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For the women who ask, ‘am I allowed to like this?’


I think the answer is yes.
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Prologue


Domenico Valente

Seventeen Years Ago

I already hear Alessia and her girlfriend Beckett laughing as I walk up the stairwell. I knock on the door. “Everyone dressed?”

“Shut up, idiot,” Alessia calls.

I take that as a ‘yes.’ The apartment has that saggy feeling that means Mom’s gone, but I call out anyway. “Mother dearest around?”

“Nope,” Alessia yells.

The girls are in the kitchen, their arms wrapped around each other. They’re both in short shorts and bras and every guy at school would cut off a hand to be standing where I am. Me? I can’t really enjoy the view. I could sneak a glance at Beckett’s ass, but Alessia would punch me in the head, and Beckett’s got zero interest anyway. Except maybe that I look like Alessia.

I sit at the kitchen counter. “Either of you gonna put clothes on?”

Alessia kisses Beckett on the nose. “Don’t look if you don’t like it, Doctor Valente.”

“Don’t call me that.”

She grins. Alessia’s blonde and fit and almost as tall as I am. People always think we’re twins. “That name is one hundred percent earned, little brother. That stuff you gave us…”

I perk up. “You took the Orchard?”

The girls exchange blissful looks. “Yeah.”

“And it worked for both of you?”

Alessia scowls. “Don’t be a pervert, Dom.”

“I only let you have some to test it! Don’t jump up my dick because I want to know if it works.”

Alessia rolls her eyes.

“So, how’d it go?” I ask.

Beckett exchanges another horny look with Alessia. “Amazing. We’ve been up all night—”

I hold up my hands. “Enough, I get it.”

“It was the hottest fucking thing,” Alessia assures me. “You’re a genius.”

I smile at the countertop. Another successful trial. Only I can’t tell Adri or Morelli about this one—they’ll focus on the girl-on-girl thing, and I’ll never hear the end of it. Having a hot lesbian for a sister is no joke. I’ll tell Bobby about it. He’s got hot sisters. He gets it.

Alessia opens the oven door, releasing a cloud of steam. “Still not ready. What the fuck?”

Beckett and I smirk at each other. Alessia is the most impatient person on earth. Thirty seconds is too long for her to cook tater tots, which is what I assume is in the oven. Unless it’s fish sticks.

Alessia slams the oven door closed. “Dom, you’ve gotta be more careful when you come here during the day. Mr. Hodges is watching the place and he told me he’s gonna call social services and tell them you’re not in school.”

“What!?” I turn and look out the front window. “That old bitch. For all he knows, I dropped out.”

“Next year, it won’t be a problem. Just stay out of his way for now.”

“Whatever.”

Beckett takes a seat beside me at the kitchen counter. “You’re not in school? Don’t you want to go to college?”

“Nah, I’m making plenty of money doing what I’m doing.”

“Selling drugs?

“Making drugs,” I correct. “Distribution’s not my area.”

She frowns. “That’s bullshit. A guy as smart as you should get a degree.”

“Hey,” Alessia says, her head back in the oven. “Dom doesn’t need to go to college. He’s gonna make a million dollars and buy me a Harley.”

“Exactly,” I tell Beckett. Although Alessia’s wrong. I’m not gonna make a million dollars. I’m gonna make a billion dollars. And I’m not just gonna buy her a motorbike: I’m gonna buy her a house and a car and anything she wants. Then I’ll buy Mom a cottage where she can do pills all day and hire a nurse to look after her. And maybe in a few years, she’ll get bored and start painting again. Who knows?

People say money can’t buy everything, but that’s bullshit. Money opens doors. It makes everything easier. That’s why I like Morelli. He’s a grease ball who unironically wears polo shirts but he’s not one of those rich kids who thinks they’re better than their trust fund. He wants to make Orchard as big as I do. Patent it if we can and sell it to pharmaceutical companies. Yesterday he sent me an article about scientists trying to find the ‘female Viagra.’ We definitely have that, it’s whether the government will let women get high that’s the issue.

But fuck, they let people get drunk and smoke cigarettes, and I don’t think we’re that far from legalizing weed. Why not get girls stupid horny? Who doesn’t want that?

Once I’m rolling in cash, I’ll go to college. Tech at Yale. Bio chem at Oxford. Medicine at Johns Hopkins. Once I have money, it won’t matter. I can spend the rest of my life legitimizing what I already know; that I’m the smartest guy to come out of this shithole neighborhood.

Alessia slams the oven again. “Not long now.”

“Okay, babe,” Beckett says patiently. She pats my shoulder. “You gonna go see your girlfriend?”

“Don’t have a girlfriend.”

“The prep school bitch,” Alessia says, squinting at the oven door.

She means Rosie Constantine. We started hooking up last year and we’ve been banging on and off ever since. Rosie’s no fun to be around when her class assignments are due, but she’s a ten and her college boyfriend means she doesn’t want to be seen with me in public. Which suits me just fine. An involuntary smirk spreads my lips. Now that Alessia and Beckett have taken Orchard and it went great, it’s time to ask Rosie to give it a try.

“I’m heading into the city,” I say, standing. “Where’s the money jar?”

Alessia points to the cupboard below the sink. I hunt around and find the old Jiff jar full of change. I take a couple of fives and shove them in my pocket. Alessia nudges me with her foot. “Put it in the other place. Mom’ll be back tonight.”

“Sure.” I put the jar on top of the fridge and push it to the back where Mom can’t see or reach it. “I’m gonna head off, okay?”

The oven dings.

“Finally!” Alessia grabs the dirty towel from beside the sink. “Want tots before you go?”

“You tryna kill me?”

I hate tater tots. The grease. The mushy potato filling. The smell. I watch as Alessia dumps the slightly burnt tots onto two mismatched plates. None of the plates in our apartment match. Nothing in here is good in any fucking way. Last month I went to Morelli’s house and there was a fountain in the entrance. Alessia grabs the ketchup from the leaking fridge, and I want to snatch it off her and throw it out the window at old Mr. Hodges.

“Five years,” I mutter. “Five years and I’ll have a billion dollars.”

Alessia sprays ketchup all over her plate. “What was that?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“Then get out of here. Beckett and I are refueling and then we’re going back to bed.”

“Good for you.” I watch Alessia run a tot through the red sauce and toss it in her mouth. Christ, I hate tater tots. I’m not a food snob but—

She coughs, potato spraying onto the floor.

“Jesus. Alessia, chew!”

She glares at me, pressing a fist to her mouth as she coughs up more tot.

“Are you okay, babe?” Beckett asks.

“She’s fine,” I say. “I don’t know if you want that mouth near you though. Might have to give her a few sticks of Big Red before you go back to bed.”

We’re still laughing when Alessia hits the floor.

Beckett screams as potato pours from my sister’s mouth. Only it’s not potato. It’s thick white foam. I vault the counter and start digging it out with my fingers, but it won’t stop coming. Alessia’s eyes roll back in her head and her whole body shakes.

“What’s wrong?” Beckett keeps saying. “What’s wrong? What’s wrong? What’s wrong?”

I grab Alessia’s arms and hold her still. “I don’t fucking know! Call 911. Call a fucking ambulance!”
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Chapter One


Adriano Rossi

“You stole January.”

I try to focus on Bobby’s face but my vision blurs to gold and glass.

“You stole January,” he says even louder. “Now she’s gone and her fucking Zia is dead because you brought her here.”

Here. I force my eyes to blink, to concentrate on my surroundings. I’m on a bed with crisp white sheets, still fully dressed. That means ‘here’ is still St. John’s Private Medical Center. Here is where Parker found us. Here is where I was shot; a bullet in the side, another grazing my skull. But it didn’t kill me. Nothing ever kills me.

“We’re… in the hospital,” I manage, though my tongue is thick as a steak in my mouth. “I’m in a hospital room.”

“Eh mannaggia,” says a low voice.

Eli. I turn, but I can’t see him.

“Parker,” he says in his accented voice. “You need to trace Parker.”

“For the hundredth fucking time, we are,” Bobby says.

“Is he taking her to the compound?”

“No, traffic cams showed his limo getting on the interstate and—”

“There’s no point talking to him, Basher. He’s fucking high.”

A new voice. Doc is at my shoulder, his butterfly knife turning in his hand.

“What’s up, Doc?” I ask.

He jabs the blade at me. “Stop smiling, you fucking clown. If you were anyone else, I’d gut you.”

“Okay,” I say and bite the inside of my cheeks. Then a thought comes to me. “Wait. Why are you all here? Why aren’t you going after…?”

I can’t say her name, but even with all the drugs the doctors have pumped into me, I still see her clearly. Those round green eyes and pink mouth. Her dark hair rippling as she flashes me her ingenuous smile.

“Fucking hell,” Bobby says. “We are trying to find her.”

I blink. He’s sitting at a table in the corner of the room, his laptop in front of him. “So why are you still here?”

“Don’t answer,” Eli says.

I turn my head right. There he is. Standing by the window, his hands in his pockets. A stranger would think he was calm, but I see the rage burning in his eyes.

“What was January wearing, Adriano?” Eli says.

“When?”

Doc swears.

“When you brought her here to see her Zia. Do you remember anything? Her hair, was it up or down?”

I screw my eyes tight. Picture her beside me in the elevator. “It was… down. And she had your necklace on.”

“Her St. Christopher?” Bobby asks. “She put it on my chain?”

“No. Eli’s necklace. The fancy fuckin’ necklace with all the rubies.”

“Je-sus,” Doc says. “You were gonna let her steal Morelli’s jewelry?”

I shrug and my fractured rib shifts inside me. “Dunno.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Eli says. “This is excellent.”

“Because you have so much money, you can piss away rubies?” Doc asks.

“No.” Eli points to Bobby. “Go into the security program and trace VellutoTaylorTwenty.”

Bobby’s already hammering at the keys. “Passcode?”

“Seventeen-Q-eighty-J-nine hundred and four.”

Bobby gives a sharp laugh. “Got it. Holy shit. There’s audio and visual.”

Doc cackles. “You put a camera on whatever chick wears your necklace? Morelli, you fucking stalker.”

“It’s for security.”

“And knowing she’s not blowing her ex-boyfriend downtown never came into it, I’m sure.” Doc looks over Bobby’s shoulder. “Have you found January? Do we have a location?”

“Hang on.” Bobby types frantically. “Hang the fuck on, we’re almost in.”

I close my eyes. My head is mossy with painkillers. I want to sleep, but powerful things are winding under my thoughts, straining at the flat surface of the medication. Rage. Fear. And something else, something that gnaws like a beast.

I should never have brought the girl here. I betrayed my brothers. I betrayed her. I don’t deserve to live.

I force my eyes open. “I’m getting up. I’ll get her back if it kills me.”

“It’ll just kill you,” Eli says. “Harvey is coming in the chopper. You’re going to Velvet House and awaiting orders. Bobby, what the fuck is happening with the necklace?”

“I’m in.” Bobby pushes back his chair. “No audio but we’ve got visuals. She’s in sunglasses and a hat and… where the fuck is she?”

“Has the limo stopped?” Doc asks. “Is Parker taking her to the airport?”

“No,” Bobby says. “She’s not… I don’t think…” He turns to Eli. “Could Parker have taken the camera out?”

“I doubt it. It’s embedded in one of the rubies.”

“Where is she?” I say, my voice stupidly slurred.

“About an hour from here on the highway,” Bobby says. “But she’s not in Parker’s limo, she’s at a rest stop. In a men’s room, it looks like—”

“What?” I try to jerk my legs sideways to stand. Nothing moves. “Who’s she with? Parker?”

Bobby hammers on the keyboard. “I don’t think so. Another guy.”

“Show him,” Eli demands. “If he’s one of Parker’s men, Adriano might recognize him.”

Bobby almost drops his laptop bringing it over to me. I sit up straighter, feeling my rib scrape. “The meds are wearing off.”

“We’ll top you off at Velvet House,” Doc says. “Focus.”

The back of a huge blond man is hustling through a truck stop.

“Dunno,” I say. “Could be anyone.”

“Look harder,” Eli demands.

I squint just as the blond turns and looks right into the camera. “I know him. He works for Parker.”

Bobby lets out a breath. “What’s his name?”

“No name. He was the one who hit me.” I gesture at my broken nose.

None of the guys say anything, but I feel their secondhand embarrassment. Still, I don’t have the right to pride, not while January’s missing. “He’s alone,” I say. “Why’s he alone with her?”

“Maybe she needed the restroom?” Bobby says.

“The men’s restroom?”

“Shit,” Doc snatches up the laptop. “Dolph Lundgren’s not taking her to Parker’s limo. He’s got his own car.”

“Maybe it’s part of the plan,” Bobby says. “A decoy ride?”

“No way. Look at him. Look at how freaked out he is and he’s dragging January’s arm. He’s taking her.”

“Another abduction?” Eli says. “How is that even—Doc, what are you doing?”

Doc tosses the laptop onto my bed and heads to the door. “We know where she is. We know who she’s with. I’m leaving.”

“We need a plan,” Eli says.

“So come up with one while I’m driving. January’s already been double abducted by some Russian boxer. I’m not gonna waste time sitting around.”

“No, you’re going to cowboy your way into an early grave.”

I unstick my tongue from the roof of my mouth. “Let him go. We need someone after her.”

“You,” Eli glares at me. “You lost the right to contribute the moment you took that girl.”

“So, kill me once she’s back,” I say. “Bobby and Doc can go out together and you can focus on—”

A sickening wave rolls up my body and I fall back into the pillow.

“…passing out…” Bobby says.

“…call the goddamn doctor…”

My eyes scrape open. A man is floating over me. Not a man I know. I try to swat him, but my arms are like logs.

“January,” I mumble. “Where’s January?”

“Easy, Rossi,” Eli murmurs in my ear. “We’re getting you out of here.”

I tilt my head and see Harvey holding my stretcher. Sal has the other end. I’m rolling down a hallway, harsh lights flashing like UFOs.

The man I didn’t recognize is running beside me, arguing with Eli. “You can’t remove a patient without my authority.”

“I think you’ll find I can.”

“But the police want to interview him and—”

Eli shoves a wad of bills at the doctor. “Mr. Mills is going to a different hospital, and he won’t be filling out your forms. Is that understood?”

The doctor looks down at the bundle of cash. “I still think—”

“Either take the money or give the speech,” Eli says. “You don’t get to do both.”

The doctor scurries away.

“Are we heading for the chopper?” I ask.

“We are.” Eli looks me in the eyes. “Did you fuck her?”

I tilt my head back. Harvey and Sal’s faces are blank but I can tell they’re listening.

“I’m waiting, Rossi.”

I shake my head.

Eli’s gaze bores into mine. “Then why?”

I think of the way January looked as she danced in her cage. Terror and control and magnificence. It’s humiliating. She’s a beautiful young girl and I’m… what I am. But I can’t deny it. Not now she’s been taken from all of us. I let Eli read the answer on my face.

He lets out a long sigh. “You of all people?”

“Yes.”

“So, you didn’t want to kill her?”

“I did and I didn’t. I do… I don’t know.”

“It would have been easier if you’d just killed her,” he says wearily, but I know he doesn’t mean it. There is no life without January Whitehall now. Not for me or Eli, or Bobby or Doc. But I don’t say that. We can deal with who loves who and what to do about it once we have her back. Because if we don’t get her back…

A red haze washes over my brain. I’m going to pass out again. “Are Doc and Bobby…? Where are Doc and Bobby?”

“On the road. Getting closer to her every second.”

Fear drills at my inner ear. “If we don’t find her…?”

“We will.” A cool hand rests briefly on mine. “Sleep, old friend, and pray we don’t kill you when you wake up.”

I try to smile, but my face won’t move. Then I’m gone.
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Chapter Two


January Whitehall

One hour earlier

I would rather be at Velvet House than here. The thought echoes through my mind as I sit in Mr. Parker’s limo for what seems like eternity. I keep sneaking glances out of the tinted windows as we drive, but it’s pointless. I don’t recognize where we are. In my darkest moments at Velvet House, when I was caged in the basement, or being tormented by Doc or Adriano, I wondered if I would rather be Mr. Parker’s wife. But now I’m in the same space as my ex-fiancé, I want to dissolve like sugar in hot coffee.

The thread holding my body and soul together feels thin. Thinner than it ever felt at Velvet House. Eli, Doc, Bobby and Adriano are dangerous men who could do anything to hurt me. Mr. Parker is a dangerous man who will do anything to hurt me. He just needs a reason and I’ve given him plenty.

Mr. Parker sits across from me, on his phone. He’s watching YouTube, his big puckery lips rubbing together. They look like two pink slugs. I rub the stinging cut on my own lower lip. I thought after Mr. Parker hit me he’d keep yelling and screaming, but he’s ignoring me. Biding his time.

In fact, the only person who seems vaguely interested in me is one of Mr. Parker’s bodyguards, a huge blond guy with a split eyebrow. The other bodyguards stare ahead, blank faced, but he keeps glancing over. I wish I was wearing more than a tiny dress, a ruby necklace and heels. I wish I was wearing a bra.

Dry prickles roll down my back and across my arms, lifting the fine hairs. I can’t give in to panic. I try to focus on things I can see inside the limo. The wooden minibar, the grainy pattern on the leather seats. I need to keep my head together. If I think about Zia Teresa lying dead in the hospital or the gunshots in the hallway where Adriano was, I’ll scream.

It’s my fault Zia was killed, just like it’s my fault Adriano was shot. I seduced him into taking me to the hospital. I did what Eli Morelli forbade and escaped. If Adriano is still alive and he’s told the Velvet House men what I’ve done…

But of course Adriano is alive. He has to be. He’s a minotaur. He’s going to follow me around forever, watching me dance. Just like Doc is going to insult me and Bobby is going to lift his eyebrows and ask if I’m okay and Eli Morelli is going to wear beautiful suits and oh my God, why did I think I could escape? Why did I think I could make anything better? I should have stayed trapped in my wing at Velvet House where the only person suffering was me.

The limo stops. I look outside and see a large manor house.

“Baskerville, go get Emilia,” Mr. Parker says.

The leery blond guy opens the door. I glance at Mr. Parker, expecting an explanation, but he drops his gaze to his phone.

A few minutes later a girl climbs into the limo. Her floaty red hair and wide blue eyes remind me of the little mermaid. She doesn’t look happy to be here. She looks terrified.

“Hi,” I say instinctively as she sits beside me. “I’m January—”

“Shut your fucking mouth,” Mr. Parker says as the blond guy gets back into the limo. “January, this is my girlfriend. Emilia, this is my fiancé, January Whitehall.”

Emilia draws back like I’m going to hit her, but all I can do is stare. Girlfriend? So, the whole time Mr. Parker and I were engaged, he had someone? Or did he meet her after I was taken?

“Emilia’s been mine for almost two years,” Mr. Parker says as though reading my thoughts. “Haven’t you, my little cum-dumpster?”

Emilia nods super slowly, like she’s drunk or maybe high.

I feel Mr. Parker watching and I try to rearrange my face into something calm. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Emilia.”

Mr. Parker cackles. “What a good little whore you are. Say hello back, Emilia.”

Emilia slouches, so her red hair covers her eyes. “H-hi January.”

The shake in her voice sends goose bumps down my arms. What’s happened to make her act this way?

Mr. Parker leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “You know what? I want a better hello. You girls kiss.”

I blanch. “What?”

Mr. Parker pulls a gun from his coat and all the air seems to leave the limo. He points the dark circle at me. “Kiss each other. On the mouth. Now.”

Emilia’s cold hands close around my cheeks, turning me toward her and then she kisses me. Her lips are very small. Mr. Parker hoots and the bodyguards stare. Not all of them. Out of the corner of my eye I see the blond looking away, and feel a surge of affection for him. Although he might not be polite. He could just be homophobic.

Emilia and I separate and Mr. Parker claps, his round face red with excitement. “Again. Tongue this time.”

Before I can think, Emilia is pressing her small wet tongue into my mouth. She’s more obedient than I am. Or maybe she’s learnt better than to disobey.

There are louder whoops and cheers.

“Touch her, Emilia,” Mr. Parker says. “Grab her tits.”

Emilia’s tiny hands clutch me through my dress, squeezing my boobs like they’re cantaloupes. I inhale but nothing happens, I can’t drag air through my nose. It’s like being underwater, but I can’t panic. If I’m calm, I’ll be allowed to rise again.

Eventually Emilia pulls away and I stay limp, though I’m dying to wipe my wet lips.

“Very good,” Mr. Parker says. “Come here.”

“Me?” I ask, but Emilia is already moving carefully across the limousine. She doesn’t sit beside Mr. Parker, instead she drops to her knees. My stomach churns, sure of what’s going to happen next. Mr. Parker keeps his eyes on me as he unzips his fly. “You like watching?”

I don’t say anything. The blond bodyguard is still staring purposefully out the window. I try to copy his passive gaze. Emilia bends her head toward Mr. Parker’s lap and slurping sounds fill the limousine. My skin crawls as he jerks his head at me. “Look at me, January.”

I ignore him, focusing on the street blurring past the window.

“I said look at me,” he says and I hear him cock the gun.

Panic rushes down my back like pine needles and I turn and stare wordlessly at my ex-fiancé. Mr. Parker pushes his fingers through Emilia’s red hair. “Don’t be jealous.”

Bile forms at the back of my throat. Jealous? I was jealous when Eli told me I could never be his wife, when Doc talked about the beautiful dancers in his clubs. Watching this is the furthest I’ve ever been from jealous. I’m relieved it’s not me being forced to touch him. Relieved and angry. As I watch Mr. Parker violate Emilia, hatred rises up in me, burning like butter in a shallow pan. This horrible man. Why is he acting like this?

“You’re very calm,” Mr. Parker says, slinging an arm along the back of his chair. “Your little nanny’s dead, remember? Don’t you want to talk about it?”

I was crying beside Zia Teresa’s unconscious body in the hospital when two men burst into the hospital room and shoved me aside. One pressed his hand over my eyes but not before I saw the other wrap his fingers around Zia’s throat. The noises she made… the gurgling and the little gasps. Was she awake? Did she know what was happening as it happened? A million pinpricks force their way through my skin, and I wish Adriano had killed me. That his murderous hatred of me had been real and he had taken my life.

“Say something,” Mr. Parker demands. “Unless you want to help Emilia lick my cock?”

I part my dry lips. “Why… why did you kill my Zia?”

He laughs, delighted with the question. “I didn’t kill your stupid Zia. I ordered her dead.”

Tears sting my eyes. “But why?”

Mr. Parker puts a hand on the back of Emilia’s bobbing head. “I told my men to waste your nanny because she was always a cunt to me. Shooting me little looks out of the corners of her eyes whenever I was at your house. Serves her fucking right.”

Heat shimmers through me like the waves above concrete and my hatred burns to black, bitter ash.

“…and you wanted to bring that old bitch onto my staff,” Mr. Parker says. “You must have hinted at it a hundred times, thinking you were so fucking subtle. I was always going to kill her before that happened.”

My chest contracts. So, it is my fault. Because I loved Zia Teresa, I killed her. She’s dead because of me.

How dare you think that!

The accented voice is as clear as if Zia was talking in my ear. I jolt upright.

“What?” Mr. Parker asks.

“Nothing.” I close my eyes, hunting inside myself for the voice. I’m so sorry, Zia. I’m sorry you died because of me.

I was old and asleep, bella. Exactly how I wanted to die. And you do not have permission to insult me by blaming yourself. This mascalzone killed me. And not even with his own hands! He made someone else do it, like the lazy bastardo he is! The Zia in my mind draws a deep, rasping breath. Now, I know this is not a good place to be and I know you’re worried you killed that ugly man, but you need to forget about us and concentrate on saving yourself, understood?

But Zia—

No buts. You can spend forever apologizing, bella, once you’re away from this man. Now, go and focus on that.

I squeeze my eyes tightly. A visual hug. I’ll try, Zia. I love you.

I love you too. Concentrate.

I open my eyes to find Mr. Parker watching. “You really are a moron, aren’t you January?”

“I guess so,” I say, remembering how nice I thought he was. How I defended him to Eli and Bobby when they kidnapped me. No wonder they looked at me like I was crazy.

Mr. Parker snorts. “You’re dumber than Emilia, and that’s saying something.”

I watch the back of Emilia’s head dip as she sucks his penis. Does she feel as sick and helpless as I do?

Concentrate, bella.

I run my tongue over my lower lip, cleaning the cut. “Mr. Parker, are we going back to your house?”

“Firstly, I don’t have a house, you dumb bitch. I have a fucking compound…”

He swears like an eight-year-old, so impressed with himself for knowing naughty words. I hate him.

“…secondly, we’re not going to my compound. We’re going to a private airstrip and flying to Vegas. Then we’re going to Thailand.”

“Thailand?”

“I have a house there and I think it’ll be more difficult for a certain gang of Italian slimeballs to find us in Southeast Asia, don’t you?”

I weave my fingers together and try to process what Mr. Parker is saying. My knuckles go white with pressure. “But how will we get to Thailand? I’d… I’d need a passport, wouldn’t I?”

“Sartell? Show the girl.”

One of the bodyguards digs around in a black bag, pulling out a familiar pink wallet. He tosses it into my lap. I unclench my fingers and flip it open. My face stares back at me from the photo window. This isn’t a fake, like the one Adriano was going to give me after I left the hospital. This is my real passport.

“Where…? How…?”

Mr. Parker giggles. “Your stepmother. She’s still more than happy for us to get married. And she should be. God knows I’ve given the bitch enough money.”

The news hits me like an asteroid. My stepmother betrayed me. Sold me again to this evil man. I feel a scream rising inside me.

Concentrate, bella.

I swallow the scream.

“Oh,” I say in my lightest, sweetest voice. “That makes sense. Mom always really liked you. So, we’re going to live together in Thailand?”

Mr. Parker looks annoyed by my reaction. “Yes, well, we’ll be going to Vegas first, then Thailand.”

“Why are we flying to Vegas? Is it a connecting flight?”

Mr. Parker whacks the top of Emilia’s head like he’s slapping his thigh with laughter. “We’re flying to Vegas to get married, you dippy cooze. Who knows, I might even get Elvis to do it.”

My insides turn to ice. “You can’t make me marry you.”

Mr. Parker squints as though I’ve suddenly become hard to see. “Are you fucking serious?”

“I won’t say the words. You can’t get married if both people don’t say the words.”

He presses the gun to Emilia’s head. “Say that again.”

Emilia and I scream, mine clear, hers all garbled.

I raise my hands. “Okay, I’m sorry! I’ll marry you. I’ll go to Thailand. I’ll do whatever you want!”

He flashes me a smile and tosses the gun onto the seat beside him. “Good. You know, I think with a little time you and Emilia could be best friends.”

“I-I’m sure we could be.”

Mr. Parker pushes Emilia’s head further into his lap, making her gag. “Actually, all three of us are going to get very close. Starting this evening.”

I press my knees together. Maybe the plane will crash and I won’t have to have sex with him.

We sit there for a while, Emilia going down on Mr. Parker as anonymous city streets rush past and the whole scene is so surreal I keep wanting to laugh. Then I want to scream until my throat tears open. I try to do what Zia asked and plan an escape but my mind keeps snagging on getting one of her cast iron frying pans and smashing Mr. Parker’s penis. Making it so that he can’t hurt anyone with it ever again.

“You remember the charity ball?” Mr. Parker asks. “The night you got all horny?”

That’s not the way I’d put it, but I do remember that night. Mr. Parker got around my bodyguards and drugged me with Orchard, an aphrodisiac Doc invented when he was a teenager. Mr. Parker took me to another room, but before he could touch me, my stepmom whisked me away. The drug didn’t work the way it was supposed to. Doc told me Mr. Parker’s batch was stolen and it had expired. It mostly just made me sick. Not the way I felt when I was given a fresh dose at Velvet House. But at Velvet House, all four of my captors were beautiful. They terrified me, but I never had to pretend to find them attractive and I can’t say the same for my thirty-eight-year-old, rubber-lipped ‘fiancé.’

“I remember the charity ball,” I say.

“I drugged you,” Mr. Parker says. “Gave you something I invented called O.”

My eyes widen. He’s saying he invented Orchard?

“You, um, made a drug?”

“Yup and I’ve got another couple doses. You and Emilia are both gonna get some in Vegas and then we’ll have some fun.” Mr. Parker grins. “But don’t worry, you’ll be the one to get my gravy. I want a son.”

I turn my face away, my stomach rolling. And then I see him. The blond guy. He’s looking right at me and pressing a finger into his open mouth. I frown. Is he making fun of me? Making fun of Emilia? Is he just a weirdo? He screws up his face and sticks out his tongue, and I realize he’s pretending to puke.

I steal a glance at Mr. Parker, but he’s occupied with his laughter and his blow job. I look back at the bodyguard who is now pressing a hand to his stomach and tilting his head downward. It’s like he’s telling me to pretend to throw up. I mirror his actions and he nods rapidly.

On one hand he could be trying to trick me. On the other, I don’t know how things could possibly get worse. I decide to take the risk. I bend over and stick out my tongue, coughing until my throat catches.

“What the fuck?” Mr. Parker says. “What are you doing?”

“Sir,” the blond says. “I think she’s gonna throw up.”

He has a southern accent and for some reason that makes me trust him more. I gag, letting my spit run out of my mouth and onto the limo floor.

“Sir, I think we should pull over,” the blond says. My heart jumps into my mouth. He is trying to help me.

“Just give her the ice bucket,” Mr. Parker says.

“Sir, that’s a pretty bad smell to be smellin’ all the way to the airstrip.”

I squint through my hair. Mr. Parker is sitting back, both hands on Emilia’s head. I cough and sputter but I’m no closer to actually throwing up. If I’d drunk more water or eaten I could make this look better but my stomach doesn’t seem to want to give anything up. I think of maggots crawling through bread, of soggy bathroom floors and cockroaches. Nothing works. Then I imagine being in bed with Mr. Parker and poor Emilia, or Mr. Parker forcing Emilia’s head into my lap, and then my stomach heaves. I gag and this time I bring bile into my mouth.

“Jesus!” Mr. Parker pulls Emilia off him. “Stop puking, you disgusting bitch.”

I see his penis. I wish I didn’t. It’s short and fat and bright red and I hate it as much as I hate him but I make myself stare at it until I gag again.

“There’s a truck stop ahead,” the blond says. “I’ll take her to the restroom.”

“Fine. Whatever.” Mr. Parker presses a button. “Carlo, pull into the next stop.”

My pulse goes haywire, and I’m so scared I’ll smile. I keep my head hanging toward the floor and moan.

“You’re gonna hold her hair, Baskerville,” Mr. Parker says. “And if she gets puke on herself, rinse her out in the toilet.”

“Yes, sir.”

I glance at the blond, but his face is calm. Neutral. My stomach clenches. What if I’m wrong about him? What if he just wants to get me alone so he can hurt me?

It’s something, bella, Zia says. You won’t be trapped in the car and any man is better than Mr. Parker.

The afternoon sun stings my eyes as Baskerville steers me into the truck stop. It’s a big, busy place and the sight of all the bustling families and grumpy truckers makes it even harder to believe I am where I am. Miles from Velvet House. Miles from my family. Forever away from Zia Teresa.

“Hurry up,” Baskerville says, dragging me past a cluster of moms. “Bathroom. Now.”

So, I was wrong about him. He really did just want to get me alone for some weird, non-rescuing reason.

The moms turn to stare and I pray one of them calls the police. I definitely look like I’m being sex trafficked. Then again, they might think the blond is my mean boyfriend. He has bright hazel eyes and he would be handsome if he didn’t work for the nastiest man in the world.

When we get to the restrooms, Baskerville puts his shoulder into the door marked ‘men’s.’

“Ew! I can’t go in there!”

“Yes, you can.”

He bundles me into a cubicle and pulls the door closed, separating us. “If you really need to puke, do it now. Or whatever else you need.”

I frown. That’s a weird thing to say. “What’s going on? Why did you bring me here?”

“Shh,” Baskerville says, as the bathroom door squeaks open.

This is my chance. I should shout out that I’m being kidnapped. But then Baskerville might attack whoever it is and I’d be responsible for another person getting hurt. I sit on the closed toilet lid and press my face into my hands. More than anything I want Adriano to be here with two guns and six knives. I want Eli and his cold professional stare and Bobby in full murderer mode. I want Doc to burst in with his butterfly knife and threaten to stab everyone. But mostly I want to be braver and smarter and stronger than I am. The kind of girl who can get herself out of hopeless situations.

“Everything okay in there, Kitten?”

I glare at the door. Stupid gross Baskerville being gross. “Leave me alone.”

“Afraid I can’t do that, honey. Time to go.”

I stand and flush the toilet for no reason and then unlock the door. So much for my big escape. I’m just going to have to scream in the gas station and hope someone—

“What the hell…?”

I’ve lost my mind. I’ve lost my mind, or I’ve been given drugs. I’m looking at Baskerville but… there’s two of him. It’s the same man twice. But the first Baskerville is in all black. The second is wearing a leather jacket and jeans.

“Hi, Kitten,” Leather Jacket Baskerville says. “How you feeling?”

I stare in disbelief.

“Twins.” Leather Jacket points at his chest. “I’m Archie and this…” He jerks his thumb at the other Baskerville, “…Is Bill. We’re gonna get you out of here.”

“I… How? Why?”

“Let’s just say we need you for something important.”

My numb brain stutters to life. More men who want my body. My virginity. I back into the toilet door.

Archie gives me a lazy grin. “Not like that, Kitten. Don’t get us wrong, we’d love to, but by all accounts, you’re spoken for.”

“You mean Mr. Parker?”

His smile fades. “I mean Elliot Morelli and his boys.”

My heart stops. “I…? Do you know them? Do you work for them?”

“Not yet.”

“But you’re taking me to them?”

“That’s the plan.”

I raise a hand and touch Eli’s ruby necklace. “But they’ll kill me. I got one of their men hurt. I escaped.”

“Too bad, Kitten. We’re taking you to Velvet House.”

My throat contracts. “Please—”

Bill groans. “We don’t have time for this, January. You wanna get back in that limo with Parker?”

I shake my head.

“Then shut up and we’ll get you out of here.” He turns to his twin. “Do what you’ve gotta do.”

Archie shakes out his shoulders like he’s about to dive into freezing water.

“Wait,” I say. “What is your plan?”

Bill smiles. “No time for that. See you soon, January. Tell your Velvet House boyfriend I rescued you.”

“I… which guy do you think is my boyfriend?”

“Ain’t you cute?” He pulls a checked handkerchief from his pocket and hands it to me. “Put this in your mouth. Don’t worry. It’s clean.”

I look at Archie, who nods.

Feeling silly, I put the handkerchief between my teeth and hold it there.

“Good girl,” Archie says, then he pulls out a gun and slams it into the back of his brother’s head.

I bite down the handkerchief as Bill falls to the ground, blood pouring from the back of his head.

“Come on,” Archie says. “We’ve gotta go.”

I spit out the handkerchief, my teeth furry with cotton and shock. “What the hell!?”

Archie shoves his gun away. “Parker isn’t gonna let Bill wander back to the limo without you, Kitten. We need to make this look legit. Now can you stay quiet?”

“I… Okay?”

“Okay?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Archie pulls a baseball cap and a pair of aviators from his jacket. “Here, put these on.”

I think I’ll look more noticeable wearing heels, a hat and sunglasses, but I do what I’m told.

“Right,” Archie says, taking my hand. “Follow me. And smile. We’re a couple on a road trip, okay?”

I answer with a grin. The wide one I was going to wear for my first wedding dance.

Archie and I walk through the rest stop and if anyone notices that the blond man I was with is wearing different clothes, they don’t say it. Archie leads me to the back exit where there’s a smaller parking lot. Waiting for us is a beat-up brown Nissan. The kind of car my brother Harris would call a shitbox.

Archie unlocks the door and I climb in, the skin on the back of my neck itching. This can’t work. Mr. Parker is going to come after us and kill me and Archie. Kill Emilia. Kill Eli and Bobby and Doc and Adriano—if he isn’t already dead…

“Get down, Kitten,” Archie says, climbing into the driver’s seat. “There’s a chance the guys in the limo could see us when we pull out and I’ve got the same face as Bill.”

I put my head between my knees as Archie starts the engine.

“That’s it,” he says, reversing the car. “Stay there.”

“We’re going to get caught,” I mumble into my knees. “They’re gonna see you. Mr. Parker’s gonna get me.”

“No, he ain’t. We’re almost at the exit.”

The car rumbles beneath me, the wheels shifting against concrete. Is this how I die? In a shitbox car with an evil twin?

“Almost there,” Archie mutters. “Almost… made it.”

We turn and the car shoots forward.

“Hell fucking yeah, Kitten! We’re in the clear!”

I don’t lift my head. “How do you know they’re not coming for us?”

“Because if they’d seen, they’d already be shooting.”

I whimper into my legs.

It takes twenty minutes for Archie to convince me to sit up properly. When I do, he hands me a bag of Sour Patch Kids and a bottle of water. “Here. For shock.”

I chew through half the pack without tasting anything. My mind has a floaty, half-asleep feeling, like nothing is real. I could be in a car with a blond stranger, or I could be in my bedroom at Velvet House, or I could be dozing off in science period. Who knows?

“You feelin’ better?” Archie asks.

“I don’t know,” I say, squishing an orange Sour Patch between my fingers.

“That’s fair, but we’ve got about fifty miles between us and Zachery Parker. That seems like plenty of space to me.”

My tummy gives a happy wriggle. “What about Bill? Is he okay?”

“I don’t know. He won’t make contact for another day or so.”

I bite my tongue, but my unspoken words hang in the air between us. I hope Mr. Parker doesn’t go crazy and hurt him.

Archie coughs. “Anyway, now you’re talking again, you should know I’m still taking you to Morelli.”

Cold trickles down my body like icy water. I can see Eli in my mind, his handsome face contorted with rage as he orders me into the basement cage to suffer for the pain I caused. For my disobedience.

I imagine Adriano’s mouth twisting in hatred as he realizes I seduced him against his will, helping Doc to throw me into the cage, laughing as Doc’s barbed insults tear at me. The two of them would make sure I pay for what I did a thousand times over and Bobby, my gentle protector will let them. He will never again look at me like the precious thing he believed me to be.

I will truly be Velvet House’s prisoner.

And yet…

I would rather be at Velvet House than with Mr. Parker.

The thought is as true now as it was when it was a fantasy. They will hurt me, they will do everything they can to break me, but I will survive it. And no one else will be harmed because of me. I close my eyes, forcing my tears to run fresh paths down my cheeks.

“Okay,” I tell Archie. “Take me to Velvet House.”

“Right…” he shifts a little in his seat. “You wouldn’t… I mean, you don’t know where it is, do you?”

I gape at him. “You don’t know how to get to Velvet House?”

Archie scowls. “I just… I got a general idea, but I’ve never actually… I mean, the address ain’t on Google maps, is it?”

My heart contracts as I wonder if I can lie to Archie. Get him to take me to an airport or a train station and run away. But where would I go? I don’t have any money or my passport and if I managed to get home my stepmom would just hand me over to Mr. Parker again.

“Kitten?” Archie presses. “Help a white knight out here?”

I push my fingers into my ponytail and pull out the St. Christopher medallion I’ve been hiding in my hair. The one Zia Teresa gave me on my ruined wedding day. “I don’t know Velvet House’s address,” I say honestly. “I’m not great with directions.

Archie makes a grumpy sound. “You don’t have any idea where it is?”

“Albany,” I say promptly.

“That’s a big place, sweetness. Any specifics? Anything you’d recognize if you saw it again?”

I was unconscious when I was first brought to Velvet House and when Adriano and I left to go to the hospital, my brain was full of Zia Teresa. And I’m not lying, my sense of direction is terrible. I got lost in my own neighborhood all the time. “Um, I don’t know. There were a lot of trees around…”

“Fuck it. We’re going to Dreams.”

For a second I have no idea what he’s talking about and I think of pillows and unicorns and soul music. Then it clicks. “You’re taking me to a strip club?”

“Gentleman’s lounge,” Archie corrects. “I can make contact with Domenico Valente there. Or at least someone he knows.”

Fear spikes through me. Domenico Valente. Doc.

Yesterday, I’d have said that Adriano was the scariest of the four Velvet House men, but in his bed, I saw the truth. He is huge and tormented and possibly broken, but he has a tenderness for me that could have killed both of us. That’s why he let me go to the hospital. Why he called for me to run as Mr. Parker’s men strangled my Zia.

If he survived—of course he survived—he might go easy on me.

Doc won’t.

He hates Mr. Parker with every bone in his body and used that hatred against me like a weapon. He spat in my face, stripped me naked and barely consented to give me the small freedoms Bobby and Eli allowed me. Once I’m back in his grasp, any shred of dignity I have will be torn away.

Doc will hurt me. Spank me, use my body in every and any way he wants. I will be drugged with Orchard and forced to comply with his every wish, possibly to dance in his clubs and sleep with his customers. Certainly, to endure his insults and dress in skimpy clothes and act however he wants me to.

And even as my skin crawls I can feel a twisted sense of longing. Doc is evil, but he also has cornflower blue eyes and a perfectly tattooed body and when he tosses his blond head back and laughs he’s beautiful.

I can’t go back.

“Please, I beg Archie. “Take me somewhere else, anywhere else. I’ll give you money. I’ll… I’ll call my uncles and have them pay you or—”

Archie’s friendly face goes hard and for the first time I see how he’s worked for Mr. Parker, how he’s dangerous too. “Don’t push me, Kitten,” he says. “I don’t want to hurt you, but one way or another, you’re going back to Morelli. Alright?”

I shrink back in my seat. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. Just be.” Archie pulls out his phone and taps the screen. “It’s a couple of hours away, you hungry? Need to pee?”

I shake my head, my fingers tightening around my St. Christopher. Archie puts on Johnny Cash and as my mind fumbles along to ‘Ring of Fire’ I wonder if I’ll die of panic before we ever get to Dreams.


[image: ‡]
Chapter Three


January Whitehall

It’s dark when we arrive at the sprawling, ivy-covered mansion.

Archie smiles at my shocked expression. “Not what you were expecting?”

“I thought it would be in the middle of a street and there’d be like… flashing lights and girls in tube tops.”

He laughs. “Valente owns a few places like that, but this is the classy one.”

It’s funny to hear him mention Doc so casually, as though he’s existed for years without me, which of course he has. But to me, he was born the day he showed up in the cathedral dressed in a priest outfit for my marriage counseling. It’s hard to believe that his raging energy was out in the world without me knowing about it.

Even now I swear I can feel him coming closer, his brow contracted, his long fingers itching to tear the clothes from my body and punish me.

I cast another glance at Dreams. Its brick façade is as intimidating as any fancy home I was taken to by my stepmom. “Are we, um, allowed to be here?”

“As long as we got money.” He pulls the cap off my head. “Look alive, Kitten. I know you’ve had a hell of a day, but you need to keep it together. Are you ready?”

Am I ready? I’m more tired and strung out than I can ever remember being, but I can’t just sit in Archie’s car for the rest of time. I push my shoulders back. “Of course.”

Archie and I open our car doors and head to the entrance. I pause when I see a bouncer. “I don’t have any ID.”

“How old are you, Kitten?”

“Eighteen.”

He whistles.

“Sorry,” I say again. “Maybe we should just leave?”

Archie gives me a wry smile. “Nice try. Look, you’re a stunner. This isn’t going to be a problem. Just play along.”

“With what…?”

He doesn’t answer, instead he slings an arm around my shoulders, and steers me to the door. His arm is heavy, and he smells nice, but I feel edgy like one of the boys might see me and get the wrong idea. Archie winks at the bouncer who takes one look at me and pulls back the red velvet rope blocking the entrance.

“Have a good night you two.”

The second we’re inside, Archie lets go of me. “Easy as pie.”

Dreams is pretty inside. The walls are red, and the matching carpet is so thick, my heels sink into it. There are dancers everywhere in even higher heels, moving with far more grace than I am. Tall, beautiful women with big boobs and even bigger butts. Archie’s head is turning all over the place.

“What now?” I ask.

“We get a drink.” He leads me to a gold, circular bar. On opposite sides of it, women are dancing with the syrupy effortlessness that I know from ballet takes years of practice.

So, this is where Doc wanted me to work… I can admit it’s elegant. The lighting is flattering, and the furniture looks expensive. And all the men are well-dressed, talking amongst themselves or politely watching the dancers.

“This is nicer than I thought,” I tell Archie.

His eyes are glued on the woman twerking to our right. “Yeah, it’s a classy place. What do you want to drink?”

My stomach rumbles. If I have any alcohol, I’ll fall over. “Could I please have a Sprite?”

“Sure.” He calls the bartender over, a pretty blonde with a round face. “Hey, gorgeous, we’ll take a Makers on the rocks and a Sprite.”

She turns to get our drinks and Archie’s attention returns to the twerking woman.

I frown at him. “Aren’t you going to ask about Doc?”

“Kitten, you don’t walk into a place like this and start asking for the boss. We need to chill.”

“Oh, okay.”

As Archie’s eyes follow the shaking butt, I think that things might be moving faster if we weren’t in a strip club. Our drinks arrive and I take the seat beside Archie and watch the girls dance to songs I haven’t heard before. As they move fluidly around the poles, I feel a stir of what Doc first offered me—freedom. If I worked here, I’d be free to dance and drink and maybe become friends with all these women.

I’ve always had girlfriends, but I feel like the women who work in this club would be a lot more fun, and I’d be more fun with them.

A man in his sixties, his tie loose around his neck, wanders up to the bar and immediately gets distracted by the twerking lady. “Hey, Mya! How ’bout a freebie?”

The woman doesn’t look around, but I see a crease appear between her eyebrows. That would be the real problem with working here. I don’t want men like that to touch me. I don’t think it’s even that he’s old or loud. Archie’s handsome and the thought of dancing for him makes my stomach churn.

I watch a pale girl with a sheet of black hair climb into a businessman’s lap. We look similar. I imagine it’s me in the royal blue lingerie and Doc sitting in the businessman’s seat. I would grind up against him, and watch his cold blue eyes burn. His hands would be at his sides but tense, ready to snap around me as soon as he was done letting me play with him. Heat glows between my legs. I want him to look at me that way. To be the only woman he has eyes for. Doc’s face shifts into Bobby’s, and I picture turning like the black-haired girl and pressing my ass into his lap. He would be all eager with just a hint of aggression peeking through…

A dull ache throbs under my ribs. Maybe if I’d stayed at Velvet House and been what the boys wanted me to be… but I can’t think that way. I never could have lived by their rules. Not while Zia Teresa was lying in the hospital and I wasn’t allowed to go see her.

“Good evening.”

I turn. A woman in a leather bustier is glaring at me. She’s super tall and her bone structure is incredible. She looks like Gabrielle Union and Wonder Woman had a baby, though she doesn’t seem nearly as impressed to see me and Archie.

“Hi,” I squeak.

She ignores me, jabbing a finger at Archie. “Haven’t seen you here before.”

He flashes her a wide smile. “First time, sugar.”

“And you brought a girl with you?”

“Ain’t that allowed?”

Wonder Woman glares at me and I offer her a weak smile. “Hi… again…?”

Her lip curls. “Can I get you a coloring book, sweetie?”

“Um, no?”

“Now don’t be mean, honey, it’s January’s first time.” Archie pulls out his wallet. “Tell you what, why don’t you dance for me? I don’t know what the going rate is, but I’ve got two hundred dollars—”

“—and you can shove every penny up your asshole.”

I press my hands to my mouth to suppress a nervous giggle. Archie looks like someone kicked him in the groin. Wonder Woman puts her hands on her hips. “I’m not going to shake my ass for you blondie. I’m the floor manager and I wanna know why you’re bringing underage tail into my club.”

Archie shoves his wallet back into his jacket. “You got me. We’re here to see Domenico Valente.”

Wonder Woman looks at him like he’s a spider laying eggs in her purse. “Get the fuck out. Now.”

My spine tenses, but Archie flashes her another bright smile. “Hang on just a second, Kitten. This underage tail happens to be January Whitehall.”

Wonder Woman draws herself up to her full height. “Is that supposed to mean anyt…” She cuts herself off and stares at me, dark eyes narrowing. “You…”

I shrink back into my stool. “Hi?”

“She can say more than that,” Archie drawls. “This is the bride. I’ve brought her back for safekeeping.”

Wonder Woman reaches for my throat. I flinch but she just touches Eli’s necklace. “Real?”

I guess she means the stones. “I… um, yes. They’re rubies. And diamonds.”

Her gaze snaps to Archie. “What the hell is going on?”

“It’s a real long story, darlin’, but I’ll need to tell it to Domenico Valente first.”

She stares at him for a moment then inclines her head. “I’ll call him. You stay still as a statue and don’t lay a finger on my girls.”

“You’re no fun,” Archie grumbles as Wonder Woman walks away. Then he winks at me. “How do you like that, Kitten? We’re finally getting somewhere.”

I suppose that’s true, but I don’t feel happier. My heart is still pounding. I grab for my Sprite and almost knock it over.

“Whoa,” Archie says, straightening the glass. “You okay?”

“I’m fine.” It’s a lie. I’m shivering, goose bumps lifting all over my skin. I ran away. Zia is dead. Mr. Parker kidnapped me. I kissed a girl. I got kidnapped again and now I’m being returned to the men who stole me on my wedding day. The men I betrayed by escaping. Doc is on his way and maybe he won’t keep me as a sex slave. Maybe the snapping anger that exists just below his surface will burst out and he’ll slit my throat with his knife and I’ll deserve it. Adriano was shot because of me. Zia Teresa died because of me.

“January,” Archie says more urgently. “Are you okay?”

I shake my head, teeth chattering. “They killed my Zia.”

“What was that, Kitten?”

“Mr. Parker. He killed my Zia.”

I expect Archie to ignore me. Or to ask what ‘Zia’ means. He does neither. Instead he stares down at the gold bartop. “I’m real sorry ’bout that, January. I was hoping he wouldn’t hurt her.”

“Did you… know Mr. Parker wanted to kill her?”

Archie hesitates.

“Please be honest. I can’t handle any more lies.”

He raises his whiskey then puts it down without taking a sip. “I knew Parker put her in the hospital as bait. I knew he was talking about killing her, but it wasn’t a sure thing.”

I think back to the limo. Mr. Parker’s laughter. “He said he was always going to kill her because she was rude to him… and because I loved her.”

Archie drums the side of his glass. “Goddamn tragic.”

I look at him, every line of his face steeped in misery. “Archie… Why do you work for Mr. Parker?”

For a second I think I’ve taken things too far, that he’s going to hit me or worse. Then his face crumples, his eyes squeezing shut. “I don’t fuckin’ know, Kitten. This situation… it’s even worse than I thought it could be. And I’ve thought some fucked-up shit.”

“You mean abducting me from the hospital?”

“I mean everything.” He picks up his whiskey and drains it. “You really wanna know the truth?”

I nod.

“Bill and I did some jobs for Parker right out of college. Good money. Plenty of side benefits. After a while, we got in with the main security team. That’s when we found out about all the fucked-up shit that’s being covered up and moved around and disappeared. And don’t ask what I mean by that. I’m not low enough to tell you.”

A shiver goes down my spine.

“Bill and I tried to leave,” Archie mumbles. “Go work somewhere else, but it turned out Parker had some exit policies he didn’t exactly write on our starter paychecks.”

“Did you have to give him a lot of money?”

Archie’s smile is humorless. “You stick with him or you got dropped into the Hudson minus your head and your hands, Kitten.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. ‘Oh.’” Archie’s smile fades. “Bill and I thought it was over, and we’d die working for Parker, but then we heard rumors Eli Morelli and his boys are taking him down. That they’re gonna knock over his business and kill him. Bill and I thought all our Christmases had come at once. All we had to do was wait. We thought ‘Velvet House’ is brutal but they’re not gonna kill everyone who ever worked for Parker. We might even be able to get a new job running with them, who fuckin’ knows?’”

Archie shakes his head.

“Then I got abducted?” I ask quietly.

“Then you got fuckin’ abducted,” Archie agrees. “Once that happened all bets were off. Parker went from a controlling nutjob to certified psychopath. He put a bullet through my friend Connor’s head right in front of me.”

All the air rushes from my lungs. “No.”

“Yeah. Killed him and two other guys just because he was pissed you’d gone. Those guys had nothing to do with the fucking wedding. They were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

Archie’s mouth twists as he stares into memories I can’t see. I put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

He shakes me away. “I don’t need your sympathy, Kitten.”

“But—”

“Save your fine feelings for the Velvet House boys. Bill and I knew what we signed up for, we protect bad men by day and do a lot worse by night. But we won’t work for a psychopath and that’s why you’re here. You’re the eighteen-year-old bargaining chip that’s gonna get me and my brother out of Parker’s crew.”

He drains his whiskey and taps the bar. The bartender swoops over. “What can I—”

“Double this time. Right away, darlin’.”

I watch as he finishes his second drink and orders a third. When he finishes that, he mumbles something I can’t hear.

I lean closer. “Sorry?”

Archie clears his throat. “Coulda been Bill he shot.”

My heart contracts. “Oh, Archie.”

“Don’t, January. Don’t ‘oh, Archie’ me. It coulda been my brother he killed. Coulda been that poor little redhead bitch, and what would I have done? Nothin’. I’da got shot myself before I could take Parker out so I stayed right where I was when he killed Connor. What kind of man does that make me?”

His mouth jerks sideways and I can’t stand it anymore. I throw myself off my stool and wrap my arms around his back. “I’m so sorry.”

Archie turns, pushing me off. “I’m fine. Don’t be cryin’ for me. Get away.”

But I don’t get away. I take advantage of his seated position to hold him even closer. And this time he lets me hug him. After a few seconds his shoulders start to shake.

“It’s all okay,” I say. “Everything is going to be okay.”

“You got no fuckin’ idea,” Archie sobs. “You’re just a kid. An’ you been abducted, like, nine times.”

“I know. But I also think everything is going to be okay.”

And I do. Some tiny, shiny part of me still believes. And maybe that’s stupid but I’m glad. It makes me feel less scared. More like myself.

I hug Archie harder. He smells like leather and stress sweat and as much as he didn’t want my hug he’s clutching me so tight it hurts. I bite back a smile. Archie reminds me of my big brother, Lachlan. Lachy’s always rushing into things he doesn’t understand, like his organic sweater business or the dating app The New York Times called a scam. I could totally see Lachy working for Mr. Parker if he gave him enough free champagne and Knicks tickets. He’s impulsive and a bit silly but his heart is in the right place and I think Archie’s is too. I can’t hate him, or Bill. I want them both to get new jobs and be happy and I try to tell Archie that with my hug.

“Ah, Kitten,” Archie mumbles into my hair. “You should let go of me before someone sees.”

But I can tell he’s not ready yet, his arms are still tight around me and truthfully it’s nice to feel close to someone after what’s happened. I squeeze his big back. “I’m okay if you are.”

He huffs out a laugh. “You’re a ray of sunshine, ain’t you? No wonder the Velvet House boys—”

“What about the Velvet House boys, you fucking lowlife?”

