She stands up, kicking away the stool. “And

You’ll chain me up? Beat me? You already fucking tried that.” Red
~on herup her chest and into her cheeks.
1ier face My lip curls. “It worked, didn’t it? You’re here, aren’t you?” She ht
she justcrosses her arms, looking defiant and oh so fuckable.

“You’re here because you know just how interesting your father
but shefind those photos. So, sit the fuck down before I make you.” She sco
eless, Iobeys. I step back and lean against the back bar, letting he
njoyinguncomfortably in the silence until she answers my question.

“Not much. We know the rumors that everyone knows: that your
1ally lethas a stash somewhere of all the stolen art, jewelry, gold, artifacts, et

that you’ve acquired over the years. Your ‘hidden treasure.’” She r
do youeyes, but that is exactly what it is. It’s a trove of hundreds of mill
kmail adollars’ worth of stolen and legally obtained goods.
ar stool It’s our family’s safety net, four generations in the making. Banl
can be seized or frozen. Hustles come and go and require exact
constant hustle to be profitable. One day, whether it be in a year or a |
catch ayears, if we ever want to leave the game, we can.
herself. “So that’s it? You’re starting a war—another war—over some

rumors?”



“It wasn’t my idea.” She looks down and I can’t help myself. I cl
ser thisgap between us and tip her chin back up with two fingers.
There’s a desperation in her deep, amber eyes, almost like an apolo
eyes shift down to her mouth and my jaw clenches with the urge to p
thumb inside her full, pink lips.
the bar. “What would you do if I kissed you right now?” The question is ou
mouth before I can think to stop it.
| what? She swats my hand away from her. “I’d bite your fucking lip off.”
blooms I laugh, getting hard at the idea of her being rough back. “How do y
on finding out more than just rumors?”
iffsand “Break into your brother’s apartment.” Her lips tip up into a smir
your security headquarters after all.” I keep my expression exactly th
* wouldseeing her statement for what it is: she’s fishing. She just doesn’t knc
wls butright she is. Inside Cash’s apartment is a double reinforced steel roon
r stewthe Vault. It has every piece of data, security footage, and intel
gathered over the years.
family “Well, if breaking into the most secure place in this city is your b
cetera,then I’'m not too concerned.” Her eyes flare as if she’s offended th
olls herunimpressed with the big reveal.
ions of “We know how we’re going to do it.” She straightens on the stool ¢
her chin out.
¢ assets “Oh, really? Care to share, princess?” She bites her lip when I call |
ly that:and the small movement is like a live wire straight to my dick.
wndred “Hmm.” She makes an exaggerated face like she’s pondering the qt
“No, actually I won’t be sharing. Have a good day, Finneas.” She pus
fuckingthe stool.

“If that’s your decision, then tell your father I’ll be in touch.” I sha



ose theher, my eyes glued to her ass and her soft, long hair swaying above it.
She flips me off over her shoulder in response, and I let out a dark
gy. MyShe’s calling my bluff...

ush my Well, this is about to get much more fun.
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her, my eyes glued to her ass and her soft, long hair swaying above it.
She flips me off over her shoulder in response, and I let out a dark laugh.
She’s calling my bluff...

Well, this is about to get much more fun.
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Run Your Mouth

Effie

€€ A re you sure you want to wear your hair down?” My mother
aggressively twirls a lock of my hair, and I grip the leather
the limousine.

“Yes, I’m sure.” I try to hide the irritation in my voice, but apparer
well enough.

“Okay, no need for the attitude.” She scoffs and tips back her chai
flute, finishing it off. “I was just saying, because I know how your ha
to get limp after a few hours.”

Maybe I’ll shave my head like Marguerite. “Thanks, Mom. I’ll keef
mind for the next charity event for blind wombats. Or is it endangere
snails?”

“Don’t be smart, this gala is a fundraiser for the Harbor Island Res
Golf club’s new equestrian center.” Incapable of ending a sentence -
some backhanded compliment she adds, “You have such a lovely tan,
shade of brown makes you look jaundiced.”

I actually quite like my dress and look damn good too. The cors

bodice hugs my waist and lifts my tits without restricting my breathing



the soft, draping sleeves hang off my shoulders. The skirt hangs p
around my hips and ass and opens in a dramatic slit, revealing just en
my thigh to tease but not enough that my mom starts calling me a slut
different languages.

And the light-mocha satin does not make me look jaundiced.

“Hudson will be there tonight,” my father chimes in. I know he’s sj
to me even though he sips his scotch while looking out the window.

“Who is Hudson?” I ask, and his head swivels to level me with a Ic
he’s trying to tell if I’'m joking. I’m not, but apparently my mother

esomething’s funny as she titters into her glass.

passiv
“Hudson Campbell. Governor Campbell’s son and—"

seat of

“And your future fiancé,” my mother spills, and my father cuts her

OtI, on the other hand, feel like a bucket of ice water was just dumped
head.

My father straightens his bow tie and turns to me. “For the family.”

itly n

npagne

i ten dsall the explanation I get. I guess I always knew this day was coming

or later.

thar iy | feel my mask slipping into place, my dutiful daughter mask, m

d giantpawn mask, my “it’s easier to comply” mask. Like Tetris, I compartm

away my identity, personality and only leave what’s acceptable {

world.
sort and

113 . . % . s .
without Is he proposing tonight?” I didn’t plan on getting engaged today

but thatC®™ ¢ help the petty voice in my mind that whispers how much my
would hate photos of me in my jaundice-inducing dress and lin

et-styleSplaShed all over the society pages.

, while “No, but this will be a good time to start teasing your relationshif
b2

public.”



erfectly “What relationship,” I scoff under my breath. Turning back to my 1
ough ofask, “Does he know about this, or will he be just as blindsided as me?”
in three “He’s been involved in the negotiations.” Of course, because who .
is a business deal. Always has been, just never knew who would be
to close it.
yeaking “Did you even consider having me join these negotiations? It’s not
my life being bartered off.”
ok like “Euphemia, calm down. It’s not like you didn’t know this was ¢
- thinksYou’re almost thirty for heaven’s sake.”
The rest of the ride is quiet, the air in the limo is thin, like the life i
sucked out of it the closer we get to the museum hosting the event. Ou
a glare.pulls into the queue of cars and my hand starts sweating around my
on mywatching the flash of cameras a few cars ahead.
We crawl to the front of the line and my mother pokes a finger
* That’swindow. “Oh look, there he is. Isn’t he handsome?”
sooner I recognize the governor immediately. Governor Campbell is a pr
for rich, white politicians. Average height, decently fit for someone
1y easysixties and graying sophisticatedly. Looks like the kind of person who
antalizethree hundred dollars on lunch and then tips the server with a twent
for thisbill.
It’s easy to tell who his sons are. They look like younger, st
y, but Iversions of him. My eyes bounce between the two of them and wond
mothersurprising detachment which one is going to be my future husband .
np hairfather of my kids.
The car door opens. My father steps out first, then helps me and my

) to theout. I smile sweetly, keeping my focus blurry so I’'m not blinded



‘ather, Iflashing lights and end up squinting in every photo. I know the drill

' stand tall and—

[ marry 1 look up, startled by a tug on my hand. One of the governor’s sor

the onemy hand and places it on his arm and leads me forward up the museur
“I’m Hudson,” he subtly dips to whisper.

like it’s 1 speak out of the corner of my mouth, keeping my smile ¢
photographers, “Effie. But you must already know that.”

‘oming.

s being

r driver

r clutch

- at theTurns out that enduring a dinner of dry chicken and overcooked
followed by speeches on the intersection of golf and dressage, is ¢
ototypemuch easier in Hudson’s company. He has a dry sense of humo
in theirlightness to him that is refreshing. He has that sweet all-American cha
spendsisn’t intimidating and has been nothing but respectful all night.
y-dollarmaking me forget that all of this is a pre-arranged destiny.

I sour at the thought. Will I ever have something good and true?
ronger,everything always be constructed and form-fit into what best ser
ler withfamily?
and the As if Hudson can sense my shift in mood, he sweeps his auburn he

with a hand and rests his arm over the back of my chair. “Listen, I kn
motherfamilies are who they are, but that doesn’t mean we have to ru

by theanything.” He lowers his hand onto mine resting on the table.



. Smile, “I want to take things slow, get to know each other.” He laughs
know, actually date the person I’'m going to marry.”

1s takes My chest squeezes, realizing how real this is quickly becoming.

n steps.blow off the serious tone. “Oh, so we’re not meeting at the chapel to1
morning?”

oft for “If only I’d be so lucky. You’re drop dead gorgeous, Effie.” His wa
eyes melt into mine, and I feel he’s being truly genuine. Maybe he r
just a good guy in a bad world.

“How about we start with a dance? Then we can talk about whetl

prefer a spring or autumn wedding.” He nods to the speaker podium f
been replaced by a DJ booth, and the people starting to trickle on to th
floor.

I take his proffered hand, catching our fathers give one another apj
carrots,looks. He sweeps me close to his body, and I’'m surprised how comfoi
actuallyfeels. We’re still an appropriate distance, but I can feel his body h
r but asmell is masculine aftershave.
rm that He twirls me around and I giggle, feeling light and...happy. “Hov
Almostwe just elope on some tropical island?” I tease when he catches me ag:

He laughs and dips me low. “You know our families would kill us
Or willthey didn’t get to choreograph our wedding for the most political gain.
ves the The smart aleck reply on the tip of my tongue is shut down wher

eyes with someone across the room. Dark, dangerous and green e
iir backrecognize anywhere.
low our Finn’s leaning against a back wall, dressed handsomely in a classic
sh intodark hair is combed smartly out of his face, showing off the sharp ar
his cheeks and jaw. I can make out his knuckle tattoos while he take

from a whiskey glass. Can’t hide.



5. “You It certainly feels that way. Especially as his gaze locks with mine, t
every movement I make. He smirks, eyes dark, and spite flares insid

I try todrape an arm around Hudson’s neck and pull him closer, watching Fi

norrowhis shoulder. Hudson reacts warmly of course, placing a hand on m
and swaying to the music.

rm blue Finn’s jaw clenches and his lips press into a firm line as I whi

eally isHudson’s ear, keeping my eyes fixed on his. I'm only saying I like th
but with the sultry look I'm sporting, I hope Finn thinks it’s somethin

ner youmore scandalous.

that has He tips back his drink and finishes it, slamming the cup down on

e dancebeside him. It’s a thrill, goading him. And I don’t plan on stopping.

I feel Hudson’s hand slink to the small of my back, and I rotate us
provingcan catch the movement. His hand dips lower over the top of my as
rtable itlicks my spine, and I know it’s Finn’s gaze burning into my back. I
eat andburn.

“I’m going to get a drink. Would you like anything?” he pulls aw
v aboutasks.
1in. “No, I'm good, thank you.” We step off the dance floor, and ht
both iftoward the bar. I look around but don’t see Finn. I try not to insp
” closely at the wave of disappointment I feel at his absence.

1 [ lock Hudson shoots me a small wave from the bar while he waits. He

yes I’dand I scan his face looking for a hint of...something, I’'m not sure w
has a strong jawline and a sweet dimple on one side. He’s clean cut ar

tux, hislooking but not playboy handsome. Many women would be delighted

1gles ofa husband like him.

3s a sip  “Princess,” I hear roughly behind me and spin, coming face to fa

Finn. The second I do, I realize what I was looking for in Hudson: de



rackinghunger, ruthlessness. And I see them all staring back at me now.
eme. ] “The fuck do you want?” I hiss as I see Hudson leaving the bar, di
nn overhand. He only looks at me smugly and tongues his cheek. I hate him.
y waist He ignores me and holds out his hand to Hudson who’s just wal
“Hi, I'm Finn—"
sper in  “Finneas Fox. Yes, I know who you are.”
e song, “Oh? And you are?” My jaw drops at his flippant reply knowing h
g muchwell knows the answer.
“Hudson Campbell.” His previous friendly tone is gone. “So, how
a tableknow my fiancée?” I swallow deeply, stunned. So much for taking
slow. If I didn’t know him so well, I’d think Finn was totally unfazec
so Finnbomb just dropped, but there’s a split second when his eyes flared,
s. Heatwidened and then like shutters on a window, he closes every single €
Let himdown.
“Old family friends.” His gaze flicks to me and the corner of his
7ay andtugs up subtly. “Though we recently reconnected.” My face burns ho
am suddenly regretting not getting another drink.
> heads Despite the death glare I shoot him, he continues, “She did some
iect toofor me. She’s a very talented photographer, have you seen her photo
stomach roils, and I try to read any suspicion on Hudson’s face, but he
smiles,not to notice anything off.
hat. He Though I get the message loud and clear.
1d good “No, you’ll have to show me some time,” Hudson says to me and p
to haveto his side with a protective hand around my waist. Finn’s jaw tick:
display.
ce with “Well, I’ll see you around, Ef, perhaps for another photo session?

irkness,was nice meeting you, Henry.” Finn waves and walks away, my sl



crawling from the interaction.
rinks in I consider leaving it be, but then I think about how pleased Finn i
catching me off guard and calling me out so blatantly. I don’t want th
ked up.bastard thinking he can get away with shit like that.
“I need to use the restroom. I’ll be right back.” I stalk after Finn .
him dip into the men’s room. Without hesitation, I follow after him.
e damn Finn’s leaning against the sink counter, chewing on a toothpick, ¢
was waiting for me. Like I said, smug bastard. 1 turn the lock shut
do youclick.
¢ things “You lost, princess?”
| by the
nostrils

'motion

~mouth

t, and 1
Finn

)ortraits

s?” My

counter when she storms into the bathroom, cheeks flushed and angry,
> seems

rising and falling dramatically pushed up in her corset dress. The soun

It takes an ungodly amount of control to remain relaxed agai

door locking makes my cock jump.

“You lost, princess?”

ulls me
“You can’t do this.”
5 at the
“Do what?” The irritation in her gaze is like a shot of the strongest s
And it “You can’t—" I kick off the counter and clamp my hand around
nd i

ffectivel ing her off.
dn Stille ectively cutting her o



“Let’s get one thing straight,” Her pupils blow wide, but she bites
wst be,defiantly. “I can and will do whatever I damn well please. And 1
e smugespecially not the Luciano whore is going to tell me what I can and car
I push her back against the door, sliding my hand lower on her ne
and seecan feel her pulse thumping. I snatch up her left wrist and look at h
hand. “No ring, hmm?”
1s if he “It’s getting resized.” I can tell she’s lying through her teeth. She ya
with ahand away. “And don’t call me a whore.”
“Do you prefer plaything—"
My head snaps to the side, my cheek burning but my cock throbbii
slapped me.
She fucking slapped me.
I trace my lip with my tongue, licking up the blood from a small
laugh darkly. “I know you like it rough, baby, but you only had to ask.
“I don’t want anything from you, Finn.” Her eyes are wild, like st
decide if she’s scared or turned on. I hope she’s both.
“Really?” I tighten my grip on her throat and lower my other hanc
bare thigh through the slit in her dress. “So, I won’t find your panties

nst th
o efrom me watching you all night?” I slide my hand higher, feeling t

breasts
from her cunt and her body tense the closer I get.

d of th
oL HE She sucks in a sharp breath as I brush the edge of her panties. He

ball into fists at her sides, and I wonder why she isn’t pushing back
trail the tip of my tongue up her cheek to whisper in her ear. “I know i
work out too well for you last time, but you’re not even gonna try

cotch. o
back this time?”

1er jaw, ) ) .
J “Go ahead...” She shimmies out of her thong, stepping out of

stuffing the soaked material into my jacket pocket. “...Feel how wet I



her lipmy fiancé.”
10 one, I resist the urge to turn her around and fuck that lie right out o
1’t do.” decide to play her game.
'ck so I I’ll let her run her mouth.
ler bare Right up until I make her scream my name.
“That so, huh?” I graze my fingertips up and down her slit and—C
nks hershe wet. “So what did Harvard do to get you dripping like this?” She b
lip as I part her folds and swirl her wetness over her clit.
“Finger fucked me under the table,” she breathes as I apply more
ng. Sheto her swollen bud.
“At dinner with all those people? You dirty girl.” I swipe my finger
and press against her entrance. She bites her lip and nods, but that isn
split. Ienough for me. “What did he do, princess? Tell me.”
” “He slid his hand up my thigh, pulled my panties to the side and st
1e can’tthick fingers into my pussy—" She gasps as I thrust two of my own
into her.
1to her “And then?” I demand, my voice low and gravelly, my need to sin
soakedthan just my fingers into her so fucking strong. “Did he fuck you sw
he heatslow like the princess you think you are or hard and rough like the +
know you are?”
r hands “Soft,” she mutters, and I huff, displeased with this answer. “Ai
more. Thard.” That makes me grin and shove my fingers, now coated so nicel
t didn’tarousal, deeper and then draw them out to do it all over again.
to fight Her breath skates in and out on sweet little moans and then she par
used his thumb to rub my clit.” I do the same and look at her as if to s
it andthis? She nods vigorously, her heartbeat quickening, like a drum aga

get forhand still around her neck.



Her eyelids droop and her pussy flutters around my fingers. My

f her. Ifucking throbbing in my slacks, and I rock my hips forward to gr
painful bulge against her for a little goddamn relief. I curl my finger:
her, and she bucks into my hand. “Fuuck.”

“That’s it, baby, ride my hand like my greedy little plaything.” I c:
hrist, isif she truly hates being called that or actually loves it, but either way,
ites herslam open.

“If you think fingering me at dinner is dirty, you should hear what
iressureto me in the limo ride over.” She sneers, and jealousy ignites in the pi

stomach even though I fucking know she arrived with her parents.
s lower “Tell me, princess.” I pull my fingers out, loving how her breath |
’t good“And we’ll see who does it better.” Her eyes heat as she watches me s
fingers clean.
ik two I gently part her lips with a thumb on her chin and spit into he
fingersmouth. “Taste that, Ef? Taste how fucking sweet you are.”

“Tastes like the best head of my life,” she smirks.
ik more “Is that what he did to you in the limo? Ate that perfect pussy?” Sl
eet andher lips and nods. “Well, then.” I dip down to pick her up, her legs w:
whore Iaround my waist, and carry her to the sink. She looks like a goddess, ¢

a bathroom counter, and I'll fucking kneel at her altar.
1d then There’s a sharp knock at the door, and she slams her legs closed. *
y in herspread your legs, princess. Let’s see who makes you come harder.” Sh
her knees tight against my palm trying to push them apart.
its, “He  There’s another rap at the door and she looks at me then thi
ay, like“Someone’s in here.” I growl and force her knees open, clamping a I
inst myeither thigh to hold her open for my worship.

There’s a panic in her eyes, like she’s scared someone is about to b



dick isbut I get her attention back by biting her inner thigh sharply.
ind the Another pounding at the door and someone shouting on the other sic
5 insidefucking occupied!” I yell back. When I look up, her eyes are back
door. “Eyes on me, princess. Watch me ruin you for all other men, esj
an’t tellthat so-called fiancé.”
ler eyes “But—" she whispers nervously.
“Shh, I don’t want you making a damn sound unless it’s my nam
- he didyou come on my tongue. Understood?” She clamps her mouth shut
t of mygrowing even brighter on her cheeks, but she nods. “That’s my girl. I
back.”
hitches. I tug her ass to the edge of the counter with one hand and use my «
uck mypush her top half flat. Her legs clamp down on either side of my hea
first heavy drag of my tongue over her clit. Her body’s instant reactio
ar opengives me a high like nothing else ever has.
I thrust two fingers back inside her dripping cunt. “So fucking
baby,” I groan as I lap the length of her pussy. She whimpers, and |
he licksonly one of her hands is gripping the edge of the counter. I can onl
rappingthat the other is covering her mouth.
aven on | can tell the moment she finally blocks out the people I am sure a
up outside because she rolls her hips up and rides my face like it’s the
‘Un-uh,to all her questions. I focus on fucking hard but slow with my fing
e keepskeep my tongue flat on her clit, letting her movements grind it just t
she wants it.
e door. My dick leaks in my pants, and I couldn’t care less about my owi
1and onwhile she’s getting lost in the pleasure I’'m giving her. I feel her pussy
around my fingers and her moans, muffled by her hand, escalate.

arge in, I groan into her, not changing a single thing, while she rides hard



her release. Her hands fly to my head and her fingers tangle in my hai
le. “It’sshatters. “Oh god, fu—fuck!”
on the “My name, princess. Scream my fucking name.”
secially “F—F—Finn,” she cries in pure rapture, and it’s a sound I will rer
for the rest of my life. One I never thought I’d hear again.
Her saying my name without an ounce of hate.
e while And it chips away at the cold, black thing beating in my chest in a v
;, blushnot sure I’m ready for. I swiftly push the uncomfortable feeling away
Now liemy hand away and stand abruptly, while she’s still crashing down fr
high.
other to I straighten my jacket and take in her heaving form laid out before r
d at thedress hiked up to her hips, strands of her chestnut hair sticking
n to meforehead with beads of sweat.
“Finn?” She props herself up on her elbows and looks at me with a
sweet,her eyes that I can’t stand to look at.
[ notice “People are waiting. Get up,” I say gruffly and refuse to look her
y guessshe stands on shaky legs and pulls her dress down.
“You’re an asshole.” She brushes back her hair with her hands
re linedpushes past me.
answer “And yet, you still followed me in here.” She pauses like she wants
ers andaround and say something in response, but then continues on toward tt
he way I stop her, spinning her around with a hand on her shoulder. “}
thought people were waiting,” She’s mad. I don’t blame her. I am a
n needsasshole.
rquiver “C’mon, I’ll help you out the window. Unless you want everyone
you walk out of the men’s bathroom after me looking freshly fucke

toward



r as shetwists her face up in annoyance but knows I’m right and heads to the
the bathroom.

I crank the window open, then use my hand as a step to lift her uj
nembersill. She leans over and tries to swipe her panties from my coat pc
laugh, clamping my hand over them. “Nah, I’m keeping these.”

She hops down off the window ledge. “Night, asshole,” she says, 1
vay I’maway.
and rip “I’ll be in touch about that photography session,” I holler after her.

'om her

ne. Her
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twists her face up in annoyance but knows I’m right and heads to the back of
the bathroom.

I crank the window open, then use my hand as a step to lift her up to the
sill. She leans over and tries to swipe her panties from my coat pocket. I
laugh, clamping my hand over them. “Nah, I’m keeping these.”

She hops down off the window ledge. “Night, asshole,” she says, walking
away.

“I’1l be in touch about that photography session,” I holler after her.
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Pet

Effie

I n the past week I’ve become a glorified babysitter to a girl ¢
criminals, been blackmailed and married off. Not to mention
finger fucked to high heavens by my enemy—and not entirely unwillir

To say it’s been an eventful week is an understatement.

It feels like there’s only one thing that’s actually in my control. So
for Hudson’s email on the investment firm’s website he’s partner at,
why would I have my supposed fiancé’s phone number? That would
too reasonable. There’s no email anywhere on the site, and I end up he
message him on LinkedIn. Fucking ridiculous.

Hudson responds almost immediately, accepting my invitation to j
for lunch today. We need to get on the same page and ideally the not-e
page. At least not yet and certainly not while Finn is still holdin
photos over my head.

I know most people would be devastated to be told who to ma
when, but I grew up knowing that was what my future held. It was
big deal to me because I never dreamed of anything else. And if I'p

honest, Hudson is much better looking than most of the men I knew



the running. He was polite, decently funny, and I didn’t totally hat
around him. He’s Governor Campbell’s son, so I’'m sure he’s no sa
he’s not a made man either.

Once we’re married and the alliance secured, we may even have a
at a normal life. If I even know what normal is.

Picking out my clothes for our lunch date, I feel like I n
overcompensate for my bathroom rendezvous at the gala. I was able t
back into the party without raising too much suspicion, but I want f
away any inkling he may have that I am anything but wife material.

So, I slip on a white shirt, no frills and minimal cleavage, paired wi

sang of
gettingA-line skirt with small white flowers, I am the picture of innocence
\gly maybe not innocence. But it’s a start.

I’m waiting for an Uber outside of the apartment building when
| looktEXt'
Jecause Cute skirt. Imagine how easily I could slip my hand under there.
just be Fucking Finn. I look around, trying to spot him, but he’s not
wing tooutside, and the sun is creating too much of a glare to see into his wi

know he’s watching though, so I don’t look too desperately. I’'m su

. love to see me flustered. Instead, I type back.
join me
ngaged Effie: That’s exactly why I wore it...
5 those Finn: Trying to play, dirty girl?

Effie: Can’t wait for the dirty things my fiancé will do to me at lunc
oy an dhe discovers I’m not wearing any panties.

Finn: Be sure to count how many times he makes you come. S
never a

.__double it.
n being
. Effie: Goodbye, Finn. I have a date to get to.

were in

Finn: Hudson.



e being Effie: Oh, so you do know his name.
int, but Finn: Just wanted to remind you of it.
My driver arrives, and I slide into the backseat wondering what 1
chanceFinn is on about. But then I get another text and nearly throw my ph
the damn window.
leed to Finn: Since you’re so used to screaming mine.
o sneak I type out a string of expletives and a colorful description of where
to wipeshove it. But then delete it and decide no reply is the best reply.
Leave the bastard on read.
th a red
. Okay,

I get a

sitting Bella’s Bistro is as sweet and charming as it sounds. A French Ar
ndow. Irestaurant known for their long menu of crepes and decadent Sunday
re he’dThe decor is a mix of florals and antique finds.

The hostess points me toward the patio where Hudson is already wi
walk toward his table. The sun brings out the copper hues in his hair,
jacket folded over the back of the chair next to him. He has his back

'h whenand as I approach, I try to picture this being my life, my everyday
Meeting my husband for lunch at our favorite restaurant between m

y I canbecause no matter how busy his day gets, he always makes time for
jasmine wound around the patio fence makes the air smell romantic

aromas of the kitchen give it a homey feel.



But when I get close, he notices me and something about the far
domestic bliss dulls. He smiles and stands, pulling out the chair acro:
the hellhim. I sit with a topsy-turvy feeling in my stomach, like maybe his tee
one outtouch too white or his hair is coiffed a little too neatly. Like it all i
mirage or a gilded front. Almost as if he isn’t gritty enough to be tang

be real.

"he can “I was so happy to get your email.” He sits after tucking in my ck
dimple popping as he smiles adoringly at me. It should make r
beautiful the way he is looking at me, but instead it just mal
feel...played. I’m just a pawn in this game.

Which reminds me why I’'m here. “I wanted to talk about the gala ar
was said.”

He scoots back in his chair, sitting a little bit taller, “And what exac
said?” And there it is. There is that slight gleam of chicanery in his
touch of guile in his voice. It’s something so subtle, barely impercepti

nericanhadn’t grown up surrounded by men just like him that developed m

brunch.sense for these things.

“You know exactly what you said. And I just want to make it clec
aiting. Iwill not be caught in the crosshairs of some dick swinging matc
his suiteyebrows raise, and I continue, “I’ll play the dutiful daughter and we
. to me,married, then I’ll play the dutiful wife. But until then, you won’t be th
reality.around words like fiancée before it is mutually decided upon. Do
eetings,myself clear?”
us. The I unfurl my napkin and lay it over my lap to give my shaking
and thesomething to do while I steady my breath. I don’t talk to people th

especially not men who will soon hold my life in their hands. But



itasy ofbeen something about going toe-to-toe with Finn lately that is mak

ss fromwant to push back against everyone and everything.

th area Or maybe I’m taking the stress of being blackmailed out on Hudson

s just a “Yes ma’am.” He chuckles and leans forward, pushing up the sle

sible, tohis dress shirt. “As long as I make it clear that I will not be made a for
there’s anything between you and that little Fox shit, shut it down.

\air, hiswant scandal or...” he looks me up and down with an evil sneer, “

ne feelcunt.”

<es me Sit. Smile. Nod. Sit. Smile. Nod—No, fuck that.

I push out of my chair, throwing my napkin down and pitching fi
1d whatslapping my hands on the table. “You need me more than I need you
forget that next time you think about speaking to me that way.”
tly was I storm out the way I came, my heart pounding in my chest and
eyes, aaching to smile in victory. Riding the high, I pull out my phone and-

ble, if Ione number I should be avoiding:
ly sixth Meet me at Peaches.

Then I walk down the block to a jewelry store and buy myself tt
ir that Iexpensive engagement ring in the place.
h.” His
will get
irowing

I make

s hands
at way,The strip club smells like Clorox and overly-fruity body spray. I s

there’sfloor. There’s only one dancer on stage and the crowd is minimal. Sing



ing mein trucker hats and groups of two of three in business attire. It is bart
noon on a weekday after all.

I suck in a breath as my eyes bounce around the edges of the
eves oflooking for cameras. It was a stupid fucking idea coming here of all
ol of. IfBut I was so high off telling Hudson to show some respect that I didn’
I don’tl wanted to confront Finn and knew Peaches was close by and it w
a loosetake much convincing to get him here if he wasn’t already.

And if I’'m successful, I’ll have him delete any footage from the clu

too.
orward, I text him that I'm here, then remain standing and twiddle my ne
. Don’tThe movement is subtle enough to make him think it’s subconscit
obvious enough he’ll catch it from wherever he’s lurking. The corn
cheeksedges of the club are dark, intended for patron privacy I’'m sure. Mos
text thepurple-hued light is trained on the stage. My skin crawls knowin;
watching me. I’m certain he is.

I can feel his presence as precisely as I can feel the hairs on m

1e moststanding and I hate that it’s not all in dread. There’s excitement there
pulses when my phone buzzes with a new notification. He replied to m

Finn: I know.

Effie: Why do you have to be so fucking creepy all the time?

Effie: Come out.

I pop my hip and stop scanning the floor. Instead I stare straight ahe

a look that I hope mimics teachers right before they say I’'m waitin
wants to act like a child, I’'ll treat him like one.
can the Finn: How was lunch? Ended awfully quick. I knew he wouldn’t be
sle menget you off, though I was looking forward to making you count for me.

That’s it. I spin on my heels and storm toward the door. This



2ly pastfucking game for him, a way for him to get his dick wet. But this

fucking life he’s messing with. And I don’t say that hyperbolically. -
ceiling,pictures get out, I wouldn’t be surprised to find myself dead in a ditch.
places. Which makes coming here even stupider. But I’'m here now, so I'n
't think.to fucking get what I came here for. I turn back around and make a be
ouldn’ta table of middle-aged businessmen. I pick up a high-ball glass and sla

whatever is in it, praying for something strong. I set the empty glas
b todayand ignore whatever they’re saying as I saunter closer to the stage.

My foot hesitates on the first step as I look down and see my che
w ring.skirt brushing across my knee. I wore this damn skirt to refine my in
ous butobedient daughter image, and somehow I doubt that climbing on ste
ers andFox-owned strip club will help.

t of the Then again, I guess some things are worth it to get under a Fox’s ski
g he is I suppose my father and I have that in common.

I climb the steps and stare down the pole like it’s an opponent, m
iy armsbeat surprisingly steady. My foot inches forward and my fingers fal
> too. Itbuttons of my blouse.

Iy text.  One step. One button. Another step. Another button.

The stage shakes with thudding footsteps as Finn barges out of his

corner and leaps onto it.

“Oh, there you are. Come to enjoy the show?” I tease and hurried]
ad withthe distance to the pole. I only get in one swing around before he’s th
. If heme over his shoulder.

“There will be no fucking show.” My stomach swoops, and I’'m cer

able todue to the possessiveness in his growl and not the change in elevation.
1 I pound on his back with my fists and try to flail my legs, but he

is all aarm like a steel bar across my thighs. “Finn, you goddamn caveman,



s is mydown!”
[f those He carries me off the stage and across the floor, busting through ai
door and unceremoniously tossing me down in a desk chair. I sweep 1
n goingout of my face, seething. “You can’t—"
eline to “What did I say about you telling me what I can and can’t do?” H
m backin between the chair and the desk, leaning back against it. I try to stanc
s downtugs my seat closer so that if I stand, I’d be chest to chest with the assh
“I’m pretty sure that conversation ended with me slapping you.”
rry-red  “No, princess. It ended with my lips on that pussy and my name on
nocent,He chuckles smugly, and I freeze when he gently thumbs circles on m
ige at aknee. “So what is it? You asked to meet so a real man can get you off?
The upper hand I thought I had is slipping the more I let him toy w
in. And he’s so good at it too. “That’s not—"
My sentence is cut off when he swiftly shoots his palm up my th
Iy heartsnaps the elastic of my panties. “Thought you weren’t wearing any?” I
1 to the “I want you to delete the photos.” He only raises a brow at my demz
if I said something inconceivable, so I add, “I’ll keep you apprised
operation, but I want assurances that those photos are destroyed first.”
creeper He swipes his tongue across his teeth, a rueful grin teasing his lips.
not how blackmail works, princess. I hold the leverage, I make the de
y closeAnd if you behave—" 1 flinch at the insinuation in his words while h
rowingstill rests under my skirt. “—Then those photos will never see the
day.”
tain it’s I swallow hard. “You’d really do that? To me?”
“That and so much worse.” There isn’t an ounce of remorse in h
has hisOnly cold, calculating honesty. And it fucking hurts.

put me But like any good soldier, I know to raise my shield when goi



battle. “Well then, where do you want to start?” I ask, and something
1 officealmost sorrowful flashes in his eyes but it’s gone so quickly I wonc
ny hairwas all in my head.
“Let’s start with what the fuck that thing is on your hand.”
e slides I look down at the diamond sparkling on my hand and wiggle my
1 but hebefore cutting my gaze back up to his. “My engagement ring. I got
ole.  from the jeweler.”
“You’re not fucking engaged.”
yours.” “Then how do you explain this, huh? You think I bought this for
Iy outerjust to convince you I’'m engaged? Please, you’re not worth neai
” much.”
rith me. He barks a laugh, and it takes me off guard. “Yes, I think that’s
what happened.” His dark eyes gleam as I’'m sure he sees the blush bl
igh andon my cheeks. Damnit.
“uck. He lightly wraps his fingers around my hand and lifts it to kiss the
inds, asfreeze as he locks eyes with me and says low and greedy, “Either wa’
of ourbeautiful ring. You—I mean he has great taste. You know where it
look great?”
“That’s I humor him, “Where?”
'mands. He leads my hand to palm the bulge in his slacks. “Wrapped arot
is handcock.”
light of I attempt to rip my hand away. “Be fucking for real, Finn.” I scofi
keeps it clutched tight to his groin, even going so far as to grind hi:
into my palm. And yet, at the same time I paint a look of disgust on i
is tone.I can’t help but squeeze my thighs together.
“Go ahead, princess: take what you want.” He flicks his chin and

ng intoscans my heated cheeks, chest.



tender, My lips tug in snarl. “You’re fucking delusional.”
ler if it “You want those photos deleted right?”
My eyes narrow and I stop trying to pull my hand away. “Every sin
you sent me.”
fingers “Okay—"
it back “And the audio clip,” I rush to add.
“Done.” He laughs coldly and leans back on his hands as I swall
pride and tilt forward.
myself Even as I reach for his zipper and tease it down, I know this dea
‘ly thatgood to be true. But it’s also true that I am out of options. And hell, I
hand job to Mikey Carlorino in the eighth grade so that he wouldn’t
exactlyparents that he saw me sneak out to go to high school parties from t
oomingdoor window. If thirteen-year-old Effie could do it, certainly twent
year-old Effie can—and the stakes are much higher now.
rring. I 1 keep my eyes trained on the task, knowing that if I was to lc
y, it’s awhatever I saw looking back in Finn’s eyes would make this much h,
- wouldor hotter. And the latter is much worse. My fingers creep under the wa
of his briefs, his abs tensing as my skin skims against his.
My breath hitches when I free his cock and realize...I suck my bot
ind mybetween my teeth and feel my throat bob as my eyes take in the silver
piercing below the head. I shoot him a cutting glare when I feel, ratk
" but hesee his smirk. He tongues his cheek like he knows exactly how mjy
5 pelvisflutters wondering what the jewelry would feel dragging over my clit.
1y face, “Whatever you’re imagining right now, I guarantee it feels tel
better.”
| coolly “Gross.” I roll my eyes, but internally, I clench.

I tentatively circle his cock, the tip already glistening with pre-cu



give a few testing strokes. I zero in on the flex of his thighs like he’s
back the urge to thrust forward.
gle one “Come on, Ef, I know you can do better than that. I can take as gc
give.” His chuckle is deep and gravelly.
I scowl and meet his eyes. I’'m sure mine are full of malice as I
saliva in my mouth and let it spill out of my lips. My spit drips down
ow myonto his red tip. It’s grotesque and resentful, and the moment he groar
it hits his dick it becomes hot as hell.
1 is too I remind myself this isn’t hot. This is fucking bribery, coercion.
gave ashould hate him. I do hate him.
tell my I channel my confusing mix of lust and anger and smear my spit d«
1is nextshaft, rotating my fist up and down. I rub my thumb over his leakir
y-eight-and piercing on every upstroke making a deep rumble resound from hi
“Fuck, that’s it.”
»ok up, The husky sound makes my insides melt, and I tighten my grip, st
arder...his cock more vigorously, needing this to end. He pushes air out of hi
istbandnostrils and rolls his head back, his dark hair sweeping off his fore
force myself to look away, to not trace the corded muscles of his nec
tom lipbites back a moan.
barbell “Christ, Effie. That’s so fucking good.” The way he’s enjoying this
ler thanme sick. His praise only makes me wilt because it’s not good. It’s -
/ pussyhate-filled. But he’s too much of a self-absorbed fuckwad to notice.
I notice his hips jolt the more attention I pay to his piercing, so I f
1 timesthat, adding more spit to glide my movements. I want this over as
possible. He responds by clenching his jaw, and I yank my head to t
when he tries to reach out and stroke my hair. “Don’t fucking touch m

im, and His laugh is interrupted by a knock at the door, and I freeze. The sur



holdingall he needs to thread his big hand through my hair and grip the bacl
head, forcing me to look up at him. “You’re not done.”
odas I “Finn—”
“Let them see that hand where it belongs. No matter whose ring is
- gatherHe calls over his shoulder to tell whoever it is to come in. As the kno
slowlyhe stares back at me, stony-faced. “I won’t ask nicely again.”
1Is when I recognize the white woman that steps in as the dancer from th
earlier. Her neon green, sequined bikini is obnoxiously bright un
And Ifluorescent lights. She spots me and stutters to a halt in her high stag
“Oh sorry, I thought you said come in.”
own his “I did. What is it, Mira?”
1g head “Uh—I can come back.” She takes a step backward, but there’s a
s chest.interest in her voice.
“Fucking hell, what is it? You came in for a reason. Now tell me
rippingsnaps.
s flared “I just finished my set, here’s my cash for the safe.” She crosses th
'head. Iand sets a money bag on the desk. I catch her eyes going to his crotch
k as helicks her lip. Fucking hell.
“Mirabelle, this is Effie.”
» makes “Hi, Effie,” she says sweetly, and I scowl back. This is the exact la
fuckingl need. This is so fucking bad. Somebody witnessing me jacking Fini
office. I grit my teeth and try to calm my beating heart. Deal with one
dCus ona time.
soon as Speaking of, one devil opens his fucking mouth again. “She’s g
he sidemarry the governor’s son. See that ring? It’s from him—supposed

»

. doesn’t it look nice wrapped around my cock?”

prise is  She teeters closer and peers down, nibbling her bottom lip. “It c



< of mydoes,” she says breathlessly.
Finn’s jaw grinds, his abs flexing, and he twitches with each strok
Fucking. Good.” He growls as he comes all over my hand. Mira
. on it.”clearly turned on. He leans back against the desk as the hot liquid drip
b turns,my fist.
I rip my hand off, disgusted with him, with her, and especially with
e stagel go to wipe my hand, but Finn’s hand snatched my wrist, holding it -
der theof my face.
e heels. “Lick it up. Clean that pretty ring, princess. Make it sparkle,” he
and my spine goes rigid as my lips draw into a tight line.
“Fuck. No.” I growl back.
hint of “If you don’t do what I ask, I won’t do what you ask.” He pushes i
closer to my mouth, and I pull my head back. My eyes bounce t
,” FinnFinn’s and Mira’s who looks like she’s nearly salivating. It’s obvic
feels something for him, the way her pupils blow wide, and she
ile roomhungrily at his pearly cum coating my hand.
and she She can have him for all I care...which doesn’t explain why it give
wicked ping of gratification to lick him off my fingers while looking h
in the eyes. Her lips part when I suck my ring finger into my mouth.
st thing Our weird, jealous showdown ends when Finn reaches out for my c
n in histips it up with two fingers. “She makes such a pretty pet.” I purse r
devil atand he holds out his hand for me to spit the cleaned ring into his pe
holds it up approvingly, letting the light catch on the finely cut edges.
oing tomy good girl.”
ly. But Mira leans across the desk and whispers in his ear, “She’d loo
prettier on her knees.”

ertainly I hope he doesn’t see the inexplicable jealousy in my eyes. I h



doesn’t see the thrill simmering low in my stomach at being watche

te. “So.when—or especially when—the stakes are so high. I tear my gaze aw:

gasps,his before it gives me away and instead turn to Mira, “Funny. I thii
is downlook much better on his.”

I lick my bottom lip and part my thighs, my heart thudding heavy
myself.ribcage. I hold my breath in shock and anticipation when Finn gr
in frontdrops to his knees. Pleasure flies up my spine at the sight of him on th

between my legs.
drawls, I let my skirt hike up to my hips as I drape a leg over each armre
ahead, pet.”

Finn’s eyes darken, like sinking to the bottom of a deep, frigi
1y handWithout words, I know exactly what he’s telling me as he slides hi:
)ietweenpalms up my inner thighs. Watch it, princess.
ous she I know I’m playing with fire talking to him like this, especially in -
> lookshis inferior. But I can’t help myself. I can’t help the devil on my shoul

always grows louder when I’m around him. And he knows it.
asme a [ wouldn’t be surprised if he pushes me, not for his own gain, but
er deadspite me, to make me even madder with myself in the morning. He’s
along now for the same reason he used pleasure to force informatior
hin andme. It’s psychological warfare. He doesn’t need to break me down |
ny lips,because he knows I’ll do it all on my own.
Im. He This realization infuriates me. Even if this ends now, he’s won agai
“That’scompromised me. Again.

Well, if he’s already won, I might as well get an orgasm out of losin
k even Mira teeters backward on her staggering heels, trying to excuse he

don’t know what compels me, but I find myself ordering her to stay.

iope he My skin lights on fire, both under her gaze and under his touch. He



d, evendrags his hands up my thighs and then makes me yelp when he 1
1y frompanties in half with a sharp tug.
1k he’d “I’m keeping these too.” He tucks them into his pocket with a wicki
“Look at that wet fucking cunt.” His low timber has shivers running
7 in myarms which turn into a full body shudder when he drags his wide
ins andfirmly up my slit.
e floor, “So fucking sweet, princess,” he moans and wraps his hands aro
ass to yank me to the edge of the seat. I get a small pinch of glee
st. “Gonotice Mira’s lip twitch at his pet name.
I intertwine my fingers into his hair as he works me with his sinful
d lake.He sucks on my clit and makes heavy, steady strokes. A mewl spills fi
s roughlips, and he doubles down on his movements. His fingers dig into r
while he traces perfect circles around my clit. The next time he applie
front ofpressure to my clit, he slips two thick fingers into me, and I buck aga
der thatpalm.
He’s too fucking good at this.
- just to  Pleasure makes my toes curl and heat coils up my legs and arot
playingspine. I dig my stilettos into his back and the way his lathing incre
1 out offervor I’'m not the only one who enjoys a little bit of pain.
iimself, “Fuhh—" I bite my tongue as my pussy throbs, my orgasm buildin;
delicious tension. I throw my gaze to Mira’s as my breathing quickens
n. He’sbrings me closer and closer to the edge. I claw at Finn’s scalp, tugging
hair as I am pushed violently over into spiraling bliss.
g. “Fuh-Fuckk,” 1 cry, fighting the urge to squeeze my eyes closed
arself. Ipleasure rolls over me so that I can keep them locked on Mira’s.
She swallows hard, wringing her hands in front of her and her chee

slowlya brilliant red. But not in a turned-on way, in an embarrassed way, and



ips mydeny that I enjoy that fact more than a little. Maybe I’m more ruthle
I’ve given myself credit for.
ed grin.  Finn sits back on his heels and licks his lip with a devilish smile up .
up mykeep my returning gaze cold, not wanting him to know how hot he m:
tongueHow he lit me on fucking flame. I turn that same cold gaze back to M
say, “You can go now.”
ind my As she leaves, Finn uses my skirt to wipe his mouth before risi
when Ibrushes his knuckles against my cheek. “Such a feisty little plaything.”
He turns around and opens a laptop on the desk. I push out the ¢
tongue.watch over his shoulder, ignoring the way my legs wobble slightly
‘om mygetting through several security measures, he pulls up a folder of do
ny skinmedia files.
s direct I gasp when I realize the extent of it.
inst his Every second. Every angle.
He sorts by downloaded files and highlights the ones he sent me, en
each image preview so I can see they are the same. Then he deletes the
ind my He turns to face me, “Done. A pleasure doing business with you.”
ases in - “What about the rest of them?” I can’t keep the panic from leaking !
voice.
gintoa He laughs, “You really thought I was going to delete everythin
. and hefucking handjob? Nah, princess. Our deal was to delete everything I
3 on hisyou.”
“That’s before I knew you had a whole fucking museum of shit!”
| as the “A museum? Maybe I should frame some.”
I shove him in the chest, my voice strained with poorly-concealed el
ks burn“You’re a fucking monster, Finneas Fox.”

|Tcan’t I realize this moment was the one he was striving for all alor



'ss thanultimate way to spit in my face and rub in my humiliation. I know the
convincing him to delete more so I storm to the door.

at me. I Irip it open but pause in the frame. I look back at him and say with

1de me.sincerity, “If you leak those photos, I will never forgive you. Never.”

lira and The door slams shut behind me.

My blood is pumping, my sanity hanging on by a thread.
ing. He Why do I let him play me like this? Like a fucking mouse to a «
’ trap. I’'m a goddamn Luciano, and I’m being made a fool.

“hair to I weave through the club’s tables, scrunching my nose at the sickl
7. Aftersmell from before. I spy Mira’s shimmery, green bikini disappearing
zens ofhallway labeled employee only. She’s a reminder of exactly how fucke

So when I pass a table with an empty beer bottle, I pick it up and

her.

The hallway is dark but lined with red toe-kick lights. My veins pul
llargingdetermination and the need to gain back an inkling of control. I grip th
m. by the neck and smash the body against the wall. The heavy bass of th

covers any sound.
into my I open the only door at the end of the hallway and quickly realize
be the dancers’ locker and changing rooms. A long vanity table trails
g for amirror-covered wall lit up with big, round bulbs. A makeup bag is «
sent toand half its contents strewn out on the table next to Mira, seated in |
the mirror.
She’s distracted by something on her phone, so she doesn’t see m
up behind her until I have her high ponytail fisted and head yanked ba
motion.eyes widen as they meet my crazed ones through the reflection.

Her mouth opens for what I’m sure was supposed to be a scream,

1g. Thequickly smacks it closed when I push the jagged beer bottle edge



re is nooutstretched neck.
“Do you know who I am?”
utmost “Ef-Effie Luci-Luciano.” Her trembling voice almost gives me
—almost.
“That’s right. And I’'m sure I don’t have to tell you what will happe!
speak a single word to a single soul about what you saw today.” She n
candiedhead as much as she can without grating the glass against her skin. “Ri
“Yes, yes. Of course.” Her voice shakes, and I press the bottle
y-sweetharder until she spews, “I won’t tell anyone. Not a soul, I promise.”
down a “Terrific.” I release her head with a shove and turn to leave, confid
'd I am. scared her silent.
follow I pause before exiting the changing room and turn back to see her c
a slight drip of blood with a cotton pad. “Oh, and I’d go with the
se witheyeshadow. Complementary colors and all.”

e bottle

e music
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outstretched neck.

“Do you know who I am?”

“Ef-Effie Luci-Luciano.” Her trembling voice almost gives me pause
—almost.

“That’s right. And I’'m sure I don’t have to tell you what will happen if you
speak a single word to a single soul about what you saw today.” She nods her
head as much as she can without grating the glass against her skin. “Right?”

“Yes, yes. Of course.” Her voice shakes, and I press the bottle a touch
harder until she spews, “I won’t tell anyone. Not a soul, I promise.”

“Terrific.” I release her head with a shove and turn to leave, confident I’ve
scared her silent.

I pause before exiting the changing room and turn back to see her dabbing
a slight drip of blood with a cotton pad. “Oh, and I’d go with the purple

eyeshadow. Complementary colors and all.”

1. ALPHA—Layto |
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Girls' Night

Effie

I t’s a weird feeling, looking at your hands and wondering what they
look like covered in blood.

I was so close to pushing that bottle a little harder, a little further.
moment, Mira was me, and I hated her. I saw the way Mira looked «
and I saw myself. I saw the way she cowed and bent to his air of dom
and I fucking saw myself.

My brothers killed their first man at age sixteen. Some kids get «
sixteen for getting their driver’s license. In our family, you got a ca
you killed someone. And were born a son.

Instead I was taught how to sit straight, shut my mouth, and look
Look where that’s gotten me. Under the thumb of another fucking mar

I laugh alone in my temporary bedroom at the thought because I c
talking about Finn or Hudson. My father never taught me to figl
because he needed me to be compliant and dependent. It’s dangerous
woman starts believing in her own strength.

But despite not having any of the training my brothers received, I .

trying to fight back. I’ve lost some battles, but I haven’t lost the war.



After all, I’ve gotten Finneas Fox on his knees...twice.

I wonder if he’s realized the same thing because I haven’t heard fr«
in two days.

If I’ve been able to flip the script one way, maybe I can flip the scrij
and use his own strategy against him.

I’ve been terrified the crew will find out he’s blackmailing me and
his family is their target, but these women are the best of the best. I
they will be able to work with this predicament I’ve put us in.

I slide out of bed and open my door with a direct line of sight
, woul dapartment’s living room. Hadis, Linnie, and Marguerite are already i
lounging on the basic navy couch and cream-colored armchair
apartment came furnished, and while it’s nothing special, it

In that

«t Finn temporarily living here comfortable enough. It reminds me of hotel fu

: meant to look pleasing but still durable.
linance,

I head to the kitchen and grab a bottle of wine, weaving four glas

| car atbetween my fingers before returning to the living room. I kneel by the

N whentable and uncork the wine, “There’s something I need to tell you guys-

“I win,” Hadis says, and the other women laugh. I look up confused
pretty “We had a bet going on when you were gonna tell us what was g
with you and Finneas Fox,” Linnie explains, and I set the bottle do

ould bedon t spill it.

“I see...” There’s no point in denying it, even if they didn’t already

1t back
when aI was planning on telling them. I sit back on my heels and scan thei
They don’t look mad...or smug...more amused than anything. “What
.., know?”
am still

“He has something on you, but we don’t know what. And we’ve a

since we are still alive, he hasn’t told his older brother about us yet.”



speaks casually, but her eyes bore into mine with intensity. “But w
om himplay the guessing game all night or you could just tell us.”
“Right then,” I begin to pour the wine while I try to formulate my w
)t again  “Only three glasses. Hadis doesn’t drink,” Marguerite adds, and I nc
Once I finish and everyone who wants one has a glass in their
“knowsbegin. “Finn and I were once good friends. Families in business and
'm sureafter—what do you know about his father?”
“All of it.”
- to the “Okay, well you can imagine we weren’t friends after that. We 1
n there,reconnected—" 1 internally wince using the same word he used tal
's. TheHudson. “What I thought was a chance encounter obviously wasn’t.
makesvideos and photos of it all and wants me to pass him information
rniture,operation ‘or else,’” I say with air quotes.
Hadis leans forward, resting her elbows on her knees, an excited g
s stemsher eyes. “This is brilliant.”
» coffee  “Brilliant?” I take a big chug of wine.
—” “He doesn’t know anything, because you don’t know anything—"
“He knows the target,” I confess.
oing on She waves her hand. “That doesn’t matter. Banks always kno
wn so Imoney is the target. Museums always know their art is the target. But
he doesn’t know anything, we can feed him exactly what we want
7 know,know. So...” She sits back and pulls her dyed blonde hair into a p
r faces.“What do we want him to know?”

do you

ssumed

Linnie



e could

ords.
d.
hand, I
all. But

“So how did you all get together?” I finally ask, two hours later.
planned exactly what we—well, I’'m—going to tell Finn, and what t
going to do instead, and at this point, are just talking about their -
'ecenﬂyplaces they’ve eaten since they’ve been in town.
king to
He has

on our

They all look at Linnie who chuckles lightly. “I guess you could say
have family businesses. My father was a bank robber, as was his fat
his father’s father...you get the idea, no?” I lean forward, intrigued.

Marguerite laughs. “Some families have sweet Christmas or
leam intraditions. Our family’s tradition is robbing banks.”

“Our?” I ask, trying to spot any familial resemblance between the t
hard but not impossible to see, what with Linnie’s bold curly blonde I
Marguerite’s tight buzz.

“Cousins,” Linnie continues, “But we met Hadis when the diamonc

w theurwas working at—to rob, of course—hired architects for remodels.”

yecause : I . : A .
“I was an intern, still in university at the time,” Hadis adds.

him to “And I noticed she would come in separate from her coworkers to

Onytall'blueplrints and information for things that had nothing to do with the j
were hired for. Layout for the air duct system, the blueprints of th
room, name of the roofing company...” Linnie swirls her wine an

amused at Hadis. “Like recognizes like.”



“You were casing the store?” I look at Hadis who raises a brow wi
smile.

“It’s in my blood. I come from a family of smugglers. Growing up
it felt like nearly everything not Iranian produced was illegal. Westerr
and clothing, non-Islamic art or art with any kind of nudity, alcohol

you knew the right people and had enough money, you could get jus

We’ve
hey areanything from people like my parents.”
favorite “You smuggled alcohol even though you don’t drink it?”

“Just because that’s how I choose to practice Islam doesn’t mean ey

’ we aushould be forced to do the same. Plus, our biggest clients were alv

her andgovernment. Hypocrites, the lot of them.”
“Really? What types of things would you get for them?”

Easter “Lots of things. Juicy tracksuits, playboy magazines, Star Wars

Once the American Idiot album for the Speaker of Parliament’s dat

WO It,SShe shrugs and I laugh, but it’s hard to imagine Green Day as

. contraband.
1air and

I pour the rest of our second bottle of wine into my glass. “And h

I shop 1Y°U end up at an architecture firm in Paris?”

“My parents immigrated to France when I was a teen. I went to un
intending to become an honest architect, but my brain was coi

reques tthinking about how to break into the buildings, not create them.”

ob they I remember the day Linnie called me.” Marguerite sits up. “She

0 VaUlltexcited. She said, “Who better to know a building’s weaknesses tl

i lookspeople who built it.””
“Our fathers hadn’t been able to keep up with new banking technol
we kept going for smaller and smaller targets. Jewelry shops, armored

But I knew with Hadis’s expertise, we could take it to the next level, |



th a slytargets we’d only ever dreamed of.” There’s an energetic flare to t
Linnie speaks. Pride in what they’ve created.

in Iran, “So, she confronted me the next time I came to pick up materials.’

1 musicgrins. “And Les Arnaqueuses was born.”
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targets we’d only ever dreamed of.” There’s an energetic flare to the way
Linnie speaks. Pride in what they’ve created.
“So, she confronted me the next time I came to pick up materials.” Hadis

grins. “And Les Arnaqueuses was born.”
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The Wild Stallion

Finn

I ’ve grown impatient waiting for them to make a move. And it wi
just my fucking luck that the one time Cash takes a vacation in te
is the same time the most elite heist crew in the world decides to n
their mark. But I can’t make a move without Cash, so I just need
myself time.

I don’t trust Effie.

Not until she gives me a reason to. And so far, she’s only giving me
to think she isn’t taking this seriously. Thinking she could strut into m
of business and make demands of me. What was that stunt she pulls
Mira anyway?

My throat goes dry remembering the silky feel of her thighs un
palm as I pushed her knees apart. I recall looking up from her lap, see
determined set of her jaw and heat in her gaze as she stared down Mi
looked like a fucking warrior.

But she’s spiraling. Lashing out and making rash decisions.

She’s been thrown in the deep end and is desperately trying to stay

Even the strongest soldiers can still sink.



I can’t figure her out. Which makes me want to grab her by the thr
fuck the truth out of her. But also makes me want to stay far away, k
distance to just observe her, take all of her in like an animal in the wilc

She’s unpredictable, that much is for sure.

And she still hasn’t given me anything about this plan of theirs. A
done waiting.

Finn: Peaches. 20 min.

Effie: No.

I can’t deny the way my dick jumps at her ready defiance, the v

mouth waters with the need to break her down to nothing but yes, plea

ould be
Sir.
T years
1ake us Finn: I know you get off on being a brat, but we need to meet.
to buy My foot taps against the leg of my chair as I wait for her response.

my desk drawer in the Den’s back office and pull out my growing ¢
Effie’s panties. I twirl the torn fabric of the ones from Peaches aron

nfinger and smile to myself.

' Teaso
y place I pick them up and take a picture of it dangling from my finger, tt
.., one in the drawer also in the frame.

2d with

Finn: I’'m looking forward to adding to my collection.

That gets me an immediate response.
der my
ing the Effie: You’re fucking sick.

L 5

ra. She Finn: Is that a yes:

Effie: Neutral territory of my choice. I’ll text you an address.

r afloat.



oat and
eep my
L.

nd ’'m

The Wild Stallion Saloon.
I take in the weathered wood building. Its red paint has peeled an
away to a rusty color, the door and windows are trimmed in a woody
vay myMatching green columns hold up a corrugated tin porch covering. !
se. Yes, Over an hour outside of city limits, this is certainly neutral territory.
I wait in my car, assuming Effie hasn’t arrived yet based on the f
muddy, lifted trucks are the only ones in the dirt lot. We’re in the agri

1 Openpart of this county, near Bartlett Farms and wonder if Effie realizes

tash Ofsirnply a coincidence.

nd my I can’t be sure as she picked the location, but I’'m thinking the obsc
this place is just an overcompensation for her foolish decision to mee

'€ OtherPeaches last time. I was worried she wasn’t as smart as I remembere

she asked to meet there, but after Mira told me what happened in the d

room, my concerns were abated.

She’s spent her whole life on the bench and is only now stepping c
field. Mistakes are inevitable, but she’s learning quickly. Even if it is
in my ass to drive to the middle of nowhere.

A few minutes later a Mercedes SUV, just as out of place as my
pulls into the lot. I watch in the rearview mirror as the car door ope

—fuck me.



The yellow sundress flowing over her curves is way too sweet
things it makes me wanna do to her. But I’'m sure that was her intenti
thinks she’s just a pawn, but she knows how to play the game as
anyone. She does it with grace and subtlety rather than rage and carnay
may be more effective, but the other is just as deadly.

My phone buzzes and I pretend the battering of delight in my chest 1

d fade dteXted me doesn’t exist. Fucking childish is what it would be if I did.
Childish and a liability.

7 green.

Effie: I'm here, are you inside?

I don’t respond right away, give myself just a few more seconds
act thalther in. Her dark, chestnut hair is straight down her back. Her matching

cultural€YeS sift through the parked cars. I know when she’s noticed my car |

- or it,Sshe stands taller and drops her wringing hands.

I track her through the mirror as she walks over, small blooms

urity o frising from her steps. I act like I don’t see her, even when she steps uj

't me atdriver side window and taps the glass. Without lifting my head fr

henphone, I hold out a finger and can hear her huff through the winda

dw
Iressi frustration delights me.
ressing

When 1 finally give her my attention, she’s glaring down at n
o theCrosses her arms impatiently, but the only thing I can think of is the v
‘ ._movement pushes up her tits.
; a pain

I roll down my window. “I’d be able to get out if you weren’t stan
BMW,fmnt of my door.”
ans and Her lips twitch. “I’ll be inside at the bar,” she bites out sharply.

heads toward the building, I hear her mumble. “Christ, I already
drink.” My hands ball into tight fists watching her ass walk away.

The inside of the saloon is just what I’d expect from the outside. TI



for theyellowing American flag pinned on the wall next to beer posters and i
on. Shedeer heads. The crowd is blue collar, and a neon sign buzzes above t
well astable where most of the people are gathered. It smells like old cigarette
se. Oneand fried food, and the wood floor feels sticky under my shoes.
A woman in a tube top is behind the big oak bar fixing a drink fo
that sheThe hairs on the back of my neck rise as I watch every man in the ple
his lecherous gaze to her. Her dress sleeves are billowy and off the sk
showing her off her bronzed collarbones, and I bet every shithead in tt
is imagining what that expanse of skin would look like with his -
to soakmark.
s brown Like they have a mind of their own, my fingers inch toward the gun
Jecauseinto my jeans.
Not that she’s mine.
of dust But she sure as shit isn’t theirs.
ptomy I pull out a stool next to her at the same time the song changes
om myscraping against the floor is loud in the relative quiet. She gives 1
w. Hersideway glance before finishing her conversation with the bartender 1
not even there.
1e. She I don’tlike being ignored, it’s disrespectful. And it would stoke the
~vay thesimmering fire below my skin if I thought she was truly ignoring r
she’s not.
ding in She may not be looking at me, but all of her attention is on me. It’
way she fiddles with her straw like it will soothe the itch my pr
As shecauses. It’s in the way she swallows deeply without ever taking a
need aanswers the bartender’s “enjoy your drink” with “thanks, you too.”
She’s flustered. I make her flustered. This realization isn’t new,

1ere’s adelicious all the same.



1ounted When the bartender walks away, I spin her swivel seat toward n
he poolhands fly out for stability, one landing on the bar, the other on my thi;
» smokethundering in my chest is instant with even the smallest willing-
accidental—touch from her.
r Effie.  “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you missed me,” I say, looking
ice turndown between her hand on me and her eyes. She yanks it away, smoc
oulder,skirt and looks at me expectantly. “Do you have something to t
1e placeprincess?”
fucking A pair of men saddle up to the bar next to me, and she eyes them w
She stands. “Let’s dance.”
tucked My fist tightens into a ball at the same time my jaw clenches. ©
dance.”
“They’re too close,” she nods toward the men.
“Then we’ll move.” I stand and grab her hand, stomping to a h
and thetable.
me one She shakes her hand out of mine, and I have to fight the urge to |
ike I’mtighter. “And then what if someone gets close again? We can’t keep
leapfrog in the bar. It’s suspicious as hell.”
always “I thought the point of picking a place in bumfuck nowhere was 1
ne. Butnobody would know who we are.”
“It’s not a risk I’'m willing to take. Now, fucking dance with m
s in thegrips my bicep and I let her drag me onto the dance floor desy
oximityprotesting in my head. I stiffen when she places both hands on my sh
sip andand squares her hips with mine.
“Oh don’t tell me you’re scared of a little dancing?” Her lip curl:
but it’scorner and I bite my tongue. “You kill people for a living—and I’n

sure for fun too—but you can’t dance?”



ne. Her “You’re stalling.”
sh. The “And you’re scared of dancing.” She smirks and wraps her arms
—albeitmy neck and tugs me closer so I’'m forced to sway with her body. I car
appreciate her soft tits pressed against my chest, or the way her hip
up andacross mine over the stupid fucking noise in my head.
sths her The noise that demands a Fox never show weakness.
ell me, And as idiotic as it is, dancing is a weakness and years of survival 1
has me bursting at the seams to avoid it.
neasily. I tug her closer by the waist and lower my mouth to her ear. “Start"
princess.”
T don’t “What do you want to know?” Her own breath flutters against m
and a heavy, hot weight settles into my stomach.
How your voice sounds in the morning. What sounds you make
igh-topsleep. How you’d look at me if you didn’t despise me. “Everything.”
“They’re keeping me at arm’s length, I don’t know much.”
nold on “That’s not good enough.”
playing “It will have to be.” She blinks up at me, a challenge glimmering
eyes.
yecause I tuck a strand of hair behind her ear and cradle her jaw. “You like
games, don’t you, pet?”
e.” She “Not as much as you. Though I have to admit, yours are getting a t
yite theShe steps back, taking my hand with her and spins beneath my
oulderstaunting smile on her lips.
My eyes trail up the small bit of extra thigh exposed from her t
5 in theskirt. I let her swirl back to me and lock her in place with a firm hand
1 prettyhip, the other caging her hand against my arm like they did in those ol

dances.



To distract her from my awkward and stilted attempt at having rh
aroundthrow out an offer she can’t refuse. “Let’s make it more interesting the
1’'t evengive me a solid piece of intel, and if it proves to be helpful, I wil
s grindeverything.”

Her feet halt and she sucks in a hopeful breath. “Everything ever

This isn’t some semantic trick or twisted wording?”
raining “Every single morsel of evidence that that night ever existed.”
“Okay, it isn’t much but...” She gives a quick scan of the bar flo
talking,more before continuing—I’d do the same if I hadn’t already been
attention to every single person who’s passed through the door since a
y neck.“The rooftop. It’s the only entrance you never have men on. I don’
exactly what they’re gonna do, but they’re going to create some
in yourproblem that requires you to build scaffolding to fix it—"

“They want me to give them a ladder right into the castle, huh?”

“Something like that.” She shrugs, and I try to read her face f

minuscule hint that she’s lying. Instead I find myself fixating on .
s in hergrouping of scratch-like scars by her eye that I’ve never seen before.

“When did this happen?” I don’t even realize I’ve reached out to br

playingscars with my thumb until I feel her hot skin, and then she jolts hi
back.

it old.” “A lot has happened in ten years, Finn.” She rips out of my arms .

arm, aboots clack across the floor to the exit. I feel each step like a lead ball
in my stomach.

'wirling I chase after her and grab her wrist when I catch up to her in the |

| on herlot. I spin her around and my throat ties into a knot when I see water

d-timeyher eyes.

“What the fuck was that about, Ef?”



ythm, I She shoves me in the chest, and I drop her wrist, her voice strain
n. Yousudden emotion, “Don’t start acting like you care. Not now, Finn.”
| delete I let her walk away. My armor is too tight for her words to cut.
I think.
ything?
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She shoves me in the chest, and I drop her wrist, her voice strained with
sudden emotion, “Don’t start acting like you care. Not now, Finn.”

I let her walk away. My armor is too tight for her words to cut.

I think.
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Plates, Picture Frames, and Paintings.

Effie

T en years ago

Sometimes when my father’s angry, I can see it coming fror
away. There’s a change in the air, a prickle at the nape of my neck. Th
sense of knowing even without proof, like when you feel you’re
watched.

When this happens, I know to lock my door before he shows up. 1
pound and pound on the wood and be grateful it’s not my face.

But today, I didn’t see it coming.

My mother’s powder room is thick with the scent of her perfui
hairspray, but it has the best mirrors in the house. I want to try my
portrait painting rather than my usual landscapes. Figured self-
sketches would be a good place to start and this vanity table with three
of mirrors would be excellent. The end two mirrors are on hinges to
different angles. I unscrew half of the globe bulbs around the perin
dim the lighting—I’m not trying to draw every single pore.

I’m on my third sketch when the door slams open, ricocheting lot

the wall. I catch my father’s red, twisted face in the mirror.



“Like mother like daughter, who are you in here whoring yourself
Euphemia?” Spittle hits my cheek as he yanks my head by a rough fi
hair.

There’s no makeup on the table, only my pencils and paper. “I we

3

“And how in God’s name did you manage to break every other
bulb? You’re a spoiled brat, breaking everything you touch.” Befor
explain they aren’t broken, my head is flung forward and my nose s
into the vanity.

My eyes instantly water, and I taste a trickle of copper down my t
try to shuffle my sketches out of the way so I don’t drip blood ontt

n milesThey aren’t great but I would like to keep them. Unfortunately, that o1

at eeriemy father’s attention.

> being “Yourself. That’s all you fucking think about.” He holds up a s
paper and examines my work with a sneer. “Heavenly Father, tell me

et himdid to deserve such a self-conceited bitch of a daughter?” I wince
ripping sound as he shreds my work into pieces.

I should have predicted this. He has a tendency to destroy whatever

ne andwhen he’s like this. Plates. Picture frames. Paintings.

hand at He snatches another off the table, and I use the few seconds it ta

portraithim to tear it in half to stuff the only remaining one into my pocket.

» panels “Clean this up.” He pulls a silk handkerchief from his jacket slee

capturethrows it at me. “And don’t get fucking blood on my rug.”

1eter to I don’t watch him leave, just listen to his Italian loafers scuff aga
carpet as he crosses the room and slams the door just as loudly leavin

idly offdid entering. I dab at my nose, sniffing back and swallowing the rusty
my own blood that drips down the back of my throat.



up for, My phone vibrates on the vanity, and I jump at the sudden sounc
stful ofnow-quiet room.

I don’t look at the caller ID, quickly answering to end the shrill
1s draw“Hello?”

“Hey, Eff, I'm at the corner.” A soothing warmth sinks into my b
fuckingthe smile in Finn’s voice, and I picture the way his left eye crinkles
e I cancorner when he smiles. !
mashes “I lost track of time drawing, but I’'ll be right there.”

“Okay, see you soon.”
hroat. I I swipe my watery eyes with the back of my hand and inspect o
> them.bleed, which has mostly stopped, wiping the tip of my nose before c
1ly getsup the shredded remains of my sketches and tightening the light bulbs.

As I crack the powder room door open, I listen for my father, tr
heet ofplace his whereabouts in the big house. Luckily, I can hear him down
- what Iin the kitchen shouting at someone on the phone. Even though I c
+ at theexactly how far away he is, I still race to the front door with a beating .

if he’s going to jump out at any second.
he sees My brothers are in the driveway, smoking by their cars. “Hey, wh
going?” Gianni shouts and flicks his cigarette butt to the ground.
ikkes for “Out.” I raise my brow and give him an impatient look.
“Yeah, okay, don’t tell me.” He laughs. “Dad know?”
've and “He’ll be happy I’m out of his sight, trust me.”

“Whatever,” he waves his hand and returns to his conversation with
inst theNot that I’d expect them to care given the sum total of zero times
ig as hestood up for me.
taste of Once I’'m out of their sight, I climb the iron fence surrounding our p

so I don’t have to deal with the guards at the gate, and run the rest of 1



1 in thedown the sidewalk. I don’t need to run, no one’s coming after me, but
always a nervous giddiness I get when I’m seeing Finn.
sound. Like I’'m buzzing with energy and just need to sprint to get it out.
I can hear his old truck rumbling before I see it. He’s the only guy
ones atwho doesn’t have a luxury car worth at least a quarter-million. He s
5 in thebecause new cars don’t have enough problems. He likes tinkering un
hood and fixing the parts that are always breaking on an old car. I d
the appeal, but I can’t say I hate the way he looks in grease-stained ¢
and no shirt underneath.
1y nose I bite my cheek, trying to get the image out of my head as I climb :
leaningcab so I'm not blushing. He leans across the wide bench seat to offer
hand and pull me in.
ying to “Hi.” I say, slightly breathless and quickly add, “I ran,” with a s
the hallexplain why I’m out of breath. Because it’s most definitely not becaus
an hearway his dark hair brushes across his lashes and the way my lungs ¢
heart aswhen I meet his forest-green eyes.

“Hey—" His smile morphs into a frown, “You’re bleeding.” His

ere youpinch in concern, and I quickly turn toward the window and wipe at n
with my sleeve. Crap.
“Your father?” There’s a black shadow to Finn’s growl that’s c
vengeful and it equal parts scares me and thrills me. “This is the last -
time.” He veers away from the curb and slams on the gas.
Renzo. “Finn, he’s not worth it,” I plead as he approaches my gate. Beca
they’vereality is, no matter how satisfying I find the image of Finn mak

father’s nose bleed instead of mine, this wasn’t the first time and it’s f
ropertythe last.

‘he way “But you’re worth it.” He cuts me with a deep stare, and it strikes a



there’sme that has been told my whole life I am not worth it. Not worth resp
standing because I wasn’t born a son. Not worth a voice or say becar
just a pawn.
I know He pauses in the road when I put my hand on his arm and urge him
ays it’sat me. I can see my father’s men at the gate start to walk toward us, ¢
\der the“What’s there to do? He’s the Don. You storm in there and try to t
on’t gethow to run his family and he’ll take a finger or bust a kneecap just bec
yverallscan. If you even make it that far.”
His knuckles whiten around the steering wheel, and he presses his 1
into thea firm line as he stares straight ahead at the men closing the distar
me hispointedly reaching into their jackets where we both know they are carr
“Let’s go, okay?”
hrug to He works his jaw like he’s chewing on words unsaid. His foot stall:
e of thebrake for a long, heavy pause. Finally, he puts the truck in reverse an
squeezeat me. “Promise me one thing.”
“Okay.” I nod and he removes one hand from the wheel to cover r
, browshis arm.

ny nose “Next time, you call me, and I’ll be there.”

bld and

fucking
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me that has been told my whole life I am not worth it. Not worth respect and
standing because I wasn’t born a son. Not worth a voice or say because I’'m
just a pawn.

He pauses in the road when I put my hand on his arm and urge him to look
at me. I can see my father’s men at the gate start to walk toward us, curious.
“What’s there to do? He’s the Don. You storm in there and try to tell him
how to run his family and he’ll take a finger or bust a kneecap just because he
can. If you even make it that far.”

His knuckles whiten around the steering wheel, and he presses his lips into
a firm line as he stares straight ahead at the men closing the distance and
pointedly reaching into their jackets where we both know they are carrying.

“Let’s go, okay?”

He works his jaw like he’s chewing on words unsaid. His foot stalls on the
brake for a long, heavy pause. Finally, he puts the truck in reverse and looks
at me. “Promise me one thing.”

“Okay.” I nod and he removes one hand from the wheel to cover mine on
his arm.

“Next time, you call me, and I’ll be there.”
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Only Yourself to Blame

Finn

P resent

After receiving an anonymous complaint, we sent a city in
who determined that the brick facade of your building has lost a sub
depth of mortar. To avoid a building code violation a licensed cor
must be used to repoint all brick with a mortar depth at or above

depth within 30 days to avoid resulting fines of no less than $5,000.

I read the letter from the city’s code enforcement office again an
deny the smirk that plays on my lips.

My naughty plaything decided to abide by the rules this time and g
the truth.

I suppose that means it’s time for her reward.

I make a mental note to find out who to bribe at the city office to pt
this violation—if there is even a violation. I'm betting Les Arnac
greased some palms to get this letter, and I’ll just need to find whoev

paid and offer them more.



I type out half a text but decide better of it and call Effie instead. \
rings, I tap my finger against my thigh.

She answers, but I only hear an aggravated sigh. I wait, my skin 1
knowing how antsy she must be getting from my silence. I'm prove
when she huffs, “You called me, Finneas. What do you want?”

I chuckle and absentmindedly spin in the desk chair in the Den’s of
want to see you.”

“Oh boy, let me just hop to it then,” she says in a sarcastic tone that
grinning.

“Deflecting nerves with sarcasm is a common defense mechanism.”

“You don’t make me nervous, Finn.”

spector “I make you feel something.” 1 sense her being seconds away from
stantialup on me, so I quickly add, “I, on the other hand, always keep my pr
itractorDo you want to see for yourself?”

1/4” of “You’re gonna delete everything?” I can hear a reserved hopefulnes

voice.
“Yes. The Den doesn’t open for a few more hours. Come over.”
d Can’texplain the beat that rises in my throat while I wait fucking...nervoi
her reply.
ave me

“Okay,” she says, and the call ends.
I didn’t realize how desperately I wanted to see her until those few
seconds clutched my lungs.

SIPONE g s getting fucking ridiculous.

ueuses : . :
1 Against my will, she possesses my every waking moment—and
rer they, . :
being honest, most of my sleeping ones too. I can no longer pretend
of concern for my family and the war that is brewing.

In the office at Peaches, she told me to get on my knees, and I fel



Nhile itsinner begging for salvation.

Then something switched inside me when I saw her eyes well up
yuzzingdusty parking lot. I’ve always been possessive when it comes to I
n rightwhen I saw those scars I became protective too. Summoning back

feelings that will do nothing but get people hurt.
fice. “I I drum my fingers on the desk to the tempo I know by heart and pi
bridge of my nose with a determined exhale. I’ll use the next time I se:
has mean opportunity to remind myself that a cooperating blackmail target d
make an ally.

She’s still a Luciano, she’s still the enemy.

1anging

omises.

s in her

I can’tTen minutes later, she’s walking through the Den’s heavy wood doc
usly fordark hair is piled up on top of her head, like it was thrown up haph
but the messiness suits her. Her eyes harden when they meet mine bel
bar; she lifts her chin in greeting.
passing She weaves through the tables to me and raises a brow. “Well, |
this.”
My hand finds the small of her back while I guide her to the Den’s
if ’mlt’s an automatic gesture. But the moment I touch her, I realize ju
it’s outfucked I am. Because I don’t want to just lightly lay my palm on her,
to dig my fingers into her until my hold is bruised and branded into he
1 like a



want to brush the tendrils of hair falling down the nape of her neck a
in thatmy teeth in until she carries my marks.
1er, but There’s so much I want to do with her, to her.
up old And that pisses me off because I am realizing with disturbing clarit
lack control when it comes to Effie Luciano.
nch the I follow her into the office and leave the door open, dropping into t
e her aschair. I already have the folder opened and I look at her beside me, st
oes nother face as she looks at the dozens of photos and videos.

To Effie’s credit, her face doesn’t give much away. But then she b

lip and I notice her thighs twitch tighter where she stands next to me.
I stand and she turns to face me. I dust my thumb across her lip, g
across the teeth riveting into it. “Should I press play for posterity's sak
a husky whisper that makes her pupils blow wide, her eyelashes flutter

Her lips part, and her breath hitches when I drag her soft bottom lif
Fuck, I want to ruin her.

“Delete the files, Finn,” she says almost breathlessly. But I cai
irs. Hermyself away, my control is hanging on by a ratty thread, I can almost !
1izardly,fibers tearing bit by bit while I coast the back of my hand down her ne
1ind the [ lightly collar the base of her throat, my thumb rubbing softly

hollow between her collarbones. I feel her swallow, and my stomac
let’s doHer eyes are like ice, cold but fragile. And able to melt if the heat is
enough. “Do you want me, princess?”
, office.  “I want you...” My pulse jumps. “—To delete the files.” She juts I
ist howand pushes into my hand. “Now.”
-T'want  “As you wish,” I say dryly and sit back down. A few clicks of the

rskin. Iand I read aloud the dialogue box for her even though she’s w



nd sinkeverything over my shoulder. “Deleting these 237 files from the clo
delete them permanently from all devices. Do you wish to continue?”
“Good. Do it.”
y that I Another click and all evidence of that night is gone. Except
memories. Those will never leave me, like a brand from a hot iron.
he desk “Well, pleasure doing business as always, princess,” I spin in the
-anningface her and my stomach swoops when I realize how soft her eyes ai
Thawed.
ites her Her mouth moves subtly, then falls partly open as if she was about
her lip but stopped. “Ask me again.”
hosting I tilt my head in question and she raises her brows in implication
e?” It’sthrough my nose when I realize what she means, my body tensing I
ing.  preparing for a fight. Despite the rapid fluttering in my chest, I thr
)y down.thumbs into the belt loops of her jeans and tug her between my legs.
want me?”
1’t pull Her thick thighs wedge between mine, and I drop my thumbs to gl
1ear thepalms over her round ass. She nods and pushes her pelvis forward,
ck. but excited glimmer in her eyes.
in the “Isthat a yes?” It feels like my spine is made of kerosene and I can
h flips.anticipation of a match about to strike. She nods again, the smallest of
; strongtugging on her lips.
I stand, tightening my grip on her hips, I crowd her until our forehe
1er chinnearly touching. “Say. It.”
We share a held breath.
‘mouse “I want you.” And the match is struck, lighting up my body.
atching Grabbing her thighs, I hike her off the ground, and she responds

wrapping them around my waist. The soft, needy moan she makes wl



ud willmouths crash together is all it takes for me to say fuck it.
I spin us around and set her on the desk in front of the comp
gnawing hunger paws at me as she skates her hands under my tee sl
for theurges it over my head. If losing control is what it takes to sate this
then consider me off the rails.
chair to I clutch her face in my hands to deepen our kiss. It’s frantic and has
re now.horny teenagers, but it’s also perfect. The way she battles back as
coax my tongue further into her mouth. Neither of us willing to c
“to biteShe’s lighting little fires everywhere she touches. My chest. My a
back.
. I sigh She gasps for air when I break our kiss. There’s a flash of somethin;
ike it’seyes—wariness, regret, acceptance—I can’t tell. But it doesn’t
ead mybecause all I can think about is claiming her. Taking her. Owning her.
Do you “I told you once that I own you, you remember that, Ef? That
everything.” 1 cup her pussy.
lide my She mewls in response. And I work on the button on her jeans
a timidcontinue, “I own you, not because of some fucking photos, not to taur
fake-ass fiancé, but because—" We were always meant to be is what I
feel thesay but it’s not what comes out of my mouth. “Because you’re
[ smilesdesperate for me as your cunt is for my cock.”
I kiss and bite a path down her neck, and she leans back, encourag
‘ads areway I ache to devour her. One hand is knitted tightly into her hair w
other fights with her zipper—these fucking jeans. I’'m so close to break
a knife and just cutting them off her.
I thrust my hips between her legs, and even with our clothes, she
angrily,hungrily when my hard cock rubs against her pussy. I lean forv

hen our



whisper in her ear. “So fucking desperate for my cock, just beggin
uter. Afucking claimed and fucked full of—"1
1rt and I catch movement in the corner of my eye and my body floods with
hunger, I grab her wrist and wrench it forward. She yelps at the painful grip.
the fuck is that?”
sty, like  Her fist tightens, but I pry it open. A USB stick. That she was atte
I try toto slot into my computer.
oncede. “You think you’re above all us pitiful little humans, but you’re j
bs. Myany other fucking man: led around by his cock.” She snarls, and ice f
white-hot rage.
g in her She fucking played me.
matter [’m too stunned by how far I’ve fallen that I don’t see it coming wl
knees me in the groin and pushes off the desk. She sprints from the roc
meansl pound my fist into the desk with a roar.