My stomach hits my shoes. He can’t be here. We’ve barely been at the club for half an hour. We’re in the middle of nowhere. I would hear him coming. I would sense his mania. But when I turn, there he is. Domenico Valente, six feet and three inches of twitching, flickering muscle, and glittering blue eyes. His hard jaw juts as he looks at me and it turns my bones to water.

“Doc—”

“You, I’ll deal with in a minute.” His gaze skips over me like a stone to fix on Archie. “You are a dead man.”

Archie shoves me away from him. “It ain’t like that, brother—”

I stumble and in the second it takes me to straighten, Doc launches himself at Archie like an attack dog. Archie is bigger, wider but Doc tears him off his barstool like he’s nothing and punches him in the face. Archie bangs back into the bar, clutching his cheek.

“No,” I scream. Everyone ignores me. The dancers, the other drinkers, they’re all acting as though nothing is happening.

Doc bounces on his toes in front of Archie, winding his tattooed wrists in circles. “Come on, bitch. There’s gotta be more in you than that.”

“Wait,” Archie moans. “You don’t understand—”

“I understand you kidnapped my woman, brought her to my club and felt her up at my bar.”

“No—”

“And I don’t know if you’re crazy or you have a death wish,” Doc snarls. “But I don’t give a fuck. Get on your feet and die like a man.”

Archie struggles to stand. The second he’s up Doc punches him again. Archie’s head snaps sideways, ruby blood spraying from his nose. I scream again and I must move because the next second I’m gripping Doc’s tattooed bicep. “Domenico! Stop hurting him! He rescued me!”

Doc pushes me into a heap on the carpet. “Get the fuck back, Tits.”

I inhale, my head spinning as relief swells inside me like a small balloon. If Doc is still calling me ‘Tits’ he isn’t going to kill me. I kneel on the carpet. “Domenico, please. Be mad at me, but don’t hurt Archie. He got me away from Mr. Parker. He saved me.”

Doc whips around and stares right into my face. I see the rage burning in his bright blue eyes, but there’s something else. He scans me as though checking I’m really there and when his mouth turns down my heart stops. He was scared. Not because I defied him, because I was in danger. Domenico Valente, a deranged murderer, was afraid for me. Doc bares his teeth, trying to return his expression to blazing hatred but it’s too late. I press a hand to my chest. “I’m sorry I left without saying goodbye. I just—”

“Fucked us. Got Adriano shot. Got abducted so you could be raped and tortured by the guy who killed my sister.”

His words land like physical blows, knocking the air out of me.

“I’m sorry,” I breathe. “I wanted to see my Zia. I wanted to—”

“She didn’t have a choice man,” Archie slurs. “Parker was coming for her no matter what you guys did. He’d burn the world to the ground before he let you have her.”

With a growl like a dog Doc drags Archie to the floor, giving him a vicious kick in the side. “You know that shit because you helped Parker take her. You were in it all the way.”

“Nurghht,” Archie moans. “I brought her to you. I want that bastard dead.”

“You fucking liar.”

I climb to my feet as Doc kicks Archie in the back. I’m pretty sure he knows Archie’s telling the truth and he’s just venting his anger at my kidnapping. But I’m equally sure that won’t stop him beating Archie to death. I move to grab Doc’s shoulder, but before I can touch him, huge arms wrap around my waist lifting me into the air.

“January, JJ, Jay! Holy fucking Christ, you’re okay! I’ve got you! You’re okay! January!”

This relief isn’t an afterthought. This relief is a firehose pulsing through my body. “Bobby?”

“Yes, baby. It’s me. I’ve got you.”

He spins me around and I see it’s true. Roberto Bassilotta beams at me, as soft and steady as Doc is hard and manic. His hair is on end and his chocolate brown eyes are full of tears. He runs his fingertips across my cheek. “Jesus Christ, JJ. Tell me you’re okay. Tell me he hasn’t hurt you?”

But before I can answer he’s kissing my cheeks, my chin, my nose. It’s not romantic, it’s more like a Labrador snuffling you, loving you physically because it can’t say what it means in words. I let him kiss me, let him rub my arms and run his hands through my hair, dizzy with the knowledge that somehow Bobby is still on my side. That despite my betrayal he might protect me from the others. My mind flicks to Adriano in the hospital, yelling for me to run.

“Mr. Rossi,” I gasp. “Is he okay? Is he alive?”

Bobby presses his forehead into mine. “Yes, baby, he’s okay, but don’t think about that. Are you okay? Did Parker hurt you?”

There’s a dull thump and a moan of pain.

“Get her out of here,” Doc snarls. “I’ll finish this prick and come find you.”

“Okay—” Bobby begins but I tear myself away from him.

“Stop it,” I wail. “Stop hurting Archie! He and his brother got me out of Mr. Parker’s limo. They saved me.”

Bobby takes my arm. “No, JJ—”

“That’s what we were doing, Tits” Doc says, stomping on Archie’s leg. “We were tracking you. We would have gotten you back.”

Archie rolls on the floor, blood pouring down his face. “Parker was taking her to a private airstrip. He was in a military grade vehicle. You couldn’t have saved her.”

Doc presses his sneakered foot into Archie’s neck. “Shut the fuck up, rat.”

Archie shoves at Doc’s shin, trying to get him off. “Me an’ my brother rescued your girl. What kind of fuckin’ thank you is this?”

Bobby steps around me, squaring his shoulders. “The kind you get when you don’t explain yourself. Why’d you take January? And why’d you bring her here?”

“Because he’s a fucking rat.” Doc bends, grabbing Archie by his collar and hauling him up. “I don’t want an explanation. Whatever he and his fuckhead brother had planned can die with them.”

“You don’t unnerstan’,” Archie moans.

“I understand you and your prick clone work for Parker. Have done for years.”

“They wanted to leave!” I say. “Mr. Parker killed Archie’s friend!”

Doc shakes Archie like a rag doll. “I’ll kill his fucking friends. You know his twin’s the one who shot Adriano?”

My vision swims. “What!?”

“Naw.” Archie shakes his head so that drops of blood spatter Doc. “That was Newton. I swear, Bill only broke his nose.”

Doc bares his teeth, looking all the crazier now he’s sprayed with blood. “You think that’s better?”

Archie’s swollen eyes find mine. “Kitten… Please?”

Doc gives a low laugh. “You think you can call my bitch ‘Kitten’ in front of me and live? Goddamn, you are a funny guy.”

Doc’s fingers tighten around Archie’s throat. “Or at least you used to be.”

My pulse spikes and I know I only have seconds. I turn to Bobby. “Please, please stop Doc?”

He makes an ‘eh’ face. “He does work for Parker, baby. And he probably is a rat.”

“But ‘probably’ doesn’t—”

“Valente, you fucking asshole!”

We all turn and I see Wonder Woman stomping toward us. Doc loosens his grip on Archie’s neck. “Hey, Betty. Just dealing with some—”

Wonder Woman—Betty—flings her hands in the air. “Deal with it somewhere else you stupid son of a bitch! I have a business to run. Your business. You think anyone wants to come to a gentlemen’s lounge to watch a man die?”

Doc rolls his eyes and drops Archie like a sack of potatoes. “Better?”

“No. Get him upstairs.”

Doc sighs like he’s being asked to take out the trash. He hauls Archie to his feet again. “Come on, bitch.” Doc looks to Bobby. “Get January to the car. This won’t take long.”

I step away. “No! You’re not killing Archie.”

Betty gives me a look that could scorch steel. “All of you. Upstairs. Now.”

“Fine,” Bobby takes my arm. “Come on, JJ.”

He directs me behind the bar, steering me through a door that’s barely visible in the wood panelled wall. We climb two sets of stairs then Bobby ushers me into an office. It’s cramped with a huge desk and a black wingback chair lined with barbed wire. There’s a framed picture of two blond kids on the wall and I want to take a closer look, but Bobby leads me to a smaller non-barbed wire chair.

“Sit. I’ll bring you some water.”

I do as I’m told, watching as Bobby grabs a bottle of spring water from a black bar fridge. He rubs my shoulders as I drink, and I almost melt into the chair. The water seems to unlock my tongue.

“Is Eli mad?” I babble. “Are you sure Adriano’s, okay? Where’s Mr. Parker? Am I going back in the cage?”

Bobby doesn’t answer my questions. Instead, he presses his thumbs into the knots near my shoulder blades and says things like ‘you’re safe’ and ‘we’re not going to let anything happen to you.’

I’m not convinced, but it’s nice to hear friendly words. A few minutes pass and I wonder where Doc and Archie have gone and if Doc is just beating Archie up in some other part of the club. I’m just about to ask when the door opens and Doc shoves Archie onto the office floor.

“This one needed a piss,” he tells Bobby, settling himself in the barbed wire chair.

“So,” he says to Archie. “You and your brother infiltrated my business and put your filthy hands all over my girl and expect me to what? Give you a job?”

Archie gets to his feet. “Seems that way.”

I admire how cool he sounds. If I was in his position I would definitely be crying.

Doc picks up a pen, whirling it between his long fingers. “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t put a bullet in your head before you can lead Parker back to January.”

Archie swipes fresh blood from his chin. “Because Parker can get fucked. My brother and I want out of his crew. We figured rescuing the Whitehall girl was as good a chance as any to make an impression.”

Bobby’s fingers tighten possessively on my shoulders. “So, you stole January as some kind of up-front payment?”

“You could call it that,” Archie drawls. “For what it’s worth, I had to give my twin a concussion to make it happen and there’s every fuckin’ chance Parker killed him out of spite.”

Doc looks deeply unimpressed. “Why the fuck were you hugging January?”

“It didn’t mean shit,” Archie says, avoiding my gaze. “We were talking tragedy and she hugged me. It wasn’t anything.”

A small smile tweaks the corner of his mouth and I’m not the only one who notices. Doc throws down his pen. “Wipe that fucking smirk off your face or I’ll kill you.”

Archie’s expression goes blank. “Yes, sir.”

Doc shoves a hand through his hair. “If you’re looking to us for protection from Parker, you’re stupider than your fucked-up face implies.”

“You don’t owe us anything,” Archie says. “Bill and I can take care of ourselves. But we did bring your boss’s girlfriend back in one piece.”

Doc’s blond brows shoot up. “My boss?”

“Elliot Morelli.”

“He’s not my boss,” Doc says through a tight jaw. “He’s my partner. And he doesn’t like rats any more than I do.”

Archie holds up his hands. “I ain’t a rat. A chance is all Bill and I are asking for. A chance in exchange for your girl being as pretty and pure as she was before Parker got ahold of her.”

Doc’s gaze finds mine. “Is this true, Tits? Did this ass-clown protect you?”

I think of the kiss with Emilia. How much worse it could have been if Bill hadn’t signaled at me to throw up when he did. I pray that he’s still alive. That Mr. Parker hasn’t taken his temper out on him. “Bill saved me. He and Archie both did.”

Doc sits back in his chair, his fingertips drumming the leather. Long seconds stretch past and just when I’m sure he’s about to tell Archie he’s dead, Doc pulls open a drawer and tosses a deck of Post-it notes at him. “Give me some way to reach you.”

Archie comes over to the desk to write on the pad, a big grin on his face. “Can’t thank you enough, Mr. Valente. You’re bein’ beyond generous.”

“Yeah, you can stop kissing my ass any time you want.” Doc points at the door. “Get the fuck out of here and if you talk to a single woman on your way out I’ll break your knees.”

Archie drops the pad back on the desk and turns to me. “Bye—”

“Keep looking at January if you wanna die.”

“Yes, sir.” Archie addresses the floor. “See you ’round Kitten.”

Doc hisses at him. As soon as the door shuts, he pushes back his chair. “Sly motherfucker.”

I recoil and Bobby smooths his warm hands over my shoulders. “Don’t be nervous, baby. We’re not mad at you.”

“Speak for your fucking self.” Doc strides toward me, grabbing my chin. His skin is boiling hot. “You okay?”

“I… I guess?”

He lifts my chin, urging me onto my feet. “He hurt you?”

I know he means Parker. “A little. Not really.”

Doc’s eyes narrow. “If he had, you would have deserved it, you reckless, manipulative, two-faced bitch.”

The insult winds me, as all of Doc’s insults do, but before I can defend myself, he jams his mouth onto mine. You couldn’t call it a kiss. It’s a clash of lips, a claim and a punishment. The kind of touch that Velvet House taught me leads to corruption.

My corruption.

Doc’s fingers are bruisingly tight and I can smell Archie’s blood on his face and his raw knuckles. His free hand grasps my right breast and I whine. Doc is disgusting and cruel, but I can’t deny the warmth that floods from his skin and from mine. The last time he kissed me like this was on my wedding day. But that was to show Mr. Parker I’d been stolen. That he no longer had any claim on me. What point is Doc trying to prove now? That he owns me? That even if he hates me, he will have my obedience?

His tongue thrusts into my mouth and the softness of it makes me moan.

You’re repulsive, I think, Repulsive and gross and mean.

But as his tongue flicks expertly against mine, my exhausted body lights up. Suddenly everything between my legs feels like soft ice cream. Bobby’s hand slides to the small of my back and I’m surrounded by both of them. Warm male bodies, so foreign and yet achingly familiar.

“January,” Bobby mutters in my ear. “You’re so beautiful.”

I can’t pretend like I did when I was first kidnapped. I’m so attracted to both of them. Sweet Bobby and evil Doc. I tried to run away, but now that I’m here again, I don’t know if I can resist. I’m so tired of protecting my virginity, the only thing about me that everyone wants. I could just give in, give Velvet House the one thing I have left. I would have given it to Adriano to see my Zia. Now, if it means staying out of the basement cage, I could just let Doc and Bobby have it.

Doc’s hand moves from my chin to fist my hair and it feels like he’s pulling it out at the roots. I don’t care. After the day I’ve had, it’s a relief to submit to his strength. He yanks my body against his and I feel the thick swell of his cock behind his jeans. Bobby’s hand strokes me from my back to my ass. We’re alone in Doc’s office, just like we were once alone in my bed in the east wing, when Bobby went down on me as Doc kissed my lips.

I’m going to give in. Let them take me, let it end right here, two floors above a strip club. But as soon as I have the thought, Doc pulls away, shaking his head. “Fuck this.”

“I… What?”

“Fuck. This.” He glares at me, his gaze cold as ice. “You’re not getting a nice little reunion fuck from me, Tits.”

“Doc,” Bobby warns, his hands still cupping my ass.

“Fuck off, Bassilotta.” Doc presses his thumb to the cut on my lip, making it sting. “You endangered what’s mine, Tits. Your lips, your cunt, and every other fucking part of you. The next time you take my cock it’ll be on all fours with tears running down your lying face. I’m gonna make you pay for what you did to me.”

I must be broken because his words send a throb down my aching breasts and it runs between my legs like gold flame.

Doc’s pupils dilate. “You like the sound of that, don’t you, whore?”

“I, um…”

Christ, you drive me fucking batshit.”

Doc presses his lips to mine and this time I taste the fear that I saw burning in him when he arrived at Dreams. He was scared for me, and that fear has turned into bright rage. I go limp as he invades my mouth. If I let Doc take what he wants there’s still a chance I can channel his anger into something softer. Something that might free both of us. His hand gropes between my legs, cupping me through my dress. It’s rough and possessive but it doesn’t hurt. I feel a second’s bliss before the office door swings open behind me.

“Vodka?” a woman asks.

Doc pulls away from me. Betty’s standing in the doorway, carrying a tray with three loaded shot glasses. She laughs. “Domenico Valente, kissing a girl on the mouth?”

I turn away, my face burning.

Doc ignores Betty, striding to the door and downing a shot in one.

“Let’s go,” he tells Bobby.

“Sure. Come on, JJ.” As Bobby’s rough hand closes around mine, I dig my heels into the carpet. “Are we going to Velvet House?”

Bobby frowns. “Of course.”

My heart sinks. Some small part of me hoped that we were going somewhere else. That I wouldn’t have to confront Eli Morelli and possibly be sent back to my cage.

But that was always too much to ask for. The Velvet House men stick together.

We walk out of the club, Doc blowing on his bleeding knuckles, Bobby holding my hand. I wait for him to let go, but he keeps his fingers locked between mine. I should be grateful to be mostly okay, mostly alive, but every bit of me feels shaky. As though a deep breath could tear me apart.

A sky-blue Charger is waiting for us in the parking lot and when I climb into the passenger seat, something inside me cracks. I press my face in my hands and begin to cry.
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Chapter Four


Bobby Bassilotta

“I feel like a butler,” Doc growls from the driver’s seat.

“Chauffeur,” I correct.

“Whatever. You ready to stop sobbing, Tits?”

January doesn’t answer, at least not in words. She gasps, fresh tears running down her face. Her eyes are already puffy from crying. I squeeze her as tightly as I dare. “Are you hungry, Jay? Do you want to lie down and get some sleep?”

She shakes her head, staring without seeing. “What… what’s happening to me?”

“You’re in shock,” Doc says. “Grit your teeth and let it pass.”

But January just sobs all the louder.

“We should stop,” I tell Doc. “Get her some food.”

“No fucking way. Parker could have tortured that idiot’s clone. He could already be coming after us.”

January shifts against me.

“What is it, sweetheart?”

“Bill wouldn’t tell,” she says in her sweet voice. “He and Archie want to leave Mr. Parker more than anything.”

Doc finds her gaze in the rearview mirror. “Parker’s planted subdermal trackers in his guys before. He could have turned Archie’s on and traced you.”

January moans.

“Jesus, Valente,” I say. “Is now the time to be telling her shit like that?”

Doc has the decency to look away. “Go to sleep, Tits. Let us deal with everything.”

But January doesn’t go to sleep, as the miles pass she starts shaking and her skin goes icy-cold.

“Turn up the heat,” I tell Doc, but even once the car’s a sweatbox, January’s teeth still rattle. Eventually, I can’t take it anymore. “Doc. We need to pull over.”

“Fuck,” Doc hisses, but does what I ask.

The second the car stops, Doc is outside, pulling a pack of Marlboros from his pocket. I stay in the back seat, cradling January. She’s still crying, the big sobs racking her body. I think of my sisters and how when they’d get like this, my dad would bring them warm cups of milk and honey. I wish I could do that for her.

Doc pounds on the roof. “Basher, we need to talk.”

“Give me a bit.”

“No. We need to talk.”

January wipes under her eyes. “Go. I’m fine.”

“No chance,” I say, holding her tighter.

“Seriously,” she says in a watery voice. “You know how Doc gets when you make him wait.”

I do, but it’s funny that she does too. I get out and see Doc smoking by the side of the road, a second cigarette waiting in his free hand.

“What’s up?”

“We can’t stay pulled over like this. Even if Parker’s not on us, cops could come past. Anyone could call us in.”

“What are you saying?”

Doc points his cigarette at the back seat. “I can sedate her. Knock her out.”

He tries to say it lightly, but I hear the twist in his voice. What he means is he can’t handle hearing her cry and it would be easier for him if she was unconscious. But fuck what’s easier for him. I move, blocking his path to the car. “January’s already at her limits. She doesn’t need drugs.”

“So, what do we—”

“Call it and get a motel.”

Doc groans. “You’re such a pussy.”

“Fine, I’m a fucking pussy, but you’re not taking January any further. And if I see you come at her with a needle I will put you in the ground.”

“Jesus, fine.” Doc clamps his cigarette between his teeth and pulls out his phone. “I’ll ring Mother Morelli and let him know.”

Eli’s voice is sharp when he picks up. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Doc says. “We’ve got January but she’s freaking out. Bobby thinks we should get a room for the night.”

“I want her back.”

The possessiveness in his tone makes my stomach knot. When we knew January had been abducted by Parker, Doc, Eli, and I were a united front. But already it feels like we’re back in competition.

“Yeah, well I wanna see the Stones play in 1974. Shit happens.” Doc takes a last drag on his cigarette and tosses the end to the ground. “How’s Adriano?”

“Fine. Text me when you know where you’re staying.”

“Will do.”

“Wait.” Eli hesitates. “You and Bobby aren’t going to sleep, are you? You’ll keep watch over her?”

“I don’t know, Morelli. Do you think we’re fucking stupid?”

Eli hangs up. Doc lights his second cigarette and draws on it so hard, half turns to ash. “Sanctimonious prick.”

I ignore him. I’m not giving Doc an excuse to vent his anger. Archie Baskerville did me a huge favor taking that beating at Dreams. If he hadn’t, I’m sure Doc would be insulting my dead mom right now.

“Fucking twins,” Doc mutters. “You really think Eli’ll want to hire them?”

“Dunno.”

“He can’t. Not once he knows that gangly fuck was all over her.”

I say nothing. I didn’t like finding Archie Baskerville touching the love of my life any more than Doc did. But I wasn’t gonna hurt the guy who brought us our girl back. I’ll put in a good word with Eli about the twins, and we’ll see what happens.

“Dirty fucking rat,” Doc says. “And that fucking haircut. He looks like an anime girl.”

I roll my eyes. Archie Baskerville looks exactly like Doc, but again, I’m not dumb enough to point that out. “Can we get going?”

“After I finish this,” Doc says, inhaling.

As Doc smokes, I stare at the night sky, my mouth dry and my eyes heavy. I’m exhausted. When Gretzky called to say January escaped, I felt like I’d been pin-dropped into the ocean. Every time I fought my way to the surface another wave took me under. Adriano was with January. Adriano was taking January to see her Zia. Her Zia was dead. Adriano was shot. January had been abducted by Parker. Whenever I snatched a breath, I was sucked underwater again.

I can only remember flashes of it now, sitting in the car with Eli, typing so fast my fingers hurt. Tracking Parker’s limo while Doc screamed insults in Italian. My abdomen tight from clenching it as I worked to bring January home. Wishing that I’d done what I’d planned to do and bought plane tickets for her and I to fly to Montana. Rented a car to drive us across the Canadian border. Rescued her then used all my money and power to cast a digital net over both of us, and take her away.

I could still do it.

“Basher,” Doc says, interrupting my thoughts. “That’s enough.”

“What?” I say trying to sound bored but innocent.

Doc gives me a hard look. “Take her from me and I’ll kill you.”

I don’t bother denying my thoughts. “You haven’t killed Adriano.”

“Yet. And that motherfucker failed on all accounts. I’m giving you more credit.”

“Thanks.” I jerk my head at the car. “Let’s find a motel.”

Doc tosses his second cigarette and crushes the end under his sneaker. “Take her from me—”

“I heard you the first time. Let’s just fucking go.”

I hoped January had fallen asleep but she’s still sitting bolt upright and stiff as a board. I wrap my arms around her again. “We’re gonna get you some food and somewhere to stay, okay?”

She makes a noncommittal noise.

“There’s a motel twenty miles away,” Doc says, looking at his phone. “We should be able to get some drive-thru first.”

I force my shoulders to relax. There’s no bigger jackass than Doc, but he gets shit done. “Sounds good.”

Fifteen minutes later, we’re pulling into a Wendy’s.

“What do you want, baby?” I ask January. “Is there something you usually get?”

She looks blankly back at me. “I’m not allowed fast food.”

“Then this is your lucky day. Want me to order for you?”

She says something that could be a yes or a no so I get her a cheeseburger combo and a strawberry shake and a veggie stack combo for myself. Doc orders two Baconators and tears into the bag as soon as it’s passed through the window. Neither of us have eaten all day and I’m starving, but I hold off on my order and hand-feed January fries instead. She chews methodically, her pretty green eyes unfocused.

“Do you like your food?” I ask.

She swallows. “Yes, but I can, you know, feed myself.”

“And will you?”

She gives a small smile and lets me keep feeding her. When we get to the motel, Doc gets out and deals with the manager. Since he and I won’t be sleeping, we get a single room. It’s cramped and musty, but the bed is big, and the sheets look clean enough.

“This place is nice,” January says quietly, putting her combo down on the small Formica table.

“I wouldn’t go that far,” I say, plunking my Wendy’s bag beside hers. “Sit down and eat.”

January rubs a thumb over her lower lip. “Can I have a shower?”

I look her up and down and somewhere in trying to assess how dirty she is I wind up staring at her breasts. God she’s fucking stunning. I’ve tried to avoid thinking about it, but now, looking at her pouty lips and long legs, I’m all too aware we’re in a motel room with a bed. Just the three of us. And this time there’s no Betty to walk in.

“Eat first,” Doc says, possibly oblivious and possibly intervening on my behalf. “You need the energy and your food will go cold otherwise.”

January tilts her head at me, asking if she should obey and all I can think about is how her pussy tasted when she ground herself against my face, having the first partnered orgasm of her life. Doc was there too, kissing her as I gave her head…

“Basher,” Doc snarls. “Quit daydreaming about her cunt and sit down.”

I feel my face burn, but I take a seat at the table. January hesitates and then follows suit. I chew without tasting as January nibbles her burger and drinks her shake in tiny sips. She’s barely halfway done when she gets up again.

“You’re not finished,” Doc barks.

January’s hands jump to her throat but she doesn’t sit. “Please… I need to shower, I feel disgusting. I’ll be back soon.”

I expect Doc to say something about her taking her clothes off, but he glares at her then returns his attention to his burger. By the time we’re done eating, January emerges from the shower, a thin towel wrapped around herself. “I, um, do you guys have any clothes I can change into?”

I almost choke on my own spit. She looks perfect, tousled and fresh-faced and I’m about to take off my shirt and chinos and give them to her when Doc points at the motel mattress. “No. Get into bed.”

Color rises in January’s cheeks. “Do you mean…? Are we going to sleep or…?”

A throb runs down my cock. She’s scared but I hear a hopeful lift in her voice, like maybe she wants us to push for something more. I look at Doc and his jaw is set. “You’re going to sleep. Turn out the lights and shut the fuck up.”

She doesn’t move. “You’re not going to… come into my bed…?”

“No,” Doc says flatly. “You’re exhausted and I don’t know about Basher, but I don’t stick my dick in unconscious pussy.”

“Fuck you,” I say, though I’m taken aback. Doc doesn’t go for anything less than screamingly enthusiastic, but it’s not like him to admit the truth when he could scare January with a lie. And it’s equally not like him to be responsible about sleep, especially when it seems January might want us in her bed. Still, I’m not going to play the asshole while Doc acts like a hero.

“He’s right, JJ. You should get some sleep. We’ll stay up and look after you.”

January rocks back and forth on the balls of her feet. Her face, scrubbed of makeup is petal soft and impossibly pretty. “Do you think Mr. Parker is trying to find me?”

The answer is somewhere along the continuum of ‘yes’ and ‘absolutely’ but she doesn’t need to know that.

“Don’t worry about it, baby. Just get into bed and rest.”

Doc and I sit at the scratched motel table and watch as January walks to the bed, and folds back the covers. My cock thickens as she peels off her towel and I force my gaze away, pulling out my phone to text Eli that we found a motel. His response comes at once.

Good. Parker’s in Vegas. Adriano’s fine. I’ll update soon.

I go to show Doc the screen and see he and January are locked in a wordless conversation. Doc’s expression is murderous, and January—sitting up in the motel bed—is crying again.

“What’s happening?” I ask.

“Doc hates me,” January says in a soft voice. “He’s going to hurt me.”

“That’s not true, baby. Is it, Doc?”

He doesn’t answer.

“I’m sorry for running away,” she whispers, a sparkling tear dripping onto her cheek. “But I needed to see my Zia. I couldn’t just sit in Velvet House and rot.”

Doc glares at her and even I can tell twisted shit is running through his head.

“It’s okay, JJ,” I say roughly. “You don’t have to explain yourself to us. At least not tonight.”

She turns her tearful gaze to me. “But Adriano… what happened? I heard gunshots.”

“He’s fine. He’s got a couple fractured ribs but the shot to the head only grazed his skull and the one in his side missed everything important. He’s had worse.”

January’s face softens. “Okay. That’s good.”

I frown at the thought of the two of them together, Adriano and January. They left for the hospital like Bonnie and an even uglier Clyde. Adriano did what I couldn’t and took her to her Zia. Has that changed her mind about him? Is he the one she prefers?

“Adriano didn’t sleep with me,” January says, misreading my expression.

“I know.”

“Heard you offered though, Tits,” Doc snarls. “Heard you fucking begged.”

“I did not,” January whispers but pink spots rise on her cheeks. And just like that, I’m thinking of sex again. January’s full mouth against mine, her hard nipples pressing against my chest as I slide inside her…

“Lie down and close your fucking eyes,” Doc snarls. “I’m sick of looking at you.”

“Don’t talk to her like that,” I say. “January honey, go to sleep.”

She doesn’t move. “Do you think Mr. Parker killed any of his men because he’s angry at me?”

Yes, definitely. “Don’t think about it,” I say. “Baby, do you want something to help you sleep or—”

“No! I don’t want to stay awake, but every time I shut my eyes it’s all I can think about.” Her eyes fill with tears again. “He killed my Zia.”

The quiet resignation in her voice cuts me like a knife. “I’m so sorry, JJ.”

The motel fills with silence as the three of us sit there and think about Parker and the people he’s killed. I remember my dad, slumped over his tractor steering wheel, never able to get up, to call me ‘kiddo,’ to cook chilli or watch another baseball game.

“I feel like I don’t have a right to be upset,” January says. “Because she wasn’t really my family.”

“That’s not true,” I tell her. “Your Zia loved you and you loved her. It’s fucking awful that she’s gone, baby.”

January nods, tears sliding down her cheeks. “I met Mr. Parker’s girlfriend.”

Doc and I exchange glances. We know all about Emilia Galloway, the twenty-three-year-old art student that’s somehow survived being Parker’s girlfriend. But we didn’t know January met her, or that she now understands she was never Parker’s exclusive partner.

“What do you think of her?” I ask. “She wasn’t mean to you, was she?”

“No.” January’s face falls. “I feel so sorry for her. Her life is awful. That’s how my life would be if I married him.”

“You don’t have to marry him. You never have to see him again,” I say.

January doesn’t seem to hear. “Maybe I should have married him. If I had, Zia would still be alive.”

“JJ, you can’t think that way—”

She furiously shakes her head. “But that’s not right. Parker told me he would have done it anyway, because he didn’t like Zia, and he didn’t want her in his house. So, screw him.”

The fierceness in her voice shocks me.

“I would have done it,” January says, her voice still vibrating with strength. “I would have married him and done whatever he wanted to keep my Zia alive.”

“We know you would have, JJ,” I say. “We know how strong you are.”

“I didn’t.” Doc says, balling up his burger wrapper.

January looks at him and I see surprise mingle with relief on her face.

“You think I’m strong?”

“I think you’re less useless than I thought,” Doc says. “And now you’re in the club.”

“What club?”

I don’t think he’s going to say it, but then he grimaces, and the words come out.

“The ‘Parker killed something I loved’ club. Basher’s a member. Adriano’s a member. Eli’s a member. We all are. And since you just joined, I figured you should know about it.”

January’s face goes ash pale. “Parker killed…”

“My sister,” Doc snarls. “Had her strangled in her hospital bed. After his boys ripped her clothes off and filmed themselves…”

He breaks off, looking like he’s going to be sick.

January gasps. The motel sheet falls to expose her breasts. It’s a testament to how fucked up the situation is that neither she nor Doc seems to notice.

“Why?” she breathes. “Doc… how? I… Doc, I’m so sorry.”

I’m as shocked as she is. Doc doesn’t talk about Alessia unless he’s blackout drunk. And even then, he doesn’t talk specifics.

“Why did Mr. Parker do that?” January presses. “When did this happen?”

“None of your fucking business,” Doc says flatly. “Go to sleep.”

“Oh, Domenico.” January moves as though to go to Doc and comfort him. My chest aches. Even after everything that’s happened today, all the hurt she’s endured, she’s still so pure. So sweet. It’s a goddamn miracle.

Doc not nearly as impressed. “Get out of that bed and I will break every finger you have, Tits.”

For a second she stares at him and then falls back onto the mattress, unravelling the sheets and pulling them over her head.

I look at Doc. “Was that needed?”

He gets to his feet and throws the Wendy’s bags into the kitchenette trash can. “Enough bullshit, we need to do a sweep of the grounds.”

He heads outside, slamming the door. I hesitate, staring at the white lump that is January. I want to climb into bed beside her and hold her close, promise that she’s safe and everything’s all right. But everything’s not alright. Not yet. Possibly not for a long time. Her Zia’s dead, Parker is hunting her, and Eli, Adriano, Doc and I are far from agreement on what to do about her betrayal. Or her virginity.

Doc pounds on the door. “You coming?”

I start to attention. “Sure.”

Doc’s smoking by the ice machine. He hands me a bag of white disks. “We’ve gotta stay awake and I don’t know about you, but I’m fucked.”

I open the bag. “Speed?”

“Caffeine.”

I take a pill and crunch it between my teeth. “January’s asleep. Or close enough.”

“Good.”

“Why were you being such an asshole to her?”

I expect Doc to deny it or make some snide remark, but his mouth goes thin. “I’m gonna destroy her.”

“What?”

He takes a vicious drag of his cigarette. “I’m going to destroy her for what she did to us.”

I stare at my brother, this man that I unwittingly know better than almost anyone. From the very beginning Doc argued in favor of keeping January alive, be it as our house pet or a stripper. How the fuck has he changed his mind now? “You want to kill—”

Doc’s hand shoots out jabbing me in the chest. “Did I say I want to kill her? I want to destroy her.”

“I don’t—”

“I want her chained in my workshop for the rest of the year. I’m gonna whip her ass and electrocute her tits and shove ice dildos up her twat until she screams.” Doc’s eyes burn over the cherry of his cigarette. “I’ll make her cry until her eyes turn blue. I’ll fuck her until there’s a permeant imprint of my dick inside her. I’m gonna pump so much cum inside her it changes her fucking DNA. I will carve my name into her skin and make her drink my blood and then I will breed her. She’ll have my bastards one after a-fucking-nother. And then, when she’s given me ten kids and taken a hundred thousand of my loads, then maybe, just maybe, I’ll think about forgiving her for running away.”

A rushing sound fills my ears. In the distance I hear cars whirring along the interstate, an owl hooting in a tree.

“O-kay,” I say, stepping back. “I can see you feel… strongly about this.”

“It’s what I’m owed.” He points the smouldering end of the cigarette at the motel door. “That girl in chains. Stand in my way I’ll fucking cut you.”

There’s a million things to say but I pick the dumbest one. “You want to get January pregnant?”

He nods grimly. “Tie her to me forever. Show her she can’t get away with making me feel… with fucking betraying me. Betraying us.”

The caffeine pills pick a bad time to kick in, spiking my heart rate.

“Doc,” I say, trying to sound reasonable. “January’s a scared girl who ran away. You can’t be serious about this Machiavellian shit?”

I’m not remotely scared of Doc but the look he gives me makes the hair on my neck stand up.

“I’ll keep her pregnant for years,” he says. “Blonde babies coming out of her every nine months. Then she’ll see. Then she’ll understand.”

The thought of January swollen with Doc’s child is almost as disturbing as the fucked up sex shit he described. “And you think that’s the best way to become a dad? To force someone to have your kid out of revenge?”

“Why the fuck not? My old man was a deadbeat alcoholic and I’m fine.”

“Yeah, everything about you and this plan screams ‘future father of the year.’”

Doc isn’t listening. He’s squinting at the motel door like it fucked his wife. “As soon as we’re back at Velvet House, I’m bending that girl over my rotating bench and—”

“Valente,” I snap. “You’re not getting January pregnant or imprisoning her in your fucked-up sex den or anything else.”

He frowns, seeming to hear me for the first time. “Why?”

“A million fucking reasons. Including the fact I want to marry her.”

Doc’s eyebrows go up. “You?”

“How are you surprised? I spent the last month saying I wanted to marry her.”

“Yeah, but that was before the bitch ran away.”

I throw up my hands. “She ran away from me too, you know! You’re not the only one who was affected by this situation!”

“Whatever.” Doc flicks a lighter in front of a fresh cigarette. “It was more fucked up for me. I’m owed revenge.”

“And what am I owed, Domenico?”

“I dunno. Whatever. Just stay away from January until I’m done with her.”

I stare at my friend and not for the first time I want to choke the life out of him. “Fuck you, asshole. Me and Eli and Adriano aren’t going to dissolve because you don’t know how to have feelings for a girl. Or did you forget this started between all five of us?”

“I mean… sure. But this is now and—”

“And now you want her, it’s suddenly like all you have to do is waltz back into that motel and take her.” I spit on the ground. “After all these years other people still aren’t real to you.”

“Christ, fine other people are real. You and Morelli and Adri are real,” He takes a deep drag on his cigarette. “Look, I get that you’ve got feelings for January. And I’m not saying we’re not gonna do a three-way once I’m done making the bitch pay, but I call dibs. She’s mine.”

I rub my temples, drained to my very limits. “You’re fucking impossible.”

“Thanks.”

“Not a fucking compliment. Why the hell do you always think you should get whatever you want?”

“I don’t. I’ve just never wanted anything before her.” He pauses, seemingly surprised by his own honesty. “Shit.”

“You’re fucking lying,” I say, even though I know he isn’t.

Doc shakes his head. “There’s been nothing until her. No future. But now…”

Now you’re in love, I think numbly. Doc Valente—a man I once saw bite off someone’s ear—is in love with January Whitehall just like I am.

“…Now I’m gonna wring every last drop of blood, sweat and tears out of that little slut’s body,” Doc finishes. He throws his second cigarette end on the ground and grinds it out like he’s stamping a full stop onto a sentence. “Enough talking. Let’s search this place before Parker hits us with a drone strike.”
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Chapter Five


January Whitehall

Doc fists his cock in front of my face. It’s thick and fleshy and I bend forward and give the head a small lick.

“Good girl.” His fingers move through my hair, collecting it in a tight ponytail. “Keep going, sweetheart. Earn my fat cock.”

I moan around him and his grip tightens. “Where you at, Bash?”

I already know. Bobby is behind me, his warm fingers spread across my ass. He squeezes tight and I arch my back.

“Shit. She’s showing me her pussy.”

Doc’s laughter sputters into a groan as I draw him fully into my mouth. “God, this bitch can suck. Give her ass a slap.”

Bobby lifts a hand, then pauses. “Are you sure, JJ…?”

My mouth is still full of Doc but I jiggle my butt the way I sometimes practiced in the mirror. Bobby’s palm comes down on me like fire. “You like that?”

I do. The pain feels clean. Pure.

I suck Doc harder, taking him deep into my throat. There’s saliva everywhere but he doesn’t seem to mind.

“Spank me,” I tell Bobby.

I don’t know how I say it, because I’m still sucking Doc, but Bobby slaps me again and heat swirls through my middle. I’m so dirty. Disgusting. But it doesn’t matter. I look into Doc’s evil, blond, Elvis face. “Can you please call me names?”

He smooths a hand across my cheek. “Like… ‘you’re a dirty little slut, spreading for two guys and loving it’?”

It’s good, but it’s not quite right. I want him to be mean. Mean the way he was when he penetrated me with his knife handle. “More. More.”

Bobby draws his cock through my folds, spreading my wetness over both of us. I pray he pushes inside and ends my virginity, so I don’t have to worry anymore. “Please, Bobby?”

He slaps my right ass cheek. “Meaner, Valente. You know what she needs.”

Doc thrusts his cock deeper. “What about what I need? I’m so fuckin’ close to busting in her mouth.”

I close my eyes. It’s hot when they talk over me like I’m not there. I might not need names, after all.

“Go on,” Bobby says. “Blow her mind.”

Doc’s lips brush my ear. “You’re a rich cunt, Whitehall. A spoiled whore who’s not worth a damn to anyone.”

I sigh happily. It’s wrong, but everything is wrong. And if Doc’s mean to me, I’m already being punished for my sluttiness, so it doesn’t matter. Doc’s hand closes around my throat. “She’s ready, Basher. Put your dick inside her.”

Bobby spanks me as he enters me. The prickling sting contrasts with the slow stretch between my legs, turning me from one thing into something else. I whimper as he pushes deep, then withdraws. His cock is slick when he slides in a second time and now the feel of him makes my eyes roll back in my head.

“It’s good,” I pant. “It’s so good.”

Doc’s hand is still locked around my neck as he pumps his cock between my lips. “That’s it, puttana. Keep it up.”

Bobby slams into me and yet it doesn’t hurt at all. I press back against him, wanting more. My virginity is in tatters. This thing everyone wanted just… gone, and now there’s just me, flexing and turning between two men. I shouldn’t want them both, but I do. They’re so strong, and they want me.

The pressure builds between my legs and goose bumps roll over me in waves. I buck hard against Bobby and he slaps my ass. “That’s it. Push back on my cock, you little bitch.”

Doc squeezes my throat. “Dump a load in her, and get out of the way. I want a turn.”

“No,” a new man declares. “I’ll be next.”

I glance sideways. Eli is sitting by the bed in one of his lovely suits. He smiles, the corners of his amber eyes crinkling. “Hello, bella.”

“Hi,” I mumble around Doc’s penis. “How did you get here? And where is here?”

Eli points to the other side of the bed. There’s nothing there. Just blackness. Blackness and then a pair of electric green eyes. “Pryntsesa,” a low voice rumbles from the dark. “I saw you dancing.”

My eyes fly open.

I’m naked except for Eli’s ruby necklace, and in a strange room. There’s brown and orange wallpaper and the mattress beneath me is spongy. Pale sunlight is working its way through the thin curtains.

“The motel,” I say out loud, trying to still my racing heart. “Doc and Bobby brought me here. I’m okay. I’m safe.”

Familiar male voices come through the window. The boys are outside. Maybe Doc is smoking? As my breathing slows, I find my fingers between my legs, rubbing softly. I remember the thick feel of Doc pressed against my tongue and Bobby taking me from behind as they called me awful names. A delicious heat courses through me and I rub faster until a howling wall of misery falls on me like a weighted blanket.

Zia Teresa is dead.

I pull my fingers away from myself. Every part of me feels raw and repulsive, like I’ve been left out in the sun to rot. Zia Teresa is dead and I’m dreaming about sex. About the most disgusting, immoral sex imaginable. I’m the worst girl in the world.

Your dreams didn’t kill me, bella. A familiar voice croaks in my mind. I don’t need to know about sex, but you’re wasting time. Get up and start the day.

Tears burn in the back of my eyes. Zia is right, as always. I didn’t mean to dream about sex. I probably just wanted to feel better. And now that I’m awake I have more important things to do than feel guilty. Like get myself ready to return to Velvet House.

I throw on my dirty pink dress and high heels and brush my hair with a comb I find in a plastic package in the bathroom. I don’t have any makeup and my skin is dry. Considering how much I get kidnapped I should carry a case of AHA toner and tinted moisturizer with me. I smile at my own silly thought, then remember Zia Teresa and feel mortified. Should I be able to make jokes? Or should I just be in pieces, sobbing and freaking out?

In my heart, I already know the answer. Zia hated crying. She’d want me to focus on what comes next. Zia Teresa was no stranger to death. She talked about it every other day. Whenever she had some advice to give me, she was all, ‘when I’m dead, you’ll have to remember Aquilina’s has the best ricotta, January.’ ‘Once I’m dead, you can have this slotted spoon, January.’ ‘January, when I die, you’ll need to remember to turn your mattress every six months, or it will sag.’

I always shushed her, but that only made her grumpy. “I’m not going to live forever, bella. You need to be ready to go on without me.”

And here I am, going on without Zia. I pick up my St. Christopher medallion from the bedside table and give it a kiss. I imagine the frown Zia would give me if she could see me being so sentimental. I smile to myself and tuck the gold circle under my dress strap.

There’s a light knock on the motel door. “JJ? Are you up?”

I remember my dream, the way Bobby labored behind me, his hard hands clamped around my hips. “Um, sure. I mean, come in!”

The door eases open. Bobby smiles but there are dark circles under his eyes. “I thought I could hear you moving around. How’d you sleep?”

I try not to stare at his chest. He’s wearing one of his navy blue shirts and he’s so big and handsome and cuddly. I want him to pick me up and throw me onto the bed. “I’m… I’m fine. I slept.”

“Great,” he says, clearly unaware of what a pervert I am. “We didn’t have any issues overnight, but it’s time to get moving. I got you a latte.” He hands me a white to-go cup and a small brown bag.

“Oh, thank you.”

“Pop-Tarts,” Bobby says. “Eat ’em now. Once Doc has a shower, we’ll head off and we won’t stop again.”

“Where is—”

Before I can finish Doc bursts inside and heads for the bathroom without a word. I can tell he’s as furious as he was last night. Maybe more. I think of my sex dream with a guilty throb. There’s a chance he’ll never want to touch me again and as much as I should be relieved by that… I’m not.

I sit on the clumpy couch and peel back a blue wrapper. It’s a cinnamon crunch Pop-Tart and it tastes like pure delicious sugar. I’ve only had Pop-Tarts once, at Giuseppina’s house when I was fourteen. This one tastes even better, but after a few bites, I put it back in the bag.

“You don’t like it?” Bobby asks.

“Aren’t these bad for you?”

“It’s a treat, JJ.”

I gnaw on my lower lip. “I know, but I should, um, I should really eat healthy.”

The lines in Bobby’s forehead deepen. “You should do what feels right. Don’t let your stepmom take up too much space in your brain.”

I flush. I keep forgetting Bobby and everyone at Velvet House knows so much about me. But he’s right. My stepmom would freak out if she saw me having sugar and that’s why I stopped eating.

But why should I care what she thinks? She sold me to Mr. Parker and then she gave him my passport so he could sex traffic me to Thailand. I finish my cinnamon Pop-Tart between sips of latte, then eat a chocolate one. Bobby leans against the kitchen counter watching me, a small smile on his face. It’s so comfortable between the two of us. I wish it could last longer. But even as I think it, the shower stops running.

Bobby straightens. “I’m gonna go check the car.”

“Okay.”

He kisses my forehead. The skin where his lips touched me burns. My stepmom might be angry if she saw me eating junk food, but she’d have a screaming fit if she knew I’d hooked up with criminals. And that I was fantasizing about them—the four men who took me from her control.

The bathroom door swings open. Doc stands there, rubbing a towel through his wet hair. He’s naked, rainbow droplets clinging to his powerful chest and the inked ladders of his abdomen, glistening on his thighs. The sight of him goes through me like a sword. All of a sudden, I can barely breathe. “I… um…”

“Don’t look at me like that, Tits. You won’t like the things I’ll do to you.”

I believe him but I can’t stop staring at the golden length of his penis. It’s growing before my eyes, bobbing slightly as it thickens. I swallow, imagining that smooth hot flesh pressed against my tongue. I dreamt about going down on Doc. What kind of girl dreams about giving blow jobs?

Doc rubs a palm down the hard planes of his stomach. “You can’t fucking help yourself can you?”

I turn away hating how he can read my mind. “Bobby says we need to go.”

“Bobby says all kinds of shit.” I feel him glaring at me and look down at myself. I’m still in my filthy pink dress and I don’t have any makeup on. I bet I look disgusting.

“You’ve got a world of hurt coming to you once you’re back at Velvet House,” Doc whispers. “You know that right?”

I nod, my insides tingling with fear. I could beg for mercy, but Doc would like that.

He sucks in a furious breath. “You’re such a dirty little cocktease.”

I blink up. “I… I don’t think I’m being a cocktease. I don’t think I look nice at all.”

His lip curls in a hateful sneer. “You fucking liar.”

He holds up three fingers in a strange salute. “Tell you what, Tits. Seeing as we’re not back at Velvet House and you’re still doing your sweet little fuckdoll routine, why don’t you come sit on these?”

My mouth floods with saliva. “I…?”

Doc gives a crackling laugh I know all too well. It means he’s angry and turned on and ready to pounce.

“She’s still a shy little virgin,” he tells the motel ceiling. “But not for long.”

He drops onto the beige couch, patting his thighs. “Don’t piss me off, Whitehall. Get over here and ride my fingers or I’ll make you wish you had.”

I stand frozen to the spot. Does Doc actually want to touch me, or is he trying to trick me? I take a small step backward. “Um, no thanks.”

Doc’s sharklike grin fades. “Don’t act like you’re not gushing for me, you double-crossing waste of pussy.”

The comment is so mean it sends a burst of anger through me. “Screw you!”

Doc smirks, the way he always does when I backtalk him. “Soon. I know you’ve been thinking about me.”

I remember my dream, pleading Doc to call me dirty names as he thrust into my mouth. “I do not!”

“Yes, you do.” He grips his cock. “You want it, don’t you? No matter how mean I treat you, you want this dick.”

I stare at his penis. It’s like a rocket between his thighs—thick and hard and gleaming at the tip. It shouldn’t be attractive, but it is. I want to lick it. I want it inside me. My core flutters. I could lose my virginity right now. If I did, Parker wouldn’t want to marry me anymore and my stepmom couldn’t sell me to anyone else. And maybe it should be Doc. I hate him so much I wouldn’t be shy the way I would if it was Bobby or Eli or even Adriano. I picture Doc and I together, my hands in his damp blond hair as he rocks me up and down, his tattooed body hard against my pale one. My pussy contracts and I shift on my heels, uncertain whether to move toward him.

“Good girl,” Doc says in a mocking voice, wrapping his fist around his cock. He rubs it hard, squeezing so that a pearly drop appears on the head. “I haven’t jacked off since I came on your tits. I’ve got so much to give you, it’s not funny.”

“That was like… two weeks ago!”

“Yeah, I was too pissed off to nut. Didn’t want to think about you. But now…”

He gestures at me with his cock. It’s obscene but he just looks so good. I inch closer to the couch. This is such a bad idea, but sometimes the whole world seems bad. At least being touched by Doc feels good. And why shouldn’t my first time be on a bad couch in a creepy motel with a man my stepmom wouldn’t let park her car?

“Tits,” Doc snarls. “You’ve got five seconds or I’m gonna come to you. And if I do, you’ll regret it.”

The skin on the top of my scalp tightens. “I want to,” I mumble. “But you’re so awful.”

“Yeah. That’s what gets you wet.” He pumps himself, his gaze fixed on my breasts. “I know you’re a double-crossing bitch but stop lying to yourself. The innocent girl shit won’t work anymore. You wanted to fuck Adriano. You still want to fuck all four of us. Stop being a stuck-up bitch and just give in already.”

More insults, more ugly words and yet I’m still moving closer, the ache between my legs intensifying. I lick my lips. If he can say one nice thing about me, I’ll do it. “Doc…?”

“Tits…?”

The front door swings open and Bobby walks in. “Okay, we need to—what the fuck, Valente?”

Doc keeps right on stroking himself. “January needs a good old-fashioned dicking. You in?”

I leap backward, away from Doc. “I don’t need that!”

“You fuckin’ liar.”

Bobby rounds on him. “Get dressed, Eli’s expecting us.”

“God fuckin’ forbid we keep Morelli waiting.” Doc lets go of his penis and swings to his feet. “You had your chance, Tits. Next time you’re staring down my cock, you’ll be black and blue and mute from screaming.”

He heads back into the bathroom and slams the door.

Bobby sighs, and walks past me to the fridge, avoiding my eyes.

“I’m so sorry,” I tell his back. “I didn’t want to… I mean, I don’t know. I’m so sorry.” To my humiliation, my voice cracks. I press a hand to my mouth.

Bobby turns and I see he’s not remotely angry. His thick brows draw together in concern and he strides toward me, wrapping me in his big cinnamon-scented arms. “JJ, it’s okay. We just have to get going.”

For the hundredth time, tears prick at the corners of my eyes. “You don’t understand, I was thinking about sleeping with Doc.”

“I know.”

“Doesn’t that… I don’t know, make you angry?”

Bobby chuckles. “No. Valente’s a whore, lying on the couch with his cock out. You’re only human.”

I giggle, suddenly a million times lighter. “Thanks, Bobby.”

“Anytime. You sleep okay?”

“Mostly.” I feel the strange urge to keep confessing. To get everything off my chest. “I, um, had a dream about you and Doc. And me.”

Bobby goes still. “The three of us together again?”

I can hear the smile in his voice. I bury my face in his shirt. “Maybe.”

His big hands move from my waist to my hips and back again. “Were we… nice to you, JJ?”

‘Yes,’ I try to say but that’s not what comes out. “You weren’t nice. Actually, you were really mean.”

“Hmm,” Bobby presses his face into my hair. “Sorry, baby.”

“It’s okay… I liked it that way.”

Bobby makes a sputtering sound. I stand in mortified horror, wondering what the hell to say. A loud crash from the bathroom rescues me.

“Sorry,” Doc calls. “Dropped the hairdryer.”

“Goddammit.” Bobby lets go of my waist. “We’ll talk about this later.”

“Sure.” I look around the room for imaginary things I might have forgotten, then follow Bobby to the car. He gets behind the wheel and a few seconds later Doc slides into the passenger seat. I’m alone in the back, like a child. Bobby starts the engine as Doc puts on pulsing dance music. I wait for one of them to talk, but we leave the motel parking lot in silence.

Both men seem tense. I want to ask why but I’m scared of what they’ll say. Maybe Adriano’s injuries have gotten worse or Mr. Parker found where we are or he killed Emilia as revenge…

Doc leans across the console and mutters something to Bobby. His face is tight, and he looks older than usual. When I first saw him I thought he was in his late twenties, but from what I’ve learned about them, all the Velvet House men are in their early thirties. So grown up. Compared to them, I’m a kid.

I clear my throat. “Guys? How angry is Eli going to be with me when we get back to Velvet House?”

Doc turns to look at me. “Huh?”

My face heats. I sound like a thirteen-year-old looking for reassurance. “Um, Mr. Morelli? Is he angry?”

“Not at you,” Bobby says, finding my gaze in the rearview mirror. “Parker’s taking most of his attention right now.”

“And a certain scarred gargoyle on fuckloads of morphine,” Doc adds.

My heart sinks. “It wasn’t Adriano’s fault I escaped. I broke out of my room and made him take me to see Zia. And he didn’t know we’d be attacked.”

“He should have.” Doc’s voice is harsh. “We knew Parker was monitoring the hospital. The idiot knew how risky it was.”

“But I seduced him and—”

“No offense to your porn star rack, Tesorina but members of Velvet House are supposed to be able to withstand a pair of tits. Adri fucked us over, got you kidnapped, and almost died in the process.”

I know I should focus on what he’s saying but I stopped listening after that single word. Tesorina. The Italian word for sweetheart. I never thought he’d call me that again. I can’t help it, I smile at Doc. For a second he holds my gaze before he turns back around, muttering under his breath.

I look in the mirror and see Bobby is wearing a grim smile. Is he jealous? Angry? Annoyed?

“Adriano helped me,” I say loudly. “I promised him my virginity. Why are you mad at him? You should only be angry at me.”

“We are angry at you,” Doc snarls. “We’re angry at both of you.”

“But—”

Doc bangs a fist into his car door. “Okay, Tits. Let’s say your little cunt is so powerful it could turn a thirty-four-year-old mercenary’s head. Did Adriano help you? Or did he let everything go to shit? Because if we hadn’t been able to track you, there’s every chance you’d be married, knocked up and on a plane to Thailand right now.”

I flinch. “I’m sorry. I never thought Mr. Parker would find me. I was stupid.”

“Enough!” Bobby says. “We’re not discussing this anymore. Doc, shut up. January, think about what you’re gonna say when you see Eli because he’s the one you’ll need to explain yourself to.”