Just once. Just once, and then I collect my wits and think fast. A fi
while Ion my phone and seconds later I have the entire Den locked down re
1t someShe’s trapped.
want to I hear her rattling the interior doors before the wooden doors, tug
just asthe handle and cursing. As beautiful as her sweet whimpers we

frustrated, harried sounds she makes now may be even better.
ring the “Oh, princess,” 1 sing-song as I step out of the office unhurried, h
hile themy pockets. There’s no need to rush. She’s not going anywhere.
iing outalways my favorite part, knowing my prey is trapped and just waiting
to find them.
moans It’s easy for my mind to switch gears completely. From lustful foo
vard topredator. I settle into my skin, feeling at home. This I know. This is wl

truly in full control.



g to be “I gave you a head start, but you can’t hide. I will find you. Bett
praying I’ll show mercy when I do.”
ice. I stalk into the dining room and see her scamper through the tables
. “Whatthe kitchen. Perfect. I can’t wait to spread her over the large coun
make her beg.
mpting When I enter the kitchen, my heart’s pounding steadily. She’s yanl
the back door’s handle, and my mouth waters for retribution, to bala
ust likescales. She’s broken the truce, and now betrayed me again with this
[urns tocross.
“Knock, knock,” T chuckle, and she whips around, eyes wide and
Her chest heaves and falls. Her eyes ping-pong around the room un
hen shestop and narrow on a distant wall. I know exactly what she’s spotted,
ym, andevery inch of this place. The knives that are lined up on a magnetic stri
“Think you’ll make it?” I taunt and see her calculation process on h
aw taps She makes a run for it, but I’m faster, closing the distance between
motely.when she reaches across the counter for a knife. I flatten her over the
and pin her down by the neck. And for a split moment, there’s a {
zing ondisappointment, maybe even loss, that it had to be this way.
re, the Butit’s gone as quickly as it came.
I pull a gun from my waistband and swallow down the growing I
ands inmy throat, pressing the muzzle firmly to the back of her head.
This is Right above the wispy bits of hair that just minutes ago I wanted t
for measide so I could breathe in the scent of her skin.
A goddamn fool.
1to top “Give me one good reason not to kill you right now.”
1en I’'m  She stopped fighting my hold as soon as I put the gun to her head,

now turns her cheek as much as she can to look back at me, a cutting {



er startfull of venom I can almost feel the sting. “You thought I could ge
want you after everything you’ve done? You repulse me, Finn.”
toward [ ignore the blow to my gut her words cause, telling myself they’
ter andeven though I’m not sure they are. “Is that supposed to make me wan
you less? Saying that I repulse you?” I force a laugh, it’s dripping wi
king onbitterness.
nce the Her eye contact never wavers. “You’re not going to kill me becat
double-could never live with yourself if you did.”
I scoff. “I’ve killed people for much less, princess. And I sleep just 1
frayed. “You can tell yourself you hate me, but you don’t. You despise y
til theybecause you can’t hate me, no matter how hard you try.” The trutk
I knowwords is a bomb in my stomach. “It’s why I was able to get so close
ip. Because even though I could never bring myself to fuck you, you c
ar face. wait to jump at the chance.”
us right Another blade digs into my back, and this time, it’s one I put there
counterBecause she’s right. My desire for her is holding a knife to my own thi
lash of ButI can’t let her know that. No, she can’t know how dangerously f
words are. I reach for my belt buckle and make extra effort to ensure
hear the clanking of metal. She flinches under me. “I should take yc
ump inhere. Show you how wrong you are. How little I care.”
She laughs but there’s a barely-there wobble in her voice when st
o brush“You’re right, it is little.”
I growl, ripping her off the counter and shoving her shoulder dow
on your fucking knees, Effie. And watch your mouth before I fill it.”
the gun between her and the ground, and she drops to her knees, a c
but shesmirk flitting on her lips.

slare so  “Go ahead, Finn. Force me to give you a blowjob at gunpoint. I ¢



nuinelypossibly hate you more than I already do. So go ahead, because apf
the only way you can get a girl to touch you is with blackmail or a gu

‘e a lie,licks her lips, then holds open her mouth, tongue out, welcoming,

t to killmenace in her eyes is pure and unadulterated.

ith dark I look at her wet tongue and mouth, open and ready for me. I c
easily slide my cock between her ruby-red lips and make her cho

1se youruthlessly fuck her. Her eyes would water when I force myself all the
the back of her throat until she gags. Then I’d make her swallow me

fine.” every fucking drop.

rourself 1 could.

| in her ButI don’t.

» today. Instead, I tuck the gun back into my pants and step over to the bac

‘ouldn’tEntering the code on a keypad, it unlocks, and I open it. “Get the fuck

She looks over her shoulders at me warily but slowly rises to her fe

myself.takes tentative steps toward me and freedom as if it’s a trap.

‘oat. “Go.” I say bitterly

true her She hurries out after that, but when she’s a few paces away, I c:

she canlong as we’re clear...” She pauses and looks back at me. “Whatever

u rightnext: you only have yourself to blame.”

1e says,
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What Happens Next

Effie

I t’s been three days since my failed attempt to get into Finn’s comp

I talked a big game—and I’m proud as hell for keeping it tog
but I thought I was going to puke all over his Italian leather boots w
made me get on my knees. My stomach drops uneasily just thinking a
Sitting on the couch, I draw my legs closer to my chest.

I get a chill down my arms remembering the cold metal of the gur
heard my father’s men and my brothers talk about being shot. Yo
always feel it like you might think. Your body reacts so quickly, p
you with adrenaline and setting you in shock, that you notice everyth
the pain.

The smell of gunpowder.

The sound of your body hitting the ground.

The warmth of your spilling blood as your body grows cold.

But sometimes, they say, you can feel nothing but pain. Hot, ¢
mind-numbing pain.

When the muzzle dug into my spine, I wondered which experie

have when he finally shot me. I considered the location he’d chos



thought perhaps I’d avoid both. He was sparing me this one kindness.
shot kill.

The crew is out right now, probably somewhere deciding whether
is even worth it now that I’ve fucked it up even worse. So, I’'m left ¢
ruminate on how close I came to dying, how I’ve destroyed the one
father ever entrusted me with, and how—

A sharp knock at the door pulls me out of my spiraling pity party.

I hop off the couch and go to the door, standing on my toes to look 1
the peephole. All the air in my lung escapes as panic settles over me.

Hudson.

His hair isn’t in it’s usually perfectly coiffed fashion and dark circ

uter.

ether—

hen hehls eyes. The collar of his coat is popped only on one side and his dre

. is untucked.
bout it.

There is no reason for him to be here. None. He shouldn’t evei

1 I,Veabout this apartment.

1 don’t “Effie, open the door.” He drawls drunkenly and leans his forearm ¢

.__door to peer into the peephole like a parrot bobbing its head. “I 1
umping

ing butapologize,” he slurs so it sounds more like I needa apawl-a-size.
[

Christ, he’s wasted.

He stumbles back from the door and clutches his mouth. “I think 1]
sick...” He starts to curl over, and I whip the door open.

“Okay, just get inside, I’ll get you to a toilet—" My words are suff

searing in my throat as he wraps his meaty hands around my neck and pus
> ’

back into the apartment.

nce T'd There’s not a whiff of alcohol on him when he pushes his nose

en an dmine and snarls in my face, “You fucking slut.” Words crisp and clear.
)

“Huud—" 1 can’t get any air, let alone words, out as he squeezes



, a one-kicking the door shut. Panic crawls up my body like a thousand pin
demanding my body to react, fight, do something. But every tho
this joboverridden by the aching wrench of my lungs for air and the feel of |
ilone tocrushing down on my esophagus.
job my He throws me to the floor and my knees skid on the wood, skin s
But I can finally breathe again, even if it’s in sputtering, painful gas
elbow throbs where it broke my fall.
through  “Recognize these?” A ball of fabric lands by my head and I prop my
to look at it.
The underwear Finn tore off me at Peaches.
les ring “If you’re having trouble remembering, I can show you quite the v
'ss shirtjog your memory. Received it in an unmarked package but I’m sure
know who it’s from.” Fuck. This is bad. Really fucking bad. My minc
1 knowwith filthy images from what Finn made me do and what he did to
Hudson has seen even a few seconds of what transpired...
mto the My pulse is so loud, blood pumping in my ears. He drags me fr
need tofloor by my hair. I’m sure I scream at the tearing against my scalp, t
hear is thump, thump, thump.
My body doubles over when he delivers a wrenching blow to my st
’ma beBut I’'m yanked right back up again, his grip in my hair strong as ever.
Spittle lands on my face when he presses on. “You throw that fuckis
ocatingthe lunch about being called my fiancée, and then turn around and j
hes methat piece of shit wearing a ring that’s supposed to be from me?”
Before I have a chance to respond he punches me in the jaw,
againstwhipping and pain radiating like I was struck by a baseball bat. The
makes me bite my tongue hard and blood wells in my mouth.

harder, “I’d ask if you have any idea how terrible that makes me look, but I



pricks,that was your intention, huh?” His face is scrunched in rage as he bellc

ught isI’m just catching my breath when I spit bloody saliva at his feet.

his grip “Or maybe I just wanted a real man to get me off before I'm fo
marry you.”

plitting. His jaw bears down and his nostrils flare, red spreading into his

)ps. MyEnraged, he reaches for me again, but this time I duck and dodge arou
He spews filthy cuss words and accusations while he comes after me.

yself up I don’t make it far, my airways feeling bruised and winded. He catc
before I reach the door, fisting the back of my shirt and flinging me be
him. I collide into his chest, and he hooks his arm around my neck.

rideo to  “You fucking bitch,” he hisses, and his elbow squeezes, pinch:

+ we allcirculation.

| floods I claw at his forearm, but it’s as immovable as a tombstone. Very

» me. Ifmy vision blurs and black dots begin to speckle the room. I have an
body awareness that this is a much better way to die than being sl

‘om theblack out before he completely deprives me of oxygen.

ut all I Perhaps it will be an almost peaceful death.

Something I never considered I’d get in this life.

omach. A calm settles over me as my eyelids droop. My surroundings |
fuzzy. Still, even in this state, my thoughts float to Finn. Would he ¢

1g fit atmy funeral?

ack off Before my eyes give into the darkness, I spare a passing glance
window to his building. There’s a light on in the living room. A sof

1y neckwarm tone. I picture him reading a book in a big leather chair. Perh

impacthair is ruffled and unstyled after doing whatever he does all day. May
in sweats and relaxed, or maybe he’s still in his business suit but has

’m surebuttons undone. What tattoos might be showing?



yws and For some reason that final thought—the fact that I will never kno
tattoos sprawl across his chest—spurs me into action. A sudd
rced toinexplicable burst of energy makes me swing my legs, fighting back.
Hudson grunts against my renewed strength and bends backward
cheeks.toes dangle off the floor. The black dots are turning into fully-1
nd him.encroaching shadows, but something gold breaks through my haze.
A gold letter opener on the foyer table.
‘hes me 1 swing madly. Using every last, fading morsel of strength I 1
ick intodistract him by flailing all my limbs so hopefully he doesn’t not
reaching for it.
ing my The black has nearly seeped completely through my consciousness.
see anything but faint bursts of light. Yet somehow I manage to br
quicklyletter opener behind me and not stop when the blunt tip meets the re:
out-of-of his flesh.
10t. I’ll A strangled cry is ripped from my lungs as his grip begins to slacke
I put everything I have into plunging the opener deeper into his neck.
I feel the wet heat of his blood spill onto my hand, still gripping the
so hard my fingers ache. I only let go when he crumbles to his knees
becomegarbled, choking gasp and releases me.
‘ome to My head spins, feeling dizzy as the room comes back into focus v
pressure on my neck gone. I scurry back on the floor until I hit a wall.
out the Thump. Thump. Thump.
t, cozy, My pulse beats heavily in my ears, ringing hollow and deep. It ke
\aps hisfrom hearing whatever sputtering sounds Hudson makes as he chi
be he’sdeath on his own blood. I watch him writhe until he stops but I dor
the topanything other than the thumping.

I don’t know if it’s minutes or hours later but eventually my senses



w whatHudson is no longer making any noise. His body lies lifeless, even th
en andhas stopped spewing with the halt of his heart.
My mind draws a blank on what my next steps should be. I feel like
so mya dream, still in a daze and waiting to wake up. Maybe I will sit here
‘ormed,next to Hudson’s body until it turns gray, then blue, then purple and de
Somehow, I find myself holding my phone to my ear, the ringir
distant and rumbly like the sounds of waves on a beach.
1ave to “Effie?” Finn’s voice cuts through my cloudy mind, and I st
ice meremember how and why I ended up with my phone in my hand.
“Do you—Do you remember when you made me promise to—to ¢
I can’tand you’d—"
ing the “And I’d be there.” He finishes my sentence and a weighty sense of
sistancedon’t quite understand settles in my chest. I hear rather than feel
heave a gulp of air. I think I’'m crying? “Effie, where are you? Are yo
n whileapartment?”
I nod as if he can see me and somehow he infers my silence as a yes
‘handle “I’m on my way.”

; with a

vith the
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Hudson is no longer making any noise. His body lies lifeless, even the blood
has stopped spewing with the halt of his heart.

My mind draws a blank on what my next steps should be. I feel like I’'m in
a dream, still in a daze and waiting to wake up. Maybe I will sit here forever
next to Hudson’s body until it turns gray, then blue, then purple and decays.

Somehow, I find myself holding my phone to my ear, the ringing feels
distant and rumbly like the sounds of waves on a beach.

“Effie?” Finn’s voice cuts through my cloudy mind, and I suddenly
remember how and why I ended up with my phone in my hand.

“Do you—Do you remember when you made me promise to—to call you
and you’d—"

“And I’d be there.” He finishes my sentence and a weighty sense of relief I
don’t quite understand settles in my chest. I hear rather than feel myself
heave a gulp of air. I think I’'m crying? “Effie, where are you? Are you at the
apartment?”

I nod as if he can see me and somehow he infers my silence as a yes.

“I’'m on my way.”
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The Decision

Finn

I hate when anyone talks over the TV. Either turn the damn thing
shut your fucking mouth. It grates on my nerves like a rusty, ¢
blade. I fucking hate it. So right now, as Cash yells an endless stream
no idea what the fuck he’s saying. The governor’s press conference is
on the TV and his voice is like nails on a chalkboard.

I run my hand over my eyes to keep from ripping my goddamn hair
can’t stand it anymore and slam the power button on the remote. Cas
mid-sentence and whirls his eyes between where I am on his couch
now-black TV screen.

“You better be listening to that, because ‘the evil people responsit
will be held accountable for their crimes’ is you.” He uses air quotes
what I’m assuming the governor said. “Your recklessness is gonna fi
city on its fucking head. The one fucking time I leave you in charge, ¢
start a goddamn war.”

Cash clenches and unclenches his fists as he paces with a permanen

on this face.



“Christ, would you calm the fuck down. They haven’t even fou
body.” I drum my finger on the rim of my whiskey glass before takin
The whiskey slides down my throat warm and full of spice. “And even
did—which they won’t—but if they did, nothing will trace back to us.
dug out the bullets myself before dumping the body.”

“What bullets? I thought you said Effie stabbed him.”

“I did.” God, this is getting boring. I’ve repeated what Effie told me
she stopped hyperventilating—to Cash at least a dozen times. I su
bitter breath remembering how she looked. Bruised. Bloodied. Broken

“So what fucking bullets, Finneas?” Cash tugs on his hair like he’s

s off or
losing his mind.
serrated
“Mine.”
, I have
blaring She called me, whispering between sobs as if she was scared somec

gonna hear her. I didn’t even consider it might be another trap. I co

out buther fear through the phone, like ice down my spine. I recognized her s

hs topsvoice, raw and raspy, instantly as the sound of someone’s voice after

and thebeen strangled.

Hearing that twisted my insides like a fucking wrench.

“Had to make sure he was really dead,” I scoff with an ambivaler
)le who

despite the fact that rigor mortis was setting in when I arrived. He wa:s
ead.

arn this
ind you

around

The truth is, as soon as I saw the angry red handprints marring her
couldn’t help myself.
t scowl One bullet for the brutal bruising on her neck. One bullet for the
red mark on her jaw. One bullet for her raw, skinned knees.

And one last bullet that should’ve gone in me, for ever putting her

situation.



ind the
g a sip.
| if they

. I even

—onceThe sky is overcast and a hazy gray, my favorite kind of weath

ck in abrothers and I exit the car. We look like a motley crew of grim reaper:
matching black outfits. I'm wearing a leather jacket, Lochlan only 1

the onetight black tee, while Cash and Roan are in full suits, but we still loo
reckoning all lined up.

Nonna Rosa’s is a family-style Italian restaurant that doubles
yme washeadquarters for the Luciano family. Apparently cozy and crime go |
ald feelhand.
cratchy Roman, our head of security and Cash’s second, has already scot
they’veperimeter and gives us the go-ahead from his post at the corner of the

My brother called this meet, but stepping on Luciano’s turf means \y
never be too careful. On his all clear, Cash pulls open the door and we
it shrughim in.
; plenty I don’t know what to expect from this meeting so entering the
restaurant leaves me weary and full of trepidation. The wooden ch
neck, Iflipped and stacked on top of the tables, the place closed to the public
A man shuffles behind the bar, and while he’s dressed like wait ste
swollensure he’s a foot soldier and has at least two guns tucked out of sight.

Luciano’s men greet us with metal detectors, and we each step u

*in thatwanded and patted down. There’s a ticking like a clock in my

foreboding that something is about to go down.



“Geez, buy me dinner first,” Lochlan jokes behind me whe

assuming, he gets patted a little too thoroughly.

“This way,” one of the men says gruffly, and we follow him thro

restaurant to the walk-in freezer.

A shelf in the back is already moved aside, and a hatch, that I’'m

usually hidden, is open on the floor. Silently, we are led down the step
er. Myshoot Cash a questioning glance. What the fuck have you gotten us intc
sin our I have a lot of confidence in my brothers and me, but being led dow
wears adoor with no weapons feels like we’re just begging to be ambushed.
k like a  Our steps echo, and I tap my middle finger and thumb together in m
beat, steadying my breath and keeping my face blank. If we are bein;
as theour deaths, I don’t want to give them even a whiff of unease. SI
hand inweakness.

We descend into a room that reminds me of a 1920s speakeas
ited thewindowless room is lit with several small chandeliers, casting shadx
> street.the ornate gold and jade wallpaper. Well-polished tables dot the floo:
7ou cancurved wooden bar lines the right wall. At a large round table sits L
' followhis Capo and—my lungs feel halved in size—Effie.

It’s been nearly a week since she killed Hudson, but the bruises

emptyneck are still garish and prominent. Her jaw is less swollen, but still |
airs areand she averts her eyes as soon as they meet mine, making me want
tonight.the fucker from the dead to kill him again.
iff, ’'m  Luciano rises as we approach, Bruno and Effie follow his lead, :
blood boils when I notice a slight wince to her movements.
p to be “Gentlemen,” Luciano welcomes as we sit down. Cash is the only
gut, aus who relaxes back in his seat. The others and I cross our arms or stee

fingers, elbows resting on the table. “We have a clear and unav



n, I’mproblem that threatens both our families.” His snobby voice pisses
and I can’t stop thinking that his slicked back black hair looks greasy.
ugh the “You think? Breaking a decade old truce tends to make things a littl

3

sure is “Finneas, shut the fuck up,” Cash barks, and I shift in my seat, roll
s, and Ishoulders and neck. “It’s now irrelevant how we got in this situatio
)? matters is getting out of it.”
natrap “I won’t deny the role my family played.” I balk at his audacity, an
curses under his breath. “But this outcome is not one we ever intended
iy usual “Yeah, no shit,” I slam my palms on the table and rise, “You inter
3 led torobbing us blind and starting another fucking war.” I can’t look at Effi
how noshe flinches at my raised voice.
“Sit down, son,” Luciano orders, and I truly regret not sneaking in
sy. Thea knife.
ows off “I am not your son.” My jaw clenches, and my fingers whiten on the
r,and a “The governor’s not going to let this disappearance slide under the
uciano,won’t stop looking, and he won’t hesitate to bring the full force of tl
police, and his under-the-table goons down on us. Because unlike yo
on herhe pointedly flits his gaze at me then his daughter, “He’s not stupi
yurpled,seen what you sent Hudson, and he’s putting the pieces together.”
to raise “It’s all circumstantial and speculation. He won’t find a st
admissible evidence.” I slump back in my chair and crack my knuckles
ind my “Maybe not, but he can subpoena people he suspects to be witnes
has plenty of legal measures and political power to bring this house tu
~one ofdown.” Cash picks up where Luciano left off. “We have knowledge t

'ple ourbring Effie down, and she has knowledge equally as damning. So
oidable



me off,come to a decision that will protect both our families and stop histoi
repeating itself.”
e rocky I glance across the table and Effie looks just as surprised by this “de
as I am. In fact, the only ones who don’t look totally confused by
ling mygoing on are Cash and Luciano. I drum my fingers impatiently on th
n, whatnot caring about the side eye my brother shoots me.
My chest feels like a heavy weight is slowly settling onto it as w
d Roanprolonged silence, waiting for someone to catch us the fuck up. I cai
—”  my gaze from traveling to her. Her long hair is brushed over her sh
1ded onand down her back, a headband pulling it out of her face, leaving eve
e whenof her flawless features visible. Even battered and bruised, she’s still -
stunning, and I fight the roiling heat in my gut when our eyes lock.
at least Hers are heavy and sad, and it makes me want to punch something,
myself, for sending that bastard to her doorstep. The thought that I cou
> table. gotten her killed makes my lungs feel like they’re collapsing.
rug. He “Spousal privilege,” Luciano states, “precludes spouses from
he FBI,compelled to testify against the other.”
u two,” “I know what spousal privilege is, what does it have to do with
d. He’ssoon as the question leaves my mouth, I realize the direction
conversation, and it seems Effie does too.
red of “No, absolutely not!” Effie pushes her chair back and crosses he
5. defiantly. “He’s the fucking reason we’re in this mess in the first plac
ses. Hevoice cracks, and red deepens the olive tone of her cheeks.
imbling “Consequences of your own actions,” I volley back. “This,” 1 |
hat canLuciano, “is the result of you breaking the truce.” I can’t bring m
» we’veblame her, not when I sent that package. But her megalomaniac father

I can blame him.



'y from “You started this, you fix this, Luciano.” Cash tries to stop m
standing, but I bat his hand away. “You think you can plot against

'cision”then smooth things over with wedding bells? You’re fucking insane.”

what is “Finneas,” Cash hisses my name under his breath, and I relucta

e table,back down. He addresses the group again, taking an envelope from his
and unfurling the sheet inside. “It’s already done.”

e sit in  “That’s not my signature, no way that will pass as authentic.”

n’t stop “It will when you have friends in the right places.” Luciano fixes me

oulderssmug, sleazy smile. “All that’s left is to consummate it. Better ge

ry inchlovebirds.”

fucking

namely
1d have

being
The drive to Bartlett Farms is silent. Not a word is spoken between u
1e?” Aspainful contrast to the last time we drove out here together. She spe
of thisentire drive staring at the passing landscape through the window, but
last time, she never turns to look at me with softness in her eyes and
ar armssmile on her lips.
e!” Her After realizing that this marriage was happening with or withe
consent—the right palms greased to pass the forged marriage certit
yoint atCash sent us off to Bartlett Farms to lay low for a while. The last re
yself topassed a few years back, and the property doesn’t have any financ

? Yeah,back to us.



e from Objectively, it’s a good plan. We can hide out without being too f

us, andJune Harbor in case shit hits the fan. And being legally married...wel
smart move. Protects both our asses if we both stay silent, but it’s

ntly sitassured destruction if one of us talks. I don’t like the idea of b

, pocketprecariously tied to Luciano now, but I don’t completely hate the
Effie as my wife.

Though she certainly seems to.
>witha All I can hope is that even though I failed to keep her safe, I can
't to it,her now.

We pull into the farm’s drive and my low-riding sports car sounds .
being torn up driving over the gravel. I park in front of the old barn. -
better than the last time Effie was here. The roof isn’t sinking inward,
gaps in the wood siding have been patched up. It’s been a sort of prt
mine, I guess.

“Do you remember this place?” I ask, while I remove our luggage fi
small trunk.

s. It’s a  “Of course,” she says, almost bitterly, and it stings.

nds the “I’ve been converting the upstairs loft into an apartment. We ¢
- unlikethere.” A motion sensor light on the barn turns on as I guide us aro
~a faintcorner.

Effie looks back at the farmhouse. “Why aren’t we staying in
ut ourhouse?” Because I can’t stand the idea of you having that many rc
icate—avoid me in.
sidents  “It hasn’t been touched since Mrs. Bartlett passed. Trust me, this is
ial trailbut much better.”

The barn’s ground floor has been split in two. The front portior

garage where I used to tinker on my truck and other odds and ends I’d



ar fromrummage yards. The back half is the small living room and kitchen

1, it’s aconverted apartment. I let us inside, and Effie cranes her neck to loo.

wituallyhigh vaulted ceilings. The walls are the original wooden planks, but f

2ing sowhere it was needed. It gives the whole place an earthy scent, like

idea ofexpect to be walking across straw on the ground. Except instead of str
dirt, the ground is polished concrete with mismatched rugs I found
markets.

protect “Bedroom’s upstairs.” I nod to the handmade steps leading sor
precariously up to the loft. Effie circles in place, looking arounc

like it’swrapped around her midsection like she’s cold. “There’s uh...no cen

[t looksbut um...there should be wood somewhere on the property. I can

and thestove going if you’re cold.”

oject of “I’m fine.”

“Okay.”

rom the 'Our words are so stilted, nothing like the sharp sparring words
wielded over the past few weeks. Maybe it’s being back here. Maybe
being around her. But I suddenly feel like the shy twenty-one-year-c

an stayfirst took her here. My skin itches, like I can’t get comfortable

und thepresence, waiting for the next shoe to drop. Waiting for the phone to ri

At least not when she’s like this. Shut down. Dejected. Like being 1

the bigto me is the worst fucking thing in the world.

yoms to 1 know how to handle her when she’s pulling my hair and scream
name as she comes apart on my tongue. I know how to handle her whe

smallerfull of venom and spite. But this? This isn’t a version of Effie I ever
see.

1 is my And I’m the cause of it.

| find at I notice she keeps looking to the corners of the room, and sud



| of therealize why. “There’s no cameras here.”
k at the “Yeah, alright,” she scoffs, and that small bite back makes hea
ixed upunder my skin.
» you’d I drop our luggage at the bottom of the steps. “I’ve been honest thi
aw andtime, Ef. You’re the one whose lies landed us here.”
at flea “Honest?” she balks. “Sure, you’ve been honest, if that means I
deceitful, manipulating bastard.” Her eyes harden and her shoulders ¢
newhatcrosses the room to me. “You are not innocent in this, Finneas.”
1, arms “Maybe not, but you’re not some hapless victim either.” I step clos
tral air,takes a step back so she doesn’t have to tip her head back to look ¢
get thecan’t resist the urge to tower over her. Make her choose between stanc
ground or cowering back. “Bed’s upstairs, wife.”
“Don’t fucking call me that,” she says sharply while brushing pas
climb the stairs.
, we’ve I follow behind her, bags in tow, dropping them at the top with ¢
it’s justthunk. She’s standing next to the bed with a death glare, her arms cros:
)ld who She says something under her breath I don’t quite catch, then with
in hershe bends over the edge of the bed and hikes her dress up.
ng... I suck my lip between my teeth as my eyes rake over her full, dimp
marriedFaded stripes of stretched skin cover her hips and get lost under her
panties. I’ve never had a stronger urge to sink my teeth into anythin
ing mythan I want to take a bite out her perfect, fucking ass right now.
:n she’s My feet decide to break their stupor and I cross the room with rev
want togazing upon my offering. My dick swells in my pants, and I groan
undo my belt and relieve some of the pressure on it.
My breathing deepens the closer I get, the stronger my need to sl

denly Ifingers between her legs and see if my wife is already soaked for me.



My wife. Effie Luciano. Fuck.
t crawl I slide my pants down my hips and stroke my cock, my piercing
slick with pre-cum. I spread my palm wide on her lower back and ske
5 wholeher spine. I watch with delighted fascination as the fine hairs on he
draped on the mattress by her head, stand on end. I make her fucking s
deing a I smooth both hands down her sides and grip her hips. I hear her dr
set. Shedeep breath, as if in preparation. I toy with the waistband of her panti
then I pick her up and flip her over, pushing between her knees.
ser. She Her eyes are sharp, her tone just as cutting. “What are you doing?”
it me. I I stroke her thighs, inching her legs wider. “I’m going to look my
ling herthe eyes the first time I take her.” I reach for her panties again, but she
my hand away. My brows pinch in confusion, and her next words art
t me tothan getting fucking shot.

“I don’t want to see your face.” She flips back over and plants her
1 heavythe ground to bend over the bed. She shimmies her underwear down 1
sed.  almost spitefully.

a sigh, My stomach churns, and my jaw clenches painfully tight seeing he
presented to me with such...such hatred.
led ass. I swallow down the sour taste in my mouth and reach around he
- purplewith one hand. I use two fingers to slide over the seam of her pussy, n
g morejumping at the warm slickness waiting for me.

“Finn...don’t...” She looks over her shoulder at me as I part her 1
rerence,press gently over her clit. Her brows are pinched and her eyes...the
when Isomething cold and grating twist around my heart.

When I speak, it’s a whispered plea. “Let me at least make it g
lide myyou.” Please. She shakes her head and swallows deeply. I wonder if tt

caustic taste is coating her tongue.



“Just get it over with.” Her words slice my heart in two, like wire th
alreadyblock of clay. My stomach twists painfully as I realize she probat
ite it upsomething to a similar effect before bending over the first time. And
T arms,at her like a clueless fucking caveman.
hudder. “As you wish,” I say through gritted teeth as I drop my hand and |
aw in amy dick at her entrance. I suck in a painful breath as my head kisses h
les. Butheat. It’s everything I’ve ever wanted in the worst possible way.

“Please, Fi— Just do it.” The resentment and sadness in her voice

my throat squeeze around a rock with jagged edges. My teeth ache as
wife inin into her, my jaw so excruciatingly tight as I hold back hot tears.
pushes A small gasp spills from her lips as I sink fully into her. I draw out
> worseknowing my piercing is dragging against her inner walls and wanting
her a chance to adjust to the new sensation. My hips punch forwarc
feet onand I bite back a moan. She feels so fucking good. Her cunt is hot an
1er legsMy dick doesn’t know the difference. Doesn’t know that my c
splintering with every inch I bury myself.
r pussy The loft is uncomfortably quiet. The only sounds are the soft pun
my breath with each thrust and the slight creak of the bed. Som
T waistoutside, an owl calls into the night.
1y cock Every cell in my body is screaming to thrust harder, deeper. To dig :
hips until my fingertips are imprinted on her skin. To bring my han
ips andhot and fiery on her ass for the spark of causing a little pain. I so bad
y maketo reach around and lathe her clit with attention until I feel her clench
my cock in a rapture of her own.
ood for But I can’t do any of that. Not without her hating me more. So ratt
1e samegive into my carnal drive to break her down and reshape her as my ow

a rhythm lightly on her hip to keep from squeezing until she bruises.



rougha As my pleasure—if I can even call it that—builds, it’s sickly-swe
)ly saidsensations that usually make me feel like a god, now make me feel di
I cameperverted. I try to concentrate on pumping in and out, keep it mechani
impersonal, but then I see her fists twist into the quilt, and it
yositionsomething in me. I squeeze my eyes shut as I focus on the rising ti
ler tightballs drawing tight and tingling heat zips up and down my length.
“Fu—fuck,” 1 curse as hot, blinding pleasure pulses through me a
+ makesher.
; I push I keep my eyes closed a moment longer, scared to open them. Scare
the one person I was supposed to protect and treasure, bent over, us
slowlyleaking my cum.
to give I gather my breath on shaky legs. When I tenderly pull out of I
| again,doesn’t move, just lays there, cheek against the mattress, intimately e:
id tight.She looks heartbreakingly vulnerable.
hest is I know I should leave, just walk away, not prolong this experier
longer than necessary. But I feel physically ill leaving her like this.
ches of So without a word, I gently smooth her dress back down and brusl
ewhereon her shoulder.
I go straight to the garage and hit the punching bag until my knucl
into herraw and bleeding.
d down Then I hit it some more.

ly want

around
1. you broke me first—Tate McRae
1er than

m, I tap
OceanofPDF.com



https://oceanofpdf.com

et. The
rty and
cal and
breaks
ide, my

nd into

d to see

sed and

1er, she

xposed.

1ce any

1 a kiss

<les are



CHAPTER 13

OceanofPDF.com



https://oceanofpdf.com

CHAPTER 13

OceanofPDF.com




Lucky

Effie

’m going to kill him. I’m going to fucking kill him.

I throw on whatever clothes I find on the floor after I run
through the suitcase last night and left everything like a bomb wi
Before I stomp down the stairs, I spy a lavender cardboard box
nightstand. I thought I couldn’t get any angrier, but I guess I was w
pick it up, seething, and barrel straight out the door.

When I get outside, Finn has the barn door to the converted garag
open and just like he was all fucking night, he’s pounding a |
punching bag. The sun is barely cresting the tree line. Morning fog
clinging to the berry fields.

He doesn’t hear me as I approach him from behind. He moves flui
light, his lean back muscles dripping with sweat. Each punch radia
power, and I swallow a humbling breath. It’s not until this moment, w
the strong, sinewy muscles of his arms flex, that I realize how much r:
violence he’s been holding in, taking it out on the bag.

I shout his name. He doesn’t respond, and I try again, raising my

Fed up, I slip one of my slides off and fling it at the back of his head.



“The fuck—” He spins, rubbing the back of his head and pulling ou
bud. His scowl melts when he realizes it’s me. Mine doesn’t.

“It wasn’t enough to keep me up half the goddamn night with the s
you punching away, but you had to wake up at the ass crack of d
continue and ruin the little sleep I was able to get?”

He dips his chin and flicks his tongue out to suck his bottom lip ur
teeth. He levels me with a heated stare that makes me squirm. He t
heavily through his nose as his eyes rake over me hungrily. I can’t de
my own breathing grows shallow under the smoldering weight of his g

“Did you hear—”

“Are you—Is that my shirt?” He cocks his head to the side, |

1maged

ant off eyebrow and curious amusement spreading across his face. I look d

N thehorror, heat rushing my cheeks. I must have swept it up by acciden
rong. [angry rush.

“Don’t change the subject.”

e wide He steps forward like a hungry predator but stops himself, and n
~_ roam the canvas of his body. His tattooed chest rises and falls, and swt
1anging

is stillin rivulets down his chiseled abs. The black ink spelling out VULPE

arch above his diaphragm is a handsome contrast to his fair skin. Celti

dly an dtwist and turn into the shape of a fox’s head on his sternum, and a pat

tos rawof smaller, traditional-style tattoos decorate the rest of his skin.

My hand crunches around the small box in my hand, and I throw
feet. “And what the fuck is this shit? Plan B? You really think I"d

stick your dick in me and risk having little Fox brats running arot

atching
age and
. wasn’t on birth control?”
7 voice.
He glances at it but doesn’t pick it up and swallows hard. He fixes r

a stare that’s both angry and apologetic, as if he’s mad I didn’t accept |



t an earbut sad he thought it was necessary. “I didn’t know.”

“Of course you didn’t, because you didn’t bother to fucking as
ound ofblood boils, temperature rising with my voice.
lawn to Last night was terrible, 1 tell myself while I’'m trying to remember

breathe.
ider his I’m still sore, because despite what I said in the Den, it’s not lit
ireathesfrom it and before last night, it had been a while. A moment that I’ve -
'y thatabout for years as an intangible fantasy was ruined by the fuckin
aze. we’ve found ourselves in.

I meant what I said last night. I didn’t want to see his face. But not
a liftedreason he thinks.
own in I didn’t want to see the apology in his eyes because I’'m not rt
t in myforgive him. I don’t forgive him. He’s hurt me in so many different we

I still come crawling back for more. Maybe he’s right, and I like tt
Whether it comes in the form of a paddle in his hand or the emotions
1y eyeshis eyes. Maybe I need the sting and burn and hurt to feel somethin
2at runsthan the cold detachment permeating my everyday life.
S in an I knew if he fucked me face to face, he would try to kiss me. And |
c knotslet him. And whatever hope I tasted on his lips would make it all
chworkmuch worse.

“Looks good on you.” He flicks his chin at my outfit with a wolfist
it at hisget the feeling he’s purposely trying to annoy me to avoid addressing
let youthat he was too eager to get his dick wet than ask about protection.
ind if I “You’re the fucking bane of my existence, you know that?” I tug t

over my head and throw it at him. His jaw slackens and nostrils flar
ne witheyes comb over my thin bralette. “I picked it up by mistake. Maybe I
his gift,have noticed if I’d gotten a lick of sleep last night.”



He balls the shirt up, and I notice blood is seeping through the tape
k.” Myhis knuckles. “You’re welcome to my shirts anytime. What’s mine is
wife.”
how to “Thanks for the offer, but it won’t happen again. Now I’'m going
bed, and you’re going to find something to do that doesn’t sound
tle. Farfucking army of rhinoceros is going to bust through the floor.”
thought He calls after me as I walk away, “Next time, lose the bra and I’
g messyour body will entertain me for a long time.”
And then the infuriating pounding of fist on leather resumes again.
for the Maybe I should have killed him.

sady to 2

lys, and I’m puttering around the small apartment looking for somett
1e pain.entertain myself with while Finn is thankfully somewhere out of sighi
behinda ring of keys by the door and decide to go exploring. What’s his i
g moreright?

Two keys go to the garage and apartment in the barn. Not super inte
[ wouldThe other three keys are clearly meant for doors, so I figure the ne
hurt sooption is the big house.

Climbing up the steps, I have a strong rush of déja vu about the nig}
1 grin. There last with Finn ten years ago...
the fact The truck’s headlights swept across the dirt drive, and I looked

window to the aged but clearly well-loved farmhouse. A few hours

he shirtFinn got into a fight with a cashier who was rude to me. I can’t rer
2 as hiswhat started it, but when Finn told him to watch his mouth, he told
[ wouldfuck off.