The next hour crawls by. Doc and Bobby talk in hushed voices as I say a mental rosary for Zia Teresa and try to come up with what to say to Eli. The only thing I can think of is begging for his forgiveness and promising not to run away again, but if I know anything about Eli Morelli, I won’t be able to change his mind. If he wants to punish me then I’ll be thrown back into the basement cage and punished.

Eventually we turn off the highway and I watch the landscape become lush and almost unbearably pretty.

“Are we at Velvet House?” I ask, my stomach falling.

“Almost,” Bobby says.

Another three songs pass before Bobby turns down a laneway and stops the car at a huge wrought iron gate. He rolls down the window and talks into a black security box. There’s a crackle and the gate swings open. We speed along a smooth, curved driveway lined with oak trees. The lawns are emerald green and beyond them is a dark, tangled forest. I peer through the trees and spot a deer. It twitches its white and brown ears and sadness washes over me. Zia Teresa will never see this deer. This deer will never know Zia Teresa, never understand they once shared a world. It just doesn’t seem fair.

Nothing is fair, bella. And I do not care about that stinking animal.

I smile as I wrap my arms across my chest, hugging myself. I love you, Zia.

And I love you, bella.

“The house is coming up, Tits.”

I glance through the windshield and see a huge beautiful mansion. “That’s Velvet House?”

Doc grins like a boy showing off his toy truck. “Sure is.”

It’s the first time I’ve seen him smile properly since he burst into Dreams and started beating Archie. It transforms him from a movie star villain to a stupidly handsome jerk. I turn away, staring up at Velvet House.

“Shit,” Bobby mutters. “He’s waiting for us.”

A tall, dark-haired man is standing on the marble steps. His gray suit gleams in the morning sun and I feel a rush of warmth that shocks me. It’s like when I was a girl and I saw my Daddy pulling into the driveway after work. Everything will be okay, that warmth says. The adults are here.

Eli strides toward the car as Bobby parks. He pulls open the passenger door and I have a moment of panic, wondering if he’s about to yell at me.

Instead, he practically yanks me out of the car. “January Whitehall.”

“Yes?” I whimper, blindsided, as I always am by the symmetrical perfection of his face.

Eli stares at me for a long second then tumbles me into his arms. “Bella. Thank fucking Christ.”

He kisses me deeply, his stubble rough against my jaw. Brutally elegant, as everything about him is. I melt into his touch, relieved he’s not angry. But there’s more than relief. The arousal that has been humming through me since my dream is easily ignited by Eli’s lips and he knows exactly how to coax it into a flame.

His tongue slides into my mouth and I’m aware of Doc and Bobby watching but still I can’t stop kissing Eli. His hands move across my back, stroking lightly, and I want him to do… something. Grab my butt or pull my hair, or throw me onto the hood of the Charger and touch me. But I know he won’t. He’s always so restrained. I’ve never seen him come close to losing control. As if to prove it, he pulls away, smiling at me with his perfect teeth. “You’re home, bella.” He traces a finger along my throat. “And you’re still wearing my necklace.”

I touch the ruby collar. I’ve come to rely on its weight anchoring me to the present. Then I remember how I ran away with it, accidentally stealing his family heirloom. “I’m sorry I took it with me to the hospital, Mr. Morelli.”

Eli’s amber eyes crinkle. “That doesn’t matter, bella. Not now you’re home.”

He kisses me again and I’m powerless to stop him. Surely I can’t keep doing this, just kissing and touching whoever is around? I pull away, brushing my fingers across my mouth.

“Is something wrong?”

I watch out of the corner of my eyes as Doc pulls a packet of cigarettes from his jacket and lights one. “You just sucked the life out of her, Morelli. Let her catch her fucking breath.”

Eli grips my shoulders, examining me like a teacher checking a uniform. “Are you injured?”

“No.”

“Then how did this happen?” He brushes a thumb over my lower lip and at first, I don’t know what he’s talking about. Then I remember Mr. Parker slapping me, the thin cut bisecting my mouth.

“It was…” I can’t bring myself to finish. The memory of that slap feels clearer in the morning sun.

Eli’s jaw tightens. “Soon you and I will have a long talk about Zachery Parker, bella. But first you need food and rest. Go to your wing and bathe. I’ll have Harvey bring you something to eat.”

My stomach rumbles. I guess two Pop-Tarts isn’t much of a meal and a bath sounds amazing. Although… “Is everything in my wing… okay?”

Eli gives me a small smile. “If you’re referring to the door Gretzky had to kick down when you locked him in your room, then no, that is destroyed. But the one we’ve replaced it with is just fine.”

I duck my head. “Sorry.”

“It does not matter. Go and bathe, bella. Before I decide you’re better off locked in my basement.”

Behind me, Doc growls.

I turn to find him leaning on the hood of the car, his arms folded. “Thanks for looking after me, Doc,” I mumble. “You too, Bobby.”

Bobby gives me a faint nod. Neither of them seem very happy. I gnaw on my lower lip. How am I going to make things right between all of us? I turn to Eli. “Could I maybe cook something for dinner to show you all how sorry I am?”

“Not tonight, bella. Run along, I need to speak with Doc and Bobby in the boardroom.”

My heart lifts. “Are you having a meeting about my kidnapping?”

“That’s none of your concern.” Eli points a finger at the house. “Go.”

I frown at him. “Can’t I know what’s happening with Mr. Parker?”

“We do not say that name here.”

“You mean I can’t say that name.”

“That’s correct.”

I raise my hands the way Zia used to. “Mr. Parker kidnapped me and killed someone I love. Why can’t I know what’s happening?”

Eli’s gaze is steely. “Because I say so.”

“But that’s not fair!”

“I decide what’s fair. Go to your room.”

My mouth falls open. He’s sending me to bed like I’m a little girl. “No! I know important stuff. You should want to talk with me.”

“And yet I don’t. Walk to the East Wing or be dragged to the cage, bella. That is your choice.”

I shift my weight sideways, dangerously close to stamping my foot. I don’t know why I can’t let this go, just be grateful that Eli is treating me nicely. But now that I’m here, standing at the steps of Velvet House, I’m furious at being dismissed like a helpless victim. Like the girl I was before. “Let me come to your meeting!”

Bobby winces. “Careful, JJ.”

I ignore him. “I’m not your prisoner anymore,” I tell Eli. “And you just kissed me.”

Eli’s nostrils flare. “And?”

“And you obviously still want to sleep with me. And if I’m old enough to sleep with, I’m old enough to talk to.”

“Je-sus,” Bobby mutters.

Doc gives a low whistle. “Give her to me, Morelli. I’ll deal with her.”

Eli doesn’t do that. Instead, his face relaxes into a smooth blankness that’s even scarier than anger.

He takes a step toward me and the bright morning sunshine seems to dim. “Get upstairs or what Parker planned to do to you will look like a trip to heaven in comparison.”

I should be afraid. Terrified. But up-close Eli’s skin is sallow, and he has shadows under his eyes. I don’t think he’s slept. I’m pretty sure he’s spent the night pacing Velvet House, worrying about the three of us and Adriano. My anger is still thrumming through me, but in the face of Eli’s worry, I give in and turn on my heels.

“Good girl,” Eli says in an icy voice. “Shower and dress appropriately for dinner.”

My anger resurges. I raise my middle finger over my shoulder.

Bobby groans and Doc makes a noise like an angry dog. “Disrespectful, spoiled little…”

“Enough,” Eli barks.

I expect him to come after me, push me to the ground and punish me. But I walk into Velvet House unimpeded, though the skin on the back of my neck tingles.

And what is wrong with all of them?

And what is wrong with me?
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Chapter Six


Eli Morelli

The boardroom at Velvet House is located behind the employee quarters. Its fortified walls mean it doubles as a panic room and it’s regularly swept for bugs and recording equipment. I’m the first to arrive. Bobby and Doc requested time to change their clothes and considering their combined scent of cigarette ash, sweat, and fast food, I agreed.

The room has a coffee machine. I make myself a macchiato and find my hands still shaking with rage. Unlike Doc and Bobby, January Whitehall looked like a fresh-faced angel in the morning light, my rubies still around her neck. But the disrespect she showed me… she should have been weeping and begging for my forgiveness, not arguing with me and giving me the finger.

If there weren’t fifty messes to clean up, I’d have the brat in my bedroom and be spanking her until she bruised.

I down my espresso in one. I haven’t slept, I stayed up all night staring at a screen, ensuring the tracking device in the rubies around January’s neck was still live and that she was still safe. My eyes are grainy, and my temper is held back by a thread. True anger is a luxury I can rarely afford, but the last twenty-four hours have stretched me to my limits. When I learned January had been taken by Parker, I was sure she was dead. That man is spiteful to his bones, and I thought Adriano had fucked her before he betrayed us—rendering that beautiful girl worthless in Parker’s eyes. Yet she survived and her virtue is uncorrupted.

I swore if I saw her again, I would claim her and not just for myself.

As I stared, transfixed into that dark screen, aware of exactly how lucky I had been, I knew Doc, Bobby and Adriano were feeling the same mix of dread and relief. And I understood in ways I didn’t before that all of us want her. And that if we are to have any peace, all of us will have to have her. One love. A new kind of family.

It sounds strange but it feels… correct. Sharing one woman with my brothers isn’t unusual, but our feelings for January Whitehall are. Perhaps it was always meant to be this way. There is no one for me but her now, a very different kind of wife from the one I imagined.

There will be pushback from my mother’s family, but no man who lays eyes on January will question my decision. Unless her insolence continues…

I hit the button for more coffee, black this time. I can appreciate January has gone through trauma and lost a loved one, but a wife should be respectful and obedient. I will teach her that, just as soon as I’ve resolved everything else.

Coffee in hand, I take a seat at the polished table. There’s a knock on the door and Doc appears, barefoot in ripped jeans and a sleeveless pink T-shirt. He takes the seat across from mine, sipping his own enormous mug of coffee. “What’s going on? Have we heard from Parker?”

“I’m not going to discuss it without Bobby.”

“I’m here.” Bobby rushes in, still buttoning his plaid shirt. “Parker sent us a message? With who? Harrow? Milner?”

“No one. An encrypted file arrived around the time you two were at Dreams.”

Bobby takes the seat beside Doc. “You think the Baskerville kid tipped him off?”

“No, but—”

“He’s not a kid,” Doc interrupts. “He’s twenty-six and a rat.”

Bobby rolls his eyes. From his messages, I know Doc almost beat Archie Baskerville to a pulp because he and January hugged. But that’s Doc. All rage and compulsion. The thought of another man touching January makes my blood boil but according to Bobby the embrace was innocent and the Baskerville twins did us an almighty favor. Considering them for a job is on the list of things to address once my main problems are dealt with. Parker. Adriano. January.

“Archie and his brother are in the clear,” I tell Doc. “Bill is in the hospital for his concussion and Archie’s laying low in the Bronx.”

Doc pounds his mug on the table. “They’re scumbag traitors.”

“Traitors to Parker. Without them, January would be—”

“Back with us. Because Bobby and I would have tracked the necklace to the airstrip and shot Parker through the head. Then we wouldn’t have to deal with any of this shit.”

I don’t respond. He could be right, but he could be wrong. It’s nice to believe we could have rescued January, but I didn’t become the man I am because of my nice beliefs. The facts are we might have been delayed while tracking the necklace or Parker could have lost his temper and injured January. Or worse. Archie Baskerville and his brother made sure that didn’t happen and we could use new blood on our crew.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I tell Doc. “Bill and Archie are smart, they’ve been in the game for years, they—”

“Want to fuck January.”

“Yes, because they’re human,” Bobby interrupts. “But they’re not suicidal enough to act on it. Having them on the payroll while they’re still working for Parker—”

“And how do we know they won’t fuck us like they fucked him?”

“Enough,” I say wearily. “Aren’t either of you idiotas interested in Parker’s message?”

Bobby shuts up at once.

Doc scratches his untidy blond head. “What’s the message?”

“No, go on bitching about the Baskerville twins, I’m sure that’s more important.”

Doc rolls his eyes “Sorry, Morelli. What’s the message?”

I stare at him, mildly amazed. “I’ve never heard you apologize. I feel like I should make a wish.”

Doc grits his teeth. “What’s the fucking message? Can we watch it?”

“The file corrupted after the initial play.”

“Fuck.”

I pull out my phone. “So, you’re lucky I think on my feet. I filmed it off Sal’s monitor. The quality’s low, but you can still see everything.”

I slide my phone across the table and my brothers lean in to watch. I’ve seen the video so many times I know it off by heart, Parker on his private plane, his redheaded girlfriend naked in his lap. Her face is blank; his, full of a slack fury I know all too well.

“I’m done with words, Morelli. You’ve got twelve hours from midnight to give me January or I’m gonna kill the bitch’s sister.”

He cups the redhead’s tit and squeezes so hard she gasps. “This isn’t some bullshit threat. I’ve already shot your bootlicker. Twelve hours from midnight, I want that cunt in Vegas or it’ll be a fucking bloodbath. Margot Whitehall first and then… who fucking knows?”

Sal’s monitor goes black and the video ends.

Doc slams both palms on the table. “Fucker.”

Bobby turns to me. “How serious do you think he is?”

“He’s already got snipers posted outside the Whitehall mansion. He’s not bluffing.”

A muscle twitches in Bobby’s jaw. “What are we gonna do? Can we get out to Vegas and kill him?”

If things weren’t so dire, I’d smile. For the last year, Bobby hasn’t wanted to hurt anyone. Now I could send him to Parker with a screwdriver and he’d find a way to decapitate him.

I take a long swig of coffee. “We can’t get to Parker. He’s holed up in the Palm Casino with the redhead and fifty bodyguards. Twenty-four hour security. People testing his food. It’s impossible to get to him.”

“Twelve hours after midnight.” Bobby checks his watch. “That leaves… five fucking hours.”

He looks at me in horror. “You let us shower!”

“You shouldn’t make decisions in a state of panic.”

Doc barks out a laugh. “Just tell us what the fucking plan is, Morelli.”

I have a plan, of course I do. But I won’t let Doc bait me into revealing it before they’re ready. “I see several options we can pursue. And one that leads to a good outcome.”

“What?” Bobby urges. “What is it?”

“I’m going to talk you through the other options first, so you understand—”

“Hurry the fuck up,” Doc snarls.

I take another slow sip of coffee. “You know, this isn’t bad. We should get a machine for the kitche—”

“Please, Morelli. Please hurry the fuck up?”

I take in Doc’s pinched face and hollow eyes and feel slightly bad. I’ve had all night to dwell on this. For my brothers, Parker’s threat is new and horrifying. I lay my hands on the table. “Option one. We return Janua—”

“No,” Bobby says.

“Not going to happen,” Doc snarls. “Next.”

“Option two, we keep January and leave Parker to his business. Assuming the threat on Margot’s life isn’t empty and she is killed, the Whitehalls are a reasonably powerful family. January’s uncles have the resources to find Parker and the contacts to kill or arrest him. Hopefully, before he attacks January’s brothers.”

Doc snorts. “That’s a lotta faith in the Whitehalls. We’ve had January for ages, and they’ve done fuck nothing.”

“They consider January a write-off,” I remind him. “She’s the youngest member of her extended family and her engagement to Parker caused a lot of guilty consciences. That meant her uncles were reluctant to step in. If Parker kills Margot, it’ll be different. She’s Nicholas Whitehall’s oldest child and assassination looks worse than kidnapping.”

Bobby lets out a long breath. “No guarantees, though…”

“No. And I don’t need to tell either of you that if Parker kills Margot, we are in a world of shit with January.”

Doc frowns. “Why?”

Apparently, I do need to tell someone. “You think the girl will let us touch her once her sister is dead?”

“We’re not the ones killing the bitch!”

“No, Parker is. And we’ll be responsible for exacerbating the situation with Parker.”

Doc swivels his head from side to side as though looking for a way around this. “I don’t want to be a scumbag, but by that logic, January’s Zia died because of us…” Doc does a quick sign of the cross. “…and January was still giving me sex eyes this morning. I’m not saying I want her sister to die, but—”

“Her Zia was old,” I snap. “She smoked heavily. I imagine January accepted her time was coming sooner rather than later. Her sister on the other hand—”

“Is twenty-four,” Bobby finishes. “January’ll never forgive us if she knows we could have done something to save Margot.”

Doc’s face hardens. “We’ve all lost people to Parker. People who should still be alive now.”

“Then you shouldn’t want January to go through that!” Bobby glares at him. “There’s being a selfish prick and there’s what you’re suggesting Valente. It’s beyond the fucking pale.”

Doc looks to me. “Option three?”

“We contact January’s stepmother—”

“That cunt,” Doc says darkly. “I wish Parker wanted to shoot her. Talk about two birds, one stone.”

“We contact January’s stepmother,” I say loudly, “And tell her to take her children into hiding. To relocate somewhere until we can gain access to Parker and kill him.”

“That won’t work,” Bobby says glumly. “That woman wants Parker to marry January. She’d sell us out as soon as we hung up the phone.”

“Exactly,” I say. “And she’s already traded one stepdaughter to get out of debt. Who’s to say she’d be moved by a threat on another. So, there’s option four; as discussed, we send a team to Vegas to infiltrate Palm Casino.”

“But we know that’s a suicide mission,” Bobby says. “We don’t have the manpower to stage an assassination while he’s on red alert.”

“Agreed. Which brings us to option five.” I drum my fingertips on the table.

“What is it?” Doc demands.

I open my mouth and find the words won’t come. My heart is hammering against my rib cage. The solution arrived as I paced the rose garden at sunrise, so obvious it was impossible to see it before. There is one way to keep January, save her family, and end the conflict with Parker, but it will take everything the four of us have. Doc, Bobby, Adriano, and myself. Everything we’ve worked for and fought for since we were teenagers. But when the alternative is January Whitehall dead, raped, or broken into a million pieces, there is no alternative. The others, Bobby and Doc want her too. They’ll have to understand. I inhale. “Option five, the only viable option I can see, is a contract.”

Doc stands so quickly his chair topples back. “A contract? You can’t… A fucking contract?”

Bobby presses his palms over his eyes. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.”

“I’m sorry,” I say. “It’s the only—”

“No.” Doc says. “Never. I’ll go to Vegas and kill him myself. That’s our option. I’ll leave now, I’ll be back by tomorrow.”

“No you won’t,” I say. “I’m sorry, I really am, but we don’t have time to wallow in groundless emotions. Both of you need to listen. Parker is insane, and his resources are almost bottomless. I want him dead, I want him dead more than anything, but revenge is no longer a viable—”

“It is because I’ll kill him.” Doc picks up his chair and slams it back into the ground. “I’ll kill him in Vegas.”

“You’ll be shot through the head as soon as you get on the strip. We almost lost Adriano, I am not losing you, idiota del cazzo. Sit and listen.”

“Fuck you! Fuck you and fuck Adriano. It’s his fault we’re in this shit.”

“Agreed. But here we are. We need to play the hand that’s been laid in front of us.”

Doc tosses his chair into the wall. It crashes to the floor with a splintering crunch. “God fucking damn it!”

Neither Bobby or I move.

“I understand your anger,” I say as calmly as I can, “but breaking things and swearing doesn’t change our situation. We need to come to an agreement.”

Doc shakes his head. “You’re talking about ending everything.”

“I know. But there are four hours and forty-five minutes until Margot Whitehall dies and once that door is closed, it’s closed forever.”

“No,” Doc repeats. “I’m. Killing. Him.”

“Then you’re killing Margot. You don’t have time to get to Vegas. You’ll murder January’s sister and put her in the exact position you were in at her age.”

Doc stalks toward me and I raise my hands, sure he’s going to hit me, but he paces across the room and punches the wall so hard it shakes. When he pulls back, there’s blood on his knuckles. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”

Bobby looks at me and I see the resignation in his eyes. “A contract makes sense. We can still grow our business and—”

“And Parker walks free for what he did,” Doc snarls. “Unaccountable forever.”

For the first time since he stole January, I wish Adriano was here. He’s Doc’s oldest friend. He would know how to calm him, but he’s upstairs so drugged up on pain medication, he can barely speak. It’s up to me to convince Domenico Valente that this is the right choice to make. I get to my feet and approach like he’s a wild animal. Which isn’t far from the truth.

He eyes me. “Parker killed my sister. Let his men put their filthy hands all over her, then ended her life.”

“I know,” I say in a low voice. “It’s shameful, and it’s shameful that I have to ask you to set aside your revenge, but January’s life is at stake.”

Doc turns away, his jaw working furiously.

“I know you loved Alessia…” I say her name delicately, because saying it the wrong way turns Doc rabid, “…but she’s been gone for seventeen years. Almost as long as January’s been alive.”

“So, I should just forget about her?”

I feel like a bomb defuser. Goddamn Parker for not giving me more time to do this. “No, you’ll never forget her. You shouldn’t forget her. But she’s gone and killing Parker isn’t going to bring her comfort.”

“What’s your point?” Doc demands. “What do you want from me?”

I draw a shallow breath. “We’ve built something to live for at Velvet House and whatever happens, you know January is a part of that.”

I place a hand on Doc’s shoulder, and he throws me off. “Who the fuck are you to talk to me about revenge? Bobby, Adri, and I lost family. You lost a fucking dog.”

My hands ball into fists at my sides, but a fight is what Doc wants and I will not let him derail me. “It’s your choice, Domenico. Parker won’t agree to a contract without all four of us signing. Are you going to let Margot Whitehall die?”

He stares at me, his skin stretched tight like a muzzle, and I think of the night Alessia died. How I fought to keep him from taking his stepfather’s handgun, knowing he’d go to Parker’s compound and get himself killed.

Earlier that day, men had snatched Dolce while my sister was walking her through Central Park and broke her neck. Dolce slept on my bed every night I was home. She was a mutt of a Beagle and terrier and until Bobby, she was my only real friend. When my mother would unexpectedly fly off to Italy, when my father would come home drunk and shouting, she was there, soft and friendly and kind. I loved her like I loved nothing else, and Parker’s men killed her and threw her away like a toy.

We cried, Doc and I, after I took the gun from him. The two of us curled up on his bathroom floor and bawled, holding each other and swearing revenge. Parker wasn’t stupid enough to kill a Morelli, but he did kill something I loved. And in doing that he tied me to the other men he harmed. The day Alessia died, Domenico Valente became my brother. My responsibility.

I hold out a hand. “Doc, I’m sorry.”

“You lied to me.”

I know what he means. Seventeen years ago, the only way I could get Doc on a plane to Italy—and to safety—was to promise we’d come back and kill Parker. And now I’m telling him to set that promise aside.

“I’m sorry,” I repeat. “But things have changed. We don’t have a choice.”

Doc heads for the door. “I’m leaving.”

I block his path. “We need a decision.”

“What about Adriano?”

“He’s already agreed to a contract.”

For a second Doc is dumbstruck, but he recovers fast. “He’s cracked out on pain meds!”

“He knew what he was being asked.”

Doc pushes a finger in my face. “He fucked us all over! He started all this!”

“You think I don’t know that? We don’t have time to deal with it, but he’s infatuated with January, and he wants her safe.”

Doc sinks his fists into his hair and pulls. “This cannot be happening.”

Bobby gets to his feet and walks over to a computer monitor. He types briefly then points to the screen. It’s a live feed into January’s room. She’s sitting on the end of her bed in a towel, singing to herself as she combs her long dark hair. Warmth breaks open inside of me, the way I used to feel when Dolce curled up in my lap.

Doc stares at the screen, his blue eyes glassy. What is he seeing? Himself as a teenager? Alessia? Or maybe just an innocent creature we still have a chance to save.

“Doc?” I prompt. “What are you thinking?”

He closes his eyes. “Say, theoretically, we agree to a contract. Who’s gonna draw it up? Who’s gonna enforce it?”

The backs of my knees go weak. Until that moment, I didn’t realize how much I thought he’d walk or how relieved I am he hasn’t.

“John Bianchi,” I say. “He’s the only person with enough power to hold Parker to account if he betrays the contract.”

“And our terms?”

“It’s hard to say,” I begin carefully. “But at its core Parker would be relinquishing his claim to January and we’d agree to set aside our revenge. Call it square.”

“That might not be enough,” Bobby says, tearing his gaze from the monitor. “What about the money Parker spent on January’s stepmother? He’s gonna want compensation.”

“Then I’ll pay it.”

“It’ll be millions!”

“I’ll sell some stock. Some sapphires. We’ll manage.”

Doc stares at me like I’ve lost my mind. “You’re serious, aren’t you? You’ve already picked a broker, you’re gonna hock your mom’s jewelry, you’re completely sold on this.”

“I don’t want the girl to suffer. Do you?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“I fucking do.” Doc flings a finger at the monitor. “That girl betrayed us, she ran away and had us all thinking she’d been raped and killed. I’m going to take every inch of that disrespect out on her virgin pussy and if you or anyone tries to stop me, I’ll gut them.”

So it’s sexual compensation he wants. To punish January for making him feel things he hasn’t felt since his sister died—if he’s ever felt them at all. That is understandable and something we can work toward. But not now. Now I need to save the girl’s sister and her sanity for all our sakes. “Do you agree to a contract or not?”

Doc looks at the floor. “Do whatever you want.”

“That isn’t going to work, Valente. What’s your answer?”

“Fine. Do it.”

Doc moves to duck past me, but I grip his shoulder. “You mean it? You agree to a contract?”

“Yes! Now get the fuck off me.”

I hold him fast. There’s still another blow to deliver. One last barrier to overcome.

“Parker isn’t going to want to negotiate with us. He’s too angry that January’s gone and too stupid to see the benefits of a contract. We need something to bring him to the table. Something he can’t turn down.”

Doc shoves my hand aside. “Give him whatever you want, I don’t give a shit.”

“You will. I’m going to offer him Orchard.”

Doc’s head draws back. “Oh, is that all you want? Is there anything else you wanna take? My Charger? My nuts? You gonna dig up Alessia and grind her into Parker’s cornflakes?”

“I have no intention of giving Parker the formula,” I say, trying to hold his gaze. “But it’ll bring him to the table and give us leverage to negotiate a cease-fire. There’s no other option.”

Doc looks to the monitor, where January sits combing her hair. His face goes limp and his eyes dull. “I’m going.”

“I’m calling Bianchi,” I tell his back. “If you leave, you’re forfeiting your right to make decisions in the initial negotiation.”

The look Doc gives me is just short of hatred. “What the fuck is left for me to negotiate, Morelli?”

It is time for the truth, unvarnished and uncut. “You love January Whitehall. You will not let her suffer willingly and we all know it. Be a man and accept responsibility for your actions and her future.”

There is a moment, a beat, when Doc’s mouth twitches and for a horrifying second, I think he’s going to burst into tears. Then he storms out of the room, slamming the door behind him.
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Chapter Seven


Domenico Valente

I learned to swim in the sea. My mom never had the time or the money to take me to the pool and I never had the interest. But when I dove into the Mediterranean, I knew if I could only do one thing for the rest of my life, it would be this.

In my first few months in Naples, it was all I did. Go swimming, get drunk, pass out. I guess I was smoking too and getting tattoos. Pain, I liked. Constant little licks of pain. Burning lungs. Burning skin. But mostly it was swimming.

Once I came to shore and some middle-aged guy waved me down. My Italian was good enough by then that I understood he was telling me I had a swimmer’s build and to come to some training pool nearby. I told him to fuck off. The other guys made fun of me. Said he was trying to lure me into his van to suck me off, but I knew he wasn’t. A few years later I saw him on TV hugging some kid who just won gold at the Olympics, and I thought ‘huh, I really could’ve been Michael Phelps.’

The pool at Velvet House is only half the size of an Olympic, but it’s big enough to get a flow going. The walls, ceiling and the bottom of the pool are covered in tiny, green tiles and when you turn off the lights, you feel like you’re in a sea cavern.

I was against moving to Velvet House until Morelli showed me the pool. It almost makes up for the fact I’m living in a rich bitch monstrosity with servant quarters and a fucking hedge maze.

I swim a hundred laps in my briefs, chlorine bleaching my hair and stinging my eyes.

Alessia never learned to swim, never lived anywhere but our mom’s shitbox apartment. I’ve got lines around my eyes now, and my knees do weird clicking things when I run, but she’ll always be twenty-four. Beckett got married years ago. She and her wife have three kids and five dogs. I’m happy for the bitch. Sometimes.

I swim another fifty laps. My legs and lungs ache, but I keep going, pushing as hard as I can, and when I finally surface, I’m gasping. I slump against the tiled side, air cutting my throat like glass. I want to get out, but I don’t have a towel. Maybe I’ll stay here and drip dry. Maybe I’ll slit my wrists and bleed out in the pool.

Parker.

The idea of him being alive and me not trying to kill him is like the sun suddenly vanishing from the sky. What the fuck am I gonna do? There’s nothing to do. I’ll have to kill him. But if I sign a contract, there’s no chance. Violating it wouldn’t just mean my neck, it would be the end of Velvet House and Adriano, Bobby, and Morelli. January too. I press my face back into the water and scream, bubbles blasting out of my mouth.

How can the others be okay with this?

“Doc?”

I surface so fast my neck pops. January is sitting at the other end of the pool. She’s wearing a tiny blue sundress, her bare legs dangling in the water. I feel like someone’s ripping duct tape off my chest. She’s too much. Too bright. Too fucking nice. My thoughts return to the black visions that have replayed in my mind ever since she was abducted. Tying her up and bruising her perfect white skin, making her scream around a ball gag as spit and cum run down her face. Hurting her. Making her pay.

I stand, swiping the water from my face. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

Her timid smile dissolves.

“Why are you here?” I repeat.

She slides her legs out of the pool, like I might attack anyone in my terrain. “I heard someone swimming and I thought I’d see who it was.”

That doesn’t track. The pool is miles away from the East Wing and her bedroom. I fold my arms across my chest. “You watched me swim?”

Her shy smile flickers then dies again. “You’re really fast.”

I don’t want to appreciate her words. I don’t fucking care she thinks I’m good at swimming. For one thing, the girl doesn’t know shit about swimming, for second, I fucking hate her.

As we stare at one another in silence it occurs to me that this weak, pathetic little rich girl has fucked with me like no one has. She betrayed me, ran away, and got herself kidnapped by a psychopath. The same psychopath that made my sister’s life a nightmare before he took it from her. My vision goes blank, and I remember how it felt when Eli called me to say Parker had January. The helpless rage. After Alessia, I thought I was done feeling that slow, rolling panic but January brought it back in spades. I’ll never forgive her for that. Not if I have a hundred years to take it out on her body.

Before I know what I’m doing I’m swimming toward her. My head is buzzing with the promise of pain. I feel like a shark, hollow and cold. Fucking murderous.

January goes still as a statue, her pretty face a vision of terror. “Domenico…”

The way she says my name pricks at me like a stinging insect. I shake my head. “No, Tits. You don’t get to call me Domenico anymore.”

She flinches. “I, but… what should I…?”

“You could try Master. Or Mr. Valente. Or My Lord and fucking Saviour, considering I haven’t choked the life out of you yet.” I stare her down like the quivering piece of prey she is. “Actually, I don’t need you to say anything. I don’t wanna hear your lying little voice ever again.”

January is awash in pale green light but I can still see the color drain from her face all the same. The insect lands again, stinging the back of my neck harder this time. I ignore it. “What do you think you owe me, for making me believe you were dead, January Whitehall? That Parker had gone and raped and murdered another woman who was supposed to be under my protection?”

“I-I don’t know.”

Her voice is shaking, vibrating with panic and her eyes are already welling with tears. I want to take pleasure in it but the high isn’t coming. I ball my hands into fists. “You don’t fucking know, isn’t that convenient? Then again when have you ever known anything, you dopey little brat?”

She absorbs the insult without so much as a shudder and that’s when I see it. The softness in her stupid emerald, green eyes. The sympathetic pout in her plushy pink lips. She’s thinking about what I told her last night. About Alessia. The little bitch is feeling sorry for me.

I swim up to where she’s sitting and grip her ankles like I’m going to pull her into the pool. Her skin is hot under my palms, and I ignore the heat that zaps from her to me. Her face is so pale I wouldn’t be surprised if she passed out, but she doesn’t look away. She just keeps staring at me with her huge pitiful eyes and somehow, I know exactly what she’s thinking. And I fucking hate her for it.

Then she opens her mouth.

“I’m sorry about your sister,” she says in a big rush. “I’m sorry I worried you by running away. I never meant to hurt you or any of the guys. I really like you. I mean you scare me and you’re such a jerk but I feel things for… I mean I used to.”

Her face burns scarlet and something inside me snaps. I press my fingertips into her peachy skin, hard enough to bruise. “Stop. Talking.”

But not only does she not do that she reaches down. She reaches down and brushes a hand over my cheek. “Doc, I know you’re in pain. It’s okay. Whatever you need to do to feel better, I… I can handle it. I want you to feel better.”

Jesus H fucking Christ.

Her touch is like cold fire but I don’t push her hand away. I take a step back, water sloshing around my waist, making me feel like an asshole.

“Fuck you,” I hiss, glaring right in her face. “Fuck you for making me… for trying to…”

I snap my jaw shut, furious with myself. I don’t owe the bitch any explanations and I don’t want to ‘talk this out’ or any of that bullshit. I want to hurt her. I want my fucking revenge. Especially since Morelli is trying to rip away my rightful retaliation against Parker. The thing that’s powered me since I was seventeen and he wants to renege because of January’s safety. January’s innocence.

The realization makes my anger surge and I grip her ankles tighter, tugging her forward. “I’m going to hurt you, Tits. So bad you’ll wish you were still getting gun-fucked by Adriano. So bad you’ll wish you were never born, you get that?”

She nods, a sparkly tear tracking down her cheek.

Don’t fucking agree, I scream inside my mind. Don’t you fucking take this from me too.

I pull her legs apart and stare at the pink cotton covering her virgin pussy. I want to bite into her. Tear her apart like I’m a wolf.

“I don’t have my knife on me,” I tell her. “If I did I’d fuck you with the handle again before I put my dick in you. Or maybe I’d pin you down and cut my name into your tits. Would you like that?”

She nods, tears falling down her front.

Don’t, I want to scream, stop it.

I let go of her and stand, rising in the water. “I’ll knife you, Tits. I mean it. I’ll cut you open, then I’ll lie you down and jack off all over you. Cum right where you’re bleeding.”

She nods, more tears raining down her face and I know she’s crying, not just for Alessia but for me. For my broken, fucked-up, blacked out heart. Because she’s innocent. Because she’s pure. Because somehow, even after everything that’s happened to her, she’s still so sweet it could give you diabetes.

I look into her face and feel something inside me well up. Big and clean as a snowball going downhill. I can’t hurt her. Not like this. Maybe not ever. If I could, I would already have done it.

I turn and drive my fist into the water. “Fuck!”

January gives a soft little sob that twists in me like the point of a blade.

“Fuck off!” I repeat. “Fuck you and your pretty fucking face! You can’t do this to me!”

Her crying becomes muffled, and I know she’s put her face in her hands.

I said she couldn’t do this to me.

And yet.

And yet the way she looked at me when I first surfaced… Watching me from the other side of the pool, that soft smile on her perfect puffy lips… I could have died and I’d have been happy to go. I grip my hair in my fists and pull it hard enough to hurt.

I hate it. Feelings. Memories. Hopes and fears. I don’t know how to care for anyone let alone a soft, weak, little girl. It’s wrong that January lives outside my body. Anything could happen to her there. She could get killed by Parker, the Baskerville twins could snatch her, her stepmom could pressure her back home and sell her to someone else…

As I drove with Basher to collect January from Dreams I had one thought in my mind—chain her to my workbench and make her regret ever even imagining she could get away from me. But now she’s here practically begging me to hurt her and I can’t. What I want is to surge out of the water and pull her into my arms. Take care of her or something equally stupid.

I turn and look at the girl who’s torn me apart. January’s not crying. She doesn’t have her face in her hands anymore. Instead, she’s looking at me with that infinitesimal softness. That sweet fucking sympathy that hurts worse than any hatred. I hold her gaze for a second and my chest cramps up.

“You’ve broken me,” I mumble, letting go of my hair. “You’ve broken me. You’ve fucking broken my head.”

“I’m sorry,” she says quietly. “I’m sorry for everything. I really like you, Domenico.”

She said my fucking name again. A tiny smile is playing on her lips. To my fucking horror I feel an answering one spread across my face.

It was an excuse. Hurting her. Locking her up. Punishing her. Just a rationalization to do what I wanted, which was to chain her up in my workshop, so nothing could ever get to her.

But you’re not supposed to lock girls in cages. Not when you like them.

My arms twitch, and I want to punch something hard enough to break my own bones. Instead, I take a step back into the depths of the pool.

“I’m going to swim,” I tell her. “Don’t you fucking go anywhere. This isn’t over.”

She should look scared. Cry again. At least look pissed. Instead, she smiles at me as though she knows every single thought I’ve ever had. “Okay, Domenico.”

I shake my head, amazed and pissed at about a million other things. “You’re a fucking brat.”

Her smile fades. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be. I wish you were more of one. That way I might be able to fucking hurt you.”

Before I can see her reaction, I plunge back into the water.

I thought I was pretty burned out from swimming before, but I tear through the pool like it’s silk, ripping the water to shreds. Soon my breathing is ragged and my lungs ache but I keep going, pushing harder and faster. Purging myself of my rage. I’m not a man who believes lies when the truth is staring me in the face.

And the truth is I don’t want to hurt January Whitehall. I can’t fucking hurt January Whitehall. She’s too beautiful. She’s too mine. I might want to slap her ass and make her cry around my cock, but actually cause her pain? Inflict revenge on her for the horror she put me through? I don’t have that in me. I gave it my best shot and I failed. Now I need to rearrange the world. Figure out how to live in a place where an eighteen-year-old Manhattan princess has so much fucking power over me.

When the last of my energy runs down and my limbs feel like concrete, I surface again. January is right where she was, staring patiently into the water.

“Hi,” she says shyly and gives me a little wave.

Again, I feel the strange churning contradiction. I want to hurt her for being able to hurt me. I want to wrap her up in clouds and keep her safe forever. I do neither. Instead I watch as she slides her long smooth legs back into the water.

My cock gives a hard throb at the thought of them wrapped around my hips. That might be a good compromise. If I can’t chain her up and I have no idea what I’m doing, then I want to finish what we started on the motel couch. It was hell watching her sleep last night, all her soft sighs as she rolled around. My cock has been hard all day thinking about it. And I’ve been nothing but a prick to her, but she still said she liked me. So the odds of me getting some compensatory action are good.

I rise out of the water and let her get a look at my chest. “You lonely or something, Tits?”

Her hand rises to her cleavage. She acts like she hates the name but whenever I call her that, she gets a blush down her cheeks and right into those flawless tits.

“I’m not lonely,” she says. “I just don’t know what I’m doing. It feels like a hundred things have happened and I don’t have brain space to put them anywhere.”

So, she came and found me and watched me swim. Another good sign she wants my dick. I’m about to point that out when her big green eyes fill with tears. I get that duct-tape feeling in my chest again. “Tits…”

“Sorry,” she says, wiping her eyes. “I know I don’t have anything to cry about. I’ve been rescued and your sister is still gone and poor Emilia is with him.”

For a second I have no idea who Emilia is, then I remember the redhead getting her tit squeezed in Parker’s video. “Yeah. Her.”

I have no idea what to say about Emilia. Velvet House has been watching Parker for seventeen years and there’s been a long line of corpse girlfriends. With the pressure we’re putting on him, the redhead’ll be lucky if she sees Christmas. Another woman dead because of Parker. Which means, because of me.

I stare into the rippling green water. Three years ago, when Morelli finally okayed us to kill Parker, I pushed for torturing him first. Adriano could have shot him between the eyes from a mile away, but I wanted bloody, ugly revenge. I wanted to run his business off the rails, to clip off his fingers with bolt cutters, to fuck his fiancée right in front of him. If I’d kept my head, he’d be gone. Alessia avenged. Emilia free. January Whitehall safe.

And now I’m supposed to sign a contract and let him keep fucking up other people’s lives the way he fucked up mine?

“Doc? Are you okay?”

She looks at me with more concern than I’ve ever shown anyone. Maybe that’s why she fucks with my head. She’s nice. She might be the first actually nice person to exist.

“I’m fine. Sorry about your Zia. She shouldn’t have gone like that.”

More tears roll down her cheeks. “No, but at least she was unconscious. She always said that’s how she wanted to die.”

“She said that?”

January smiles. “All the time.”

“Well, she was an old Italian broad.”

“She was.” January dips a gentle hand in the water as though to touch me. “I’m really sorry Mr. Parker killed Alessia, Nico.”

Everything inside me goes still. “What did you call me?”

Her shoulders creep to her ears. “I don’t know. I feel weird saying Doc sometimes. And if you don’t want to be called Domenico, I could maybe call you Nico? It’s shorter and it’s nice.”

My insides feel like I’ve eaten a bunch of butterflies. God fucking dammit what’s wrong with me? I liked it better when I wanted to lock her up and breed her. “You can call me whatever you like, Tits. Name-calling’s a two-way street.”

She makes a ‘whatever’ face and even that makes my chest go all fluttery. I shove the feeling aside. “Thanks for what you said about Alessia… or whatever, but you’re not allowed to feel sorry for me.”

She blinks back more tears. “But I am sorry, Nico.”

“Huh.”

I tread water a couple of feet from her and think about what’s coming next. Once Morelli’s done with Parker, he’s going to move onto the topic of who January belongs to. I know him well enough to guess how his mind will work. He won’t want us to keep fighting over her. Some kind of share-January compromise is on the horizon, which means I won’t be able to have her to myself. I’m not opposed to keeping her for all four of us, but I’ll be damned if that sleazy fuck Morelli thinks he’s getting a kid out of the first woman who ever made me feel this way. Or if Basher thinks he can marry her. I’ll cut off his ring finger first.

“Do you think Eli will let me stay here?”

I glance up at January. “You mean… live at Velvet House?”

“Yeah.”

I laugh. “You try to leave and find out what happens. There’s no other life for you now. You’re ours.”

Color floods her face. She’s practically glowing. “I don’t even know what that means.”

“It means you’re ours.”

She looks down at her hands, her cheeks and forehead brick red.

“Do you like that?”

She makes a gesture that could be a nod or just an embarrassed little twitch. That’s better than an outright no. Judging by her body language, she wants to say yes, even if she can’t admit it. I smile up at the green tiled ceiling. She ran away, but she would have missed us. And maybe she wouldn’t have come back to us by choice, but she would have regretted it for the rest of her life. She is ours and when all the Parker bullshit is over, we can figure out some way to share her sexy little body. I just want her to be mine first. I want her virgin cunt. Which means it’s high time to salt the earth, as far as my competition is concerned.

I know she’s got a crush on Bobby, and she’s all googly-eyed for Morelli, and Adriano took her to see her Zia, but she almost fucked me on that scratchy motel couch and she’s right here with me now. I swim closer. “Remember before you ran away, you were gonna be our little servant girl? Suck us off and serve us dinner?”

She turns her face away. “That’s not true.”

“It’s pretty true. But that was back when you couldn’t be seen in public because we kidnapped you. But now your name is gonna be cleared—”

“How will my name be cleared?”

I ignore her. “Things have changed. Which means you need to decide who’s gonna be filling out your dance card around here.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, believe it or not, Tits, the four of us generally don’t make a rule of sharing pussy the way we’ve been quadrupling up on yours.”

It’s a lie, I’ve been looking forward to running a train on January Whitehall since the day she showed up at Velvet House, but when she’s nervous she pays more attention.

January’s eyes go wide. “I don’t… I couldn’t…”

“Sure,” I say, cutting off her puritanical sputtering. “Who do you think’s the better cherry picker? Me or Bobby—”

“What!?”

“—you need to choose a removalist for those V plates, Tits. Your options are me, Bobby the love bug, Richie Rich, or Freddy Krueger. That’s it.”

She stares at me like I’m talking Greek.

“Lemme give you a hand. If you choose Bobby, he’s gonna drag you off to Ohio and keep you barefoot in his homestead. And there’ll probably be pigs nearby.”

January nibbles her lower lip. Bad sign. She’s into the whole farm boy fantasy.

“Here’s the thing about Bobby,” I say. “He’s terrible at fucking. Just ask his ex-wife.”

January’s face falls. “Bobby’s been married?”

No.

“Yup. Actually, he still might be. I don’t think the papers’ve come through. Something about FedEx prices…”

January looks like someone’s punched her in the stomach. I kick back in the water so she can see my nice, never-been-married body. “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, Tits.”

“Why did he and his wife break up?”

“I dunno. She did mention him not being able to fuck her because he couldn’t stop thinking about baseball scores…”

“Oh my gosh!”

“Yeah,” I say sympathetically. “And Morelli’s no better. I mean, his dick works allegedly, but he’s cheated on every girlfriend he’s ever had. Six months in and he starts telling them he’s at work when he’s off dicking some fashion week model. He wouldn’t be my choice for a first time, probably riddled with venereal disease.”

January looks at her folded hands. She had no trouble believing that one. Morelli’s a dumb fuck for approaching her with all that mistress bullshit. Practically salted the earth for himself.

“Then there’s Adriano…”

Her head jerks up. “Are you guys going to punish him for taking me to the hospital?”

I could joke about tying him to a chair and spanking him but she doesn’t seem to be in a joking mood. “Not really. We’ll probably fine him and give him shitty jobs for the next year.”

“That’s all?”

“What were you expecting? That we’d cut off his toes?”

“No, I just… everyone seemed so mad at him.”

I float on my back, splashing lazily. “Adriano’s family and family gets one decent fuck-up per decade.”

She smiles. “That’s kinda nice. In a mean way.”

I mentally pull the wings off the butterflies in my stomach. “You wanna know something mean about Adriano, January Joy? He’s obsessed with your pretty pink pussy.”

The girl almost slides into the pool. “Nico! Don’t talk like that!”

More puritanical bullshit, but I don’t get a ‘I’m gonna put a chair behind the door so Adriano can’t come in and fuck me tonight’ vibe from her. She’s into him. Fucking Adriano. He’s put in a lot of groundwork, watching her ballet classes, and taking her to see her Zia. She might think he’s the only one who really understands her, which is fucking delusional. Adriano’s a mute, old-school nutcase who’d amputate anyone who tried to buy her a Coke, but January doesn’t know that. I’m gonna have to work to put this dark horse down.

“You like Adriano, don’t you, Tits?”

Her hand shoots to her hair. “No! He’s super scary.”

“Yeah, but you like that. The ‘creepy pervert panting after the virgin’ thing.”

“If you’re going to be gross, I’ll get up and leave.”

“Okay, I’ll play nice. But you should know Adriano’s got a nasty little habit.”

“Didn’t you used to sell pills?”

I laugh. “I’m not talking about drugs. I mean Rossi’s choked five girls to death in as many years. More, if you include vacations.”

“He has not!”

“He didn’t mean to. It’s a sex thing. He gets carried away and pfft.”

January clasps her throat. “You’re lying.”

“Has Adriano ever choked you, Tits?”

She stares into the pool, perhaps recalling the many times Adriano Rossi has put his hands around her neck.

The best lies have truth in them. Adriano does have a thing for choking and the fact he hasn’t killed a girl, doesn’t mean he wouldn’t. Let’s see the scarfaced fuck mope his way into taking January’s virginity when she’s terrified he’ll crush her windpipe when he nuts.

“So, has he choked you?” I press.

“I… Yes. A little bit, I guess.”

“Yeah, you wanna watch out for that. Breath-play’ll kill ya.”

I swim away and complete a few laps, giving my bombshells time to sink in. When I get back to January, her cute face is all suspicious. “You’re making out like you’re the only choice for my first time, aren’t you?”

I spread my arms wide. “What can I say? We look good together.”

“I don’t want to be with someone for the first time just because it looks good.”

“I know, Tits. That’s what I like about you. You’ve got a big heart to go along with that big rack.”

Her mouth falls open. “You’re such a jerk!”

“Yeah.”

She gives me an adorably skeptical look. “Have you ever even had a girlfriend?”

I go to say ‘sure’ but the lie won’t come. Something about the shrewd look on her face stops me in my tracks. “Uh, not really. No.”

Her smile is one I’ve never seen before. Sly, almost wicked. “You’ve never been in a relationship?”

“Neither have you.”

“I was engaged.” Her smile grows wider. “So, you have no boyfriend experience?”

“Nope,” I say, swimming up to her. “You can mold me into whatever you like.”

She glares down at me, her tits straining against her dress. If she wants to wait to fuck me, I guess I’ll live, but I’m gonna be putting my dick between those things every night ‘till I’m in her pussy. I push my wet hair out of my eyes. “In all seriousness, Tesorina. You should throw that ass back for me.”

She rolls her eyes. “I’ll think about it.”

“Thanks,” I tap her thigh. “Want me to eat you out by the side of the pool?”

Her legs snap together like magnets.

I laugh. “It’s cute how much of a prude you are.”

“I am not a prude.”

“True. When I railed you with my knife handle, you came so hard, you fucked up the springs.”

She covers her face with her hands. “I hate you.”

The way she says it plucks at me like a guitar string. “Yeah, but you love me too.”

I expect her to deny it. After all, an hour ago I was terrifying the bitch, but she doesn’t.

The pool door swings open. It’s Bobby, still in his country boy shirt and slacks. We lock eyes and my smile dies. The meeting with Bianchi must be over, the preliminary contract arranged. Funny how easy it is to forget the outside world when I’m with January.

“What?” I demand.

Bobby ignores me and walks toward January. “How are you?”

Her smile is reserved. “Good, thanks.”

I smirk. My lie about him being married is already putting out roots. Maybe I can convince her he’s only into teenagers next. That’s the kind of thing you can’t deny without looking like even more of a pedo. Then again, I don’t want to put that idea in her head. She might think I only want her because she’s barely legal when she could be forty-five and I’d still be gunning for her.

“How did your meeting go?” January asks.

Bobby sits cross-legged beside her. “Okay. Eli’s coming to talk to you both about it.”

My head throbs like a bruise. I dive, letting the water rush the thoughts out of my brain. And there, underwater an idea comes. It’s fully formed down to the final details. A way to have everything I want. Parker dead. January safe. Alessia avenged. It’ll mean bending some rules and breaking my brothers’ trust but as I just told January, family gets one decent fuck-up per decade.

I keep swimming until I sense Morelli’s arrival. I surface and we eye each other, me in the water and Morelli by the door in his three-piece suit.

Reckless asshole, his eyes say.

Entitled prick, I think.

Nothing’s changed. We’ve been looking at each other this way since we were kids. Morelli’s the white king, I’m the black. We’re part of the same chess set but too similar and too different to co-exist comfortably.

“Negotiation around the contract has begun,” Eli says. “We have two weeks.”

“Two weeks to do what?” January asks.

She looks nervous, like she’s expecting Morelli to tell her to shut up. But he just smiles at her. “Your ex-fiancé has agreed to discuss a peaceful resolution to our conflict. Until we finalize the details, there’s a truce. He will not contact you and we will not confront him.”

January half-collapses onto Bobby’s shoulder. “Does that mean I might not have to marry him?”

“You won’t have to marry him,” Eli says. “Once the contract is signed, he’ll never come near you again.”

From Morelli’s expression it’s far from that simple, but he won’t tell January that. But it doesn’t matter. This contract’s not going to happen because during this truce, I am going to fly to Vegas, invade the Palm Casino and murder Parker.

“What’s a contract?” January asks. “How does it work?”

Morelli paces the edge of the pool, his shoes clicking on the tiles. “I don’t know that it’s appropriate for you to hear this, bella.”

“Please?”

He sighs. “I will say this once. Afterward I want no further discussions. An innocent girl should not be occupied with such things.”

“Yes, Mr. Morelli,” January says, her eyes wide as marbles.

I manage not to mime throwing up.

Eli resumes his pacing. “In the world Velvet House and your ex-fiancé occupy, there are rules—limitations. A man, or an organization, can’t go around doing whatever they want or they’ll be held accountable by larger, more powerful forces. Do you understand?”

“There’s like… a mafia police?”

I laugh at the look on Morelli’s face. He hates talking about la famiglia.

“Something like that, Tits,” I say. “Morelli’s gone to the head of a big New York family. He’ll broker an agreement between us and Parker and once it’s in place, it can’t be reneged.”

January goes still as she absorbs what we’ve told her. I like that about her, the way she quietly processes things.

“If Mr. Parker agrees to let me go under this contract, what does he get?”

Morelli’s brows pull together. “We won’t kill him, bella. Now or at any point in the future.”

January presses her hands to her pretty face, and I can tell Bobby and Morelli are thinking they’ve made the right choice. And maybe they have. It’s just not the choice I’ve made.

“What happens if Mr. Parker breaks the contract?” January asks.

“He dies,” Morelli says flatly.

“And we’d get his assets,” Bobby adds. “His buildings, his businesses. His money.”

“All of it?”

I look into the wavering green water. If I had time, I could bait Parker into kicking January or something so we could lay our hands on his money and have the Bianchis waste him. But I’m not going to fuck with a contract. I’ve got two week’s ceasefire to kill Parker while everyone hammers out the details. I’ll hit up the girls at Dreams and find a dancer with a friend at the Palm Casino. Then I’ll dig up my Michael Shore passport and take a commercial flight to Vegas. I’ll drink in the same bars as Parker until he goes to take a piss somewhere and I’ll garrotte him. Easy as pie.

“So, once the contract is in place, all is resolved,” Morelli says. “Soon Parker will be gone from your life forever.”

“Here’s hoping,” I say.

January lets out a laugh. “I can’t believe this is real.”

Bobby lays his hand on top of hers. “You’ll be free. You can go anywhere.”

She smiles, but subtly slides her hand away. “Mr. Pa—you know, still has my passport.”

Morelli pulls out his phone. “I’ll put that on the list of things he’ll be returning when the contract’s signed.”

“That’s amazing. God, I have no idea what I’ll do when I’m free. See my family, I guess?”

She looks around at us as though asking permission.

“You can,” Bobby says. “Your sister, your brothers. Your, uh, stepmom, I guess?”

January’s smile dims. “My stepmom gave him my passport.”

Bobby scowls and even Morelli breaks his tall, dark and serious routine to bare his teeth. I watch hurt ripple across January’s face like wind on a lake and I want to commit homicide. If it was just the two of us alone, I’d offer to kill her stepmother, and looking at Morelli, I know he feels the same way. Both of us know something about clingy, abusive mothers, and Corinne Whitehall is going to be a millstone around January’s neck for as long as she’s alive.

“Bella,” Morelli says. “You’re eighteen. Your stepmother can try to manipulate you, but she’s no longer your legal guardian. Which means you don’t have to see her.”

January brushes a tear from her cheek. “But since my marriage didn’t happen, the money will have stopped coming.”

“Cry me a fucking river,” I say. “Maybe your stepmother can sell one of her ten-thousand-dollar dresses.”

Bobby shoots me a dirty look. “Your stepmom will be fine, JJ. She can always remarry.”

“She always said she wouldn’t. That once was enough.”

“That’s fucking charming, considering what she did to you,” I say.

January looks like I slapped her. Bobby puts an arm around her. “Enough, Doc.”

I splash water at him.

January gives a gulping sob. “Eli, can I please ask you a favor?”

My stomach goes cold. She wants to move back home, go to another country, to get Archie Baskerville’s number—

“Can I live here for a little while? Just while I figure out what to do?”

All three of us laugh, our voices bouncing off the water and the green tiles.

“What?” January asks, confused.

“Bella, you are living here,” Morelli says. “It’s not a question.”

“Oh, thank you.” She frowns. “But I can go, right? I’m not…?”

“We’re no longer holding you prisoner,” Morelli says lightly. “Soon, we’ll sign the contract and get your passport back and you’ll be able to properly consider your future.”

“I… what do you mean?”

“Well,” Morelli says slowly. “Whether you’d like to go to school or work or… anything else.”

January stares into the water, seemingly lost in the possibilities. Morelli toes off his oxfords and rolls up his suit pants. I watch as he sits on January’s right dangling his feet in the water. Bobby is still on her left, his thigh pressed against her. A tension fills the grotto, but a nice tension. I kick back and watch the three of them. My friends, my rivals, and this infuriating perfect girl. I picture Adriano, upstairs cracked out on pain medication. We’re together again. Under one roof if not physically close. The thought unknots something tight between my ribs. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad, sharing a girl. God knows we’re together all the time, devil’s threesomes are hot and no matter what happens we’re never going to find another January Joy Whitehall.

Morelli turns to her and gives her one of his fuck-me smiles. “I don’t want to put any pressure on you, bella, but there’s another aspect of your future you need to consider.”

“What do you mean?”

“The four of us are interested in you, and you’re obviously interested in us.”

January ducks her head. “I… I don’t know.”

“You are,” Morelli says. “And since you’re no longer our captive, you need to understand your position in this household has changed.”

She stares wordlessly at him.

“We’re willing to be patient with you,” Morelli explains. “But you need to get used to the idea that you belong to all of us.”

“All of you? But I thought you wanted me to choose?”

Eli and Bobby exchange glances. Bobby’s hand slides onto January’s leg. “You don’t need to stress out about this right now, baby. You’re tired and you’ve got a lot on your mind.”

“But…” January looks from him to me. “You can’t want to share me all the time, I mean, what would that even look like?”

Bobby, Morelli and I hold eye contact for a moment. It’s not going to be easy, winning January over. But if anyone can do it, I can. And these other assholes too, I guess.

“It would look like you being the obedient little girl you are,” Morelli says. “Beyond that, we would make our plans as we go along.”

“But what about you wanting a wife?” January asks Morelli. “What about having kids and me not being good enough and—”

Morelli takes her hand. “I was a fool, bella. I dearly regret ever saying—”

I whistle. “Hey. Monologue on your own time. This is the group audition.”

Morelli shoots me a dirty look but drops January’s hand. “Bella, I’ll take you to dinner tonight and we’ll discuss this further.”

He looks at me, daring me to contradict him, but I don’t. I’m glad he’s taking January out first. She’s so tired and traumatized all she’ll do is cry into her linguini.

“Okay,” January says shyly. “Will it be like… a date?”

“Of sorts.” Morelli’s phone rings. He pulls it out and makes a face. “I need to go.” He kisses January’s cheek. “I’ll see you tonight, Miss Whitehall. Dress beautifully.”

January, Bobby and I watch as he pulls his legs from the pool, grabs his shoes and answers the call. “Good morning, Patricio, yes, I read your amendments, and I think…”

He walks away, leaving the pool door ajar.

“There he goes,” I tell January. “First rule of being our girl, Tits? Prepare to be ditched for business calls on an extremely regular basis.”

January frowns. “But you can’t really… I mean we’re not actually all going to date are we?”

“Sure,” I say. “We’ll date you.”

She looks even more shocked. “You want to take me on a date?”

No. I wanted her crying in chains and Parker’s brains all over the Vegas floor show. But if I’ve learned anything against my will it’s that you have to compromise in this life.

“I want your virginity. If I have to buy you a few ice cream cones and let my friends watch, that’s a price I can pay.”

Bobby makes a face like he’s going to yak and I mentally give him the finger.

“I don’t think…” January begins.

“What, baby?” Bobby says in his simpiest tone. “Whatever you want to tell me you can.”

“Well, um… I think that while we’re dating… um, you guys know how I’m still a virgin?”

I grin. “We sure do.”

“Okay, then I think that I shouldn’t sleep with any of you, while we’re getting to know each other. Or whatever this is.”

Bobby’s face falls.

“Okay, but can we fuck you when we’re all together?” I ask. “Like a time-out?”

January looks at Bobby as though expecting him to tell me off. He raises his eyebrows. “Can we?”

“No!”

“Goddammit.” I swipe the water.

“No sex,” January says firmly, pulling her legs from the pool. “Not for anyone.”

“Where are you going,” I ask. “This was just getting interesting.”

“Maybe for you it was. I’m going to get something to eat.”

I smirk. “I could eat.”

She frowns. “You said you wouldn’t hit on me!”

“No, I fucking didn’t.”

She gives me a small smile and leaves. I watch her go, her ass swaying in her tight dress. My anger at her re-abduction is still rippling inside me, a rage and resentment I couldn’t swim off if I stayed in the pool all year but there’s something else too. The knowledge that she’s safe, that she’s mine, that she’s all of ours.

It gives me a weightlessness that has nothing to do with water.
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Chapter Eight


January Whitehall

I check my teeth in the mirror before I leave for the dining room. I’ve put on dark crimson lipstick, and I want to look pretty for my date—or whatever it is—with Eli. I’m wearing a long gold dress I found in the closet and I’ve piled my hair on top of my head. I’m a little overdone, but Eli told me to ‘dress beautifully’ and I’ve never seen him in anything but a suit, so at least we’ll match.

I tuck Zia’s St. Christopher under my dress strap and make sure it’s firmly in place. When I figure out how to access my savings, I’ll buy a gold chain and wear it around my neck. Eli’s ruby collar sparkles accusingly at me from the top of the dresser. It would look lovely with this dress, but I’m scared that wearing it will send the wrong message while I try to figure out what I’m doing with these four men. I still can’t believe that all of the Velvet House boys want to be with me. That it’s a possibility they would even entertain.

And yet from the start they’ve always felt like a unit to me. Like they belong together. Whether I belong with them, I’m less sure of.

I’m attracted to each of them, but they’ve also hurt me. Badly. And how am I supposed to keep any of these vicious men in line? Although if I didn’t have to choose between them, I suppose they’d keep each other in line. Like Eli does with Doc and Bobby does with Adriano. Maybe it would be easy to have four boyfriends.

You’re so greedy, a voice in my head snarls. You’re a nasty little slut.

It sounds like my stepmother. God, if she knew what I was thinking about… Then again, she gave Mr. Parker my passport. After that kind of betrayal, she shouldn’t be allowed to take up space in my mind. I give my hair a last pat and leave the bedroom. I make my way through the mansion, catching glimpses of my reflection in the darkened windows. I look different. Older and more serious.

I shouldn’t be surprised. The last few weeks have been like an escalator, moving fast and taking me with it. I’ve done nothing but look around and go ‘oh no!’ but the pressure and new experiences must have changed me all the same. Shaped me into someone I couldn’t have been if I’d stayed in my stepmom’s house.

My palms itch as I enter the dining room and find not only Eli, but Doc and Bobby sitting at the table, deep in conversation. There are laptops and glasses of red wine in front of each of them and I hover in the doorway feeling silly. “Hi, everyone.”

Eli gets to his feet. “January. You’re ready.”

Bobby and Doc stand too. The way they’re looking at me makes me feel like I did my makeup properly.

“You look incredible,” Bobby says.

“Yeah, thirteen out of ten.” Doc jerks his head at Eli. “You sure you wanna go out with this clown?”

“Enough,” Eli says. “This is my time with January. Leave.”

I expect them to refuse, but Doc swaggers out of the room without so much as a snarky comment—although he does wink at me. Bobby lingers over the table packing his laptop into a leather bag. Looking at it, a thought occurs to me. “Bobby, could I maybe borrow a computer?”

Bobby glances at Eli and a look passes between them.

“I won’t talk to anyone if you guys don’t want me to,” I add quickly. “I just want to check my bank account and organize things now I’m… Now things have changed.”

“Sure,” Bobby says carefully. “I’ll have a laptop on your bed when you get home.”

“Great.”

He flashes me a smile. “We’re going on a date tomorrow by the way. Nice and early. You’ll have to wear sneakers and jeans.”

“Oh.” I glance at Eli, who smiles benignly. “You’re not worried are you, bella? I told you we intend to share you.”

The way he purrs the word ‘share’ makes my face heat. “I, um, whatever you think. I don’t mind.”

Eli gives me a slow look up and down. “I’m glad to hear it, but that’s tomorrow, bella. Right now, Bobby has to leave.”

I watch as my former math tutor crams the last of his things into his bag and exits without another word. Why are the guys all being so calm and respectful? And why will I need to wear sneakers on a date with Bobby? I don’t know if I have any. My entire East Wing wardrobe seems to be high heels and tiny dresses.

Eli extends a hand to me. He’s wearing a navy suit and a blindingly white shirt. It makes his amber eyes so intense it’s hard to look at them. I place my hand in his and tingles shoot up my arm. I decide whatever happens tonight, I’m going to pretend this isn’t a trick and Eli Morelli really does want me. That all of this is real.

Eli weaves his fingers through mine and steers me toward the entrance hall. “You look perfect, Miss Whitehall.”

“Thanks. Do you… do you pick out all the clothes in my room?”

He gives me a small smile. “No.”

“But you seem to like everything I wear, and it all fits me so well…?”

“That’s because I gave your measurements to some girls I know at Saks,” he says promptly. “They’re more than happy to spend my money, bella.”

“Oh.”

I don’t know why I’m so disappointed. I’m sure Eli doesn’t have time to pick out dresses. But if he did, it would seem like he was thinking of me. Now it just seems like he’s sleeping with the staff at Saks.

I see a liquid black limousine parked in the circular driveway. “Are we…?”

“Of course,” Eli says.

I move to the passenger door, but he puts a hand on my waist. “One moment, bella.”

I wait as the chauffeur gets out from the driver’s side, tips his hat to Eli, then opens the passenger door for us. As we settle into our seats, Eli catches my eye. “You think I’m too formal, don’t you, bella?”

“No,” I lie.

“It’s fine. You’re not thinking anything Doc hasn’t told me.” He gives me a smile that makes my insides twirl.

“Do you know what a hedonist is?” Eli asks.

“Not really.”

“It means I like luxurious things and I make no excuses for that. It’s what drew me to you.”

“Me?” I ask, confused. I’ve been described as a lot of things, but never ‘luxurious.’

“Yes.” Eli studies me. “Beauty is everywhere, bella, but it’s rare to discover something flawless. Something that grows even more fascinating the longer you’re in its presence.”

My mind whirls. Does he mean me or is he just being charming? Eli draws a bottle of wine from a nearby ice bucket. “Champagne?”

“Yes, please.”

I watch as he expertly peels off the foil and extracts the cork, pouring us glasses of sparkling wine. He hands me a delicate flute then taps his glass to mine. “To your freedom, bella.”

I sip the champagne. It fizzes in my throat like melted gold and as warmth spreads in my belly I feel something close to euphoria. Once upon a time, all I hoped was that Mr. Parker would be nice to me. Now, I’m in a limousine with the most handsome man I’ve ever seen, who I think just called me ‘flawless.’

I give Eli a goofy smile and to my surprise, he grins back. “It’s good to see you so happy, bella.”

“It’s amazing to be happy. Thank you for arranging my contract.”

Eli’s face hardens. “You’re welcome, but now isn’t the time to discuss things like that.”

My spine stiffens. “I’m sorry, Mr. Morelli.”

Eli instantly relaxes. “Thank you for saying sorry.”

It’s not a sexy sentence, but the way he’s looking at me, it’s like I’m taking my underwear off in front of him. My stomach gives a bright squiggle. “What should we talk about?”

Eli leans close and I smell his faint lavender cologne. “Your lipstick is bellissima.”

“Thanks. I remembered you like red.”

“I do.” He rubs a thumb gently across my lower lip and my skin tingles.

“You’ve made it impossible to kiss you,” he says in a low voice.

Eli wants to kiss me? I said ‘no sex,’ but kissing isn’t sex and if he leans in I don’t think I could stop myself from kissing him back.

Eli takes the champagne flute from my hand and sets it aside, his amber eyes gleaming. “We shouldn’t, bella.”

“I know.”

“We really… really shouldn’t.”

I don’t know what comes over me, but I part my lips, practically begging him to make a move. Then he does.

Eli Morelli kisses like it’s art. His tongue slides into my mouth, and I feel luxurious. Like all the champagne and silk dresses and pretty suits aren’t as fancy as the way he’s kissing me. My breathing goes shallow and my nipples go hard and soon I’m arching my body against his, practically begging for more but all he does is kiss me. And when I’m so turned on I’m panting, the limousine pulls to a stop and Eli backs away. “We’re here, bella.”

I almost scream. “Seriously?”

“Yes.” He gives a shocked laugh. “Bella… your face.”

I raise a hand to my chin. “Is my lipstick ruined?”

I can already tell it is. It’s all over Eli. Not only his mouth but his chin and cheeks. There’s even some on his neck.

“Oh no!” I lean forward and try to wipe it away, but he gently restrains me. “Don’t worry, I came prepared.”

He pulls a pack of baby wipes from a side cabinet and proceeds to remove all the lipstick from his face while I sit feeling like a complete dork. When he’s done, he pulls out his phone and checks his reflection. “Perfect, now do you want to see yourself?”

“No,” I say, but he shows me anyway. My face is covered in stains and my makeup is ruined. I press a palm to my cheek. “Wherever we are, I can’t go inside!”

“Of course, you can.” Eli holds out the wipes. “First, use these.”

Miserable, I scrub away the red stains and remove the last of my lipstick.

“Now, you use this.” Eli pulls a pale pink something from the cabinet. A handbag with interlocking C’s on the front.

I gasp. “Is that…?”

“It might be.” He hands me the baby pink Chanel bag. “For you, bella.”

I stroke the soft leather. It feels like a cloud. “Eli, thank you!”

“Open it.”

Inside the bag is a tube of Urban Decay lipstick. It’s redder than the one I had on, but it’ll work. I fake glare at him. “You tricked me into ruining my makeup just to save the day, didn’t you?”

“Perhaps. But you look just as beautiful barefaced, bella.” Eli holds up his phone, the camera focused on me. “Here is your magic mirror.”

I reapply my lipstick and pretend not to notice the way Eli stares hungrily at me, pretend it doesn’t make heat pool between my legs. When my lips are as glossy as they were before, I put the gold cap back on the tube. “Are we still going on our date?”

My voice comes out all silky, as though I’m teasing Eli. His dark brows shoot up and for a second, I think he’s going to pull me into his arms and kiss me again. Instead, he pushes open the limo door. “You’re too tempting for your own good, Miss Whitehall. Hold on to your new purse and let’s go.”

I step out of the limo and see a tiny restaurant dotted with fairy lights. The wide windows show a dozen beautiful people eating pasta in a warmly lit interior. The sight makes my insides shift. This place could have been pulled directly from my childhood fantasies of owning a restaurant.

Eli slides a hand around my waist. “Do you know where we are?”

I shake my head.

“I thought maybe you would, being such a gourmand. This is Argyle.”

I gasp. “My stepmom came here!”

Eli scowls. “Your stepmother is another topic we will avoid this evening.”

I nod. I don’t want to talk about her either.

A young host almost chokes at the sight of Eli. “Mr. Morelli, welcome, welcome. Please follow me to your table.”

He leads us to the dining room where the scent of roasting pork makes my mouth water. The wooden tables are even more cramped from inside the restaurant. Is it difficult for big people to eat without hitting everyone around them with their elbows? Adriano couldn’t do it. But to my surprise, we don’t stop at one of the tiny tables, but continue up a flight of narrow stairs into a separate room. It’s almost as large as the dining hall below but there’s just one table, laid for two.

Eli removes his jacket as the host pulls out my chair. I hover awkwardly, unsure what’s happening. Just beyond the room is a balcony covered in winding green vines and white roses, like something out of Romeo and Juliet.

“Sit, January,” Eli urges. “Would you like a glass of wine?”

“Um, sure?”

I take my chair as Eli sits across from me and turns to the waiter. “Please bring a bottle of Sangiovese Fresco.”

“Very good, Mr. Morelli.”

The host rushes away and Eli’s gaze finds mine. “Alone again, bella.”

With his dark hair shining in the candlelight, he reminds me of a panther, sleek and pretty. He looks like you could curl up into his side and cuddle him, but if you did, he’d eat you. I need to remember that.

“How come there’s no one else here?” I ask.

“Because I reserved a private dining room, bella.”

I’ve never eaten in a private dining room. “Are we…? Do we order downstairs? Is there a menu?”

“No. At Argyle, you eat what they bring you. You don’t have to do anything but sit and look pretty.”

The host returns with the bottle of wine and a wooden board of warm bread and salted butter. He unfolds my napkin and lays it across my lap, and I feel Eli watching him closely. What would he do if the host touched my legs? Slap him? Demand that I come and sit in his lap instead? It seems like something he would do.

I think of the time he made me give him a blow job while he smoked a cigar, and the memory makes me shiver. After all I’ve been through, I shouldn’t be so attracted to danger and meanness, but it’s all I can think about. To distract myself, I sip my wine. It’s rich and dark and perfectly suited to the evening.

“Now,” Eli says when the host leaves again. “Tell me about your friends.”

I frown. “What friends?”

“Your bridesmaids, your cousins, your friends from school. Any of them. All of them.”

“W-why?”

“Because I’m interested.” He gestures at me with his wineglass. “Go on, bella.”

“Um, my sister Margot and I have always been pretty close…?”

Eli smiles encouragingly.

“…We’re, um, different though. She got expelled from school when she was sixteen and I was so jealous because I couldn’t imagine ever doing something that bad.”

“And what did she do?”

I’m still telling the story of Margot and the field hockey captain when the first course arrives. A charred leek soup dotted with garnet pomegranate oil and stracciatella. I try to eat and talk without spilling the delicate soup on myself.

“…so, Margot bribed the science teacher not to tell anyone what she was doing and she had to keep buying him weed until she graduated,” I finish.

Eli laughs. “Margot sounds like my sister. A born troublemaker.”

“A little bit,” I say defensively. “But she’s very sweet.”

“Well, she is your sister. So, who’s next? What about your bridesmaids? What are they like?”

“Are you sure you—”

“I won’t reassure you again,” Eli says sharply. “I’m asking because I want to know.”

And so, I tell him about Giuseppina, Darcy, and Quinn. I keep to the most interesting details, like how Darcy’s dad is a music producer and Giuseppina once catfished an NYPD detective. As I’m talking, the host returns with plates of swordfish, sprinkled with saffron and mandarin segments.

Eli refills my wine, and urges me to keep talking. By the time I’m done telling him about my cousins, the host has served handmade garganelli with roasted pancetta and aged parmigiano.

“I feel bad,” I say to Eli. “I’ve been talking so much, I don’t think I’ve been appreciating the food.”

He smiles. “Then why don’t I tell you about my family for this course, bella?”

“Sure,” I say a little nervous. The only thing I know about Eli’s family is that his mom and dad had an ugly separation. But Eli doesn’t talk about divorce. Instead he tells me about his childhood running wild in Naples, about his Nonno and Zias and Zios and cousins. I’m free to listen and laugh and enjoy my meal and by the time dessert comes, Georgia peaches soaked in dark rum, I’m tipsy on wine and because Eli and I are actually having fun.

As I lick chocolate semifreddo from my spoon, I think of Doc and Bobby and Adriano. As much as I’m enjoying myself, I want everyone to be here, laughing and telling jokes the way we did when I made brodo. Will we ever all go on a date? Or is that too weird, even for Velvet House?

“Miss Whitehall?”

I look up to see Eli refilling my wine. “Yes?”

“You interest me.”

I laugh, but Eli doesn’t elaborate. Doesn’t even smile. “And as you’re the most interesting woman I’ve ever met, I’d like to reiterate my desire to bring you into my household and keep you for myself and my brothers.”

I feel a flush creep across my cheeks. “Like a mistress for all of you?”

Eli’s gaze goes cold. “Like a wife to all of us.”

The suggestion, so naked, almost sucks the air from my lungs. For a moment I can almost picture it—the five of us around one table, travelling in one car, sharing Christmases and retiring to the same bedroom to…

But the idea of what might come next snaps me to reality. I try to smile at Eli. “I, um, thought being a Whitehall wasn’t impressive enough for your family? Aren’t I like… beneath you?”

“I’ve changed my mind,” Eli says like it’s set in stone.

“But why?”

“I don’t need to know why. When I discovered you had been taken from the hospital, I knew. You’re a magnificent woman and there is no one for me but you now. And I know the others feel the same way.”

I look but there’s no trace of humor in his eyes. His expression is intense and so lovely, I have to turn away. “Maybe that’s just… fear talking?”

Eli sighs, steepling his long fingers together. “I’m not used to explaining myself, bella. But I will try for you. You’re beautiful, exceptionally beautiful, and I want to be the first man to slide my cock into your pristine cunt…”

I choke on my wine but Eli carries on. “…but more than that, I like the way you think. The day I released you from your cage, you went into my kitchen and cleaned my house and cooked for my men. I don’t understand why you did it, but it fascinated me. I’m not someone who sees a lot of new things, but you… you are new to me.”

He looks at me as though there’s an obvious response to this that I’m not giving him. “I… appreciate that you can say ‘I released you from your cage’ without it sounding weird…?” I venture.

Eli laughs. “That’s something else. You’re quite funny, bella.”

I duck my head.

“Don’t be embarrassed. Surely, you’ve been told this before?”

“Sometimes. I guess Margot and my friends laughed at things I said, but that was mostly because they didn’t make sense.”

“Hmm.” Eli sets his jaw. It makes him look like a forbidding TV show dad and that realization makes another hot squirm go through me.

Our host returns with a tray of espresso and sugar-dusted biscotti. He sets a balloon-sized glass of brandy in front of Eli. “Would you like anything else, Mr. Morelli?”

“No, thank you,” Eli says, his eyes on me. “We would like to be alone now, Miguel.”

“Of course, sir.”

The host glances at me as he backs away and I notice he’s red in the face. “He must be tired from climbing the stairs all night,” I say.

Eli grins. “I promise I make it worthwhile in tips, bella.”

He picks up his brandy and swirls it into a golden whirlpool. The liquid is the exact same color as his eyes. “Come here, Miss Whitehall.”

“You mean… sit in your lap?”

He nods.

It might be awkward, sitting on his knee like a child, but after all the talking and laughing, the idea seems nice. I select a biscotti and walk to Eli. He pulls me into him, tucking me close. “Ecco mia brava bambina.” That’s my good girl.

I sit in his lap and nibble my biscotti. His body is warm at my back. Warm and powerfully hard. Beneath his suit, he’s as muscular as any of the others. I imagine him being bossed around by a gargantuan personal trainer and the thought makes me smile.

Eli strokes my cheek. “There’s that smile again. Are you enjoying yourself?”

I open my mouth to say yes and out of nowhere comes the blank, freckled face of Emilia. Who am I to be having fun with a guy while she’s trapped with Mr. Parker? The biscotti turns to dust in my mouth.

“What is it, bella?”

“I am having a good time, but it’s hard to enjoy myself when I remember my Zia and Emilia and Adriano and everything else.”

“I see.”

“Sorry.”

“Do not apologize for being a sweet girl.” Eli presses his nose into the side of my neck. “There is a zen poem. It goes, ‘the clouds above us join and separate, the breeze in the courtyard leaves and returns. Life is like that, so why not relax? Who can stop us from celebrating?’”

I think on the words Eli just recited. Zia Teresa wouldn’t have said anything like that, but she lived her life that way. Easily. Aware the future could be scary, but never afraid of it. “That’s pretty.”

“It’s true,” Eli says, kissing my cheek. “And now you are smiling. I’ve cured you with my wisdom.”

I laugh. “I’m just amazed to be on a date with a man who quotes poetry.”

“Tease me if you have to, but the poets are right. You can control little in the world, bella, and life isn’t fair. But you do not make it fairer by cursing your bad luck. You accept the present and enjoy as much as you can.”

“It’s that easy?”

“Sometimes.”

I purse my lips, considering. “I never expected you to be so open-minded. Of the four of you guys, you seem the most… strict, I guess.”

Eli’s hands slide down my waist. “That’s because I am. The things I can control, I take great pleasure in controlling. And I meant what I said to you when you were in my cage. You need a father figure.”

“Are you going to marry my stepmom?” I joke.

Eli’s full upper lip jerks to reveal a pointed tooth. “I told you not to speak of that whore.”

A chill goes down my spine. “Sorry.”

He turns my chin so I’m looking back at him. “You need a man to belong to. Someone to care for you and allow you to be the delightfully naïve woman you are. I believe that man is me. Do you agree?”

I stare into the warm depths of his eyes. Part of me does. The rest sees Doc, hovering in emerald water. ‘He’s cheated on every girlfriend he’s ever had.’

“I… I’m not sure,” I say. “I guess it’s hard to know what our long-term relationship would look like.”

“I’m not going to lie to you, January, I work a lot. And when I’m not working, I source gems for my mother’s family and do Muay Thai several times a week…”

That explains the abs.

“…so, I would be away from you for most of the working day, but I would eat dinner with you every night and take you to shows and parties on weekends and you would come with me if I traveled anywhere. And when it’s time for us to have children, I’ll take a sabbatical to help you care for them.”

Cold, heartless Eli Morelli staying at home and helping with the babies? The idea kind of blows my mind. He stares at me, waiting for my response.

“What about the mistress thing?” I blurt. “I don’t think I could… I mean I definitely don’t want to share, even if that makes me a hypocrite.”

“That is not an issue,” Eli says calmly. “You alone interest me, bella. There will be no one else.”

“But what about your parents’ marriage and the whole ‘let’s be realistic’ thing?’”

“I think it’s realistic to say I’ll turn you over my knee and spank you every night until I’m dead.”

I smile but refuse to be side-tracked. “Doc, um, says you’ve cheated on all your girlfriends…?”

Eli stiffens. “He what?”

“Please don’t be angry.”

“That fucking cafone.” Eli lets out a hard breath. “Tell me, bella, do you think he had an ulterior motive in talking to you about my relationships?”

“I know he’s not… honorable—”

“Honorable? He’d spit on an old woman for cigarettes. He’s bitter about your escape and he wants your virginity for himself so he’s corrupting your perception of me. I should slap him in his disrespectful face.”

I don’t say anything. Doc telling me about Eli’s relationship history doesn’t change the fact that it might be true.

“Bella,” Eli cups my cheek. “Surely you don’t believe Domenico Valente’s lies?”

“I don’t know,” I say slowly. “You’ve all told me a lot of things. Now you’re telling me that you’re comfortable sharing me among the four of you and being exclusive… It’s just a lot to believe.”

He shifts beneath me. “I won’t lie and say I haven’t made mistakes in the past, bella. When I was a young man, I did stupid things. But I’m not interested in childish relationships. When I say I will be faithful to you, I’m giving you my word.”

“I want to believe you, it’s just…”

He gives another belabored sigh. “You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you?”

“Say what?”

“I was wrong. I didn’t believe it was possible to feel this way about someone, to be consumed by them the way I am consumed by you.” He touches my cheek. “You will be my everything, bella. My mistress, my wife, my whore, and my princess.”

My insides go all melty and I turn like a flower towards the sun, lifting my mouth to his.

Eli kisses me hard, his lips firm and insistent, and then he urges me to my feet. “Move everything from the dining table to the floor.”

“The floor?”

“Don’t question me, bella. Just do it.”

I bend to pick up the espresso glasses, my hands shaking with anticipation. Once the table is cleared, I look to Eli. He’s rolling up his shirt sleeves to reveal his muscular forearms. The sight of them almost makes me swoon.

“Good girl,” he says, fixing his right sleeve. “I understand you don’t know if you have romantic desires for me yet. That’s fine. I understand this is all new to you. That you’re still learning what you truly desire. I intend to make it easy for you. Lie on the table and lift your dress to your waist.”

I look at the staircase. I can hear people below, waiters and chefs shouting orders.

“No one is coming,” Eli says. “And even if they do, that’s not your concern. Your concern is pleasing me. Lie on the table.”

My heart pounding, I grip the wood and slide myself backward. Eli lays a hand on my thigh. “Good girl. Now pull up your dress.”

The thin material makes underwear impossible, but I’m sure Eli already knows that. I drag the dress up my legs, the air cool against my flushed skin.

Eli leans forward in his chair. “You’re already wet, bella. Your pussy is glistening for me.”

He strokes my calf, sending heat snaking between my legs. He isn’t going to lick me. A man like Elliot Morelli wouldn’t do that, surely… I watch as he picks up his brandy. “Hold still.”

I obey as he hovers the glass over me. “I want to drink from your cunt, bella. Are you going to let me?”

“I… Yes?”

A few droplets fall onto my aching lips, and I gasp as the liquid trickles into my pussy.

“Does that feel good?”

I nod. It’s a strange sensation, hot and cold at once, but it doesn’t hurt. In fact, it feels amazing, tingling and burning like the start of an orgasm. Is being with men always like this? None of my friends said so, but none of my friends have dated men like the ones at Velvet House.

“Bella,” Eli runs a finger up my inner thigh. “You’re close already, aren’t you?”

I am, I’m swollen and the alcohol has only heightened my desire. Eli pulls away and just not having him touching me, even for a few seconds, is painful.

“I don’t know what’s happened to me,” I pant. “Ever since I got away from Mr. P—from him… I’m so turned on all the time.”

Eli flashes me a smile. “Of course you are, sweet girl. When there’s death, we look for ways to feel alive.”

He licks a fingertip and strokes it through me, slowly, tauntingly. My inner muscles clench. I’ve thought about sex for years, but I’ve never wanted it as much as I do right now. Eli’s finger toys with my entrance, dipping in and out of me.

“Beg me to lick you.”

The sentence is so unexpected I almost bolt upright. I was shocked when Adriano went down on me, but I couldn’t imagine Eli doing it. He always seemed too… fancy. Too elegant. “I… What?”

Eli removes his finger and I whine.

“Greedy girl,” he says in his velvet voice. “You might be my princess, Miss Whitehall, but you’ll still serve me.” He touches me again, in that wet aching place. “Beg me to make you come with my tongue.”

“Please, Mr. Morelli?”

He slides his hands under my hips, bringing his angular face towards the cradle of my thighs. “Please, what?”

“Please, um…” I feel his breath on me, the heat of it tickling in ways that make my eyes roll back. “Please just…”

He kisses my inner thigh, and a moan hums in my throat. “Can you lick me? Please?”

Eli kisses my other thigh. “Ask again. And call me ‘Mr. Morelli.’”

My stomach tenses, sending ripples of pleasure to my pussy. “Please go down on me, Mr. Morelli?”

Eli makes a deep satisfied sound and lowers his mouth to me.

Eli’s tongue isn’t like any of the others. He doesn’t lap at my clit but licks the outsides delicately as a painter, developing a masterpiece. I arch my back into the table, lifting my hips towards him. He wraps his hands around my thighs but continues his slow, tender pace. His tongue feels as expensive as his taste in wine and clothes. He says he likes luxurious things and right now I feel luxurious. Another pretty object he gets to enjoy.

“Bella.” The sight of Eli’s face between my legs makes me vibrate.

“Yes?”

“You need to concentrate,” he says, dragging a lazy fingertip through my folds.

“Um, why?” I ask, horny spots bursting in front of my eyes.

“Because I’m not going to stop licking you until you come, and I have a feeling our host will return with more coffee.”

I shoot a panicky look at the stairway. “What!?”

Eli lowers his head and resumes his slow, torturous strokes. Fear zaps through me but as scared as I am of getting busted, the thrill only makes the sensations better. I close my eyes and imagine the nervous host bursting in, the shocked look on his face when he sees Eli going down on me on the table where he brought us such wonderful food. I imagine Eli parting my knees, pushing my thighs wide, to display me proudly, practically ordering the man to watch as he brings me to orgasm. And then the host becomes Bobby, Doc, and Adriano. All of them staring at me, waiting to take their turn…

I’m moaning, my fingers deep in Eli’s hair. I’m so close and it’s like every light in the room is extra bright. “Please, Eli! Please?”

I didn’t know what I was asking for, but he gives it to me. He raises his mouth to my clit, suckling me. Wave after wave of pleasure radiates through me and I shove my fist in my mouth to keep from screaming. I shake, rattling the table like an earthquake, and for a moment, everything is gone. Even me.

“Good girl,” Eli purrs. “I’m so proud of you.” He sits back in his chair and watches as I struggle to collect myself. Aftershocks thrum through my fingers as I pull my dress down. “That was…”

“Perfezione.” Perfection. “You’re very responsive, Miss Whitehall.”

I push loose strands of hair off my face. “That makes me sound slutty.”

“You are slutty,” he says matter-of-factly. “It will be interesting to see how many times I can finish you with my cock. You’re the kind of girl who gets more aroused with every orgasm.”

I avoid his gaze. I never thought I was that kind of girl. Yet his words make everything between my legs feel tight again. “Doesn’t that make me a whore?”

Quick as a flash, he slaps my leg. “Never say that again.”

“But—”

“Never. You’re a beautiful girl who does what she’s told. Someone who deserves the best this senseless world has to offer. What you do in bed for me or my brothers is beyond labels. Understood?”

I nod. He believes that, and somehow he makes it easy to believe him.

“Good. At times, Doc or I might call you filthy names while we’re fucking you, but that’s because it makes your pussy ache. Is that also understood?”

I nod again. He adjusts himself and I see the strain at the front of his suit pants. I touch a hand to my lips. “Eli… Mr. Morelli, can I… do something for you?”

For a second his face goes rigid with lust, then he gives a half smile. “No. Come with me.”

He leads me to the balcony where there’s a big, cozy chair with a blanket on it. The air outside is clean and cold, perfumed with the scent of white roses. Eli wraps the blanket around my shoulders and sits, pulling me onto his lap. I lie snuggled into his chest as he lights a cigar. We sit in silence as he puffs, breathing the sweetish smoke into the night sky.

Minutes pass and the heat of my orgasm flushes into a warm, even glow. Muscles I didn’t know were bunched, unknot, and my breathing slows. Eli holds me. Everything could be okay. Everything is okay. At least for now.

The clouds above us join and separate, the breeze in the courtyard leaves and returns…

Doc’s face appears in my mind. Should I be here with him instead? Or what about Bobby who gave me a chain for my St. Christopher and held me as I cried in the car? Or Adriano? The man who almost died trying to help me, the man I first begged to take my virginity. Guilt turns in me like a spiny fish. I can’t have feelings for all of them. That’s crazy. This must just be because I’m so inexperienced. If I’d been allowed to date and be normal at school, I wouldn’t be so overwhelmed. Now it feels like whatever I do, I’ll hurt people I’ve grown to know and understand and maybe even like…

Eli strokes my head. “That’s enough thinking for tonight, bella.”

His words send relief washing through me. It feels so good to obey sometimes. To just follow orders from someone strong enough to give them. A bird makes a noise nearby. And as I try to think what kind it could be, my eyes drift closed.

I don’t know when Eli shakes me awake but the moon is high and bright in the sky.

“Time to go, bella,” he says, kissing my forehead.

The whole limo ride home I debate what I’ll say if Eli asks me to his room but when we pull up at Velvet House, he untangles himself from me. “Go upstairs. I need to make some calls.”

My heart hits the floor. Is he going somewhere without me? Because I said I wouldn’t sleep with any of them?

Eli smiles. “I’m going to call some ugly old men to discuss business then go to bed alone, bella. Now run along, and don’t forget your new purse.”

I smile so hard my face hurts then I kiss Eli’s cheek and run inside, hugging my Chanel bag to my chest like it’s a puppy. I practically float upstairs to the East Wing replaying the whole evening in my mind. When I get to my room, I find a Mac laptop on my bed. Taped to the screen is a note.

Enjoy tonight, JJ. Tomorrow, it’s my turn. Meet me in the dining room at 10am.

Love, Bobby

Excitement curls inside me, as strong as anything I felt when I was with Eli.

“Oh no,” I tell my empty room. “What am I going to do?”

The room doesn’t answer.
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Chapter Nine


January Whitehall

I stare at the laptop screen for a long time. I can tell because the numbers on the little clock keep ticking over. All my money is gone. Every dollar. I didn’t have much, just the fifteen thousand my daddy left me when he died and some birthday and Christmas gifts from my uncles, but my current bank balance is zero. My account was emptied two weeks ago. The contents transferred to Corinne Whitehall. My stepmother.

I burst into hot, furious tears. I’ve cried a lot since I was taken at my wedding, but this is different. The sadness pours from deep inside me and a howl comes ripping from my throat. Two weeks ago, I was in a cage under Velvet House. No one knew where I was, or if I was even alive and my stepmom used that moment to steal my money. I knew she sold me to Mr. Parker, but I thought that was to save our family. But taking my money wasn’t to save my family. It was because she hates me for being Daddy’s daughter. She always has. My whole life, she’s been mean and controlling, and now she’s stolen from me too.

I was going to use that money to rent an apartment while I looked for a job. I don’t have any qualifications, but I thought I could be a barista. Stand behind the counter at a nice café and laugh with customers. Now I don’t know what I’ll do. I can’t get to a café from Velvet House. I can’t drive and I don’t have a car and as far as I can see, we’re surrounded by spooky forests.

“Everything is ruined,” I whisper.

For now, bella. But what will you do next?

Zia Teresa’s strong, scratchy voice is like latte warming my insides. I wipe my eyes. “Are you always going to be able to talk to me, Zia?”

I don’t see why not. Now, enough whining. How do we make this better?

I lie back on my bed. “I don’t know.”

My gaze falls on the Chanel bag Eli gave me last night. I could sell it and some of my nice clothes and then I’d have plenty of money. But that wouldn’t be right. The bag was a gift. Besides, if I sold the bag, I’d only have money because men want to be with me. Everything about my life has been about men wanting to be with me. I want to do something on my own.

And I want to live in a castle and have little piggies do the laundry, bella. What are you going to do?

I glance at the clock on the laptop. There’s only twenty minutes until I’m supposed to meet Bobby downstairs. “I don’t know. I’ll have to figure it out while I’m on my date.”

Zia Teresa laughs, a loud throaty chuckle that reminds me of Doc. Then go get ready, bella. Roberto is the boy I like best.

I think about that as I shower. If the Zia in my mind likes Bobby best, does that mean I like Bobby the best? The Zia who speaks to me when I need help feels so separate from me. Yet if she was still alive I’m sure she would like Bobby. He’s more well put-together and kinder than the others. But Zia doesn’t seem to know he might be married. I’ll have to ask him about that today.

I find a pair of jeans in the massive wardrobe and pair them with a pink T-shirt and sparkling white sneakers. As I pull my hair into a high ponytail, excitement bubbles in my stomach. I can’t help it. When Bobby was my math tutor, I used to fantasize about going on a date with him. Now it’s happening.

With a last glance at myself in the mirror, I grab my Chanel bag and head downstairs, loving the feel of my sneakered feet bouncing off the floor. My stepmom hated sneakers, so I wasn’t allowed to wear them. Well, I’m done doing what she wants. When I’m a barista, I’ll wear sneakers every day.

Only, even if I find some way to commute to a café, I don’t know if being a barista will pay enough for me to move out of Velvet House. I’ll need a job that pays well and doesn’t require a lot of experience.

I remember Dreams, the girls strutting around in lingerie, and my stomach flips. I could dance at Dreams. Then again, the Doc that offered me a job there isn’t the Doc who almost beat poor Archie to a pulp for hugging me. I can’t imagine he’d want me giving out lap dances.

As I approach the dining room, I overhear men’s voices.

“…you’re askin’ a lot, Mr. Morelli. Maybe too much.”

The voice is familiar, but I must be wrong. I was just thinking about Archie, he can’t actually be—

“That’s our price, Baskerville,” Eli says sharply. “You and your brother can take it or leave it.”

“And if we leave it?”

“That’s your choice. But you boys won’t be welcome here again.”

My stomach swirls. It is the twins. They’ve come to Velvet House and I can finally thank them for rescuing me. I knock on the dining room door. “Hello, it’s um… me?”

“Come in, bella,” Eli says.

I enter and see Doc, Eli, and Bobby sitting at one end of the big table. At the other is Bill and Archie Baskerville. Their blond heads turn, identical smiles spreading across their faces.

“Hey, Kitten,” one of them says. “Ain’t you a sight for sore eyes?”

Doc barks something at them, but I don’t hear it. Suddenly I can smell the truck stop restroom again, feel Emilia’s clammy lips on mine, Mr. Parker is saying he and I’ll be married in Vegas by nightfall. He’s laughing at me…

Then I’m flat on my back, my brain ringing like a bell. Someone has a hand to my forehead.

“She’s okay,” Doc says. “It’s shock. Get her sugar. Soda or candy or something.”

“There’s orange juice in the kitchen,” Bobby says. “I’ll be back in a second.”

Doc’s fingers dig into my neck like he’s taking my pulse. Is he a real doctor? He said his nickname came from dealing pills, but he’s always doing medical stuff and when he does, the others listen to him.

The ringing in my head gets louder and I force my eyes open. Doc, Eli, and the Baskerville twins stare down at me. “Urgggghhhhh?”

“Everyone back off,” Eli says sharply. “Bill, Archie, come with me. Doc, you stay.”

Eli leads the twins out of the dining room as Doc removes his fingers from my throat. “Your heart’s going apeshit. You dizzy, Tits?”

I nod, glad he’s still calling me that gross name because it means he’s not scared I’ll die. “Did I pass out?”

“Sure did.”

“That’s so embarrassing.”

“You had, like, six traumatic experiences in a row. It’d be more surprising if there weren’t aftereffects.”

“It was seeing the twins. It reminded me of being in the limo with Mr. Parker.”

Doc’s jaw tightens. “I should just kill them for touching you and get it over with.”

“Don’t,” I say. “Be mad at me if you want, but don’t hurt the twins anymore.”

Doc’s nostrils flare. “I’ll do whatever the fuck I want, Tits.”

His tone is so sharp I flinch. “Get away from me.”

“No.”

Then the way he’s staring down at me changes. Goes all soft. “Goddamn, you’re pretty.”

My head is spinning from my fall and this strange turn in the conversation. My mouth opens without my permission. “You’re pretty, too. Even though you’re rude.”

The corner of his mouth kicks up. “Let’s be pretty together.”

He’s lowering his lips to mine when the door bangs open. Bobby enters carrying a tall glass of orange juice.

“How’s everything going?” he says.

“Great,” I say, a little too quickly. “I wanted to say thank you to the Baskervilles. Are they staying for lunch?”

Doc snorts. “Only if it’s poison.”

“Valente,” Bobby warns, handing me the juice. He smiles at me. “The twins have business in Manhattan, JJ, but they know how grateful you are.”

“Do they?”

“That depends,” Doc says, a dangerous glint in his eye. “How grateful are you?”

“Valente,” Bobby repeats. “Shouldn’t you be leaving?”

Doc’s lip curls. “Yeah, typical. Get rid of me as soon as she’s conscious.”

Bobby ignores him. “We’re just gonna have a picnic, JJ. There’s no pressure.”

I sip my juice, willing the sugar to work quickly. “A picnic sounds nice.”

“Enjoy it,” Doc says. “There’s not gonna be nothing nice about our date.”

“I said no sex.”

“That didn’t stop Morelli from licking you senseless at a fine dining restaurant.”

I gape at him. “You know about that?”

Doc’s smile is pure evil. “Who doesn’t?”

I glance at Bobby, who winces. I press a hand over my mouth. “You know too! How do you all know?”

“We have a group chat,” Doc says. “It’s called ‘January Joy’s Tits and other natural wonders.’ Bobby can show you if you want.”

“Don’t listen to him.” Bobby takes my hand. “Come on, we’re leaving.”

“If she sucks your dick, I want video,” Doc calls after us, leaving me to wonder how he can get so jealous at the twins for looking at me but be fine with the idea of Bobby and I hooking up.

Just like my date with Eli, there’s a car waiting for us in the driveway. This time a shiny red truck—big and American like the man beside me. Bobby opens the passenger door for me. “I kinda can’t believe we’re doing this.”

“Me neither,” I admit. “Run away before someone stops us?”

He grins. “Definitely.”

I slide inside the truck. It smells nice, like winter fire and peppercorns. It’s also intensely familiar. The same scent that used to waft across the library table whenever Bobby tutored me. That, along with his big brown eyes and cuddly good looks, made me wish he was my boyfriend.

“Did you used to drive this car to Trinity Grammar?” I ask as he hops behind the wheel.

“Ah, no. It would have looked weird for a tutor to have a Benz.”

“Oh.”

There’s a beat and I’m sure we’re both thinking about when I first arrived at Velvet House and discovered my mild-mannered math tutor was actually a criminal bad boy. I still kind of can’t believe it, but so many things have happened, I guess Bobby seems more normal. Except for the fact he killed Kurt, my bodyguard. I thought doing that made him evil, but seeing what Mr. Parker is capable of, I don’t know what to think.

“What’s on your mind?” Bobby asks, as we drive down the gravel path to the front gate.

“My old bodyguards… were they bad men?”

He gives me a sidelong glance. “You’re already having a hard day. Maybe now isn’t the right time, JJ.”

The nickname makes me smile. Bobby always calls me ‘JJ’—like Margot and my brothers. But then there’s always been something homey about him. It’s probably why Zia likes him best. “I guess I just want to know if there was a reason why you killed Kurt?”

The corners of Bobby’s mouth turns down. “I appreciate you trying to make excuses for me, but I’m done justifying my behavior. I think it’s more important you know I’m sorry.”

“Sorry? Sorry for what?”

“For the way we met. For the things I’ve done since we met. For the things I did before we met. For the fact you’ll never look at me and see the guy who tutored you in math anymore. That I’m not the good guy you wanted me to be.”

“You are what I wanted you to be!” The words come out involuntarily, but they’re true. Back at Dreams, Bobby wrapped his arms around me and even though I’d made a mistake and got Adriano hurt, he still treated me like I was precious. He bought me dinner and Pop-Tarts and he just brought me juice. The other guys all look after me in their own way but Bobby takes proper care of me.

I touch a hand to my burning cheek and see Bobby’s blushing too. It’s so cute, my face gets even hotter. Then I remember Doc telling me he’s married. ‘Actually, I don’t know if he’s divorced. I don’t think the papers’ve come through.’

I lick my lips. “I kinda need to ask you something.”

He grins at me. “Go ahead.”

“Are you… married?”

The truck brakes hard. I grip the door handle as Bobby stares at me in horror. “What the fuck? No!”

“Oh,” I say, releasing the door. “That’s good. Are you, um, divorced?”

“No! I’ve never been married! Who told you I was?”

“Um…”

“Valente,” Bobby grinds out. “That fucking swine.”

For a moment he looks murderous, then he makes a conscious effort to calm his furious expression. “I’ve never been married, JJ. I’ve never even come close.”

“Okay,” I say carefully. “Although, I was almost married, so it’s fine. I know life is complicated.”

“It’s not.” Bobby takes my hand. “I like you. I want you to trust me. No matter what happens with Eli or any of the others, I want you to see yourself as mine.”

My insides give a squiggle. It’s not the first time he’s said it, but it’s lovely to know he still feels that way.

“Thank you, Bobby.” I say, before taking a big breath. “But, are you really okay sharing me with the others?”

He gives me a soft smile. “If it means I get to be with you, then I don’t see it as an issue.”

My stomach contracts. I want to make some kind of joke, but my brain has snagged on the idea that Bobby, sweet sensitive Bobby, also likes the idea of sharing me.

Like a wife to all of us, Eli said.

Bobby clears his throat. “While we’re getting things out in the open, JJ, I want to tell you the story of what happened with Parker.”

I blink. Since I was abducted, no one at Velvet House has ever willingly given me any information about Mr. Parker. In fact, everyone implied it was impossible, something I would never get to find out. “Won’t Eli and the others be mad?”

“Things have changed. You’re not our prisoner and the contract releasing you from Parker is being drawn up as we speak. If there’s any future for me and you, for you and any of us, I think you need to know the truth.”

“Will you tell me anything I want to know?”

“Of my story, yes. But I can’t talk about things that belong to Doc or Eli or… Adriano.”

A weight drops into my stomach. Adriano. The Baskerville twins aren’t the only people I haven’t thanked. I need to go to Adriano’s wing and tell him how grateful I am he took me to see my Zia, but I’m scared the others will be angry. And if I’m being honest, that he might attack me. That the wounded minotaur who confessed his feelings for me in his bed is even more dangerous than the one who roamed around Velvet House openly threatening to kill me.

“How… is Adriano?”

“He’s fine. Would you like to hear my story?”

I sit up straighter. “Of course.”

“Okay. When I was fifteen, my mom died.”

I manage not to make a noise. My birth mom died when I was little, and I always felt awkward when people gushed over how sad that was. Sure enough, Bobby shoots me a grateful smile. “It was an accident. She was heading home and a drunk driver T-boned her.”

This time it’s harder not to make a shocked noise. Poor Mrs. Bassilotta. Poor Bobby. I put my free hand over our joined ones. “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, it sucked. But my dad got a life insurance payout Enough to send me to Pembroke Prep.”

“That’s where my brothers went.”

“It’s where Eli and I went. I applied for a scholarship in middle school, but it wasn’t enough to cover the fees. I felt guilty as hell about profiting off my mom’s death, but I knew it was my shot at being able to get into a good college.”

“Bobby! I’m sure your mom would’ve wanted something good to come out of her accident.”

He gives me a wry smile. “You didn’t know my mom. Anyway, I had a rough time in New York at first. I wasn’t rich like the other kids. My dad was a farmer, and I didn’t have a fancy phone or a car… it was hard.”

He says it lightly, but looking at his face, I can see the sweet, lonely teenager he must have been, and my heart aches. “That sounds awful.”

“It was okay. In my second semester, I made the baseball team and I sat next to Eli in bio. Everything got better.”

I picture the two of them, Bobby all shy in his blue sweaters and Eli in some fitted T-shirt and designer jeans. “What was Eli like?”

“Exactly the same. Everyone liked him. All the girls. All the guys. He seemed older than us in a lot of ways. He knew things about wine and clothes and he’d lived in Europe…” Bobby shoves a hand through his short hair. “I’m dancing around what you need to know, but it’s hard to talk about this stuff.”

“That’s okay.”

His face softens. “Do you like baseball?”

“I don’t know a lot about it.”

“It was my dad’s thing. He was first generation Italian, and he wanted to prove he was a good immigrant.”

I smile. “Zia Teresa was the kind of immigrant who makes everyone feel bad for not being Italian, but I get what you mean.”

Bobby laughs. “My dad and I went to baseball games together, threw the ball whenever he had time. I missed him a lot when I went away to school but watching games on TV gave us something to talk about on the phone.”

“That’s really nice.”

We hold hands in silence as more pretty country scenery rushes past. It’s peaceful. The most peaceful I’ve felt in… I’m not sure how long. Bobby lets go of my hand and I feel a flash of nerves. I know him well enough to know he doesn’t want to be touching me while he says whatever’s coming next. That he’s ashamed.

“At the end of our senior year, Eli looped me into this deal he had going,” Bobby says. “Some local guy and his muscle invented a pill that was selling like crazy.”

“Doc and Adriano,” I say. “And Orchard.”

“Yup.” Bobby pulls in a deep breath. “Eli was putting up cash for them to expand and he asked me to make a secure website so they could set up drops. I wanted money, so I helped out.”

He glances across at me. “This might be hard to understand, but I never saw it as a long-term thing. I had a full ride to play ball at UCLA. I was gonna help Eli out, send most of the cash home to my dad, and head to California.”

“So… what happened?”

“At first everything was great. I liked the guys, Doc and Adriano. We got along well. Like we’d known each other our whole lives.”

All these years later, he still sounds surprised.

“…Soon we had big plans. We were making street money, but Eli was setting up meetings with Provalite and Osember, these huge drug companies. He kept saying we had the female Viagra and if we could take Orchard mainstream, we could make millions, maybe billions. I didn’t know about that, but I figured I didn’t need to know. I was getting ready for UCLA and Adriano was talking about the Marines and Doc was thinking about going back to school and getting his GED and everything looked good…”

I so badly want to believe everything worked out. That Doc went back to school and Adriano joined the military and Bobby played baseball in California.

“…then Parker showed up.”

My mouth dries over.

“Has anyone told you his dad was a drug boss?” Bobby asks.

I nod, my throat clacking.

“Parker was getting out of the game at that stage, trying to break into tech, but he heard about Orchard and set up a meeting with Doc. He wanted the formula. Offered a lot of money for it.”

“And Doc didn’t want to sell?”

“We’re getting to parts of the story that aren’t mine to tell, but no. Doc didn’t want to sell.”

“Wasn’t he offering enough?”

“He was offering a ton.”

“Then why—”

Bobby’s brow pinches. “I can’t, JJ.”

I’m disappointed but I don’t want to be a brat. “Okay.”

Bobby slows the car, and we turn off the main road. I see something in the distance. “Is that a football field?”

“Baseball.”

“Of course.” I smile. “Are we going to watch a game?”

“I thought maybe we’d play. I’ve got a bat and a couple of gloves in the back.”

My smile grows wider. “That sounds fun. As long as you don’t mind I’ll probably be terrible.”

“I don’t mind.”

We pull into a dirt track behind the stadium. There are no other cars around, but that doesn’t surprise me. Bobby would have figured all this out, tried to make it as romantic as possible. He parks the truck and undoes his seat belt. “Ready for our first date?”

I shift in my seat. “Your story… Isn’t there more?”

“There is, but we’ve had a lot of heavy stuff. How about we go outside and have some fun?”

Part of me wants to say yes but I know I’ll be distracted if I don’t hear the rest. “I think I’d like to know now, if that’s okay?”

Bobby exhales. “Alright.”

He stares into nothing for a moment and then closes his eyes. “For me, it was my dad. Parker sent guys to our farm and shot him through the head while he was on his tractor.”

My heart sinks, and all at once I can smell that rest stop bathroom smell again. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“Why would he do that? How did he think you’d sell him Orchard after he killed your family?”

A humorless smile curves Bobby’s mouth. “Parker wants compensation for any inconvenience he goes through. Even when it doesn’t make sense.”

I think of Zia Teresa lying unconscious in her hospital bed. “I know. Do you… Do you miss your dad?”

It’s a stupid question but it gets Bobby to open his eyes. “I do. He was a great guy. Quiet and smart and nice.”

“Like you.”

“I don’t know about that. But thanks.”

Something about the conversation snags something in my mind. “You said you didn’t give Mr. Parker Orchard, but he gave me some when I was fifteen. Did he steal it from you?”

Bobby gives me his stern tutor look. “That’s one of the things we can’t talk about.”

As far as I’m concerned, that’s a ‘yes.’ “Does he have more? Has he given it to anyone else?”