Then Finn broke his nose. The tired look in his eyes walking out



aroundgas station is burned into my memory. Even at twenty-one, he
s yours,reputation to uphold, but he didn’t get any joy out of it. Not like now.
Now, I can see the way his eyes light up at the promise of inflictir
back toAnd despite any rational logic, I want to feel that pain.
| like a Christ, I'm fucked up.
The second key I test in the front door unlocks it. The door cree
'm sureslowly open it. I feel as if I’'m breaking into someone’s home though
it’s empty. I try to tuck away the memory of the last time I was h
everything that followed, and distract myself with what’s in front of m
Finn was telling the truth. The place looks completely untouched. I
previous owner just evaporated and nothing changed save the buildup
There’s a rocking chair in the front room with a hand-knit blanket
1ing toover the back and a book face down on the seat, still spread open to ha
t. I findpage.
s mine, The house looks suspended in time, glass lamps and doilies on mx
tables and surfaces. Porcelain angels and other figurines are amon
resting.knick-knacks strewn about, the typical stacks of Stephen King and
:xt bestPatterson books piled on end tables. Embroidered pillows and
blankets are piled on the corners of the couch.
it Iwas There’s a sign by the front door that makes me smile. Have a beri
day, it reads, and I can picture a wife kissing her husband goodbye as
out thewith the sun to work in the fields. Maybe she wakes up before him tc
earlier,pot of coffee and make his morning eggs. Or maybe he slinks out of
nemberdresses in the bathroom quietly so she can continue sleeping undis
him toonly brushing a passing kiss on her cheek on his way out.
I stroll through the rest of the house with a sort of deference for the

of thatpeople who lived here. It’s so easy to walk past the collection o



had acasserole dishes and China plates and picture a happy family arot
dinner table saying grace. To look at the height markers on the doo
1g pain.written in crayons and pencil over the years and imagine the house
kids playing or coming in muddy from a day outside.
I find a hallway filled with black and white and sepia tone photos I
\ks as Ion the walls. They clearly tell the story of Bartlett farm from the
I knowgenerations. A pair of men stand in a freshly tilled field in work o
ere andtheir arms draped around each other’s shoulders. Accomplished smil
e. up their faces even as they squint into the sun and one of them prou
.ike thehis foot on a shovel head staked in the ground.
of dust. I recognize one of the men in another photograph. He’s older an
drapedwoman at his side with a baby on her hip. They are posing in front of
1d theirassume is the original hand-painted sign for Bartlett Farms.
I watch the baby turn into a young girl, gain a younger brother, ]
ast sideride a tricycle, and jump off the pond’s dock as a teenager.
igst the I know these are idyllic snapshots of years of life. Life that is bour
| Jamesfull of laughter and tears, joy and heartache. But still I can’t help bu
chunkybittersweet pinch in my chest seeing happy, normal, childhoods. Mor
than sweet.
v good The resentment that suddenly overcomes me is suffocating. I mourr
he risesnever got to have. It’s a sad kind of anger that makes you want to scre.
) start aa pillow and cry in a dark room.
bed and But at the same time, I don’t want to stop looking. Like watching ¢
sturbed,you know has a tragic end, I am drawn to the fantasy of the charming
family life even if it hurts.
life and There’s a photo that shows the barn in its just-built glory, anoth

f floralFourth of July parade, and then one in particular that catches my atter



ind thelooks like the family inside some sort of bunker or low-ceiling c
r jamb,dome, simple bunk beds built into the walls and cans of food lining ¢
full of A bomb or fallout shelter?
I pull out my phone and snap a picture of the frame, curious
1angingstructure is still on the property, and making a mental note to find out.
earliest The pounding sound has returned, different from the bag but still
veralls,annoying. I leave the farmhouse and walk around back to investigate
es lightthough I already know who the culprit is.
dly has Finn swings the axe above his head and brings it down hard on the
wood. He’s in jeans now, but just like this morning, he’s still shirtle

d has asweaty, and still so gorgeous it hurts.

“what I Last night, he fucked me slow. He didn’t grip my flesh nearly as h.
expected him to. He was unsettlingly gentle, but I wonder, was h

learn tothrown back as he rocked into me, or did he keep his eyes on the job
of him like the wood? Was I just a job to him? Or a hole? Was I

\d to befucking person?

t feel a Was the entire act a dream turned nightmare like it was for me?

e bitter I kick a piece of gravel as I walk and Finn spins at the sound. °
you’ve been?”

1 what I “Around.” His lip quirks at my short response.

am into  “So, is this what you do when you’re not killing men and ruinin
Play lumberjack in the country?”

1 movie “Thought a fire would be nice.” He looks down and brushes woo

s, farm-off the stump before looking back up at me. “It was cold last night.”

“Oh.” I don’t know what else to say to the uncharacteristically tho
er of agesture. In fact, it makes me uncomfortable, and I fidget with the key.

1ition. Ithand.



oncrete “Anyway.” He clears his throat, as if my awkwardness is contagious
shelves.—Come with me. I want to show you something.” He swings the
lodge in the stump and picks a white shirt off the ground, shrugging
if thishis head.
“What is it?”
just as  “Just fucking—"” I widen my eyes at his tone, and he pinches the b1
—evenhis nose. “I mean, will you please come?”
“I’m shocked you didn’t gag getting that out.”
> Jog of He shakes his head. “Follow me.” 3
ss, still  He walks in the direction of the woods and cold grips me when w
the forest. Like the memories of what happened here linger in the a
ard as Itime I entered these woods, life was never the same.
is head The path has narrowed since last time I was here, but Finn continu
in fronthe’s sure of the way. The pond is visible through the trees, and I wec
even athe dock is still there, it looked on the verge of collapsing ten years agc
As if reading my mind, he says, “The dock is a quarter mile that wa
take you on the way back.”
“Where “It’s still standing?”
He chuckles. “Surprisingly.”
We walk in silence until we arrive at a clearing and stop in front of
3 lives?circle concrete structure that disappears into the earth. I recognize
similar shape to the shelter I saw in the photograph.
d chips “Effie...” Finn starts but looks up, a crease between his brows as
struggling to find the words. “We’re on the same team now. Whet
ughtfulwant it or not, it’s the truth. You’re stuck with me now.” He force
s in mylaugh. I don’t join in.

“Right, well, my point is, we’re a team—"



5. “I, uh - “And we better get our head in the game? Where are you going w
axe toFinn?”
it over He sucks in a breath before trying again. “My brothers and I?
unbeatable because the two things we value most are loyalty and hone:
all should have died on the streets years ago, but we didn’t, and nov
-idge ofthe most powerful fucking family in this country.
“Look at what happened with us, I wasn’t honest with Cash—I
have told him as soon as I learned about Les Arnaqueuses, but I did
here we are.” I give him a speed it along, buddy look. “The point is,
e entermy wife and I’'m your husband. Which means no more secrets, n
ir. Lastplotting, no more backstabbing, or double crossing. Honesty and loyali
Honesty and loyalty.
les as if Two words that make my stomach roil, especially given the earnesi
nder ifFinn’s eyes. His hand opens and closes into a fist as if he wants to re
). mine but decides against it.
y. I can Honesty and loyalty.
I don’t know if I will ever be able to give those things to a Fox—esj]
now. But more importantly, can I ever expect those things from a Fox?
“So I wanted to start with this.” He turns to the metal doors of the si
a semi-and slides a panel to the side. He places his palm on an electronic scr
it as asteps forward, a blue laser scanning his eye. Then he enters a pi
keypad.
if he’s I can hear the sound of locks as mechanisms disengage on the other
‘her wethe door and my stomach drops. Finn only confirms my suspicion
s a drywhole thing started because you wanted our cache. Well, here it is.”
He pushes the unlocked doors open, the metal hinges groaning. “Bi

and password-based security. And before you get any ideas, the hanc



ith this,be attached to a person with a beating heart.”

“Dammit,” I quip. He gives me a wink over his shoulder, and i
We’rediffuse some of the tension knotting in my body.
sty. We We climb a ladder down into the bunker, and the air grows di
v we’recolder under the layers of earth and concrete. “It used to be a fallout
built during the Cold War,” Finn explains. “Added some security fi
shouldand it’s now one of the biggest, most secure safes in the country.”

n’t and 1 take in the large room filled with stacks of art, wooden crates
you’repriceless artifacts, piles of gold and jewelry made of precious gei

o moresomething out of an Indiana Jones movie.

Ly.

»

“I can’t believe some of this stuff even exists,” I say in awe, my a
captured by a Renoir painting. I feel Finn come up behind me, every r
(ness inmy body attuned to his presence.
rach for  “Do you still paint?” he asks in a low, tender voice and brushes hair

neck, a cold burst of air on the exposed skin.
“No,” I say, tilting my head at the painting, and Finn dusts a finge
beciallythe slope of my neck, making the hairs on my arms raise.
’ “Why not?”
ructure I turn around, and he looks down on me, eyelids heavy and gaze loc
sen andmy lips. “Same reason you drive a million-dollar sports car and ¢
n on atinkering on your old truck.”
He scoffs. “Touché, princess. I guess we’ve both given up things wi
side of And wanders away slowly.
. “This I carefully flip through a lost sketchbook that once belonged to
when a loose sheet of paper slips out and flutters to the floor. I pic
ometricturning it over before tucking it back in place.

1 has to My heart stutters looking at the drawing. I struggle to get in enougl



if the oxygen has been sucked out of the bunker. Staring back at m
it helpsown reflection, ten years younger.

My throat goes dry as I realize it’s one of the last things I drew t
stinctlystopped. The self-portrait I’d drawn when my father flew into a rage &
shelter,up my drawings. Before rushing out of the house to meet Finn, I shov
eatures,in my pocket. It must have fallen out of my pocket at some point...

I’d forgotten all about it.

full of Remembering that he brought me to the Bartlett Farms that day—
ms likethe tattered look of the drawing, I wonder if Finn found it on the grour
There’s brushes of dirt and the pencil lead is smudged in some areas.
ttention I don’t know how to feel. I don’t know what to think. My jaw grow
1erve inand my eyes sting with tears. I have so many questions, most of all w
here? Why is my silly, little sketch among gold artifacts and Ic
'off mymasterpieces?

I’m not sure I can handle the answer, so like a coward, I close the
r downand tell Finn I’m ready to leave.

I’m silent on the walk back, my thoughts so preoccupied by what

and what it means, that I don’t realize he’s led us right to the dock. Th
~ked ontouching down, and the last bits of rusty sunset are giving way to ind
stoppedstars. The moon is tucked behind a cloud, but crickets still sing to w
her rise.
2 love.” Hit with a wave of emotion and what we could have been, I bart
Finn sweep my hand in his and guide us to the edge of the dock. Just 1
Picassonight, water lilies float on top of the inky water, catching the final bit:
k it up,in their white petals.
Finn faces me and brushes a piece of hair behind my ear. “I shou

1 air, askissed you that night.”



2 ismy His words take me by surprise. “It wouldn’t have changec
happened.”
sefore I  “I know.” He slowly rubs his thumb in circles in my palm. “But
ind torehave changed me.”
/ed one “How do you mean?”
“Sometimes, I think...maybe I could have kept more of my humai
had shared it with you. Even if only for one night.” Like a razor-shary
-and byhis words carve into my chest, clawing apart something already too bri
1id here. “What humanity? Did you ever have any to begin with?” I don’t rea
rage seeping through the broken pieces until I hear the anger in n
/s tight,voice. I shove him hard in the chest, “Where was your humanity wk
'hy is itkilled my people? When you tied me up and tortured me? When you
ng-lostgot me killed because of videos you leaked?”
Tears stream down my face, cathartic yet bitter. I push him ag:
journalagain. “When you held a gun to my head? Where the fuck was it then?
He takes each blow with a step backward, but no words. Doesn’t ev
I foundme the dignity of a reply. Stone-faced and cold. “Answer me, you fucl
e sun ismy breath catches on a sob, “bastard.”
igo and He’s only an inch from the edge of the dock, but it doesn’t stop n
elcomeslamming into him with all my weight. His eyes fly open as his feet ¢
he falls back. Grasping out, he grabs my wrists and we both go flying -
ely feelfrigid water.
ike that The sting of the cold water fuels my fight, and I come up for air, sp1
; of sunbut intent. I find Finn’s shoulders and try to push him back down. C
tangle in the water lily vines and water splashes in our struggle.
ld have He tries to shove me off, but I swing around to his back and wrap

around his neck. “Why, Finn? Why are you so determined to destroy n



1 what He still hasn’t said a word, only grunts and gasps as I kick him
stomach or plunge his head under the surface.
it may “Say something, you coward!”
He dips under the water again, but this time, he twists on his asc
grabs my arms, propelling us until my back hits the small metal ladder
1ity if Idock. I fight in his vice grip, screaming and kicking.
) blade, “Effie, Effie!”
ttle. “You ruined me. You ruined me, Finn.” I sob, thrashing in the we
lize thepins me with his hips, and I buck against him, pushing as much as I c
1y ownmy arms captured.
len you The paddle. The ring. The sketch.
| nearly All these things flash through my mind and my heart, and it feels |
soul is being torn in two different directions—
1in and Suddenly, hot lips are on mine, rough, cold hands are clutching o
” My head spins and I give in to the urging tongue, licking at the seam
en givemouth, I melt into the palms on my cheeks.
<ing—” Finn breaks the kiss but keeps my face held tightly to his. “Christ,
know what else to do,” he says breathlessly, and I’'m sucking in hungr
1e fromof air.
slip and  “I hate you.”
into the “I know,” he sighs, pressing his wet forehead to mine.
“So let me go.” I twist and turn, but he keeps me pinned against t!
atteringedges of the ladder. “Finn, goddammit, let go of me!”
)ur legs  “I can’t,” he says like it physically pains him, and I get the impressi
not just talking about right now, right here. His hand skates down m
1y armsand bunches in the soiled material of my dress caught up in the water.

1e?” The tighter he holds me, the harder I fight back, tearing and pullin



| in theshirt until it rips. My hands hit his bare chest, and a bolt of lightning
through me. I can’t help it.

All the energy put into pushing him off begins fighting to pull him
ent andHe desperately palms my bare thigh, pushing away my dress.

'off the Our mouths crash into one another again, and I can hardly brea
can’t get enough of him either. I twist my finger into his hair until he
against my lips, and I eagerly swallow it down.

iter. He His hands are everywhere at once. Roaming my thigh. Pulling av

an withpanties. Groping my breast. Pinching my nipple. Collaring my
Tugging my hair. I am lost in the heat of him and the cold of the water

His torn shirt flutters at his sides, and I rip it off his shoulders, bari
like myall to me. My fingers dip deeper to wrestle with his soaked jeans and
undo the button he kicks them down.

1y face. “Finn,” I breathe.

1 of my “I’m here.” He rocks into me, and I feel his erection slide up my sto
reach out for it, and he bites into my shoulder when I twist up and dc

I didn’tshaft. “Fuck, Effie. If I’ve ruined you, you’ve obliterated me.”

y gulps I need him. More than I’ve ever needed anything. I can’t exple
definitely don’t understand it. But there’s not a cell in my body that
ache to feel him consume me the way he seems ravenous to.

“Reach behind. Grab the ladder,” he growls into my ear. Then he re
he hardteeth down my neck.

He cups my cheek in one hand, delicately plucking my lips in a ki
on he’sslots his dick along my entrance. “Do it, Finn. Please.”

y waist Once his head is positioned just inside me, he wraps his arm arot
waist and slams into me, sheathing himself in my pussy.

g at his “Oh—god.” 1 feel so full, but unlike last night it’s a sense of



coursescompleted. It’s a moment of genuine intimacy, not duty.
“Effie—" He cuts himself off with another sharp thrust of his hi
~closer.slams me against the ladder and brings water spraying between us.
I remove my hands from the ladder to clutch his face and demand
the butmy eyes even in the quickly fading light. “Fuck me and tell me hov
groansyou are.” He stills his thrusts and breathes heavily, taking in my words
lucky you are that after everything that’s happened, everything you’v
vay myl’m still here, still wanting you.”
throat. I see him swallow and close his eyes before gently plucking my ha
him and placing them back on the ladder. He fixes me with a darkene
ng himimploring me to hold on.
lonce I My fingers dig into the rusty rungs, and then he’s giving himself
pouring himself out with body and words. Each punch of his hips is
apology, another praise, another expression of gratitude.
mach.I I don’t know when the tears start again, but he licks them up,
>wn hiskisses in their place on my cold damp face. I squeeze my legs aro
waist and moan as pleasure skitters like sparks over my body. He p
iin it. Idown while lifting my knees, hitting a new angle which makes mjy
doesn’tthrob and flutter around him.
His movements become hurried. “Effie,” he pleads, “Come with me
ikes his I mewl, leaning into the high building in my core. “Yes. Don’t stop,
don’t stop.”
s as he  “You feel so. Fucking. Right.” He pumps fiercely into me on eacl
holding my body tight and my knees high. I tip over the edge, and my
ind mycrashes through me until I can’t feel the cold of the water. “Fucl
coming like that on my cock and [—” He slams into me once more anc

f beinghis face in the crook of my neck.



I hold his head, breathing heavy, and stroke his wet hair. Hi
ips thatenvelops mine as I tether us with a hand on the ladder.

I don’t know how long we stay like this, sharing one another’s
| he seeforms in the water. Clinging to each other’s broken souls. But I do
v luckywhen he finally carries me out, we are not the same people we were w
.. “Howfell in.

e done,

inds off
1. Fine—Kyle Hume

d Stare’Z. Continue playing Fine
3. Stop playing Fine

4. Tears of Gold—Faouzia |
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I hold his head, breathing heavy, and stroke his wet hair. His body
envelops mine as I tether us with a hand on the ladder.

I don’t know how long we stay like this, sharing one another’s rawest
forms in the water. Clinging to each other’s broken souls. But I do know,

when he finally carries me out, we are not the same people we were when we
fell in.

1. Fine—Kyle Hume
2. Continue playing Fine
3. Stop playing Fine

4. Tears of Gold—Faouzia |
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Flowers and Gold

Finn

H er teeth are chattering by the time we arrive at the barn, her wi
clinging to her body. ! I climb the steps with her in my arms, b
her to the bathroom. It’s a tiny fucking thing with a slanted roof, tuck
the eaves. I set her on the toilet while I turn on the shower and grab a
from the bed.

“Let’s get you out of this thing.” Gathering up the hem, I lift the d
and over her head. She shivers when her wet hair lands on her bare ba
I quickly wrap the blanket around her.

She’s silent, hasn’t said a word since the lake. I’'m worried she m
going into shock until she delicately slips her icy fingers into the wa
of my jeans, tugging me forward. My chest swells as her numb
struggle with the button and soggy denim. When she finally gets it, sl
them down, and I step out of them, waiting for her to look up at me.

Steam starts rising from the shower. She shrugs the blanket
shoulder, and we’re left naked in front of each other for the first tir
eyes stay fixed to our feet, but I need to see her amber eyes. I lift her

with two fingers. I need her to see my eyes, see the truth in them whe



“You’re so fucking beautiful, Ef. Sometimes it feels like I can’t
breathe.”

The crease between her brows slackens, and she rises on her toes
my nose. I don’t think I’ve ever been kissed there before and the
intimacy of it makes my heart lodge in my throat. Her eyes are soft .
lips curl ever so slightly as she takes my hand and pulls back the
curtain.

The shower is cramped, and our bodies are forced to shuffle agair
other. I use both hands to brush the hair out of her face as I take her ir

ot dresstCking stunning.

o She looks up at me, and there’s a reluctant comfort in her eyes, 1
ringing

ed intocan’t quite let herself feel secure in hoping for this new version of us.

blame her. I’ve given her no reason to trust me. I can only hope that ¢
blanket

the cache as an olive branch. Not as an attempt to wrap everything ug

ress upwith a pretty bow. But the first step on a long path toward redemp

becoming a man deserving of her.
ck, and & &

Because deep down, I’ve known, it’s always been her. And it alwe

light bebe°

: “Turn for me, princess.” I can’t help but run my hands down her
listband

fingersShe faces away from me, her ass just barely brushing up against my

shampoo her hair, and she lets her head fall back as I massage her sce
1e pulls

eyes are closed, and she sighs the sweetest little hum. It’s such a cor

off herthe explosive, defensive, and rage-filled Effie, and I feel distinctly I

Qe Herthat she’s showing me this side of her. She may just be too exhausted

chin upback, but maybe—hopefully—she’s slowly letting down her walls.

n I say She’s been so quiet, that when she asks me a question as we towe

almost startles me. “Where did you sleep last night?”



fucking I ruck the towel over my hair. “In the garage. In the bed of my
Though I didn’t get much sleep, haunted by her words.
to kiss I don’t want to see your face.
casual Just get it over with.
and her I follow her to our bed—her bed—taking particular pride in the ne
showerof her skin that has replaced the goosebumps that covered her body
She pulls the quilt back, but instead of getting in, she turns to n
1st eachworries her lip with her teeth and avoids my eyes. I know whateve
1. Trulyabout to say is gonna hurt like a bitch.
“You don’t have to sleep in the garage, but maybe the couch?” Fucl
ike shethat stings.
I don’t I take a deep breath, tying the towel around my waist. “’Course.”
she saw  “Thank you,” she says meekly.
)y neatly I give her as much of a smile as I can manage and lean forward to k
tion, ofShe turns to give me her cheek, and it feels like an arrow to the chest.
I step back and give her the space she clearly wants. I hope the ht
1ys willevident in my eyes. I don’t want her to feel bad for doing what she fe
must.
arms as “Good night, Finn,” she says as I walk away, and I look back o
cock. Ishoulder and see her wringing her hands, a sad smile on her face.
p. Her “Night, princess.”
itrast to
10nored

to push

1 off, it



truck.”“Well, you could go with something like this or like this.” Th
unhelpful art store associate says, holding up two canvases that are b,
the same fucking thing.
“Will both fit on the easel?” I’m actively trying not to pull my gun
w flushdude to speed up this process.
before. “Uh, let’s see...” He tries to place one of the rectangular canvases
1e. Shestandup easel I’ve picked out and it doesn’t fit between the spacers.
r she’sguess not.”
I grab the canvas from his hand and flip it on its side and it lays peri
«. Yeah,fucking hate incompetence.
“Oh yeah, and you can adjust this,” he says, pushing up the top rail.
you look at that.
“Good. Fine. What paints are right for this type of canvas?”
iss her. “Man, you have a lot of good questions.” He chuckles. I’d rather p
eyes out with a hot fire poker than spend another second with this man
it isn’t  You know what, google is fucking free. I walk away from him and |
2els shemy phone. Ten seconds later, I’m in the acrylic paint aisle throwing
every color and the brushes next to them into my basket.
ver my At the register, the man begins to scan every tube of paint at the spe
ninety-year-old woman and my foot taps anxiously. The only reasoi
comfortable leaving Effie alone at the farm was because I thought this
be a quick visit. My skin itches thinking of her on the property by hers
one would hear her—
The next thing I know my gun is drawn and the man is shaking, h
the air. I throw my credit card on the counter. “Just charge it fc
thousand, that should more than cover it.”

He looks at the card like it’s a ticking bomb and stutters, “I—uh—



e most—I have to ring each item.”
asically “Jesus fucking Christ,” I groan and pull out a wad of hundreds fr
wallet, at least a couple thousand, and drop it on the counter. Ther
on thiseverything back into the basket, card and all, hike the easel and c:
under my arm and leave before I fucking kill someone.
, on the Though the store owner would probably thank me for taking
‘Damn,incompetent ass.
When I get back to the barn, a mouthwatering smell fills the spa
fectly. Iheart squeezes, seeing Effie cooking on the wood stove, in tiny sha
disappear almost completely beneath a long sweater. There’s soft
. Wouldplaying in the background, and she sways ever so slightly, I do
realizes she’s doing it.
I’m frozen in the doorway soaking her in, she looks good here. L
oke mywas always meant for the slow life. She starts singing along into the !
and my heart goes from being squeezed to being crushed as I realize v
pull outlooks so good. It’s because she looks happy.
one of I’'m mesmerized by her hips, rocking back and forth, making her :
rise and giving a little peak of her perfect ass in tiny black shorts. Sh
red of awith her spatula-microphone and jumps with a scream when she sees
1 I was “Fucking hell, Finneas!” Her hand clutches her chest like she’s tr
s wouldkeep her heart from jumping out of her chest. “You scared the shit
self. Nome.” I lift a brow, and she glares back.
“What are you making?”
ands in  “Breakfast hash,” she says, still pouting and crossing her arms.
i three “Smells delicious.” T head straight for the stairs before she starts
questions about what’s in my arms.

-I can’t I set the easel up by the far window, I feel like I’ve heard artists



about natural light or some shit. There’s not a lot of room in the eav
om myenough to stand in the middle. I drag one of the nightstands over and
1 I tossthe paints and brushes I bought in the drawer. I step back and look at
anvasesup and know something’s missing.

It clicks, and I hurry down the stairs. Calling to Effie as I leave, “D
out hisupstairs.”

My first stop is the garage, but I come up empty. Luckily, I find w
ce. Mylooking for in the big house. Returning to the barn, Effie isn’t downst
irts thatcourse, she isn'’t.

- music I told her not to do something, so she obviously did exactly that. I
ubt shehave known.

I climb the steps and find her staring at the easel and canvas, paint
ike sheopen. She’s toying with the long sleeve of her sweater, and I can’t r
spatula,face properly from this angle. She hears me and turns. My stomacl
vhy sheseeing tears in her eyes.

“It wasn’t done yet,” I say defensively, placing the stool I found
sweaterher.

e twirls “Is this—Is this for me?” Her voice cracks and her bottom lip tr
ne. Her eyes are so sad and heavy that I can’t stop myself from wrapping |
ying tobody in my arms.

~out of “I’m sorry, I didn’t know it would make you sad. I will get rid—”

“No!” She rears back but keeps her balled fists against my ches

please don’t. I’'m not sad.”

I brush a tear at the corner of her eye with my thumb. “Princess,

askingcrying.”

Her mouth cracks in a small smile. “I’m just surprised is all.” She v

talkingher eyes and fixes me with a warm stare. “I love it. I promise.”



/es, but I bite my cheek, feeling so relieved I could pick her up and s
~put allaround. I’m not a gift giver. Hell, I’'m not a giver at all. And I definitel
- the setthink I’ve ever made someone cry anything but terrified-for-their-life t

“Oh, there’s one more thing,” I say quickly, remembering my coat

on’t goHer mouth pinches, holding back a smile as she looks up at me all do
and I temporarily forget my own goddamn name. I pull the sunflowe:

hat I’'mmy pocket and— “Fuck, it’s all wilted.”

airs. Of 1 go to shove the smooshed flower back in my coat feeling
imbecile. Who puts a delicate flower in a pocket? Christ, I’'m hopeles:

shouldstuff.

But she stops me, taking the stem from my hand. “Thank you, Finn.
drawer “I passed a bunch on the road, I can go back and get a new one.”
ead her “Finn, would you calm the fuck down?” My eyes snap to her. “Yor
1 dropsonly person I know who gets more frazzled giving someone a flow

disposing of a body.”
next to I laugh dryly. “Yeah, well...”

“Sunflowers are my second favorite flower.” She looks at the yellov
embles.with a smile.
1er stiff  “Yeah? What’s your favorite?” I brush a lock of hair off her neck ai

it around my finger.

“Water lilies.” Fuck. Warmth spills down my spine and pools
it. “No,stomach. My fucking chest hurts hearing her say those two words.

nothing more than to pick her up and throw her onto the bed. To stay t

you’reday, fucking until we lose track of time and space and all I know i
inch of her body, every note of her sweet scent.

vipes at But I remember last night and her not letting me in her bed and c

better not push my luck. Especially not right now when she’s lookin;



pin herlike she not only doesn’t hate me, but she might even like me.
ly don’t “Enjoy, princess.” I tug her in by the hip and press a kiss to her fo
ears. walking away before I lose the ability to control my darkest urges.
pocket. “My dad called,” she says as I retreat, and my skin crawls thinking
e-eyed,fucker. “He wants us to go to the Children’s Hospital charity gala nex
r out of The governor will be there, and he wants to put on a united front.”
Memories of the last time we attended a gala together flash in m
like anand I smile. “Are you asking me on a date, Ef?”
5 at this  She rolls the sunflower stem between her fingers. “I guess.”
“You want me to be your boyfriend, huh? A little arm candy to sha
7 I tease.
“Well, you are my husband.” She pats my chest and smirks. “Reme
r’re the And fuck, those few words nearly bring me to my knees.

‘er than

v petals

1d twirl

My hand is falling asleep tucked behind my head while I’'m lying
in mycouch, staring up at the ceiling. I listen to the final ashes of the fire cre
I wantthe stove, providing the faintest orange glow while the rest of the 1

here allshrouded in darkness.
s every [Effie went to bed a few hours ago after painting all day. I wish
blame not being able to sleep on the lumpy couch under me, but I knos

lecide Inot true. It’s the woman curled up under the quilt upstairs. I imag

g at me



wrapped in the white sheets, and I bet she would look like a water li
rehead,silvery-white petals if the moonlight hit just right.
I don’t know where we go from here. There’s nothing keeping t
, of thatanymore. No family rivalry, no heist, no fiancé or arranged marriag;
t week.the sins of our past.
She’s mine by law but not mine by soul. Not fully. Not yet.
y mind She was for a few precious moments in the lake. I could feel her b
open, letting pieces of her soul drift out to me, trusting I would catcl
She wanted to be ravaged as much as I wanted to consume.
w off,” 1 perk up at the sound of footsteps upstairs. I listen carefully to see
just going to the bathroom. She isn’t.
mber?” I lay still for another few minutes, my heartbeat growing heavier,
like it’s drawing me to her. I throw back my blanket and head ups
nothing but sweatpants. I find her in her makeshift studio, bat
moonlight and the same shirt of mine she wore yesterday. Her bare |
on display and my fingers itch to brush the smooth skin, hoping goos:
raise on her skin at my touch.
She turns her head as I slowly approach. I move unhurried as if
mirage that might dissipate if I go too quickly. “Can’t sleep,” she s:
on thetugs on the shirt neckline.
ickle in  “Me either.” I close the distance between us and sweep her face ug
‘oom isfinger under her chin. “What’s in that pretty head, princess?” 2
She pulls her bottom lip between her teeth and swallows slowly. “I
I couldFinn.” My finger trailing up her jaw stops in its tracks, her v
w that’sdespondent it makes my whole body cold. Her eyes fall back to her ca
ine herabstract swatches of bold colors and gold paint.

“I feel like I can’t trust myself when it comes to you.” Like a p



ly withblow, her words make me take a step back, dropping my hand. “I’v
had anyone I could trust, until you. But then what my family did to y
1s apartwe went to war, and I didn’t have you anymore, but I always had
e. OnlyNow, I’m not sure I do.
“Sometimes I feel like a body, bartered and bought, not a persor
happens when you realize you’ve been sold damaged goods? Will y
reakingwant me?”
h them. My throat constricts and any reply dries up. Words fail me, nothing
adequate. No apology big enough. No comfort strong enough.
if she’s I don’t know what compels me, but I step up to the easel and squeez
gold paint on a palette. Picking up the first brush I see, I swipe it thro
louder,paint and lift the hem of the shirt until she pulls it over her head.
tairs in My heart slams against my ribcage seeing her completely bare on th
‘hed inShe curls inwards and wraps her arms over her breasts. I don’t tell
legs areuncover herself. I don’t tell her I need to see. I kneel at her side, fac
sbumpscurve of her hip and thigh as she sits with one leg crossed over the othu
I remember the stretchmarks I saw our first night here and think
she’s anever seen anything more beautiful. She tenses when the cold paint
1ys andher skin but relaxes under the brush strokes. I trace each line until he
striped in gold.
» with a I move to her other side and highlight each mark and scar with ad
She sharply inhales when I kneel in front of her and nudge her knees
'm lost,gently lift her leg and set it on my shoulder, gathering more paint
dice sobrush before tracing the stretch marks on her inner thigh. I place her o
nvas ofon my shoulder and her hands fly to fist my hair for balance. I can -
heat of her cunt and smell her arousal, making me groan and run my 1

hhysicalher thigh before painting her stripes.



e never Once I’'m done, I press a kiss to her pussy, hoping she can f
7ours...reverence in it. She shudders as I drag a long, wide stroke from entr
myself.clit. I look up at her, her teeth notched in her bottom lip and make s
eyes are on me. “Tell me all the ways I’ve hurt you.”
I. What She stays silent, and I lap her pussy again with a slow and heavy
‘ou stillmy tongue. Then I hover a breath’s width from her sweet heat, waiting
“You manipulated me,” she breathes, and I take another purposef
s seemspausing again at the top until she speaks again. “You forced me.” ¢
heavy stroke.
e some She sniffles, and I rub circles into her thighs. “That’s good, princes:
ugh thegoing.”
“You humiliated me...” My tongue drags from bottom to top.
e stool. Another grievance, another apology.
~her to And we continue like this until her thighs are shaking on either sid
'ing thehead and her raspy, close-to-tears voice has turned to breathy moa
or. fingers pull on my hair, and I groan into her.
ing I'd “Finn...” her voice floats out, and I know what to do next.
touches I carefully set her feet down and stand, grabbing her hand and pull
1 hip isoff the stool. She trails behind me, her hand feeling so small and tru
mine. I position her in front of the full-length mirror by the small ward
oration. “Look at you, a fucking masterpiece.” I stand behind her and sk
apart. Thands over her shoulders and down her arms. She leans back, settling
on themy warm chest, and I melt at her trust. Laying my arms over her shou
ther legcup her breasts and fill my palms with them. I tease her nipples, rul
feel thethumb over each one, and she rolls her head to the side and onto my sh
nose up I watch her eyelids fall closed, and her lips part on a contented sig|

reflection. I gauge her reaction as one of my hands slips over her stom;



‘eel thebetween her thighs. Her eyes open and they lock with mine throt

ance tomirror drunkenly, telling me it’s okay. Maybe even better than okay.

ure her So I spread her lips and drag a finger over her wet slit, feeling her :
clit. Blood rushes to my cock, and I try to push my hips back, so she

drag offeel it, but she reaches behind her and wraps a hand around it o
sweatpants.

ul lick, “Fuck,” spills from my lips with the slightest tug of her fist.

Another She looks at me, a silent plea in her eyes. I know what she wants,
doesn’t want to ask for it. So I swallow down the ball in my thr

s. Keepwhisper in her ear, “Hands on the mirror, princess.”

She leans forward, arching her back. Her eyes never leave mine

mirror even as I strip and slot my cock at her entrance and push in
Her mouth falls open, and I fill it with my finger. She sucks on it, ani

> of mymyself to the hilt, a deep groan pulled from my chest.

ns. Her “Again. Tell me more.” I pull my finger from her lips and rub it aga
clit, still buried deep in her.

“You...” I slowly withdraw, dragging my piercing against her
ing her“Made me feel safe and then took it all away.” And I punch my hips fi
sting inpushing all the way into her. She gasps.
robe. I pull out carefully, and she continues breathlessly as I continue t
ate myher clit, “You made me feel like I wasn’t worthy of gentle love.” 1
againstback in, my heart cracking at her confession.
lders, I “Oh god,” tumbles from her lips as I drag against her inner wa
bbing afirmly rub her clit. I feel her body begin to tighten around my length.
ioulder. “Don’t stop, princess.”
hin the “And I hate—oh fuck.” 1 thrust again and her body trembles, her

ach andcresting.



1gh the “What do you hate?” I say through gritted teeth. Her clenching cu
like heavenly torture.
swollen “I hate that I can’t hate you,” she cries and shatters.
doesn’t “I know. I’'m so sorry.” I groan as her pussy contracts and demanc
ver mymoment of raw vulnerability is seared in my mind forever. It pulls r
release from me, and I hope she can feel she is so much more thai
body, that these bodily pleasures are just the bridge to something
but shebeyond family rivalries, forced marriages, lies, and betrayals.
cat and I fold over her, breathing hard and sated. My arms tightly wrapped
her waist even as my legs threaten to give out. I gently pull out of b
+ in theshe whimpers like it’s a loss. I pick my sweatpants off the grou
slowly.tenderly wipe away my cum spilling out of her, though I can’t help but
d I sinklittle back inside.
I pick her up and cradle her tight to my chest, soaking up the
inst hermoments of her warm skin against mine. I set her on the bed and |
quilt over her. She’s curled up on her side, and I kiss her temple, breat
g-spot.her addictive scent.
orward, When I walk away, a hand reaches out and stops me.
And she says one word that has me carving out my heart and handi
o circleher, bloody and beating: Stay.
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1. Something in the Orange—Zach Bryan
2. Darkest Hour—Andrea Russett
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Married Man

Effie

F or someone so cold in affect, Finneas Fox is a goddamn Bunsen
His front sticks to my back with a thin sheen of sweat as he
into my neck. I slowly try to extract myself from his koala grip -
waking him. I pick up his wrist and carefully lift it off my waist, but it
back down and he growls behind me, “Where do you think you’re
princess?” His morning voice is raspy and warm and makes butterflie
in my stomach.

“You’re a thousand degrees, Finneas. I’'m going to shower.” I roll c
knees and kiss his cheek before making another attempt. He grabs m
and tugs me back.

“I like that you smell like me,” he moans and pins my body under
lightly rocks his pelvis against my ass and heat strikes my core. Oh, hc
it would be to flip over...

But I’'m sweaty and covered in paint—Shit!

“The sheets!” Anxiety throttles through me, and I thrash under Finn
to get a look at the damage. Gold paint is smudged all over the middl
bed. “Oh my god, I ruined them.”



Like a rising tide of guilt and shame, I feel the strongest need to fix
it, anything to avoid the repercussions. “Finn, get off me!” He ke
trapped and nerves turn to frustration. Doesn’t he see the problem?

“Effie, what the fuck is going on?” There’s annoyance in his
because of course there is, he must be pissed.

“Let me go and I'll fix it,” I beg, and he flips me over, pinning my
by my head and looming over me. I flinch, tensing, waiting for a
never comes.

“What are you on about?” He peers down at me, and there’s noth

concern and confusion in his eyes. Which concerns and confuses me.

burner.
“Your sheets.” Anxious tears choke me. “I ruined them, there’s p
ireathes
: over.”
without
clamps “Okay. I’ll buy new ones.” He shakes his head and brushes the hai

aoing my face that got all mussed from the struggle. “I bet there’s paint all ¢

" emptface too...” I look at the side of his face, and there is indeed paint st

on his cheekbones and flecks in his hair. “From being in betwee:
ygorgeous thighs...” He slinks down my body, biting my stomach and

mto m

each inner thigh.
y ankle
“I’m sorry.” I can’t handle the caring intensity in his eyes when h

his. He'P at me, it makes me feel off balance.

»w easy “For what?” He sounds exasperated. “I don’t give a shit about the st

I close my eyes, trying to quiet the racket in my head.
You ruin everything, I can so clearly hear my father’s rage-filled v

.__my carelessness, his face turning beet red.
, trying

s of the “Effie, look at me.” Finn plants his hands by my sides and hover:

me.

I slowly peek open my eyes. “You’re not mad?”



it, hide “Why would I be mad? I was the one who painted you for Christ’
eps meAnd I’m certainly not mad that you spent the night in my bed.” H
forward and kisses under my jaw and down my neck.
voice, I lean into the comforting weight of his body on mine, the way |
brushes against my skin. He’s not mad. He’s not my father. Just breatt
7 wrists He licks a trail up my throat and dusts his lips over mine. “Now
hit thatconvince you to stay in bed a little longer.”
I run my fingers through his dark hair, pulling him closer to kiss hi
ing butletting him grind in the cradle of my hips, and I explore his mouth v
tongue. He moans softly, yet hungrily. I bite his lip sharply and he rear
)aint alla mix of heat and mischief in his eyes.
“You cannot,” I say with a small laugh as I weasel out from under }
r out ofleap from the bed. “Ow.” 1 whip around, my ass burning from a fie
wer myHe’s completely stone-faced, but then the corner of his lips tug uf
nudgedsmirk.
n these

kissing

e looks

eets.”

When I get out of the shower, Finn’s standing with his back to me, dre
7oice atblack jeans and black button-up. He turns around, rolling up his slee’
wetting his bottom lip. He looks like he wants to eat me alive.

s above And I want to let him.
“I have business in the city to take care of today. Calvin is on his w

for security.”