“Enough, JJ.”

“But you said I could ask questions!”

“And now I’m saying we should return to here and now.” He reaches beneath his seat and hands me something. A baseball. “Let’s go outside and play.”

I open my mouth to tell him I want to know about Mr. Parker and Orchard but then I see his smile. Bobby has a great smile. All the guys do, but his is exceptional, crinkled eyes and little boy dimples. He looks so cute, I want to squeeze him. “Okay…”

“Great. Wait here,” Bobby practically dashes out of the truck to open my door for me and as I emerge into the morning sun, I think about Mr. Parker’s tree safe. The one he mentioned on the phone when he thought I was just some naïve girl. I don’t know if he still has Orchard, but if he does, I bet it’s in there.
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Chapter Ten


January Whitehall

The air outside is clean and fresh with a hint of damp. It seems extra pure after the dark stories Bobby told me in the car. I watch as he lifts a baseball bat, a picnic rug, and a huge red cooler out of the back of the truck.

“Can I carry anything?” I ask.

“Sure.”

He tosses me a leather glove. It looks brand new and when I put it on my left hand it fits perfectly.

Bobby smiles. “Come on, beautiful. Let’s play.”

The stadium’s metal gate is unlocked, though there’s no one around. Has he rented out the whole field? Inside, Bobby puts the cooler down and leads me onto the diamond. “Have you ever played before?”

“I’ve watched ‘A League of Her Own’?”

“Close enough.” He picks up the bat and a huge white grapefruit of a ball. “Head to the home base and I’ll show you how to swing.”

I’m nervous as Bobby strips off my leather glove and arranges me over the plate with the bat. “Shouldn’t I wear a helmet?”

“It’s okay, I’ll pitch slow.”

Bobby’s a good teacher. He got me to understand math, kind of, and baseball’s even easier. I miss the first two times he throws the ball but on the third, I hit it with a satisfying ‘thwack!’

Bobby jogs after it and I notice how nice his butt looks in his jeans.

“You’ve got strong arms,” he tells me. “Let’s try it again but this time turn your hips more when you swing.”

He pitches to me again and again and soon I’m hitting every ball and they’re going all over the place. “I feel like I should be aiming more,” I tell him, breathing hard. “But it’s so fun!”

“Good.” Bobby tosses the ball in the air. He looks relaxed, sweat shining on his freckled brow. This is where he should have been. Playing baseball. Maybe professionally, maybe just for fun with his friends. If he’d gone to UCLA like he was supposed to, he’d now live in California, in a house with huge sunshiny windows and he’d hike and surf and never be interested in a girl like me.

My mind flashes back to Bobby’s proposal in the cage. He might say that he wants to share me with his brothers. But once upon a time, all he wanted was to marry me. Does he not see me as worthy of him the same way anymore?

“What’s on your mind?” Bobby asks.

I press the end of the baseball bat into the ground. “I don’t know, I guess I was just thinking about how different things could have been if Mr. Parker wasn’t around.”

Bobby frowns. “Different in what way?”

“Well, you probably wouldn’t be in something like Velvet House. You’d probably be working for Google.”

He gives me a small smile. “You don’t need to feel sorry for me, JJ.”

“But if you’d never lost your Dad, you wouldn’t have stayed in New York, right?”

“Maybe not, but I take responsibility for staying.”

“But—”

“There aren’t any ‘buts.’ I wanted in on the deal with Orchard. I agreed we shouldn’t sell to Parker. And after my father died, I went to Italy with Eli and Doc and Adri and I worked for Eli’s Nonno. I did that willingly.”

I stare at him. “You guys went to Italy?”

“Naples. Right after Parker did what he did. It was the safest place we could think to go.” Bobby has a faraway look on his face. I imagine the four of them landing in Italy as teenagers. Handsome and totally out of their depth.

“Were you safe in Naples?” I ask.

“Yeah. Eli’s Nonno had ties to the Camorra. Even Parker wasn’t stupid enough to fuck with them.”

I don’t know what the Camorra is, but I can guess. “Could you speak Italian?”

“Not a word. That was the first thing we did. Or I did, anyway. Learn the language.”

“So you speak Italian, too?”

“Sì, faccio una ragazza sexy.” Yes I do, sexy girl.

I flush and for a second Bobby holds my gaze. Then he ducks his head, embarrassed by his own sleazy comment. I remember the night in Eli’s bed, how it felt to have Bobby behind me, spanking my ass as his cock slid between my thighs, rubbing me to orgasm. I stare at the grass. Bobby has so many sides to him. He’s wholesome and filthy; stern and silly. A million different things. I like all of them.

“What were the others doing while you were learning Italian?”

Bobby looks up, smile gone. “Drinking. Plotting.”

I almost ask what, but the answer is obvious. Revenge. The revenge that led to me being kidnapped. The revenge they will have to give up to keep me safe.

“Is everyone really mad about the contract?”

“I really don’t want to talk about this, JJ.”

“I know, but it feels better out here than in the car. Like nothing can really hurt us.”

“I guess.”

I study his handsome, clean-cut face. “You don’t seem like the others. You don’t want to be like this… dangerous, criminal guy, right?”

Bobby throws the baseball into his glove then pulls it out and does it again. “There’s a part of me that still wants you to see me the way you used to. As someone normal. But when you were abducted by Parker, there wasn’t anything I wouldn’t have done to bring you back. It’s only because of the Baskerville twins that I didn’t kill every man that stood between me and you.”

He says it lightly, as though he might be joking, but his chocolate brown eyes are steady. A shiver goes down my spine. He’s so much stronger than I thought when he taught me math, but scarier too.

“So that’s the truth. Every man has a dark side. Maybe if I’d gone to UCLA, I wouldn’t have met mine, or lived in it as long as I have. But I’m not sorry. I’ve hurt men, I’ve ruined lives and I’ve killed, but I’ve also built a billion-dollar company with men I love, men who are closer to me than any blood brothers could be.”

“Even Doc?”

Bobby doesn’t smile. “Even Doc. It’s rare to meet people who are willing to sacrifice everything they have to keep a person safe, JJ. But I’ve found three. Until you, I’ve had few regrets.”

The morning seems to grow colder, the sky dimming though there are no clouds. I think about the bullet Bobby put in Kurt’s brain the night Velvet House abducted me. “Do you regret killing Kurt?”

“I regret scaring you. I regret you seeing him die, but he was a selfish incompetent asshole.”

“He wasn’t!”

Bobby gives me a stern look. “He let you get abducted then sold you out to save his own skin.”

“I don’t blame him for that.”

“I do,” Bobby’s voice is hard. “I would die before I let something like that happen to you. And I would kill before I let something like that happen to you. Kurt did neither, and I’m glad he’s gone.”

My heart twists. It feels wrong to find such a terrifying promise romantic, but I do.

“January?” Bobby’s voice is rougher than usual. “Have I scared you?”

“No. I guess I just want to believe you’re still a good guy.”

He takes a step toward me. “I can’t tell you whether I’m a good guy. But I wish I hadn’t betrayed your trust. If I could go back and change anything, it would be that.”

I can smell his clean cologne scent, the same one that made me swoon when we were together in the library. I touch my lips, they’re swollen and sensitive. I want to kiss him, but how am I supposed to act on it? Bobby’s so grown up and handsome and I don’t have wine pulsing through my blood the way I did last night with Eli…

“JJ,” Bobby says in his new rough voice. “I know you said no sex, but can I kiss you?”

The bat slips through my fingers, falling with a dull thunk on the grass.

“Do you want that?” he asks. “Because if you don’t, we can just eat and—”

“I want you to kiss me. I want that so badly.”

Bobby tosses away his ball and glove and strides toward me. He puts his hands to my face and kisses me, soft and sweet. His stubble brushes my jaw, a sharp contrast to the tenderness of his lips. My breath hitches as his tongue sweeps my mouth and I press myself against him. He’s already rock-hard beneath his jeans.

“Bobby…” He understands my plea, laying me down so my back is in the grass. He braces his big body over mine. “No one’s around. It’s just you and me.”

That’s all the encouragement I need to wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him. We grind together on the grass. I rub against him shamelessly, torturing my body with his.

“January,” he pants. “You’re gonna make me take this too far.”

My muscles vibrate in response. I don’t care. I rub harder against him, the chafe of his jeans making me ache. When his hands slide under my T-shirt, I gasp. His fingers are blunt and callused, and I imagine them buried inside me, stroking my pussy the way his erection is stroking between my thighs. “Bobby? Can you…?”

His mouth finds my ear. “You want me to get you there, JJ?”

“Yes. Yes, please.”

He unbuttons my jeans. “You want me to do it with my fingers?”

“Yes!”

He slides his hand down the front of my panties and the restriction of the cotton and my jeans makes it a hundred times hotter. His rough fingerpads brush my pussy, hovering just above my clit. I press my head back against the grass. “Bobby…?”

“That’s it. Say my name.” His fingers move downward, stroking against my soaking entrance. “Jesus, January.”

I whimper, half-proud and half-embarrassed at how wet I am. “Sorry. Is it… too much?”

He drags my wetness upward, spreading it across my clit in tight circles. “It’s taking everything I have not to tear off your jeans, and bury myself inside you.”

Liquid fire surges through me. “Oh.”

“Yeah. ‘Oh.’” He dips his rough fingertips inside me. “I want—I need—to be a good guy and respect your boundaries, JJ. So please just lie still and let me make you come like the decent man I pretend to be.”

The desperation in his voice practically pins me to the grass. I lie still as he curls his fingers inside me, sliding in and out with soft, swishing noises. It feels so good I could scream. Being with a man is strange. Almost disgusting in some ways, but overwhelmingly perfect in others. A cool breeze ruffles my hair and all at once I’m terrified someone might see me riding Bobby’s hand on a baseball diamond. Yet, the thought of him stopping hurts. If someone wandered in, there’s every chance I’d grab Bobby’s wrist and beg him to let me finish. I might still be a virgin on paper, but my innocence has burned up in the heat of the four men pursuing me.

“God, you’re tight,” Bobby mutters. “I can hardly pull my fingers out of you, you’re so tight.”

I whimper as my body hurtles toward orgasm. When I do this to myself, it takes so long that my hand hurts. But with Bobby, I’m already there. There’s so much power in sex. In being taught what someone else can do to your body. Maybe that’s why men like Mr. Parker want virgins, so they have nothing to compare them to.

I stare at Bobby, at his boyish face and wide muscular shoulders, and something sparks in me. A naughty instinct I don’t want to fight. “Did you ever get turned on when you tutored me?”

A frustrated huff of laughter. “Did I? It almost fucking killed me.”

“Did you hate me?”

“Never.” He pumps faster, fingers pulsing deep within me. “I knew you weren’t cockteasing. You just have no idea how gorgeous you were, did you?”

My climax swells, gold tendrils curling around me like vines. “I… I don’t know.”

“You are. You’re fucking sexy. I used to imagine you sitting in my lap while I taught you fractions.” His teeth scrape my neck and the sensation shimmers down my body. “I wanted to slide my hand under your little school skirt and stroke your pussy. Keep my other hand over your mouth so the librarians wouldn’t hear it when you came. I was infatuated with you.”

I squirm against the grass, delighted and seconds from orgasm. “I thought it was just me. I thought you were too grown up for me.”

“And I thought you were the most delicious thing in the whole world.” Bobby slides his free hand over my mouth now, as though we’re back there, in the library. “It killed me that you were engaged to another man, let alone someone so fucking vile. It killed me, January. I just wanted to wrap you up and take you somewhere safe. But you’re mine now.”

His fingers plunge, curving into some rough place inside me that I didn’t know existed. “Oh my God!”

Bobby’s mouth latches onto mine, absorbing my cries. The pressure between my legs rolls, contracting at my clit like a point of light.

“Focus,” he says as though this is a trigonometry equation. “Think about how deep I am in your virgin pussy.”

I contract. He is deep. Deeper than any man has been inside me so far. And his fingers feel good. Too good. My thighs twitch, clamping and unclamping. I’m enclosed in my jeans, and I still have shoes on, but I’m so, so exposed. I look into Bobby’s brown eyes and something in his strained, brutal expression sends me to the edge. My toes curl, my eyes screw shut, and my mind is blank except for one thought—my math tutor is inside me.

And then.

A murderer is making me come again.

And because I’m all wrong inside, that’s the thought that sends me over. I come hard, bucking so forcefully against Bobby that the waistband of my jeans cuts into my spine.

“Fuck,” Bobby pants, his hand sliding from my mouth. “Fucking hell.”

“I know, I know…”

“You don’t know.” He withdraws from my body and pulls his hand from my jeans. “It’s been ages. Fucking months of torture. I used to have to sit there, smelling your perfume, watching you chew your lip while we talked about math. I got hard under that table ten times an hour. Afterward I used to…” His face goes tomato red and I know exactly what he means. “…just so I could fucking think.”

It shouldn’t be sexy, picturing Bobby in the stalls at Trinity Grammar, stroking himself. But it is. I imagine him pressed against the door, his thick cock in his hand, rubbing and pulling until he…

“Show me? Bobby, please show me?”

“Show you what?”

“What you did after our tutoring sessions. I want to see.”

Swearing, Bobby sits back on his knees and unbuckles his belt. He flicks open his jeans, pulling his flushed erection into his hand.

I stare greedily at his cock. The thick shaft, the round purplish head, the patch of neat dark hair at the base.

“Sometimes I’d beat off before and after I saw you,” he mutters, fisting himself. “That’s what you reduced me to. Jacking off in the bathroom like I was fifteen.”

He gives his cock a slow stroke and heat flushes from my nipples down the line of my stomach and into my clit. A place Bobby licked the night I had Orchard, bringing me to a grinding orgasm while Doc and I kissed…

“Look at me,” he commands, and I obey, relieved to have orders. He moves his hand along his shaft and I watch, my insides fluttering. How would that huge thing feel inside me? Would it hurt, or would I go so slippery he slid into me like a knife through butter?

I’ve wondered it before, but now it’s a tangible ache. I want Bobby to press inside me and tear my virginity apart. To complete my transformation from the sheltered girl I was into something shiny-new.

“Watch,” Bobby says, his breathing ragged. “Watch me come, January. Imagine me doing it a hundred times while I pictured fucking you against every shelf in that goddamn library.”

A mewling cry splits the air. It’s me. I’m kneeling on all fours on the grass, staring at Bobby and moaning. And I know I could come closer, take him in my mouth…

“Stay,” he warns, reading my mind like always. He lifts his T-shirt and his tight abdomen flexes. But I can’t take it anymore. I bend and suck the head of his cock into my mouth.

“January! Fuck, January…”

Bobby’s hand comes into my hair, but his tug is half-hearted. I look up as I draw him deep, trying to seem as innocent and eager as possible.

“Jesus, look at you taking that dick.” He groans. “I’m gonna finish in your mouth, JJ. I’ve got no choice.”

Good, I think as he surges into me. He isn’t as big as Eli or Doc but he’s so much wider. I let him push to the back of my throat and try not to choke.

“You’re such a good girl,” he chants. “Suck it deep. Suck it nice and… fuck!”

He comes in my mouth. I swallow then keep sucking, cleaning his shaft, making him all smooth and wet…

“No, baby, you have to stop!”

I continue, smiling wickedly until Bobby gently pushes my forehead away. “Fuck me, you’re a bad girl…”

I sit back, wiping my mouth. “Was that okay?”

“Christ, yes.” He gives me a dazzling smile as he rezips his jeans. “You almost sucked the life out of me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You little liar. C’mere.” He wraps his arm around me and tumbles us both onto the grass. I put my head on his chest and listen to the rapid thump of his heart. I’m alive. Bobby’s alive and it’s a lovely day.

We lie side by side for a while looking up at the sky, then I feel Bobby shift. My skin prickles and I somehow know he’s going to say something scary.

“January, I’m in love with you.”

I open my mouth to say… I don’t know what, but Bobby presses a finger to my lips. “I don’t need you to say it back. I don’t want you to feel any pressure, I just need you to know I worship the ground you walk on and I want to be in your life, any way you’ll have me. Is that okay?”

I feel like reality is slipping away from me, pulling me up into the clouds. I nod.

“Great,” he says with relief. “Let’s eat.”

Bobby retrieves the picnic rug, unfurling it in the middle of the baseball diamond before unpacking the cooler. He’s brought a huge amount of food—crusty bread rolls with tomato and bocconcini, cold egg and chive frittata, potato salad, pesto arancini, and a thick slab of chocolate cake. Bobby drinks beer but he brought me a bottle of pink lemonade. I like that he got me sugary soda. I like that he knows me so well.

“This is all vegetarian,” I say, opening a tub of roast pumpkin and rocket salad.

Bobby winces. “I… Yeah”

“Are you a vegetarian?”

“Sometimes. Most of the time, really.” He gives me a mortified look. “Please don’t make a thing of it with the guys?”

“Of course not.” My mind races with things I can feed him. “I’ll cook vegetarian for you from now on.”

“No, you don’t have to. I know it’s annoying.”

“It isn’t! There are so many Italian dishes that are vegetarian. Pasta e lenticchie, polenta with mushroom ragu and puttanesca without the anchovies—”

Bobby practically launches himself across the picnic blanket and kisses me until my lips hurt.

“Wow,” I say when he pulls away. “You haven’t even had my Parmigiana di Melanzane.”

Bobby shakes his head. “I never even dreamed a girl like you existed.”

I’m so flattered I can’t speak.

As we eat, I find myself imagining a future with Bobby. Unlike the future I dreamed up when he was my tutor, this one is realistic. He would still do a dangerous criminal job and there would still be nights when I worried about him, but we’d also have romantic picnics and long talks and amazing sex. I could work as a barista and Bobby would come visit and compliment my coffee and be nice to my co-workers.

The problem, I think, as I try to eat the sticky cake without spilling it down my front, is that I can’t separate Bobby from the other guys. I can’t imagine living with him and not having Doc bursting in, teasing both of us and trying to smoke indoors. I can’t imagine making love to Bobby without Eli showing up and directing us like his perverted puppets. And I would always be wondering where Adriano was and if he still thought about me dancing. If he ever watched us through our bedroom windows…

There’s an easy solution—just be with all of them, and yet that feels utterly impossible and—no matter what Eli says—slutty.

I swallow my mouthful of cake. “Are you going to tell the other guys about what we did?”

Bobby shifts awkwardly.

“Oh my God, you are! You’re all so perverted!”

“It’s not like that. We’re not trying to be assholes. We just have this group chat that’s been going since we were teenagers and we… talk about things.” Bobby’s cheeks flame. “Sorry, it’s just how things have been for a really long time.”

“I guess I understand, I can see how close you all are. It’s just a little uncomfortable to be a part of it the way I am.”

Bobby takes my hand. “You’re special to all of us. No one wants you to feel uncomfortable.”

Looking at him, it’s easy to believe it, but I’ve also met Domenico Valente and Eli Morelli. Neither of them has any problem with me feeling uncomfortable. They seem to like it.

After the picnic is done, Bobby and I clean up and walk back to the truck. My muscles are sore from the exercise and the orgasm, and my mind is sore from all the new information.

“I have a present for you,” Bobby says when we’re seated in the truck.

“Another present?”

He opens the driver’s side compartment and hands me a smooth rectangular box. It’s a new iPhone. I make a squeaky mouse sound. “Seriously?”

“Seriously. You can watch videos and play games but don’t get on social media or call your friends for a little while. You have to wait until the contract’s drawn up and signed.”

I pull open the box and stare at the black screen in awe. “What will happen once the contract’s signed? Where will I tell everyone I’ve been?”

“Our current plan is for you to say you were abducted by a gang who ransomed you back to your stepmother.”

I let out a breath. “I don’t know if my uncles will believe my stepmom had the money to pay a ransom.”

Or that she would give it up for me, even if she did.

“That doesn’t matter. Parker will be forced to back you up, which will give you credibility. Then he’ll tell everyone he ended your engagement so you could focus on school.”

I trace my finger across my new phone. It’s such a simple, pretty lie. I want to believe it will work, but it feels too easy, like a Halloween prank or something.

“Hey,” Bobby says, sliding his hand over mine. “You can trust us, JJ. We’ll look after you.”

I force a smile. I do feel like I can trust Bobby, but as my stepmom and Mr. Parker showed, I’ve never been good at trusting the right people. All I can do is put one foot in front of the other and have faith everything will work out okay.

I slide my new phone into my Chanel bag and try to enjoy the ride home. When we arrive at Velvet House, Bobby walks me to my room.

“Take a nap,” he suggests. “It’s been a big day.”

“What about you?”

“I’m off to work.” He kisses my cheek. “I’ll be thinking of you, baby.”

Feeling a bit lost, I push open the door to my bedroom, examining my new phone as I go. The camera looks really good. I now have a designer purse and a new phone. What the hell is Doc going to give me for our date?

I don’t have to wait to find out.

There’s a strange collection of items on my bed. A pink wand I’m sure is a vibrator, a bottle of French perfume, a box of truffles, and a bundle of what looks like cash. I pick it up, sure it’s fake and Doc has somehow managed to print money with his face on it or something. Instead, Benjamin Franklin’s eyes stare back at me. It’s real. I drop the money like it’s a hairy spider and spot the torn piece of yellow note paper lying on my bed.

Dear Tits,

Sorry if these gifts suck. I don’t know what girls like. You make me feel like my head is on fire. See you tomorrow.

Doc. Nico. Whoever.

Ps. I’m going to destroy your pussy.
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Chapter Eleven


Domenico Valente

January hovers near Eli’s Maserati G-Class right where I instructed her to be. She’s wearing a red dress and looks so good I want to pick her up and bite into her porcelain skin. She must hear me coming through the underground garage because she turns, her big green eyes blinking at me.

“Hi, Nico,” she says in her sexy voice, and I want to drag her upstairs to bed, tuck her into my side and fall the fuck asleep. Address all the sexual tension and murder and bullshit when I’m well-rested because I know I’d sleep fantastic with her beside me, and I’m exhausted. Fucking smoking. You don’t know how bad a vice has you until you give it up. Not the best timing considering my dual ‘seduce Tits and kill Parker’ plan, but I can handle it. I have to. When I found out January was abducted I made a promise with a God I don’t know exists. I said that if she was safe, I’d quit smoking.

The second she was rescued I bailed on that promise because what was God gonna do? Hit me with lightning? And then I got out of the pool two days ago and hacked up my lungs like never before. I almost puked into Morelli’s little tiled grotto like a freshman at a frat party.

I knew the big man was holding me accountable. If it was just me getting cursed, I might have kept smoking, but there was this voice in my head telling me ‘January’s gonna get hurt again. Worse this time.’

So the cigarettes had to go. I just wish it could have been next week. Next year. Next lifetime.

January tugs the hem of her dress, all eager and nervous. She’s still scared of me and that turns her on, which means I need to fucking concentrate. I’ve got a heart and body to win before I fly to Vegas and put my life on the line for revenge.

“Hi, Tits,” I say, flashing her my best smile. “What do you wanna do today?”

January frowns. “Are you okay?”

No, I need cigarettes. Cigarettes, a blow job from you and a Parker’s head on a spike. “I’m flawless.”

Her gaze drops to my hands, and she clocks that my left fingernails are bitten ragged. I hold them up. “Gnarly, huh? Lady tobacco and I are having a rough break-up.”

“Um… pardon?”

“I quit smoking for you, Tits.”

“Oh…” She doesn’t believe me. I can’t blame her. I’ve hardly been a boy scout up until this point. I push my mangled hand into my pocket. “Anyway, we’re not here to talk about me. What do you feel like doing today?”

She purses her pretty lips. “I thought you were taking me somewhere?”

“And I thought that after a month of being dragged around by your hair, you might like to make your own plans.”

January’s eyes widen. “Do you mean it? We can go wherever I want to go?”

She sways on the spot, her red dress twirling around her luscious hips. I bite back a groan. “I don’t say shit I don’t mean, Tesorina. Now hurry up and decide because there’s a growing chance you’re gonna get fucked on the hood of Morelli’s car instead.”

“Then… I guess I know somewhere, but I’m not sure you’ll want to take me there.”

“Is it outside the continental US?”

“No.”

“Then spit it out.”

A shadow crosses her face. “Today is my… it’s my Zia Teresa’s funeral.”

I make my face a mask. “Where is it?”

“St. Peter’s Church in Brooklyn. Is that… Can we go?”

We’d need a car, new clothes, a veil, a faraday case…

“Nico?”

God, the way she says that makes me want to drop her in caramel and suck her clean. I grab her hand and drag her toward my Charger. “Of course, we can go. What time’s the ceremony or whatever?”

Her face lights up. “One. Can we actually go?”

“Yes. Now get in the fucking car.”

I drive out of Velvet House and onto the highway as fast as I can without attracting cops, making calls the whole way. January sits beside me like a hot lieutenant. Morelli would kill me if he knew what we were doing. But he won’t know and neither will anyone else.

When I’m done making the calls, the car falls into silence. January’s twisting her hands in her lap, adorably nervous or scared or whatever.

“You can pick a radio station if you want?”

The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them and I immediately regret it. I hate everyone’s taste in music. I’ve killed because one of Adriano’s guys wouldn’t lay off the deathcore.

January scrolls through stations and I wait for whatever twinkly teenage shit she’s into to pollute my eardrums. Then a low, familiar voice fills my ears. “Is this the Black Keys?”

She takes her hand away from the dial. “Yeah. Is that okay? I feel like it’s good traveling music…”

“It’s fine, Tits,” I say, settling into the driver’s seat. I don’t know how she keeps surprising me, but she does.

An hour later, we pull into my buddy Dave’s chop shop. I’ve arranged to switch the Dodge for a tasteful old black beamer.

“Get out but stay near the car,” I tell January, then walk to the counter where Dave’s waiting for me with the keys.

“You got the faraday case?” I ask.

“In the back. And there’s a full tank of gas,” he says, staring through the office window at January. She’s perched on the hood of the Dodge, looking hotter than any of the calendar girls plastered on the walls. “Where the fuck did you find her, you lucky asshole?”

I smirk. “You don’t wanna know.”

“I’ve gotta get to Dreams again. Whatever she charges, I’ll pay double.”

“Then you’ll need two lives. January doesn’t work at Dreams, she belongs to Velvet House.”

Dave looks like all his nightmares have come true at once. “Fuck! Sorry, Doc.”

“I’ll be back this afternoon. Keep the Dodge safe.”

“On my life, Doc! I swear!”

I lead January to the shiny BMW and hold out my hand. “Gimme your phone.”

I expect her to whine, but the little lamb just hands it over. I love this new, uncaged January Whitehall. She’s so much brighter and less annoying. I slip her phone and mine into the faraday case and toss it in the back seat.

“Let’s go, Tits.”

“What’s the case for?” she asks, as we pull out of the lot.

“It blocks electromagnetic fields. Means people can’t track our phones.”

“People like Mr. Parker?”

I punch the church address into the car’s GPS. “People like Roberto Bassilotta.”

“Bobby? Why?”

“Because he’ll be tracking you like the hairy pervert he is. And I’m not having him fucking up our big day out.”

“Why don’t we just turn our phones off?”

“He can turn them on remotely, but there’s no way that slippery fucker’s getting through the faraday. We’ll get to your Zia’s funeral, Tits, don’t you worry about that.”

“Oh.” She slides her hand into mine. “Thank you, Doc.”

My heart goes all fluttery and I try to squeeze her fingers, but it’s like holding a block of ice for too long. I pull away. “We need to talk disguises. You can’t walk into the church looking like Tits McGee Whitehall.”

January purses her lips. “You know, you don’t have to be mean to me just because you’re stressed.”

I lift my fingernails to my mouth then force them away. If I’m feeling anything, it’s exposed, like she can see into my filthy head. “If you don’t watch your mouth, you’ll be feeling a lot of things. I don’t give a damn what Morelli and Basher have done, your ‘no sex’ rule doesn’t mean shit to me.”

She flushes but doesn’t say anything. I’m glad, but I also feel like a shitheel. I don’t want her to think I’d take her virginity in a stolen BMW on the way to her mother-figure’s funeral.

But it’s too late, I’ve already been the asshole. I always am. Like when I kicked the shit out of Baskerville at Dreams instead of holding her or threatening her by the pool when she was just trying to be nice about Alessia. After Parker’s dead, things will be better. I’ll have time to get a hold of my temper. I’ll be able to let January take my hand without thinking of the million and one ways I don’t deserve to have her like me.

Soon we arrive at the tiny tailor shop outside New York. I lead January around the exposed brick walls to where dozens of Italian wool suits and shirts hang beside rows of belts and racks of shiny leather wingtips.

“What is this place?” she asks.

“A friend of Morelli’s from the old country. We get a permanent discount on suits.”

The wizard who owns the place appears out of nowhere, clapping his gnarled hands. “Ciao, Mr. Valente,” he says in his heavily accented voice. “And you, bella. How are you?”

January lowers her head into what’s almost a curtsey. “Io sto bene signore, lei come sta?” I’m well, sir. How are you?

The old guy gets so excited to hear a hot girl speak Italian, his cock probably gets hard for the first time in years. I browse the suits as they make small talk, him nattering fluidly, her responses sweet and hesitant. I’m a little in awe. Usually, the old guy says only two words and they’re ‘hold still.’

Maybe Parker wasn’t the stupidest fuck in the world to try and marry her. She’s got that Jackie O thing, all pretty and polite and genuinely interested. And she’s got a body like Marilyn Monroe. JFK’s two girls in one.

If I get a chance, I’ll mention that to Parker before I choke the life out of him in Vegas. By tomorrow, I’ll know if Jessica—the cousin of one of my dancers—is able to sneak me into Palm Casino. If she is, I’ll fly to Vegas and tidy up this Parker thing before the contract’s signed.

I check my watch. Only two hours until the funeral, we need to hurry.

“Sorry to interrupt,” I tell the old guy. “But we gotta get moving. I need a black suit appropriate for a funeral and a dress and veil for her.”

The old man makes a spitting sound as he gestures to January. “You’d cover this magnificent face?”

“’Fraid so. Quick as you can, old man.”

Ten minutes later, we’re back in the BMW, me in a penguin suit, January in a tight black dress. In her lap is a hat with a thick veil. She touches the rim. “Won’t everyone think I’m a total freak wearing this?”

“Sure, but you’ll be a freak they can’t recognize and that’s the point.”

“But who will I be? What will I say if someone asks who I am?”

“You’ll shut up and leave it to me.” I catch a glint of gold between her fingers. “What’s that?”

She opens her hand to reveal her St. Christopher medallion. Something about it all small and gold in her palm makes my chest hurt. “Your Zia gave you that?”

“Yeah, I wish I could wear it.”

“So why don’t you?”

“I don’t have a chain.”

“Okay.” I look around. We’re driving through a dinky nothing town, but I can see an ancient pawn shop next to a box store. I pull over in a screech of tires. “Lemme have the medallion, I’ll get you a chain.”

She shakes her head. “Can I please… it needs to be me. Or at least I want it to be.”

I remember the tattoo gun in Naples. How Adriano was the only person I could stand drilling ink into me. After someone you love dies, you’re entitled to be weird about shit. I flip open the car locks. “Fine, but hurry. And don’t talk to anyone you don’t have to.”

January nods, taking a few hundred dollar bills out of her pink handbag. I smile to myself. That’s the cash I gave her, so it’ll still be me who buys her the chain.

A few minutes later, she slides back into the car.

“How’d it go?”

She shows me the medallion, now hanging from a thin gold chain. “It’s lovely.”

It’s not but looking at it makes my insides hurt all over again. I start the car. “Put it on and hide it under your clothes, Tits.”

She obeys, tucking the chain under her dress with a sigh, like some big burden has been lifted. “Thank you.”

“No problem.” I gesture to my lap. “I’ll take my payment now.”

She stares at me in horror, and I laugh. “What? You don’t wanna give me road head? My suit isn’t nice enough or something?”

She shoves my side. “You’re so gross!”

I laugh even harder. “It’s okay, Tits. You blow me later. I heard you’re pretty good at it.”

She flushes, no doubt thinking about her roll in the grass with Bobby. “I still can’t believe you guys talk about that stuff.”

“Believe it. How are you feeling about the funeral anyway? We’re not far.”

“I’m nervous, I guess.” January gives me a sidelong look. “I can tell you had a sister.”

The statement sucks the air right out of my lungs. I see Alessia, opening the oven, getting out tots. “Oh yeah?”

“Yeah, you’re all… cheeky, the way guys who have big sisters are.”

I snort. “Cheeky.”

“What was she like? Alessia?”

The bottom falls out of my brain. It’s so wrong to hear her say the name… yet part of me likes it. Part of me wants to talk about how funny and annoying and weird my big sister was, but my jaw feels wired shut.

“It’s okay,” January says quietly. “Maybe you can tell me some other time?”

“Maybe.”

To my relief she stops pressing and stares out of the window as Bowie sings around us. Anger prickles through me. She wants to get close but she’s yet to apologize to me for running away and I’m yet to forgive her. But at the same time, I want to talk to her.

Soon, I tell her in my brain. Let me kill Parker and tie you up and torture you for a while and then I’ll talk to you about Alessia.
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Chapter Twelve


Domenico Valente

“Don’t speak,” I remind her, as we power walk to St. Peter’s. “Under no circumstances are you to say a word.”

January nods, her thick veil shifting. “I’m just glad to be saying g-goodbye.”

Her voice cracks and I shove my hand in my pocket to stop myself from reaching out to her.

A middle-aged couple is standing at the front of the church. The man nods but the woman gives me a confused look. “Sorry, this is a private funeral.”

“Si,” I say in a thick accent. “I’m Antonio’s nephew, Enzo. My wife and I are here to pay our respects to Teresa.”

The woman’s expression melts. “Of course. Please, sit anywhere you like.”

I smile and usher January inside. It’s a big church but the pews are packed. The old girl’s getting a hell of a send-off.

“That was Zia Teresa’s daughter, Anna,” January whispers. “How did you know she knows an Antonio?”

“Because she’s Italian. Stop talking.”

“Sorry.”

We find an empty pew and sit. January’s shoulders are shaking and she touches her medallion through her dress. The curve of her breasts is visible through the thick material, and I’m torn between wanting to comfort her and copping a feel. I do neither.

Pretty soon the priest sways in, accompanied by half a dozen altar girls and boys. Altar-children. The ceremony is brief. In between the bible verses and propriety, I catch glimpses of the tough old bird who was always smacking people with spoons and smoked and loved celebrity magazines and slot machines.

January shakes like a leaf the whole mass and I manage to wrap an arm around her. It’s easier to touch her when it feels clinical.

We both stand to take the Eucharist and I feel January watching me through her veil, probably wondering if I’m a big enough asshole to blaspheme the Catholic Church on top of all the other shit I’ve done.

“Don’t worry, Tits,” I murmur. “I’m a murderering shitlord, but I’m fully fucking confirmed over here.”

“Oh my gosh,” she mumbles, turning away.

The best part of the funeral is the end where there’s a picture slideshow. You see the old girl, all smooth and pretty in her wedding dress, wearing party hats at her kid’s birthdays and dancing at their weddings. Then I see tween January, arm in arm with her Zia in some park somewhere. She looks so young and pretty, it nicks at the side of my neck like a razor.

“You’re beautiful,” I murmur into the side of her veil. “Your Zia looks so proud of you.”

January lets out a sob. I hold her closer and wish I really was Enzo or whoever the fuck I’m pretending to be. That life had been different for both of us.

When the ceremony is done, I hustle January from the church. Even in a veil she’s got the body of a sex demon and I look cute as fuck in my black suit. Between the two of us, we’re attracting way too much attention.

“Sorry, can I please go to the bathroom?”

“Make it fast. And no fucking talking.”

“I won’t.”

I wander outside to wait for her. I pull off my jacket and throw it over one arm as I roll up my sleeves. I sweat like a sinner in suits, especially with the collar all done up. It’s almost enough to make me wish I was a chick. There’s a cluster of four old guys standing around an olive tree and smoking like nicotine gives life. I always enjoy watching old boys smoke but today it pisses me off. I can just imagine the first drag, the fire kick-starting my lungs.

But I won’t smoke. When I make my mind up about something, it’s done.

Seventeen years ago, I looked in Parker’s psychotic face and knew I wouldn’t sell my drug to him. Not for all the money in the world. Morelli told me not to make an enemy of such a fucked-up dude.

“You’ll create more things,” he said. “Better things. Put aside your pride and let Parker have this.”

But I didn’t want to. There were the flaws in the formula that sent Alessia to the hospital, but there was also the fact that I didn’t like Parker. Didn’t trust what he could do with a drug that turned women on.

My pride—my conscience—is what got Velvet House into this mess. I denied Parker Orchard and even Morelli couldn’t have predicted how nuclear he would go. He killed Bobby’s dad. Adri’s mom. Morelli’s dog and Alessia. He stole our adult lives and torched our futures. He took everything from all four of us and if we hadn’t run, he would have taken more.

As I watch the old men smoke, grief rises in me like a stone monolith. Ancient and unmoving and right behind it is the anger. Red hot flames, tall as a skyscraper, twisting and demanding action, violence, revenge. Anything.

My plan to fly to Vegas to kill Parker has about a million unpatchable holes. There’s every chance I’ll be killed the second I get to the hotel.

But what am I supposed to do? Let Parker live? Spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder for him, praying he’s not coming for January. Whatever Morelli might think, I know better—no contract will ever stop Parker. He’ll hunt the girl until the day he dies.

The old men are still chattering in Italian, lighting their second cigarettes, and taking covert swigs from a silver flask. Their tone is energetic but there’s something relaxed about them. The way they gesture at one another, like they have all the time in the world to explain their points. I imagine it’s us, Adriano, Bobby, Morelli and I. All in our seventies, our fighting days behind us. Enjoying the sunshine as we commiserate an old friend passing.

As I watch an older woman approaches the men. Her grey hair is short and her face, though lined, is small and pretty. One of the old boys says something and she swats his arm, chiding him in a Neapolitan dialect I know all too well. My heart lurches in my chest like a fish.

I can’t go to Vegas.

I can’t kill Parker.

I need to protect my brothers.

I need to protect January.

The anger inside me twists higher, howling in protest but it might as well be the wind. My mind has locked and bolted.

I can’t go to Vegas.

I can’t kill Parker.

I can’t have my revenge.

I need to protect January.

“Nico?” a voice whispers. “Can we go?”

I turn and see a veiled January hesitating on the steps and all of my anger redirects itself, locking in on her. I grip her upper arm. “Oh, we can fucking go alright. Follow me.”

I practically drag her past the old guys, all of whom turn to stare at her ass.

Take a good fucking look, boys I think, my teeth gritted tight. That’s all you’ll ever do.

January seems dazed as we head back to the car. Out of it. I don’t fucking care. I’m giving up everything for her. My whole fucking world.

I unlock the BMW and practically shove her into the back seat. She doesn’t protest, if anything she goes easily. I climb in after her yanking off her hat and veil. After an hour of looking at black material, the sight of her perfect face makes my heart ache. I ignore it and I reach for the chain around her neck and pull it over her head. I don’t need Zia Teresa judging what I’m about to do. January blinks up at me, mute and perfect. Perfect enough that I have to fight to keep my anger in place. I toss the necklace into the driver’s seat and grab her chin. “Here’s what’s about to happen, Tesorina. I have to give up something important for you. So you’re gonna give up something important to me.”

She stares at me. Her dress has ridden up, exposing her creamy thighs to the afternoon sun. “I don’t… what is it?”

“I think you can figure it out from context cues. Pull down your panties.”

Her eyes go glassy as she complies, shimmying her pink thong down her legs. But the few seconds it takes her is enough for me to lose all my remaining control. I grip a fistful of her hair and pull her face close to mine. “Kiss me. And make it good, not like the high school bullshit you’ve done so far.”

I expect her to slap me. Instead, she launches herself at me like a horny demon. When she presses her lips on mine, I’m so surprised, I don’t kiss her back. “Tits…”

She grips my hair and goes in again, sliding her sweet little tongue into my mouth. She’s all over me, tugging up her long skirt and grinding her hips. I can’t fucking believe it. I was going to take whatever I could from her, but this is wild. It feels like she’s gonna sit on my cock and ride me to hell.

Her fingers fumble at my tie and she practically tears my shirt open. She runs her hands across my chest, scratching at my tattoos. “You have such an amazing body.”

She’s humping up against me and her pussy is soaking, I can feel it through my suit pants. I make an animalistic noise, something that sounds crazy even to my own ears and she licks the side of my neck. “Nico…”

What the fuck is going on? Did I leave some Orchard lying around or something? I grip her face and stare into her eyes. They’re full of unshed tears. This isn’t passion. This is the need to think and feel anything but what she’s thinking and feeling, and that’s fine with me. I let go of her cheeks and press a hand to her throat. “You’re gonna give me whatever I want or I’m gonna hurt you. You got that you little nymph?”

She nods and I force her back onto the car seat. As I unbutton my pants I glance through the windshield. There’s no one around but that’s no guarantee people couldn’t come past. And the windows are tinted but not so tinted you couldn’t see through them up close. But fuck it, let them watch. Let everyone fucking watch me make January mine.

I slide two fingers into her willing cunt and January gives a yelp that turns into a moan. She contracts around me, her pussy as desperate as the rest of her. “Doc. Nico.”

“Domenico,” I correct, pistoning inside her. “That’s the only thing you call me when I’m in your cunt, you got that.”

She nods, pushing against my fingers, a look of pure ecstasy on her face.

“Oh my God, I’m so full. I’m so full.”

My fingers are drenched to the palm, my dick aching like it’s never been touched before. I could fuck her, ram my cock inside her and make her grind up against the base until she creamed all over me… Instead, I slip a thumb onto her clit and watch her face light up. “You like that, you slutty little virgin? You like getting finger fucked outside a church?”

Her look of tortured misery combines with a flood of girl-juice. I laugh and pump her harder, faster. “You’re so twisted. I fucking love it. Now come. Show me what a whore you are.”

She closes her eyes to concentrate but at the last second I change my mind, pulling my fingers away. She’s not allowed to come. This isn’t about her. “You’re gonna get dick now, okay?”

She nods, still adorable despite the inferno she’s thrown me into. “I want to feel it, Domenico. Pleaaaase?”

She purrs the word like it’s got nine extra syllables, her eyes are narrowed, her cheeks and forehead flushed.

Some part of me is aware I shouldn’t do this, take her coveted virginity in the back seat of a probably stolen car, but I’m already shoving down my briefs and pulling out my cock. She wraps her hand around me and my eyes roll back in my head. Her sloppy tugs reignite the anger boiling in my gut and I lean down and sink my teeth into the side of her neck.

Again, I expect a slap, again all I get is a gasping cry.

“I’m gonna eat you alive,” I snarl, hardly aware of what I’m saying. “I’ll kill you, then myself and everyone else in the whole fucking world.”

She pumps me, sending every blood cell in my body to my shaft. “Why don’t you just… instead?”

I can’t. She can’t even say what she wants me to do to her. It’s wrong. It’s so fucking wrong, but then she’s settling over me, sliding her slippery pussy across everything. My cock is toying with her unfucked entrance. One good shove and I’d be in her, ending it all.

Why can’t I do it? Why haven’t I already done it?

But I know. The others will forgive me for taking January to the funeral. They’d forgive me for shooting Parker before the contract’s signed. They’d forgive me for running Velvet House into the ground with Nick Cage level spending, but if I jack this girl’s virginity in a stolen car in Brooklyn, they’ll never look at me again. Not Bobby. Not Morelli. Especially not Adriano.

With monumental effort, I wrap my hands around January’s hips and lift her off me. “No.”

Her face contorts. “Doc!”

I slap her ass. “Domenico, and if you wanna fuck the pain away, that’s fine, but your first time won’t be like this.”

“But—”

I slap her again. “Keep pushing me and I’ll spank your ass purple. I won’t stop until you bleed.”

Her mouth twists. “I’m sorry, I just want to feel bad.”

I examine her, so light and lush she might be a dream, and a filthy, putrid idea occurs to me. “You really wanna get fucked?”

She nods frantically, the pain inside her held back by a thread.

“You don’t mind if it hurts?”

“I want it to hurt. I want to feel bad.”

And that’s all the answer I need. I lower her onto my lap. “Hold still.”

She makes a soft mewling noise and screws her eyes shut.

I spit on my fingers then pause. Am I really going to do this? It would easily make the top five worst things I’ve ever done; banging a virgin’s asshole after her Zia’s funeral…

But it wouldn’t be the worst thing that I’ve ever done. And surely, that’s what counts?

I rub my slippery fingers against January’s asshole and she lets out a yelp. “What are you—”

“Shut your mouth.” I grip her hair in my free hand. “I call the shots from here on out. You got that?”

“Yes, Domenico.”

I groan, my throat vibrating with satisfaction. “Except that. You’ve got permission to say that as much as you like, Tits.”

I shift her into my lap, lining up my cock with her tiny rosebud. January whimpers, but there’s no hesitation on her face. I draw a quick breath then push. The tip slides into her tight ass. She’s hot and wet, resistant and willing at the same time. She gasps as I withdraw, taking it easy, listening for any sign that she’s in pain.

“More,” she pants.

I ignore her. She’s so fuck drunk she doesn’t know what she’s saying. I press forward even slower this time and the whole head of my dick glides into her. I clamp my hands on her ass to stop myself from ramming the rest of the way in. “Motherfucker…”

It’s like warm velvet wrapped around my cock and as I struggle to hold still and give her time to adjust, the little bitch rocks against me. I slide in another silken inch and stars pop in front of my eyes. “January! For fuck’s sake!”

“I’m sorry,” she pants, bouncing up and down. “Can you do more? Can you do it faster?”

Jesus fucking Christ, I’m dying. I only planned on giving her the tip, but this perfect slut of a girl is so dripping, so fuck starved, so ‘letters to Penthouse’ horny, she’s trying to jam more of my dick into her asshole. I close my eyes and offer God the second genuine prayer I’ve thought this week. Dear Lord, I don’t deserve for this to be happening, but since it is, I have to thank someone.

I’m not really fucking her, just rolling a little, but as we move together, it all slides in. I’m no Adriano Rossi, but my cock isn’t a small thing, yet it’s all inside January Whitehall.

Her fingers limply clutch my shoulders. “Domenico…”

She sounds drunk. Drugged. Utterly taken over.

Her virgin walls squeeze my shaft and I can’t remember the last time I felt this alive. When I accidentally made Orchard maybe, or never. I shift my hips, setting a slow, rocking pace. I wait for her to tell me to stop, that it hurts, or that she hates me, but she just keeps pushing down on my cock. She’s fucking into it.

I tighten my grip on her hips. “That’s it, let me fuck your cute little asshole in public.”

“Yes, Domenico.”

I press my hand to her slender neck and squeeze so tight, her eyes fly open. “Those sweet slutty noises are gonna make me blow in your ass.”

January makes a garbled sound, but her eyes say, ‘do it, you dirty bastard.’

“…but you’re gonna go first.”

I angle her backward. Her pussy is dark pink, as flushed as her cheeks.

“Soon,” I tell it as I lay a thumb on her clit. “Very soon, I’m going to fuck you.”

She grabs at me. “I don’t think I can come like this.”

I grip her wrists, pinning her tiny hands in my free one. “You’re just not used to anal orgasms. You’re barely used to any orgasms, so why would I listen to you?”

“But—”

“But you don’t get to decide what happens to your body anymore, Tits. You gave that up when we stole you, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

I thrust upward, bouncing her as I rub small circles around her clit. “You belong to us now. And if you think you like it in the asshole, you’ve got no idea. Me and the boys are gonna split you open, three on one. Bobby in your cunt, Morelli in your mouth, and me right where I am now, balls-deep in your ass.”

She lets out a desperate moan, contracting around my cock. I should still be going slow, but I’m pounding into her and I can’t fucking stop. January’s empty cunt is gushing all over my cock. The dirty talk is sending her into orbit and I’ve never been above cheap tricks.

“Oh, you like the sound of that, don’t you?” I pant. “You wanna get railed by all three of us? Or do you want us to make it four? Adriano likes going last. He’ll fuck you in all your holes and try to breed you when he’s done. Push his cum inside you and knock you up.”

January’s limbs shake as her walls milk my cock. “Oh God, Nico!”

I clench my jaw to keep from nutting and pray she doesn’t need any more to tip her over because I’m done. She screws her face up and goes still, her whole body locking with pleasure.

Swearing with relief, I let go too and as she closes around me, part of my mind pushes out of my head and explodes, never to return.

“Oh, fuck!”

I’ve never heard her swear before. Something about that realization coupled with what we just did makes me want to wrap my arms around her. Instead, I pull out as slowly as I can. There aren’t baby wipes, but there’s a handkerchief in my pants pocket. I grab it and help January clean herself up.

My head spins like a fairground ride. I was the first man to come in January Whitehall. Well, unless you count her mouth… Whatever, I was still the first to fuck her. And the first to kiss her. What more could a man want?

“I’m sorry,” she pants, and I know she means for making this all happen.

“Don’t be. That was fucking life-affirming.”

I lift her into the passenger seat and help her clean up. Once she’s done, we collapse against the leather. It’s the same afternoon in the same lonely side street. The world is probably the same, even though I just fucked January Whitehall in the ass. That doesn’t seem right. There should be a parade. Or at least a blimp.

“You didn’t make love to me,” January says. “Even though I asked you to.”

“I know,” I say, still mildly amazed at my self control. “Good for me.”

“It just keeps happening. First Adriano and now you.”

The miffed note in her voice makes me grin. “Maybe we’re just trying to do right by you.”

She gives me a look. “By doing what you just did to my…”

“Asshole,” I finish. “You’ve gotta start saying it, Tits. I fucked your asshole, and it was unbelievable. Like… I literally can’t believe you let me do that.”

“Isn’t it normal?”

“Maybe for porn stars, not Park Avenue virgins.”

She giggles, I can tell she’s proud of herself. My heart does the weird flipping thing again. I touch a hand to my sternum, trying to get it to stop.

“Nico?”

I look into the side mirror. What the fuck is happening to me? I suck in air and the ache in my chest eases a little. I turn back to January. “We need to get home.”

“Okay,” she says lightly.

We climb into the front seat and I start the car and pull away, my body still pulsing with pleasure, paranoia, and nicotine withdrawal.

“Are we going back to the clothes store?” January asks.

“No way can I give this suit back to the old guy after what we just did. I’ll drop you off at Velvet House then circle back for the Dodge.”

January shifts around until she finds her necklace. “That’s a long drive.”

“I like driving, Tits. Driving and swimming. It relaxes me. You can put more music on, by the way.”

She fiddles around with the radio and settles on some alternative station. A female voice comes through the speakers, gritty and soulful. She sings about love healing you from the ground up and my skin feels too tight. My heart feels too big. I keep my gaze away from January. I think I know what’s happening, but Christ I’m not ready to admit it.

You’re a sulky bitch, Dom.

The ache in my chest rips wider. It’s still so easy to imagine her. My dead big sister, the psychotic blonde. I imagine taking January to Alessia’s house for dinner. Chinese takeout or maybe fish sticks. Alessia’d make fun of me for dating someone so young. She’d be divorced a million times by now. Or maybe she and Beckett would have made it. Had a bunch of kids and a house by the water.

“What should I tell the others we’ve been doing?” January asks.

I snort. “You can tell them I fucked you in the ass and you loved it.”

“Not that. About where we’ve been today.”

“Oh. Say whatever you want. Tell the truth.”

“It wouldn’t matter?”

“We’ve gone now, so no.”

“Is that how it works at Velvet House?”

“Basically.”

She frowns. “Is that why Adriano took me to the hospital to see Zia Teresa? Because you’re allowed to get away with things if you get away with them?”

It’s a good way of putting it, but I don’t want to talk about Adriano. “Do you think I’ll get away with doing you from the back again when we get home?”

January presses her hand to her lips and I’m sure it’s to cover a smile.

A decent song comes on the radio, and I turn it up. We drive along, not talking for a bit. Is this how other people feel when they’re with their girlfriends? If so, I get the whole relationship thing a lot more. It’s… nice.

“Doc,” January says in a fluttery voice. “Is Adriano okay?”

I say nothing.

“I wouldn’t bring it up, but I know he’s been your friend ever since high school—”

“Elementary.”

“Wow.” She blinks. “It’s so hard to imagine Adriano as a kid.”

“Lose the beard and it’s about the same.”

She doesn’t smile. “Where is he, Nico? This morning I heard Harvey telling Sal that he’s not in the house. Has he… run away?”

I grin at the thought of Adriano loping down the street with a red handkerchief bundle on a stick. “No.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because I know.”

She looks up at me through her thick black lashes. “Nico, please?”

“You can’t just look at me like that and whisper my name every time you want something, Tits.”

She gives me a couple of slow, cutesy blinks and I sigh. “He hasn’t gone anywhere. He’s out living in the woods like a yeti.”

“What?”

“He built a cabin out in the forest near Velvet House,” I explain. “Whenever he gets sad, he stays out there. But he’s less than three miles away. Fishing in the stream.”

“Oh.” January toys with her gold medallion. “He made a cabin? Like he built it himself?”

She sounds way too impressed.

“It’s a shithole. And by that I mean he’s literally dug a hole to shit in.”

She wrinkles her nose. “But how does he eat and drink and stuff?”

I shrug, because the truth—he shoots deer and drinks out of the stream—will only play into whatever shirtless ‘man of the woods’ thing she’s imagining.

January sighs. “I wish you’d all forgive him for taking me to the hospital. I thought your friendship was bigger than that.”

“Hey, you don’t get to go putting that on me. He went out there on his own.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s a nutjob.”

“I don’t think Adriano’s a nutjob.” She rubs her St. Christopher, polishing the surface with her thumb. “Has he really strangled any women to death?”

I burst out laughing.

“Nico!”

“I’m sorry, you just make shit way too easy.”

“So you lied to me?”

The wounded look on her face makes me feel like an asshole. I reach across the center console and grab her hand. Touching her still feels like touching dry ice, but I force myself to keep going. “I’m sorry, Tits. After that gold star fuck, I should be worshiping your little body, not making you sad.”

Her mouth lifts. “Thank you.”

I hold her for a second longer and then pull away, resisting the urge to shake out my fingers like when you have a sprain. How? How is it so easy to fuck her in the ass and so hard to touch her gently?

January loops her St. Christopher chain over her neck and holds the tiny medallion in her hand. “I know you love him.”

“Huh?”

“Adriano. Even if you won’t admit it and you’re always rude to each other, I know you love each other. Eli and Bobby, too.”

I open my mouth to say something but decide not to bother. Let the girl have her ideas. A lively bluegrass song comes on the radio, and I turn it up again.

“Nap if you want to, Tits. I’ll wake you up when we get home.”

*     *     *

There’s a welcoming committee back at Velvet House. Bobby and Morelli, standing on the front steps glaring at us.

“Oh no,” January mumbles. “What do we do?”

“Test how strong our brotherly love is,” I tell her. “You make a break for it. I’ve got this.”

But she stays and gets out of the car when I do, her head bowed like the pretty little schoolgirl she is. Bobby takes her arm and checks her over like the mother hen he is. Morelli’s face is like thunder. “You took her to her Zia’s funeral.”

“I did.”

I could tell Morelli I fucked January in the asshole, too. But why make the guy’s head explode? Besides, telling him would be tacky. And nothing about what January and I did in that BMW was tacky.

“You.” Morelli rounds on January. “Upstairs. Now.”

This time she doesn’t protest, just nods meekly and skips away. I watch her go, glad what we did doesn’t seem to have hurt her. A half-smile curls my lips.

“Don’t you fucking smirk, you pezzo di merda.” Morelli points a finger in my face. “Did you ever, in your pestilent, rotting brain, consider I might have agreed to let you take her to the funeral if you’d discussed it with me?”

I rub my forehead, suddenly as tired as I was this morning. “Do you ever think that maybe it’s none of your business what I do?”

Morelli glares at me and I sense he’s not going to let up until I admit I was wrong.

“Fine, I fucked up. Send me to the gulag. Do whatever you want.”

His nostrils flare. “And the money?”

“What money?”

“The money you gave Teresa Calderoli’s daughters. A hundred thousand dollars each. Bobby found them raving about it in some email. It came from Velvet House.”

A small gasp makes me look up. January is hiding behind one of the marble pillars, a hand pressed to her mouth. That brat.

I return my gaze to Morelli. “I didn’t give the daughters shit. January and I went to the funeral and left. That’s all.”

“Then who…?”

The answer occurs to him at the same time it hits me. We turn to look at the forest edging the grounds of Velvet House.

“Adriano,” Bobby says. “Holed up by the river like the fucking Unabomber. Does he have power out there yet?”

“Nope, but he’ll have his phone.” I scratch my head. “It makes sense he’d pay out. He feels responsible for getting the old girl killed.”

“That’s on Parker.” Morelli sighs. “Do you think he’ll ever come back to the house?”

“I don’t know. And after what happened when his mom died, I wouldn’t risk going out there to ask.”

“He needs to be here for the contract signing. Parker won’t go along with it unless we’re all present.”

The front door slams and Morelli swears. “The girl was still here, wasn’t she?”

“Yup,” I say. “Wanna bet she’s changing into comfortable shoes?”

“She can’t go after Adriano,” Bobby says. “She’ll get lost. Eli, should I stop her?”

Morelli grimaces. “Dealing with you people will make me lose my hair, then where will we be?”

“In the same place,” I suggest. “But you’ll be less vain?”

He gives me a hard look. “I need you both in the dining room in fifteen. We have a thousand things to discuss. Leave the girl. She won’t be able to find Adriano, anyway.”

He turns on his heels and Bobby trails after him, leaving me staring at the forest. I gnaw at one of my fingernails. I sort of told January where to find Adriano. Three miles from the house by the stream. She’s not a girl scout, but I’ve underestimated her before. Christ knows what Adriano will do if she finds him. I pull out my phone and type.

January knows you gave her Zia’s kids money. Ready or not, here she comes, big guy.


[image: ‡]
Chapter Thirteen


Adriano Rossi

The knife slides cleanly through the deer’s belly, cutting along the pubic bone. It’s a good deer, fifteen hands with short horns. It’s late in the day to be field dressing, but the deer wandered up to the cabin to drink from the stream and when life hands you those shots, you take them. The bullet wound in my side stings as I work, but I ignore it. It’ll heal eventually. Everything does. When Parker’s shot only grazed my head, I wasn’t surprised. I survive while the people around me die. It’s always been that way.

The afternoon sun ruffles the stream, making it spark silver and gold. I stop dressing the deer and watch it. The others can think I’m unreasonable all they want, but this place is my home now.

It’s only when I’m out here that the hard music in my head fades away. It’s where I can sleep, where I can breathe without feeling like concrete is pressing on my skull. I only left the forests of Italy to help my brothers build our business and avenge our loved ones. While Parker lived, I needed to be in the world. That’s not true anymore. Soon the contract will be signed and the vengeance I’ve dedicated my life to will be null and void. It stings, but only until I remember the girl. Her cameo pale body beneath mine, her green eyes pleading for everything I could never give her.

It’s a fair price, my revenge for her safety. And living here is a compromise I’m willing to make. I have enough money to stay here for a hundred years. To let time become as meaningless as the rest of my life. The girl will marry Eli or Bobby, and Doc will manipulate the situation to suit him somehow. And I’ll hunt and fish and watch the leaves change color.

The others can compete for the girl’s heart. I only want to watch from a distance and think about her.

I turn and look through the trees that lead to Velvet House. There are more remote places, but I don’t need to strike out into the wilderness and get shot by some asshole sport hunter. I’m comfortable here. I’m near my friends. Near her. On still nights I’ll hear music coming from the house, laughter and parties and all the shit Eli loves. And one day I’ll hear her children playing on the grounds and that won’t be so bad either. They won’t be mine. But I can imagine.

I cut the hide away from the abdominal lining, lifting it so I don’t nick the stomach. The meat won’t be ready until tomorrow but there’s no reason why I can’t—

“Adriano?”

The voice is as soft and sweet as the sunshine in the water. I remember her gasps as I licked the soft petals of her cunt. The way she came on my face, grinding her hips as hard as she could, both hating and craving the release I could give her. I’ve dreamed about her coming to find me. Pumped my cock to thoughts of her climbing onto me in the dark. ‘Please, I need it. I can’t sleep without you.’

I turn.

She’s too beautiful to be real. Too small and slim. Her skin statue white, her dark hair pouring down her shoulders. She should be an oil painting hanging in some museum, but she’s real. I know because there’s always movement. The light glinting off her green eyes, her small hands knotting at her sides. She stands there in a floaty white dress and sneakers, rocking back and forth as though she expects me to come after her with the knife in my hand. The thought stirs my blood. I could hold it to her throat and take her, fuck her until she screams my name. Breed her sweet body with my child so that when her stomach curves and her skin glows, I’ll know I’ve made myself a part of her.

“Adriano? Is it okay that I’m visiting you?”

I watch her worry her plush lower lip with her teeth. She’s terrified, but I can see her tits through her dress and her nipples are hard.

I get to my feet, bloody knife still in my hand. The girl’s pupils dilate, and I think of the unknowing deer drinking by the stream an hour ago. An innocent creature I killed because I could. Because I wanted to.

“You still scared of me?”

She shakes her head. Little liar.

The afternoon she tried to seduce me, she was terrified, too. The thought of it brings the scent of grappa and clean skin to my mind. We were in my bed, her body under mine, and she was panting and telling me to take her innocence. To rip it open and make it mine. And I wanted to, my cock was so hard it felt like the only real part of me, but I couldn’t. Couldn’t corrupt her. Couldn’t take something offered in desperation.

“Is your side feeling better?” she asks.

I continue drinking in the sight of her in the dappled afternoon sun. The most beautiful thing in my favorite place. January Whitehall.

In another life, we’re lovers. I’d lie back and tell her to hurt me. To use her fists and teeth and nails. To give me everything she has. I’d feel the stinging little blows and watch it dawn on her pretty face that she can never protect herself against me, but that I will never again use my strength to harm her. But that experience belongs to some other place and time. She’ll always be mine, but I gave up the pleasure to use her when I gave up my right to kill Zachery Parker. She belongs to Velvet House now.

“I’m fine,” I tell her. “Go back to the house.”

She stares at my middle and when I glance down, I see my T-shirt is covered in blood and hair. I look like an animal. A killer. Heat spreads across my face. I never realized how cold my baseline is until I see her and everything scorches hot. “Go.”

She doesn’t move. “You gave Zia’s daughters money.”

“I didn’t do it for you.” My voice is raspy from disuse. I clear my throat.

“I just wanted to say thanks. Zia’s daughters paid for a wonderful funeral and now they can put money aside for college funds or whatever they need. Their lives are changed forever because of you.”

“Their lives were already changed because of me.”

The girl’s face falls. “I hope you don’t blame yourself.”

I squat beside the deer, and resume cutting its abdomen.

“Mr. Parker was always going to punish me for ruining our wedding,” she says. “He told me in the limousine. Even if you hadn’t taken me to the hospital, he wouldn’t have let her survive.”

I cut away the hide, careful not to damage it. I don’t need Parker explained to me by a child. Especially since he’ll walk free now. Live a long, profitable life making hell for anyone who crosses his path.

“Adriano…?” Her voice is closer. She’s closer. “Can I help you?”

For a second I think she means emotionally, then I look at the knife in my hand. “Help cut up a dead deer?”

“Yes.”

I turn and look at her. I expect to see nervousness, but there’s just mild curiosity. “Why?”

“Butchering is an important part of the cooking process,” she says as though we’re in school and a teacher just called on her.

I look at the animal. The thing is half her size. “You’ll fuck up your dress.”

“I’m sure Eli will get me another one.”

I don’t know why I do it. Maybe some crazed loneliness, or her beauty, or just the cool clear afternoon. I turn the knife and hand it to her, handle first.

She takes it eagerly, crouching beside me. “What should I do?”

“Hold it firmly,” I hear myself say. “If you cut yourself, it’s your own fucking fault.”

She doesn’t flinch as I guide her hand, showing her how to slice upward through the hide so you don’t get hair on the meat and avoid the stomach and lower colon. She’s not strong enough to saw through the pelvic bone so I take over, slicing the deer wide and pulling the guts into a bucket to throw away. I cut out the heart and liver, tossing them onto a clean patch of grass. January watches in fascination as I wash the deer’s insides with river water then string it up along a tree branch.

“Aren’t you going to pull off all the hair and cut out the venison?” she asks.

“No. You need to leave it for at least a day, so the rigor mortis wears off and the meat goes soft.”

She looks away. I’m sure the phrase rigor mortis made her think of dead people. Probably the ones I’ve killed.

Good. Run away and leave me alone.

Without something to do, I’m far too aware of her body, her breasts, her lips, her shy smile. She only came here to thank me. Whatever happens, I will not reveal any more of myself to this girl.

She stands and wanders closer to the water. “Did someone teach you to hunt?”

“No.”

She toes off one of her white sneakers. “You taught yourself?”

“No.”

“Then how…?”

“The men who worked for Eli’s Nonno hunted boar. Sometimes, I went with them.”

Not that they wanted me to come. I was big and young, and I was an outsider. I barely spoke Italian and what I knew I confused with English and Ukrainian. Doc told me they’d shoot me in the back of the head when I wasn’t looking, but they didn’t. They let me camp with them. As I began to bring down boar and red stag and roe deer, they stopped laughing at me. Instead, they passed me bottles of homemade grappa, the glass already blurry with greasy fingerprints.

The girl is looking at me and I sense her curiosity and longing. I might not be the only one remembering our turn in my bed. But what the fuck am I supposed to do about that? Invite her into my cabin? Give her flowers or kisses or whatever the fuck normal men do?

She shifts her weight, pushing off her other sneaker then bending to pull off her sock.

“What are you doing?”

She blinks at me. “Cooling off.”

“I told you, you’ll ruin your dress.”

She smiles sweetly and then in a long, heart-stopping moment, pulls the floaty material over her head.

She’s naked underneath, her porcelain skin shimmering in the sun. My mouth dries over. “Are you fucked in the head?”

She moves toward the water, her ass swaying in a confusing mix of the refined and the erotic. “I don’t know, maybe?”

She steps into the stream, gasping at how cold it is. I wait for her to dive, my cock hard against my leg, but she turns in a slow circle. “It’s so nice.”

I can’t talk. I can’t blink. I can’t move.

She scoops up a palmful of crystal water and splashes it across her breasts. My head squeezes like it’s in a vise. “I don’t have anything to dry you with.”

“That’s okay, I can use my dress.”

The fading sunlight dots the stream with flecks of gold. They dance around January Whitehall like they’re drawn to her. But of course, they are. Everything bright should be.

She raises her arms above her head and turns in a half-circle, humming a song that’s almost familiar. Then she lowers her arms and lifts a leg, diamond droplets clinging to her shoulders. She’s dancing for me. Dancing the way she used to dance in her ballet studio when I was pretending to be a janitor. Only now she’s not in leggings and a leotard, she’s naked in every way she can be.

She holds her hands in front of herself and then spins. Our eyes meet for just a second and I understand. She’s thanking me, letting me watch without having to touch. Without having to force things or hurt her the way I would if we fucked.

That’s another reason I didn’t take her virginity. Fear that I’d break the honey sweetness that radiates from every inch of her. But like this… with her in the water, I can’t get to her, and I don’t want to.

I sit on the stream bank and unbuckle my belt. Her ballet outfits were always tight but now I don’t have to imagine her bare tits swaying, the flashes of her pink cunt. I can see it all as she spins for me.

My cock hurts when I take it in my fist. It’s as big and ugly as I am, as marked with scars and tattoos. The girl’s breath catches in her throat as I tug, but she keeps dancing, pretending to be oblivious. We’re both pretending now. I shouldn’t be doing this, I swore I’d let her be happy with my brothers, with some other, less damaged man. But here I am, stroking off to her, letting her see exactly how I feel.

I pull myself tight and fast. I can almost taste her rose-pink nipples, almost feel her sweet breath at my throat. Her dancing slows. She runs her hands over her tits, and I make a guttural sound like a wounded dog. That’s all I am, a filthy beast panting after a beauty I could never possess.

Our eyes meet again, and I look away, pain and lust rising in me like a tide. I disgust myself, but I can’t stop pumping, can’t stop making myself come to her. I think of her on her knees with my gun in her mouth and my balls tighten up.

“More. Keep moving.”

She does. When she danced ballet, she was so scared she’d get something wrong and disappoint her teachers. Now she’s moving like the water around her, rippling like the afternoon sun. In my dreams, she’s always dressed as a ballerina, one leg on the barre as I fuck her. But this is better. This is everything.

I come with a grunt, striping white across my hands. I look up and the treetops spin. Stupid. Reckless.

A whimper makes me open my eyes. The girl is standing stock-still in the water, a hand pressed between her legs. My semi-hard cock pulses. “You liked that, huh?”

She doesn’t say anything, but her head gives the slightest incline. I scrape out a laugh. “Are you gonna rub your little cunt? Show me how much you liked it?”

Her soft lips part and she mumbles something.

“What?”

“Would you… do it for me?”

I look at her, a glowing goddess in the crystal stream. I look at myself, at the mess of cum and scar tissue and ink and deer blood on my hands. “You deserve better, Pryntsesa.”

Pink tinges her pale cheeks. “I like when you call me that.”

For a second I feel my lips curving upward, then my stomach plummets. All at once I feel like I do when I’m in public without a gun. Naked. I turn, wiping my palms on the grass. “You need to leave. Get your slutty dress on and go back to the house.”

The girl’s face falls. She takes her hands away from her pussy. That small sacred place I’ll never corrupt.

“Adriano… Can’t I just like you?”

That twisting feeling in my chest again. Why can’t this girl be bitchier? Why can’t she cry and whine and beg?

I stand, pulling up the fly on my stained hunting pants. “There’s nothing to like.”

“Maybe we just see you differently.”

“Are you fucked in the head? I threatened to kill you a hundred times. I fucked your mouth with a gun. Twice. And I liked it.”

I would have done anything Eli ordered me to do, but when January Whitehall arrived, I wanted to abuse her. I hated her, this princess that had everything—that everyone wanted. I was already coming to thoughts of her every night and now she was in my home, invading my space as well as my head. I wanted to kill her. At least I thought I did.

“I like you,” she says softly. “Under everything, I think you have a good heart.”

I bark out a laugh. “You gonna cure me with your love, little girl?”

She lowers her head, her bare tits shining in the setting sun. I want to find her a towel. I want her to leave and never come back.

“Wake up, Pryntsesa,” I say, striding back to the deer. “I want to shoot a load in you, same as any straight man with eyes, but I’m not some dog you’re gonna train. This is where I belong.”

It’s still too soon to carve the meat but I pick up my knife and slice into the front leg. I want to hurt something that can’t feel. I want to be alone. There aren’t enough intact places inside me for me to love. How can she not see that?

She steps out of the water, brushing her hands across her sides. I watch out of the corner of my eye as she picks up her dress and pulls it over her head. Her movements are exaggerated. She wants me to look. She’s changing already. Living at Velvet House, away from her family and the threat of Parker, there’s something flirtatious to her that wasn’t there before. But I don’t mourn her inexperience. She has an innocence of heart, not body. She’ll always be pure, sweet and soft as a cloud.

When she’s dressed and her shoes are back on her feet, she walks toward me carefully, as if I was a caged bear.

“You bring out this side of me,” she says. “You push me away, or you like… hate me, and it makes me want to try more.”

“It’s because your father is dead,” I say, slicing through the haunch.

I expect her to withdraw, but she gives a small laugh. “Maybe I just like being this girl.”

“What girl?”

She raises a hand to her mouth. “You look at me like I’m magic.”

“You are magic.”

It comes out without me wanting it to, involuntary as blood from a wound. My face burns, the places where the scars are go white as flame. I hack at the deer, sending strips of meat spraying across my chest and feet.

“Can I come visit you?” she asks.

I think of her, curled in my arms. The two of us sleeping under the stars. “Maybe.”

Another soft laugh. “I guess that’s a start. Will you think about coming up to the house for dinner sometime? Maybe seeing the guys?”

“No.”

She sighs. “Adriano, I know you miss your friends.”

“I’m not a girl.”

“Only girls have friends? And family? Because that’s what you guys are. Family.”

“Family can fuck up, Pryntsesa.”

She frowns. “Do you mean them or you?”

I say nothing.

“There’s something I’m not seeing. Some reason that you can’t forgive each other that no one wants to admit.”

I think about that night we sat down, the four of us back at Velvet House for the first time since January’s abduction. I remember Eli’s judgement, Bobby’s disappointment, Doc’s mocking smile. I slash at a swell of the deer’s fat, carving it from the meat.

“There’s no bad blood between me and my brothers. But I’m not going to eat at the same table as the men who insulted me.”

Her brow furrows deeper. “What did they say?”

I stop slashing. I know I shouldn’t tell her, but the words are boiling up like poison, the injustice of it. The idiocy. “They said they wouldn’t have done what I did. That they think I was weaker than they would have been.”

January goes still. “You mean taking me to my Zia?”

I raise the knife again. “Yes.”

“They don’t think I could have gotten them to let me go see my Zia?”

There’s a heat in her voice I didn’t expect. An annoyance that makes my lips try to curve again.

“No, Pryntsesa, they don’t think you could have seduced them. They believe I’m more vulnerable to you because I watched you dance all those years.” Because I’m in love with you.

“All of them? Even Bobby?”

“Bobby was the one who said it first.”

Her pretty mouth falls open. “They’re wrong!”

I flick a piece of hide off the knife. “That’s what they think.”

“And what if I can prove they would have let me seduce them?” she says in a hard voice. “What if they admit it?”

I laugh. “They’ll never admit anything. Bobby maybe, but not Eli. And Doc’d cut out his tongue first.”

“I can do it.” Her face shines as she says the words, like a saint on a mission.

I turn my back to her. “Then go.”

“Okay, but I’ll be back. I’ll get them to admit they’re wrong.”

She walks toward the woods, then glances back at me over her shoulder. “Adriano, I know you hate everyone, and you’re mean, but I would like to spend more time with you.”

That damned twisting in my chest. The lightness and heaviness that’s more unbearable than pain. “You’re supposed to choose one of them, Pryntsesa. Not me.”

She flashes me a smile. “Maybe I’ll choose all of you. That’s what you wanted anyway.”

And before I can say anything, she slips through the trees and runs toward Velvet House.
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Chapter Fourteen


January Whitehall

With every step I take back to Velvet House, the heat burning inside me rises another degree. Doc, Eli, and Bobby are holding Adriano’s actions over his head, not because they’re mad that he kidnapped me, but because they want him to admit he’s weaker than them?

Idiots, Zia shouts in my mind. You show them who’s weak!

“I will, Zia. I won’t stop until every one of them says they’d have taken me to the hospital to see you.”

I find the three of them in the dining room with their laptops and glasses of wine having another stupid meeting. The sun is setting in the huge windows behind them, flooding the room with the last of its reddish light. I take a moment to appreciate the beauty before I put my hands on my hips. “All of you need to apologize to Adriano. Tonight.”

Eli doesn’t even look up from his computer. “Go away, bella.”

“No! You need to pay attention to me!”

Bobby smiles distractedly and Doc leans back in his chair and flashes me a grin. “Hey, Princess Mononoke.”

I have no idea what that means, but I don’t care. “Stop being mean to Adriano!”

“What’s she talking about?” Eli asks Doc, his eyes still on his screen.

“She’s been in the woods killing a sacred deer with the He-Man and now she’s all pissy,” Doc says in a stage whisper.

“I am not all pissy. You guys are such—”

Doc lowers his chair to the floor with a thud. “I’m not saying I don’t want to know why we’re such jerks or whatever PG-13 insults you’ve come up with, Tits, but we’ve got a shitload of work to do. Go to your room. I’ll come finger you later.”

My head feels like it’s going to come right off. They’re ignoring me. No, even worse. Eli and Bobby are ignoring me, and Doc is banishing me to my room. Would it kill any of them to treat me even a little bit the way they treat each other?

“No!” I practically scream. “We’re going to talk now!”

“What the fuck?” Doc chokes.

Bobby looks up from his laptop, disturbed, but Eli’s face furrows in anger. “Miss Whitehall, not to reduce whatever very normal thing is making you act like this, but the three of us are working on the contract that will save your life.”

“I don’t care about that!”

“You don’t care about your life?”

“I do, I just… you shouldn’t have told Adriano you wouldn’t have done what he did.”

Eli’s brows draw together. “What are you talking about?”

“You all said you wouldn’t have taken me to the hospital if I offered you my virginity.”

The guys exchange looks.

“That’s what you’re upset about?” Bobby asks.

“It’s the same thing Adriano’s butthurt over,” Doc says. “He’s recruited her onto his PR team.”

I ignore him and focus on Eli. “When I was locked in my room after I found out about my Zia, you all stayed away because you knew if you saw me, I could convince you to take me to her.”

Eli closes his laptop. “Or we left you alone because we have better things to do than deal with a hysterical little girl. Go upstairs.”

I don’t move. I promised Zia I’d get the better of them, and I will not bend. Adrenaline floods my system and suddenly I know exactly what I have to do.

“You would have done what Adriano did,” I tell Eli. “I can prove it.”

I pull my wet, bloodstained dress over my head and drop it to the floor.

As if I flicked a switch, the boys’ expressions morph from irritation to blank lust. I stand naked in their precious dining room, and look from stunned face to stunned face. Bobby blushes scarlet, Doc’s mouth falls open, and Eli’s jaw goes so tight I think his teeth might snap.

“I want to lose my virginity.”

My words sweep through the room like a summer breeze. Bobby’s eyes widen. Doc runs a hand across his angular jaw.

“Oh, you’ve decided that, have you?” Eli snaps.

“Yes.” I lift my hands, cupping my breasts. “Does anyone want to help me?”

Bobby makes a sound like a car stalling.

Eli glares at him. “Put your dress back on,” he tells me.

“Here are the terms of claiming my virginity,” I say. “Whoever admits, loudly and clearly, that they’re not better than Adriano and would have taken me to the hospital, can have me first.”

A long tense silence falls over the room.

Eli scowls.

Doc bites his fingernail.

Bobby tugs at the collar of his blue shirt.

I tighten my fingers around my boobs pressing them together. “This is a real shame. I just want to know what it’s like to have a man use my body for his pleasure.”

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Doc mutters.

The thing is, I’m not lying. I want to lose my virginity, hold it up to the sun before dashing it to my feet in a spray of blood and glory. I guess that’s why the guys aren’t getting angry. They know I mean it, they just don’t want to meet me on my terms. But they will.

“This isn’t going to work,” Bobby says in his math tutor voice. “You need to be respectful.”

“Respectful? To sleep with you?”

“Yes.”

Eli and Doc nod like he’s making sense.

“Get going, Tits,” Doc says. “Put your dress on and go for a walk.”

For a second my confidence falters, but then I think of all the beautiful strippers at Dreams. Of Betty. What would they do if they were in my position?

Bobby eyes my stomach and Eli is shifting in a way that says he’s hard inside his suit pants. They’re pretending to hold a united front but there are already cracks in it. And if I know anything about these men, it’s that they’ll turn on each other for a chance to touch me. All they’ve done is bet on my virginity and compete for it. The only difference is that this time, I’m in charge of who wins.

I approach the broad, wooden table and push a chair out of the way.

“What the hell are you doing?” Eli demands.

“Just playing,” I say, climbing onto the shining surface. “If you don’t like it, don’t look.”

But every pair of eyes remains glued to me as I get on all fours. Bobby is sitting bolt upright, and Doc’s practically salivating. Only Eli regards my naked body with something close to contempt. “You’re making a fool of yourself.”

I arch my back. “Okay, I guess I’m making a fool of myself.”

He gives a low growl, but doesn’t say anything. He’s waiting to see what I’ll do next. I turn on my side then sit back, facing all of them. I exhale, praying I can pull this off, then I spread my legs apart.

Bobby slams a fist into his forehead. “January…”

“Fucking hell, Tits.”

Eli’s amber eyes gleam. “Very pretty, bella. Now run along.”

But the rush of positive feedback has me more confident than ever. I swish my hair over one shoulder, letting it flow over my body like a waterfall. All three of them follow the movement as though hypnotized.

“I wish someone would come and play with me,” I say, trailing one hand across my abdomen. “I’ve been waiting such a long time.”

“If she touches her cunt, I’m done for,” Doc tells Eli. “I want you to know that.”

He scowls. “Give in and I’ll slit your throat. Miss Whitehall, get the fuck off my table.”

“No.” I focus my attention on Bobby, who’s struggling not to stare between my legs. His cheeks are burning so brightly it’s hard to believe they’ll ever be normal again. Adriano said Bobby might admit he was wrong. And if he does, I think Doc might follow.

I lift my hand to my breasts and pinch my left nipple. I meant it as a tease, but electricity radiates from the pressure point, making my flower tingle.

Bobby gives a helpless groan. “Why are you doing this to me?”

“I’m not doing anything.” I caress my other breast, trailing my nails over my sensitive skin. “Although, if you say, ‘I would have let January seduce me into escaping,’ you can be the first man to ever slide inside my pussy…”

“JJ,” Bobby warns, but the edge in his voice is gone. Even his charade of being annoyed is failing. He’s going to break, I’m sure of it.

“Bobby? Could you please come and touch me?”

I close my fingers over my right nipple and tug lightly, parting my lips in pleasure. “Oh…”

Bobby throws a desperate glance at his brothers. “What about them? They’ll still be here.”

Doc is staring at my flower and doesn’t look far from breaking himself.

“They can watch,” I say. “Doc once told me he likes playing second string, didn’t you, Nico?”

Doc glances up at my face, his bright blue eyes narrowed. “You ready to be my little cum slut?”

“Not yet,” I say, making my voice all sugary. “Not until you say what I want you to.”

Doc’s face tears between lust and laughter. He pounds the table. “I knew it. I just knew you were gonna be worth kidnapping.”

“Chiudi quella cazzo di bocca,” Eli says flatly. Shut your stupid mouth.

Yet his eyes follow my fingertips as I slide them up my legs. He’s as helpless as the others. He just needs a reason to give in.

I trace hearts across my inner thighs. I’m swollen and dizzy and my flower is throbbing. An hour ago, I would have found this impossible, but now I want to do it.

“I guess if no one’s going to touch me…”

“Sweet fucking Christ,” Doc says.

I run a single fingertip along my outer lips “…I’ll have to do it myself…”

Eli snaps his fingers. “Miss Whitehall, come here.”

I feel the pull toward him like a million invisible bonds, but I close my eyes and find I have the strength to disobey.

“I think I’ll stay here,” I say, spreading my soaking pink folds.

Bobby jumps to his feet. “Fuck!”

“I’m so weak,” Doc mumbles. “So weak.”

Eli makes a noise like a cut snake. “Ragazzaccia.” Bad girl.

I rub myself lightly, the way I used to when I was alone in my bed with no one to talk to. It feels so good to do it under the spotlight of their attention that I let out a moan. “That feels so nice.”

No one says anything. All three of them are dumbstruck. It’s like when I was on Orchard, but better because now I want them here. I want them looking at my body. The knowledge makes me dip lower, toying with my entrance.

I open my eyes and see that Doc looks like he’s in physical pain. “What the fuck has gotten into you, Tits?”

“I don’t know,” I breathe. “Maybe I’m just ready.”

“Ready to blackmail us,” Eli mutters.

I decide to use another weapon. A word I’ve been saving just for him. “It’s not blackmail to tell the truth, daddy.”

Eli freezes and I watch his pupils dilate. “You…” His face hardens, rage taking over. “You’ll pay for that, bella.”

I can’t bring myself to say ‘I hope so’ but I can press my fingertip inside my flower. I’m soaking wet, and when my slippery flesh contracts around myself, I moan. “Oh my gosh…”

“Shit,” Bobby hisses, “Can’t you just come here and give in, JJ?”

I shake my head. “You guys already tried that when you kidnapped me. And with Orchard. And when you locked me away from my Zia. It doesn’t work. No matter how many chains you wrap me in, I’ll always be able to say no.”

Bobby holds my gaze, but Doc looks uncomfortable, and Eli remains icy and remote.

I push another finger inside myself, imagining it’s one of them. All of them.

“Me getting what I want doesn’t mean I don’t want you,” I tell them. “I just need to know you care about me enough to let me make my own decisions. At least sometimes.”

“Little brat,” Eli says.

I ignore him, pushing my fingers deeper. I’m getting even wetter. I withdraw, rubbing the glossy liquid over myself, and a wave of self-consciousness hits me. Am I being disgusting? But none of the guys’ faces say that. In fact, they all look like they’re about to burst in their pants. As the sun becomes tangerine bloody in the windowsills, I decide to make my last stand.

“Take it or leave it,” I tell the guys, sinking my fingers back inside myself. “But you should know I’m going to make myself come on this table.”

I pulse into my flower the way Doc did in the car, bringing down my second hand to pet my clit.

“Put another finger in,” Doc urges. “Pump your virgin pussy.”

“Don’t tell me what to do, asshole!”

Heat rushes over me. I swore at Doc! I wait for the backlash, but it doesn’t come. Doc looks annoyed, but he’s still interested. More interested, maybe. I always thought you had to work so hard to make men happy. To be so nice. Maybe I was wrong. The more I get to know these guys, the more it seems like these bossy dangerous men like being put in their place.

Except Eli. He pushes his chair back. “I’m going.”

He gets to his feet but he’s still watching me. My dark captor. My daddy. I lift a hand and bring my fingers to my lips. Three sets of lungs inhale. Am I really going to do this? But then I’ve always liked the smell. It’s sweet and earthy like fresh bread. I suck my fingers into my mouth and Bobby lowers his forehead to the table. “This is so fucking unfair.”

I pull my fingers from my mouth with a pop, but it’s getting hard to concentrate on seduction. My free hand is still pulsing inside my flower and the shivery sensations are growing more insistent. “I think I’m going to come.”

Doc leans forward, his eyes on me. “Do it, you dirty bitch.”

“What did I say about telling me what to do?”

With immense effort I move my fingers from myself and give an exaggerated yawn. “I’ve changed my mind. If no one’s going to play with me, I’m going to bed.”

Three simultaneous noises of fury.

“Don’t you dare,” Eli snarls.

“Sorry.” I pull my legs together and Doc reaches across the table and grabs my ankle.

“No, you fucking don’t.”

“Let go of me!”

“No. Touch yourself.”

“I only touched myself because I wanted to! You can’t make me. None of you can. Now let go.”

Doc releases my ankle, his teeth bared. He looks to Morelli. “Deal with her.”

Eli scrubs a hand across his dark jaw, and I feel him drawing on all his inner strength. I pull my knees into my chest. “Eli…”

“If you don’t come here,” he says in a soft, dangerous voice, “I’ll throw you in the cage downstairs and leave you there.”

“And what will happen if I come to you?”

His lip curls and I understand that he’ll have sex with me without saying what I wanted to hear. My heart sinks. “No. You can lock me up, but then you won’t get my virginity.”

There’s a spiraling second when I think he’s going to storm from the room, then he slams his hands on the table, making all of us jump. “The hell I won’t. I should have fucked you the night you came into his house, January Whitehall. I own you.”

I slide back on the table, my heart pounding. I’ve never seen Eli like this. His hair is on end and there’s a wild look in his eyes. A storybook prince driven to madness.

Part of me strains to comply, to say yes and make everything right again, but I trust the humming feeling in my chest telling me it’s okay. That Eli Morelli might like a woman who holds her own a lot more than a girl who cries in a cage.

I send my legs across the table and let him look at me. All of me.

“You can take me by force if you want to,” I say in a ringing voice. “But I know you won’t. You’re too good for that. That’s why none of you have ever slept with me, even Doc.”

“The fuck do you mean, ‘even Doc?’” Doc demands.

I ignore him.

“I want to obey you,” I tell Eli. “I want to be your princess, but only if you respect me. Do you respect me?”

“Of course not.”

“Eli,” Bobby says through gritted teeth. “Maybe this isn’t the right—”

“Why would I respect you? Respect is earned. From the moment I laid eyes on you, all you’ve done is defy me.”

My spine stiffens. What does he mean, ‘defy him?’ But I already know. The night I arrived at Velvet House, I refused to take off my clothes or suck the gun. I didn’t let Eli seduce me in my cage. I didn’t sleep with anyone the night he commanded me to give my virginity to Doc. It didn’t feel like defiance at the time, but it was. My insides glow. I’ve grown so much since I arrived at this house, but even from the beginning, I was stronger than I thought.

“I didn’t mean to defy you,” I tell Eli. “But I’m allowed to control my own body.”

“No, you aren’t.”

“Morelli…” Doc says. “Not to tell you to shut the fuck up, but you’re ruining this titty show, shut the fuck up.”

Eli shoots him a furious look then strides toward me. “You said you wanted to leave, so leave. Get off the table and out of my sight.”

I don’t move. Staring into Eli’s eyes, I know he’s close to breaking. I once sensed his fear that loving someone would mean being left like his father. I just need to prove him wrong. To show him that he doesn’t have to control me to love me.

We can do this, I think. We could really be together. You just have to let me be strong.

“What did you learn from giving me Orchard, Eli?” I ask. “From watching me be kidnapped? I’m braver than you think. I know you want me to give myself to you and I will, I want to. But you have to give yourself to me too.”

He shakes his head. “You’re becoming someone else.”

“That’s what’s supposed to happen when you grow up.”

Eli raises his gaze to the arched ceiling. “This is why I didn’t want you to know how beautiful you are.”

The compliment hits like a slap. “Well, now I know. What are you going to do about it?”
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Chapter Fifteen


January Whitehall

I part my knees and let Eli and the others see me again. They lean forward and I want to throw my head back and laugh with the glorious freedom of it. I remember my ex-bodyguards shoving boys who smiled at me, my stepmom making me wear brown sweaters, Mr. Parker drooling all over me whenever we were together.

Screw you all, I think. This is my life.

I smile at the men in front of me and rub two fingers through my pussy. “I own this precious, once-in-a-lifetime thing. This tiny flower Mr. Parker spent millions protecting.”

Eli doesn’t even protest at me saying the name.

I stroke myself softly. I hope I’m gleaming in the dim downlights. I hope I look good enough to eat.

“My virginity belongs to me,” I tell them. “And when I offered it to Adriano, he agreed to whatever I wanted, just like you would.”

“You’re right.”

I turn to the man who spoke.

Bobby gives me a wry, admiring smile, the way he did when I solved a tricky equation.

“You’re right, JJ.” He clears his throat. “I, Roberto Bassilotta, would have let you seduce me into taking you to the hospital. And it was only luck that it was Adriano and not me.”

I beam at him. “You mean it?”

“Yup.”

He moves toward me and my pulse hammers in my throat. Bobby is going to be my first. In my head, I know it’s not super important, especially after what Doc and I did in the car, but in my heart, it still feels huge. And maybe it was always meant to be this way. Bobby was the first man I fell for. The first man who made me wish I could choose who I slept with. I kneel on the table and hold out a hand. “Bobby, would you like to be my first?”

Bobby sticks his tongue in his cheek and grins at me. “I don’t think I’ve ever wanted anything as much.”

He takes my hand in his warm callused one.

The others are far from happy.

“Weak-ass pussy asshole.” Doc shoots a glance at Eli. “You approve of this, Morelli?”

Eli’s face is a mask. Bobby pulls me into his arms, and I look away, feeling very naked and suddenly shy. “Hi.”

“Hey,” he says, gripping my hips. “Can I kiss you?”

I nod and he bends forward. It’s a slow, delicious kiss that warms me from head to toe. I like the way Bobby always gives me heat, gives me affection, helps deal with everyone else in Velvet House. When we pull apart, we both look at Eli.

“Can we do this?” Bobby asks. “Can I have her?”

Eli makes an angry noise.

“Fine. Don’t approve. Do you want us to go somewhere else?”

“Fuck that,” Doc says. “If it’s not gonna be me, I wanna watch. Morelli, lighten the fuck up and give your blessing.”

“You’ve changed your tune,” Eli says coldly.

“Yeah. Did you see that pussy all spread out on the table?”

“You could withstand it.”

“What do you want from me? I’m just a man.”

Our eyes meet and Doc gives me a small wink. My heart glows. Domenico Valente is deranged and a criminal to his bones, but he can also be sweet.

Eli turns away. “Do whatever you want, then.”

Doc gets to his feet. His ripped jeans are all distorted from the front. “Tits, what’s the thing you want me to say?”

Suddenly my whole body feels lighter than air. “I told you; I’m sleeping with Bobby first.”

“And I told you, Tesorina; I like playing second string. Bobby can have his turn, then I’ll go and give you something to really scream about.” He flashes me his Elvis smirk. “What do you want me to say?”

I look at Bobby who grins and I can read his face like words. ‘It doesn’t matter if it’s both of us, JJ. He’s a fucking idiot, but I love him too.’

I put a hand on my hip. “You need to say ‘I, Domenico Valente, would have let January seduce me into escaping and I’ll no longer hold it over Adriano Rossi or anyone else.”

“That’s more than what Basher said,” Doc grumbles, but he throws back his shoulders. “I, Domenico Salvatore Valente, would have fucked January’s virgin pussy then driven her to the hospital and probably fuckin’ died when Parker put one in my head, so I’ll stop giving Adri shit about it.”

“Close enough,” I say, beaming.

Bobby urges me back onto the table and climbs on top of me. He unbuttons his shirt and I admire the heavy swell of his muscles.

“Here?” I ask.

He tosses his shirt aside. “I don’t see why not.”

Doc crosses the room, leans into the bar and pulls out a bottle of JB. “Hurry up, Basher. Let’s get this show on the road.”

“Fuck you. I’m taking my time. We only get to do this once.”

He gives me another slow kiss, guiding me back onto the wood. I grip his bicep right over the swordfish tattoo. I’ve never looked at it up close but there’s something familiar about the design. The swirling, almost dreamy colors. I think of Adriano’s left forearm, the fire-breathing dragon twisting up his wrist. The styles are similar.

“Did Adriano do this?” I ask.

Bobby nuzzles my neck. “He did.”

I smile. Hopefully now he and Doc and Bobby can be friends again. I’m all the more determined to make Eli admit his weakness, too. From the growing darkness on the far side of the room, I know he’s still watching.

Bobby licks my nipples, pulling them into his mouth with slow blissful draws. The ache between my legs becomes painful.

“I’m so glad we’re doing this,” Bobby says, stroking my clit with rough certainty. Knowing Doc and Eli are here is like having four extra hands on my skin. Soon my stomach is fizzing, and I can’t take it anymore. “Bobby…?”

“We’re almost there.” He presses his forehead to mine. “You know this won’t change how I see you? You’ll be as precious to me after, as you are now?”

I nod, suddenly shy again.

“And you’ll tell me if it hurts?”

“Yes. I promise I want this.”

“Good.” He kisses my forehead then draws back, shoving down his chinos and briefs. Naked, his ruddy skin and bulging muscles remind me of a Roman soldier. He lies on top of me, skin on skin, and I’m both turned on and painfully aware of how close he is. What if I do it wrong? What if it doesn’t fit?

Then he kisses me and everything blurs. His thick cock presses against my thigh and I wait for him to enter me. To end this stage of my life and begin another. Instead, he cups my hips and expertly turns us, so I’m on top of him. “It’ll be easier this way, baby.”

I brush the dark hair on his chest. His body is as warm and hard as sun-warmed concrete. “Have you been with someone like me before?”

“There’s no one like you, JJ.”

He rolls his hips against me, and the stimulation sends shocks through my oversensitive flower. I gasp. After so much tension, my orgasm is as close as a scarf on my shoulders. “What should I do?”

Bobby grabs my hand and wraps it around his shaft. It feels like a hot baseball bat.

“Here,” he says. “You put me where you need me. Take it at your own pace.”

The moment has arrived, it’s my choice. I didn’t know my choice would be on a dining table with my math tutor while two other men watched, but it’s mine. I guide Bobby’s hard cock to that soaking open place I’ve only ever toyed with. I’m sopping wet and the flared head slides easily inside.

“That’s good,” Bobby says through gritted teeth. “Now push back on me, baby. Slide down my cock.”

I do as he says, my inner walls stretching to accompany him. There’s a flash of pain, then a sweet, almost bright feeling. I let the luxurious sensation twist through me as I draw in slow, deliberate breaths. It was different when Doc was inside me in the car. Then my head was blaring and all I wanted was to feel alive. It was like being on Orchard again. This is sober and electric and terrifyingly real. I’m not any kind of virgin anymore. I’m a girl who’s had sex.

“Does. It. Hurt?” Bobby groans, grasping my hips.

“I… It’s a little strange but it doesn’t hurt.”

He slips another inch inside me, and I clutch his chest. “It’s so deep.”

“You need me to slow down?”

“No.” I rock slowly. “Can I do this?”

Bobby bangs his head back against the table. “You can do whatever you want. Jesus, January, your pussy.”

My face burns. “Is something wrong?”

“Never.” My sweet math tutor’s lips are twisted into a snarl. “Fuck me, baby. Ride my cock like you own it.”

I grind myself back and forth. Bobby’s pubic bone presses into my clit and a glorious gold feeling blooms between my legs. A sense of fullness, but also of rightness. Since I’ve come to Velvet House, I’ve been touched in so many ways; been made to touch others; but this is a decision all my own and it’s just… perfect. It was meant to be. Bobby eases inside me and the gold feeling spreads like lava. “I’m going to come,” I tell the dining room.

“Fuck yes,” Doc says. “No going back now, Tits.”

He’s right, I’ll never be a virgin again. The thought sends a flush of happiness through me. I know Eli’s watching. What does he feel? Loss? Regret? Or is he still just angry? I hope he isn’t, because it doesn’t feel like it’s just Bobby inside me. It feels like it’s all of them. Even Adriano. One of them doesn’t work without the others.

Bobby and I fall into a rhythm, rocking against each other like we’ve been doing it our whole lives.

“You’re a natural,” he says, fingers closing around my nipples.

“It reminds me… of riding a horse,” I pant. “The rhythm and the bouncing.”

Doc laughs. “How does it feel with a man between your legs?”

“So… much… better.”

“Good. I’m gonna buy you a saddle, Tits. Black leather and ribbons. Get you a helmet and a whip, too.”

The image takes over my brain as Bobby presses a thumb to my clit. “Tell me if it’s too much, baby.”

He strokes me softly and I cry out. All the thoughts in my head vanish. I see why people do this. I don’t know why people aren’t always doing this. I lean forward and feel Bobby’s cock rubbing against some small, incredibly sensitive place inside me.

“Fuck yeah,” Doc says. “Bobby, you need to—”

But his hand is already rising, pinning me into the bent-forward position, his hips pumping faster, battering me. I let out a small shriek as the golden glow washes over my face. I’m soaking wet and the sounds of our bodies slapping together is almost violent.

There’s a loud popping sound and I look across the room to see Eli leaning against the bar, a bottle of champagne fizzing in his right hand. Our eyes meet and I feel so filthy it starts to happen, the shifting, shaking end.

“Oh fuck,” Bobby groans. “She’s clamping up on me. She’s coming, Jesus Christ…”

I convulse, and Bobby swears, pressing up into me, screwing me through my orgasm. It’s nothing I’ve ever felt before, a tearing, screaming release. When it’s over, I keep moving, unable to stop riding Bobby’s cock.

“I just came,” I babble. “I just came, I just came.”

Bobby rubs a slow thumb over my lips. “You’re incredible.”

“Yeah, that was hot.” Doc is lying back in his chair, his hand around his cock. The sight of it, and the flared ridges of his hip bones, sends aftershocks rolling through me.

Doc strokes himself, a wicked smile on his face. “Hurry up, Bash. I want my turn or an invitation or I’m gonna ruin this for you.”

Bobby smiles at me. “What do you think? Do you want to suck his dick while I fuck you?”

I feel myself pulse around him, my pussy answering for me.

Bobby laughs. “Yeah, she wants it.”

“Of course, she does.” Doc swings onto the table in one agile move. He kneels before me, slowly pulling his cock as though compelling me to watch. Beneath me Bobby tenses, making his powerful muscles bulge. They’re competing against each other to impress me, or maybe just showing off, but either way, it’s sexy.

Doc doesn’t touch me, not right away. He kneels, watching instead, making me hyperaware of my swinging hair and boobs and the shake of my ass as Bobby slams into me. Another orgasm builds, faster and shallower than the first.

“Hey, Tits.” Doc gets to his feet. “Are you gonna come all over Basher’s fat cock again?”

I whimper, loving and hating his disgusting words.

He cups my chin, tilting my face toward the V between his hips. “He likes getting you off. He’ll like it even more when you’re blowing me. That’s his favorite thing, watching a girl get done at both ends.”

“No,” Bobby says. “It’ll be watching you do it, JJ. That’ll be my favorite thing.”

“Yeah, he’ll be jacking off to that for the rest of his life.” Doc takes his cock in his free hand and brings it to my lips. “Time to suck, baby.”

Oh God, I think as I take his smooth thickness into my mouth. I was just a virgin and now I’m doing this.

My head spins as they push into me, and the feel of two men in two places throws my body into orbit. I picture us from the outside, what Eli can see, and everything between my legs pulls tight.

“Fuck her,” Doc says, his hand clamped around my jaw. “Don’t let up ’til she’s broken.”

Swearing, Bobby drives into my body and the stretch of him and the slap of our thighs as we rut together makes the pleasure blare so loud, it hurts. I scream around Doc’s shaft and feel a tangible release between my legs. Like I’m peeing, but not. I dig my nails into Bobby’s shoulders and hear Doc laugh like all his Christmases have come at once.

When the noise in my ears dies down, I see Bobby’s face screwed up in concentration.

“I’m gonna finish, JJ. I can’t hold back. You’re so fuckin’ perfect, you’re just—”

“Pull out.”

The voice is so cold, my skin crawls.

Bobby stops moving. “What?”

Eli emerges from the shadows, his tie loose around his neck, champagne bottle still in hand. “Pull. Out. She’s not on birth control.”

“Back off, Morelli,” Doc says, his heavy shaft twitching in my mouth. “This isn’t your fuck.”

“Don’t,” Bobby pants. “It’s okay. January, let go of Doc.”

I obey and the second my mouth is free, Bobby lifts me off him.

“On all fours,” Doc says, grabbing my hair. “Basher’s gonna come all over your cunt.”

I kneel and in seconds, the broad head of Bobby’s cock rubs against my clit.

Doc taps a finger to my mouth. “Open wide.”

I let him fill my throat and the second I start sucking, Bobby’s rhythm goes ragged. “Fuck you’re such a good girl,” he pants. “You’re such a good girl.”

Warm liquid runs down my folds and I smile around Doc’s penis.

“You liked that, huh?” Doc says, working himself into my mouth. “You ready for the next one?”

“Give her a second,” Bobby breathes. “Let her rest.”

With a curse, Doc withdraws, allowing me to collapse. Bobby climbs off the table and heads for the ornate dresser. He pulls out a cloth napkin, wiping his ridged abdomen before returning to me. “Is it okay if I clean you with this?”

“Of course,” I say and maybe I’m still dazed from my second orgasm, because I add, “I really like you, Bobby.”

His brown eyes crinkle. “I really love you, January.”

My chest swells like a balloon. I want to say it back, but Doc is pulling me up by my hair. “We can do all the feelings shit later. Take a seat, Basher. It’s my turn.”

“Fair,” Bobby says, giving me the napkin.

As I clean myself, he and Doc catch each other’s eyes.

“Nice work, Bassilotta,” Doc says, holding out a hand.

To my amazement, Bobby takes it. “Thanks.”

They let go quickly but their show of affection almost brings tears to my eyes. Everything could be okay between us. Better than okay.

Then Doc rounds on me, his blue eyes sparking with lust. “Okay, let’s see what we have here.”

He steers me back onto the table and moves between my legs, a lazy smile on his face. He slides a fingertip inside me, making me tremor. It feels huge.

“I thought losing my virginity would make this easier,” I say. “But everything down there’s gone tight again.”

“That’s normal,” he says in that calm voice that makes me think he’s a doctor. He withdraws from me, examining his finger. “Well, I never, Miss January…”

“What?” Bobby says from his seat near the table. “Is she hurt?”

“She’s fine,” Doc shows me a dark red stain. “Check this out.”

I flush. “It’s not time for my period.”

“I know it isn’t. This is virgin blood and girl cum.” He smirks. “You were a bleeder, after all.”

The excitement in his voice is palpable, but Doc’s always been a freak. As if to prove me right, he wipes those fingers across his face, leaving red streaks on his cheeks. “Now I’m Princess Mononoke.”

“I still don’t know who that is.”

“We’ll watch it sometime.” He kneels between my thighs, pulling my feet onto his tattooed chest, and I almost swoon. He was right when he said we look good together, my pale skin against his inked muscles. It’s like someone’s posing us for a photoshoot. I gasp as he presses himself to my entrance.

“You ready, Tits?”

“Yes.”

Doc’s eyes take on a cold burn I remember from my time in the cage. “Say what I wanna hear.”

At first, I’m confused, then it comes to me. “Please, Domenico?”

“That’s it.” His cock eases inside me and I gasp.

“Now say ‘fuck me. Rail my slutty pussy like the dirty girl I am.’”

“I can’t say that!”

He withdraws. “Then you don’t get dick.”

I touch a hand to my breast. It can’t matter. I can’t need any more sex. Yet in a few seconds I’m squirming, the lack of friction like physical pain. I look into Doc’s grinning face and know he could tease me all night. I made him surrender and now I need to do the same. I draw in a breath. “F-fuck me, Domenico.”

He taps himself on my clit. “And the rest?”

“R-rail my slutty pussy.”

He seems to forgive me the last few words because he slides back inside me with a groan. “I’m gonna batter you, Tesorina.”

I clutch his muscular shoulders, too overwhelmed to say what I feel, which is ‘Good. Do it.’

He tilts forward, pinning me against the table, my ankles around his neck. He sets a brutal pace, slamming into me, driving me to a peak I thought impossible after the orgasms I’ve already had. He never pulls all the way out, pulsing and grinding like he can’t stand to leave my wetness.

“We’re here,” he says. “We’re fucking here.”

And as he fucks me, his eyes stay locked on my face, as though he’s committing all of this to memory. As I writhe beneath him, his hand closes around my throat. “Your cunt belongs to me now. Give me everything.”

“You come in her and you’ll be killed, Valente,” Eli barks, and I want to scream at him that it’s not his business, that it doesn’t matter. But Doc just grunts and keeps thrusting, bringing me closer and closer to climax. I convulse again, digging my fingernails into the table and scratching the wood.

Doc keeps going, driving into my oversensitive flesh and making me scream.

“You angel. You fucking… beautiful… bitch.”

He pulls out and comes all over my stomach in a warm, white flood.

He did listen, I think dizzily.

Doc sits back on his heels, swiping a hand across his forehead. “Basher, are there any more of those cloth things?”

I lie in a daze as Doc wipes me up. I’m so lucky I didn’t have to marry Mr. Parker. That I get to be here. It isn’t anywhere my family would approve of, but it’s mine. And my old school friends would be so jealous.

Doc tosses the napkin aside and thumbs my lower lip. “Finally got to stick my dick in your twat, Tesorina, and all I had to do was say some shit I didn’t mean.”

I give him a look. “Even if you didn’t mean it, you said it and I’m going to tell Adriano you said it.”

“You little… female version of Benedict Arnold.”

I giggle. “Sorry, I guess.”

“Yeah, you will be.” Doc lifts his gaze to Bobby. “Basher, you wanna come up to my room and do this whole thing again?”

Bobby gives us a wide, all-American smile. “Let’s do it.”

Doc jumps from the table and extends a hand to me. “Let’s go find a bed, Tesorina. You’re gonna get fucked forever.”

My stomach flutters. How can I possibly keep up with both of them? But even as I think it, my flower contracts, informing me that she needs more. I guess I’ll figure it out along the way. I move to take Doc’s hand and Eli emerges from the darkness and slams the champagne bottle on the table. “This ends now.”

I curl under his furious gaze, but Doc squares up to him. “She stated her terms, Morelli. You didn’t wanna play along. It’s over. Basher and I are gonna take her up to my room and nail her.”

“No one moves.”

“Fuck you.”

Eli pounds a fist into his chest. “I’m the boss of this family.”

“Boss, not the fucking king. Don’t take it out on the girl because you’re too proud to say what’s obvious.”

“And what’s obvious?”

“You’re in love with her,” Doc says coldly. “That scares you, so you want to control everything about her, and you can’t. So, do what you told me to do.”

“And that is?”

“Suck it up and give in.”

Eli stares at Doc with something close to hatred, then he looks at me. His eyes are so dark, I can barely see the amber.

“January, come here. Now.”
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Chapter Sixteen


Elliot Morelli

I’m losing control.

The thought echoes through my head, undulled by champagne or lust. January kneels on the table, naked and covered in sweat and whatever Doc and Bobby have left on her but she looks exquisite. More stunning than she did in silk and rubies. It’s the look on her face, the defiant tilt of her chin. She knows her power now. I could see it as she fucked my brothers, her mind expanding to take in new pleasure and exude new strength. She shifts closer to the edge of the table, but she doesn’t get down. She doesn’t obey. It makes me want to hurt her. To take her so roughly she’s left wearing my bruises like jewels.

“Come, Miss Whitehall,” I repeat. “Come and I won’t punish you.”

She stares at me with her luminous green eyes. She doesn’t move.

Doc loops his hands around her stomach. “Don’t you dare give in, Tits.”

“Let go,” I say. “She’s not yours.”

“She’s not yours either, Morelli.”

January pushes Doc’s restraining hands from her belly. “It’s okay. I want to go to Eli.”

“Is this… are you choosing him?” Doc asks.

The question makes my heart stop, but January shakes her head. “I want to belong to all of you. I want to live here and cook and work in a café as a barista.”

“Sweet.” Doc collapses back onto the table. “Hand me the JB, Basher.”

I glare at him. “Get dressed and leave. That’s an order. And you,” I point my Dom Pérignon bottle at January. “No woman of mine is going to work, least of all in food service.”