's sake. I cringe. “Does it have to be Calvin? Anyone else but him ple
e leansunderstand people like me need protection, so I won’t protest that. I
security all my life. The only reason I didn’t have a bodyguard whil
his hairwith the crew was my father was worried his men would be too conspi
€. “I wouldn’t leave you with anyone I don’t have full confidence i
7, can lkeep you safe.” Finn reaches out to stroke my cheek with the back
hand.
m hard, “It’s not that,” I say looking down.
vith my He tilts my chin back up, “Then what is it?”
rs back, My lip trembles, humiliation tumbling in my chest, “He was the
night...He saw me...” As terrible as the interrogation was, being four
1im andnaked, covered in sweat and tears in a ball on the floor was ten times w
ry slap. “What?” Realization dawns on Finn’s face and he sniffs, pulling h
) into aaway as it clenches into a fist. “I see...I’ll make some calls, get somec
out here.”
“Thank you.” I clutch the towel tighter around me. There’s hurt in |
that for some reason makes me feel vulnerable.
“I should have never put you in that situation.” He doesn’t try to tot
but I can tell he wants to, his shoulders rolled back, hands in fists. Li
preparing for a fight, but he’s his own worst enemy.
There’s a lot of things I could say right now.
xssed in  It’s okay, look where we are now.
ves and It doesn’t matter anymore.
I’m fine, don’t worry about it.
But why would I?
ay here  “Yeah, you shouldn’t have. It was fucked up and cruel.” I enuncia

word clearly to make sure he knows what I’'m asking of him: Own up



rase.” Ishit.

’ve had The emotion on his face shutters closed, tucking everything away

2 livingbehind a mask of cold apathy. A defense mechanism, but I see throug

cuous. nods and heads downstairs and out the door.

n, he’ll There’s a brief moment when I feel bad. The deep programming all

. of hishave to protect men’s emotions even at the expense of your own. I shc
feeling down, because fuck that.

Last night may have changed things, but it didn’t fix things.

After he leaves, I check my phone to find a dozen missed calls fr
are thatfather. My heart drops to my stomach. There’s a single text. I read
1d half-blood going cold.
vorse.  Euphemia. I won'’t tolerate another disappointment.
is hand I delete the text and all the missed call notifications. I don’t trust F
e elseto go through my phone. My father must be getting desperate tc

reckless and text me so blatantly, without any precautions.
1is eyes I slip on a pair of underwear and Finn’s big t-shirt, some band I’v
heard of on the front. It smells like him and rather than soothe me, it
1ch me,me want to cry on the heels of my father’s message.
ke he’s Honesty and loyalty.

That’s all he’s asked of me.

I wander over to my makeshift studio after making a pot of
Clutching the warm mug in my hands, I sit on the stool and look
window.

It’s humbling looking out there, seeing the dense forest and knov
the riches and masterpieces that are hidden away under it. So much

ite eachso much talent. Knowing that the cache was the start of all this and

to yourclose to my fingertips.



I return my attention to the canvas in front of me, rolling all these tl
7 neatlyin my mind.
hit. He I hop off the stool and go to my luggage. It takes a little diggi
finally I find it: a burner cell phone I packed for situations just like this
women [ dial and listen to it ring.
yve that “Oui, allo?”

“Linnie, it’s Effie...I have a job for you.”

'om my
| it, my
'Inn not
) be soFinn

It feels like my lungs are full of glass. My fingers tap on the stick sl
e never

a fucking maniac. As if anything can rid me of the sick, self-hatre
- makes

seeing Effie’s face when I mentioned Calvin. Fucking tore a hole in m
I’m pushing ninety miles per hour, and it doesn’t feel enough. Noth
be fast enough to outrun this feeling.

Guilt fucking sucks.
coffee.

¢ th I much preferred not caring, not feeling, not having my ability to -
out the

breathe tied to the emotions of another person.

, I called Roman as soon as I left the barn, and he’s sending sol
ving all
hist Bartlett Farms. Then Calvin and told him to turn back. Now I have ¢
istory,
i call to make, and it makes my palms sweat.

it’s so



1oughts I ring Stella. When she doesn’t answer, I give the Den’s office nu
try. They open in half an hour, so she’s probably there.
ng, but “What?” Cash’s gruff voice answers, and my fingers tighten, ar
5. around the wheel.
“Stella there?”
“Yeah—Oh fuck, baby, just like that—"
“Fucking hell, Cash! Stop picking up when you’re balls deep in |
I’m about to hang up, but before I do, I shout, “Tell Stella to call me, y
motherfucker.”
When I’m twenty minutes out, I answer the phone to Stella’s
“Finneas.”
“Meet me at Phantom in twenty.”
“Dude, we’re opening in five minutes—"
“I’m not asking,” I growl, beginning to regret this entire idea.

She scoffs. “And I'm not going, goodbye Finn—"
hift like

d I felt
help for, but somehow I get it out without intentionally crashing.

“Wait.” I’d rather get in a full-speed collision than tell her what I n

hest.
y Ches “Why didn’t you lead with that?” She sounds disgustingly excite

ing will .,
you soon.
I groan, wanting to turn the fuck around. But I remind myself w

doing this for, and Christ, is she worth it all and more.
fucking

liers to

one last




imber aStella is waiting for me at the bar. The club is completely empty, not ¢
for another six hours. I see she’s already poured herself a drink and
moyed,I’ll need one too—or three.
“First, if you tell anyone about this—"
“Yeah, yeah, you’ll kill me.” She sucks on the skinny cocktail dr
rolls her eyes. This was a terrible idea. “What’s the second?”
pussy!” “Pour me a scotch.”
'ou sick She hops over the bar and slides a glass with two fingers down tt
wood to me. I tip it back and down it in one go. Like a game of shuttle
cheery,I send it back to her. “Another.”
“I’m all for loosening up, but let’s try to get a little work in sober fir
I sigh. “Fine.”
She walks out from behind the bar and starts playing music from he
on the club’s stereo system. “I made a playlist that will be good for c
the basics.”
eed her I meet her in the middle of the dance floor and feel like I’m crawlin;
my goddamn skin. “Let’s start with the easiest: pop.”
d. “See Some boy band crap plays on the speakers, and Stella starts bobb:
weaving her head. “Okay, so just relax and move with the energy
'ho I’mmusic.”
I try to mimic her movements, my back rigid and muscles tight.
I’ve skinned a man alive. I’ve been stabbed four times, and I’ve de
bomb with three seconds on the clock. Yet none of that is even close t
feel right now. Effie was right, I do kill people for fun, but a little d
Fucking terrifying.
“You look like a goddamn chicken, loosen up a bit.” Stella laughs

jaw clenches, wanting to put my fist through a wall. “Don’t just mo



ypeninghead. Flow organically with the movement, you know? Roll your shot
I thinkbit, bend your knees, rock side to side.”
I hold out my hand, “Whoa, slow down, that was like ten different tl
once.” I shove my fingers into my hair and yell, “Fuck. This is a -
aw anddisaster.”
“Okay, let’s try something else,” she says calmly, using her hi
settling motions as if I'm a wild horse and she’s trying not to get tr:
1e slickShe changes the music to something slower, almost sensual.
»board, “Come here.” I go over to her, my chest hammering like I’'m walki
enemy territory. “Put your hands on my hips.” I reach out hesitant

»

st. lightly do as she asks, keeping a foot between us. She quickly closes tl

wrapping her arms over my shoulders and pulling me in until our pelv

r phonepressed together.

overing I jump back like I’ve been burned. “Christ, lady, I’'m married.”

“Boy, please.” She purses her lips. “I love you Foxes, but y’all are

g out ofcrazy, like if someone gave a bunch of toddlers guns instead of a naj
do you want to learn how to dance like a fucking man, or like

ing andattending a catholic middle school dance, leaving room for Jesus?”

~of the Stella is the only person outside the family who can put me in m
without getting shot. It annoys the hell out of me, but I respect her for
I really need her help, so I swallow my fucking pride and grumble,

fused aman.”

o how I She sets her arms back on my shoulders, and I clutch her by the hi

ancing?smirks and speaks slowly, like when trying to get a child to say tha
“Sorry for being a dick, Stella.”

and my I cut her a glare. “Don’t push it.”

ve your



ilders a

1ings at

fucking

ands in

ampled.

ng into
ly, and
1at gap,

ises are

batshit
). Now,

you’re

y place
it. And
“Like a
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nk you.
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Rocky Balboa

Effie

T he villain is about to kidnap the princess...or maybe the knight i
to save her from a dragon or...I have no fucking idea wl
happened these last three chapters because while I’ve been tr
peacefully read in bed like a half normal person, Finn has been up box

I slide out of bed and aggressively shove my feet in some slippers.
down the steps and out the door, wrapping my arms around mysel!
unexpected chill. It’s a perfectly reasonable request, I tell myself as
my way to the garage.

There’s a bright flood light aimed directly on the bag, throwing the
of the garage into shadows. Finn works his way around it with lithe
weaving and bobbing around an imaginary opponent. He notices 1
stops, grabbing hold of the swinging bag.

“Hey, princess.” He’s slightly out of breath and lifts his shirt to wip
sweat on his forehead.

“Finn, it’s nearly ten at night, do you need to be doing this right r

look at him sideways.



“I didn’t know you were sleeping already,” he says, stretching and
his taped fingers.

“I wasn’t but—"

“Ten more minutes?” He gives me what I think is supposed to be ¢
dog look and while it’s not adorable in any traditional sense—mo
Belgian Malinois than a Golden Retriever—it still makes me crack.

“Fine, but you have to teach me. If we both have to be awake, I n
well get something out of it,” I throw back, thinking he’ll call it a ni.
head in rather than train with me.

He perks up. “You got yourself a deal.” He looks me up and do

's about
shrugs. “That’ll work, but maybe lose the slippers.”

hat has & y PP

/ing to “Are you serious?” I ask, getting tinges of excitement and nervousn

ing “Of course. Do you have one of those things for your hair?” He we
hand in a circle above his head.

[ stomp

£ at the It takes me a second, but then I laugh. “Do you mean a hair tie?” I {
elastic around my wrist.

I make y

“Yeah, sure. Put your hair up and then we can get started.”

COIMeTs As I wrap my hair into a ponytail he peppers me with questions abo

agility,trammg I have, what I already know, and I quickly get overwl

1e an dGrowing up with killers and fighters, I should at least understand hal

things he asks, but most of it is gibberish.

e at the “Jesus, all I know is that punching you in the face right now sound

good.”
ow?” I “Okay.” He smirks with a confident chuckle. “I always say learn by
Go ahead, try to punch me.”
“What? You can’t be serious,” I balk.

“As a heart attack.” He clasps his hands behind his back and sti



flexinghead forward. “Tick tock, princess,” he jeers.
God, he’s so annoying. I lunge, swinging my arm, and he dodge:s
side, arms still behind him. I huff, peeved, and try again. And agai
1 puppyagain. Each time he dips or bobs, and my fist goes flying past his face,
re of anothing but air.
“Dammit, I thought you said I could hit you,” I grumble, and
light astwitches in amusement.
gsht and “I said try to punch me.”
I throw my hands in the air. “Well, I tried. Are you going to te
wn andanything or just point out how incredibly useless I am at defending my
“You’re giving yourself away, keep your movements small and var
2ss.  don’t see your punch coming from a mile away. Keep your hands lik
ives hisHe brings his fists to his face in a guard and moves them dynar
bouncing on the soles of his feet.
lick the T try to mirror his movements, and he circles around me, nudging
into proper position, pushing my shoulder to get me to bend my
tucking in my elbows.
ut what “There ya go.” He comes back to my front and nods approvingly
1elmed.jab with your left, quick and fast, sharp and tight foot movements.” He
f of theonce and then I mimic him.
“Good, good. Again, and this time add your right, drive through yor
s reallyHis left fist snaps out and back and is immediately followed by a
powerful twist of his hips and right hand.
7 doing. We go back and forth, working different combinations of the
punches. I know there are more punches, but he keeps me practici
these two basics, tweaking my form or reminding me to bring my gua

cks hisup. After only ten minutes, my heart is pumping and I’m feeling encou



He stands behind me. I can feel his breath on the side of my face as
5 to thearm stretches out next to mine. “Your jab isn’t a power punch, it’s mu
in. Anda pesky mosquito. You’re not trying to knock anyone out, so get it o
, hittingand snap it right back, okay?” He demonstrates, moving so fast if yoi
you’d miss it.
his lip I try, and he repeats faster after each jab. His hands drop to my hif
try to keep my breathing even. On the next punch, he rotates my hips 1
grip and calls, “Right.”
ach me As he twists my hips, I shoot my right arm out with more power an
self?” than all night. “There it is!” He claps and walks back in front of me
ied so Iwork, princess.”
e this.” He gives me a tight-lipped smile, and I squirm under the intensity
nically,focus on me. I try to shake it off and say, “Same time tomorrow?”
“See you then.” He flicks his chin with a grin. As I begin to walk a
my feetchuckles, “Maybe next time you’ll land a punch—"
knees, I’m fast and powerful, just like he taught me, spinning on my he
throwing my fist into his cheekbone. His head whips to the side fr
. “Nowimpact. He straightens back up, a burning heat in his eyes that ma
' does itstomach flutter.
“That felt good, didn’t it?” His eyes darken and he takes a step tow.
ur hip.”“Do it again.”
strong, [ try to brush him off with a roll of my eyes and shake of my head.
“Do. It.” He repeats, a hunger in his eyes that calls to me.
se two “Why?” I eye him suspiciously as he continues to close in -
ing justcorralling me up against a workbench.
rd back “Because I deserve it. Now fucking hit me.” His words sink in

iraged. search his eyes for a trick or a trap. But all I see back is the same hu



his leftbefore, but this time I understand it.
ore like I push on his chest making him take a few steps back so I’'m not ¢
ut thereanymore. My fist closes, achy from the first punch, and I look at the r
1 blink,already forming by his eye. He pleads with me wordlessly, and lik
fucked-up version of couples therapy, I give him what he wants: A fis
)s and Ijaw. To the temple. To the cheek.
~ith his  Each hit, he straightens back up and looks ready for more, like I
even put a dent in the penance he thinks he deserves.
id force I roll my neck side to side and try to make a fist again, but I wir
. “Niceknuckles and tendons sore. He reaches for my hand and gently massa
pads of my palms. “I’ll get you a pair of gloves for next time,” he say:
7 of hisweak laugh.
There’s a strange energy hanging between us, like I’ve given hin
way, heand he has nothing to give me in return. I swallow the uneasy feeling
to make a joke. “Are you gonna tell people you got beat up by a girl?”
els and “Nah.” He shakes his head, looking down and bites his lip. His e
'om theback up to me. “I got my ass handed to me, but I had it coming.” Hze
kes myand brushes a kiss over my red and swollen knuckles.
His lips feel like satin over my hot skin, and I’'m about to lean in
ard me.him when he pulls away. “I won’t keep you up any longer.” He dr
hand and steps aside.
“I don’t feel so tired anymore,” I joke, but go to leave nonetheless.
walking out, something on the bench catches my eye. “Is that a project
on me, [ walk over and pick it up, checking it out. “Does it work?”
“Yeah, I think so.”
,and I “Cool, well, good night.” I leave, already excited and thinking of

nger asturn the barn into a rustic home theater.



Back inside, I decide to take a shower after working up a bit of .
aged inboxing and go through my minimal night routine. I was never someo
ed welta lengthy routine, but having brought only a small toiletry bag to th
e someit’s even shorter.
it to the By the time I’m done, Finn still isn’t inside. I hope he’s not plani

sleeping in his truck again. I know I just punched the shit out of him,
haven’ttold me to, and I think it was possibly more cathartic for him than me.

I find a bag of corn in the freezer and take it out to him, a peace off
1ce, mysorts. When I walk outside, the side of the big house is lit up in a §¢
iges theindigo. I turn the corner and feel my stomach drop at the same time
5 with asomersaults.

The bed of Finn’s truck is layered in quilts, knit blankets and
1 a giftpillows. There’s an old, metal camping lantern on the edge and hal
and trystring of Christmas lights dangling off the side view mirror. On the to

cab is the projector, pointed right at the broad, white side of the big ho
yes roll I look at the ramshackle set up and feel warmness spread through m
> winkslike drinking hot cider on a winter night. “Finn?” I call out.

He pops out from deeper in the garage with an oil smudged cloth
to kisshis hands. I look at him then look at the truck and everything. He half
ops my“In case you couldn’t sleep.”

He throws the tarp over the flood light and walks toward me. “Y
As I’myou weren’t tired.” He draws me to him with a hand on my hip.
or?” I chew my cheek, not knowing what to say. “I’m speechless...An

frankly a little concerned about that fire hazard.” I brush past him an
the oily cloth off the flood light. “What was the point of that?” I laugh.
how to “I don’t know, ambience or some shit, right?”

“That explains the half-lit string of Christmas lights.”



a sweat “Plugged them in and half the bulbs were blown.”

ne with “Isee...” I nod, trying to fight my smile. “Well, what are we watchi

e farm, His eyes light up at my question, and his mouth dances in a devilis
before I’'m thrown over his shoulder with a scream. “Finneas!”

1ing on  He sets me down on the tailgate and hops up next to me. “Have yt

, but heRocky?”

“That seems fitting.” I scoot back into the nest of blankets, a gentle
ring ofcomfort settling over me as he sets up the movie and presses play.
slowing  Finn cuddles in next to me, scooping me under his arm, and I rest n
1y hearton his chest. The opening credits begin, and the sound is old and scratc

vinyl. It’s barely louder than the chorus of crickets and frogs.
| throw There’s a small gust of wind that blows into the garage and Finn t
f-lit upcloser, folding a blanket over our laps. He holds the bag of corn I bro
p of thehis cheek proudly, like it’s a trophy. There’s a small popping sound an
use. I look behind us, the rest of the Christmas lights have gone out. Fin
y body,me a look that says, well, I tried, and then he goes back to playing w
wet hair.
tarp in I guess I was more tired than I thought because I don’t make it throt
shrugs.the movie before my eyelids start growing heavy and Finn’s warm che
the rhythmic beat of his heart seems like the world’s best pillow.
ou said As I drift off to sleep to the iconic theme song playing in the back;
there’s one thought I keep coming back to: I’ve never felt so safe.

d quite

1 throw

1. Hurts So Good—Astrid S
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Shuttle-Dicks

Effie

T his is so weird.
This is really fucking weird.

Cash, Roan and Lochlan all sit on the couch, sunken into the ct
relaxing back, they smile at me. “Great to see you all...” T say thr
gritted smile. I turn my head to Finn next to me. “Finn didn’t tell 1
were coming.”

“I didn’t know,” he hisses under his breath as if all three of his t
aren’t able to hear him five feet away.

Cash uncrosses his legs and stands, thrusting—dare I say,
aggressively—a pastry box into my hands. “A little quality time, a ch
get to know the newest member of our family.” His words are warm,
tone is charming, but his eyes look like he could gut me alive -
breaking a sweat.

“Sounds lovely.” I don’t worry about disguising the forced friendlin
sarcasm in my voice. Cash Fox knows exactly what he’s doing. This
good-hearted house call, so why would I act like it is.

Cash is checking up on his assets. Or his liabilities.



“Dude, put your fucking shoes on—your feet smell like ass.” Roan
Lochlan, who has, in fact, removed his shoes, in the shoulder. Make )
right at home, boys.

I look back to Cash. “Sorry, we don’t have more to offer. Maybe
run to the store for something.” I lock eyes with Finn, hoping he gets tl

“No worry, sister.” He says the word like a threat. “The girls are b

barbecue.”

“Delightful. Can’t wait.” Who the fuck are the girls? I’m pictur
family picnic equivalent of cigarette girls.

Cash walks away, and Finn sweeps me aside, his big hand on my

swear I didn’t know they were coming.”
shions “It’s fine, but what are they expecting us to do? We have one tah

ough atwo chairs.” My mother’s aggressive and demanding attitude around

e youwas beaten into me growing up and this situation is about to give me

hives.
“Lochlan is torturing Roan with his rotten ass feet, I doubt
rothers
expecting a Michelin star experience, Ef.”
. “I mean—I just—Shit, I wish I had a little notice.” I rub the heel
passive

palms into my eyes and try to think. I’m overwhelmed.
ance to

and his “You don’t have to do anything, just relax.” Finn tries to calm me

. and sure, maybe that’s what he thinks but it’s not really how he feel
without

say that now but then will start dropping the passive aggressive comm

a few hours about how I embarrassed him in front of his family.
ess and

st a “Okay, I’m just gonna put some water out for everybody.” It’s the
can do. It’s not like we have lemonade or iced tea or anything re
decent. Are there even enough cups for everyone?

I give a tight smile to everyone as I walk across the room



shoveskitchenette. Opening up the cabinet, I only count three glasses. Shit.
rourselfremember there’s one in the bathroom.

“Excuse me,” I say, crossing the room again, feeling like a fool
we canback and forth. I climb the steps and go straight to the bathroom. I picl
he hint. cup by the sink like it’s the holy grail and—Jesus Christ!
ringing Finn appears in the doorway, startling the daylight out of me. I squa

drop the glass, it shatters on the floor. The stress of everything com
ing theuntil it weighs on my chest.

I can’t do anything right.

hip. “I I break everything.

I’m never good enough.
le with  “Oh my god.” My throat burns and tears threaten to spill.
hosting I can’t do anything right.
fucking I break everything.

I’m never good enough.
they’re “Effie...Effie.” Finn tugs on my hand and I can’t bear to look at hi

you want to tell me what is going on?”
| of my I suck in a choppy breath. “We already didn’t have enough cups, a
I’ve broken one, and—Fucking hell.”
» down, “Okay...?” Finn tilts his head to look me in the eyes, his brows
s. He’lltogether. “My brothers can drink out of the goddamn toilet for all I car
1ents in I ignore his absurd and unhelpful comment and squat down to fra
sweep up the broken glass. “Ah shit,” I hiss when a shard slices my fin
» least I  Great, now there’s going to be blood to clean up. My head pot
'motelyanxiety beats like a drum through my whole body. If I can just make
make it perfect, maybe my ribs will stay intact, and my heart wor

to thethrough my fucking chest.



Then I Finn bends down next to me and snatches up my hands in his, wra
hand towel around my bleeding finger.

pacing “Ef, hey—” My eyes are glued to the shattered glass, my hands

< up theitchy and uncomfortable being held still instead of picking it up like I

be doing, need to be doing. “Effie, look at me. Effie.” His voice is .

wk andsharp crack of a whip, my head jolts up to look at him. “We’ll get it «

poundsup. I’ll have someone go pick up some cups. It’s not a big deal, okay?’

“I know that!” I snap but instantly regret it, knowing he was just ti

help. “I know that up here.” I tap my temple. “But it feels like a big de.

“Remember when you busted into Peaches like you owned the dam

3

“What does that have to do with anything?” I gawk at him.
“All T mean is—You—" He clenches and unclenches his fists like
wants to shake me. “You told me I had a small cock when I held a
your head. Do you know how many men have been in that same posit
m. “Dopissed themselves, crying for their mama? You’re the fucking bravest
I know, so why are you freaking out over a goddamn cup?”
nd now He sounds frustrated but genuine, and I just wish it made sense.
feel, how I’m spiraling over something that is admittedly stupid. “TI
frettedsurvival, Finneas. Do or die. But this...this is just me, and just me i

»

e. enough.”

ntically He looks truly wounded by my words and shakes his head.

igertip.  “It’s just—I want everything to be perfect.”

inds as  “Who says it has to be perfect?” His question stuns me.

it right, “Uh...I don’t know, everybody?”

't leap “Who’s everybody?” he asks, and I look at him like he has three hec

“My parents—”



pping a “Aren’t here.” He cups my face between his palms. “You’re p
enough. And all this?” He swipes his arms wide. I open my mouth ir

feelingbut he presses a finger to my lips. “They’re only things.” I try to abs

shouldwords and quell the hammering in my chest, but I still feel the anxiet

like thestorm.

cleaned “You don’t believe me.” It’s not a question, he’s making a stater

’ observation and I nod. I don’t believe him. “Fine.”

ying to He drops his hands and storms out, my heart sinking like lead.

al.” I tentatively poke my head out, and I see Finn taking a pocketknif:

in placebed sheets. “Finn—"

“They’re just things, Effie.” He cuts into the fabric, then rips a lo
down it. The second set of sheets ruined in as many days. Next, he pic

he justlamp off the nightstand. “Just. Fucking. Things.” He throws it at the w
gun tol gasp as the shade is knocked off and the glass stand shatters.
ion and “Shall I keep going?” he asks, and I’'m momentarily paralyzed. It n
~personhard to breathe picturing all that broken glass. He stalks toward the
with a testing look.

How I “No, Finn, I get it.” I step in between him and the mirror, hands
1at waschest.

s never “Do you?”

“Yes, they’re just things.” I repeat his words back to him with not n
much conviction, then add, “And I like this mirror...I want to ki
memory of us.” I like the way his eyes light up when I say us.

He sits at the foot of the bed and pulls me in between his legs, holc
back of my thighs. “I’m not him, Effie. I’'m not your father. You w

ids.  punished for being human.” His words make a gnarly knot twist in my



erfectly“Honesty and loyalty are all I want from you. Not some Stepford-wiv
1 retort,okay?”
sorb his I swipe my knuckle at the corner of my eye. “Okay.”
y like a “Now, tell me, princess, and be honest.” He looks at me earnestly
nod. “Are those scared tears or those other types of tears like when
1ent, anyou the easel?”
I can’t help but bark out a laugh at his preciousness. The smile that
on my face feels warm and right. “They’re the sunflower type of tears.
e to the He sighs and folds forward, resting his forehead on my stomach li
never been more relieved in his life. “Thank fuck.”
ng tear
ks up a
all, and

nakes it

mirror

More and more people keep arriving. Okay, only four more, but it fe
on histen when I only vaguely remember who they are from the surveillance
with Les Arnaqueuses. Finn helps me set up a fold-out table that he «
of the big house—along with more than enough cups.
early as Cash is helping Lochlan set up a badminton net in the lawn &
2ep theunearthed it in “all that old people stuff.” I absolutely can’t picture tt
dangerous gangsters on the East Coast playing badminton. I'll be
ling thewhen I see it.
on’t be Ithrow an orange, purple, and green tablecloth straight out of the ’8

' throat.it. I scoot closer to Finn and whisper, “So, who are all these people?”



res shit, He loops his arms around my lower back, and I mirror him. He p
tight, and it looks like we are just having a cute, couple conversatio
two men who just arrived are Roman and Alfie. Roman is the mi
7, and Imakes sure we don’t get ourselves killed, and the twig with him, Alfie
I gavenarrows his eyes in thought. “Honestly, I have no idea how he mads
far, but he’s loyal as hell.”
spreads “Okay, and I recognize Harlow. She was in the news a ton a few
” back.”
ke he’s “Yeah, she’s a real one. She certainly matches Cash’s crazy, an
proven she deserves her spot at his side.” I nod along, trying to i
someone equally as crazy as Cash and thinking only his brothers comp
“And this is Stella.” Finn gestures over my shoulder and I turn, gre
a woman I’ve seen many times across the street at the Den.
“Hi, thank you for bringing the food.” I shake her hand, and she gi
an approving smile.
“Giving her the run down on everyone?” She looks at Finn. When
els likelifts a brow, I’'m reminded of how shuttered he is in the public eye an
we didswell of honor that he’s shown me so much more the last few days th:
dug outpeople ever get.
“He probably told you I’m the manager at the Den, but most of t
ifter hel’m just managing these four numb-nuts and making sure they don’t k
1e mostother.”
lieve it 1 laugh at the picture she paints and quickly realize she must 1
important to the Foxes if she can talk about them like that. “Didn’t 3
Os overRoman was the person making sure y’all didn’t get killed?”
“Yes,” Finn says gruffly, then gives me a mischievous smirk. “H

other people from killing us, Stella keeps us from killing each other.”



ulls me “Exactly, and they’re damn lucky.” Stella gives Finn a nudge

n. “Theshoulder and walks away.

an who “He’ll never admit it in this lifetime or the next, but Stella is Cast

...” Hefriend. She’s family.”

2 it this  “Best friend?” I bite back a laugh. Men like Cash don’t have friend
have associates, acquaintances, mutually beneficial relationships, |

monthsfriends.

“Like I said, he’ll never admit it, and you didn’t hear it from o
d she’sbrushes a piece of hair behind my ear, and his jovial expression s
maginesomething more serious. My stomach twists for whatever he’s going
are.  next. “You’re so fucking beautiful.”
eted by My cheeks warm and my heart skips. Words get twisted on my tong

just rise on my toes to kiss his nose. “I’m going to help get the food pl
ves meturn away, a smile on my lips.

He grabs my hand as I walk away. “I like when you kiss me there.”
he only I bite my lip to hide the ridiculous grin trying to break free. “Finne
d feel athe romantic,” I tease while leaving.
in most  “Tell anyone and I’ll kill em,” he shouts after me.

I laugh, and all I can think is how the hell did we get here?
he time

ill each

e very

/ou say

e stopsWho knew lunch with your family’s biggest enemies and rivals coul

pleasant?



in the Harlow and Stella are lovely and funny, and it feels good to not be t
girl in the room—or outside table.
1’s best Alfie has not shut up about the mac and cheese, and why didn’t t
macaroni salad instead so that he doesn’t “blow up the bathroom
s. TheyWhile on the other hand, Roman hasn’t said more than three words.
but not And the Foxes...well, they almost seem like normal brothers. If yot
the fact that when someone makes a joke about stabbing the othe
1e.” Heactually pull out a blade.
hifts to But there’s an air of camaraderie and equality that I never see betw
s to saybrothers. Sure, my brothers are close, but there’s always the e
competition and the need to prove one is more deserving of the I
ue, so Iname.
ated.”I I find it fascinating. Observing them all together, picking uf
character quirks. Cash is the clear leader, but he doesn’t act like he’
than the other three. Roan is easy to read, wears his emotions on his
as Fox,and is the quickest to get upset. Lochlan, the baby of the group, se
annoy everyone the most, yet makes everyone laugh the most.
Finn is just as quiet and brooding as ever, but there’s a lightness to
of his shoulders, a loosening of his jaw. He brushes his hair out of h
and his deep, green eyes lock with mine across the table. I feel a
energy crackle between us and settle in my core. His eyes darken sukt
the corner of his mouth ticks like he knows exactly what I’m feeli
eyes drop to my lips while he licks his own and—
“What the fuck did you just say?” His head whips at Lochlan seated
me, and anger twists his features.
d be so  Lochlan laughs it off. “I was commending Effie on a great home vic

“You fucking watched it?” Finn growls. He stands and leans acr



he onlytable, his fingers whiten on the table and his muscles are wound tigh
to pounce.
hey get “An Oscar-worthy performance.”
” later. Humiliation lands like a fucking bomb in my stomach. I look dow:
plate and wish I could evaporate into thin air.
Lignore “That’s my wife.” Finn reacts as fast as a viper, grabbing him by th
1, theyand yanking him out of his chair. His other hand holds a switchblac
under Lochlan’s eye. “I should carve your fucking eyes out.”
een my No one else at the table has moved, looking, quite frankly, unb
'dge ofwhile I’m frozen from embarrassment.
suciano  “Chill dude, if it was gonna get your panties in such a twist, you sh
have left it on the family cloud. Plus, I didn’t think you’d care after y
y smallit to half the city.” Another bomb detonates in my stomach. Half the ci
s better Finn’s face flashes from rage to hurt then back so quickly that I
; sleevemiss it. “It wasn’t half the city. It was one fucking person, and I’ll
ems tolive with the knowledge that I almost killed the one fucking good thin;
life because of it.” He releases his brother with a shove. “Now sit tl
' the setdown, and if you ever disrespect my wife again, it won’t matter that
is face,my brother.”
zap of The table is quiet as Finn takes his seat. A heavy silence hangs in
itly anduntil Alfie clears his throat and all heads turn to him. “Um, weren’t we
ng. Hisplay badminton or something?”
The tension is cut as the table breaks into laughter, but I’m still ste
next tothe fact that the person sitting next to me has seen me in my most de
moment. I look up at Finn and he’s already staring at me, apology ric

»

leo.”  eyes.

'0ss the 1 know he regrets what he did, but that doesn’t mean it didn’t |



t, readyDoesn’t mean I don’t feel violated all over again. As people move
lawn, Finn and I are the only ones left at the table.

“Which parts?” I finally speak. “Which parts of the video did he see
nat my Finn takes a deep breath before responding, “If he watched wha

Hudson, then just enough to get the idea.”
e collar “How much, Finn?”
le right “You unzip my pants and the first stroke, then I cut it to you cleani
he says it so clinically, devoid of emotion. It hurts him to relive wt
othereddone. He’s no longer pleased with my humiliation or satisfied by t
me.
ouldn’t “You warned me something like this would happen,” I say, remen
ou senthis last words as I left the kitchen the day I failed to hack his compt
ty?  nods solemnly. “Do you still believe what happened is on me?”
almost We’ve been sitting across from each other like colleagues at a meet
have tonow he gets up and comes to sit in the empty chair next to me. He spin
g in mymy seat, hands on my thighs between his legs. “Listen to me, Effi
he fuckhappened is not your fault. We’ve both hurt each other, double cross:
you’reother, but you almost getting killed? That’s on me and me alone.”
I sigh, a relief lifting in my chest because I know I’m not innocent
the airfar from it, but hearing Finn acknowledge his role in the damag
> gonnasomething inside me.

“And I will spend the rest of my life trying to make up for it.” He c
wing incheek and I lean into the warmth of his rough palm. “I’m not a good
gradingand I’ll never be able to atone for all my sins. But if there’s one sin
h in hispenance for every fucking day, it’s ever putting you in danger.”

I let his words sink in and feel the honesty and earnestness behin

happen.When it’s clear I don’t know what to say in return, he adds, “If you’ll ]



» to the Finneas Fox is not a good man, but he is my man. “Okay.”

He fights a small smile, and there’s a hint of hope in his eyes that I
2”7 seen before. “Okay.”
t I sent It’s almost a relief when the intense moment is broken by Roan st

“Go get your fucking shuttle-dick!”

“It’s a shuttlecock, you dumbass,” Lochlan hollers back, and both F
ng up,”l break into laughter. The smile on my face feels good and right, and t
1at he’sin front of me feels good and right.
aunting “Your brothers are ridiculous.” I laugh.

He shakes his head. “Fucking clowns.”

nbering

OceanofPDF.com
iter. He

ing, but
'S me in
e, what

ed each

in this,

e heals

ups my
person,

I’ll pay

d them.

et me.”


https://oceanofpdf.com

Finneas Fox is not a good man, but he is my man. “Okay.”

He fights a small smile, and there’s a hint of hope in his eyes that I haven’t
seen before. “Okay.”

It’s almost a relief when the intense moment is broken by Roan shouting,
“Go get your fucking shuttle-dick!”

“It’s a shuttlecock, you dumbass,” Lochlan hollers back, and both Finn and
I break into laughter. The smile on my face feels good and right, and the man
in front of me feels good and right.

“Your brothers are ridiculous.” I laugh.

He shakes his head. “Fucking clowns.”
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Actions and Consequences

Effie

What are you supposed to say to the man whose son you killed?

I guess I will find out soon. The car to take us to the char
should be arriving any minute. In a way, I’m relieved it’s almost tin
been so anxious about tonight, and running into the governor, that I’y
on the verge of throwing up all day.

I’m ready on time, all that’s left is for Finn to help me into my dres
gorgeous strapless, form-fitting dress in heavy, emerald satin, with a
slit in the back and a large playful bow that covers my entire back. W
his condo in June Harbor, so I walk down the hallway to his suite fi
guest bedroom I’ve been using to get ready in.

I find him in a walk-in closet easily three times as big as the bathi
the barn. His back is to me, and his white dress shirt is at his elbo
strong, capped shoulders bare. He’s not even halfway dressed. “Fir
can’t believe you’re not dressed yet,” I whine, anxiety coursing throug

He turns slowly, tongue in cheek and gives me a lazy look up anc
His gaze rakes my skin and my stomach flutters. “That’s rich comir

someone in nothing but lingerie.”



“I need you to help me with my dress. The car will be here any mint

He slowly shrugs his shirt over his shoulders. “You’ll wait for me,
can wait for us.”

“Why are you being so fucking difficult?” He only replies with
coolness. “Jesus Christ, come to my room whenever your highness

he’s done making everyone else wait on him.”
I storm back around. My palms sweat and my heart rate increases. !
A heavy hand grips the back of my neck and tugs me back. Finn sj
around and gets so close our noses nearly touch. “We’ve been pl
sweet game of house lately, but you’re dancing with fire. Do I need to
, you the kind of man I am?”
ity gala
His eyes darken intensely, and his dominant display is making 1

1e. I’ve

e beensomething other than stress for the first time all day. My heart thumps

my sternum, and I can’t help but push him, riding the high of a small r

. It's afrom the anxiety. “We don’t have time for that either.”

daring “The moment you became my wife is the moment you stopped

Jo're gtinyone or anything else dictate your life. The car will wait. The g;

om thewait. And the governor? He can kiss your fucking feet.”

“That’s not how the world works, Finn.” I bite back. “Point A, I’'m 1

oom atto you.” 1 shove him in the chest. His hands clamp down around mine

W, hisbare chest. I feel his heart pound under my palms.

neas. 1 “You’re right. And as your husband, it’s my responsibility to get

h me

| down.
\g frommiddle of the closet. My cheek presses against the cool glass top. He t

of your head.”

He whips me around and bends me over the island of drawers

my ear and his breath sends chills down my spine. “Don’t move an inc

The island is taller than my hips, so I’m stretched on my toes to lay



»

ite.”  releases my neck and grabs a tie from the drawer. “Hands.”
the car I bring my arms behind my back, and he ties them with the silky ma
I test the restraint, and the next thing I know a blinding pain is I
a smugacross my ass. I gasp, too shocked for words. The sting is so good I i1
decidescrave more. He trails a finger up my spine. “I told you not to move
now on, every time you fidget even the slightest bit, you’ll earn anott
Do you understand?”
yins me Fuck me, 1 know I should be pissed, but instead my body rai
aying adegrees, and my inner thighs slicken.
remind “I understand.” Immediately I want to defy him, move just to spi
And to get his hands back on me, because when he’s touching me, I
ne feelfeel like I can breathe.
against He steps into my line of sight, and I practically drool watching him
eprieve—painfully so—button his shirt. I’ve never seen anything hotter than |
Fox getting dressed with his eyes intently on me.
letting One by one, he does each button and covers a bit more of his t
1la willmuscles. I’d mourn the opportunity to see the work of art that is his bc
he’s just as striking when so sharply dressed.
married “One,” he says, low and deadly. I didn’t even realize I’d move
> on hisburns in my core.
He slowly walks behind me and my entire body lights up in antic
you outHe caresses my cheek, still stinging from the last blow. “You look -
divine bent over like this.”
in the My pulse races waiting for the strike. His presence behind me is sc
wms inand palpable he might as well have his hands all over me. His palm
h.”  down my thigh and then in between my legs. His light touch as he app:

flat. Hethe edges of my panties makes me squirm. “Two.”



“Fuck,” I whisper.

terial.  He laughs darkly. “No, princess, I won’t be fucking you. That woul

burninga punishment, now would it?” He drags his fingers over my pussy

1stantlyinhale sharply, every muscle in my body struggling not to writhe.

». Frompromise you’ll enjoy being punished just as much.”

1er one. His hands leave me, and I feel cold without him. He grabs cufflink:
a drawer in front of me and begins tediously fastening them. My arch

ses tenand my calves burn from the position. “You can’t go any faster?”

“Three.”

te him. “You never said I couldn’t talk—"

finally “Four.” I bite my tongue and glare at him, he lifts one brow and
Arrogant bastard.

slowly Why do his cufflinks make me want to drop to my knees and undc

Finneaswork he’s just done getting dressed? Why do my insides melt w
straightens his sleeves, giving each wrist a little tug?

attooed There’s also something about the way his gaze is constantly roam

ydy, butskin, soaking in every inch of my exposed body like a predator stalk
next meal, which heightens all my senses and demands all my atte

d. Heatcould be late to meet the goddamn Queen, and I wouldn’t care less, 1
all I can think about is the beautiful man in front of me and the d«

ipation.moments hanging in the air before he touches me next.

fucking He picks up a bow tie and turns away from me to tie it in a mirror. I
relief and take the brief moment of his back to me to stretch my back.

) strong “Five.” My breath catches in my throat, and I look up to see h

1 glideslocked on mine through the reflection. I don’t know how he does it, t

roachesable to finish his task without ever taking his eyes off mine.