She tosses her shiny hair over her shoulder. “Then I can’t be yours, at least not the way you want me to be.”

“You’re wrong,” I tell her. “You’ll be exactly what I want you to be.”

She stands. The face of an angel, a body bred for sin. “I think that you’ve wanted someone like me for a long time, Eli. Someone to challenge you. Someone to share with the men you love.”

I have wanted someone like her. I do want someone like her. I want her to sit at the swirling center of Velvet House and make all of our miserable lives better. But I don’t like the way she commanded me to apologize to Adriano. As though she were the one with all the power.

“What I want is obedience,” I tell January. “That is the only thing I enjoy in a woman.”

She smiles. “Our history says you enjoy me more.”

It’s a statement so arrogant, it makes my blood boil. I can’t think of a retort. I drop into one of the velvet backed dining chairs and drink from the neck of my champagne. I will the alcohol to bring oblivion and free me from this situation.

“Enough,” I tell her. “You’ve made your point. Leave with Doc and Bobby. I want to be alone.”

Doc, now swigging from a bottle of JB, nudges January with his foot. “Go work your magic on him, Tesorina.”

January slides her legs off the table. “Is it okay if I touch you, Elliot?”

I despise that name, and as she stands in defiance of me, I despise January Whitehall. Ten seconds ago she was getting the life fucked out of her and now she looks like snow wouldn’t melt in her mouth. She’s exploiting us with her body, with her innocence. Her virginity is gone, but she remains as pure as she’s ever been and that feels like a curse. Like she’s taunting me.

“You may not touch me,” I tell her.

Her face falls and I feel a stab of something irrational, but something softer, too. “You can go to the bar and get me another bottle of Dom Pérignon,” I say.

She goes meekly, returning with a fresh green bottle. “Here you go, Mr. Morelli.”

When I take it from her, she drops to her knees on the floor before me. “Mr. Morelli, can you please touch me?”

I stare at her full breasts, her crimson lips. The excessiveness of her and the simplicity.

“No.”

I peel the foil away from the bottleneck. Alcohol is what I need. Alcohol and cigarettes, if Doc has any.

January tilts her head, staring at the front of my suit pants. My cock surges against my leg, betraying me.

“I think you want to play, Eli.”

“That’s because you’re a disobedient little slut.”

She smiles up at me, the picture of virtue. “I’m sorry, daddy.”

The air around me crackles. She said it again. The word that should only come out of her mouth while I’m fucking her into oblivion. “What did you just call me?”

“Daddy. Isn’t that what you want to be?”

I delicately place the champagne bottle on the floor. “Say it again?”

Her eyes widen. She’s scared and she should be. “D-daddy?”

I grab her by the hair, pulling it tight. The word thrums through me like a current. She called me daddy. Not sweetly as she should have done, but like a spoiled bitch. I’ll show her daddy.

I drag her, gasping, to the edge of the table. Doc rolls out of the way as I bend January over so her round backside faces me. “Say it again.”

I expect her to cry, beg, but she just shakes her thighs so her ass bounces. “Daddy, everything between my legs hurts. Won’t you make it better?”

Bobby gives a low moan.

“Yeah, this is fucked,” Doc says, getting up and settling on Bobby’s right side. “If you’re not gonna do her, Morelli, get out of the way. We’ll tear the girl up for you.”

I pull January’s hair. “No. She’s mine.”

“Yeah, for now. Then she’ll be mine. Then she’ll be Bobby’s, then she’ll be yours again. That’s how sharing works.”

I ignore Doc and focus on the porcelain curve of January’s spine. She looks back at me and I see hunger in her eyes. But there’s something else, too. A softness that almost floors me. After everything I’ve done to her, she still has a heart for me. I let go of her hair, my muscles trembling.

“What?” she asks. “Are you okay?”

“No,” I say, feeling the energy drain from my body. “You drive me utterly insane.”

She turns and takes me in her arms like a child. “I’m sorry.”

My hands and feet tingle. Am I having a heart attack? “Let go.”

“No.” She hugs me tighter. “You know I’ve never seen you less than fully dressed.”

Because I never want to be. If I could fuck in a suit and not be labeled as a freak, I would. The champagne seems to be catching up with me, coating my brain in a low fuzz.

January’s hand creeps to touch my tie. “Can I undo this?”

I say nothing, but I let her pull open the knot and slip the silk from around my neck. She drops the tie to the floor and starts on my shirt buttons. Soon I’m naked from the waist up. January runs her hands over my stomach. “You shouldn’t hide your body.”

“I’m not hiding anything.”

Her mouth twists, but her touch is gentle. I let her continue stroking me, closing my eyes. It’s been a long day. A long life. The feel of her against my skin is a release from all of it.

“Eli,” she says quietly. “Can you please just say you would have taken me to the hospital like Adriano?”

My abdomen tenses under her palm. “No.”

“But I know you would have. When I was locked in the East Wing you didn’t even come and take your necklace.”

“That’s because you were born to wear my rubies.”

Her smile mixes with the alcohol in my blood and makes everything glow for one seamless instant. Then it fades. I sigh. “Why does everything have to be so difficult, bella?”

“I don’t know,” she says, stroking my hip muscle. “But if you admit you would have helped me, I’ll make love to you.”

“Is that right?”

“Yes. And I’ve had practice now. I might be good at it.”

A chuckle from beside us. “She’s better than good at it,” Bobby says.

“Can confirm,” Doc agrees.

I feel a sudden rush of affection for the pair of them. These men with whom I’ve unwittingly shared a life. “Are the two of you going to hold it against me forever if I bow to this brat?”

“I mean… I did it,” Doc says. “So it’d be pretty hypocritical of me.”

“Yeah,” Bobby agrees. “I can’t pretend like I’m better…”

“…so, I don’t think we’ll bring it up,” Doc finishes. “Get a move on, Morelli. I want another turn.”

I laugh. It just tumbles out of me the way it did when I was younger. Light and loose.

“Thank you both.” I touch a hand to January’s cheek. “Are you really ready, bella?”

She nods so I bend to her ear. “I wouldn’t have taken you to see your Zia.”

January rears back in shock but I slide my hands around her waist, keeping her close. “I would have paid to have your Zia medevacked to a hospital in New Jersey where I could have taken you, saving her life and protecting yours at the same time.”

January lets out a slow breath. “You mean it?”

“Yes,” I say stiffly, praying she doesn’t want more. If she does, Christ knows what I’ll do. Fall to my knees and give her every dollar to my name? Swear to take my life if she’s ever unhappy? But January’s fingers are already on my belt, unbuckling and pulling away the leather.

“Thank you, Mr. Morelli.”

“And now you’re all polite again…”

She offers me a soft smile. “I feel things for you. I have ever since I first saw you.”

The lightness in her voice, her uncertainty, it makes me want to be honest. “I am… bound to you, bella. In a way I’ve never been bound to a woman before. I dislike it with every fiber of my existence.”

She giggles.

“Do not laugh at me.”

But she only giggles harder. “Sorry, I just love it when you’re grumpy.”

I grip her chin, lifting her face to mine. “Is that right?”

“Yes.” Her cheeks go pink. “Can you make love to me now?”

“And now you’re shy again,” I say with a smirk. “How delightful for me.”

I turn her onto the table, pushing her back so that her ass is presented to me. I can see a little of her pussy, but not enough. “Spread your knees.”

She obeys and I stare at the pink slit between her legs, my cock swelling inside my briefs. I swat her pretty ass. “Say it again.”

“Daddy.” She lifts her hips higher. “Please take me?”

I touch her instead, brushing my fingers over the soaked folds and ruffles that I have been obsessed with since I first saw them.

“Look at this,” I tell no one in particular. “This is the girl kept pure all her life, fucked twice and still dripping all over my hand.”

January gives a pitiful moan. “Sorry, daddy.”

I inhale the phrase like Amyl. If I live to be two hundred, I’ll never hear anything so good. “Do you think you fooled anyone with your chastity? You’re a born slut, Miss Whitehall. Meant to be here, bent over and servicing me and my men.”

I swat her backside. “Did you like losing your cherry in front of me?”

“I… I don’t know.”

She knows, she’s just embarrassed. I press her face into the tabletop. “I know you liked it, just like I know Doc stuck it in your asshole during your little road trip.”

January gasps. “He—”

“Didn’t tell me,” I say, at the same time Doc shouts, “I didn’t tell him, Tesorina!”

“He didn’t have to,” I continue. “I know everything, bella. Every thought you’ve ever had, every desire that’s gone through your mind. Do you understand?”

She nods, her cheek rubbing against the table.

“Good.” I unzip my suit pants, shove down my briefs. My heavy cock falls onto January’s backside and she trembles. I give her ass another slap. “Now that you know you have my respect, I plan to be disrespectful to you for a very…” I press my cock to her entrance, “…long…” she cries as I thrust inside her pussy, “…time …”

My pleasure spikes as her walls close around me. The others weren’t exaggerating, she’s as sweet as sugar and tight as a lock. More than any man could hope for. And as much as I wanted her virginity, I’m glad she’s broken in. I’m in no mood to play nice.

I slam inside her, savaging her as she screams. I hold her hips so she can’t move, trying and failing to savor this first taste.

“Eli,” she breathes. “Eli, that feels so good.”

I grit my teeth. With every thrust she seems to grow tighter. How did my brothers pull out of her? Climax is already upon me. I distract myself by spanking her. It’s as hard as I’ve ever hit any woman, but January just pushes back on my cock, begging for more. Barely clinging to my load, I grip her hair. “You like pain, don’t you, bella?”

She shakes her head but her cunt pulses around me.

“Gesù Cristo, Santo Dio.” Jesus Christ, God in heaven.

“Yeah,” Doc calls. “You get that.”

I pull January up by her hair so Doc and Bobby can see her tits as I pound her tight little cunt. The blood I saw on Doc’s fingers is now smeared all over my shaft and the sight of it only sharpens my arousal.

“Call me daddy, bella. Call me daddy while I fuck your cunt.”

“Daddy,” she wails. “Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!”

Her pussy flutters around me. She’s close. Very close. “Beg me to make you come.”

January’s eyes are glazed, her mouth half-open.

“Beg or I’ll pull out and leave you hungry.”

Her gaze flicks to Doc and Bobby. I laugh. “That’s how you think it’ll be? I turn you down, you go to one of them?”

I wrap her hair tighter around my fist. “Beg or I will pull out of your luscious pussy and lock you in that cage downstairs and this time my men will not help you. They’ll pull their cocks out and make you suck them through the bars instead.”

January gives a high whine. “No!”

I stop moving, my cock speared deep inside her. She gives a desperate sob, grinding up against me, trying to get more stimulation.

“Say, ‘please make me come, daddy.’”

“Please make me come, daddy,” she mumbles, still trying to pump herself on my cock.

“Again.”

She repeats the words, voice quivering with shame. This girl is mine. As long as I’m alive, she’ll cower in front of me, equally humiliated and excited. “You’re going to get what you want, Miss Whitehall, just open those pretty lips for me.”

She complies, and I grip her jaw and spit into her mouth.

The shock on her face, the absolute horror, spurs me to action. I fuck her roughly as she wails, her magic cunt rippling around me. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry!”

I don’t know who she’s apologizing to, possibly God for being so unchaste, but I don’t care. She comes with a violent scream, struggling hard against my cock. I keep fucking her until she falls, half-conscious, onto the table then I spank her again, leaving a blistering red mark on her backside. “Say ‘thank you, daddy.’”

“Thank you, daddy…”

“Good girl.” I clutch her hips, honing in on my own orgasm. “Tonight, I’m going to finish all over you, but soon you’ll take all of my cum and give me a child.”

January gives a low moan and the thought of it—this goddess round with my child—brings me to the edge. I tear myself from her clinging pussy and ejaculate on her ass. She lets out a squeak of surprise but holds still as I finish coming all over her. When I’m done, I stroke her hair and rub the back of her sweat-soaked neck.

“Good girl,” I croon. “I’m so proud of you. You’ve done so well.”

“So, you’re not hurting her,” a gravelly voice says.

I turn. Adriano is leaning up against the doorway, his arms folded across his chest.

I inhale, fresh oxygen cutting through the fog in my head. “What are you doing here?”

“Watching.”

January buries her face in her hands, but Doc laughs. “Bigfoot’s returned! What’s up, Adri?”

Adriano doesn’t look at him, his gaze is still on January. His green eyes are impossible to read in the semi-darkness. I tuck away my cock, then pick up another cloth napkin. “We’re not hurting her, Rossi. What’s your concern?”

Adriano takes a step into the dining room and watches me swipe the cum from January’s skin. His expression is easy to read. Pure, slack lust. He wants to fuck her and as always, he hates himself for wanting to fuck her.

“Adriano,” Bobby says quietly. “Is everything good?”

Adriano shakes his head like he’s flicking off a fly. “I thought she’d come storming up here and start… it doesn’t matter.”

Doc stretches, still naked and entirely comfortable. “Well since you’re here, Adriano, pull up a chair. Grab a drink.”

He makes an angry bull noise, and his gaze drops to January’s face. She’s peeking at him from between her fingers, and her cheeks are red. A throb goes through my cock. Somehow, after all we’ve done to her, she’s still not finished.

“We fucked her,” Doc says lazily. “Front and back. She’s come about four times now. Squirted too.”

“Guys!” January whispers.

“Quiet, bella,” I tell her, wiping away the last of my orgasm. I address Adriano. “Something is happening between us and this girl. This is your chance to decide if you want to be a part of it.”

For a second Adriano merely stares, longing and disgust warring on his scarred face. Then he turns for the door. My chest contracts. After everything, this is how it ends.

“Wait!” January pushes away from me and gets to her feet. “They said it, Adriano! They all admitted they would have done exactly what you did.”

He paused. “They what?”

“They apologized. Or as good as. Doesn’t that change things? Doesn’t it make them better?”

Silence falls over the dining room. Even Doc doesn’t puncture it with whatever dumbass thing is running through his head. Adriano turns grey-faced, and uglier than I remember, scarred and insolent and stubborn as a mule. I find myself thinking of a night in Barcelona many years ago when a stranger shoved a broken bottle in my face. I was drunk and confused and before I could act Adriano appeared out of nowhere and put the guy’s lights out. He’d protected me before as a business partner, but that night he protected me as a brother. For no reason I could see other than that he wanted me to be safe.

“Come home,” I tell Rossi. “Or at least come and shower in the house, for fuck’s sake.”

A smile lifts one corner of Adriano’s mouth. “I’ll think about it.”

January smiles and so does Bobby.

Doc tosses the bottle of JB to his friend. “Come watch.”

“Why should he watch?” I say, sliding my hand down January’s back. “We’ve been taking Miss Whitehall’s virginity, Rossi. Would you like to finish?”

Adriano unscrews the cap of the JB and drinks long and deep. “Dunno.”

“I suppose I’m asking the wrong person. January, would you like to be fucked by Adriano Rossi?”

She trembles against my palm, goose bumps racing up her spine.

“You can’t see this,” I tell Adriano. “But she’s trembling for you.”

He makes a low, animalistic noise. The woods seem to have turned him wilder. Less human.

“I don’t know if she should,” Doc says slowly. “He’s fucking huge. There’s every chance he’ll ruin that pussy.”

I hadn’t considered this. Adriano is easily the most well-endowed out of all four of us. Seasoned whores have taken one look at him and refused their services. I glance at January and seem to see her slightness anew. Aside from her breasts and ass, she’s really quite tiny and her pale flesh is already covered in marks. “Bella, maybe you should just get on your knees for him? You’ve endured enough pain for one day.”

“Guys,” January says. “I don’t think…”

Adriano’s nostrils flare like an angry bull. “You’re offering me something you don’t want to give, Morelli? What a fucking surprise.”

“It’s not that we don’t want to give it,” Doc drawls. “We just don’t want you breaking our new toy.”

“At least not during her first time,” Bobby says. “JJ, maybe you can just jack him off?”

January dips her chin. “I—”

“What the fuck is your problem?” Adriano growls at Bobby and Doc. “I have as much of a right to take her as either of you.”

“Yeah but neither of us is going to murder with sex,” Doc retorts.

Adriano opens his mouth to say something, but Bobby beats him to it. “She’s already tender, Adri. You don’t want to hurt her, do you?

Adriano’s look of irritation collapses. He stares down at his feet. “No. Of course not. I’m sorry. Another time. Or maybe fucking never.”

He turns his back and heads for the door.

January shakes off my hand. “Adriano! Wait.”

He stops. “I want none of your sympathy, Pryntsesa. Anything but that.”

She takes a step toward him. “But I want to sleep with you.”

She’s flushing furiously as she says it, but her small chin is lifted in defiance. “I wanted to out by the water, but it seemed like you wanted to watch me instead.”

“What the fuck?” Doc laughs. “What happened out there?”

Everyone ignores him.

“I can do it,” January insists, a low throb in her voice. “I did ballet for ages, I’m really flexible—”

Doc gives a cracking laugh. “Holy shit she’s pitching for you Adri.”

January shoots him an icy glare before returning her gaze to Rossi. “Adriano… please can we just try?”

He shakes his shaggy head. “If this is about the money for your nanny’s daughters—”

“No.” She touches a hand to her bare breast, cupping the nipple. “I… want you. I wanted you when I thought you were a janitor. I didn’t understand because I didn’t know anything about men, but I really want us to be together. I want to know what it’s like to be yours.”

There are moments that bite into you and refuse to let go. Strange quotes. Peculiar scents. As I watched Adriano’s face change I knew I was witnessing such a moment. This cruel, half-dead man, realising that someone perfect and precious truly desires him. Adriano’s brutal mouth curves into a genuine smile, his scarred cheeks lift and his green eyes lighten and I understand now that some kind of sanity had been restored to him. A purpose.

“He loves her,” I mutter. “Jesu Christo and all the dead saints, he loves her.”

Adriano takes a step toward January, and she straightens in response. Two partners preparing to meet in a dance. He is hers now. Her loyal dog. A man whose sole purpose is to kill and die for one woman. The same one I have given my heart to.

But perhaps it was always going to end this way. The broken boys that fled to Italy together, never lived apart again. Couldn’t last more than a few days on our own, little as though any of us want to admit it. We became one family in trauma. Now January has united us, we might remain one family in love.

Adriano and January draw closer, warm, almost dazed expressions on their faces.

“Let the games begin,” Doc mutters, swigging from the JB bottle. “Ten bucks says she can’t walk after.”

“Are you sure this is what you want, Pryntsesa?” Adriano rumbles.

She manages to lift her chin to look at him. “Yes.”

I nudge her. “Go, bella. Give your soldier what he needs.”

She walks carefully toward him, as carefully as she walked up the aisle on her wedding day. When Adriano picks her up, he makes her look like a doll in comparison. He kisses her with so much tenderness I turn away, picking up the discarded champagne bottle and taking the seat beside Bobby’s.

He lies her back on the dining room table and climbs onto the wood, holding himself above her. “I’ll go slowly,” he promises. “I’ll go slowly and I’ll stop if you need me to.”

“I know you will,” January whispers, her hand closing around his shaft. Her small, pale fingers make it look like a boa constrictor, yet she guides it toward herself without a trace of fear.

Adriano sucks in a breath as the head kisses her wet entrance. “Pryntsesa, I don’t want to hurt you.”

January’s eyes slide closed. “I don’t care if you hurt me. Not this time.”

“But…”

“Shhh,” she whispers. “I want this so badly, Adriano.”

He tries to be gentle as he slides into her but January isn’t giving him the space. She arches into his cock, swallowing it as though she was born to take it all.

“Fucking Jesus.” Adriano grunts, his whole body is shaking with the effort to not ram inside her.

Then January’s face contorts. “God, it’s so much. Too much.” But she keeps grinding her hips upwards, urging Adriano’s shaft deeper still.

“How do you feel?” I call.

She lets out a breathy moan that sets my blood on fire. “It burns, but it feels so good.”

And just like that I’m as hard as I was before I came.

“Shit,” Doc mumbles, running a hand through his hair. “They look fucking hot together.”

They do.

The two of them, January and Adriano… it isn’t like it was with any of us. It’s erotic, almost romantic. Adriano keeps his mouth on January’s the whole time, his scarred arms holding her body tenderly to his. As he thrusts into her she sighs lushly, her hair flowing like a woman in a Raphaelite painting. At times the intimacy is almost painful, like watching the first man fuck the first woman, a marriage of the primal and the profound.

January moans like an angel when she comes and this time she seems entirely at home in the pleasure, turning her face upward and letting it wash over her in waves. “Oh my God, Adriano. Adriano, I don’t know if I can take it…”

“Move slowly, Pryntsesa. Feel how deep I am inside you. Feel how close we are.”

Beside me, Bobby wipes sweat off his forehead. “This is fucked up,” he whispers, and I silently agree.

“Of all the crazy shit I’ve seen,” Doc mumbles drunkenly. “I never thought it would be Adriano Rossi showing me up in the sex department.”

I silently agree again.

But Adriano and January don’t seem to hear us. They’re too wrapped up in each other, in the sensations of their own bodies.

“Pull out,” I warn Adriano as his thrusts grow faster and he groans in a way I recognize from a hundred other times, with a hundred other women. Adriano makes no motion that he’s heard me, and as he fucks January with determined, steady movements, I consider my next move. And as sexy as the scene has been to witness, I will not have January pregnant with a crazed, quarter-Italian bastard.

I consider pulling out the gun strapped to my ankle when Gretzky walks through the open door. “Mr. Morelli, Parker has agreed to a sit down with you in Manhattan next week—”

The room freezes—January impaled on Rossi’s cock, Adriano engulfing her with his mutilated body, Doc with the JB bottle between his teeth, Bobby palming the front of his briefs.

“This is a bad time, Gretzky,” I say, trying not to laugh. “Though good news about Parker.”

Our senior advisor’s face crumples like he’s about to have a stroke. “Shit-fire! Jesus!” he says, practically running away.

“We’re going to have to initiate a locked door policy,” I tell the others. “Starting immediately.”

January covers her face as Doc and Bobby laugh. Adriano looks like someone has pissed in his cornflakes.

“Cheer up,” I tell him, moving toward the door. “Keep fucking her. I’ll lock this then order Chinese.”

*     *     *

It’s six in the morning. The dining room is thick with cigar smoke and the scent of cold takeout, liquor and pussy. January is curled in my arms, sleeping. Doc is drinking contemplatively in the corner, probably imagining more perverted things to do to our girlfriend’s body and Bobby and Adriano are playing cards. I’m drunk, but not terribly. I mostly feel a strange sense of calm, as though there’s nothing in the world that needs worrying about.

“What the fuck are we doing?” Adriano says suddenly, turning to face me. “Things can’t go on like this with her.”

“Maybe not. But we’re making it up as we go along, Rossi.”

He growls but says nothing. I’m glad. I don’t want to discuss technicalities. I just want to bask in the glow of everything that’s happened tonight. Apparently, I’m not alone.

“I’m happy,” Doc says, lowering his whiskey bottle. “Happier than I’ve been in a long while.”

“That’s good,” I say.

“And I’ve decided… not to ruin everything.”

“What are you talking about?”

Doc sits up straighter in his chair. “Don’t freak, but I was gonna fly to Vegas and kill Parker before the contract was signed.”

I swirl my scotch. “We know.”

The look on Doc’s face is almost worth the ulcer he’s given me over the past week.

“What?!” he shouts.

“Be quiet! You’ll wake up January.”

“You didn’t know,” Doc hisses. “You had no idea about Vegas.”

I look at Bobby. “Apparently January Whitehall isn’t the only one who needs to be reminded that I know everything.”

Bobby smirks. “Yeah, I knew too.”

“So did I,” Adriano says, suppressing a yawn. “Even from the woods.”

Doc gets on his knees, almost tipping the chair over. “How? I didn’t tell anyone! I didn’t say shit! I was using my private server, I was—”

“Yourself,” I say. “And seeing as we’re your oldest friends who know exactly what you’re like, do you think maybe we’d guess you’d attempt to murder your way out of this, Domenico?”

“Well, shit…” Doc runs a hand through his hair looking about fifteen.

“You fucking idiota,” I say.

“What were you gonna do?” he asks. “Confront me about it before I left?”

“No. Sal and Gretzky were going to shoot you full of morphine and lock you in your bedroom.”

“The fuck!?”

I laugh. Bobby joins me and even Adriano gives a low, bull-like rumble.

“You fuckin’ assholes,” Doc sulks. “Well, whatever, I could have done it but now I’m not. Because I’m happy and I’m choosing not to.”

I want to call him a psychotic narcissist with the impulse control of a three-year-old but decide to take the high road instead. “I’m glad, my friend.”

“I was going to kidnap her,” Adriano says lightly.

We all turn to look at him.

“You what?” I demand.

“When I first came back to Velvet House. I thought about snatching January in her bed and heading for Mexico.”

“I was going to take her to Canada,” Bobby offers. “Ordered some fake passports and everything.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I despise all three of you.”

“And we hate you too,” Doc says, raising his bottle. “To a better ending.”

I lift my scotch and Bobby holds up his Stoli.

“A better ending,” we say.

Adriano holds up his beer. “An ending.”

The rising sun glows in the windows behind us. I watch it lift higher into the sky. Soon, we’ll sign the contract. What will a world without vengeance at the center even look like? Better, I imagine, because there’ll be a pretty girl there instead.

Doc shifts in his seat. “I’m fucking tired.”

“So go to bed.”

But he doesn’t move. “I should talk to January about Alessia.”

I glance at the others, but we don’t say anything. We know better.

“She’s been gone for years,” Doc slurs. “It’s like this old Polaroid. I can still see her but she’s fading. I forget stuff, confuse things she said with things I made up. But January’s alive. She’s in the world I live in. She fits.”

I remember her lying in my entrance hall in her wedding dress, surprising me as so few things do.

“She does fit,” I tell Doc. “She fits with all of us.”

“Yeah. I didn’t think I could love anyone after Alessia, but I was wrong. It’s why I’ll do the contract. I can’t die before I have a chance to really be with her. Or double stuff her with one of you assholes.” Doc presses a thumb into his eyelid, stamping away a tear. “And if Parker doesn’t get her and I fuck her every single night for the rest of our lives, maybe that’s enough revenge.”

The sun is higher now, its initial red glow dissolved into a clean brightness that only highlights the filthy dining room.

January shifts in my lap, her huge eyes blinking open. “What… what time is it?”

“Time for bed.” I glance at Bobby. “Take January to the East Wing. And keep your cock out of her, she needs rest.”

“I’m coming, too,” Doc announces as though he expects someone to stop him.

“Go,” I say. “I prefer to sleep alone.”

“I’m going back to the cabin,” Adriano says, draining his beer. “But I’ll be back later today to talk about the contract.”

“Good,” I say with relief. “We’ve missed you.”

Adriano looks at me like I’ve shaved my head. “You what?”

Doc claps him on the shoulder. “We missed you, you big idiot. Next time, don’t stay away so long.”

The four of us grin at one another, and I feel the words hovering. The ones we never say. Then Doc punches Adriano’s side and heads for the door. “Later, pussies. See you in bed, Bash.”

I watch, relieved and disappointed in equal measure. “Be in the secure room at noon. And don’t be fucking late.”

Doc gives me the finger.

I look down at January. She’s fallen asleep again, her black lashes stark against her ivory skin. Doc was right when he said I can’t control her, but how does anyone stand it? All I’ve ever had is girlfriends who danced on a string for me, but they couldn’t hold a candle to the stubborn girl curled in my lap like a kitten.

“Give her to me,” Bobby says quietly. “I’ll carry her upstairs.”

I let him take her, praying that whatever comes next, I will not lose her.
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Chapter Seventeen


January Whitehall

I lie on my bed, scrolling through jobs on my laptop. Bobby’s lying beside me, his head on my butt, watching the Patriots game on his phone. Every couple of minutes I glance into my dresser mirror and check we’re still there. That it’s all still real.

This time my reflection smiles wickedly at me, reminding me what Bobby and I were just doing. My backside still burns and I’m sure I’m going to have bruises tomorrow. Not that I mind. The sight of them drives Doc and Eli nuts. My smile in the mirror grows even wider. I’ve done a lot of making up for lost time, sex-wise. Eli says eventually I’ll spend a different night with each of them, but right now it’s more like… a different hour.

I click on a promising new hostess job and scan the requirements. “Bobby, do you think I could work front of house for Theïkós?”

“That Michelin star place? Definitely.”

His tone makes me suspicious. “How do you know?”

“I… have a good feeling?”

I swat his shoulder. “I want to get a job at a restaurant without Doc threatening the owner or Eli calling the health inspector or you… I don’t know… hacking their email and changing my résumé around.”

Bobby cracks up. “Hacking their email…”

“You know I don’t understand how that stuff works!”

He tosses his phone aside and rolls onto his back, spreading his arms. “C’mere, baby girl.”

I climb onto his bare chest and snuggle into him. Bobby rubs my head, making my scalp tingle. “If you really want a job, why don’t you let us find you one?”

“Because I want to earn it!”

“And we can all appreciate that, but nepotism makes the world go round.”

I roll my eyes. “Eli still doesn’t want me to have a job. He’ll just pretend to help me, then sabotage it.”

“True. But he can’t help it if you’re such a good housewife he wants to keep you close.”

I bury my face in his chest hair. I know what he’s referring to. Last night I made handmade gnocchi in red wine ragù—Zia Teresa’s showstopper dish. Eli tasted it and then dragged me into the next room and went down on me while everyone else listened. It was flattering and terrifying and so hot. Kind of like how everything has been since I got to Velvet House.

“Hey.” Bobby strokes my lower back. “Are you embarrassed about what we’re doing here?”

He means ‘are you freaked out about sleeping with four men?’ All the guys keep asking that. Yesterday I helped Adriano skin another deer and he told me there was still time to choose a proper husband and he’d never leave me, no matter who I picked. I was so shocked I cut myself with the knife. I spent the next two hours begging him to believe he is as much my choice as any of the others.

“I’m super comfortable,” I tell Bobby. “I feel like the luckiest girl in the world. If anything, I’m worried about you guys.”

Bobby snorts. “Don’t worry about us.”

“But you’ve never shared a woman before! Won’t you guys be the ones who’ll want someone else to sleep with every night or to… you know… whenever you feel like it?”

I flush. I’m still not very good at talking about sex.

“Baby,” Bobby says in a calm voice. “You seem to have this opinion that before you showed up, Velvet House was a non-stop party fuckfest. We run a billion-dollar business. We work all the time and when we want to unwind, we do shit on our own. Adri goes hunting and Doc swims and Eli looks at fancy rocks and I watch ESPN.”

“So, none of you ever slept with anyone before me?”

“I’m not saying that. But we would duck out and show up again later, or we’d go to Doc’s clubs. It all fits into our schedules. We never had anyone we cared about, and we never needed anyone to care about. Until you.”

“Oh.” For a second my heart lifts, then all my doubts drag it back to earth. “But what if I don’t have enough time for all of you?”

“JJ, we’re all still working twelve hour days.”

“No, you’re not!”

“Where do you think Doc and Eli are right now?”

“I don’t know…”

“They’re working. Doc’s with his crew at Flare, that nightclub we have in Harlem, and Eli’s negotiating a construction security agreement with some guys in Florida.”

“He’s in Florida?”

“No, baby, the meeting’s online. But we’re setting up contracts in DC, Omaha and Toronto and we have agreements in LA, New Orleans, Tijuana, New York, and are you seeing how none of us have time to scratch ourselves let alone think about cheating on the hottest girl in the world?”

I ignore the flattery. “What about Adriano? All he does is skin deer.”

Bobby grimaces. “He says he’s retiring. We’ll see about that, but in the meantime, we’re covering his workload, which doesn’t help with our schedules.”

My stomach gives a guilty squirm. “Do you need to go to work? Should I give you some space?”

Bobby’s arms draw tight around me. “Never. Having you around is like a four-hour lunch break in Fiji.”

“But if you have to work…?”

“Not right now.” Bobby smiles. “That’s what makes you perfect for me. For us. We’re busy, but we can all give you a little of ourselves. Between all four of us, we might make one decent boyfriend.”

I kiss his chest. “I think you’re all decent boyfriends.”

“Even Adriano and all his dead deer?”

I smile, thinking of the way Adri calls me ‘Pryntsesa.’ I know what it means now. It’s Ukrainian for ‘princess.’

“Especially Adriano and his dead deer,” I tell Bobby. “Now can you please help me find a job? Once I have one, I’ll feel like I’m doing something useful.”

“You’re doing plenty useful already. Besides, the one thing Velvet House doesn’t need is money.”

I believe that. Two mornings after I lost my virginity, Eli called me to his office. It’s on the fifth story of the North Wing, a huge sunlit room with a beautiful view of the grounds.

“This is for you,” he said, handing me a plain black credit card. “Bobby will show you how to access your account.”

“What account?”

Eli looked at me so sternly it was hard to believe he’d ever let me undress him. “Your bank account, bella.”

I thought he wanted me to start paying rent. “I’m sorry, I’m not working yet, but once I am, I’ll be able to contribute. I want to contribute.”

Eli’s face went all scrunchy. “What are you talking about? This is your personal bank account. I’ve given you two million dollars and you’ll receive an additional fifty thousand a month.”

My jaw almost hit the floor. “You can’t… that’s too much money!”

He fixed me with his golden-brown eyes. “I’m a billionaire, bella. What do you expect? Fifty dollars a week for groceries?”

“You don’t have to give me anything!”

“And yet I am. If you need anything more, clothes, jewelry, speak to me. Do not let Domenico hand you wads of filthy strip club money. And let me know when you’d like to buy a car. That needs to be bought separately for tax reasons.”

I tried to come up with an answer and instead I just screamed. Just opened my mouth and screamed. The thought of two million dollars went off in my head like a bomb and I didn’t know what else to do.

“Mannaggia,” Eli said, jumping to his feet. “What’s wrong?”

I couldn’t get the words out, and just burst into tears. But instead of getting angry, Eli carried me to his office chair, sat me in his lap and rocked me back and forth. “Ecco, là mia dolce ragazza. Il mio prezioso gioiello.” There, my sweet girl. My precious jewel.

“I’m so scared you’ll all eventually hate me,” I sobbed. “I don’t deserve any of this.”

Eli pressed a furious kiss to my forehead, like a stamp denying my right to doubt him. “You deserve everything that every man in this house has to give.”

I was still sniffling like a baby when he eased me onto his desk. Despite my tears, my body was already throbbing from its proximity to his hard, faintly lavender scented one.

“Do you want me to go down on you?” I asked, because of the four of them Eli seemed to like blow jobs the best.

“No,” Eli said, lifting my pink babydoll dress and pulling down my panties. “I’m going to take you. Not for your pleasure, but so you know you belong to me, and that all your problems are mine to solve.”

I expected him to be rough, but he took me gently, one hand cupped to my cheek. He said it wasn’t for my pleasure but when his cock stroked over that deep secret place inside me, I came so hard I thought I was going to pass out.

“Good girl,” Eli murmured, pulling out. “Now tell me to finish on you, bella. Tell me you want my cum.”

I did, so I told him. Eli covered my mound, coating my landing strip which Doc had just shaved into a heart. Then he kissed me on my cheek and told me to leave ‘before you distract me into bankruptcy.’

I thought he was joking, but apparently the boys do need to be working around the clock to keep things afloat.

“What does Velvet House need?” I ask Bobby.

“Huh?” Bobby’s eyes have wandered back to his phone.

“You said you guys don’t need money, what do you need?”

“Manpower,” Bobby says at once. “Trusted people to take valuable positions and not fuck them up.”

“What about Archie and Bill?”

“That’s a good suggestion, baby, and I’m all for it, but it’s a sore point with Doc.”

“He can’t still think that Archie and Bill want to join Velvet House just to sleep with me?”

Bobby grins. “No, he doesn’t think that. But he doesn’t trust them. He doesn’t trust anyone. It was a nightmare trying to hire Sal—Doc thought he had suspicious eyebrows.”

I laugh. “Was he right?”

“Hardly. But Eli and I aren’t budging on the twins. Once the contract’s signed, we’ll hire them. Doc will just have to get used to it.”

The mention of the contract sets my nerves jangling. There are less than four hours until we leave for New York…

“Maybe you can convince Doc that hiring the Baskervilles is a good idea,” Bobby muses. “He might listen to you. At the very least, he wouldn’t kick you in the stomach.”

“Sure,” I say, not really listening. “Is it okay if we talk about this later? I don’t know if I can think properly before tonight.”

Bobby’s face shifts, becomes almost angry. “You don’t need to come. I can put my foot down with Eli and the others.”

When it was first suggested I accompany the four of them to sign the contract with Mr. Parker, Adriano refused, Bobby was nervous, and Doc and Eli insisted. They argued back and forth all through dinner. Bobby saying I’d be safer at Velvet House, Doc countering it would make us look weak. Then at the end of the meal, Eli turned to me.

“You make the choice, bella.”

I’d rather have run from the room. I was terrified at the thought of seeing Mr. Parker, but in my heart, I knew I had to go. I owed it to Zia Teresa to look into the eyes of the man who killed her and smile. “I’ll come,” I told the table. “I’ll be there with you.”

Eli inclined his head. “Then you need to understand that means going public.”

“About what?”

“Us.”

“Do I need to lie about sleeping with all of you?”

“No,” Doc said. “Unless you wanna say Bobby’s good at sex.”

Bobby threw a fork at him.

“Then why…?” I asked Eli. “What does ‘going public’ mean?”

“It means the second we arrive at the meeting with you at our side, everyone will know January Whitehall belongs to Velvet House.”

“But… I do, right?”

The corner of Eli’s mouth kicked up. “Yes, but being open means admitting you’re the kind of girl who enjoys being beloved to four men at once, bella.”

“Oh.” I suppose that should upset me, but I kind of like it. It makes me sound cool. Like one of the bad girls from school who snuck into nightclubs and sold feet pics.

“She’s into it,” Doc said. “Conversation over.”

But Eli held up a hand. “January, you need to understand, once Parker and the arbiters of this contract know you’re ours, the whole world will know it. And the whole world includes your family, your school friends, and the New York Society pages.”

My first thought was panicky—my mom is going to kill me—but then I remembered that she sold me to Mr. Parker, stole the last of my life savings, and isn’t my real mom. My second thought was that my brothers would be mortified, not to mention my uncles and the many other Whitehalls who don’t want a slutty relative. “What happens if I don’t want people to know?”

Everyone at the table exchanged glances.

“You won’t come to the meeting, and we’ll tell Parker we’ve sent you to Italy,” Eli told me. “You won’t have to go, but you’ll have to stay hidden until we can find you a secure apartment. After that we can meet at arranged times. Work out a system so it’s not obvious how connected to us you are.”

“I’d have to leave Velvet House?”

“Yes.”

Eli’s brow was furrowed with lines and Doc, Bobby, and Adriano all looked murderous. The thought of having me live somewhere else was clearly distressing them, yet they were still offering me a way out.

“I don’t want to go,” I told the table. “I like living here and cooking and hanging out with whoever’s around. And if I’m hidden away in some apartment, I won’t be free.”

“JJ,” Bobby said quietly. “It’s your reputation on the line.”

I thought of my brothers and uncles. They were always kind to me, but as far as I knew, none of them intervened when my stepmom sold me to Mr. Parker. If they were going to judge me, it would be very hypocritical.

“I want to stay,” I repeated a little louder. “I want to live here with all of you.”

Bobby let out a long breath and Doc smiled, but Eli and Adriano remained stony-faced.

“I’m not sure you know what you’re agreeing to,” Eli said. “Anyone who mocks you within our hearing will die, but we can’t protect you from whispers.”

“Whispers don’t bother me. There were always whispers about me because I had bodyguards and I was engaged. I would rather there were whispers about things that make me happy.”

At that, a rare smile spread across Eli’s face, one that reached his eyes, turning them caramel. “Spoken like a brave princess. Then it’s settled. You’ll come with us and be ours forever.”

His words buzzed through me like an electric shock.

“Forever? I mean, are you all happy to keep… seeing me like this? Exclusively?”

“Of course,” Bobby said.

“Get with the program, Tits.”

Eli clucked his tongue. “I thought that was obvious from the fact we’re about to sign away our sworn revenge to protect you, bella.”

I pressed a hand to my pounding heart. “I just… Didn’t you want to have fancy pedigree children?”

“And we will.”

“I… what?”

Bobby nudged him. “Don’t scare her.”

Eli sighed. “We don’t need to have all the answers tonight, bella, but I want you to know what you’re getting yourself into.”

I felt a tiny pang of fear. “What exactly am I getting myself into? Is there some line in the contract that says I belong to you now? Like I’m trapped at Velvet House?”

“No,” four voices said at once.

“Bella,” Eli leaned across the table. “None of us want to own you. We would like you to stay, but if you changed your mind tomorrow, you could take the money I’ve given you and run. We might try to change your mind, but we wouldn’t stop you.”

“So, there’s no, like, contract between us?”

“Yeah, don’t you remember the one I made you sign in your sleep?” Doc said.

Eli ignored him. “What we’re doing here, it’s a risky investment, not a contract. We’re all taking a chance together.”

“And if it doesn’t work?”

“Then we cut our losses and walk away. That’s business.”

“But I don’t know if things will change!”

“And neither do we. That’s why I’m telling you to decide for yourself if you want to commit to us for the foreseeable future. You’re the one who knows how you feel.”

“Can’t you make all my decisions for me? Isn’t that your whole thing?”

Eli didn’t smile. “Not when it comes to this. Trust your instincts. You’re more insightful than you realize.”

“You all used to say I was stupid!”

Doc laughed. “You’re the only person who’s ever brought us to our knees, Tits. If you’re stupid, what does that make us?”

I looked at them, four strange, dangerous criminals who love each other and could love me. If I stayed, we’d be doing something that’s never been done before—at least not that I knew of. And yet how could I live with myself if I walked away? I’d see Doc in every blond, think of Bobby every time someone mentioned baseball, develop a lifelong fixation for grumpy, well-dressed businessmen because of Eli, and forever be looking in the shadows for Adriano. My chest gave a hum, and I had my answer. I’m sure there’s an alternative reality where January Whitehall has one good man, but in this reality, she has four hot, evil boyfriends.

“I want to stay,” I told them. “I want to be with you.”

There was a moment when they all looked back at me, identical expressions of hope and gratitude. Then Eli raised his wineglass. “To our risky investment. May it prove our greatest yet.”

“January?” Bobby draws me back to the present moment, to the two of us on my bed. “I was saying you don’t have to come to the contract meeting tonight.”

I give my head a small shake, trying to focus. “I still want to come. It’s my duty.”

“But it might upset you and you’re already in a… delicate place.”

I’ve been having nightmares. Nothing I remember once I wake up, but I’m screaming the house down almost every night. Doc offered sleeping pills, but Adriano taught me some breathing exercises. At first, I thought he was joking, but they work, calming me whenever I jolt awake. That and hugs, which all of the guys give me when I sleep in their beds.

“I’m doing okay,” I tell Bobby. “Besides, I’ve got plenty of time to recover after the meeting.”

‘Plenty of time’ is my new favorite phrase. My whole life, I was on a clock ticking down to marrying Mr. Parker. Now I’m ticking down to weeks, months, years of freedom.

Bobby smiles then points to my laptop screen. “If you’re gonna go straight, you might not have the experience for a hostess role. Why don’t you aim for a bartender gig and get some service skills?”

I imagine myself working behind a busy bar, pouring beer and making cocktails like girls on TV. An immediate problem comes to mind. “Um, don’t bartenders get hit on a lot?”

“For sure,” Bobby says, tucking a hand behind his head. “Even the ones who don’t look like you.”

“Oh. So, is everyone going to be okay with me bartending?”

Bobby cracks up. “Honey, we’re gonna be there for every single shift you work.”

“What!? You just said that none of you have time for that!”

“That’s why it’s good there’s four of us.” He stretches his arms over his head, making his T-shirt ride up. I stare at his ridged abdomen, dusted with dark brown hair, and my lips tingle. Bobby pulls his shirt higher. “That’s the other thing we make time for, JJ. Working out.”

“I can see that.”

Bobby unbuckles his belt. “Why don’t you come here and see a bit more?”

I’m riding him when there’s a knock at the door. “Bella?”

I freeze, but Bobby grabs my hips and keeps fucking me. “Come in.”

Eli opens the door. He’s wearing an impeccable navy suit and carrying a long clothes bag and a cream box. His gaze runs over me. “Good evening, bella.”

Bobby pulls down my tank top, exposing my nipples. “She’s being a good little housemaid.”

“I can see that.”

Mortification flares through me and Bobby’s pounding thrusts feel twice as deep, twice as good. “Um… hi.”

“Still so shy.” Eli places the bag over my desk chair and the box on the table. “This is the dress and shoes you’ll wear tonight.”

“Yes, daddy,” I pant. “Are you… still sure you want me… to come to the contract signing?”

“Of course, bella. You’re ours.” He turns to watch me writhing on top of Bobby. “Will you be dressed and in the dining room by midnight?”

The heavy look in his eyes sends tension crackling through me. “Of course.”

“Glad to hear it, my jewel.” He moves toward me and palms my breasts. “Say ‘thank you, daddy.’”

It’s hard to concentrate when Bobby’s screwing me like a demon. “Th-thank you, daddy.”

Eli’s thumb and forefingers close over my nipples with enough pressure to make me scream. I grind against the base of Bobby’s shaft and he grunts.

“I’ll leave you to it,” Eli says with a glance at Bobby. “You’re not finishing in her?”

“Nope.”

“Good.” Eli gives my breasts one last squeeze, then leaves. I feel so slutty and uncomfortable but that doesn’t stop me from having another screaming orgasm all over Bobby. Maybe it even helps.

*     *     *

I can barely look at myself in the mirror. I’ve worn revealing dresses before, but this one takes the cake. Every cake. There will never be another cake because of this dress.

The neckline has a heavy silver collar and dangling from it are dozens of fine chains. They coil around my body like snakes, holding strategic scraps of black silk to my breasts and hips. My skin looks moon-pale against the dark material and the dress has no back, only more chains. They brush across my spine and collect over my ass in a silver pool. You can’t see anything, but it looks like you might see everything.

My shoes are sky-high black leather pumps with silver chains down the sides. The overall effect is obvious, even to my inexperienced eyes—I look like a slave girl chained by her owners. Empowered but imprisoned. Luxurious but bare. My entire Velvet House experience in one dress. I pull my hair to the top of my head in a high ponytail and cover the tie with a swatch of my own hair. I keep my makeup simple, lilac lids fading to smoky gray and sheer pink lips.

I turn in the mirror and imagine walking into a room with Mr. Parker. This dress is like an evil twin to the gaudy wedding dress he chose for me. I don’t have to do anything in the contract meeting. Neither do the other guys, really. Eli explained that signing the contract in person is just a formality. Two groups of people forced to meet face-to-face and admit what they’re agreeing to.

For Eli, Doc, Bobby, and Adriano, it means setting aside revenge.

For Mr. Parker, it means never coming near me again. As unrealistic as that seems, I can’t wait for it to be true. I decide my St. Christopher would look silly with the outfit, so I slide it off its chain and tuck the medallion into the base of my ponytail.

“We’re almost free, Zia,” I say to my reflection.

Be careful, bella. That’s all I ask.

I hesitate. It’s been a while since I’ve talked with my internal Zia Teresa, and I know why. “Zia, will you hate me if I have four boyfriends?”

She lets out a long sigh. You young people, always trying new things. Why can’t you just settle down and get married?

“Zia, you hated being married!” I say indignantly. “You told me your husband ruined your life, like, every day!”

A sound that could be a cigarette cough or laughter. Well, I don’t remember that.

I wait. I wait so long it feels like I’ve lost my Zia Teresa voice. Disgusted her into never speaking to me again. I stare at my reflection, watching my eyes go glassy with tears. Then it comes.

Maybe I can’t advise you about this, bella. Maybe you will just have to do what you want and not expect me to approve.

I smile, my insides tender as kneaded dough. “Okay. But I’ll always love you, Zia.”

And I’ll always love you, bella. Another rasping cough laugh. Besides, no man has ever been good enough for one of my girls.

I dab away my tears then put my phone and lip gloss in my Chanel bag. I don’t bother with a coat. None of the guys will want me to wear one and checking it somewhere might be awkward. With one last glimpse at my reflection, I head downstairs for the dining room.

“Fuck me sideways.”

Doc is wearing ripped jeans and a dark purple T-shirt. The color turns his blue eyes indigo. He looks like a surfer on his day off. I squeak. “I can’t wear this dress if you’re wearing jeans!”

“That’s exactly what you can do.” He grips my arms and pins me to the wall. “But first I’m gonna chain you up and fuck you senseless.”

I turn my face away. “I’m not saying no, but you’ll ruin my lip gloss. It took ages.”

“I do want you at your most fuckable for this meeting. How ’bout I eat you out instead?”

I struggle against his hold. “Nico, can’t we just wait?”

“Fine.” His purple eyes look dangerous. “But after this, we’re gonna get drunk and fuck until we can’t feel feelings anymore.”

My body flushes at the thought. Even as a virgin, it wouldn’t have surprised me to learn that Domenico Valente is vicious in bed. He likes hurting me, pinching and biting and pulling my hair. What would have surprised me is that he likes being hurt even more. Every time we’re together, he orders me to scratch his back with my nails, press my hand into his windpipe, sink my teeth into his shoulders. Anything I can do to hurt him, he wants it.

The last time, he gave me his butterfly knife and made me hold it to his bicep while he fucked me. He wanted me to hold it to his throat but I refused.

“What if I hurt you?”

Doc just laughed his crazy laugh. “I want you to fucking kill me, Tesorina.”

I believe him. There isn’t a thrill Doc doesn’t want to chase. When we have sex, he barely finishes before he picks up some toy or rope and starts some new game with my body. He watches, too, whenever he can. Me and Bobby. Me and Eli. He even came down to the cabin and watched Adriano screw me on the wooden floor.

He curls a finger into my cleavage and tugs me closer. “Tonight, when all this bullshit is over, I’m gonna nut inside you.”

The thought turns my knees to water. “Eli says—”

“Fuck what Morelli says. It’s all I can think about, coming in your little vise grip of a cunt. Filling it with my cum.” He licks along my neck. “I can just imagine it dripping out of your pretty pink pussy. When I see it for real, I’m gonna die and go straight to hell.”

“And if you get me pregnant?”

“This isn’t a rom-com, Tits. It takes more than one fuck to knock someone up.”

“Who’s getting knocked up?”

Bobby strolls in wearing a checked shirt beneath a snuggly cashmere jumper. He takes in my dress and his cheeks flare crimson. “You look stunning, JJ.”

Doc hisses at him, tucking me into his side. “You had her all afternoon, she’s on my time now, Basher.”

“Whatever. Nice outfit by the way, you teenage fuckin’ dirtbag.”

The fall of heavy footsteps announces Adriano. He’s dressed the way he was the night I arrived at Velvet House, in a sage green Henley and heavy canvas pants. His boots are battered black, and he has a gun strapped to his thigh.

Fear sizzles down my spine. In the hours I’ve spent with him, I’ve felt nothing scarier than nervousness, but he’s the scary military-looking man again. At least until he looks at me and his face softens. “Pryntsesa. Your beauty is incomparable.”

I touch a hand to my burning face. “Thank you.”

If there’s one thing my virgin self never would have believed, it’s how Adriano Rossi treats me now. All he wants to do is feed me home-cooked deer, teach me how to shoot a bow, or listen to me talk. He says my voice is the most beautiful sound in the world. He also goes down on me constantly. I can barely draw breath without him burying his head between my legs and using his huge rasping tongue to lick me to orgasm.

He takes my hand and kisses it. Then he ducks his head and for a second, I think he’s going to kneel before me. Doc must too.

“Holy fuck, are you gonna make Tits knight you?”

Adriano scowls and drops my hand, striding away to the bar. He picks up a bottle of clear liquor and drinks from the neck for a long time.

I’m still only getting to know his moods, but he seems nervous. They all do, shifting around and cracking their knuckles. So much for ‘just formalities.’

The atmosphere changes when Eli arrives. It grows sharper, more formal. He’s in all black tonight, a black suit and shirt and tie. Even his cufflinks are onyx. It makes his hair seem black and his eyes dark.

“We need to leave,” he says without so much as a hello. His gaze finds mine. “You look like heaven on earth. Let’s go. The helicopter’s waiting.”
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Chapter Eighteen


January Whitehall

The helicopter ride is swift. In thirty minutes, we’re hovering over the heart of Manhattan. I sit between Doc and Bobby, both of them squeezing my thighs and kissing my shoulders and hands. Across from us, Adriano is stock-still, his jaw set, and Eli is typing away at his laptop. Bobby’s right about him being a workaholic. It seems like if he’s not sleeping with me, he’s doing something work related.

As we circle over the city, my nerves spike.

“How’s Margot?” I ask.

“Fine,” Bobby says. “Gretzky just texted me. She’s watching TV.”

I nod trying to process how bizarre it is that my sister has met the men who held me at Velvet House. Eli decided that in the unlikely event the contract signing goes badly, Margot might be targeted. Harvey and Mr. Gretzky brought her a letter from me at her college, and she agreed to be taken to a safehouse for the night. I wanted to talk to her, but the boys warned me it wasn’t wise while Mr. Parker could still be trying to abduct me.

“You’ll speak to her afterward,” Eli promised. “If all goes well.”

I felt reassured at the time, but all ‘going well’ is beginning to feel a lot less likely.

The helicopter lands on a stretch of dark grass. A dozen armed guards are waiting for us. A hard knot forms in my stomach. Eli eyes me closely. “Time for you to be brave, bella. You are our glamorous toy, nothing more.”

He means—play your part. No tears. No fear. As Doc and Bobby have said a dozen times, Mr. Parker will be looking to upset me, if only for a last shot at revenge. But if I learned anything living with my stepmother, it was to play the role required of me. I push back my shoulders and try for a remote smile, like an off-duty model. I’m pretty and bored and no one can hurt me.

“Perfect.” Eli leans forward and kisses my cheek. “This will all be over soon.”

I think of Margot and pray he’s right.

The armed guards lead the five of us inside the building. It’s huge, like a gothic museum with glossy black floors and well-lit statues everywhere. The boys act as if they’ve done this a hundred times before, shrugging off their jackets and chatting to one another. But their eyes are cold and they walk in front and behind me. Four corners protecting me at the center.

We’re steered to a black marble reception where a man in sunglasses tells us to surrender our weapons. I expect Adriano to hand over his gun, but he also unpacks two knives, a set of handcuffs, and a taser. The other three are all carrying guns and knives, too.

I watch the receptionist pack them away under the desk and realize the boys are probably trying to make a point. ‘We’re super armed and dangerous.’ I wish they’d included me but, then again, there’s no way I’d look scary with a gun.

Once the gun butler has all the weapons, he comes around the desk and runs a black wand over each of us. It can’t be a metal detector because the chains on my dress don’t set it off. Maybe he’s scanning our bones. He eyes my breasts as he scans me and though it makes my skin crawl, I give him my best uninterested look, as though I couldn’t care less he finds me hot, because there’s no chance a lowly gun butler could be with someone like me.