The tension and silence gnaw at me. Eagerness and electricity hum



me. I can’t handle it a second longer. “I thought you said I would enj
l[dn’t beand so far all you’ve done is bore me.”
,and I His lip curls menacingly as he slowly turns. “Then get up, prince
“But Itaunts. “There’s nothing stopping you.”
He’s right. The restraints on my wrists would do nothing to stop n
s out ofstanding up and walking right out. But of course, I won’t do that. I'1
es achegame too much. His eyes glow like embers when I refuse to move. He
tux jacket off a hanger and slips it on.
He rounds the island in slow, predatory movements. I sense him
me, everywhere all at once. He kicks my legs apart and I have to stret
smirks. further on my toes to remain flat. His fingers ghost over my clit and dc
slit, so lightly it would tickle if it wasn’t such an infuriating tease. “/
y all thealways this wet when you’re bored?”
hen he And then his hand is gone, and my body vibrates in his absence. I h
retreat and my heels sag, inching a touch down the island.
ing my “Six.” His voice wraps around me like smoke.
tqing his I hear the clinking of glass and the sound of liquid pouring. “I’d of
ntion. Ia drink but...” he drawls. Of course, he would have a bar in his
yecausecloset.
2licious He comes to stand behind me, and I feel high with anticipation. ]
close I can hear his breath, steady and strong. I can see his hands
sigh inperipheral vision, hovering over my hips. Every cell in my body st
attention, craving what only he can give me.
is eyes Finally he touches me.
yut he’s  His hands feel cool against my searing skin. He begins to leisurel
my panties and I hear him suck in an awed breath. This shaky inhal

through



oy this,first time his control cracks, and I’'m pleased to see I’'m not the only
affected. “How many, princess?”
:ss,” he “Six.” The urge to thrust back into him is powerful, especially
consider how he might punish me if I do.
1e from “You know why I’m doing this don’t you?” He asks, my panties mi
ove theand his hands lightly roving up the swell of my ass.
takesa “Yes.” I hardly consider his question because somehow I intuitivel
the answer. He’s doing it for me. It’s not just about the tease, but akt
behindcare he has for me. He knows how the anxiety of tonight has been e
ch evenme and these tantalizing moments are the only time it’s melted away.
ywnmy “Good. Because I won’t be gentle. You may be a princess, but I'mr
\re youtreat you like my whore.” I brace for the spank I’'m sure will follc
instead I feel cold liquid spilling down my ass.
ear him I turn my head the smallest amount to see Finn letting whiskey sp
his mouth onto me. “I’ll let you get away with that one.” He smi
kneels behind me. My pussy clenches when I feel his breath flutter
fer youmy hot skin. He groans quietly, as if he didn’t mean for me to he
fuckingspreads my cheeks, taking one long, indecent lick from hole to hole,
up the whiskey.
He’s so He stands and grabs my jaw, twisting my head so he can give me
in mylascivious kiss. He pulls away and my head spins, my breath com
ands tosnatched. “Doesn’t your patience taste sweet?” I moan, savoring the
him, the whiskey and my own lust.
And then without any other warning, his fist closes around my bour
y lowerwhile his other hand comes down hard and sharp. It takes a moment
e is theburn to settle in, for the heat to spread, and fuck, nothing has ever

good.



one so Except for the next slap, and the one after that and the one after the
one layers sensations on top of sensations, the pain and pleasu
when Ibuilding exponentially. By the time he finishes all six, I’m ready to
more even though my wrists ache under his bruising hold and my
d-thighnothing but white-hot fire.
I’m breathing so heavily the glass by my face has fogged up and I c
y knowmy own heartbeat. I’'m still coming down when I feel another
out thesomething wet on my ass. The cool liquid is like sweet honey agai
ating atraging skin. My mind is a haze, not even trying to deduce what is haj
until a finger spreads the coolness between my cheeks.
1 gonna He’s thoughtful and confident in his movements. I never doubt I’]
>w, butwhatever he does next. He knows when to push me and when to hold 1
finger wanders to my back entrance and smooths the gel-like liquid
ill fromthe hole, pressing softly. I whimper pleasurably as his finger breac
rks andtight ring. “Tell me to stop, and I will. But I don’t think you want me
againstyou, princess?”
ar, and I suck in full breath and on the exhale, he pushes further, sink
lapping“That’s it, good girl,” he praises as I relax and welcome him in. '
something uniquely vulnerable but comforting in relinquishing cont
a long,this. It makes me feel both scared and cared for.
ipletely He continues to lavish me with encouragement and begins to slowl
taste ofin and out of my ass. Soon, I become lost in the rhythm, feeling fulls
body and in this moment.
1d wrist  “Fuck, if you keep making those sounds, I’m gonna forget about m
for theand fuck your tight little ass right here.” Finn groans and squeezes
hurt soharder. “You like this don’t you? Such a filthy little plaything.”

“Yes,” 1 breathe on the next moan as he works his finger in «



it. Eachsweeping circular motion inside me. It’s mesmerizing and so fuckin;
‘e bothfind myself pushing my hips back, eager for more.
beg for “I’'m gonna pull out, but stay just like this, okay, princess?” The I
7 ass ismy hip slides up my back with a firm pressure and I nod. He wit
slowly and the sensation is just as overwhelming as when he entered.
an hear I hear him move several paces away but then he’s back. He opens ¢
spill ofbox at the side of my head so I can see as he pulls out its contents.
Inst myyou to wear this tonight.” He twirls the butt plug so I can see its s
ypeningshape and the jeweled base. “And every time you feel it, I want
remember what happened here tonight. If you get anxious or overwl
[l enjoycome back to this place where nothing matters but me and you.” He
me. Hismy hair and searches for understanding in my eyes.
around “Okay.” I swallow, oddly touched by the gift.
hes the He circles back behind me and again gently pushes a lubricated finy
» to. Dome. I relax much quicker this time, enjoying the fullness instantly. He
out and next I feel the hard, metal tip of the plug prodding where hi:
iing in.used to be. I focus on my breathing, relaxing my muscles and putting
There’sweight onto the island.
rol like “Look at you,” he says with awe, “my perfect, little wife.”
He takes his time fitting the whole thing and once it’s fully seated ht
y pumpeach dimple in my lower back. He gently pulls my panties back up an
/ in myat the thin fabric against my smarting skin. He unties my wrists, ¢
hands fall to clutch the edge of the island.
y plans He drags a soothing palm down my back. “Let’s get you into that dr
my hip

1 wide,



g hot, I

1and on

‘hdraws

sealedpy, g did, in fact, wait for us.

['want However, it feels like the driver is determined to hit every pothole ¢

ize and o, goddamn hump in the road. Each jostle and bump I feel ten-folc

you tOsore, full ass. Finn is casually sipping a drink with his arm along the w

mlmEd’his fingers drumming lightly on the rim. He looks at me from the cc

strokesy; eye every time we hit a bump, but I won’t give him the satisfacti

reaction. I’m sure he’d love to know I can still feel him even when |

touching me, but taunting him feels just as gratifying as giving in.

S€r N0 116 Jooks downright wicked in a full tux. His dark hair is swept be

pulls ittwo small strands have fallen making him look polished but still

5 finger
rall

around the edges, like he could kill you without getting a speck of bl
MYhis crisp white shirt. My fingers itch to loosen his collar and dust a
teasingly light as he did earlier. I'm getting lost in thoughts of us, ¢

taken by surprise as the limo turns sharply and I gasp, squirming.

e kisses At the sound, Finn’s head slowly rounds on me, tongue in
dI hISS«Something bothering you, princess?”
nd my  agone 1 say and sit taller.

He lifts a brow. “Is that so?”

»

€sS. “Mhmm.” I grind my teeth as the car stutters to a stop at a redlig

muscles aching.



He nods thoughtfully, but a devilish glint sparkles in his eye. He
glass down without ever taking his assessing gaze off me.

“Seems like I left my wife wanting.” His hand lashes out and gr
wrist, dragging me quickly and effortlessly across the limousine seat a
his lap. My stomach and hips rest on his legs, my ass facing up. He
heavy palm languidly from my ankle to my thigh.

“Finn, what are you—"

ind any
 on my “I promised not to be gentle, and if you’re still able to sit, I didn’t d
rindow His words are rich and goading. He smooths a palm over one of my

Jrner ofand even the light pressure wiggles the plug and rubs at the ache.

didn’t do it, maybe we should try for ten.”

on of a

1e’s not He raises his hand and my heart pounds deliriously. “Wait—wait, F:
“What’s that, little wife?”

k. but I turn over in his lap and sit up, settling myself between his knee

| rough™ legs hang over one side of his. “Every bump in the road, every

lood on™oVe: I feel you.” He looks down his nose at me and I trail a finger d

Kiss aScheek, and I feel his jaw clench under my touch. “Thank you.”

nd I'm His lip twitches, and I can see pride soften his eyes. His arms encii
waist, and he plants a soft kiss behind my ear and whispers, “You did ¢
Cheek.princess. I’m so proud of you.” I fucking melt. “I can’t wait to reward
Our driver pulls into the queue of cars at the hotel hosting the g

least this one is for a deserving cause and not to raise money for rich

to get a new golf course. Seeing the cameras flash up ahead sends me

shi Inyback to the last time I was at a gala. The scene will play out eerily

D

except this time, I will be walking in with Finn on my arm instead of F
Finn must notice my accelerated breathing the closer we inch in 1

places a weighty palm on my chest and reminds me to breathe. We are



sets histo the front when he says, “One last thing...” He pulls out a small bla
and telling me to breathe was pointless because the emerald ring insid
abs mymost beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. “Can’t let you go in there -
nd overeveryone knowing exactly who you belong to.”
slides a  “Jesus Christ, Finn, that’s the biggest rock I’ve ever seen.”
He slips it on to my finger, a pleased smile playing on his lips. “Gu
bigger and better than him in two departments.”
eliver.” The joke, as ill-formed as it is, makes me laugh and helps chas
cheeks,some of my nerves. I look down at the new ring on my finger and la
“If sixdid buy that last one myself.”
“I know,” he says smugly.
inn.” “No, you didn’t.”
“Spiteful, stubborn and rich enough to pull it off.” He gives me
s whilesmile. “Though, I may not have thought of it if you hadn't given me th
rinch I Tlook at him confused, and he parrots my words back to me, ““You
own hisbought this for myself just to convince you I’'m engaged?’”
“Oh.” I bite my cheek.
rcle my “It doesn’t matter, that ring was never meant to be on your hai
50 well,this...” He holds up my hand and takes in the sparkling emerald. “—

»

you.” also look great wrapped around my cock.”
‘ala—at “Finneas Fox.” I slap him in the chest.

people He looks proud when he says, “Did I not say that’s where thi
straightbelongs no matter whose ring is on it?”
similar, The car stops and seconds later our door opens, I shoot Finn a testin
Tudson. “If you mention anything about your cock near my father, I will say
ine. Hewith a rusty blade. Do you hear me?”

‘almost He gives me a wolfish grin. “Loud and clear, darling,” he say



ck box,accepting a challenge not a threat.
le is the “I’m serious, Finn.” I hiss through a smile as he helps me out of the
without He places my hand in the crook of his elbow and we begin to glid

the red carpet. “As am 1.”

ess I’'m

e away

wgh. “I

The ballroom at the Ritz has been transformed into a luxury casino
off the sea cliffs of Monte Carlo. Everything is dripping in gold an
+ a wryand I’m reminded how little these events have to do with the actual
e idea.”and everything to do with the who’s who of June Harbor. We are som
think ITyoungest people here, but that doesn’t surprise me. We’re only here
request of my father anyway.

Speaking of Satan himself, I spot him across the room, and he us
1d. Butover, his smile as wide as it is fake. I can feel Finn tense as we approa
—would’m starting to wish there were metal detectors at the door becaut

pulling out a gun at a charity gala feels completely on brand.

“You’ll be fine,” I whisper and give his arm a squeeze.
is hand “I’m not worried for myself, princess,” he says, his voice low and le

“Euphemia, my dear,” my mother squawks and flings her arms arot
g stare.“I feel like I haven’t seen my baby in forever.” I try to loosen i
~ it offembrace, but I feel like I’m in the jaws of a lion. She finally releases

turns gushing to Finn. “And my goodness, Finneas, is that really y

s as if



grown up.” She grasps his cheek, and now I’'m not only worried ab
limo. father getting shot but my mother too.
e down “And wow, look at all those tattoos,” she says with mock astonishi
she takes in the ink sprawling out of his neckline and sleeves. My m
happy to pretend my brothers don’t have any tattoos as long as she c:
them.
But to my surprise, Finn turns on a dazzling, panty-melting smile
Luciano, you haven’t aged a day in ten years. I see where my wife
beauty.” He gives me a warm smile, but it radiates with the same type
I imagine hell has.
straight “Yes, how is married life treating you two...” My father pauses to
d satin,up and down with taunting amusement in his eyes, “...lovebirds?” 1
charitymy hand balling into a tight fist. Lovebirds? He knows exactly he
e of themarriage came to be. Why pretend when we all know the truth.
> at the “Little Ef!” I turn at the nickname only two people call me. “Look
all grown up and married, huh?” Renzo strolls up to us with a cocky g
hers usdrink in hand.
ch,and “I didn’t know you were back?” It shouldn’t matter but for some
se Finnmy brother’s surprise return has me feeling off balance. “Is G here too
I don’t get a response. Instead he turns to Finn and offers a terse, “F
“Lorenzo.” Finn’s calm composure gives me an anchor. If anyone
thal. be freaked out by this bombardment of Lucianos, it’s him. I wa
ind me.father’s eyes narrow, scrutinizing the interaction. An unexpected s
nto herpride wells, seeing Finn so confidently holding his own. Not tl
me andsurprised.
ou? So Two hands land on my shoulders from behind. “Baby sis, look at

grown up.”



out my I turn with a sneer to face Gianni. “Did you two rehearse that fucki
or something?”
ment as “Euphemia, language,” my mother chides. Being treated like a -
other ischild makes my anxiety rise.
an’t see “Please excuse us while we find our seats.” Finn’s steading palm fi
small of my back, and he pulls me into his side.
. “Mrs. “You’re at our table, son,” my father says, and Finn’s jaw -
sets herremember the last time my father called him son and his eyes have tt
of heatmurderous energy as they did then.
Christ, this is going to be a bloodbath.
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I turn with a sneer to face Gianni. “Did you two rehearse that fucking line
or something?”

“Euphemia, language,” my mother chides. Being treated like a fucking
child makes my anxiety rise.

“Please excuse us while we find our seats.” Finn’s steading palm finds the
small of my back, and he pulls me into his side.

“You’re at our table, son,” my father says, and Finn’s jaw ticks. I
remember the last time my father called him son and his eyes have the same
murderous energy as they did then.

Christ, this is going to be a bloodbath.
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Amongst the Stars

Finn

mazingly, I make it through dinner without plunging a fork int:
of the Luciano brothers’ hands. I’ve been determined to keep «
my burning desire to slit everyone’s throat, if only to avoid making t
worse for Effie. Though, I’m starting to think she might thank me if I
seems more uncomfortable around her own family than mine, and tt
something when she had a full-blown panic attack over fucking cups.
I can’t help the territorial hand I keep on her leg the entire time, ta
soothing rhythm to remind her I’m right here and I’m not leaving.
Except to maybe piss because I’ve held it all dinner and things are
urgent. When the final speaker for the night ends, he welcomes the gi
the dance floor and her father asks Effie to dance. I grip her thigh tigh
she gives my hand a small, reassuring tap and stands.
I figure this is my chance. I excuse myself from the table and m
way to the restroom. The lively chatter of the evening and music 1
room, and stepping into the hallway is a relief to the senses. It’

quieter, which means I instantly notice when the ballroom door opens



I spin as casually as I can while also sticking my hand in the pock
my switchblade. Sure, it could be any number of guests innocently fo
behind me. But I've seen too much shit to believe in coincidenc
someone entering the quiet, empty hallway at the same time as me isn’

“Governor,” I step toward him. I see him flinch minutely, but he
quickly recover.

“You won’t get away with this, Fox. I will find him.”

“Find who exactly?” There’s nothing but dryness in my tone, not ev
sympathy.

“Just tell me, is he dead or alive?” he orders, as if he has any fuckir

0 either

. to make demands of me.
1 lid on

his any In case you’re losing your hearing, I'll say it again: I don’t kno

do Sheyou’re talking about. Now, I suggest you go right back through that d
enjoy your night.” I give him a pointed nod and walk away.

1at says
“You have no idea the enemy you’ve made, boy.” His voice shak

nger
I turn slowly, straightening my lapels. “What did you hope to accc

. d
pping a

gettingwjth this little hallway ambush? To intimidate me, threaten me? Becai

Lests tOobviously know who I am and that this,” I wave a bored hand, “won’t

ter. but “I won’t stop until I find him.” He glowers, and I meet his stare eye
’ “I sure hope you find whoever you’re looking for. Good e

Governor.”
ake my

‘ills the
5 much

again.



et with
llowing

‘es and

t one.

tries to

When I return, it doesn’t take me long to pick Effie out of the crowt

down right show-stopping in that sinful emerald dress. I weave n
en fakethlrough the dance floor of people toward her and her father. They loc
in tense conversation, her forehead is fretted and her eyes are dowr
18 lrighttakes all the control I have to not storm up and rip her away from him
her over my shoulder and take her far away, somewhere we can be

w what
two of us.

oor and They don’t see me coming and I hear the tail end of their conversa
don’t want excuses. I want results.”

es with “It’s taking longer than I thought, but I’m trying, Papa.”

Their hushed and suspicious tones make my stomach turn to leac

)mphShmyself not to over analyze their out of context words. I trust Effie, 1

15€ yOurnyself. Before I have too long to question what evidence she’s givei

work.” .
trust her, she spots me and waves, relief clear on her face.

toeye. instantly warm from the smile that tugs on her lips, the creases
Vening’brow melting away upon seeing me.
“I’d like to steal my wife for a dance.”
“Of course.” He inspects me as if searching for signs of tension tha
tell him whether or not I heard their conversation.
Effie accepts my hand and I pull her into me. I like the way she ¢

soon as she’s firmly in my arms. “I thought you don’t dance?”



“I never said that.”

She narrows her eyes at me, and my chest expands just having her |
me, my bow tie suddenly suffocating. “You had a fit last time I triec
you to dance.”

“I dance now.” To prove my point and that my lessons with Stel

1, She,Spaid off, I swing Effie out and then reel her back in, wrapping m

Wy Wayaround her and dipping her low. It’s smooth and graceful and just a bi

k to beto the man she deserves.

icast. [t But as I pull her back up, I give her plump ass a squeeze, and she ¢

. throw® mix of arousal and pain. She tries to cover it by asking a question. “

just thechanged?”

“You.” I brush a chaste kiss across her pinkening cheeks and wh:

tion “Iher ear, “Tell me, princess. Are you blushing from this dance or be

just reminded you who owns that perfect ass?”
She gives me a coy smile and looks up at me through her lashes,
1 1 tellome brow as if to say wouldn’t you like to know. So I grab a handful of

. ;again and she blushes even brighter and buries her face in my chest
remind

me all the answer I need.
1 me to

I laugh into the top of her hair, and she only comes back out o

in herﬂaming cheeks have cooled. “I haven’t seen the governor yet, me

didn’t come?” There’s an excitement in her voice that makes me watr
just to keep her smiling. Honesty and loyalty.
t would I ran into him in the hallway.
Her face blanches. “Did he say anything?”
ighs as Only idle threats from a limp dick old man.
“He knows, doesn’t he?” Panic leaks into her voice and her e

around the room nervously.



I wrap my hand more tightly around hers and hold it to my che
paze ondoesn’t know anything. But more importantly, he can’t prove anythin
1 to getbrows pinch together, and I want to kiss the tension away, but I kn

won’t help.
la have “How many people do you think I’ve killed?”
iy arms “What?” Her attention whips back to me, eyes scrutinizing.

tcloser “Well, if I started when I was fifteen and average at least one per

3

sasps in -~ “Finn, where the fuck are you going with this?” she whisper-ye
‘What’sinternally I am celebrating that she now looks infuriated rather than foi
“If we’re being conservative, that’s more or less a hundred and fifty
isper in—"
cause I “Finn,” she hisses again, and I take her by surprise with a spin un
arm.
arching “As I was saying, it’s not a small number. Do you know how man
her assI’ve been convicted for murder? Or even arrested?”
- giving “I don’t know,” she says stubbornly, still peering around
neighboring dancers.
nce her “Oh, come on, take a guess.”
ybe he “Jesus, Finn, I don’t know...ten?”
1t to lie “Zero.”
She stops in her tracks. “Zero?”
“I’ve never even been brought in for questioning about a mu
disappearance.”
She nibbles on her lip. “You’re really that good?”
yes flit I chuckle. “Baby, I’m the best.”

“Whatever.” She rolls her eyes. “Dance with me.”



st. “He
g.” Her

ow that

- monthThe later into the evening we get, the more into the drink Effie gets. S
her third martini and I am quickly realizing she is a lusty drunk. She’s

lIs, andcontrol of her senses, only a touch past tipsy, but her eyes as well

rflorn. hands keep roaming.

‘people My blood is on fucking fire with every graze of her fingertips aga
thigh or up my arm. My jaw aches from clenching it so tight in restral

ider mymakes it look like they are accidental touches but the heady look in h
after is a dead giveaway.

y times We’re seated at the table, just the two of us. The rest of her fa
mingling while everyone waits for the auction to begin. This particula

at ourinfamous for being a battle of the riches. People drop obscene amo
money on things not nearly worth it, just to be seen doing it. It’s &
million-dollar dick swinging contest.

She idly plays with poker chips left on the table from a previou
while I drum on the rim of my drink. Her eyes catch on the movemen
have nice hands.”

rder or “Thank you?” I cock a brow at her.

“They would look good around my throat,” she says hushed over h
as she takes another sip.

“Jesus Christ, Ef...” I breathe.



“You’ve told me plenty of times where my hands would look go:
just returning the sentiment.” Her pink tongue darts out and wets he
she gazes up at me. “Do you not agree?”

“p__»

“She totally got a boob job,” Renzo plops down across from me.

“No, she’s always had massive tits,” says Gianni as he also sits.

he’son  “Who are you talking about?” Effie asks her brothers.

well in  “Marcella DeGrossi,” they answer at the same time.

~as her She leans back in her chair and smirks. “You’re both wrong.”

“No, I’'m not—

inst my “How do you know—" Are these fuckers capable of speaking oi

int. Shetime?

ler eyes  “She’s pregnant. And I know you both have fucked her...” She wig
eyebrows and both brothers’ jaws fall open. They exchange curic

mily isamused glances, and then Effie bursts out in laughter. “Jesus, you twc

r one isfucking gullible.”

unts of The three of them heckle back and forth, and I tune them out,

| multi-watching the light in Effie’s face, the brightness of her smile. Being
witness her like this, without the weight of stress or fear, is a fucking g

s game Their debate on Miss DeGrossi’s boobs is cut short when tl

t. “Youannounces the start of the auction. Numbered paddles are distribute
with a pamphlet on the night’s items. 'Effie twirls the toothpick fr
olives between her teeth, giving me a look that sends blood straight

er glasscock. She proceeds to wrap her lips around an olive and pull it off v
teeth. Then has the audacity to pretend she has no idea what she’s
looks at me innocently, mouthing, “What?”’

The auction begins, and I’'m having trouble focusing on anythin



od. I’'mthan the rise and fall of her chest against the brilliant green of he
r lip asTension crackles between us like we are both waiting for the other tc
I’m finely attuned to each subtle shift of her seat or tightening of her I
tell me she is still feeling my gift. I could watch her all fucking night ¢
find things that mesmerize me.
Strands of her neatly styled hair have fallen loose, and I idly tw
around my finger. I brush my thumb across the tiny scars by her e
blinks at me, her eyes rich and moody like whiskey. I bracket m
around the back of her neck and tug her to me, kissing the scars and br
into her flushed skin. “I can’t believe you’re my wife.”
ne at a Her hand drops to my thigh and ghosts over my groin, she looks u
with a pouty bottom lip and hooded eyes. “To do with as you please...
sles her 1 shudder, my skin becoming electrified and my hunger for her c
us andme.
) are so A laugh flutters out of her lips and she tries to scoot away, but I k
locked at my side, hand grasping her thigh. She gets a wicked glint in
insteadlike she’s about to come back with some smartass comment but tl
able toauctioneer announces some random French name and Effie nearly jur
rift. of her damn seat.
he MC “Oh my god,” she says awestruck as helpers bring out an impre
d alongpainting on a canvas the size of a twin bed. I have no idea who the ¢
om herand quite frankly, don’t care. All I care about is her reaction to it.
[ to my “We will start the bidding at a half million—"
vith her “Six hundred!” Someone calls out immediately.
doing, Effie’s eyes ping-pong around the room as a bidding war quickly
the price up to five million. Soon it’s down to the governor and on

g otherman.



r dress. “You want it?” I ask, and her head snaps to me.
) strike.  “It’s too much, no way.” She shakes her head and fidgets with her d
ips that “Five point one—do I hear five point one—" The auctioneer pratt
ind stillthe man battling the governor sits down defeated. “Five point one goii
going—"
7ist one  “Do you want it?”
ye. She “Fin—"
y hand I stare into her eyes while I raise my paddle. “Five, three.”
eathing Effie bounces in her seat and latches onto me giddy. Her petite hanc
around my forearm draped over her leg while the governor glares at n
p at meacross the room. My lip curls into a smirk.
7 The bid climbs to five and a half million and I lazily raise my padd
laws attake a leisurely, warming sip of my whiskey. “Five.” I say under my
for only Effie to hear.
eep her Another bid, another raise. “Four.”
her eye Another bid, another raise. “Three.”
hen the “What are you counting down to?” She whispers excitedly.
nps out “Until we win.”
She rakes her teeth over her bottom lip. “We?”
ssionist “You, the painting. Me, the pleasure of my wife sitting on my
irtist is,gratitude.” Her mouth hangs open, and I can’t help but brush my
across her bottom lip.
“We can’t—”
“You can’t deny me what’s mine, princess. You should know by no
7 drivesalways get what I want.” I’m barely paying attention to the auction,
ie othermy paddle while my eyes are fixed on the increased pace of her breath

blushing cheeks.



I only know we’ve won because Effie starts jumping up anc
ress. cheering, and when I look at the governor he is angrier than he wa:
les andhallway. I stand, as the room claps, I’'m sure this was the highest bic
1g onceevening. I grab her by the hips and tug her in front of me, my cock

celebrating our victory.

She feels my erection against her back and taunts over her shoulder,
luck, getting that anywhere near me in this dress.”

She’s right, her dress would certainly prevent anything I have in m
1s wrapit is now. Luckily, with our table in the corner, our backs face a wall.
1e fromout my switchblade and hold it to the slit at the back of her dress.

“Finneas.” She gapes, looking behind her. “Jesus, control yourself.’
le, then I graze my teeth along her ear. “I lost control around you a long tim
7 breathThen I’m cutting the dress straight up to the small of her back. M

hammers the more I reveal of her perfect body and the need to sink
inside her is dizzying.

I sit, pulling her down onto my lap and she gasps, no doubt becaus:
toy being jostled. “Hips up, princess.” My breath on the back of hi
makes her shiver, and I want to lick away the goosebumps.

She rises a few inches but never enough that the billowing sides

dick indress don’t keep her covered. I swiftly undo my pants and cut her pan
thumbl see the jewel in her ass and my heart feels like it’s going to beat ou
chest. Knowing that everyone can see the emerald on her finger, but
only one who gets to see this one makes me impossibly harder.
w that I I pull her hips all the way back at the same time I take my dick out ¢
raisingher up with the tip. Her fingers grip the table as she lowers herself ¢
ing anddeep groan threatening to spill from me.

“Fuck, you’re so tight.” Her pussy clenches around me as she take



| downthe hilt, the toy in her ass making everything narrower.

5 in the  “Oh my god,” she gasps, and her hands twist into the black tableclo
1 of theso...much.” There’s an intrigued and excited tinge to her voice e
alreadyrelaxes back a little.

“Look at you, such a good fucking girl, taking my cock with y

“Goodfilled. My princess and my plaything.” 1 nuzzle into the back of he
nipping the skin, fighting the urge to sink my teeth deeper. “You

ind. Asfucking good.”

I whip Christ, too good. It’s taking everything I have not to thrust up into |
wet cunt like it’s the only place I’'m ever meant to be.

’ “God, Finn, I’m so full.” She wiggles a little in my lap, and I bite

le ago.”groan as she pulses around me. “I could come just like this.”

y chest “Gonna come for me in a room full of people? Naughty wife.” 1

myselfagainst her neck.

“Still got money in the bank after that for a game of poker?” Gian
e of thebreaking off from the conversation with his brother. They both turn to
er neckEffie’s back goes rigid. I give her hip a reassuring squeeze.

I brush off his dig and start stacking my chips together as an answe
. of herwiping their asses in Blackjack earlier in the night, I’'m surprised t
ties off.coming back for more. “Hold ’em?”

t of my “You’re on,” Renzo says, shuffling the cards with ease and dealing
I’m thefirst hand.

Poker is technically a game of luck, but I have a feeling my princes
ind linelose tonight. “Good luck,” I say and press a quick kiss to her cheek.
lown, a I keep one hand on Effie the whole time, drumming on her hip. Any

she may have had dissipates and she’s left with the glowing thrill of th

s me toand our illicit secret.



As we play several hands, I notice how her hands ball into fists on tl
th. “It’sand I find it amusing how she seems to be more emotionally investec
ind shegame than anyone else playing. Her sweet face scrunches up in fru

anytime one of her brothers wins a hand and takes a portion of her win
our ass I give her a small punch of my hips, disguised as repositioning in 1
r neck,and she gasps, any traces of irritation melting away. She shoots wide
feel some, but I look straight ahead, my tongue tracing my bottom lip. H
morphs into a cocky grin, as if to say challenge accepted.
her hot, Her luck seems to change after that as she plays the next hand. Renz
and Effie glances at her holding cards. I peek over her shoulder and se
back aholding pocket aces. As I glance at her, I notice she’s trying to hide a ¢
think she’s going to slow play it as she calls the bluff bet Giar
breatheobviously made. “Pot’s right” Renzo says, and as the turn card come
her third ace and know she’s won. Everyone lays down their hands ar
ni says,claps and reaches forward to scoop the pot. Her pussy slides up and dc
us, andshaft as she clutches the chips to her chest, and it forces me to grind n
together to avoid groaning out loud.
r. After When it starts to feel like every inch of my skin is on fire, I dig my
hey areinto her hips, stilling her, and growl in her ear, “Princess, I swear to
you don’t stop bouncing on my cock, I’'m going to bend you over th
out theand let everyone hear how you sound when you get truly fucked t
husband.” She sharply inhales and presses her lips closed, a gui
s won’tmischievous look on her face. “Unless that’s what you want?”

She looks over her shoulder at me and worries her lip through he
'nervesshe shakes her head but the love-drunk look in her eyes says oth
le game“Let’s finish this game and then I'll take you somewhere I can gi

everything you’re craving.”



he table Renzo deals the last hand. Effie grabs her cards, peeks at what she t
| in thisfans the cards out in front of her perfect pink lips. As the flop come
strationlow and hushed, “By the end of the night those pretty lips will be w
nings. around my cock.” Her pussy flutters at my words, and I breathe, strair
ny seatchest tightening.
eyes at Once the rounds of betting have occurred and the turn comes, she e
ler facecheers, takes the remainder of the chips, and her brothers groan in defe
twists in my lap and grabs me by the face for a kiss that knocks all the

‘0 dealsof me. This singular public display of affection is the first time that I’

>e she’sfelt like I truly belong to her not even my cock inside her or the
smirk. Ther finger has made me feel this way.

i just She’s always been mine, but now I'm hers, too.

s, I see
id Effie
YWN my

1y teeth

fingers
God ifHer laughter is bright and fills me with warmth as we run up the stairw
is tablehand in mine. My tux jacket is slung over her shoulders to co
yy yourmodifications I made to her dress. I push open the heavy metal door at
Ity butand drag her onto the hotel roof with me. The air is cold and sharp.
hundred dollars to the security guard, and we have the rooftop po
r teeth,that’s closed for renovations all to ourselves.
erwise. Effie drops my hand and wanders ahead of me, neck craning to tak
ve youcanvas of stars above us. She faces me with a heated look, and I stalk

her, ready to burn. She walks backward, a devilish smile playing on



1as, andas she drops my jacket off her shoulders. She hits the railing and lea
s, I sayinto it, impatience and lust radiating from her. I stop a foot away fr
/rappedraking over her body with my gaze. She tilts her head and assesses n
1ed, myback.

Our stares latch, and I feel the universe looking back at me. Getting

rupts inher eyes is so easy, and I never want to be found. I undo my pants a
2at. Shemy cock out. “Lift your dress.”

+air out Keeping my gaze locked on hers, I drop my hand to her bare
ve everTracing my fingers over her swollen clit, she moans, and the sound h
ring ondown to my very bones.

I drag my fingers lower and slip them into her. Her mouth falls ope
can’t help but bite her lip, swallowing the sweet sounds spilling out
drinking them down as if I can consume her soul through them.

She reaches between us and strokes my cock. “If you don’t fuck
way you’ve been threatening to all night, I’'m gonna lose my goddam
Finneas.”

I clutch her chin and kiss and suck under her jaw. “And which way
princess?”

rell, her  “Like you’re trying to ruin me.” Fuck.
ver the T hike her leg around my hip, and she positions me at her entrance a:
the topmy two fingers coated in her arousal between her teeth. I slam into
A fewthought I already ruined you,” I grunt as I withdraw and thrust b
ol deckdeeper, harder. I slip my fingers from her mouth and collar her throat
“You did. But the only time I feel whole is when you’re break
e in theapart.” Her nails dig into my shoulders, and I give her everything I

towardpour my fucking soul into each thrust, give her my heart with every p
her lips



ns backmy hips as if through her, I can claw my way to salvation and out
om her,darkness before I bring her down with me.
1e right “God, Finn,” she mewls, “You feel amazing.”
My abs constrict and pressure builds in my balls. “Do you want
s lost income in your cunt or your ass, princess? Because I’ll be having both tc
nd take “Stop asking me questions and just take me how you want,” she pai
I recognize the heady need in her eyes. She wants to just let go, §
pussy.control and forget about everything but the pleasure I'm giving |
eats mesubmission I’m demanding of her.
And I’d rip my own heart out before I deny her that.
mand I “Fucking you is a gift, calling you mine is an honor.” I stroke her c
of her,I lower her leg and whisper against her lips, “Now get on your knees.”
I step back, gliding out of her and giving her space to kneel in front
me theShe looks up at me, doe-eyed and supplicant. I tilt her chin up. “Go
n mind,princess. Clean up the mess you made.”
Her eyes darken and her tongue flicks out to lick her lips. She sli
is that,palms up my thighs and licks me from hilt to head. “Eyes on me. Y
away, and you don’t get to come.”
She desperately latches onto my gaze and my chest expands, fillis
5 I pushthe purest form of greed. She languidly drags her hot tongue up anc
her. “Iswirling around my piercing and making pleasure wind like a tig
)ack in,around my spine. “Put your lips on it.”
Obeying like a fallen angel, she wraps her pretty lips around my cc
ing mebobs tentatively past the tip. “Now choke on it.”
have. I I scrutinize every subtle message she subconsciously sends me w
unch ofbody. Her eyes widen in excitement with a hint of fear. Her thighs ¢

together, and her breathing deepens. She sinks her mouth further dc



- of thecock, and she feels like fucking heaven itself. “That’s a good girl.
way.” I encourage her, my fingers only lightly wrapping around her
love your fire. Christ, it makes me wanna burn alive. But your subm

 me toThere’s nothing sweeter.”

night.” T hit the back of her throat and it constricts around me as sh

ats, and“Fuuck.” Even as her eyes well with tears, she doesn’t break eye «

zive up“Do you like tasting yourself on your husband’s cock?” She bobs h

1er, theyes, and I wipe a fallen tear with my thumb.

“Play with the toy.” She reaches behind herself and moans,

vibrations shooting down my length and my whole body tenses to ho

heek asmy climax. I pull her off me. “In my jacket pocket, there’s a small bo
get it.”

-of me. When she stands, I sweep her against me and kiss her long and he

ahead,pull about, both gasping for air. “And then, I’m gonna take that swet
don’t care if you have to work for it, you’re going to love every fucki
des herl give you.” She swallows hungrily and then scampers away.

ou look Mere seconds later, she’s back and hands me the small bottle of lu
sets it in my palm. Then she turns around and grabs the railing. The |

1g withbase glints, and my handprints turning light purple on her ass are a v

| down,art. She pushes her hips back as I spread lube up and down my shaft.

sht ballsome more at the top of her cheeks and spread it around the base of tt
I give it a small wiggle. She whimpers, and it makes a dark part of n

ock andup.
I gently begin to pull it out. “Has another man ever had you like tt
7ith herstop myself, “Doesn’t matter, I’m erasing all those memories tonight.”

squeeze  She hisses as I pull it all the way out. I apply more lube to her .

'wn mynudge the tight hole with my tip. “Say sunflower if it’s too much. Ott



All thethat, don’t make a sound until I give you permission. Nod th
hair. “Iunderstand.”
iission? She bobs her head and I stroke her back, encouraging her to rel
slowly push my hips further. “Fuck, so good—” A groan engulfs my
e gags.Her tight ass feeling like a hit of the strongest drug. I want to be gent]
contact.But fuck, the feel of her, the sight of her, shimmering emerald dress
er headsplayed at her sides, it’s driving me insane. I close my eyes and drop
rhythm of my index finger tapping a beat while my other fingers’ gr
sendingbruising.
Id back Her head drops forward and bites her wrist, and I realize I’ve pic
ttle. Gopace and force, fucking her with strong and powerful thrusts. I bn
loose hair out of her face. “I tried to be gentle, but you make me -
ird. Wecrazy. Taking my cock like this, every inch without a sound.
st ass. I  “You’ve been so good, princess. It’s time for your reward.” I sl
ng inchhand to her front and find her clit. Her teeth dig into her skin deeper,
brows pinch together when I stroke her clit, my fingers slick with It
be. Sheher own juices. “Christ, you look so beautiful like this. Amongst tl
jeweledwith my cock buried deep inside your ass, covered with my handprint.
vork of She grinds into my hand and her body tenses around me, strained
I squirtcoming from her. “It’s hard to hold back, isn’t it? Hard to stay quiet w
1e plug.you want to do is fuck me until you’re screaming and crying my namx
ne lightlooks at me, a crease tugging between her brows, teeth digging rivets i
lip and desperately nods her head.
1is—” 1 “Then do it, princess. Fuck yourself on my cock.” I give her an a
smirk I know will make her mad. “I won’t tell anyone how much y
ass andyour pretty ass fucked.”

1er than Her first sounds are pained moans like she’d been close to death .



\at youthem back. She begins to pump her hips back, eagerly taking every
my dick. “Oh god,” she cries into the night. “Oh, god, Finn. Keep

ax as Iwith my clit. I’'m gonna come. F—f—fuck!”

words. “That’s it, princess,” I groan, her tight ass stripping my cock,

le, I do.pleasure build and build. “Scream. Moan. Cry. I don’t care as long

cut andremember it’s your husband making you feel this good.”

into the “Finger my pussy,” she begs, and I shift my hand to plunge two fir

ip turnsher dripping cunt and circle her clit with my thumb. Fuck, through hei
I can feel my fingers drag against my piercing with every stroke.

‘ked up “Yes—Jesus—Oh god!” Each nonsensical word she spews is like k

ush heron a fire, igniting the monster inside me that wants nothing more than

fuckingher shatter.

“Give it to me, Effie. Come for me, my perfect plaything—" I thr
ide myher, pouring every good and kind part of me into her. Gifting them tc
and hershe can keep them safe. After all, maybe she’s the only good part of m
ibe and “Finn, fuck—” She cries as her body shakes and her pussy squee
1e starsfingers, her clit throbbing. Even her ass clenches down hard arou
” pulling my release from me. I spill into her with a rumbly groan.
sounds I carefully and gently pull out of her, taking a handkerchief ¢
/hen allcleaning up my cum spilling out of her. She sighs softly and cor
2?” Sheblissed out and beautiful. I envelop her in my arms, holding her back
into hermy chest, and release a sigh of my own.

“I wish I could live in this moment forever,” she says, sinking back
rrogantme.

ou like “Then forever it is, princess. You and me, forever.”

holding
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Juicy Tracksuits and Star Wars DVDs

Effie

W e spent another night in the city after the gala but then came
Bartlett Farms. While I know we are technically here for saf;
starting to become much more than just a hide out. Before moving
Les Arnaqueuses, I stayed with my parents. I wasn’t permitted to live
own for “security” purposes, and I certainly wasn’t allowed to live w
boyfriend before marriage.

For years on end, I was never able to fully let my guard down. I alw
like I was walking on eggshells, waiting for the next shoe to drop.
exhausting, chipped away at everything that made me, me. Things th
has embraced and even encouraged—Iike this sweet little painting set
at right now.

There’s something comforting about knowing that anyone who w
reach me has to drive over an hour to get here, and I can guarantee nc
my family cares enough about me to do that. I like the simplicity of t
apartment too. There’s nothing fake, unlike the home I was raised in,

no need for something garish to distract from an ugly core.



It’s been four days since the gala, and the conversation with my fat
been weighing on me. The stress has been getting to me, so I'v
painting my life away. I need to reach out to Linnie again soon and r
our next moves.

I nibble on the end of my paint brush in thought. I get a swooping
in my stomach like I'm going to be sick. There’s so much on the line
many things that can go wrong. And last time things went wrong
nearly killed.

But falling for Finneas Fox? That was certainly never part of the p

back tOmakes it even more crucial that things are executed sooner rather tha

oty it,SThe further things go with Finn, the greater the potential for hurt.

in with I peer out the window and my chest squeezes seeing Finn working
truck. He’s messing with something on the engine, his forearm

ith alnyagamst the propped open hood. Since we got back from the city, he

working on it nearly all day every day. It tugs on my heart strings to ¢

ays feltback at it after so many years.

It was He steps back, wiping his grease covered hands on a rag. I look c

at Finn™Y OW0 hands, covered in paint, and in some way I can’t explain...

up I,mlike healing.
When I look back up he’s waving at me and I go over the window,
it open. “I have to run to the auto shop for a part, shouldn’t be long

7ants to
twenty minutes. You good?”

) one in
he barn Yep, see you soon.
there’s “Okay,” he smiles softly and heads to his operable car. I go back

stool and listen to the engine rev and drive off.
It feels like mere seconds have passed when I hear the sound of crt

gravel again. I pop my head out the window, “What did you forget—"



her has My heart slams into my sternum when I see my father’s car creepin
‘e beenthe drive.

nap out

feeling

and so

, 1 was

lan andFinn

in later.
I’m probably driving faster than I should on these winding country

. on h'sbm I’'m chomping at the bit to flush out the last few corroded lines. Le
s i

. truck in a barn for a decade tends to leave things eroded and rusted
leaning

o beenl,m right, this should be the last obstacle to getting her started

hi running. I can’t wait to hear that rumbly groan of her engine again.
see him

I zoom past a whir of yellow. Realizing, it’s the patch of sunfl

passed last week, I pull a quick U-turn. I get out of the car and cut dow
lown at

it feel big flowers, being extra careful setting them in the passenger seat whe
it feels

won’t get ruined like last time. But just in case, that’s why I got three.

pulling I speed over the gravel drive and whip behind the big house, slamr
ulli

er th nthe brakes and skidding when another car is in my usual spot.
f a

My pulse dive bombs, and my heart nearly stutters to a stop. Fear.

what floods my veins. A rare and disturbing emotion that propels me

o mymy seat and has me sprinting to the barn. I know whoever I find woi
friendly. No one would come without a heads up unless they wantec

_ shot on arrival.
mching



g down I draw my gun before throwing open the door. The scene before
enough to make my stomach churn. Some burly fucker I recognize,
name I can’t remember in my fear, has Effie’s hands held behind her
her father plows a fist into her stomach. Her legs lift off the floor, anc
air is pushed out of her lungs in a pained groan. At the sound of my er
Luciano spins around, stepping aside and her head is hung limply, giv
a straight shot.

Blood sprays as the bullet enters and exits the burly fucker’s heas
collapses without his hold, and I fight the instinct to run to her, turn
gun on Luciano. His hand is reaching behind him, and I growl, “Droj

7 roads, , , »
won’t hesitate to put a bullet between your eyes too.

aving a
8 . He plucks his piece from his waistband, dangling it with his hand:
. But i
das he sets it on the ground, kicking it over to me. I pick it up and sti
up an

my pants. My blood is pumping and my hand shakes trying to con

trigger finger because every ounce of me is screaming to kill the m

owers [ ]
hurt my wife.

m three _ .
“Finn.” Her voice is the softest velvet as she places a hand on my ¢

’re the
ylowers my gun. Air struggles to leave my lungs as I can barely cont

' rage—rage doesn’t feel like nearly a strong enough word.
ning on
8 “Get the duct tape out of the top drawer, Effie.” My eyes never lea

A slick, disgusting smirk grinning back at me. I imagine my fist knocl

. That’s
fucking teeth out before I cut out his tongue.

» out of
Effie hands me the roll of tape, and I gesture for him to sit in one

1’tb
1hee adining chairs. He only chuckles mockingly as I quickly tape him to th

1t t
0 ge As soon as he’s immobilized, I am going to Effie and wrapping hel
arms so tightly it would take a fucking titan to pull us apart.

I loosen my hold just enough to look her in the eyes. “Fuck, I’'m so



> me isl scan her face for any other signs of injury and don’t find any. “Are y
whoseanywhere?” 1

back as She ignores my question. Her voice is soft and airy. “You killed for

1 all the T cup her cheeks, brushing the sweaty strands of hair out her face.

1itrance,l’d die for you.”

7ing me She closes her eyes with a heavy sigh, and it hurts that she ever
that. “Now to deal with this piece of shit.” I pull away and face L

d. Effie“What to do with you?”

ing my “Well wasn’t that a sweet moment,” he sneers.

yitorI “I don’t care if you’re her father or God reincarnate, no one hurts n
and walks away scot-free.”

s raised “I don’t know if it’s honorable or embarrassing,” he muses.

ck it in  “What is?” I’m already sick of these games.

trol my “You playing white knight for a snitch.” He cocks his head to the s

an whomouth curling into a smug taunt. My jaw shifts, my fingers tightening
my gun as I process his words. I clench my other hand into a fist.

rm and “Do you want to tell him or should I?” He looks past me to Effie, ai

-ain mya sinking feeling like my entire world is about to implode. “Ach, I'll
for it: I know about the fallout shelter. It’s only a matter of time bet

ve him.figure out how to get in.”

<ing his “Is this true?” I flick my gaze to Effie, and she breaks eye conta
away, staring at her feet. That one small movement is enough to sh

2 of theheart like it’s nothing but a piece of paper. Effie’s always been able

e chair.me in the eye, even when I held a gun to her head she didn’t waver.

-in my That one glance tells me all I need to know but I still storm over
“Tell. Me.” I can’t conceal the hurt in my voice, it’s ripped from me tt

sorry.”way my tattered heart is ripped from my chest.



ou hurt “Yes, but—"
There is no but. “Leave.”
me.” “Fi—”
“Baby, “If you don’t walk out that door right now, you’ll be leaving in
bag.” My voice is stripped of emotion, cold and detached because i
loubtedinto what I’'m feeling I’ll burn this fucking place to the ground, and
uciano.care who’s inside.

I cut Luciano out of the tape next. “The only reason you’re still 1
because I haven’t decided how I want to kill you yet,” T say with

ny wifeintent.

He gets up, acting like he doesn’t have an ounce of fear in him, b
the sweat stain down his back and the heavy exhale he releases. Effie
standing at the same place I left her. “Euphemia, let’s go,” he says

ide, hisnot waiting for her before disappearing out the door.

around She gives me one last teary-eyed look before following him.
without thinking and pull her back by her hand. There’s a flicker of |

nd I gether face before I speak, crushing every speck of light in her p:

just gobeautiful eyes.

fore we “This is the last time. If you ever betray me again, it won’t matt
sweet your pussy is or how I once felt for you, I’'ll just fuck you one I

ct rightbefore slitting your throat.”

red my “Then I let her leave. I let her leave so she doesn’t see me crumble.

to look Her words from the gala dance through my mind, soft and pleading
I could live in this moment forever.

to her. What I thought was the start of forever, was just a spoonful of sugai

1e samethe poison. I realize now, she wanted to stay in that moment beca

knew this moment would follow. I close my eyes, willing my brain



down those sweet memories plaguing me so I can think about n
moves.
I’ve never had trouble shutting off my emotions. It was like fli
a bodyswitch, if the lights were even on to begin with. I came to prefer oper.
f T leanthe dark. Easier, cleaner, and hell of a lot less painful. But right now, :
I won’ttrying to stop a flood with paper walls. Useless.
Well, I can start by getting rid of the dead body on my floor. But I «
iving isin here any longer, I feel like I’'m drowning in memories of her. I
deadlycleaning crew while walking to my car, it’s a ten-second conversation.
I get in, sliding behind the steering wheel and slamming my head t
ut I seethe headrest, not feeling any less like I’m drowning. I glance to my ri
» is stillsee the sunflowers I never grabbed in my haste to save her.
gruffly, It’s like the sunshine yellow of their petals is laughing at me. What
blind fool.
I react I stare at the flowers a little longer, are they laughing at me or screa
10pe onme to open my fucking eyes? Or maybe I’m just losing my goddamn
ainfullyplants are talking...
I’'m trying to think through the torrent of emotions battering my in
er howforce myself to focus, drumming my fingers in thought.
ist time  If Effie was working with her father behind my back, why was he
her? I wouldn’t put it past the son of a bitch to hit her over a small slig
or imagined. But I’ve conducted enough interrogations to recogni:
: I wishFuckhead holding her arms while her father took swings...yeah, the
after information that she clearly wasn’t giving them.
“before I hop out, slamming the door behind me. Effie was up to somethin
use shedon’t think it was betraying me...at least not intentionally.

to push  Or maybe I’'m letting my emotions cloud my judgment. I think bac



1y nextconversation I overheard at the gala. Her father was again trying
something out of her, but was she participating?
cking a It’s too damn hard to be objective when the person I’ve grown to {
ating inmost in this fucked-up world is being accused of breaking the one
it’s likeasked of her: honesty and loyalty. My mind and heart are tied 1
crippling knot, and there’s only one way to untangle this mess: Find o
-an’t beshe was planning.
call my Storming back into the barn, I check the downstairs first before cor
empty. I try her studio next, finding exactly what I was looking fo
)ack ondrawer with her materials. I pull out her phone, my chest cracking ope
ght andI read the painted message on the back.
Inbox
alove- I=u
I navigate directly to her messages and open the top chat. The numt
ming ata saved contact, but the most recent interaction was an outgoing text:
mind if Finn is going to call, tell him everything. Juicy tracksuits and Sta
DVDs.
isides. I I read the damn thing ten times. I have no idea what the second half
but the first part is pretty fucking clear. I call the number, my heart wa
beatingmy throat while it rings.
sht, real The line connects. “It’s Finn.”

»

ze one. “Ah, the great Finneas Fox.” There’s something familiar abc
'y werefeminine voice, but I can’t place it. “We need to meet. I’'ll text
address, get there as soon as you can.”

g, but I

k to the
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Transgressions and Penance

Finn

T hree women who were once my enemies are sitting across from
diner booth. The buzzing neon Open sign on the window next t
giving me a headache and washing us in red like hellions. I certainly f
I’m in hell.

“How soon can you execute?” I ask.

“Thank you.” Linnie smiles at the waitress refilling our coffee mugs
turning back to me. “We can do it as soon as tomorrow. We just n
art.” They’ve spent the last forty-five minutes walking me through eve
of the plan they’d been working toward with Effie.

I scribble a number on a napkin and slide it over to her. “This will
to Roman who will get you to Cash. I’ll fill him in and make sure he
you whatever you need. But we can’t do anything until my wife is
back to me.”

“Understood.”

I slump back in the long booth, trying to figure out why I still feel Ii
been sucker punched. Even after finding out Effie hadn’t purpc

betrayed me. “What’s in it for you guys?”



“Is helping out a friend not reason enough?” Hadis poses.

“No. Not in our world.”

Marguerite pushes her ketchup-soaked hashbrowns around her plat
never understood breakfast for dinner, and she’s not making it see
appealing. She looks to Linnie to answer for them.

“We fucked up,” Linnie says honestly. “Not as much as you,
weren’t there for Effie. We let her loose on you without any proper ti
We tried to use your blackmail plot to our benefit instead of tr
eliminate it. And we were off licking our wounds when Hudson showe

. our door.”
me in a

o me is “You’re saying you owe her?” All three nod and I realize that’s n

el like™3S bothering me. I know exactly what is. “Why didn’t she tell me w

was planning?”
If she had told me, I wouldn’t have reacted so cruelly. I could have

‘beforeher' But what hurts the most is that, even after everything we’v
b

eed thethrough, she still didn’t trust me enough.

a1y step Linnie looks at me thoughtfully. “When no one else was there for t

were. She called and you came—"

get you “I fucking put her in that situation.” I slam my palms on the tal

will getsaltshaker tips over and the utensils rattle. Three unimpressed faces sta

at me.
s safely

“Yes, you did and honestly, fuck you.” Marguerite shoves a bite o
hashbrowns in her mouth and waves her empty fork at me. “She’s -

ke ['vePerson than me, because I wouldn’t have forgiven you, let alone fel

ce fullyowed you.

I swallow stiffly. My transgressions are piling up, but Effie is {

being punished.



I have to get her back.
My wife belongs at my side, and I belong at her feet.
e—I’ve

m very

but we

raining.
ying to
2d up at IThe drive from the diner to the Luciano mansion is the most excrt
twenty minutes of my life. My lungs feel splintered, my skin too tig
ot whatheart one beat away from giving out.
'hat she I shudder to think what will happen if she doesn’t give her father 1
wants, or worse, if he finds out what she was planning behind his ba
helpedmade a lot of mistakes in my life, but if something happens to hei
e gonehands of that monster, not hearing her out will be my biggest one. I <
the gas and shift gears, blazing through the residential streets at dar
ler, youspeeds.

I roll down my window as I approach the gate to their drive, one t
sle, thethe stick shift, the other on my gun pointed at the guard. “Open the gat
re back “No—" I shoot him in the foot, and he screams, hopping back on on

“Open it or the next one goes in your knee, Hoppy.”

f soggy He curses amid groans, but all I care about is the gate hinging open
a betterof me. Has it always been this goddamn slow? 1 consider blowing thi
t like Ipartially open to save time as it lazily yawns open.

I race down the driveway lined with hedges and column statues

‘he onewith lions. I round the last turn of the winding driveway, a grand «



revival estate home coming into view. Porsches and Ferraris are li
outside despite the four-car garage.

I guess my friend at the gate must have been able to alert my

because I’'m greeted by six armed men, guns raised and pointed at 1
Every single one of them has the same slicked back hair, like they art
for a hair commercial rather than defending the Don.

“This seems like overkill,” I say, getting out of the car, ignoring

barrels trained on me. I recognize Renzo among the men, looking obr
1ciatingand arrogant as ever. “Bring her to me now, Luciano”
sht, my  “Who?” He cocks his head to the side with a snide grin.

“My. Wife.” My fingers flex around the gun at my side. “If sor
~hat hehappened to her...” My growl is predatory, ready to tear anyone limb
ck. I’vewho stands between us.

- at the “Oh, my sister? No, she’s fine.” His lip curls. “But she’s not yo

slam onanymore.”

1gerous  “The fuck she isn’t—" The front door opens, and her father steps t
All my attention is directed to him when I demand, “Where is she?”

1and on  “You’re too late, boy.” He clasps his hands in front of him. “Euph

»

e. getting married.”
e foot.  “She’s. Married. To. Me.” 1 slap my chest punctuating each word.
“Not for much longer,” He straightens his lapels like this convers
in frontwrapping up, but it’s only getting started.
ough it “T won’t fucking sign.” I shove my gun into my waistband and ste
him, face to face on the cobblestone porch.
topped “Come on, you’re smarter than that. We don’t need you to sign ar

rolonialHell, we didn’t even need you to sign the marriage license.” He scc



ned upmy blood curdles. “We paid to get your phony marriage on the boo
we’ll pay to get it annulled. With or without you.”

arrival Venom laces my words as I tower over him. “That will never

my car.happen. Now, where is she?” I shout while fisting the collar of hi

> on setMultiple pairs of hands grab my arms, dragging me off, but I nev
yelling, my heart raging. “Where is my wife?!”

all the A sharp sting hits my neck and my hand flies up to the spot. My

10xiousinstantly blurs and my equilibrium shakes. I look over my shoulder ar
flashing glance of Gianni holding a syringe before my knees give ot
slam into the pavement.

nething My head spins, like it’s stuck in a whirlpool. Everything in m

to limbbecomes fluid, bending and flowing as my surroundings fade into
current.

ur wife

hrough.

emia is

I don’t know how long I’'m out for, but when I wake up, the sky is
ation ispink. I can see the rising rays of sun through the small square win
the...where the hell am I??
p up to I smell gasoline and dirt and as I wriggle in my bindings, rough unf
wood scratches against my cheek on the floor. My head feels like
1ything.stuffed full of kerosene-soaked cotton balls and then lit on fire. Even ¢

ffs andmy eyes to the darkness sends blinding pain through my forehe:



ks, andmuscles are stiff and sore like I’ve been in the same position on tl
surface for hours.

fucking My feet, bound at the ankles, kick out and hit long poles of son

s shirt. They clatter loudly to the ground. One of them falls in front of my f:

er stopdirty head of a shovel, and the pieces come together: I’m in a gardenin
I laugh out loud in the dark space. Effie’s idiot brothers must have

7 visioncharge of my captivity because a shed full of tools doesn’t make tt

1d get asecure location.

it and I In addition to my ankles, my wrists are tied behind my back. Jud
the scratchy feel against my skin, the rope is crude fiber. Sawing thro

y sightties with the edge of a spade won’t be quick, but it’s not impossible.

a black I flop around like a goddamn fish out of water until I’m positioned
need to be and get to work. I drag my bound wrists against the blunt
the spade until my wrists are raw, my back is cramping but I’'m finally

As soon as my hands are unbound, I am ferociously ripping at th
around my legs. My fingers feel like I’'m fisting ice made of broken {
circulation returns to my hands. Each tug at the ropes is a sharp pai
don’t care about any of it. Don’t care about anything other than stopp:
fucking wedding.

a hazy My insides are like an inferno as my thoughts fill with her wearing
dow offrom another man, warming another man’s bed. But what shatters me
knowing that she’s facing all this alone, thinking I hate her.

inished I won’t even entertain the option that I won’t get to her in time. I n

it wasto know that I fucked up, I judged her too quickly. I didn’t give up ¢
peninghaven’t given up on us. I’m going to fight until she’s by my side or
ad. Myfeet under.

I stagger to my feet, my head spinning with the lingering effects



1e harddrug. I reach for the knob, but even though it turns, the door doesn’t
try again and again until I come to the conclusion that something r

ne sort.blocking it from the outside.

ice, the I take to ramming my shoulder against the door, throwing all my

\g shed.into the cheap wood with so much force I'm surprised I don’t disloc

been injoint. At last, I hear the sound of splintering planks and know I am

1e mostthere. A few more slams and the boards that were nailed over the do
in half and I’m stumbling into the cool, early morning air.

zing by I try to get my bearings, scanning the manicured lawn and rose bu

ugh thefront of me. I could still be at the Luciano’s, but I can’t be sure, I neve
much time here. I could circle back and if I haven’t left their pro

where Imight be able to get to my car. That poses a larger risk of being seen, r

edge ofadvantage right now is they don’t know I’ve escaped. And while her t

free. are not the brightest, I doubt even they would be stupid enough to le

e ropeskeys in the ignition for me.

slass as I creep further out into the lawn and away from the shed until I ce

n, but Ibetter view of the house and confirm it is the Luciano’s. Which me:

ing thatthe fence across the grass should border the road. I sprint across th
praying there aren’t motion sensor lights or that I get another dizzy st

3 a ringsends me eating shit.

most is I make it to the iron fence, my shoes soaked by morning dew. I clir
and onto the street below. Of course, in this rich as fuck neighborhoc

eed herare no beater cars parked on the street. Nothing I can hotwire and get

on us. Iout of here, so I continue on foot.

I’m six No phone, no weapon, no plan—yet—but despite all that, my end
crystal clear: I am getting my wife back.

, of the
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Née Luciano

Effie

y father took me directly to one of his safe houses from the fa

threw me in this room. ! The deadbolt in the door turns, snapr
from my riveting game of counting bricks on the wall. It’s a newly i
deadbolt, I assume to be able to lock me in from the outside. One
soldiers was outfitting the door and another was removing everythir
the room except for the mattress I’m sitting on.

Either they are exceptionally confident in my lock-picking skills,
know what they have planned is at risk of making me suicidal. Hon
could be both.

My father enters the room and looks down on me on the bare mattre
disgust, as if he wasn’t the one who put me here. “You’re getting marr

My first reaction is to laugh. “I feel like we’ve done this before,” I s

“Don’t be cute, Euphemia. You have continued to fuck up
opportunity I’ve given you. This is your last chance. You’ll be marry
youngest Campbell son—"

I shoot to my feet. “Are you trying to get me killed? Hudson

murdered me for being seen with another man—and we weren’



engaged! They’ll finish the job he started if they find out what
happened.” I feel like a roasted pig offered up with an apple in my mor

My father doesn’t even flinch. “Then you better ensure they never f
The governor only suspects Fox, make sure it stays that way.”

The mention of Finn is like being doused with ice cold water.
going to happen to him?” I knew my father had sway with powerful
but I never realized that he could make my marriage to Finn disappea
blink of an eye. Will the Campbells compel me to testify against Finn
the protection of spousal privilege? The thought makes my stomach ch

“What do you care?” He squints at me. “Don’t tell me you fell for t

rm and
ebastard? I guess you did spend a lot of time together out in that ram

)ing m
hut. I thought he’d never leave.” He tuts, and I try to piece toget
nstalled & y P &
. words.
» of his
“You were waiting until he left to confront me at the farm?”
1g from

He scoffs. “Wasted fucking hours just for him to kick you to ti

or theyanyway. I don’t know why I bothered, you’re as goddamn useless as ¢

estly itleast now you won’t be able to fuck anything up as long as you’re loc

’til the wedding.”

s with I can feel him slamming the door by the violent vibrations in my rib

iod.” And just like that, as if the last few weeks never happened, th

continues. My father is vying for more power and connections, and us

everyhand in marriage to do it. I wonder if he’ll ever realize his own gree:

: getting us into these situations.
ring the
The only reason my father decided to threaten the decade-long tru

almostthe Fox family was due to his own greed. When he orchestrated my

't even® Finn, he wasn’t satisfied with being connected to one of the most pi



. reallycrime families. No, he made it clear that despite the marriage, our ot
uth.  hadn’t changed. We were still going after the cache.
ind out. I was so mad at Finn, so livid at myself, so exhausted and traumat
everything, that I went along with my father’s plot. I saw the photog
‘What’sthe shelter and sent it to my father, saying it was a potential to explore.
people, When Finn took me to the cache, I realized what a bomb that on
r in thewould end up being. I knew at that moment that I would eventually b1
withoutheart. I never guessed that moment of curiosity in the hallway would |
wrn. this liability for our relationship. He asked for my loyalty and hones
he Irishselfishly, I promised him something I’d never be able to give.
shackle That small mistake became like a neglected hangnail that festerec
her hisdeadly infection. I knew I’d messed up beyond repair with Finn
thought I'd try, even if it was a fool’s errand.

The governor was the biggest threat to our future. Spousal privilege
1e curbas long as he was trying to solve his son’s murder, Finn and I wer
'ver. Atgoing to be safe. A corrupt politician with criminal connectior
"ked upformidable opponent and he was ready to knock down our door.

When I killed Hudson, I put a target on his back. I owed it to him
cage. —to fix this. We were being hunted from both sides. The governor tr
e gamefind his son, and my father still intent on destroying our decade-long 1
;ing myget to the cache. I thought I could hold my father off for the time beir
d keepsknew moves had to be made to eliminate the governor and the constan

he posed.
ce with I lay back on the mattress and trace the cracks in the ceiling with m
1arriagel am both exhausted to the bone and humming with uncontainable e1
owerfulcan’t stop thinking about my phone and the message I left for Finn.

Did he find it? Did Les Arnaqueuses fill him in on our plan? A



djectivegoing to finish the new plan we put into motion?
Does any of it even matter when I’m marrying the brother of the

ized bykilled?
raph of The turning deadbolt startles me, and I sit up, on constant alert. On

father’s soldiers enters. He sets a bowl of minestrone in front of me
e photofloor. No silverware. Not even a spoon. Do they really think I’'m goir
‘eak hisable to get out of a room four-stories up with nothing but a spoon?
become “Have they picked a date?” I ask.

ity, and He nods. “In four days.”

] into a
. But [

' Or Not,
e never
1s is a “Four days later, I’m staring at my reflection dressed in white. I feel a
hollow. My usually full cheeks that now look slack from nothing but s
—to usfive days. The bags under my eyes are dark and pronounced desy
ying tomother’s best effort. She loops a string of pearls around my neck and ¢
truce toin the back. It feels like the noose of a condemned man.
1g but I She prods me in between my shoulder blades. “Stand up straight, yo
it threatwant to look like a hunchback in all your wedding photos, now do you
“Does he really not know? Or does he just not care?” I ask, my s
ly gaze.churning.
rergy. I “About what?”
“That I killed—" She claps her hand over my mouth.
re they



“Men will forgive almost anything in the name of power. And yc
» man Iwise to remember just how powerful these men are. When it comes
governor’s son, you know nothing. Do you understand me, Euphemi
a2 of myeyes that look just like mine implore me to fall in line through the mirr
on the “Which one? My first fiancé or my second husband?” My head w
Ig to bethe side, my cheek burning from her slap.
She purses her lips. “If you want to survive in this world, be sweet
and when the time comes, spread your legs.” Why she bothers telling 1
I don’t know. I’ve already been here before, face down, ass up as Fin
me his wife. As transactional as that night was, it seems like a t
compared to what I’m about to face.
She pats my shoulders and fluffs my veil, a sickly-sweet change
voice. “You look beautiful, dear.”
I struggle to find my mask again. The meek compliance I used to
often it became a second skin is now difficult to summon. Finn s
nd lookHeard me. Maybe even loved me without it. And now, trying to shove
oup fordown, my true self feels like carving myself in half. Before my masl
dite mycomfort, a security. Now it’s just treachery.
lasps it “Take a minute. But not too long, everyone’s ready downstair
mother gives my shoulder a squeeze and leaves the room.
udon’t I try not to let my mind wander to the message I left for Finn on my
7”7 for the hundredth time in the last four days. Surely by now he mu
tomachfound it. Which means if he found it, it wasn’t enough to make up for
did. Or maybe he couldn’t get in touch with Les Arnaqueuses or—No,
done is done.
There’s a church full of people downstairs. Who are they? Does it

This wedding is happening, and innocuous details won’t change that.



ou’ll be T was a survivor long before I was a wife. I still am. The bat
s to thechanged, but I’'m just as strong.
1?” Her I take one long look in the mirror then head downstairs to the churc
or. where my father is waiting. His black hair is slicked back, and his e
'hips todark as coal. He offers me his elbow. “You look beautiful, principes.
calls me princess and painful images flood my mind of lazy mornin
, smile,sunlight and the warmth of Finn’s body wrapped around mine.
ne this, I wrap my arm around his, but I don’t give a fake smile. I’ll do m
n madebut I won’t pretend my prison is a castle.
)lessing The organ music begins as we push through the double doors
sanctuary. It’s a song that’s supposed to make your heart swell with r
+ in herand joy, and instead it feels like I’'m leading my own funeral processio
Seeing William at the end of the aisle makes my lungs collapse. It
wear soif my head is being held under water. My pulse races at the sim
aw me.between him and Hudson until I’'m dizzy. My body screams at me to
it backmy throat grows tight as if Hudson’s brutish hands are still clutching
< was afather squeezes my hand on his arm to keep my stalling feet moving,
me toward a marriage I don’t want.
s.” My The people in the pews are faceless blurs. I don’t even recognize the
It feels like walking onto a staged movie set, cold, impersonal, a far
7 phoneonly real things are the bouquets of white roses at the end of each rc
st havesomehow even those feel like part of a con.
what I My father unceremoniously passes me off to William, and his ha
what’sjust as sweaty as mine. His blue eyes bore into me with a dutiful chil
may have been handsome if I didn’t have to fight for my life staring
matter?identical pair. A sour taste spills down my throat as the priest beg

ceremony, his words nothing but dry droning.



tle has When it comes time to exchange rings, there is no ring bearer. H
them out of his coat pocket and my hand goes numb as he grasps mine
h foyerCold bitterness slides over my shoulders and down my back. The
yes arebegins mumbling the most bland, simplified vows and William par
sa.” Hewords sentence by sentence. There’s nothing personal about them. W1
gs, softbother when all the promises tying this marriage together are inki
contract by power-hungry, callous men. Not the two people standing
iy duty,altar.
Surprisingly, my hand doesn’t shake, but his does when he lifts m
to theholds the ring at the tip of my finger. Perhaps my hand is steady bec
omancethis brief moment I’m no longer in this church, I’m in a limo with F
n. he’s telling me how proud he is of me.
feels as William begins to slide the ring up my finger and someone scree
ilaritiesfirst, I question if it was me, if I was finally snapping, but then more
retreat,and commotion Stirs.
i it. My The priest is yanked back and a sharp, silver blade presses aga
to dragthroat, and Cash Fox’s wild grinning face appears over his sk
“Nobody moves or Father here gets a VIP meet and greet with that G
> priest.so fond of.” He looks to me with a wicked smile and quick wink.
ce. Theafternoon, Mrs. Fox.”
yw, and The double doors at the back of the sanctuary swing open. “Did we
get to the ‘speak now or forever hold your peace’ part? Because I ot
nds areaccount that Euphemia Fox is already married. To me.”
1. They

into an

fins the
1. i feel everything—Amelia Moore |
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Run

Finn

T he past four days were the longest of my life. ! My lungs had to
how to breathe without her. My blood had to acclimate to ¢
boiling temperatures. And my rage, my blood thirst, has never had to
long to be sated. It took two days to finalize our plans and then two
doing nothing but stewing, seething, dreaming of the ways I would
torture everyone involved in making this wedding happen.

Finding out she was getting married was like being hit by bucksl
pellets tearing multiple tracks through my muscles and flesh. Waiti
agony, but it had to be done. Holding off until the wedding was the b
for us to get to Effie and hit the governor at the same time.

I’ve been posted on a bench in the park across from the governo
residence for the better part of an hour. The Campbells own a larg
elsewhere, but the governor keeps this luxury townhouse in June Hai
intown business. I stand up when I see the first black armored vehicle

More SUVs with government plates start lining up around the b
deep sense of satisfaction takes shape in my gut, the kind you can c

when a plan comes together perfectly. While Effie is somewhere



ready to marry his son, her plan to take down the governor is in full
Despite the fact that the thought of her preparing for the wedding feel
hundred arrows to the chest, I am incredibly proud of what she start
Les Arnaqueuses.

The men in tactical gear lining up outside the townhouse will soo
down the door to find rare, stolen masterpieces from our cache t
planted early this morning.

The crew meticulously planned every detail to ensure that there wi.
way he can wiggle out of the charges or get them brushed under t
They leaked small details about a potential raid of long-lost art i

relearn

ons tantcilrcles and circulated information through sources in the police to get

olooking at the governor.

wait s
days of It only takes a few more minutes before I start seeing the satellites «
like o30S arrive around the block. Eagerness bites at me and I wish I cot

longer, but I have a wedding to crash and a wife to take home. I wou

Lot theloved to see the FBI march out the lost masterpieces to a hoard c

ng was Cameras. Every second of the bust will be publicized, the people will «

accountability and scream corruption.

est wa
But as much as I want to see Governor Campbell’s demise unfold

s citymy very eyes, nothing compares to my desire to have Effie back in my

I leave the park and hop on my motorcycle to race back to Cash’s pl

2 estate
“How did it go?” Hadis asks me as I take off my helmet
‘bor for
ATive. underground garage.
lock. A “SWAT and news are flooding the street. Everything went accor

nly getplan.” She smiles, satisfied, and I turn my attention to my brothers v

gettingloading our soldiers into SUVs. Roan is barking instructions, divvying

men appropriately, while Lochlan straps more magazines of ammo to |



swing. [ wait to walk up to Cash until he is done having a goodbye ki
s like aHarlow, like he’s going to fucking war. “Remember to go straight
ed withpriest. It will be our best point of leverage. Luciano will sacrifice jus
anyone else in that church.” The Mafia’s hypocrisy when it comes to 1
n breakalways amused me. They will treat clergy like living saints then turn
‘hat weand make a living off sin.
“I know she’s your girl, but I swear to God, Finneas, if you remind
Il be nomore time about the priest I’'m going to blow your fucking brains out.”
he rug. Iroll my eyes. “Then don’t fucking forget.”
n press
the FBI

)f news

1ld stay

1d have
)f newsl’m last to roll up to the church. A decoy call has already been dispat

lemandthe governor’s security posted in the front of the church, so there’s nc
stop me from walking straight up the steps and inside. Now, I’m in tk
| beforeand the object of all my thoughts, desire, my will to fucking live is
-arms. those doors about to marry a stranger. I spark like a livewire as soon a
ace. the first screams, my signal to move.
in the I use both hands to swing the sanctuary doors wide and step into tk
My brothers have the governor’s son and the priest at gun or knifepoir
ding tolooks heart-wrenchingly beautiful in white, eyes round and full of s
vho areDidn’t she know I was coming for her?
sup the “Did we already get to the ‘speak now or forever hold your peace

1is belt.Because I object on account that Euphemia Fox is already married. To



ss withstride down the aisle at a cool pace, plucking my leather gloves ¢

for thetossing them into the pews with smug indifference to the people sittin

it aboutAt Cash’s orders, everyone in the pews is on kneelers and placing thei

religionon top of their heads.

around I drink her in with every step I take toward the altar. Her chestr
swept up and off her neck. Angelic body covered in satin and lace that

me onewait to rip off. Amber eyes igniting with deviant flames.

I reach the bottom of the steps of the altar and extend my hand. SI
her lip, holding back a shocked smile. “You came...” she stutters anc
her hand in mine, and for the first time in days, there’s solid ground ur
feet.

She hikes her dress off the ground and looks at me with a shy gr
looks ready to run, but instead I swoop her up and carry her down tl
and straight out the door. I never got to walk out of the church with n
the first time, and even if this isn’t quite the same, there’s an ur

ched tosatisfaction, holding her in my arms.

yone to There’s a limo parked in front of the church, streamers and cans tie

ie foyerback, just married painted on the windows. Alfie is tugging the drive

behindthe front. “You wanna die for this car? You know how many peop

s I hearprobably had sex in this thing? Gross. You should be thanking us for t.
off your hands. Now, Jesus Christ, get out of the fucking car before

e aisle.ya!”

it. Effie  Alfie sees us running down the steps and shrugs. “Ope, time's t

urprise.shoots the driver in the knee and then shoves his crippled frame ou
car. I open the passenger door, and Effie hops in. I slide in behind |

2’ part?bark at Alfie to raise the partition.

me.” I We pull away, cans jingling, just as rows of police cars, sirens blari



off anddown the street behind us. The blue and red of their lights is so b
g there.breaks through the tinted limo windows and dances across Effie’s
1 handsfeatures. “Your brothers,” she gasps.

“They’re not coming for them.” I lean back in the deep seat, unable
wit hairmy eyes off her.

‘I can’t “Then who?”

“This morning, the FBI found certain Van Gogh and Renoir pain
1e bitesthe home of one Thomas Campbell,” T wrap my hand around her wi
| placesfingers brushing against her hammering pulse.
ider my “You found the phone.” Her eyes crinkle at the corners in a soft smi

“I did, and I lov—" My words are swallowed whole when Alfie sl
in. Shethe brakes and we fly forward in the back of the limo, my arms leapin;
he aislecatch her and pull her back to me.
ny wife “Oy, back to the nursing home if you don’t know how to use a cros:
rivaledhe hollers.

She looks up at me, cradled in my arms, with heavy eyes. “When I 1
d to thefather, I didn’t know—"
rout of “It doesn’t matter.” I cut her off.
le have “I want you to know—"
aking it “I know all I need to know, Ef. I know I hurt you, and you still gax
I shootsecond, third—Christ, a fucking tenth chance. I know that I was br:

cruel, yet you never gave up on me.” Her bottom lip quivers, and I
ip.” Hethumb on it. She kisses the pad of my thumb, and I wrap her in m
t of theback where she’s meant to be.

her and

ng turn



right, it

scared

to take

’The sun is setting when I begin to wake Effie a few miles from

UN8S A'karms after she fell asleep in my lap. The sun breaks the horizon in

st Inyrays of copper and rust. The setting sun bathes the black cattle in

along the road in a warm light, turning their backs the color of whiskey

le. “We’re almost home.” I stroke her hair, plucking the veil from it, a
ams Oasie hitting the back of my throat as I realize she is still fully in her w
goutto,, 4,

“Home?”
swalk!”

“Yes, princess, home.” She nuzzles into my hand as she rouses,
chest constricts at the sweet, mindless movement.
fold my I carefully sit her upright as I sweep out from under her and kneel
limo floor. I lift one of her heeled feet onto my thigh and unbuckle tt
around her ankle as she blinks the sleep fully from her eyes. “You

breathtaking bride, but no way in God’s green earth am I bringing y

7e me a . :
my home in another man’s wedding dress.” I remove her secon

ash anddangling it from the ankle straps before dropping it and taking ¢

rest MY switchblade.

y atms, - Her eyes widen then darken as I flick the blade open. I suck
between my teeth and my gut swirls with heat at the dangerous desire

her gaze.



I slice into the hem of her satin gown. My eyes burn into hers as I t

tear a slit up the center, exposing her silky thighs. Little breaths slip t

her lips the higher I go, and my body responds with a sharp pulse. Hal

the bodice, the fabric snags. I raise her ankle onto my shoulder, ghost

lips up her calf and inner thigh, until I reach the snag. I flip the bl
Bartlettplunge it into the floorboard.

o bold I lock my gaze with hers as I take hold of the dress between my te

)asturestear past the resistance. Her breath gets stuck in her throat and her

blow wide as I am left with unfettered access to her lace-covered pus

cau S‘ticheart beats erratically as I indulge in her untethering scent, dragging n

reddin gover her hot core, feeling her legs tremble on either side of my head.

I nip at the fabric, pinching her skin, and growl, “Mine.”
“Yours,” she agrees breathlessly as I free my knife from where it’s

nd myI grab the top of her bodice, pull it harshly away from her body a1

down the middle while staring her straight in the eyes.

on the Heat crackles down my back as I flip her around onto her hands an

e clasp®™ the seat. A blackness swirls in my gut as I rip the rest of the dress

make arevealing a white lace bodysuit. I bring my hand down hard and hot c

ou into?SS 1 lick up her spine before tugging her hair out of its pinned coni

d heel falls in heavy locks down her shoulders as I flip her back over to sit up
out my I clasp her jaw tightly in my fist. I roughly pull her chin to the
devour her neck, shoving my face into her cascading curls an

my lipbruisingly into her skin. “Mine.” 1 bite, carving my claim into her w

. -teeth.
behind
My voice is raw and rumbly as I promise, “I may not have been t

intended to see you in this, but with the devil as my witness, I will be t

to ruin you in it.” She sucks in an agreeing breath and arches her back



yegin toher breasts out into my greedy palms. “Fuck, I want to tear you apart p

)retweenpiece, break you down bit by bit, so that I can rebuild you as mine ai

fway tomine.”

ing my I know we’ve arrived when the limo turns and begins to crawl o

1ide androcky gravel. I groan into her supple flesh. She tugs my head up, her
knotted in my hair, until we are nose to nose. “Finneas Fox, I’ve nev

eth andanything but yours. But I’ll still let you try...”