“Good work, Pryntsesa,” Adriano mutters as we’re led to an elevator.

The guards stay behind as we pile in. It’s entirely black and so shiny, it’s like we’re in space. Eli presses for floor ninety, the highest floor. The doors close and I feel trapped. I touch the base of my ponytail where my St. Christopher is hidden.

Help me, Zia. Help all of us.

The space capsule opens on a conference room. The enormous glass table looks big enough for fifty people, yet sitting right in the middle is a single old man. His suit is light gray, and his thick white hair is combed neatly over his head. He should look harmless, even friendly, but as his pale eyes meet mine, a bolt of fear shoots through me. His eyes trail my body and then glance away and I understand he’s like a shark circling in a nature documentary. He won’t hurt me because he isn’t hungry and I’m just an unimportant little fish, but he isn’t someone I should make a mistake in front of. Ever.

The old man puts his phone aside and smiles at Eli. “Elliot! You’re here first.”

“Of course I am,” Eli says drily. “It’s good to see you Mr. Bianchi.”

He walks around the table and kisses the old man on both cheeks.

“You remember my brothers, Domenico Valente, Roberto Bassilotta, and Adriano Rossi?”

The old man gives each of them a friendly nod, but his clear blue eyes don’t crinkle. They stay open and cold as ice.

Eli gestures to me. “This, Mr. Bianchi, is January Whitehall.”

Mr. Bianchi gives my body another perfunctory sweep then shoots Eli a smile. “Suddenly this contract makes far more sense.”

My cheeks heat, but I stand tall. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Bianchi.”

“Elliot tells me you sing.”

“I… Yes,” I say. “I love singing.”

“Perhaps if everything goes as planned, you’ll sing at my wedding to my darling Yelizaveta next summer?”

My breath catches in my throat. This old guy is getting married? And he wants me to perform there? Out of the corner of my eye, Bobby gives me a tiny nod.

“Of course,” I say with all the enthusiasm I can push into my voice. “I’d love to.”

“Excellent. Take a seat. All of you.”

Eli sits at the furthest end of the table. Bobby and Adriano take his left. I sit on his right with Doc beside me. As I settle into my seat, I see three men in black suits, blending into the dark windows behind them. Aside from the one wearing wire-rimmed glasses, they look identical. I try not to stare.

A waiter places a glass of water in front of each of us. Doc asks for beer and one is promptly brought to him. I wish I could ask for orange juice, but I don’t want to look like a child. Eli and Mr. Bianchi enter a deep conversation. It’s all gibberish to me except for random numbers and place names: ‘three-sixty-five,’ ‘Tacoma,’ ‘Upper East Side.’

The minutes tick by and I wish I could take out my phone and play games, scroll social media, read the weather app, anything. The boys shift around me, irritated. This must be part of Mr. Parker’s plan. If he can’t have me, he’ll be as annoying as possible for as long as possible.

When Doc finishes his beer and the conversation between Eli and the old man is getting strained, the elevator dings. Doc presses his knee into my right leg and Eli does the same on the other side. I turn my face into a mask. I’m a pretty, vacant doll and I belong to the men around me. That’s all that matters.

Mr. Parker exits the elevator first. He’s dressed in a brown suit and boots that make him look like he’s about to go hunting. He’s brought seven men with him. I only recognize one of them, a big redhead, from the hospital. At least the Baskerville twins aren’t here. I don’t think my acting skills are that good.

“Good evening,” Mr. Parker tells the room in a loud TV presenter voice.

“Good evening,” Mr. Bianchi says quietly.

I can feel the hatred coming off the four men around me like steam hissing from a boiling pot. Doc’s shoulders have risen, and Adriano’s face is as hard as the night he pushed a gun into my mouth. Bobby is looking at his phone, but his jaw is tight enough to burst. Only Eli sits straight-backed and calm, his glittering eyes the only physical manifestation of his rage. “Good evening, Zachery.”

“Elliot.” Mr. Parker wanders closer to our side of the table. “Dom. Basher. Rossi.”

As he looks at each of my men, it’s like he makes them younger. More like teenagers than the grown criminals I’ve come to know.

Mr. Parker gives Adriano a wide-lipped smirk. “How’s the side? Any broken ribs?”

Adriano says nothing.

Mr. Parker’s gaze falls on me. As he takes in my tight, slutty dress, his loathing is bright as a star in the sky. I remember the way he looked at me in his limo, telling me we’d be married by morning. I fight back a shudder. He doesn’t leave to take his seat, just keeps staring. To distract myself, I examine his shirt. It’s purple silk and you can see his nipples through it. Mr. Parker always wears silk shirts, and you can always see his nipples through them. Maybe it’s on purpose. Maybe it’s a sex thing. I bite back a snort of laughter and then, somehow, it’s easy to meet Mr. Parker’s eyes. He’s just a guy with a nipple shirt.

“Jan-u-ar-y White-hall,” he says, rolling each syllable around his pink mouth. “We meet again.”

Doc’s leg presses harder into mine, like he’s scared I’m going to run away. I toss my ponytail over my shoulder. “Hi, Zach.”

His mouth falls open, and I swear he almost lunges for me.

“Parker,” Mr. Bianchi says sharply. “Remember why you’re here.”

He rounds on the old man. “Did you hear… she just called me…?”

All at once, the tension leaves our side of the table. Doc barks out a laugh and Eli leans back in his chair.

“I don’t think it matters if Miss Whitehall refers to you by your first name, Parker,” Mr. Bianchi says. “Sit and we can begin the meeting.”

There’s a definite bite in his voice and I feel a little proud that the scary old man likes us more than Mr. Parker.

My ex-fiancé settles at the other end of the table and his seven men fan out around him. A few have briefcases which they put on the table, and take out thick pages of documents. I think of all the guns and knives we surrendered downstairs. Why didn’t we come prepared with our own lawyers and paperwork, too? Maybe Doc and Adriano said that strategy was for nerds…

Mr. Bianchi fixes a pair of gold glasses to the end of his nose. “Everyone’s here. It’s time to proceed.”

The room chills by several degrees. We all sit up straighter.

“I’ve been assigned to end the conflict between your organizations in an amicable, and more importantly final, way,” Mr. Bianchi says. He looks around the table and I nod, the way I used to in school, so teachers knew I was listening.

Mr. Bianchi gestures to the invisible guys at the window and one man rushes forward with a leather folder. Mr. Bianchi opens it with his spotted hands. “This is the contract that’s been drawn up. Both Velvet House and Parker Enterprise Holdings have had several days to look over it and make adjustments, so you should all be familiar with the contents. However, I’ll briefly summarize the agreement.”

Eli’s thigh contracts against mine. He’s refused to answer any of my questions about the contract. I’m sure he didn’t want me to hear this. My heart gives another painful squeeze.

Mr. Bianchi points to Mr. Parker. “In signing this contract, Zachery Parker renounces any romantic, financial, sexual, or familial claim to January Joy Whitehall. He may not threaten or harm her. If asked to comment on their previous relationship, he will say he ended their engagement so Miss Whitehall could attend college…”

I feel Mr. Parker looking at me and I try to think about fractions. Fractions are the most boring thing in the world. Fractions will save me.

“…should Mr. Parker or anyone who works for his organization be found in violation of this contract, by harming Miss Whitehall or contacting her or her family, their lives will be forfeited.”

Mr. Bianchi pauses so we know he means ‘get murdered.’

“Afterward, the entirety of Parker Enterprise Holdings’ assets will be divided between my association, Capital Nine, and Velvet House.”

Mr. Parker tilts his chin. “Understood.”

“In addition, Mr. Parker surrenders any and all claims to the patent for the drug known as ‘Orchard,’ and swears he is no longer in possession of any outstanding product.”

“I swear,” Mr. Parker says, pressing a hand to his chest.

I think of his tree safe and the drugs he threatened to give me and Emilia in Vegas and I know with my whole heart he’s lying. He still has old Orchard. He’d never give it up. I open my mouth to say so and Eli’s hand clamps over my thigh. I stay silent.

Mr. Bianchi turns to Eli. “In exchange for the dissolution of his relationship with January Joy Whitehall and his renunciation of any claim to the drug Orchard, Zachery Parker will receive clemency for any and all misconduct toward Elliot Morelli, Roberto Bassilotta, Domenico Valente, and Adriano Rossi.”

Beside me, Doc is grinding his teeth. I touch his leg. His wiry muscles clench and I think he’s going to throw me off, but then his hand settles over mine, warm and heavy.

“Should the four of you, or anyone who works for your organization, be found in violation of this contract by harming Mr. Parker or contacting him or his associates in any way that could be deemed improper, your lives will be forfeit and Velvet House’s assets divided between my association, Capital Nine, and Parker Enterprise Holdings.”

“We understand,” Eli says.

The old man continues to look at our end of the table.

“Agreed,” Bobby says quietly.

“Fine,” growls Adriano.

All of us look at Doc.

“Got it,” he says through the smallest possible opening of his lips.

“Wonderful,” Mr. Bianchi says briskly. “Finally, in addition to personal amnesty, Zachery Parker will receive compensation for the money he gave the Whitehall family to secure a marriage with January Joy Whitehall.”

My stomach falls. Eli and the others have to pay back all the money Mr. Parker gave my stepmom? But that must be a million dollars, maybe more.

“Capital Nine has done a thorough investigation of Zachery Parker’s financial records. And we’ve concluded thirty million dollars is to be paid to Parker Enterprise Holdings.”

I gasp.

Everyone turns to look at me and I fight to return my expression to blank ambivalence. I feel like I’m falling down a long, dark hole. Thirty million dollars. Thirty million dollars… How could my stepmom have taken so much money? How could no one have told me?

A smile quirks Mr. Parker’s mouth. “You were an expensive investment, January. Not that I consider it money well spent.”

I try to divide a thousand into thirds. Try not to move a muscle.

“I’ll thank you not to speak to Miss Whitehall,” Eli says coldly.

Mr. Parker leans back in his chair. “Contract isn’t signed yet.”

Fuck you, his eyes say. Fuck you and your whore.

“Upon signing the contract,” Mr. Bianchi says, a little louder. “Velvet House and Parker Enterprise Holdings will cease contact. The payments will be brokered through Capital Nine and anyone attempting to converse outside our influence will be considered in violation of the contract. Is that understood?”

“Yes,” Eli and the boys say in unison.

“Yes,” Mr. Parker drawls.

“Then we’ll proceed with signing the contract.” The old man clicks his fingers and one of the assistants brings forward another heavy leather folder. He places it, and a fancy pen, in front of Eli.

“You only need one signature each. Final page,” the man murmurs. “It’s been marked.”

Eli opens the folder to the last page. Out of the corner of my eye I see their four names printed next to dotted lines.

Elliot Velluto Morelli

Domenico Salvatore Valente

Roberto Libero Bassilotta

Adriano Bohdan Rossi

And just below it.

Zachery Blake Parker

Eli signs quickly then passes the file to Bobby. Bobby signs just as fast before handing the document to Adriano. Doc goes last. He lets his pen hover for a few seconds before he scrawls his name. He leaves a huge inkblot on the page, but it’s done. The assistant comes forward to collect the document and I give a small sigh of relief. We’re so close. Maybe only minutes away from this being over.

The contract is placed in front of Mr. Parker. He stares at it, then shoves it aside. The atmosphere in the room goes icy.

“Is there a problem, Parker?” Mr. Bianchi demands.

“No,” Mr. Parker says. “I just want my lawyer to re-read the contract in full before I sign.”

Doc swears under his breath.

“That will take a significant amount of time,” Mr. Bianchi says testily.

Mr. Parker doesn’t shrink into his seat the way I would if Mr. Bianchi was talking to me like that. He folds his arms behind his head and smirks. “Then it’ll take a significant amount of time. I’m sorry, but anyone could have added to or altered the document and I’m not going to have that before I sign.”

“Fine,” the old man snaps. “But you’re inconveniencing all of us and insulting this entire endeavor by implying I haven’t fulfilled my brokerage duties.”

“Sorry.” Mr. Parker shoves the contract at the man on his right. “Read quickly, Martin.”

The lawyer produces a ruler and slides it across the first page of the contract. Bobby catches my eye and gives me a small smile. I try to take comfort in it. He, at least, doesn’t seem too surprised.

Mr. Bianchi continues glaring at Mr. Parker. “Velvet House requested you return Miss Whitehall’s passport. Have you brought it with you?”

“Sure have.” Mr. Parker pulls my passport from his pocket and tosses it onto the table with a loud slap. “Here you go, January.”

I fight the urge to flinch. He’s still staring at me with his angry crocodile smile. I hate that my passport was in his pants. That he touched it with his hands.

Eli shoots Mr. Parker a look of utter loathing then turns to Mr. Bianchi. “Is it possible for Miss Whitehall to leave the room?”

The old man’s smile is sympathetic. “Sorry, Elliot. You’ll all stay where you are until this is done. Would you like a drink?”

“Scotch,” Eli says quietly. “And January will have champagne.”

“She’s underage,” Mr. Parker says loudly. “So, it’s not appropriate to give the bitch alcohol, even if Morelli and his friends are sticking their dicks inside her.”

My muscles go weak. Mr. Parker was the one who wanted to marry me when I was barely eighteen! I open my mouth to say so but Doc and Eli both squeeze my thighs under the table.

“Scotch,” Eli says firmly. “And champagne for January.”

“Bold choice,” Mr. Parker calls.

Mr. Bianchi gives him a nasty look but doesn’t tell him off. He can’t, I realize. Until the contract is signed, Mr. Parker is free to say whatever he likes to me. He’s delaying the meeting specifically so he can be horrible. After all he’s done, after killing my Zia, it’s still not enough.

Our drinks arrive and I sip my champagne fast, praying it returns me to my numbness, but by the time I’m done, Mr. Parker’s lawyer is only halfway through the document.

Eli cups my jaw, turning my face toward him. “Another champagne, bella?”

His touch is so gentle, it makes me want to cry. I turn away, blinking hard. “No, thank you.”

“Very well,” Eli kisses my cheek and I feel Mr. Parker’s eyes on me. I turn to look at him and maybe it’s the champagne, but I can’t help myself. “Is something wrong?”

Mr. Parker’s lip curls. “You’ve slept with all of them now, have you?”

“Of course, I have,” I say. “I slept with them the second I got away from you.”

To my right, Doc chuckles and even Adriano smiles. Mr. Parker makes a sound like a viper about to strike.

“That’s enough, bella,” Eli says lightly. He raps on the table. “Another scotch and champagne.”

Mr. Parker stares at me as the fresh drinks are set before us. I think of Zia Teresa lying cold in her hospital bed. Her daughters sobbing at her funeral. I think of Doc’s sister. Bobby’s father. Someone who belonged to Adriano and Eli. Spite and hatred, that’s all Mr. Parker knows. My hands ball into fists. He can talk to me before the contract is signed, then I can talk to him.

“Emilia doesn’t want you,” I tell Mr. Parker. “No woman does.”

“You think anyone cares about what comes out of your mouth, cunt?”

I shrink back in my seat. I’m a fool. There’s nothing I can do to hurt Mr. Parker. I’m not a person to him. Not human. If I hit him, it would probably feel like paper brushing past.

A warm hand descends on my shoulder.

“I care about what comes out of January’s mouth,” Doc drawls. “And if I don’t, I can always shove my dick in it.”

One of Mr. Parker’s men snorts and my face burns. It’s one thing for Mr. Parker to say horrible things, but Doc? After all we’ve been through? I glance at him, and he turns down the corners of his mouth in an exaggerated frown. “Aww, she’s feeling sensitive. Come on, Tits. Where’s your sense of humor?”

He leans forward and nuzzles my ear. I try to pull away, but his hands grip my wrists, holding me fast. “Play along, January.”

For a second I’m confused, and then I understand—I don’t have the meanness to mess with Mr. Parker, but if anyone does, it’s Domenico Valente. I slide my mouth into a sensuous smile. “Sorry, Mr. Valente.”

Doc presses his nose to mine. “That’s better. Champagne always gets you wet, doesn’t it, you pretty bitch?”

Mr. Parker bares his teeth and I understand why Doc’s being so rude. Mr. Parker finds Eli treating me kindly hilarious because he doesn’t think I’m worth anything. But Doc drooling all over me is still insulting because he never got to touch me.

I giggle. “Yes, Mr. Valente.”

Doc sucks air between his teeth. “Keep calling me that and I’ll lay you out in front of everyone in this conference room.”

“The two of you can stop whenever you like,” Eli says, but lazily, like a substitute teacher who doesn’t care if you’re paying attention or not.

“Ah, Morelli, don’t act like you don’t watch.” Doc licks along my neck. “I think I should fuck her just to pass the time.”

He grabs my breasts through the tiny panel covering them. The sensation is so shocking, so sexual, I let out a squeal.

Doc massages me, squeezing me through the silk. “Mmm, these are fucking fantastic. You ever touch January’s tits, Zach?”

Mr. Parker’s men look uncomfortable, but Mr. Bianchi is just staring at his phone. Maybe he’s done dozens of negotiations like this and doesn’t care anymore.

“Of course, you didn’t,” Doc says. “Well, I’ll let you in on a little secret. If you suck her nipples while you’re hitting it juuuust right, she squirts everywhere.”

I duck my head. I’ve only done it a few times. Squirted. The last time, Adriano was inside me and Doc was watching, and I was worried they’d be disgusted, but both of them acted like they won a billion dollars.

Mr. Parker’s eyes narrow. “So, she’s a fucking whore.”

“You’re damn right she is,” Doc says breezily. “She wants dick twenty times a day. She’s draining the life out of all of us.”

Now every man in the room except Mr. Bianchi is staring at me, many of them slack mouthed. I lift my chin, inviting them to stare. I’m January Whitehall and I’m precious to the men who want me. Doc rubs his thumbs over my nipples, making them peak through my dress. “Thirty million dollars for this perfect little fuckdoll. She’s worth every penny, isn’t she, Morelli?”

Eli drains his scotch. “I’d have paid double.”

Mr. Bianchi finally looks up from his phone. “Don’t say that before the contract’s signed, Elliot.”

Eli gives a dry laugh.

“It wouldn’t matter if it was double,” Doc says, his indigo eyes on mine. “With what we pull in, we were always gonna pay for her. Wrap her up in lace and jewels and keep her as a plaything. Any straight man who looks at her’ll understand. She’s a fucking treasure.” He looks across at Parker. “And that’s what everyone’ll think, isn’t it? Not that Parker gave up January Whitehall so she could fail out of Columbia University. That better men stole her and kept her for themselves.”

I know Doc took it too far the instant the words leave his mouth.

‘Porca misera,’ groans Eli as Mr. Parker jumps to his feet. “Say that again!”

Mr. Bianchi looks up from his phone. “Parker, sit. Mr. Valente, I must object.”

Doc rolls his eyes. “Fine.”

Mr. Bianchi returns to his phone. Mr. Parker lowers himself back into his seat as big red spots appear on his cheeks. “Always running your cheap mouth, aren’t you, Dom?”

“Sorry,” Doc says, tugging my nipple. “January’s body makes me forget things.”

I arch into his touch, closing my eyes as though it’s bringing me to ecstasy. Truthfully, it is. I don’t know what kind of woman the boys have unlocked in me, but I’m soaking my black thong. All these men looking at me as Doc expertly manipulates my body…

Doc gathers a fistful of the chains connected to my silver collar and pulls my face closer to his. “Honey, tell all these nice men you love getting railed by all four of us.”

“I love sleeping with you,” I say huskily. “It’s the most fun I’ve ever had.”

Doc kisses me hard. It reminds me of our first kiss, him in a priest robe, me in my wedding dress. He licks inside my mouth, and I can’t help but moan.

When we pull apart, Mr. Parker’s face is brick red and Bobby and Eli are grinning. Even Adriano looks amused.

“Hurry up,” Mr. Parker roars at his lawyer.

The guy twitches and the ruler goes flying out of his hand.

Eli laughs. “Be nicer to your lackeys, Parker. A good CEO knows people perform worse under pressure.”

“Fuck yourself, Morelli.”

“No, thank you.” Eli grips my silver collar. “Come here, bella.”

He kisses me slowly, expertly, and my skin tingles. He pulls back, his amber eyes on mine “Soon this will be all over, and you’ll be free to play again. Won’t you?”

I know exactly what Eli wants to hear. “Yes, daddy.”

He strokes a thumb over my lower lip. “Good girl.”

One of the men behind Mr. Bianchi clears his throat. Another brings a subtle hand to the front of his pants, adjusting himself. My chest tightens with embarrassment, but I keep smiling sweetly at Eli. Mr. Parker wanted to use this time to harass me, now my men intend to use this time to harass him.

Eli presses another light kiss to my lips then directs me back to Doc. “Amuse yourself with Valente for a while, bella. Lord knows he’s not concentrating.”

“Fuck you,” Doc says easily, sliding his palms over my stomach. “Hey Zach, you wanna know something else about January? She’s a freak. Likes pain. Fuckin’ loves danger. She came when I fucked her with my knife handle. ’Course I was licking her pussy at the time…” Doc looks at Eli. “Did I eat January out first or was that you?”

Eli glances up from his phone. “Bobby was first. He was the first to fuck her too.”

“I was the first to fuck her pussy,” Bobby corrects. “Doc did her ass.”

“I did,” Doc agrees. “You should have been there, Parker. She was soaking and begging me for a lay, trying to get me to pop her cherry on the street where anyone could have seen her. So, I fucked her asshole instead. She took it like a porn star. All the way in with only spit for lube.”

My whole body roils with embarrassment, but I force myself to stay composed.

Doc grins. “Still, Eli busted in her mouth before I did.”

“True,” Eli says. “But January asked Adriano to take her virginity first.”

“Begged,” Adriano growls. “But Doc was the first man to come on her tits.”

“Ah, but you’ve been making up for lost time since then, haven’t you?” Doc says. “Parker, you wouldn’t believe how fucked up January and Adriano look together. Little girl riding that great big dick. It’s like monster porn in real life—”

“Mr. Bianchi,” Parker interrupts. “Can’t this be stopped?”

Mr. Bianchi looks mildly at him. “I can’t see that they’re insulting you in any way, Parker, and you’re the person who delayed this meeting.”

“But—”

“Are you questioning my authority?”

“No, but—”

“Clearly you are.” Mr. Bianchi gestures at the men behind him. As one, they slide their hands into their jackets and bring out shiny black guns. Mr. Parker stops talking.

“So where was I…?” Doc asks the ceiling. “…Oh yeah, monster porn…”

And so, it goes on. Mr. Parker’s lawyer rapidly turns pages as the boys describe the things they’ve done to me and the things they plan to do to me. Doc and Eli take turns kissing me and argue over who the first person to finish in my flower will be. I keep thinking they’ll run out of words, but they never even come close. By the time Parker’s lawyer shoves the contract across to him, they’re still going.

“…so we’re probably better off running a train on her,” Doc tells the other three who all nod as though he’s made a clever point.

Mr. Parker signs as quickly as his hand can move. “Done. I’m fucking leaving.”

Doc cocks his head. “What was that?”

But Mr. Parker is already around the table shaking Mr. Bianchi’s hand. “Thank you,” he says through gritted teeth. “May I leave?”

Mr. Bianchi adjusts his glasses. “That depends. You know what you’ve signed, don’t you?”

“That’s why I signed it.”

“Then go. And let this be the last time you speak to anyone who remains in this room.”

Mr. Parker snaps his fingers, and his men rise.

“Goodbye,” he tells no one in particular and then his gaze finds mine. His stare is so full of utter loathing, my skin seems to shift over my muscles. Then I blink, and he’s gone. Doc grabs my hand as Eli lets out a satisfied sigh and Bobby laughs. Only Adriano sits motionless as though he can’t really believe it.

But it’s over, and I’m safe. With four powerful, dangerous men around me, how could I not be?

We hang around in the conference room for a few minutes so we don’t collide with Mr. Parker in the lobby and then the boys shake Mr. Bianchi’s hand goodbye.

“Go and be well,” he tells them and then his blue eyes find mine. “You’ll sing at my wedding?”

“Of course, sir,” I say, dropping into the curtsy I’ve practiced for the rare times I’ve met royalty. Doc laughs, but I think Mr. Bianchi appreciates it.

As we enter the elevator, Bobby wraps his arms around me, kissing me so thoroughly, I’m almost knocked off my feet. “You did great, JJ.”

“Are you serious? I was mortified and I almost cried a bunch of times!”

“But you didn’t,” Eli says behind me. “You were poised and sweet and you held your own.”

He plants a kiss on my forehead. “You’re the queen of New York. I couldn’t have dreamed for a better woman.”

I bow my head, feeling pleased and self-conscious. “I’m happy just being the queen of Velvet House.”

Eli smiles. His amber eyes crinkle and it makes him look both older and a million times sweeter. “Long shall she reign. Now, since you are free and you are our queen, would you like to go see your sister?”
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Chapter Nineteen


January Whitehall

The safehouse isn’t what I expected. I’d pictured a creepy motel room in the middle of nowhere with wooden boards over the windows. Instead, it’s a super fancy apartment on the gazillionth floor of a super fancy building. The kind of place a businessman in a movie would live.

Harvey lets us in and leads us to the massive living room, grinning from ear to ear. “So, contract’s signed? I can’t believe it! And that’s a knockout dress, Miss Whitehall!”

I try to say ‘thank you’ but I’m too nervous to speak. I stand on my tiptoes to see if Margot is behind him.

Harvey tugs the end of his long, white beard. “You know, I never thought we’d see a peaceful resolution to the situation with Parker, but—”

“Get out of the way, H,” Doc calls from behind me. “She wants to see her sister.”

“Of course. Sorry.” Harvey steps aside to reveal the lush apartment. There’s no sign of Margot at the glass dining table or on the white leather sofa. I turn to ask the guys where she is and familiar arms close around me.

“JJ! You’re here!”

For a second, it’s staggering. So many things about my life have changed, but not Margot’s smell or the feel of her hair as it sweeps over my shoulders. Tears burst in my eyes like sunspots. “Margot! It’s so good to see you again.”

“You too, I thought you were dead! And then I thought you’d been taken away!” She pulls back, looking into my eyes. “I can’t believe you’re here!”

Bobby clears his throat. “JJ, the four of us are gonna hang out in the entertainment room. Give you guys some privacy.”

“Okay.” I have no idea where the entertainment room is, but I’m glad they’re not leaving.

Eli, Bobby, Doc, and Adriano slip away with Harvey, as Margot pulls me into another furious hug.

“Good, they’re gone.” Margot takes my hand and leads me to the kitchen. A bottle of red wine is open on the marble counter next to a half-full glass. Margot takes another wineglass from the shelf and pours me a drink. As she offers it to me, she seems to realize what I’m wearing for the first time. Her green eyes expand. “Holy shit, January. What is that dress!?”

I hunch my shoulders. “It’s nothing. It’s new.”

“It’s tasteless!”

A voice in my ear talks. Not Zia Teresa, someone else. Screw her, it says with enough venom to scare me.

This is my sister. I’ve missed her, I want everything to be good between us. I take a deep breath. “You don’t think I can pull this dress off?”

“I mean… of course you can. But… what’s happened to you?”

“I don’t know. I guess I’ve grown into myself.”

Margot looks at me like I’m wearing an eyepatch and a peg leg. “Sure.”

I frown. “You’ve worn stuff like this. Remember your masquerade dress that almost showed your nipples?”

“So? I don’t have huge Dallas Cowboy Cheerleader titties!”

“That doesn’t matter! Mom still almost made you go home and change!”

Margot flinches at the mention of our stepmom. “Okay, so maybe I’ve almost showed some skin, but you’re all shy and now you’re like…” She casts a glance at the doorway. “…Are these kidnapper guys making you dress like this?”

It’s hard to hear Margot talk about the men I care for, the men who rescued me from Mr. Parker, as ‘kidnapper guys.’ But that is what they are. It’s not all they are, but it’s where our history starts. Now that I’m free of Mr. Parker, free to do whatever I like, I can appreciate how tricky it’ll be to bring my sister and friends to our side. To show them Velvet House is where I want to be. I smile. “Yes and no. Eli bought me this dress, but I wanted to wear it.”

“But they did kidnap you?”

“Yes, but now I’m free to do whatever I want, and I want to be with them.”

Margot picks up her glass and takes a long slug of wine. “I think you need to tell me what happened.”

“The guys said we only have an hour here before we have to leave…”

“So, talk fast.”

We sit side by side at the kitchen counter as I try to explain what happened after I was taken on my wedding day. It’s a hard story to tell. I condense some of the scarier things and leave out others. I don’t mention Orchard or bribing Adriano with my virginity or the Baskerville twins. That makes it sound like I ran away from Mr. Parker’s limo all by myself, but I can’t risk blowing their cover.

As I talk, Margot looks more and more horrified. But she’s not freaked out by my escape or that Mr. Parker is a monster or even that I was held in a cage. She’s freaked out that I’ve lost my virginity in bits and pieces to four different guys.

“Are you serious?” She keeps saying. “You’re sleeping with Elliot Morelli and that blond guy and that giant guy and that cute muscly one? And they all know about it? And they’re okay with it?”

“Um, I think so,” I say and try to return to my story. But Margot keeps dragging me back. “You slept with them because you were scared of them, right?”

“No, I didn’t want to sleep with them when I was scared of them.”

“So then how…?”

“We got to know each other more and I… wanted to.”

“You wanted to have a bunch of threesomes with criminals?”

“I mean… it’s not a threesome if there are five people, is it?”

That makes Margot scream.

I try to explain how things at Velvet House feel normal and make sense to me, but the more I talk, the more Margot gets suspicious and freaked out. I give up and jump to explaining the negotiation and how Mr. Parker can’t come near me anymore.

“…so, I’m free,” I tell Margot. “Our whole family is. Mr. Parker has to go marry someone else and leave us all alone. And once the air has cleared, Bobby says I might be able to meet with Zia Teresa’s daughters and explain what happened, so they have closure.”

“Right.” Margot pours herself another huge glass of wine. “Are you sure Mr. Parker killed Teresa? It wasn’t an accident?”

I think back to that afternoon in the hospital, the dimly lit room, the man putting his hands around Zia’s neck, and I want to slap my sister. “Of course it wasn’t an accident. Mr. Parker ordered his men to kill Zia. He didn’t have to, but he wanted revenge.”

“For what? You didn’t kidnap yourself!”

“Because he didn’t get to marry me. And he wasn’t the first man to touch me. And now that I’m not a virgin, he hates me. He said he always hated Zia, too.”

Margot lifts her wine and drinks deeply. I lay a hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay?”

She shakes her head. “I can’t believe Teresa is gone.”

My heart aches for her. She and Zia were never close, but it’s awful to know someone was murdered.

“It’s okay. I mean it’s never going to be okay, but Zia was asleep and on medication. She didn’t feel anything. And Adriano gave her daughters a lot of money which I know doesn’t make up for it, but at least they’ve been looked after.”

Margot casts another look at the door. “Adriano… He’s the big scary one with the face scar?”

Again, I want to correct her, say he’s so much more than that, but I bite my tongue. “Yeah.”

“And are you going to keep living with them now you’re free?”

I feel my face heat. “Um, yes?”

“JJ, you can’t do that.”

“Why? You’re the one who says women should play the field and explore.”

“That means being with different guys one after another, not living with four of them and banging them all at the same time!”

She sounds so disgusted, it’s hard to hold her gaze. “Maybe that’s what ‘exploring’ means for me.”

Margot sighs. “God, you’ve been sheltered for way too long.”

Unexpected anger flares in me. “Yeah, I have been sheltered. More than you. More than anyone, and you know why? Because our stepmom sold me to Mr. Parker when I was a baby and tried to keep me as innocent as possible for him.”

Margot flinches. “Don’t say that!”

“Why? It’s true! And you know it’s true. That’s why you were getting drunk at the wedding and saying you wished daddy was there. It’s why you hated Mr. Parker so much. You knew.”

Margot looks away. “At least you’re not acting like she’s our real mom anymore.”

Margot’s voice has none of her old angst. All at once, she looks a hundred years older. I take the wineglass from her hands and put it on the counter, then thread my fingers through hers. “It’s okay. I don’t blame you. I blame her. And now I’m free! I don’t have to marry Mr. Parker because of Velvet House.”

Margot pulls her hands from mine and reclaims her wineglass. “So, you’re not coming home?”

It never occurred to me that Margot might think I was. Then again, she doesn’t know about our stepmother emptying out my bank account or giving Mr. Parker my passport. “I’m not coming home, but we can still be close. Now that the contract’s signed, we can text and meet up in the city and hang out.”

“What?! January, you have to come home!”

“No, I don’t. I’m going to live at Velvet House and work in a bar. Or a café.”

“But…” Margot looks around the room as though it’ll give her ideas… “What about Fine Arts at Columbia?”

“I don’t want to go to college, that was mom and Mr. Parker’s idea. I want to get a proper job and… I don’t know… hang out.” I give a little laugh at how ridiculous I sound. Margot doesn’t join in. She doesn’t look well. She’s so pretty and I was so excited to see her, I didn’t notice the lines around her mouth and shadows under her eyes. “Are you okay? Have you been sleeping?”

“No, but that doesn’t matter.” Margot grips my hand. “We need you to come home. Me and Harris and Lachlan. We need you, okay?”

A cold stone forms in the pit of my stomach. “What are you talking about?”

Margot’s gaze slides sideways. “Just, like, we miss you.”

She’s lying, I can read it in every inch of her face. But I don’t know why. I remember Adriano staring at me through the bars of my cage. How his silence made me feel like I needed to talk. I don’t answer, instead I wait for Margot to explain why it’s so important to her and my brothers that I go back to our big, chilly Park Avenue mansion.

“January,” Margot finally pleads. “Say something.”

Her fringe is growing out. I don’t think she’s had a haircut since my wedding and her nails aren’t done either. My heart shifts painfully in my chest. I think I know what the problem is, but I can’t bring myself to say it. It’s too scary.

Margot presses her palms into her eyes. “Okay, you can’t tell Mom I told you but if I don’t get you to come home, she won’t unlock my trust fund.”

There it is. The truth. The weight of it strikes me like a hammer. “You don’t have any money?”

“No. She’s cut me off. Not just me, Lachlan and Harris too, that’s why you need to come home. She said she’ll make everything right again if you come home.”

I pull away, horrified.

“Don’t,” she cries. “It’s not about going shopping or cars or whatever. If I can’t make my college payments, I’ll have to drop out! And Lachlan’s going to lose his house and Harris and Penny just had Lila! Everything’s a mess, JJ, we need you.”

I stare at my sister, trying to process what she’s saying. “Why does mom have control of your money? I thought your trust fund came from Daddy?”

“That money’s been gone for ages. All we have now is her payments.”

Which means Mr. Parker’s payments.

I slump onto the marble counter. Does my family have anything that wasn’t paid for on the promise of my body?

“JJ, I’m so sorry,” Margot says. “I know you didn’t want to marry Mr. Parker, but I didn’t know what to do.”

“It’s okay,” I mumble into my forearms. A dull anger pounds in my chest, but it would be wrong to take it out on Margot. She’s not the one who sold me. My stepmom, Corinne, is. From this point onward I vow to call her by her name. She’s no mother of mine, step or otherwise.

“You need to come home, JJ.” Margot’s voice is tight. “You have to.”

I lift my head. “I told you, I couldn’t marry Mr. Parker even if I wanted to. And I’m not a virgin anymore, so I can’t be sold to anyone else.”

“But it’s what she wants!” Margot says, her eyes filling with tears. “If we don’t give her what she wants, she’s going to sell all the houses and cars! She’s going to sell Mama’s jewelry.”

Mama. The word still takes my breath away. I never knew her, but Margot, Lachlan, and Harris did. They told me she was an angel with long black hair, red lips and blue eyes. The sweetest woman in the world. I wish she was here to solve all of this. To pay Margot’s college fees and get rid of Corinne and approve of my relationships because they make me happy…

Zia Teresa’s voice comes to me. ‘What do we say about wishes, bella?’

“They’re for fools,” I mutter.

“What?” Margot demands. “Did you just call me a fool?”

I look at my sister, tears glittering on her cheekbones. I love her. I don’t want her to be in pain, but I can’t heal her by going home. I’ll have to try and fix things myself with what I have now.

I draw a shaky breath. “Margot, I was in the contract negotiation meeting. Do you know Mr. Parker gave Corinne thirty million dollars.”

Margot’s mouth falls open. “What?”

“Thirty million dollars. That’s what Velvet House has to repay Mr. Parker to get me out of our engagement. So, Corinne can’t be broke. She just can’t be. She’s threatening to sell our stuff out of spite and if I go home just because she wants me to, she’ll own me forever.”

Margot sits back in her chair. “But what about my trust fund? Since mom cut me off… you have no idea what it’s like. I can’t buy lunch on campus or put gas in my car, all my friends are getting weird around me and asking all these questions…”

She sounds so spoiled, but I know she’s not faking how scared she is. I think of a documentary I once saw about pandas. How it took zookeepers and researchers years to teach a domesticated panda to fend for itself in the wild. Margot is like those squishy, hand-fed pandas. Someone needs to teach her how to live without Corinne’s money and it might have to be me.

I put my hand on hers. “Why don’t you come and stay at Velvet House? You can have your own room and we can look at getting jobs and applying for scholarships together?”

Margot pulls her hand from mine. “I’m not living with you in some freak house in Albany.”

Her words strike at me like a whip. I try to keep my breathing steady.

“Sorry,” she says. “I just… I want my life. I don’t want things to change.”

They already have. “Then why don’t I find somewhere else for you to stay? I can speak to Eli about getting a lawyer and seeing what we can do about Daddy’s money?”

“That won’t work! I already spoke to my friend Timothy, he’s a junior lawyer with Monaghan & Shepard, and he said unless Daddy left us specific things in the will, everything would have gone to Mom when he died. Lachlan checked and we’re not entitled to anything.”

“Oh.”

“JJ, just come home and talk to Mom…?”

“No! She’s not my mom and that isn’t my home!” I say it with more force than I intended.

Margot stares at me like I’m a stranger. “Okay, fine.”

We sit in silence for a long time. I want to talk, but I won’t apologize, and I won’t act like I’m going to come home. That doesn’t leave me with a lot to say.

Margot picks up her wine and drains the glass. “So, you belong to Velvet House now? They paid for you to leave Mr. Parker, so now they own you?”

“No. If I went to Eli or Doc or any of them and asked to leave, they would let me.”

“Are you sure?”

Something shifts inside me, opening until I feel as wide as a summer sky. “I don’t know, but I’m happy to take the risk. I want things to change.”

There’s a polite knock on the door. Harvey sticks his white-bearded head inside the room. “Sorry to interrupt, ladies, but Miss Margot asked me to tell her when she could go home…?”

Margot gets to her feet. “I’m leaving.”

“Wait!” I say, totally shocked. “It hasn’t been an hour!”

She grabs the bottle of wine. “I don’t care. I’m out of here. Have fun with your men, I’ll deal with Mom on my own.”

“Can I text you?”

“I… Okay.” She bites her lower lip. “For the record, I am glad you don’t have to marry Parker.”

I stand, wrapping my sister in a big hug. Margot’s tense, but after a few seconds, she hugs me back, the wine bottle poking into my side.

“Bye,” she says, her voice full of tears. “Let me know if you change your mind.”

“You too. You have options.”

“Sure.”

I watch her collect her Fendi bag before Harvey escorts her to the pretty blue door. It closes with a neat snap behind her. I hug my arms around my middle and try not to cry. I know this isn’t the end. Margot is a good person. Eventually she’ll see that there’s a life beyond Corinne, but right now she feels totally alone. I understand that better than anyone because that was how Corinne made me feel.

I hear the low rumble of male voices from another room and smile. I’m not alone. Not anymore.

The guys are piled into rows of movie seats. Adriano is examining his gun, Doc has his feet on the chair in front of him, Eli is on his laptop, and Bobby is tossing a purple ball into the air. I burst into tears and all four of them leap to their feet.

“Pryntsesa!”

“What’s wrong, Tits?”

“Are you okay, JJ?”

“Bella, what happened?”

“I’m fine,” I sob, teetering backward on my heels. “That was just really hard.”

Bobby gets to me first, wrapping his arms around me. “C’mere. It’s all okay.”

I draw back. “It isn’t okay! My sister hates me.”

“She doesn’t,” Bobby says gently.

“And if she does, she’s a fucking idiot.” Doc shoves Bobby out of the way and pulls me into his arms. “Sorry, Tesorina. Family sucks.”

It’s weird to be hugged by Doc but I let my head rest on his chest.

“Did Margot try to get you to go home?” Eli asks, his voice tight.

“Yeah, she said Corinne, my stepmom, wants me there. She’s frozen Margot and my brothers’ trust funds until I go back.”

Eli and Adriano exchange looks.

“You should know that we think your stepmother is still in contact with Parker,” Eli says. “She was due to gain fifty million after you were married and it seems as though she’s still pursuing the money, claiming she had no control over your abduction.”

I shudder.

“There’s more,” Eli says, and his sharp tone is betrayed by the concern in his eyes. “There’s a possibility your siblings were going to get a cut and they might feel… entitled to tell you to come home.”

I wait for the sting, but nothing happens. I don’t know that there’s anything about my family that could surprise me anymore. “Okay. Well, there’s no way they can get that money now, is there?”

“No,” Adriano says flatly.

“Your brothers can get fucked,” Doc fumes. “Trying to drag their kid sister into a snake pit for a few nickels.”

“Lachlan and Harris don’t know how to exist without my parent’s money. From their perspective, I’m sure they don’t have a choice.”

Doc looks like he wants to be mean, but he hugs me tighter instead. “You’re a better person than us, Tits. But I guess we already knew that.”

I smile into his chest. “I think you’re all good men.”

“That’s because we bent you to our will with mind tricks and hardcore fucking.”

I giggle harder than the comment requires. It just feels so good to smile. Then I catch the look on Adriano’s face. The brutal focus I recognize from the times he’s truly terrified me.

“No! Adriano, you can’t.”

His head jerks up. “Pryntsesa?”

“You’re not gonna kill my stepmom!”

Adriano glances to Eli who smooths his jacket lapels. “She’ll be dealt with in due time, bella.”

“But you’re not going to kill her?”

“No.” Adriano says.

“Definitely not,” Eli adds.

“Good.” I sway in Doc’s strong arms. “I’ve had enough drama for at least like… three years.”

“Make it twenty and that’s how I feel,” Bobby says, giving me his easy, open smile. Suddenly all I want is to be in bed with Doc on one side and Bobby on the other, watching videos on my phone as we fall asleep, knowing tomorrow I’ll see Eli and Adriano. I fight back a yawn.

“You’re taking this well,” Eli says. “Or are you in shock?”

Doc shoves two fingers against my neck.

I tap his hand away. “I’m fine. I’m okay with where I am.”

Judging from the guys’ skeptical faces, they don’t understand. But they don’t have to. I’m still crushed about Margot and my brothers, still mad at Corinne and worried about the look Mr. Parker gave me as he left the conference room, but I can accept it. And not in a stiff, angry way. The feeling inside me is softer than that. It reminds me of a word I’ve always liked, ‘yielding.’ You could see yielding as giving up, but to me it sounds more like giving way. Relaxing into what is instead of fighting the unknown and hurting yourself worse for no reason. I have no idea what’s going to happen, but like I told Margot, I’m willing to wait and see.

“Can we get out of here?” I ask. “I want to go home.”

That makes them all smile. Or Doc, Eli, and Bobby smile and Adriano just crinkles the corners of his eyes a bit.

“In a minute, Tits,” Doc says. “I’ve got a contract signing surprise for you.”

I look at his hands.

“Nothing you can touch, although…”

“Get to the point,” Eli growls.

“It’s a job. One night a week at Dreams.”

I stare at him.

“As a bartender,” he says firmly. “One shift a week behind the bar. The rest of the time, you’re at Velvet House sucking our dicks.”

“But you can keep all your tips,” Bobby says drily.

My insides vibrate with happiness and I clap my hands. “A job? I’ll have a job? I’ll work in a bar?”

“One day a week,” Eli says loudly. “Betty will keep an eye on you and if I find out anyone’s harassing you or trying to buy dances—”

“Give it a rest, Morelli,” Doc says. “Let the girl have her fun… That being said, I will gut anyone who lays a hand on you.”

I laugh, my heart lighter than it’s been in weeks, months, years. Maybe my whole life.

“Look at her,” Eli says, amused. “When we stole her, it was to make her hate us beyond words.”

Adriano gives an affirming grunt.

I might love all of you instead.

I don’t say it. Now isn’t the right time. Instead, I go around and kiss all of them on the cheek.

Bobby grabs my hips and pulls me closer. “I haven’t had you since Parker laid eyes on you. That feels wrong.”

“It does,” Doc agrees. “We should baptize her in our cum. Make sure she knows who she belongs to.”

Suddenly the chains of my dress feel much heavier along my skin.

“Sorry,” Eli says lazily. “But you’ll have to control yourselves. There’s a jet waiting at Thompson Airfield. We need to be there in forty minutes.”

Doc, Bobby, and Adriano turn on him.

“What the fuck?” Doc demands. “Work? Now?”

“I suppose it depends what you mean by work,” Eli says, but he can’t hold back his smile. “I’ve restocked the villa in Maui. I thought that after everything we’d gone through, we might want a vacation.”

“A vacation?” Doc repeats.

“Yes. A week of sunshine and swimming and fucking our little jewel senseless. Unless you’d prefer to stand around with your thumb up your ass, which you’re entitled to do.” Eli holds out a hand to me. “Coming, bella?”

I picture crystal water and lush forests. Canopy beds as big as whole rooms and drinks with chunks of pineapple in them. Twosomes that become threesomes and foursomes. Hours that run like honey, slow and sweet. I grab Eli’s hand. “Please take me to Hawaii, Mr. Morelli.”

“It would be my pleasure.”

“Fuck off, we’re coming, too,” Doc says. “There better be booze on the jet.”

We head for the pretty blue door, and I hear Adriano’s boots, Bobby’s dress shoes, and Doc’s sneakers fall into step behind my heels and Eli’s wingtips.

I don’t have all the answers, or any of them, but the contract with Mr. Parker is signed, my stepmom is gone from my life, and I’m the queen of Velvet House. How could this not be the start of a golden age? What’s the worst thing that could possibly happen?
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Epilogue


Ray Teller

It’s three in the morning when the guest arrives. Duncan and I are playing poker in the security office. I’m not particularly happy about leaving the game to greet whoever’s in the silver Bugatti idling at the front gate.

“Fucking criminals,” Duncan grumbles as he straightens his tie. “Why can’t they keep regular hours?”

We take the golf cart, rain splattering our sides the whole way, but when we see who’s behind the wheel, the journey seems to pay off. It’s a blonde with a great set of cans.

I nudge Duncan. “New girlfriend?”

“Maybe.”

Whoever she is, she’s a rude bitch. She refuses to get out of her car and when we tell her we need to scan her for weapons, she acts like we shoved dog shit under her nose.

“Where’s Mr. Parker?” she demands in a weather presenter voice. “He said he was going to meet me here.”

“Mr. Parker’s occupied,” I tell her. “We can take you to him as soon as you’re scanned.”

She sniffs and gets out of the car revealing a tight ass under her light purple skirt. I scan her and she comes up clean.

“Please get back in your car and we’ll escort you to the main house,” I tell her. “You can leave your car in the underground garage and then we’ll take you to Mr. Parker.”

She looks at me like I’m dirt beneath her shiny black heels. “Fine.”

Michael Ridge is monitoring the garage, yawning over a super-sized cup of coffee. He appears to be alone.

“Where’s Baskerville?” I ask. “He said he’d be here tonight.”

“Haven’t seen him for ages.”

Duncan laughs. “We all know why that is. He was on duty when January Whitehall got snatched from that truck stop. I’d be surprised if he’s still alive.”

Michael shakes his head. “Didn’t you hear? Parker forgave him for that. Forgave him outright.”

“You’re kidding!”

“I was there, man. Bill and his brother were stood up in front of Parker and Parker’s yelling and flashing his Beretta around and I thought they were both dead. But then Parker goes ‘did you motherfuckers steal my fiancée?’ and Archie looks him dead in the eyes and says ‘if we did, we’d be in a hotel room fucking her end to end, not here talking to you.’”

Duncan gives a nervous giggle. “That worked?”

“Yup. Parker laughs his ass off and said he believed them and they were fine to come back to work.”

“That’s a fucking miracle,” Duncan says. “Isn’t it, Ray?”

“They’ve got balls,” I agree. “But then why aren’t they ever around the house?”

“No idea, word is Parker sent them to—”

“Excuse me?” says an icy female voice. “Is someone supposed to help me?”

The blonde bitch has driven her Bugatti up to the entrance and is looking none too happy to be kept waiting. I flash her a smile. “Right this way, ma’am.”

Parker is still in the dining room when we arrive. The chef, Maurice, says every meal Parker eats has to be a feast and this one is no different. The table’s covered in dishes of pasta and sausages, trays of meatballs and chicken wings, sides of pork and lamb and wood fire pizza.

Parker’s sitting in the middle of the table digging into a plate of lasagne. Emilia’s beside him, her tits falling out of her silver dress as she picks at her spaghetti with her fingers. Probably Xanaxed to the hilt as usual.

“Zachery,” the blonde bitch calls from behind me. “Hello!”

Parker swallows a mouthful of pasta and dabs his face with a napkin. “Mrs. Whitehall! You’ve finally come to see me!”

Duncan and I back away as they kiss each other on the cheek.

“Mrs. Whitehall?” Duncan mutters. “This bitch isn’t old enough to have a grown kid.”

“Stepmother,” I say under my breath, staring at her long, smooth legs.

I watch my boss pull out a hardback chair for Mrs. Whitehall. “Can I get you a glass of wine? Champagne?”

She shakes her head. “I can’t stay. My children will wonder where I am.”

“Of course,” Parker says, sitting back beside catatonic Emilia. “I’ll get right to the point, Corinne. I know you need money.”

The blonde bitch bristles and I think maybe she’s going to storm out, but then she slumps into her chair. “I do. I can’t tell you how bad things are getting.”

Parker studies her without emotion. “I’m sorry to hear that, but as I told you, I can’t marry your daughter and—”

The blonde gives a loud wail. “I can’t believe this has happened! All these years! All our planning, for nothing!”

“You think I don’t know that?” Parker snaps. “But I can’t go near January. Not that I’d want to. Morelli and his filthy friends have had every hole in her slut body.”

I expect the blonde to protest, but she just nods, leaning across the table. “I can appreciate that, Zachery. January being a virgin, that was always your priority.”

“It was. But priorities change.”

“What do you mean?”

Parker rubs his chin. “I shouldn’t tell you this, but since you need money and since you’ve made your way here on a cold rainy night…”

The blonde leans even further across the table. “What? Please tell me?”

I stare at her gaping cleavage and wonder if she knows she’s being played.

“I want revenge on the men who stole my wife,” Parker says. “I want every member of Velvet House killed.”

“But I thought you weren’t allowed—”

Parker slams a fist on the table. The blonde jumps and Emilia drops the piece of spaghetti she was twirling around her finger.

“Don’t…” Parker snarls, “…talk to me about what you think I can do, Corinne. Do you want my money or not?”

The blonde smiles, all big eyes and sweetness. “Of course.”

“Then you’ll help me.” Parker pulls out his phone. “Two hundred thousand dollars to deliver a message to your daughter and a hundred million when the plan comes off. How about that?”

“A hundred…” The blonde presses a hand to her forehead. “Zachery, that’s so generous!”

“So, you’ll agree to help me?”

“In any way I can!”

Parker smiles, his rubbery lips pulling apart like they’re on strings. “Good. Now, go home to your children. I’ll send you the two hundred thousand tonight and we’ll be in touch about what comes next.”

The blonde seems confused to be dismissed so quickly but she clearly doesn’t want to fuck up a good thing. I watch her ass as she heads for the door.

“Duncan,” Parker says, picking up his fork. “Escort Mrs. Whitehall back to the garage. Ray, you stay here.”

My nerves snap tight as Duncan scurries after the blonde. I hope Parker just wants to talk and he isn’t having one of his episodes.

“You like?” Parker asks once Duncan and Mrs. Whitehall are gone.

“Like, sir?”

He points his fork at the door. “The cooze. You like the look of her?”

“Oh. Yeah.”

Parker makes a face. “She’s fucking ancient.”

I wouldn’t put Mrs. Whitehall past forty, but Parker’s always liked younger girls.

“I don’t mind them MILF-y. She’s keeping everything tight.”

“Including her bleached asshole.” Parker shoves back his chair, grabs Emilia’s cheek and shoves her face-first into his lap. “Suck.”

I turn away as Emilia undoes his fly and starts blowing him. Parker’s always appreciated an audience but lately he’s started performing ten times a day. If this was any other gig, the staff would joke about it, but no one’s stupid enough to do that here.

Seconds tick past as Emilia sucks and slurps and Parker goes back to eating lasagne.

“I should get back to the front gate,” I say as casually as I can manage. “Let me know if you need anything?”

I’m halfway to the door when Parker calls out. “Teller? You can have her before she dies if you want?”

“Sir?”

“The Whitehall bitch. Corinne. You can have a turn on her before I slit her throat.”

If Parker’s joking, I need to laugh. If he’s serious, I need to be grateful.

“Thank you, sir. Uh… when are you killing Mrs. Whitehall?”

“Once every man in Velvet House is dead.” Parker grips Emilia’s hair as she bobs in his lap. “Morelli first, I’ll string him up by his pretty neck. Then Bassilotta, then Rossi. Valente can go last. Once he’s told me everything I wanna know about Orchard, I’ll cut his dick off and watch him bleed to death.”

He thrusts into Emilia’s mouth, making her gag. “What do you think of that, Ray?”

“That’s… quite a plan, sir. Although, the Bianchi contract—”

“The contract says I can’t kill January. I’m not gonna kill January. I’m gonna kill her boyfriends, then her sister, then her brothers and then her stepmother. But only once you’ve fucked her good, Ray.”

I plaster a grin on my face. “Thank you, sir.”

“I’m gonna record everything,” he tells me, his face growing purple as his hips jerk upward. “January Whitehall is gonna watch it all. Anytime she uses a phone… her email… any screen on the planet, she’ll see everyone she cares about… dying.”

His mouth twists as he climaxes and Emilia sputters as she swallows him. When he’s done Parker pulls out of her mouth and wipes himself on her red hair. His eyes are wide and glazed as if he’s looking into a world only he can see. “I’m gonna turn January Whitehall’s life to ashes, Ray,” he says. “Just you wait and see.”

*     *     *
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Leo Morelli is known as the Beast of Bishop’s Landing.
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He’ll get revenge on the Constantine family and make millions of dollars in the process. Even it means using an old man who dreams up wild inventions. And his daughter. The college student must spend thirty days with the ruthless billionaire.

Read SECRET BEAST >

“Secret Beast is the dark and delicious Beauty and The Beast re-telling I’ve been craving. Leo Morelli is an EPIC hero and I could stay in his world forever!”

– M. O’Keefe, USA Today bestselling author
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