- pupils She pulls me onto the seat next to her and spins to straddle me, my

isy. Mylatching onto her thick hips. The car comes to a stop, and she clutc

ny noseface between her hands. Her honeyed eyes fix on mine as if words ev:
In the time that we stay like this wordlessly pouring our souls and ap
to each other, I hear Alfie exit and drive away in the car he left here.

staked. With her thumb, she traces under my eye, down my cheek and o

1d slicechin. Her touch is gentle and sincere. It makes me feel bare and seel
never apologized for my role—"

d knees I stop her, “You don’t have to.”

off her “I want to.” She places a hand over my heart. “I’'m sorry for playi

wer herBetraying you. Hurting you. But I’m not sorry I’'m your wife.”

fines. It My breath lodges in my throat, my heart stuttering. “Say that again.’

right. She arches a brow. “I’m not sorry I’m your wife.”

side to A pleased rumble escapes my lips, and I tighten my arms around he

d suckgliding her over my growing cock. “We never had a proper wedding n

vith my A devious smile plays across her lips. “This could be our wedding
One we both will love.”

he man “Oh yeah? And what would that be?”

he man “Letting my husband do whatever he wants. Knowing I want it to

to pushslides off my lap to kneel at my feet, dragging her palms down the le



iece bymy thighs as she does.
nd only A dark amusement drips through me when I ask, “You wanna pla
wife?”
wer the Her delicate pink tongue flicks across her teeth as she tucks her c
fingersnods, looking up at me through hooded lashes. “Anything I want?” SI
er beenagain, and fire licks up my spine.
I jerk my head at the door. As she exits the limo, I get a peek at t
y handssky, sun fading and stars just beginning to emerge. The perfect backc
hes myall the ways I want to ruin her.
ide her. I follow behind her, my darkest urges igniting. She faces me, and I
ologiessame need for depravity staring back at me. “What do you want me to
I look behind her into the dark of the woods. There’s only one thing
ver myof her.

n. “I’ve  “Run.”

ng you.
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my thighs as she does.

A dark amusement drips through me when I ask, “You wanna play, little
wife?”

Her delicate pink tongue flicks across her teeth as she tucks her chin and
nods, looking up at me through hooded lashes. “Anything I want?” She nods
again, and fire licks up my spine.

I jerk my head at the door. As she exits the limo, I get a peek at the inky
sky, sun fading and stars just beginning to emerge. The perfect backdrop for
all the ways I want to ruin her.

I follow behind her, my darkest urges igniting. She faces me, and I see the
same need for depravity staring back at me. “What do you want me to do?”

I look behind her into the dark of the woods. There’s only one thing I want
of her.

“Run.”
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Can't Hide

Finn

watch her chest rise and stay as she holds her breath as she take:
one wish. Slowly she lets out an exhale through slightly parted lips
a dash of mischievousness flits across her face and she tries to run. !
her wrist, and she looks down at my tattooed knuckles and shivers.
until she looks back in my eyes to say, “And when I catch you, I want
fight.” Then I release her.
With a squeal, she spins on her heels and runs deeper into the wood:
playing with fire and loves the way it burns.
I already feel my cock stiffening watching her hair fly loose and wi
her shoulders. Her bare feet patter into mulchy earth.
“Better run, princess,” I call after her, my blood already heating.
when I catch you, there’ll be no mercy.” I whisper into the night.
My inner predator narrows in on the bright white of her lingerie
torch in the dark.
I want her. I need her. She’s mine, and I’ll have her.

I pick up my pace, but don’t run in pursuit... yet. I enter the wot

disappeared into and laugh to myself as I can hear her giggling and br



heavily as she scampers. My pretty prey is making this too easy.

The moon is full, sending silver beams through the trees. I catch ¢
Effie behind a trunk, her back to me. I’'m light on my feet. She does:
me approach until I’'m right behind her. Her sweet scent goes straigh
cock. She spins at the last second and her scream of surprise is snatch
a kiss as I easily pick her up and slam us up against the tree.

“You found me,” she purrs.

“There’s no hiding from me.” I can feel her heart beating in her ch
my fingers itch to wrap around her throat and bury my cock into her he

I grind into her. “You feel what you do to me? How hard I get fo

5 in my

‘beforetaSte of you.” I devour her with a bruising kiss, bending her to o

I Catchneedlng her to be as hungry for my soul as I am for hers.

[ wait I’ve survived dozens of fights I shouldn’t have because I know how

 you tothe smallest changes in a person’s muscles, their face, the quick flic

eye. So when I dip my head to lavish her neck, I’m not surprised w.

. She,sfingers twist into my hair and she yanks my head back.
What I don’t expect is the slap across my face that follows. I drop

1d overShe gives me a devilish smile over her shoulder as she runs deeper i

forest. Naughty, little plaything.

o Cause “Next time you catch me, you better not wait to fuck me,” she ca
every muscle in my body burns at her taunt.

\ like a I stalk after her like a monster in the dark. I wonder if she know
she’s doing to me. If she knows the way her dark hair shimmering
moonlight makes me want to wrap it around my fist and fuck her

Jds Sheshe’ll feel me for days. If she knows the sound of snapping twigs un

'eathingmakes me want to throw her down among them and eat her perfect cu

she’s dripping and begging for my cock.



I wonder all this, but of course, she knows. Because she knows me j
sight ofknow her.
1’t hear 1 know her pulse is hammering with anticipation right now, the
t to myequally thrilled about eluding capture as she is by the prospect o
ed withcaught.
She looks back at me, eyes wide and round with excitement, but th
distraction causes her to trip and stumble to the ground. I take the opp«
lest andto close the distance in a few quick strides. She flips over and scuttl
2at. on her bottom, but she’s too slow. I’'m right there.
r just a She stares up at me, desperately scooting away as I undo my belt
1y will,ever breaking eye contact. I drop to my knees and grab hold of her le
both hands, yanking them down. She tries to wriggle in my vice gr
to readwhile she puts up a convincing fight, I can smell her arousal. My 1
k of anlittle plaything—no, my naughty wife is soaked for me.
hen her I rip down my fly and fist her lingerie, yanking it roughly to the s
pull my cock out, hard and throbbing, ready to plunge inside her. She
her andas I tease her slick entrance. “This what you want? Me to fuck you
into thecunt until you scream for mercy?” She bites her lip as I ease an inch i
I close my eyes at the overwhelming feeling of sinking slowly ir
lls, and“Christ, Ef, you’re so wet for me.”
“Mercy, my ass,” she spits and kicks me in the chest. I growl at the
/s whather as she scrambles onto hands and knees. I let her make it a few
i in theloving the view of her on her knees—before grabbing her hips with a §
so hardwon’t be able to break and press her into the ground. I twist my fis
der feetsides of her bodysuit, my cock jumping at the sound of it tearing.
nt until  She looks over her shoulder at me, and for a split moment, I expec

terror and pain written all over her face. But instead, she looks my mo



just as Ithe eyes and smiles.
“No mercy it is then,” I growl with promise. I shove my fingers i
it she’smesh of the lace covering her pussy and rip it open, slamming into k
f beingmoans, and the sound is so sweet, I pull out halfway and thrust in he
hear it again louder. Her sounds of pleasure only bring me closer anc
e quickto my true monstrous self. Her hands sprawl out, clawing at the grounc
rtunity I move my hand from her hip to pin the back of her neck and h
es backclenches around me. I can’t contain the guttural groan that escapes m
she feels too fucking good.
without “Finn,” she mewls, and my heart threatens to shatter my sternum.
gs with
ip, and
1aughty

ide as I

freezes

r needyEffie

nto her.

o her. 2“You can scream as loud as you want. No one’s gonna hear yo
voice is drenched with dominance and the thrill of the hunt. I feel it

fagainst my skin like a physical thing.

loss o
- feet He wraps my hair around his fist like a leash and sparks skitter acr
skin as he gives it a sharp tug.
srip she 8 pHug
L in the “Harder,” 1 beg, my voice thick with insatiable hunger even as I ¢
i

to claw at the earth to escape. He yanks my hips into the air and fu

. harder, deeper. I want it all and more, but I’m also not ready to give in
t to see

. to make him earn my submission.
nster in



The next time he plunges into me, I flatten myself to the ground
nto thehim fall on top of me. Catching him by surprise, I’'m able to flip o
ler. Shedrive my elbow into his nose. Immediately, his hand shoots out and
irder toaround my throat, and I dig my head back into the earth trying to get a
1 closer He uses his other hand to wipe at the blood dripping from his nos:
1. use both of mine to push against him unsuccessfully as he drags h
er cuntacross my chest, smearing me with his blood. My lungs struggle
e. God,between his weight crushing on top of me and the corset bra I’'m we

groan in frustration as my thrashing gets me nowhere.

“Aw, poor little wife.” His fake sympathy makes me angry and ho
push harder but his hand at my throat just squeezes tighter. The fir
eyes matches the fire burning in my core and good god, I’m incineratir

He drags his hard cock over my slit, and I writhe and hiss, the
pressure over my clit not nearly enough. “Always so needy,” he t
moves fast as lightning, releasing my throat to pin my hands above n
with both of his. He thrusts again, sliding over my pussy and I w
frustration.

“Will you beg? Go ahead. Beg me for more,” he orders with

u’ HiSchuckle, and I bite my tongue.
scratch . .

“When hell freezes over,” I snarl, but internally I am pleading for

fill me the way only he can.
e “You don’t like being teased?” He grinds harder and my toes curl. ¢
~care. Not when it makes your husband feel so fucking good.” He
Ontlnuewicked glint in his eyes and my heart skips a beat for whatever ic
cks Irlefloated into his twisted head. “How about a taste?” He pulls my hand
= Wantby my sides and slides up my body until his dick is inches from my fac

“Taste how much your body wants me.” He pushes his cock over 1



makingand I try to turn my head away but there’s nowhere to go. Heat coil
ver andburning rope in my core as I give in and lick a wide hot path up his
latches“God, that wicked mouth,” he groans as his eyes roll back.
way. I see an opportunity for one last fight. I suck his cock into my
2, and Iswirling my tongue over his piercing until he loses himself in the feel
is handgrip on my wrists slacken. Ripping my hands free I roll onto my stom:
to fillmake a desperate attempt to crawl away.
aring. I He laughs darkly and the sound is like cool water dripping down m
giving me chills. He grasps for my lingerie, and it continues to shrec
t, and Itussle. I feel his hands clamp down on my calves. “You won’t ge
2 in hisagain. Whose pussy is this now, Effie?”
18. My body lights up, and I yelp as he tugs me back by what’s left
grazingbodysuit and slaps my ass so hard it takes a few seconds for the burn
uts andset in. He wraps my hair around one fist, tugging my head back wl
1y headother hand wrenches my arms behind my back.
hine in “Go ahead” he taunts as he slots his dick at my entrance. “Make
noise you want. No one could ever stop me from taking what’s mine
a darkthen he slams in, burying himself to the hilt and my back arches
deepness.
him to “Oh god,” 1 cry out. He drives his hips forward and back, taking my
away with every full stroke. “I need it, fuck, I need it.” I plead for mor
‘I don’t He bites my shoulder, and the pain only adds to the pleasure. “Mor
gets amore.” He answers by pulling me onto my knees so my wrist is
lea justbetween my back and his stomach. The tantalizing feel of his piei
s downenhanced with the new angle, making me see stars, and I can’t h
e. bounce back on his cock. Especially when he wraps a hand around tl

ny lips,of my throat and my walls clench around him.



s like a “Fuck, your pussy loves it when I choke you,” he grits out on a ¢
length.breath.

I slip my hand between my thighs to play with my clit, whimpers
mouth,uninhibited from my lips. He matches me with deep groans and crude
and hisas we rut like animals on the forest floor.
achand Time and space begin to collapse, I become lost in the joining of ou

His heart is so sure in the way he possesses me that I feel what he pr
y spine,earlier, to break me down bit by bit, tear me apart piece by piece. The
1 in ourget to my climax and the harder he fucks me, the more I feel my ¢
't awaycrumbling away and a new, stronger, version of who I was always
be emerges in its place.
-of my My mouth hangs open as my release dangles in front of me. He knc
to fullybody and pleasure as well as his own, so he gives me a finger to bite d
hile theas my orgasm threatens to overwhelm me. “Come right now,” he den
scream around his finger, biting down so hard I feel the skin break, a
all thea roar, he shoots his cum deep inside me.
> And 1 go limp in his arms and can feel his own exhausted muscles trei
. at thekeep us from collapsing. Panting and dizzy with ecstasy, he holds me
me. All my broken, burned and ruined pieces that now have new life b
7 breathinto them.
e. He gently lays down, bringing me with him to lay on his chest. V
e, Finn,there, listening to the chorus of night sounds, bathed in silver moonlig
pinnedour breathing slows and the chill catches up to us. He clutches me tigt
‘cing isl shiver, and as if reading my mind, he whispers with nothing but de
elp but“You make me so fucking whole, Effie.”

1e front




strained!- E-GIRLS ARE RUINING MY LIFE—CORPSE, Savage Ga$p |
2. Chills — Dark Version—Mickey Valen, Joey Myron

spilling
OceanofPDF.com

» words

r souls.
‘omised
closer I
old self

leant to

WS my
own on
1ands. I
nd with

mble to
2, all of
reathed

Ve stay
‘ht until
1t when

wotion,


https://oceanofpdf.com

1. E-GIRLS ARE RUINING MY LIFE—CORPSE, Savage Ga$p |
2. Chills — Dark Version—Mickey Valen, Joey Myron

OceanofPDF.com




CHAPTER 25

OceanofPDF.com



https://oceanofpdf.com

CHAPTER 25

OceanofPDF.com




Water Lilies

Finn

wake to Effie tracing my chest tattoo. ! She lightly follows the 1

lines of the Celtic knot, and I pretend I am still asleep. I don’t kno
Maybe because I don’t want this moment to end. Her soft breas
against my side with every steady breath she takes. My arm is w
around her back and her silky hair drapes over it. The birds are here
new day outside the window, and even with my eyes closed, I can pic
morning sun coloring the loft a hazy gold.

“Good morning.” Her voice is husky and sweet, thick with sleep.

“I’m asleep,” I mumble with a small teasing smile.

“You’re drumming on my hip,” she laughs, and I squeeze my hand
naked hip, unaware I was tapping, but not surprised. “Have you notic
often you do that? It’s like you’re trying to communicate in morse
something.”

I open my eyes and look down at her face. Her dark eyelashes 1
honeyed brown eyes and a touch of pink from sleep colors her cheel
because I am.”

She tilts her head and rolls onto her elbow at my side. “You are wha



I tuck a loose lock behind her ear and fight the urge to keep my ¢
little longer. The words are loose on my tongue, ready to spill but ¢
throat goes dry. I meet her gaze and swallow the last of my resistance.
morse code.”

She perks up, her interest piqued. “Really? What does it mean?” Sh
at me with a love I can’t even begin to comprehend, but at the sam
understand inherently. My love for her is woven into the very fibers
being, and I want her to know how deeply she has touched me.

“Water lilies.” Her mouth opens on a silent gasp. My throat ties i
vin dingknots feeling so exposed. But now that I’ve started, I want to cla

Why-anything left unsaid between us, so I continue. “It was the first and las
ts push

rrapped

ever felt true peace. That night with you. Since I didn’t have you,
became my calm.”

Iding a “Stop.” Her lips tug in an unsure smile, her eyes well with tears and

ture thehave to ask, I know they are the sunflower type.

“I can’t.” I roll us over and hold myself above her. “I can’t stop
you. I don’t think I ever did.” She clutches my face and pulls my mout
to hers. I fall into our kiss, trying to make up for ten years. My nos

' on her®Ver her tear-streaked cheeks, and I can’t control the overwhelming

ed howexplodlng in my chest.

code or It’s beyond happiness, beyond lust, beyond this fucking life. She’s :

this lifetime and the next. Suddenly I’'m questioning what’s ten year
: we have forever?
rim her

. “It’s I can hardly let her go when she pulls us apart, breathing heavy ai

welling with emotion. “I love you, Finneas Fox.” My lungs somehow

o Wy to breathe, despite the weight of her words slamming into me v

force of a thousand comets.



secret a My jaw clenches painfully and my throat tightens into a tight ball.
still mylook away from her, my entire world between the palms of my han
“Usingreaches out and brushes her thumb across my cheek. “I hope th
sunflower tears.”
e looks I sniff and swallow the knot in my throat, falling forward and 1
le time,myself in the crook of her neck. “Fuck, I love you so much.” I feel 1
» of mybreaking apart, my ribs cracking open and my heart floating out to her:
She wraps her arms around my head and shoulders, hugging me
itself inher. But fuck, it’s not close enough. I kiss her neck, a burst of salt
w apartfrom last night on my tongue. And I want more. I inhale the scent of |
t time Iand kiss a path across her collarbone, licking over my blood, and suck
tappingnipple.
She arches into me and threads her fingers through my hair. “Sho
I don’tshe says on a breathy moan and reaches between our bodies to encii
cock, directing it to her cunt.
loving My broad head slots against her pussy, and I grab her face, kiss
h downdeeply as I sink into her, swallowing her moans like they are ail
e dragsThere’s nothing hurried or rough about the way I slowly rock into her.
feeling She clings to my shoulders, biting down hard on my lip when I
sweet spot inside her. Our breathless pants fill the space between our
mine intender pleasure skates up and down my spine.
s when If last night was a wildfire, this morning is the warmth from a hear
foundation of a home. A home that we have found with and in each otl
nd eyes Her pussy flutters around me and her kisses become pleading
v find apleasure spirals. I keep my strokes passionate and intentional, he
vith thepulling my own release forward. Our breathing becomes choppy a

share one set of lungs, our desire and euphoria cresting together.



I can’tignite behind my eyes as I come, but I can’t look away from the
ds. Shedancing across her face. Watching her brows pinch together and her
ose arefalls slack on a silent cry as she comes with me is a beauty that wou

the northern lights.

ourying My limbs become liquid, and I melt into her, falling to the side and
ike I’mher into me. My hands wrap around her soft belly as her ass snuggles
5. crook of my hips. I catch my breath, slowly running my fingers thro
tight totangled hair. My hand snags on something and I huff a laugh as I pull
y sweatout of her hair.
her hair “I think I owe you a long hot shower.” I hold out the twig in front o
. on hersee.

She twists around in my arms to face me. “I’d say so. You have 1
w me,”your cheek. But I don’t really care...” She raises her brows with ¢

rcle mysmile. “About that or the mud on the sheets.”

ing her

r itself.

hit the
*lips as
Steam fills the shower, and I rinse the shampoo out as Effie wrings h
th. Thealready done bathing. “By the way, what does Juicy tracksuits and Stc
ter. DVDs mean?”
as her She looks at me and laughs, a cute drop of water sliding down her n
r bodyhad to do with a story Hadis told me. I needed to prove the te
s if wegenuinely coming from me.”

Sparks “I’d like to hear it sometime. The story.”



rapture “Okay.” She smiles and gives me a quick peck as she pulls the

 mouthcurtain back. I slap her ass on her way out. “Hey!”

1d rival “Spousal privilege.” I shrug smugly and step back under the hot sti
water.

pulling I’m finishing toweling off in the bathroom and just stepping into m

into thewhen the sound of Effie’s scream from the other room makes my bl

ugh hercold. My heart leaps out of my goddamn rib cage as I rush out

| a twigbathroom to see William Campbell pinning Effie to the wall with his -
hand wrapped around her throat. His other hand holds a gun to her

f her toand I see red. A yell rips from my throat, “I’ll fucking kill you.”

I race across the loft, ripping him off her. My fist latches onto |
mud onhand, and we fall to the floor as I try to wrestle it from his grip. My t
1 proudpumping harder than it ever has, nothing but white-hot rage coursing 1

me. “Effie, the truck!” I holler and he manages to roll on top of me
struggle. “The keys...under the mat...I got it started—Oof!” 1
distracted trying to track Effie and make sure she gets out safely {
bastard is able to knee me in the ribs with all his weight. I’ve had
broken ribs to know I just got one as my lungs gasp for air and pain 1
my side.

“Finn!” Effie screams, and I can’t afford to look at her right now,
er hair,making contact with Campbell’s jaw, but he still has the upper hand.
ir Wars  “Go. Now!” I yell, trying to flip us over with a leg lock. The fuck

have had some wrestling training because he skillfully blocks, and 1
ose. “Itmanage to knock the gun from his grip.
'xt was It skitters across the floor, and we both scramble after it. He lands a

my face and my head is whipped back, giving him just enough advar



showerreach the gun before me. He grabs it and leaps to his feet. Both hi:
shake, but he trains the weapon on me as I’m sprawled on the floor.
‘eam of I slowly sit up with my hands raised, needing to see if Effie made
The fist around my lungs loosens realizing she isn’t in the barn and I
ly jeansto bring my attention to the gun to my head. I lazily turn my gaze
lood gowashed-up frat bro in front of me, feeling much calmer now that I kn
of theis safe.
fucking “Rough night?” I look him up and down with fake pity. He’s still in
temple,from the wedding, his bow tie loose around his neck and his shirt un
His hair is disheveled and not just from our fight. His eyes have the
his gunlook of someone who’s been up all night drinking.
)lood is  “You—" His voice trembles with anger and adrenaline. “You’v:
througheverything from me.”
> in the I leisurely wipe the blood from my nose with the back of my
’m tooinspecting it with an unimpressed shrug before turning back up f
‘hat the“You’re gonna have to be more specific.”
enough He roars in frustration and lunges forward, pressing the barrel
radiatesforehead. “Where should I start? You killed my brother—”
“Um,” I hold up my finger and interrupt, “I thought he was still mis:
my fist “You goddamn know he isn’t still alive,” he growls, and pistol wi
across the face.
er must I flex my jaw back and forth, then yawn, his eyes glow red
~ barelyindifference. “Sorry, you were saying?”
“You killed my brother—I don’t care what the police say, I dor
_foot inthere’s no body, I know it. You framed my father, destroyed our rep
itage toand stole my wife.”

“I’m gonna have to stop you there, technically you stole my wife.”



5 hands “You arrogant bastard, I’'m going to kill you!” He jams the muzzle
into my skull and—

> it out. “Not before I blow your head off.” My eyes shoot behind him to se

’m abledwarfed by the giant shotgun she has pointed right at her erstwhile gro

on the

10w she
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“You arrogant bastard, I'm going to kill you!” He jams the muzzle firmer
into my skull and—

“Not before I blow your head off.” My eyes shoot behind him to see Effie
dwarfed by the giant shotgun she has pointed right at her erstwhile groom.
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Euphemia Fox

Effie

I escape the loft with the sounds of Finn and William’s fight e
Hearing each grunt and punch feels like wind knocked from my
run to the garage, my torn-up feet from last night splitting over the s
gravel.

I don’t even consider getting in the truck. I just got him back, the
fucking way I'm leaving him now. Not when he’s fought for me ag
again. Not when he’s finally given me something I’ve always craved: ¢

My family blew up his world ten years ago. I won’t let him |
another casualty in my family’s continued struggle for power.

I tear open every drawer and cabinet in the garage, knowing there h.
a weapon somewhere in all this rubble. There’s not a single room
parent’s house that doesn’t have a stashed gun, and I’'m certain Finn
the same.

Fucking hell, there has to be. And if not—fuck it, I will go i
swinging with a goddamn socket wrench.

I hear a loud boom from up above that sounds distinctly like a body

the ground and my heart races. I throw open the door of a tall, free-s



cabinet, telling myself if this one comes up empty, I'm going w
wrench.

I nearly scream with relief when I find an old shotgun with a ta
barrel and wood handle tucked into the corner. I frantically sea
cartridges, fumbling to get them in the barrel. I take off manically sj
again, hoping I’m not too late.

I creep back to the loft. I hear Finn taunting William and can tel
way his voice shakes in response that he’s one more insult away from
My hands are slick with sweat and my heart pounds in my ears as I ro
top of the stairs.

choing

lungs. T William jabs his gun against Finn’s forehead and my legs almost g

terror like I’ve never known poisoning my blood stream. “You a
craggly

bastard, I’m going to kill you!”

I slot the shotgun under my armpit and raise the barrel, willing my h

're’s no
. remain steady. “Not before I blow your head off.”
ain and
safety Both sets of eyes spin to me, and I feel an eerie sense of cal
> .

estraighten my aim on William’s chest. “Step the fuck back frc
husband.”

His eyes narrow in disbelief and his mouth falls open and closed

becom

as to be
- rnylost response. His stunned silence is all Finn needs to leap up and kn
will beBUD from his hand. Their arms tangle with each other as they grapple,

and knees flying. My mind is racing a mile a minute trying to figure c

to help but knowing I don’t have time to sit and think.
n there

I just act, my need to see Finn safe loud and blaring, drivi

,hittingmovements. I close the distance and spin the rifle around to wail hin
. __back of the head with the butt. He goes limp, collapsing to the side lil
tanding

weight.



7ith the Finn scuttles over to the pistol on the floor before dashing to 1

yanking the shotgun from my hands. He checks the chamber, discard:
rnishedcartridges before pocketing them and throwing the empty weapon on t
rch forHe rounds on me, tucking the pistol in his waistband and clutching r
yrintingbetween his hands.

“Jesus Christ, Ef, do you even know how to use that thing?”

| in the “No.” I exhale shakily. “Thank god I didn’t have to.”
1 firing. He releases a laugh mingled with a sigh and tucks my head into hi

und the“Fucking mad woman.”

ive out,

rrogant

\ands to

m as [We work together to tie William to one of our wood dining chairs. He

>m myup halfway through, and I get the pleasure of holding his own gun to I
—sans bullets after Finn insisted I wouldn’t be touching a loaded -

with auntil he teaches me how to “not fucking kill myself with one.” \

ock thescowls bitterly but stopped spewing obscenities once Finn threatenec

elbowshis tongue out.

yut how “I’ll be right back.” Finn gives my shoulder a reassuring squeeze
walking out the door, returning shortly with a hunting knife.

ng my William’s eyes widen as Finn sits down on the couch next to th

1 in thetoying with the tip of the blade with his finger. “Which hand was it

e deadslowly raises his head to level me with his stony stare. “Which hand



me andhave around your neck?” My stomach drops with his line of questioni
ing twol can’t deny the sick thrill that races up my spine too.
he bed. “That one,” I say when he points the blade at his left hand.
ny face “Very well.” He stands and pulls out his switchblade from his pocl
mouth waters remembering that the last time I saw it was when he us
cut off my wedding dress before chasing and thoroughly fucking m«
wild beast in the forest. William’s wrist is tied to the arm of the ch:
s chest,Finn pushes the handle of the hunting knife into his palm so his finger
open on the wood.
I watch his breathing deepen as he looks on, frightened, both o
suspense to what Finn is going to do next. Finn stabs the switchblade f
William’s middle finger and into the wood, like a viper sinking in hit
with a blood curdling scream from him. I clutch my hand to my mor
bile crawls up my throat at the same time sparks of vengeful intrigu
my system.
» wakes  “I don’t like anyone laying their hands on my wife, Campbell.” Hi
1is headdrops to a low and dark timber. “I don’t like it at all.”
weapon  Finn notches the hunting knife at his wrist, and he begins to scream
Nilliamwail. My shoulders roll down my back and I set my jaw, preparing to -
1 to cutman be relieved of his hand.
As Finn slowly cuts into his flesh, I think he’s purposely dragging
beforeBut then, to sounds of agony, Finn begins to work the tip of the blad
the slit at his wrist and lifts the skin from his palm.
2 chair, Completely undisturbed by the ear-shattering screams being tor
?” Finnwilliam’s throat, Finn continues his bloody craft. Methodically, h

~did heevery inch of skin, peeling it away from the muscle on his palm an



ing, butfinger until it dangles like a fleshy glove around the switchblade still
through his finger.

Finn straightens back up after hunching over his work and rolls his
<et. Myif stretching from a nap. Wordlessly, he saunters over to the kitchene
ied it tobegins washing his hand, along with the blade.
> like a My feet remain glued to the floorboards, and I can’t seem to tear n
1ir, andaway from the raw, meaty lump dripping blood over the chair arm ai
rs splaythe floor. William is slumped in the chair, sweaty and pale. His

flutter, and his breathing is an odd mix between heavy and shallc
f us insimilarities to Hudson are exceptionally striking at this moment. I cai
throughbut wonder if Hudson’s hand would look just like this skinned.
5 fangs, I hear the faucet shut off and watch Finn walk casually back over
uth anddrying his hands on a white towel before looking up. The darkness in |
2 shockslams into me but it doesn’t scare me. It compels me because I ki
depths. Like the serenity and wonder that accompanies the terrifyir
s voiceyou get looking into the black of the deepest ocean. The deeper the d
the fiercer the love.
, plead, He pulls the handgun from his waistband and holds it out to me,
watch afirst. “I know I said you weren’t touching a gun until I taught you hov
one, but if you want it, the Kkill is yours.”
s it out. I look at the gun, then at the bleeding mess of a man in the chair

e underback to Finn, letting a small smile peeking through. “I have a better ide

n from
ie flays

d every



~staked

neck as

'tte and

0y €¥eS11pg Sunday, ten a.m. Which means my father will be having espre:

1d ontoplaying chess at Nonna Rosa’s after mass. When we arrive, the front

ethdSunlocked as restaurant staff are still coming and going with n

W HIS 3.5 veries before opening in a few hours. We barge in, Finn keeping \

vt hdpmoving with a gun between his shoulder blades as he shuffles holc
bandaged hand.

OME 1 ysed to love coming here as a kid. It felt like family, the wait

115 €¥®Scooks spending time at our table and always bringing out my favorif

OW 1S ithout ever having to order. For dessert, when my parents got espre

18 Chﬂlkids got vanilla ice cream in the cutest glass cups in small, melon-ball

arknessl used to like stacking the little globes into a snowman while my t
would try to fit them all in their mouths at one time.

handle But as I grew up and realized the insidious underbelly of the place

V10 US€is charm. Men would disappear into the walk-in and come out hou
beaten and bloody. There were always groups of young soldiers who

-1 WMt me with lecherous eyes and crude remarks as if somehow that wa

-4 them their boss’s daughter. This is a sanctuary for bad men, but it’

been for me.
Today, I don’t feel any of that trepidation or unease of the hunted. |
I walk in like the hunter. I head straight for the walk-in freezer and

surprised to see a fresh-faced recruit standing in the back.



I look him in the eyes and order, “Open it.” His gaze bounces betw
and the men behind me with a concerned and indecisive look. So I giv
little help deciding, I grab William’s wrist and he groans in pain as I w
bandaged hand at the guard. “Open the fucking hatch or you’ll
husband’s next craft project.”

“M—Ma’am,” he sputters and hurriedly gets to lifting the floor pane

sso and

door is I’ve never been one to make a scene, constantly shrinking myse

Lornin gneatly in the background. But being the center of Finneas Fox’s wc
Nilliam

ling his

made me no longer content to stay in the shadows. So I'll make a scen
a fucking entrance. I push William to the top of the steps and kick hin
back of the knees to send him tumbling down.

There’s chaotic shouting down below as he crumbles to the flooi

ers and

e pastaspeakeasy. I walk down unhurriedly behind him. My resolve harde

wsso. ughear my father curse roughly in Italian. I step onto the floor as my fat

sCo0ps his associates are all in various phases of reaching for their weapon:

)rothersunexpected arrival. Cigar smoke thickens the air and mingles sourly v

smell of fresh coffee.

. it lost “Father.” His eyes meet mine and for the first time in my life, I thii

s laterthe look of utter surprise on his face. I don’t have to look behind me t

'd 1 OokFinn’s got my back. His presence and strength permeate the room.
uld get Euphemia,” he gasps and contorts his face with a sneer.

s never “I always knew you weren’t a good man. Or honest or loyal. But

was ever anything I respected about you, it was that you always did yc

nstead dirty work.” He narrows his eyes in a silent threat. A gesture that

am notmake me cower, now looks like a fragile and desperate attempt to intin

“So imagine my surprise, when William here—" I kick his huddle

(13

still on the ground and he moans. “—said that he knew where to f{



‘een mebecause you told him. Not only that, but you also suggested he ‘go g

e him ahe’s owed.””

rave his He opens his mouth, but I hold out my hand. “Hudson Campbell i

be myGovernor Campbell is going to prison for the rest of his miserable li:
William here,” I look down at him in disgust, “isn’t even worth my gc

2], time—"

If to fit “You’re nothing but a whore—"

irld has “I’m speaking.” 1 hold his stare, daring him to interrupt me agail

e...andonly reason I bothered returning your trash is to tell you this is the la

n in theThis is the last time you meddle with my life, with my marriage.”

“Euphem—"

- of the “Try again and I will put you down like a rabid dog.”

ns as I His mouth opens and closes like a fucking fish, red and steam rai

her andhis face. He snarls, spittle flying. “You’re no daughter of mine.”

s at the His hands ball into fists at his sides, and I know with confidence thc

vith thewill never hurt me again. “You’re right. I’'m not a Luciano. I’m a Fox.’

1k I see

o know
1. you should see me in a crown—Billie Eilish |
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because you told him. Not only that, but you also suggested he ‘go get what
he’s owed.’”

He opens his mouth, but I hold out my hand. “Hudson Campbell is dead.
Governor Campbell is going to prison for the rest of his miserable life. And
William here,” I look down at him in disgust, “isn’t even worth my goddamn
time—"

“You’re nothing but a whore—"

“I’m speaking.” 1 hold his stare, daring him to interrupt me again. “The
only reason I bothered returning your trash is to tell you this is the last time.
This is the last time you meddle with my life, with my marriage.”

“Euphem—"

“Try again and I will put you down like a rabid dog.”

His mouth opens and closes like a fucking fish, red and steam raising on
his face. He snarls, spittle flying. “You’re no daughter of mine.”

His hands ball into fists at his sides, and I know with confidence those fists

will never hurt me again. “You’re right. I’'m not a Luciano. I’m a Fox.”

1. you should see me in a crown—Billie Eilish |
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Epilogue

Effie

T hree months later

The door to my newly built studio opens and Stella pops her |
“You ready, babe?”

“Yeah, almost. Can you help me with this?” I hold up a golc
necklace.

“Course.” She comes in, pausing to look at the canvases on the we
setting sun washes the studio in a warm golden light and Stella look
masterpieces in awe. “Wow.”

I tilt my head, still finding new things to appreciate in the paintir
bought at the gala. The colors are so vibrant and layered, the brush
crude in places and seamless in others.

Stella’s nimble fingers clasps my necklace around my neck, then sh
me a once over. “Just gorgeous.” Her smile is warm and infectious
offers me her arm. I loop mine around her elbow.

'We built the studio on the farm just a short walk from the lake.
lights hung in the trees light our path, and my stomach is awash with

butterflies. I opted to go barefoot, something about it just felt right. Th



floor is cool under my feet and fireflies flickering between the trunks t
a whimsical feel into the air.

“Are you nervous?” she asks me as we get closer to the dock, and I
laugh.

“No, I feel like I’ve done this a hundred times already.”

Though as we round a small bend in the path and the dock comr
view, I’m not sure that’s honest. My heart beats faster as I make out
frame at the end. Harlow is the only one bringing a pop of color to th
in a slick, red dress. All the boys are dressed in black like it’s a funera
than a wedding. Well everyone except Alfie who, when he turns are
Lead in.watch us approach, is wearing a pink striped tie with his navy suit.

My eyes lock with Finn’s, and my breath is snatched from my lung
1 chainin the dimming daylight, I can see the vibrant jade of his eyes and

clenches when he takes in my white, flowing dress. We step onto th

our footsteps making a hollow thump, and he drags his hand over his

all. The
with a slight shake of his head.
s at the
I can’t believe you’re my wife.
. His words from the gala echo in my head, and my chest fee
1g Finn

S trOkesrealizing that after tonight, I finally will be, with no strings attached. .

and him, forever. The way it was always meant to be.

. Cash stands at the end of the dock next to Finn, his hands clasped
le gives

of him.
as she
My eyes get misty as Stella walks me down the aisle—if I can evel

Stringthat, with it being so short. She hands me off to Finn after a quick I

. .squeeze.
excited d

I look down at the water and my first tear falls at what I see. (
e forest

floating in the pond in between the lilies, lighting up the water, with ¢



yreathesreflections dancing on the ripples. My bottom lip trembles, and he
out to brush his thumb against it as if we are the only two people h

have totips my chin up with one hand while the other taps a gentle tattoo
palm: water lily.

“Well,” Cash begins, “Let’s hope this is the last time we have to do
1es intosnicker, but Finn cuts his brother a glare. “Alright, let’s get to it.”

- Finn’s To start the handfasting ceremony, Cash pulls out a green twisted c

e groupinstructs us to take hold of each other’s right forearms. He has Finn h

I ratherend of the cord and wraps the rest around our hands twice before hanc

»und tothe other end. The entire process, Finn continues to rub light circles
inside of my wrist.

s. Even “Finneas.” Cash nods to him, and he takes a wedding band from his

his jawwith his free left hand. My heart skips a beat as I hold out my left he

e dock,he slides the ring to my first knuckle.

» mouth Finn licks his bottom lip and meets my eyes. “I’ve made a lot of i
but loving you was never one of them. I may not be a gentleman, but
worthy of gentle love, and I vow to give you all you deserve and more

Is light As he slips the ring down my finger, I struggle to see all the uglines:

Just mepast as anything but gifts because they carved the path to this moment.

“I never wanted a gentleman. I only wanted you.” I give his for

in frontsqueeze, and the taut muscles flex under my hand as he squeezes me b

My throat constricts and warmth blooms in my chest as Cash pas

n call itFinn’s ring. As he holds out his left hand for me, my eyes dance o

g andfresh water lily tattoo now covering the back of it. I find our story to b
like the plant itself: incredibly resilient, still able to bloom even a

_andlescoldest winters.

slowing My tongue twists around the emotion trapped in my throat, and I v



reachessunflower tears to wait until after my vows. “You’ve shown me the be
ere. Hedarkness, the strength in myself, and the perfection in ruin.”
on my As I glide the ring to the base of his finger, Cash pronounces, *
power vested in me by Instant-Online-Ordination-dot-com, I now pro
this.” Iyou husband and wife, again.”

Our friends and family clap, and Finn quietly clears his throat, givir
ord anda nudging look. “Oh, right...you may Kkiss the bride!” Heat floods my
old oneas Finn dives a hand behind my neck and through my hair before dipf
ling melow with a kiss that burns through my entire body.

on the Everyone roars in applause and cheers, and he pulls me back up b
no rush to end it. I lean into him, feeling every layer of heartache, pair
pocketand tribulations it took to get here melt away.
ind and In the time since we first stepped on this dock eleven years ago,
spent so much time trying to find the razor fine line between love ar
listakestoo stubborn and afraid to choose a side. When in reality, the lin

you areexisted. I’ve always been his and he’s always been mine.

»

s of our

1. Dandelions — slowed + reverb—Ruth B., slater |
‘earm a

ack.
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sunflower tears to wait until after my vows. “You’ve shown me the beauty in
darkness, the strength in myself, and the perfection in ruin.”

As I glide the ring to the base of his finger, Cash pronounces, “By the
power vested in me by Instant-Online-Ordination-dot-com, I now pronounce
you husband and wife, again.”

Our friends and family clap, and Finn quietly clears his throat, giving Cash
a nudging look. “Oh, right...you may Kkiss the bride!” Heat floods my cheeks
as Finn dives a hand behind my neck and through my hair before dipping me
low with a kiss that burns through my entire body.

Everyone roars in applause and cheers, and he pulls me back up but is in
no rush to end it. I lean into him, feeling every layer of heartache, pain, trials,
and tribulations it took to get here melt away.

In the time since we first stepped on this dock eleven years ago, we’ve
spent so much time trying to find the razor fine line between love and hate,
too stubborn and afraid to choose a side. When in reality, the line never

existed. I’ve always been his and he’s always been mine.

1. Dandelions — slowed + reverb—Ruth B., slater |
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Dear reader,

H ey, thanks for reading to the end! Finn and Effie hold a special |
my heart and hope they stay in yours too. If you enjoyed it, i
mean the world to me if you could take a minute to review this b
Amazon. Even a one-sentence review helps! Reviews are truly the b
to support indie authors, and I appreciate every single one. I knov
readers do too.

Effie and Finn continue to make Bartlett Farms home...To re
extended spicy epilogue, visit SummerOtoole.com/HateMeExtra an
sneak peek at who the next Fox brother to find love might be.

Feel free to reach out to share with me your theories, reactions or a
else you liked (or didn’t) about this book on Instagram @SummerOto
TikTok @SummerOtoole. Or we can go old school and shoot me an ¢
hello@summerotoole.com.

Wanna talk book boyfriends with often questionable morals? J
weekly on The HEA Book Club, available wherever you listen to pc
Or join Little Teaser’s (Hot n Ready): A Facebook Community fo

Lovers at Facebook.com/groups/LittleTeasers.



https://summerotoole.com/hatemeextra
https://www.instagram.com/summerotoole/
https://www.tiktok.com/@summerotoole?lang=en
https://www.facebook.com/groups/littleteasers
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